
        
            
                
            
        

    
Enchanting The CEO

Layla Hagen

Dear Reader,

If you want to receive news about my upcoming books and sales, you can sign up for my newsletter HERE.

***

Enchanting The CEO

Copyright © 2024 Layla Hagen

Cover: Uplifting Designs

Copyright ©2024 Layla Hagen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, including electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Layla Hagen All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Epilogue

––––––––


Copyright ©2024 Layla Hagen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, including

electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the author, except in the case

of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. This is a work of fiction. Names,

characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author􀀨s

imagination or used in fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

or actual events is purely coincidental.


Chapter One

Gabe

––––––––

"All right, we’re done for the day. I'm heading to the bar," I told my assistant, Betty, while arranging my cuff links.

"Working overtime again?" she teased. It was a running joke between us. I wasn't a workaholic, unlike my brothers. But I'd only opened the bar a few months ago, and I made it a habit to stop by after the workday was over.

"Whatever’s necessary. All right, see you tomorrow," I said before strolling down the corridor.

I wasn't the last to leave by a long shot. Even though I made it clear when I hired them that I didn't expect them to be here around the clock, everyone worked at their own pace. I rarely stayed in the office past six. My office was in the building just next to the distillery. The bar was in front of it all. It was my pride and joy, my own contribution to the Whitley legacy. Whitley Bar & Distillery was now one of the most popular bars in Boston.

There were already customers inside when I stepped in, as expected. Happy hour was very busy around here. All three bartenders were here tonight, thank fuck. There was a flu going around, so I'd jumped behind the bar on many evenings to help fill in when needed. I considered my employees part of my family. I paid them well and treated them the same; I genuinely wanted people to be happy at their workplace, and I felt it was my responsibility to provide a decent work environment for them.

I was about to head behind the counter when I noticed that one of my bartenders, Celia, was engaged in conversation.

Celia was one of my favorite people. She was an exceptionally hard worker. She was also insanely attractive, which sometimes got her into trouble. Not with me—I didn’t date my employees—but customers started hitting on her after one too many drinks. The guys and I were very protective of her and always made sure no one bothered her. But Celia didn't need our help. She could handle her own battles.

Zeroing in on Celia, I noticed that the woman she was talking to resembled her. She was exceptionally attractive, too, with long blond hair. It reached her elbows and lay in a perfect line across her back. As I continued to the bar, I saw she was eating a burger. We’d introduced some finger foods and other bar staples a while ago, and they were a hit.

"Who's that?" I asked Ron, one of the bartenders.

"That's Diane, Celia’s sister. She actually said she wanted to introduce you to her. Hey, Celia," he called to her.

Celia whipped her head in our direction. She smiled when she saw me and gestured for me to come over.

I walked down, and Celia’s sister offered me her hand. "Hi, I'm Diane."

"Gabe Whitley," I said, shaking her hand. Up close, I noticed her eyes were blue and gorgeous, and her full lips were a perfect shade of pink. She wasn't wearing any kind of makeup as far as I could tell, and she was hands down one of the most beautiful women I'd ever met.

"So glad you came by tonight. I didn't know if you would," Celia said. "I’ve wanted to introduce you to my sister ever since... well, since everything went down with Mom."

"How is she feeling?" I asked. Last year, their mother needed help paying off some medical bills. I'd offered to pay them up front, but Celia had flatly refused, so she'd taken a loan of sorts against her salary.

“Much better. Thanks for saving the day.”

“I didn’t.”

Celia looked at me sharply. "Oh yes, you did. I won’t let you downplay it."

"Celia, when have you known me not to brag when I get the chance to?"

She grinned. "Anyway, Diane just stopped by to..." She bit her lip, darting her gaze away. That was unlike Celia. She usually didn't mince words and spoke her mind. “Oh crap. A customer needs me.”

Did she change the subject on purpose?

“I’ll let you get back to work. I need to get going anyway. Just want to finish my burger,” Diane said, dangling a set of keys in her hands.

"Bye, sis," Celia added hurriedly before taking the customer's order.

Diane turned to me. "You know, I've been wanting to meet my sister's knight in shining armor for a while." 

I grinned. "I really didn't do as much as I'd wanted to, but I'll take that nickname."

She tilted her head. "Wait, you wanted to help more? You've done a lot."

I shook my head. "I wanted to outright pay the bills rather than giving Celia a loan, but she refused."

Diane rolled her shoulders back. "Good thing she did, because that's not right, taking your money like that. Even if you can afford it."

She smiled, leaning forward. She was wearing a tight white dress with thin straps. It cut a straight line over her breasts. I couldn't see her cleavage, but my pulse quickened anyway. I hadn’t had this sort of reaction to someone in a long while. I exhaled sharply, maintaining eye contact.

"Anyway," she said, "my sister always talks about you and how great of a boss you are, so I might already have a biased opinion of you."

I grinned, clapping my hands once. "A good biased opinion? That's excellent. A change for once."

She tilted her head, smiling. "Wait, so people's opinion of you is usually bad?"

"You did not hear me say that," I replied.

She straightened up after she finished her burger. "But you did. Now I can't unhear it."

"Do you want a drink?" I asked.

She frowned. "No. I shouldn't be keeping you from work." She immediately got up from the chair. "I got what I needed, so I should go. By the way, the burger was fantastic."

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what exactly she needed from her sister, but it was none of my business.

"Are you sure I can't tempt you with anything?" I insisted.

She shook her head. "No, no, I've got lots to do. But it was really great meeting you, Gabe."

I stepped from behind the bar, shaking her hand again. Her eyes fell on my cuff links for a split second before she lifted her gaze. My brothers and I got into the habit of wearing them, which was a bit unusual, especially for a guy filling in as a bartender. They were out of place here.

"And you too,” I said. I was tempted to ask her again if she wanted a drink, anything to find an excuse for her to stay, but I couldn't flirt with her. She was Celia's sister, for God's sake.

I inhaled Diane’s perfume as she passed me, a mix of roses and something else. I loved it. I'd never smelled that fragrance combination before.

After she left, I went back behind the counter, checking on my bartenders.

"All good?" I asked.

"Yeah, boss," Celia, who was nearest to me, replied. "You don't have to be on duty tonight. We have everything under control."

"All right, then I'm going to head out. See you tomorrow."

My family thought I might be stretched thin because I spent a few hours a week at the bar, but I enjoyed it. It was a welcome change from being stuck in my office all day. I liked being the CEO of my own company, but I also enjoyed bartending and being among people.

But I was glad there was no need for me to stay tonight. I was meeting my family, and I didn't want to cancel on them at the last minute. My brothers and I were getting together at our grandparents' house. Lately, our half brothers, Nick, Leo, and Maddox, would join us, but they couldn't make it tonight.

The Whitley family had a complicated history, to say the least. Our father, Ryan Whitley, had led a double life, resulting in our three half brothers. My second-oldest brother, Jake, had discovered Dad’s infidelity, and it was as if a bomb had detonated in our family. My mother became ill soon after and passed away, and my father had lived in Sydney ever since, abandoning everything. We were lucky as hell that our grandparents stepped in and raised us. Well, mostly Cade, Spencer, and me. I was the youngest. Colton and Jake were already adults, though our grandparents offered them stability.

I had always had a great relationship with Nick, Leo, and Maddox. Grandmother said I liked to put a positive spin on things, and it was true. I still remember the day I found out about Dad and our half brothers. I was devastated, of course, and I felt deeply betrayed, but I'd also been curious about meeting them as soon as I knew about them. Jake and Colton hadn’t been as interested. I think they’d blamed them somehow and had been at odds with them for years. All that was different now that the two of them had come around, and we all got together regularly.

Ryan Whitley didn't just abandon his family when he left. He'd also abandoned Whitley Industries, the company he'd taken over from our grandfather. As we reached adulthood, each of us kids took over a branch of the business. Unfortunately, Dad left them in dire financial condition, but we were able to turn them around. I was proud to continue the legacy of our family. All of us kids were different from our father. None of us were as self-absorbed as he was.

I arrived at our grandparents' home in the Dorchester neighborhood half an hour later. Spencer's and Jake's cars were already in the driveway.

Grandfather opened the door. "Come in, come in," he said.

I gave him a hug, taking him in. He looked good, but both of our grandparents were in their nineties and had some health scares over the past few years. We all stayed on alert to make sure they had what they needed.

We went to the dining room, where Jake was seated with his wife, Natalie, and Cade with his fiancée, Meredith. My brothers all had better halves, which was perplexing because only two years ago, I would have bet my company that we Whitley boys would remain bachelors forever. Even though they'd succumbed to marital bliss, I certainly intended to stay single—though Grandmother thought she could persuade me otherwise. She told everyone she knew that she'd helped matchmake the rest of my brothers. And in a way, she had, which was scary as shit.

"All right, everyone. Colton and Spencer said they’re gonna be late and we should start without them. Dinner is served," Grandmother said dismissively. This was so unlike her, and I glanced at my brothers to see if I could get them to tell me what was going on.

"She's not happy with us because we insisted on ordering in," Cade said in an uncharacteristically serious tone; he was usually laid-back like me. But now I understood her brusqueness.

"I've got to give it to you and Jake. You were quite convincing," she huffed.

Grandmother always insisted on cooking. I chose my battles, and although I could convince her of many things, giving up cooking was not one of them. My older brothers were so much better at it. I had a hunch that their better halves had a lot to do with it as well. For some reason, Grandmother was more receptive to their suggestions than to ours. But a win was a win. I didn't care how we achieved it. At their ages, we needed to cater to our grandparents, not vice versa.

As we sat down at the table, Grandmother said, "Gabe, darling, I have a bridge session with some friends on Saturday. Do you mind driving me there?"

I stopped putting mashed potatoes on my plate, contemplating her odd request.

"Isn't Cal available?" Jake asked, unsuccessfully suppressing laughter. Cal was Jake’s driver, but he ran errands for the whole family.

Natalie grinned. “Oh, Jeannie.”

Meredith was smiling too. “I’m not surprised.”

Grandmother looked sternly at Jake. I was obviously missing something.

"I can take you. I don't mind," I said.

She looked at me triumphantly. "Excellent."

"Oh, dude, come on," Cade said. "She wants to introduce you to some of her friends' granddaughters."

"Cade," Grandmother admonished. "Did you have to give me away?"

I started to laugh. "Grandmother, please stop trying to matchmake me. It's not going to happen."

"It will. I simply haven't introduced you to enough young women."

"Right. Because that’s the problem," Jake said. "Meeting women.”

I must have been exhausted—that was why I didn’t see through the ruse. For the past few months, she'd made up reasons for me to drive her to several meetings with her friends, and without fail, she'd always introduce me to a woman. I'd been polite about it all, of course, but I had no intention of settling down, and I hated that Grandmother was going through all of this for nothing.

"But you didn't even take any of them on a date," she added.

“Jeannie, leave the boy alone. Let’s change the subject,” Grandfather said. "How is the construction on your new home progressing?"

"Slow, but it's going to be faster now that I'm living in the area. I can go there every day," I replied.

Jake rolled his eyes. "Why would you want to oversee construction? It's a nightmare."

I shrugged. "I know, but it's going to be my house. I don't mind putting in the effort."

"You didn't have to literally move in across the street, though," Cade added.

“Yes, I did,” I replied.

I might be laid-back, but when I cared about something, I wanted to oversee it personally. That was why I’d rented a house in the same neighborhood. It was a huge villa, and I'd been surprised that it had been available at all. Then I found out that it was two separate units. Unfortunately, the current occupant of the upstairs one was a nightmare.

"Are things going better with the neighbor?" Natalie asked, as if reading my thoughts. My sister-in-law was very good at reading people.

"No," I said. "But I’m going to take care of that."

"Have you offered to pay rent for the whole house?" Jake asked.

"Yes, of course. That was one of the first things I did. But the owner insists that she prefers having two tenants, so if one of them leaves, she still has an income."

"That is a fair point," Meredith said.

Maybe, but the entrance to the attic rental was through the main house. So really, it wasn't a separate unit at all. I didn't have a neighbor, I had a roommate, and it was fucking annoying. But it was the only house available in that area, so I'd taken it anyway. I’d solve the problem of my annoying roommate too. But one thing at a time.

“Well, I, for one, think it’s a good thing that you’re overseeing the construction closely. It’s going to be such a wonderful home. Big enough for a family,” Grandmother said.

Grandfather just shook his head while my brothers grinned.

I finished loading my plate with mashed potatoes and turkey breast, then regarded at my grandmother calmly. " I know you have my best interests at heart, but it isn't going to happen. Not on your terms, anyway."

"Huh," she said. "All right, then. If you want to make it happen on your own, I'm good with that.” Suddenly her smile encapsulated her entire face. “Oh, Gabe, this is such wonderful news!"

I barely bit down a groan. Crap!

I looked up in time to see Jake and Natalie exchange a glance. Cade was staring straight at me. I knew he couldn't wait to share this with Spencer. They had a bond that I sometimes envied, although all of us were close.

"Oh, just wait until Nick, Maddox, and Leo hear of this,” Cade said. “They'll be thrilled that Grandmother can now focus on them, since you're clearly taking matters into your own hands."

"Oh, please. I've been keeping my eye out for suitable companions for them all the while. Now I just have to ramp up my efforts," Grandmother said, making us all laugh.

That was life in the Whitley family. We all looked out for one another, whether we wanted it or not.


Chapter Two

Diane

If I didn’t have bad luck, I’d have no luck at all. But right now, the corners of my lips tilted up in a smile as I knocked my elbow on my sister's bedroom door.

"I'm awake," she said.

I walked in carefully, putting a tray with breakfast on her bed.

Celia yawned. "What's this?"

"I want to spoil you a bit. What's the use of having an unwanted house guest if they don't bring you breakfast?" I said in a teasing tone, though I was half serious.

"You're my sister. You're not unwanted."

I was usually such an optimistic person, but over the past six months, my life had taken a complete nosedive.

First, my boyfriend broke my heart. Then my work started downsizing. At least I got lucky and wasn't fired, but they reduced my hours to part-time, and unfortunately, that wasn't nearly enough to pay rent. Shortly after, my landlord evicted me. He probably thought I was a huge risk, and... he was right. I'd debated taking legal recourse, but I didn't have any money for that.

Bottom line was, I had to see the positive in all this. One, I still had a job, and two, I had a roof over my head, even though I was living with my sister. Honestly, I'd missed being this close to her. Growing up, we’d always been real tight.

"You're eating with me?" she asked.

"Obviously. You think I broke my back just so you can eat all these goodies by yourself?"

"I can't believe you did this. Thank you. When did you wake up?"

"About an hour ago."

Her jaw dropped as she checked and saw it was now just six o'clock in the morning. "Why would you wake up so early?"

"I couldn't sleep well," I admitted. "The better question is why are you up? You came home late."

Celia yawned. "You know I have a weird sleep schedule."

She had a waitressing job during breakfast hours between nine o’clock and twelve o’clock. She usually slept in the afternoon before waitressing at the bar. She was a damn hard worker. I was determined not to be in her hair for too long.

I'd made an omelet with a side of bacon and toast, plus pancakes with blueberries and a dip that I mixed from honey and a dash of vanilla extract, all topped with whip cream.

"Oh my God. If you spoil me like this every morning, I'm going to get used to it."

"Well, as long as I'm in your hair, you will definitely get spoiled," I said.

I loved cooking, and my sister appreciated it. She always had. My mom had been sickly even when we were kids, so both of us had been on cooking duty for as long as I could remember. Celia disliked being in the kitchen, but I relished it. Creating something from scratch with my own hands was truly my thing.

She yawned, then asked me, "What are you doing today?"

"I have a tour in an hour. Then in the afternoon, I’ll unpack and apply for some jobs, but I'm also thinking about tutoring French. I found some online platforms where you can set up a profile and schedule sessions."

Her eyes widened. "You're a genius."

I smiled. "I just want to make the best use of my skills. I can tutor as a freelancer—and the best part is, I’d get the money right away.”

"I can lend you some money, sis."

I shook my head. "Don't even say it, okay?"

She bit the inside of her lip. "But I want to help. You're family."

"You're doing enough by letting me stay here."

We both fell silent as we devoured the breakfast.

"What did you think of Gabe?" she asked after a while.

It was on the tip of my tongue to say, "Why did you never tell me that he’s basically the hottest man alive?"

"He seems friendly enough," I said instead, trying to keep my voice neutral.

"I know, right? I can't believe I'm lucky enough to work for him. Most of the time it feels like I'm working with him.”

I simply nodded, finishing off the pancakes. Mentioning how hot Gabe was would be akin to opening Pandora’s box. My sister would berate me and tell me to stay away from him.

As if.

I had enough on my plate as it was, and my heart was still covered in scars from the breakup.

After breakfast, Celia left for her job, and I left for mine as a tour guide with Boston Guided Tours. I’d been working here ever since I moved to the city.

I was heartbroken that they’d cut back my hours and I could only do it part-time. Soon enough, I wouldn’t be able to do it at all if I found another full-time job. Though maybe I could squeeze a few tours in during the weekends.

As I got on the bus, my phone lit up with a notification. My entire body tightened when I saw it was from my ex, Chuck.

Chuck: Did you take anything out of my storage?

I stared at the phone. Is he for real? He went off the grid for months, and now this? No "Hi, how are you?"

I wasn't even going to dignify his text with a response. My body was completely wound up, and I hated that he still had this effect on me. Every time I saw his name or thought about him, that wound opened up again.

I managed to shove Chuck Forrester to the back of my mind during the tour. Afterward, I spent my afternoon unpacking my boxes. Yesterday, I’d only opened one with kitchen utensils—my sister had next to nothing, and I needed them to prepare meals while I was here. I didn't have many belongings, which was a sad state of affairs for someone who was now the ripe old age of twenty-six.

I moved to Boston for Chuck, who'd promised me the moon and delivered nothing. I’d thought we were in love and marriage was in the future. I was wrong. But I didn’t regret moving here. I was happy to be closer to my sister and mom too. Our mom lived in Baltimore, less than a day’s drive away. But right now, my life was a mess.

Thank heavens Celia could help me out with her spare bedroom. It was tiny, but I was very happy with it. If she could have only put me up on the couch in the living room, I probably wouldn't have taken her offer. I knew she valued her alone time, and I wanted her to have her space.

After unpacking, I created an account on the tutoring platform, which took up the entire afternoon. I was beyond grateful that I'd taken accredited tests for my French because they qualified me for this job. I'd done that primarily so I could advertise it on my résumé, but it had benefited me in many different ways, and I was nothing if not flexible. "Richardsons don't give up" had always been our mother's motto, and it served me well.

After I set up the account, I wasn't sure what to do with myself. I felt restless, so I got dressed and went outside. It was a sunny April day, but I also grabbed a jacket because the weather was finnicky.

I loved Boston and couldn't be too mad at Chuck for jerking me around, as I probably would have never moved here otherwise. For better or for worse, I was glad that my journey had led me here, though I had hoped I’d be at a more stable point in my life by now.

I passed a small delicatessen shop that sold pancetta, not just regular ham. That gave me an idea, but I wanted to check with my sister first.

Diane: Hey, sorry to disturb you at work. Do you like spaghetti carbonara?

She replied a few seconds later. I thought that was a good thing, as it meant she wasn't too busy. But her message proved the opposite.

Celia: You know I eat anything. Love you for wanting to spoil me. I’m up to my eyeballs in work. Two bartenders are sick. I can't wait for the flu season to be over.

I had no idea the flu was still around. It was April already.

Diane: Holy shit, that is not good.

Diane: You want me to come help? I'm good behind the counter.

Celia: You don't mind? You’ll get paid, of course.

Diane: Of course. I'm on my way.

We lived quite a ways from the bar, but I immediately looked up the route online. Even though I’d been there yesterday, I didn’t remember the name of the subway station. The public transportation system in Boston was so efficient that I'd already put my car up for sale online and was sure I’d sell it any day now.

On the way there, I browsed Craigslist, looking for a shared accommodation because I couldn’t afford anything else.

Part of me wanted to ask Celia if she was tempted to move into something bigger with me. But even though she loved me dearly, she liked living alone, and I respected that.

After getting off from the subway, I hurried to the bar. Stepping inside, I glanced around, wondering if Gabe was here too. My heart was beating a bit quicker at the thought, but I told myself it was simply a knee-jerk reaction to the fact that he was so absolutely, impossibly handsome.

Celia should have warned me, and I would have braced myself. Still, it didn't matter. I was certain that I wouldn't see him again.

Five seconds later, I was proven wrong, as Gabe was with my sister behind the bar.

Gabe looked in my direction as I joined them. Sweet Lord, those blue eyes were far too sinful. And his light brown hair... how could it be so thick and shiny?

"Thanks for saving our butts. I'm in your debt," he said somewhat theatrically.

I couldn't get a good read on him. Celia had mentioned that he owned the distillery and wasn’t a fancy-ass CEO. But judging by his suit, he was. Yesterday, his cuff links were pretty extravagant, engraved with his initials. On instinct, I lowered my eyes to his wrists, wanting to check if he was wearing a pair today.

Then my knees weakened because Gabe had rolled his sleeves up to the elbows, revealing ink that crisscrossed both his forearms. I didn't recognize the pattern, but it was damn sexy. Swallowing hard, I looked back up.

"All right. What do I have to do?" I asked. My voice was a bit on edge, but I didn't think he could tell. The bar was already quite busy and loud.

"I have a list with run-of-the-mill cocktails that are easy to make," he said. "Why don't you take those over, and Celia and I will do the house creations."

Celia told me that when they'd first opened, they only offered surprise cocktails but gradually added a normal menu of drinks.

"Do you have any experience bartending?" he asked.

I nodded feverishly. "Yeah, I did this a few years back. I'm good at it, though it's best if I stick to the simple drinks. Otherwise, I’ll just slow everyone down."

I took in the details. It looked straightforward enough: ice, lime, alcohol, fresh fruit juices. There were also bottles of wine in the fridge underneath the bar. I was ready to go.

Gabe was the one who took the actual orders, and then he passed the easy ones on to me, like Bloody Marys, margaritas, and mojitos. I couldn't help but glance at him every now and again. He looked so at ease talking with customers, making drinks, and slicing lemons and other garnishes.

"Are you deaf?" a male voice asked.

I looked up, one eyebrow raised. "Excuse me?"

"I've been trying to get your attention for ten minutes."

"I've been preparing cocktails," I replied coolly.

"Yeah, but I'm a customer, and I want to order."

"They’ll take your order, sir. I just mix them."

He snorted. "Now listen to me. I'm not going to wait until one of—”

"What's going on here?" Gabe said in that strong, sexy voice. I didn't realize he'd moved next to me. "Someone giving you trouble?"

I pointed at the guy. "This man would like a drink.”

“If you’d come to the register, we can take your order. Diane’s just helping us out for the night,” Gabe explained.

“I’m not waiting in that long line. Get me a bourbon on the rocks.” It was shocking how rude this guy was, even to Gabe.

I leaned over to Gabe and said, “He seems to think that he can skip the line by intimidating us into making him a drink."

Gabe nodded, then looked at the customer. "I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

The guy snorted, and I wondered if he’d already had one drink too many. "Yeah, right."

"I'm serious. We have security outside. If you don't leave, I'll ask him to escort you."

"You've got some nerve. I'm not going to let a... I want to talk to the owner."

"I am the owner," Gabe said without missing a beat.

The guy narrowed his eyes, and Gabe gestured to someone at the far end of the room. "Security is coming to help you find your way out."

"Now, wait a second," he protested. But he barely got the words out before a tall, strong guy I hadn't even seen until now stepped right next to him.

"I'm here to escort you outside," he boomed.

The guy glared at me, then at Gabe. "This is unbelievable. Fuck your shitty establishment."

"By all means, do us all a favor and leave it," Gabe retorted.

He put an arm around my shoulders, and the contact singed me. I wasn't expecting it. I glanced sideways at Gabe, who was still looking between the guy and the bodyguard. Then he tilted his head downward to me and our eyes connected for a brief second.

I immediately shifted and looked to his throat. For some reason, I couldn't hold his gaze. Heat coursed through me, starting from the point where he had splayed his fingers on my shoulder.

He leaned forward, and I realized he was bringing his lips to my ear. "Are you all right? Do you need a break, or do you want to go home?"

I shook my head and accidentally brushed my earlobe against his lips. I sucked in a breath as goose bumps erupted on my skin.

"No, I'm fine, really. He was just annoying.”

He straightened up. "I'm really sorry about that. If anything else happens, tell me immediately, okay?" He stepped back.

"Sure. Don't worry about me."

He looked me in the eyes, and this time I did my best to keep his gaze. I wasn't one to melt, but Gabe had supernatural powers.

For the rest of the evening, I stayed focused on the job at hand. Fortunately, no one else gave me grief—except for Gabe, but that was a different kind. Every time he came closer to me to tell me what to make, I had to brace myself.

The man exuded trouble, but I wasn't too worried. I knew I wouldn't see him after tonight. I just had to make it until the end of the shift.

But as I counted the money I got from tips and the cash Gabe gave me once we'd closed, I heard Celia tell Darren, one of our busboys, that we needed help the next day moving a huge bookcase from my room into the living room to give me more space.

“No can do,” Darren said apologetically. “I come here straight from my other job.”

“I’ll drop by,” Gabe said from behind me.

Celia whipped her head in his direction, looking at him like he’d hung the moon.

“Thank you so much! You’re a lifesaver. Again.”

Sweet Lord. I’d better brace myself for tomorrow.


Chapter Three

Gabe

"I can't believe we're breaking yet another record," my assistant, Betty, said.

I looked at the article on my phone, grinning. "That's what we do."

"All right. I'll let you get back to work."

I shook my head. "No, I'm taking off early today."

I felt victorious. We’d made it into the Michelin Guide.

That was a fantastic milestone, even though we were already listed on various other top ten websites. But I knew a ton of tourists relied on printed city guides, so the more accolades we could acquire, the better.

"Good for you. Or wait, are you going to the bar tonight?"

"No, it's been a busy week, and I want the night off. Besides, I have stuff to do tonight.” I was meeting my half brothers, and before that, I had to stop by Celia's place to help with the bookcase.

I bid everyone goodbye before leaving. I trusted people to do their job without me hovering over them. And they didn’t think I was slacking just because I didn’t burn the midnight oil every night. I had a great team.

Maybe it wasn't fair, but I had to admit, I was more proud of the success of the bar than the distillery. Probably because it was my brainchild—I'd come up with the idea and set it up. Ultimately, I’d envisioned this as a franchise with a bar in each major city, and maybe in Europe too. The world was at my fingertips, and the possibilities were endless.

And to think there was a time when our grandfather wasn't sure his legacy would survive.

I didn't remember many things from when Dad left, but I did remember him telling Grandfather that the empire would go to waste without him running it. We'd proved him wrong. I didn't wish my father any ill will, but I never understood how he could turn out to be such a two-faced bastard.

Grandfather and Grandmother were two of the kindest people I knew, and for Dad to do what he did just made no sense whatsoever. But it didn't matter anymore now.

I was determined to build on to my legacy, and I'd been looking to expand the distillery for a while now. I couldn't keep up with demand within the space we had, and there wasn’t enough room on the property to grow. I needed space for adding another production line, and we’d have to move the operation before that could happen. I also wanted to venture into hotels and planned to open the first one next to the distillery.

My half brother Leo could help me find the right property. He ran the top real estate agency in the country and was absolutely the best. I called him on my way to the car; even though I was meeting him later, we wouldn’t have time to talk shop then.

"Hey, Gabe. Change your mind about joining us for tennis?" he asked.

"No. I told you I want to give it another try. I was actually calling because I'd like your help with a project."

"I'm listening."

"I want to look for a huge property in Stockbridge. I want to build a distillery there and also a hotel."

"Cool. But Stockbridge? That's oddly specific."

I had my reasons, but I didn't feel like sharing them with him. Yet.

“It’s mostly because that’s where I want the hotel to be,” I explained.

"Sure, I'm on it. That's going to take a while, though."

"I assumed so."

Leo was excellent at what he did, but this was a challenge. Stockbridge was tiny. There wouldn't be many properties that fit my requirements and didn't have any zoning restrictions.

"I'm on it."

“Thanks.”

We'd often vacationed with Mom in Stockbridge in the summer, and some of my happiest memories were from that village, especially the botanical garden.

She even confessed during our last summer there that maybe after we were grown and out of the house, she’d open a hotel there, but she never got the chance to do it. I liked the idea of fulfilling that wish of hers.

After ending the call, I got into my Mercedes SUV and headed straight to Celia’s place.

I'd never been in this neighborhood before and didn’t realize it was so far away from the bar. How the hell did she get home after work? I didn't know if she had a car or not, and I didn't like the idea of her taking public transportation that late in the night.

When I arrived at the address, I found a parking spot opposite her building. I buzzed Celia on the intercom, and she let me in.

She lived on the second floor. When I reached her door, I rang the bell and then glanced around, noting that there were four other units on the floor.

Suddenly the door opened, and although I'd expected to see Celia, I came face-to-face with Diane.

Her eyes widened in surprise. She was wearing short pants and a yellow pinstriped top and looked adorable.

“Gabe!" she exclaimed.

Fuck! I couldn’t stop imagining those long legs wrapped around my torso.

I cleared my throat and asked, "Celia didn't tell you I was coming?"

"She did but didn’t specify to me when.”

"Gabe, hi, come in,” Celia said, walking up behind Diane. “Thank you so much for coming. Right this way."

The place looked welcoming, but it was tiny.

"Celia, how do you get home after work?" I asked.

"Oh, there's a T-station about five minutes away. It's perfect.”

I groaned. "Why didn't you tell me? From now on you can take an Uber and expense it to me."

Diane’s mouth fell open.

"You are the most generous boss I've ever met,” Diane said.

Celia shrugged. "That’s very kind, Gabe. But not necessary. Nothing’s ever happened. And anyway, I have Mace with me.”

Diane whipped around to look at her. “You're carrying Mace? You didn't tell me that."

Celia shrugged. "Why do you think I was so blasé last night when that drunk guy was loitering around us?"

Diane shook her head. "Oh, Celia."

"You expense it to the company. And yes, before you ask, this is what I offer all my employees when they work late.”

“Yeah, for a manager,” Celia countered.

"All employees. I offered that to the guys, too, but they all drive to work.” I found it easier to ignore my dirty imagination if I focused on Celia instead of Diane. I'd never, not once, had the impulse to flirt with Celia, but it was taking all my self-restraint to behave around Diane.

"All right, what's with the bookcase?" I asked. “Where is it?”

"It's in the small bedroom," Diane said.

"Show me."

We walked from the living room down the corridor. One door was open to something that looked like a master bedroom, and another door opened to what I thought was a small closet at first glance.

Wait, is this the other bedroom? There was a single bed inside it and a huge bookcase.

"Someone's sleeping in here?" I asked.

"Hey, don't sound so shocked or judgy," Diane said. "This is my bedroom for now."

No fucking way! No one could live here. There wasn’t enough space to breathe. I didn't say it out loud, though. I didn’t want to sound like a snobbish ass.

But why the hell was she living with her sister anyway? And if they had to share an apartment, why were they living in this matchbox?

"All right, let's do it. You two grab that end, and I'll take this one.”

I made a concerted effort to keep my eyes on the shelf, especially when Diane leaned forward and grabbed the lower part, giving me a direct view of her cleavage. She wasn't wearing a bra, and I drew in a deep breath at the sight. I had a visceral reaction to this woman unlike anything I'd ever experienced. I was a flirt, that was true, but I'd never had trouble keeping myself in check. Something about her just caught me completely off guard.

"One, two, three, now," I said.

We lifted at the same time. It wasn't that heavy, but I couldn't see the two of them being able to do it on their own.

We carefully got it through the door, then down the narrow hallway, and all the way to the living room. Celia gestured to put it near the TV.

Once we set it down, Diane put her hands on her hips, stretching backward. "All right, that’s going to give me a backache."

"I'll give you a massage," Celia said, and my brain went straight to the gutter again.

Diane straightened up. "So listen, Gabe," she started, pressing her palms together, "I've prepped a delicious afternoon snack. Do you want to join us?"

"Please say yes," Celia added.

"Sure, why not? Need my help setting the table?" I offered.

"Not at all."

Diane waved her hand. "Well, my sister feels the need to be polite because she works for you. But you're not the boss of me, so I'd love it if you could help me bring some plates from the kitchen."

"Diane!" Celia said with a grin.

I liked Diane's sass. And when she walked in front of me, I had to keep my eyes up so as not to check her out. As soon as we stepped in the kitchen, she handed me three plates and cutlery while she took two bowls of food.

"You made fried chicken wings," I said appreciatively.

"They’re my sister's favorite, and I love cooking." The other bowl contained a delicious-looking salad. "She's not much of a cook, but now that I'm here, I can take care of her for a bit."

Ah, so Diane only moved here recently.

We sat down at the table, and Celia smiled. "You're spoiling me, sister."

Diane nodded. "Yep, that's exactly what I intend to do before I get out of your hair."

I looked at Diane. "You plan to move?"

"Yes. I certainly didn't plan to move in here in the first place, but life is full of surprises."

"What happened?" I asked while we passed the food around. I put three wings on my plate along with salad.

Diane sighed. "My company downsized, so they've reduced my hours to only part-time. I couldn't really afford my rent, and my landlord was quick to ask me to leave. He didn’t even give me proper notice. I had to move in a week."

"That’s illegal," I said.

She shrugged. "It is what it is. Anyway, I'm searching for a shared apartment or something, but in the meantime, I'm crashing here with my sister."

"You know I love having you here," Celia countered.

A dangerous idea formed in my mind, and I put down my fork. My brothers often teased me for being impulsive, and they were right. Sometimes it got me into trouble, but I didn't care one bit. I followed my instincts.

"I have a proposition." I looked at Celia. "As you know, I'm currently living in a rented house that has an unwanted guest." I said the last two words through gritted teeth.

Diane jerked her head back. "Meaning?"

Celia laughed softly. "Gabe's building his new house in the Seaport District, and because he's a bit of a control freak—”

“I am not. I just like to oversee some things.”

“Anyway, Gabe wants to monitor the construction crew more closely, so he's rented a house on the same street. And the landlady insists on renting the attic apartment to someone else.”

“And it’s not really separate from the rest of the house," I added. "That guy goes up and down the stairs at least fifty times a day, which wouldn't be a problem if he wasn’t so obnoxious."

"And you can't get the house all for yourself?" Diane asked.

I couldn't help but smile. "No. Believe it or not, Diane, I'm not all-powerful."

"Hmm," she said, looking at Celia. "Not according to my sister." She laughed, then locked eyes with me again. "So, what's your proposition?"

"How would you feel about moving in to replace him?"

Diane’s jaw dropped, and Celia frowned.

"Is that even possible? You said you couldn't get rid of him before," Celia said.

"I wanted to take over the entire lease so I could live there by myself. The landlady said she prefers having two tenants so she still has at least a bit of an income even if one leaves. But I'm sure she won't be opposed to switching tenants. As far as I remember, the guy wants to move out but couldn’t find a replacement to break his portion of the lease.”

"But I don't think I can afford it," Diane said in a very small voice.

I shook my head. "The rent is really not a lot. That’s why the whole thing is frustrating."

"How much is it?" she asked me. I told her the amount, and she nodded, narrowing her eyes. "All right, that really isn't that bad."

"The attic is basically one room, but it’s bigger than what you have here and is fully furnished with its own bathroom."

"It would be an improvement over this tiny bedroom," Celia said.

What was I thinking? Living with Diane would be challenging. I could barely keep myself from flirting with her when her sister was around. I stood no chance when we were alone.

"This actually does sound like a good offer," Celia added.

"I agree," Diane said. "Can I think about it?"

I nodded. "Sure."

"Do you need my bio to check me out or something? I can give you recommendations from my boss."

I chuckled. "There's no need for that. I’ll ask the landlady if she does, though."

"I can't believe you’d just ask a perfect stranger to move in with you."

Celia laughed. "Nope, that's normal for Gabe. He does things differently."

"I'm already living with a stranger," I pointed out. "And I don't like him one bit."

"And you're so sure you'll like me?" Diane asked. A smile played on her lips as her eyes flashed.

"I like my chances," I countered, and she blushed. I immediately looked at Celia, but she was too busy devouring yet another chicken wing.

After that, Celia rose from her chair. “All right, well, I have to go. My shift starts in half an hour. I'll barely get there in time."

"I can drive you."

"Nonsense. You stay here and enjoy the wings. Besides, you said you're meeting your half brothers later on."

"I am. I'm trying my hand at tennis." I wiggled my eyebrows. "And failing spectacularly."

Celia laughed, taking her plate into the kitchen before grabbing her purse. The sisters said their goodbyes, and after Celia left, I could swear I heard Diane draw in a deep breath.

I turned to look at her. "Did you go to culinary school?"

She smiled brilliantly, straightening up in her chair. "Actually, I was only there for a semester before focusing on my business major, but I picked up a lot of valuable skills."

"These are delicious. I've only eaten fried chicken this good in Louisiana.”

“Thanks.”

“So, what do you do for work?"

"I'm a tour guide. And before you say it, I know you don't need a college education for that. I used to work in hotel management. I started doing tours when I moved to Boston from Portland. The move here was quick, and I needed a job. Turns out I quite enjoy it."

Once again, I tried to focus on the wings, but without Celia here as a buffer, it was becoming increasingly difficult. Something drew me to Diane.

"Why did you move here?" I asked her. She averted her gaze, which made me think it was a sensitive topic. "That's an intrusive question, sorry. Don't feel like you have to answer it. I was just curious."

"No, that's fine, I mean, if we’re going to live in the same house, maybe it's not a bad idea if we know each other a bit."

She put her fork down and pushed her chair back a bit, crossing her legs. "I moved here with my ex-boyfriend. Well, he got a job here, and..." She looked at the ceiling, and I realized her eyes had become glassy. "Well, I suppose I misinterpreted his wanting me to move here with him as a marriage proposal or at least that he had long-term intentions." She forced a smile and then focused those gorgeous blue eyes on me. "Turned out I was completely wrong. But hey, I'm happy to be here. I'm closer to my sister for the first time in ten years."

"So you're committed to staying here?" I questioned.

"Definitely. But Boston is expensive, so it will take me a bit to get back on my feet. Tell me about the house."

She crossed her legs again. Was I making her nervous? Excited? Both?

I took out my phone. "I've got some pictures here from the original email the landlady sent me." I tapped the screen, finding it in seconds, and opened the email before handing it to her.

Her jaw dropped as she scrolled through the photos. "This looks fantastic. But there aren't any with the upstairs apartment."

"I’ve never seen it, actually. I can’t vouch for the condition, but the specs are noted farther down in the email."

She looked up, shrugging. "Honestly, anything's better than my sister's room. I don't want to sound ungrateful, but I’m super cramped, and I know Celia also likes to have her space. I mean, who doesn't? And I never in a million years thought I’d break up with my ex..."

"Your ex doesn't sound like a prize," I said. "I'm sorry you had to go through that."

She shook her head, running her hand through her hair. "We all have our journey, right? I guess it brought me here, so there's a good side to it." I liked that she focused on the positive—it was something we had in common. She frowned and looked me in the eye. "Listen, Gabe, you don't have to feel obligated just because my sister works for you."

"That's not why I'm doing it at all. You have a need. And honestly, so do I." The corners of her mouth twitched. Hell yeah, that was definitely an innuendo, and I didn't even mean it as one. "This sounds like it could solve both of our problems.”

“What a coincidence, right?" Her flirty smile was back, egging me on like nothing else.

I moved my chair closer to her, almost involuntarily. She didn't even attempt to lean back.

"I like to seize opportunities when I see them," I said.

"Clearly," she murmured. "Thank you for the offer, though I will need to think about it for a bit. Is it okay if I give you an answer later this week?"

"Sure. Give me your phone number."

She typed her number into my cell, and then I called her. It rang somewhere in the room.

"Thanks," she said. "I'll save it later." 

"Want me to help you clean up?" I offered.

"You really are something," she replied as we both stood, grabbing dishes and cutlery.

"Why, because I want to help? I don't mind doing housework," I said as I watched her load the dishwasher while I moved everything within her reach. "When I'm at my grandparents' house, I help every time. My brothers and I split tasks. Grandmother likes to cook up a storm when we visit, but at least she accepts us helping with the cleanup. We always have to choose our battles with her. Lately, though, she’s accepted ordering takeout. Her doctors told her to slow down."

Diane looked at me with a strange expression, then smiled as if she was having a conversation with herself. She started the dishwasher. "All right. Do you want a glass of wine or something?"

"No, I need to leave. Let me know about the place, okay? Because then I'll have to let the landlady know, and it might take some time until she figures out how to manage it all."

"Sure." She sounded on edge as she walked me to the door.

I turned to face her and said, "I think you and I would have a really great time."

She raised a brow. "Ah, that's your sales pitch, huh?"

I wiggled my eyebrows. "This entire evening has been a sales pitch."

"I knew it. This was too good to be true."

"You think I'm too good to be true?"

She grinned. "Have a good evening, Gabe." 

"I'll be waiting for your call."

"I won't leave you hanging, I promise."

I exhaled sharply as she closed the door. I'd always enjoyed playing with fire, but even for my standards, this might be too much.


Chapter Four

Diane

The next morning, I was on pins and needles waiting for Celia to wake up. I'd brought her breakfast, but she didn't even stir when I sat at the edge of the bed. I surmised that meant she simply needed to sleep more, so I came back to the living room.

I'd barely slept a wink. After Gabe left, I looked up apartment listings. My options were slim, and his offer sounded more attractive by the minute. But I didn't want to tell him anything before I discussed this extensively with my sister. I wasn't sure whether she’d agreed with everything last night just because she didn't want to be rude in front of Gabe or if she really thought this was a good idea.

I jumped from the couch when I heard her moving around. "Good morning," I called from the living room.

"Morning. You've got your ‘I've prepped something delicious’ voice."

"I do," I admitted with a laugh.

God, I'd missed being with my sister. But though living together was cozy and brought us even closer, it wasn't feasible in the long term.

I went to the kitchen and pressed the button on the coffee machine as she came into the living room, yawning. "This is for you," I said, taking the cup from the machine and handing it to her.

"You've got good instincts." She took a sip and then sat down, admiring the food. "You don't have to prepare breakfast every day," she said, but I knew she loved it. "You’re not going to join me?"

"I already ate."

She took two spoonfuls of the oatmeal topped with nuts and honey and then looked up at me. "You're nervous. Did you sleep badly or something?"

"That obvious, huh? Listen, I wanted to talk to you about Gabe's offer."

"All right."

"Did you mean it last night? You think it's a good idea?"

She shrugged. "Well, I mean, he is my boss. I've known him for a while. He's a decent person. Between you living with a perfect stranger or Gabe, I'd take Gabe every time." She bit the inside of her cheek. "I just don't know how actually living with him might be."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"Maybe he has a deep, dark secret."

That should have scared me, right? But I found myself yearning to know what that might be.

"I don't know him personally. Though I will say he likes to hook up," Celia continued.

I stilled. "But you two haven't...?"

"No, for God's sake. He's my boss, for one, and he's never even tried anything. He's very professional. He's got a reputation, but he never gets involved with anyone he works with. So I can't really say if it's hearsay or not. Maybe people just assume that because he's hot.”

I smiled. If he was a womanizer, even better. It would completely cut off my... appetite. "So you really wouldn't mind?"

"No, of course not." She smirked. "You want to take him up on his offer, don't you?"

"The rent his landlady wants is a bit higher than I was hoping for. But the location is so amazing that she could easily charge three times more."

She rolled her eyes. "It's just the attic, okay? Don't get your hopes up."

It was hard not to. I longed to have a little corner of my own. The past few months had felt like a roller coaster, and I needed someplace I could call home.

“And it'll be temporary. Once I have a good job, I can afford a place of my own.”

"You have my blessing."

I love my sister.

"Then I'm going to call Gabe today and tell him the good news. He said it might take a while for the landlady to process it all."

She nodded. "Great. I’m gonna get in the shower. Thanks for breakfast!"

Once my sister left for the bathroom, I dialed Gabe's number. It was nine o’clock in the morning, and I couldn't remember if Celia mentioned if he's an early riser or not, but this seemed like a decent hour.

"Good morning."

Ah, his voice was just as sexy on the phone as it was in person.

"Hi, Gabe. This is Diane, Celia's sister."

"I know who you are. I saved your number."

Duh. "Of course. So listen, I told you I need more time to think, but I've made up my mind. I'd love to take you up on your offer. But I’d like to see it first."

"Excellent. I'll set everything in motion with my landlady, and I'll keep you posted, okay? It might take a few days to convince my 'roommate' to let us look around."

I laughed. "You strike me as a man who can convince anyone to do what you want."

"Believe it or not, some people manage to resist my charm."

Oh yeah, I was definitely not one of them. I felt charmed already and the man wasn't even trying.

"I'm easy to live with, I promise," he continued.

"Do you get visitors?" I wondered.

"I see my family often. They haven't been here yet, but they'll make an appearance at some point."

What I meant was female overnight visitors, but I couldn't ask that. It wasn't any of my business anyway. As far as I understood, the only thing I had to worry about was that staircase, as it was the only adjoining area where we’d possibly meet. Judging by the layout of the house, it was right next to the entrance, so we shouldn't cross paths too often.

"All right, then, I'll leave you to it," I said. "Have a great day."

"You too. Diane, this is going to work out great for both of us."

I grinned. "Oh, I hope so."

***

I wasn't expecting to hear from Gabe at all for another few days, but I was surprised when he called me four hours later. I was with a group of tourists, but I didn't want to ignore the call.

I glanced at my group. They were taking pictures in front of the Boston Common, so I picked up.

"Hi, Gabe."

"Diane, hi." His voice was tight.

“Uh-oh. What happened?”

"Listen, I actually convinced my roommate to let me see the attic." His voice sounded ominous, and I had a sinking in my stomach.

"And?"

"You should see it before deciding to move in."

"It's that bad?" I asked.

"Let's just say it's nowhere near as fancy as the rest of the home."

That could mean a lot of things. Still, it was better to see it. "When could I drop by?"

"Do you have time right now?"

"Not for another ninety minutes. I'm doing a tour."

"That’s fine. I'm going to tell him that you're coming so he's aware and lets you in."

"Listen, Gabe, I honestly don't have high expectations. I'm sure it's going to be fine."

"Wait and see," he said.

Gabe struck me like an optimistic guy, but if he thought it was unacceptable, then maybe it really was. Though I didn't think it could be much worse than everything else I'd seen online.

I finished the tour on time and then headed to the subway. There was a station about fifteen minutes on foot from Gabe’s house.

I arrived a few minutes earlier, so I walked through the neighborhood at a leisurely pace. The brick homes simply dripped with wealth. It was a mix of colonial style and modern architecture, but somehow they all fit together.

I recognized Gabe's house from six feet away from the pictures he'd shown me. Checking the address, I confirmed it was his building. It was an older construction, colonial style with a tiled roof. The facade looked a bit run-down, even more so than in the photographs, and suddenly I had an uneasy feeling.

I walked up the front steps and knocked on the door. A few seconds later, I heard footsteps, and then Gabe opened it. He was wearing comfortable clothing—a white T-shirt that showcased his muscles, paired with jeans.

"Hey," I said.

"Come in." His eyes were missing the twinkle I'd gotten used to.

"Stop scaring me," I teased him.

"Let's go up. The guy went out and said we should look around while he's gone."

"Wow, that's nice of him."

“By the way, all the furniture you’ll see will be yours. It belongs to the landlady.”

“That’s even better.”

I didn't even get to look into the main living space because the spiral staircase was right next to the door leading up to the attic apartment. It was wide enough to carry up furniture, but I imagined it was terribly difficult. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to buy much.

"This is good. It's almost like a separate entrance," I said, determined to focus on the positive. My breath came out in pants as we went higher and higher up. "You have your own staircase for getting to the upper floors?"

"Yes," he said.

I have a good feeling about this. It can't be too bad...

Not five minutes later, I changed my mind. It was...not good.

"Well, at least there's no mold that I can see," I said. There were a lot of downsides. For one, the main window appeared drafty and old, and there were several cracks along the walls and the ceiling. But the bathroom was decent.

There was a single bed against the wall. The dresser was rather small, but I had one of those mobile racks that I could easily set up next to it.

By far, the worst part was the kitchen area. It had no oven and only one electrical socket.

"I don't know how to spin this into a positive thing," I said, looking at the appliances and their obvious wear. “I like to cook, but I can’t do much here.”

“It also explains why the guy's always bringing up take-out food." Gabe sighed. "Listen, Diane, if this is your only deal-breaker, you can always use the kitchen downstairs. I don't mind. I don't cook at all, so it's not like you'd be in my way or anything."

He was right behind me. I almost felt his body—the heat of it, the strength of it. I was certain that if I touched his abs and arms, they'd be rock hard.

"But that's more of a roommate situation, not a separate unit," I countered. I didn’t want to intrude on his space, though I definitely would like to use the appliances.

He laughed softly, and his breath tickled my ear. “I would take you over this guy any day.”

“And he actually wants to move?”

“Fuck yes. He just couldn't find anyone to take over the lease.”

I turned around. "Hmmm... This place could be cozy. I can put up lights by the window, and I can pad all the windowsills with something so there's no draft.” I glanced around again. Fortunately, the floor was wood and easy to clean. “I can work with this. I've lived in far worse places. Honestly, I can't believe people would turn up their nose at this."

“I don't know how hard he looked for someone to take over the lease.”

"I like the energy of this place," I said with a grin. “Oh, where are the washer and dryer?”

"Nothing up here, but you can absolutely use mine. They are downstairs."

"Thank you. Really, Gabe. This isn’t a dump. Not at all.”

I had to admit I’d been shocked when I first stepped in, but it grew on me.

He shrugged. "Didn't want you to get your hopes up."

I thought about the one-bedroom apartment Celia and I grew up in. Mom couldn't afford to rent anything bigger until I turned fifteen and Celia was twelve. It was probably one of the main reasons both of us preferred to live alone—we liked to have our space after having to share for so long.

"If you're sure about the kitchen thing, then I’ll take it," I stated firmly.

Gabe nodded. "Come on downstairs and I'll show you the kitchen, washer and dryer."

He gestured for me to walk in front of him, and I accidentally brushed his chest with my arm on the way out. Oh yeah, his pecs were even harder than I'd imagined.

But why was I even checking him out? Gabe was completely out of the question. My sister worked for him, and I would never want to put her in a bad position.

I went down the stairs quickly, and Gabe pointed through the double doors connecting the entrance to the living room. I stepped inside, looking around. It dripped of old luxury: high ceilings, chandeliers.

"This looks amazing," I told him. "But somehow I imagined you’d prefer a modern setting.”

“This isn’t my style at all. My house will be completely different, but this was the best I could get."

The kitchen was in the back and separate from the living room, which was even better. That meant I wouldn't be bothering him at all.

"This is gorgeous," I said.

The appliances were surprisingly new. The floors were old-school with intricate inlays, though they must have been polished recently based on the shine.

"I can do so much in here," I mumbled.

"All right, then, be my guest." A huge smile lit up his face. “And this door leads to the washer and dryer. Feel free to use anything you need. The detergent and dryer sheets are in the cabinet here.” Gabe moved over to show me everything. “It’s all standard.”

"This will be great. I'll finally be able to reevaluate everything and get my feet back on the ground."

He stepped closer. "You've had a rough few months, huh?" The concern in his voice warmed my heart.

"Yeah, but it's going to be fine.” I didn’t want to delve into that again. “So, did your roommate tell you how long it'll take before he can vacate?"

"He's moving in with his girlfriend, so he said he can be out of here by the end of the week."

"That's great! Oh, I have another question. How long is your lease?"

“I intend to stay here less than six months.”

I nodded. “That gives me enough time to get a decent job and look for another place.”

My stomach rumbled.

"Want to order dinner?" he asked.

I shook my head. “No, thank you. I want to start packing.”

And besides, I wasn't quite ready to spend more time alone with him, which was silly, since I was going to move in with him. Well, not with him—above him.

An image flashed in my mind—of the dirty variety. Damn it, this was not going well. But I knew that after some time passed, and he brought home female guests, I'd be singing another tune.

"I'll drop you off at home," he offered.

I shook my head. "Gabe, that's really not necessary."

“I insist," he said as we walked to the front door.

“I appreciate your concern, but it’s all right.” I turned to him just before I headed out. "I'm going to spend some time in the city before going home. I need to buy a few things."

"Do you have Mace?" he asked abruptly. It was barely dusk out, and I had plenty of time to do my errands before I got back to Celia's.

"I do. Thanks for your concern."

He was far too overprotective. To be honest, I wasn't used to it. I'd always been the one to care for my sister and myself.

“What day do you want to move in?”

“Is Saturday okay?”

He nodded. “Sure. I’ll give Celia a key as soon as the guy moves. On Saturday, I’ll be here to help you carry up boxes.”

“That’s not—”

“Diane, I’ll be here.”

I laughed, smiling coyly. “Thanks. Then I’ll see you on Saturday.”


Chapter Five

Gabe

––––––––

On Saturday morning, I went by my grandparents' house. I was picking up Grandmother to drive her to the bridge session.

Despite our conversation at dinner the previous week, she stuck to her guns when she had an idea. I was thirty-one and in charge of my life, but I didn't mind Grandmother’s inquisitions, as they gave me a chance to catch up with her and find out how she was really doing. When all of us were together, she put up a brave front, making it difficult to know if everything was okay. She especially didn't like to admit to not feeling well in front of Grandfather.

I sent her a text to let her know I was here and waited for her on the front porch.

She came out a few minutes later. "Darling, you’re early. Do you want to come in and drink a coffee?"

"No thanks, Grandmother. Are you ready to go? We can drop by my new house first. I’d like to show it to you.”

"What a wonderful idea. I've been curious to see it.” I’d shown her pictures, but she hadn't been there. “Let’s go.”

I took her arm, and we walked together to the car. I opened the door for her and had to actually assist her in because it was a bit too high for her. After making sure she was situated, I went around the front and climbed into the driver's seat.

"So, tell me a bit about your house," Grandmother said as I pulled onto the street. "Can we go inside?"

"No. The workmen leave too much stuff lying around, so we’ll see it from outside.”

“I couldn't believe it when you said you’re buying that big house for yourself.”

I shrugged. “Why not? It's perfect. It’s got plenty of space.”

Grandmother chuckled, “It's definitely a sign.”

"Of what?" I asked, bewildered.

“Oh, don’t mind me.”

This was typical for Grandmother. I thought that if I got her alone, I could check out how she was, but she’d already changed it up. But I was determined to find out if she'd been having any more dizzy spells. She’d scared us all a few months ago with a trip to the hospital because she'd been severely dehydrated.

"How are you feeling lately?" I asked her.

"I'm good, I'm good. No more headaches or dizzy spells. I’m religiously using that drinking bottle that Zoey gave me. And your grandfather is on my case all the time too.”

“Good for him, and for Zoey.” Colton’s fiancée bought grandmother a water bottle that kept track of how much she drank. I was very grateful to her. If any of us boys would have given her that, Grandmother would have shut us down. But she didn't mind it coming from Zoey.

We arrived in front of the house twenty minutes later. I helped Grandmother out of the car, and we walked around the yard, looking at the house from all angles. There were three construction workers here today doing some of the detailing on the windows.

"This is a thing of beauty," she exclaimed.

"Thanks, Grandmother. I agree. I’ll go talk to Mateo.” He was overseeing everything. “Be careful where you step.”

"You don't have to baby me,” she said in a belligerent voice.

I absolutely had to, but I chose my battles.

I kept an eye on Grandmother while I spoke to the head of the construction site. They'd found some issues in the basement that required more work than we anticipated.

“Just do what you have to do, okay?” I told him.

Mateo nodded. “Sure. But we hit a roadblock, so we'll have to pause the work until we get all the materials we need.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “Right, then we'll pause it.”

When I first started this project, I was annoyed whenever something like this came up, but now I was just rolling with the punches. These were the risks of building on the bones of an old house. And since I was living nearby, I didn't mind. It didn't matter if I had to wait a few more months. The lease on the current house was for one year. I aimed to move in six months, but I was adaptable.

Once we agreed that the crew should focus their efforts on another part of the project until the materials came, I got Grandmother back into the car. I started to drive away, then stopped in front of my rental. Diane had arrived earlier than we'd agreed.

"What's happening over there?" she asked.

"Ah, that is my new neighbor," I said.

She turned to face me. “You didn't tell me the old one was moving out.”

“He wanted to move in with his girlfriend, but the landlady would only let him out of the lease if he found a replacement. And I found one for him.”

“Oh, that’s nice, dear. So who is it?”

“It's the sister of one of my bartenders.”

Grandmother beamed. "Lovely. I'd like to meet her."

I frowned. "Why?"

“Indulge your old grandmother, would you?”

“Won't you be late for bridge?”

She waved her hand. “It's still early. Besides, there are enough of us old hags that they can start a game without me.”

“All right, then, let's go.”

I got out first, then opened the door for Grandmother and helped her out of the car.

"Good morning, Diane!" I greeted. She was leaning over the trunk of a battered old Honda.

She straightened up, turning around. "Gabe, hi." Then her eyes fell on Grandmother. "Hello, I'm Diane."

"I'm Jeannie Whitley, Gabe's grandmother. He tells me you're his new neighbor."

Diane nodded. " Yes, and I'm super happy this worked out. I'm very lucky that my sister knew Gabe. Anyway, I'm not going to keep you. I just want to bring all this stuff up."

"Gabe, you help the young lady. She doesn't have to carry it all by herself."

I cocked a brow. "Grandmother."

Diane smiled. "Gabe did offer to help, but I showed up earlier than planned. I thought it would be best to just get started." She looked like she was about to burst with happiness. "I already have a buyer for my car. I can't believe it. Things are finally starting to look up! But I need to get all the boxes out first.”

I pointed at the one labeled Books. "That’s got to be heavy. I'll help you with it."

"You know what?" Grandmother said. "Why don't you stay at home and help Diane unload? I can get a cab to my friend's house. It’s our bridge meeting today,” she informed Diane.

I narrowed my eyes at her. "You said you wanted me to drive you there."

She waved her hand. "There's no need. If you order an Uber, then you can also follow the trip."

Grandmother knew me well. I disliked calling cabs for her, but Uber was different because I could see where she was on the app.

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"Of course. I'm not a hundred yet. I like to be independent."

Something was off. She'd been dead set on introducing me to her friend's granddaughter, and I was getting downright suspicious. Why had she changed her mind? Then again, I didn't need to look a gift horse in the mouth. I was glad I didn't have to pretend to be excited about being introduced to yet another of her friends' granddaughters. Not that I really minded. Even though grandmother could be a bit meddling, I really didn't mind, as she’d done so much for me and my brothers. But I was glad that I was off the hook today.

I ordered her a luxury version of Uber, and it arrived right away.

"You two have fun," she told me and Diane as I helped her get into the car.

After she left, I turned to Diane. She had her hair in a tight bun at the base of her neck. A single curly strand came out over her right ear, and she kept pushing it back.

Fuck, she's sexy.

"Your grandmother is very thoughtful. Does she have a bridge session with friends every weekend?" Diane asked.

"No, just from time to time. Now, put me to work."

"If you insist."

I grinned. "I do."

“The boxes labeled Books are the heaviest.”

“Got it.”

She took a suitcase, and I grabbed two of the boxes labeled Books, putting them one atop the other.

She stared at me, mouth agape. "You're strong."

"They don't weigh that much. I'm good. Lead the way."

It was a big mistake to ask her to walk in front of me. I couldn't take my eyes off her ass; she was wearing shorts again, and since she was a few steps higher on the staircase than me, I had a great view. I forced my gaze away, looking down at the stairs to the side.

"Why are you selling your car?" I asked, trying to get my mind off how hot she was.

"This old thing barely moves. I'm not getting a lot of money for it, but I don't want to be stuck making car payments, especially since I'll be living here. I checked and the public transportation in this neighborhood is great."

"There's no subway around here," I countered.

"It’s about fifteen minutes away. The walk will do me good. I typically only do tours in the city center, and the connections are great. Anyway, once I'm back on my feet, I'll consider buying another car."

I didn't say anything, just kept focusing on my steps and not looking at that gorgeous ass, no matter how lusciously it was displayed in front of me.

Once we got upstairs, she said, "Just stack everything there in the corner."

I looked around, taking it all in. "This is in better shape than the last time I was up here. Did he clean up after himself?" I asked.

She smiled sheepishly. "No. Since you gave Celia the key, I came right after he left and did a deep clean."

"I didn't know that."

"Well, you were at the office." She avoided my gaze.

She'd purposefully scheduled her visits here when I wasn't home? What was I missing? Did my presence make her uncomfortable? That was the last thing I wanted.

"Ready to go down again?" she asked.

"At your service."

A smile played on her lips. "Really?"

"Oh yeah. Just put me to work."

"If you don't mind, I am more than happy to use your muscles." She sucked in her breath and again pushed that one strand behind her ear. "I didn't mean that. That's to say... I wasn’t hitting on you."

I burst out laughing. "I didn't think you were, but it's interesting that your mind went there."

She turned beet red instantly. I'd never seen anyone blush like this in my whole life. She was utterly beautiful.

"Let's move, then," I said.


Chapter Six

Gabe

An hour later, we'd managed to get all the boxes into her room.

After setting the final one off to the side, Diane stretched her arms over her head. “I can’t believe it only took an hour to lug all this inside.”

I chuckled. "See? It's a good thing I was here."

"True. I don't know what I would have done without you." She glanced at me over her shoulder. She was standing near the sea of boxes, looking around. "I'm going to tackle opening them after I sell the car." She bit the inside of her cheek, obviously thinking of all the things she needed to take care of. “I'm going to need to buy plates too. Otherwise, I’ve got the rest of my dishes...”

I was good at reading people's worries from their body language and the way they spoke, and it was easy to conclude that she was worried about money.

"Listen," I said. "You're going to use the kitchen to cook anyway. There are plates, pans, utensils, and all that crap in there too. You're more than welcome to use them."

Her eyes widened. "Are you sure? What if you're entertaining or something?"

“I rarely entertain, and if I do, I'm sure we can coordinate."

"Okay. Thanks." She looked around again, then startled as a beeping sound filled the air. "Oh, that's my phone." She took it out from her back pocket. "My buyer is already here. I really hope he won't change his mind. All right, I'll see you later."

"I'll come with you."

"Why?"

"To make sure everything's okay and that the dude isn't trying to intimidate you into lowering your price or something."

Her face opened up in a gorgeous smile. "Gabe, I can't be intimidated easily. You'll learn that about me soon enough. I can fight my own battles. Except, of course, when a predatory landlord throws me out without proper notice," she said through gritted teeth. "But you look a bit intimidating, so you might help just by being there. In case the guy does try anything."

She took the stairs two at a time as I followed her down and then out the front door.

An elderly man stood outside the gate, staring at the house. She would have been much better off selling the car when it was parked in front of Celia's apartment. I could practically see the guy thinking she was loaded simply because she lived here. That never helped in these situations.

The Whitley name had cost me in negotiations over the years. Everyone assumed the money was endless. That was true right now, but there had been enough times in the company's history when we weren't sure one branch or the other could be salvaged.

"Hi, I'm Diane," she greeted.

The guy looked at her, then at me, and said, "I'm Dawson. This is the car?"

"Yes. Do you want to take it for a test drive?"

"I will later," he said. "I just want to take a look at it for now."

"It's a bit battered, but I did say that on the sales page."

"Yes, you did." After circling the car once, he stopped again, looking from Diane to the house as if he couldn't quite figure out why someone who lived here had this decrepit old thing. "Why are you selling it?”

"I honestly can't afford owning a car right now," she replied.

He jerked his head back. "And you can afford living here?"

"That's none of your concern. For all you know, I could just be making this my meeting point. Anyway, you said you were very interested in buying it today. Cash."

"True, but there are more scratches on it than I saw online. I'm going to have to fix them. That'll probably cost about five hundred. I want that taken off from the overall price."

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Diane wouldn't want me to step in right now.

She straightened her shoulders, putting her hands on her hips. "I've posted specific photographs of these three scratches, and I also explicitly wrote about them in the description, so no, I will not be accepting any attempts to negotiate. As it said online, the price is final. If you don't want to buy it, that's your decision."

He scoffed. "You just said you can't afford making car payments."

"I've got other people interested. Two are scheduled for tomorrow morning."

"I don't believe you."

She shrugged. "Believe what you want."

I had to admit, she definitely knew how to negotiate.

"Fine, I'll take it for a test drive."

"I’ll need something to hold on to while you do." She smiled sweetly. "Just so I know you're coming back."

"You think I’d steal it?"

She quirked an eyebrow at him. "Dawson, you're a perfect stranger."

"Fine, here you go." He handed her his credit card before getting into the car, starting it up, and heading down the street.

"I’m impressed," I said, stepping closer to her.

She looked at me over her shoulder. "I told you I'm good, and I was expecting him to try and wheel and deal. He already did online. It was his right to ask and mine to decline."

"If he doesn't want to take it, you've got those other sellers lined up anyway."

She grinned. "No, that was a negotiation tactic."

I whistled. "Damn, you're good. You fooled me."

On instinct, I leaned in even closer.

Why couldn't I keep my distance from her? She was my neighbor and Celia’s sister. There was a line in the sand, and I absolutely didn't want to cross it.

"Told you," Diane said triumphantly, then sighed. "Today feels like I'm starting a new life. I'm so excited about it. Maybe it’s a sign that my bad luck is gone."

I wanted details, but decided not to push. Despite knowing Celia for close to two years, I didn't really know anything about her family situation aside from the fact that their mother had been sick. Celia wasn't one to share personal details.

I couldn't explain my infatuation with Diane. It wasn't my usual approach, and despite my grandmother's best intentions, I only casually dated, nothing more. Once, a few years back, I had a so-called girlfriend for about two months before we moved on, but I’d never been serious about anyone.

Why my sudden interest in Diane?

Just then, the guy returned with the car and stepped out of it. "Rides good. I'm taking it."

"Perfect," Diane said.

Despite her confident answer, I saw her shoulders relax a little in relief. Clearly she needed that money. Was she that cash-strapped?

"All right."

She didn’t seem like she needed my involvement anymore, and I didn't want to be overbearing. So as they exchanged documents, I made to step back inside the house. But then I heard the dude say, "Why don’t you throw in a perk and go for a beer with me or something?"

What the fuck?

"I don't think so."

"Oh, come on. Don't be like that. You’re getting paid well enough for this."

"What the fuck?" she exclaimed.

I turned around and walked straight back to him. "Give her the money, take the car, and fucking leave."

"Who are you to have any say in this?"

"Fuck off," I sneered. I was having none of this. This guy needed to get the hell out of here.

Diane crossed her arms over her chest, looking down at her feet. Then she glanced back up at him. After he gave her the money, she immediately shoved it into her pocket.

"Fine, whatever," the guy said, cowering quickly.

“You got the keys. The rest of the documents are on the passenger seat, as you probably saw.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He got into the car.

The second he drove off, she let out a huge breath. Then she turned to me. "Mischief managed."

"Hmm?"

"Not a Harry Potter fan?"

"I've seen some of the movies," I said.

"Never mind. Anyway, thanks for making that moron finally leave." She shook her head. “I’ll never get over the fact that when a woman tells a guy no, he just thinks she means maybe. But when another guy tells him to fuck off, he takes it seriously."

"I've never thought about it like that."

"Probably because you’ve never had to." She waved it off. "It doesn't matter. I've got the money and got rid of the car. Now I can focus on making my space all cozy. And as a thank-you for helping me today, I’d like to cook dinner tonight for both of us after I unpack—if you don't have plans, that is."

"You don't have to do that. I can order something."

She shook her head vehemently. "No. You helped me with my boxes and that idiot, and I want to return the favor by cooking something delicious."

"All right. I won't say no."

"And thanks a lot for being here. He was a creep, and I should have realized that online when he asked all of those dumb questions. Here I thought he just wanted to lower the price."

"No problem. Glad I could be of service. Are you sure you don't need any help unpacking?"

"No, I need to do it myself. Feel the energy and all that."

I stared at her. Energy?

She smiled sheepishly. "You think I'm a weirdo, huh?"

"No, I just think you're different than anyone else I've ever met." And I liked it.

She laughed. "I happen to think different is good."

"It is," I said. "It definitely is."

She went past me on her way back inside the house. Her arm almost brushed my chest, which she seemed to realize at the last second, because she took a step to the side. Was she avoiding me on purpose? Was it because I made her uncomfortable or because she was attracted to me? I needed to know, and I was going to find out.

Once Diane went inside, I returned to my construction site across the road, but I only spent half an hour there, since there really wasn't much I could do. I had no clue about construction in general, but one thing I realized was that the crew was much more productive if they knew I stopped by regularly. I didn't believe in micromanaging, but some things needed more attention than others, and my house was important to me.

I headed to my half-brother Nick’s gym afterward. I always asked if he was around when I was here, but today he wasn’t. I did my usual routine at the weight section and then my cardio exercises. Some people preferred to jog outside, and I could definitely do it in my neighborhood—it was quiet, and there wasn't a lot of traffic—but I wanted to focus on my workouts, and I did that best at the gym. But I also had an entire workout room at home for the days when I couldn’t make it here.

After finishing the workout, I saw a missed call from Maddox and immediately called back.

“Hey!" I said when he answered. "I’ve been training. Are you at Nick’s gym too?”

“No. Need to blow off steam in the middle of the day?”

“Something like that.”

“Right.”

I frowned. He wasn't being his usual self. Usually by now he would have already cracked a joke or given me shit about something.

"Brother, why do you have a stick up your ass?" We didn't do subtle in our family.

"Is it that obvious?"

"Yes. What happened?" I asked, going into the juice bar.

"I heard through the grapevine that Dad wants to return to Boston and open up a business here."

Every muscle in my body tightened. "Fuck no!" I exclaimed.

"My thoughts exactly," Maddox replied in a clipped tone.

“Define grapevine.”

“After we bought him out of the company, I started keeping track of his moves.”

Dad had held minority stock in Whitley Industries until recently. We bought him out—at his request. We figured it would get him out of our lives for good. He'd claimed he needed the money to settle some debts, but apparently there was plenty left for him to start a new business.

“Do you have details?”

“Not yet.”

"Let's not share with the whole family until we know more."

"Sure," Maddox replied. “But Nick and Leo know. I asked them to help me keep an eye out for him."

"Thanks for staying on top of this. I have to admit, I never thought it was necessary."

“I had a hunch it was." His voice was uncharacteristically dry.

He made it sound like it wasn't a big deal, but I was starting to think he’d just been placating us. That was very unlike Maddox.

“All right, keep me up-to-date.”

“That’s the plan.”

After hanging up, I decided to run another thirty minutes on the treadmill. I needed to blow off steam even more than before.

When I returned home, I was surprised by the delicious aromas permeating the house. Putting my gym bag down, I called "Diane?"

"Hi. I'm in the kitchen,” she replied. "I wasn't sure when you were coming back, but I thought I’d get started on making lasagna."

I went straight to the kitchen. She was wearing a dress now. Was she trying to kill me? She looked absolutely mouthwatering. It was short but not tight. Thank fuck, because then I wouldn't be able to keep my eyes off her. I was fighting to be on my best behavior as it was.

"It won’t take long for it to be ready," she said. "I made the sauce already." She was now frying the meat.

"Can I do something to help?"

"No, I'm used to cooking by myself. I'm not even sure how to delegate in the kitchen."

"You went grocery shopping?" I asked, looking at all the ingredients on the counter.

She smiled sheepishly. "There was nothing in the fridge, and I wanted to cook us something. You really live on takeout, huh?"

"Honestly, yes.”

"Cooking is one of my favorite things. And lasagna is my comfort food. I used to be in charge of all the cooking duties growing up."

"What about your mom?"

She sighed. "She'd been sick for years, so she couldn't always do it, but she taught me well. Whenever she felt better, I took advantage and asked her to show me as many recipes as possible."

"You had a lot of responsibilities on your shoulders growing up."

"Yeah, but it worked out. My sister and I split tasks. Celia hates cooking, but I never minded it. She went grocery shopping when she was old enough, and I had to be strict with her about the budget and everything."

She spoke about this as if it was the most natural thing in the world for kids to manage household budgets and do the brunt of the cooking and chores.

“Your dad?”

She shrugged. “Not in the picture.”

So we had that in common. Shitty dads.

"So, you don't cook because you don't have time?" she asked. "Or because you don't know how to?"

"Caught me there." I grabbed a Coke and stepped next to her. I seemed to naturally gravitate toward her when we were in the same room. Frankly, it was disconcerting. "I've maybe cooked three whole meals my entire life."

"That can't be true."

"And I'm pretty sure two of those were making ramen noodles in college."

She laughed. "Gabe, how do you even survive?"

"I get by. Don’t know why I never learned. Mom was a good cook, actually."

“Oh, is she in Boston too?”

It felt as if someone pressed down on my shoulders. I cleared my throat. "She passed away many years ago."

She turned to look at me, her expression sad. "I'm so sorry. I didn't know."

"You don't have to apologize."

"Celia and I have never talked about your family. Honestly, the only thing I know about you is that you're a great boss, and the part where you helped us with Mom. Didn't want to bring up bad memories or anything."

"No worries. Her death was unexpected," I said.

She bit her lip and took the meat off the stove, arranging it in the dish where she'd already put the lasagna. "Was it an accident?"

"No, she got sick. It just felt unexpected because it happened soon after we all found out that our father had another family."

A loud clank startled both of us. Diane had dropped the pan on the stove. "That sounds horrifying. I totally understand if you want to change the subject."

"There's not much to say. Dad had two families. He abandoned them both. Mom was devastated. Shortly after, the doctors discovered she had melanoma. She passed away quickly. Needless to say, it was a challenging time for the family. Our grandparents didn’t miss a beat, though. I always thought the bright side was finding out we had three additional brothers."

"Are you on good terms with them?"

"They're my best friends. I don't differentiate between my actual brothers and my half brothers, even though we didn't grow up together."

"That's honestly amazing. I don't know many people who would take that in stride."

"Some of my older brothers definitely didn't. But we all have a good relationship now.”

We fell silent after that as she poured the meat and the sauce in between lasagna sheets. Then she shoved everything into the oven.

"It only needs twenty minutes. I’ll use that time to set the table."

"I’ll do it, since you're cooking."

She looked at me playfully. "But you're the one who put in all those muscles to help me today."

She wasn't averting her gaze because she was uncomfortable with me; she felt this inexplicable attraction just as much as I did. What the hell had I been thinking, asking her to move in? I’d noticed from our first interaction that there were sparks between us. But we were adults, and I was certain we'd be able to handle it.

I opened the overhead cabinet at the same time as her. Diane turned slightly to me, pressing her soft breast against my chest. She wasn't wearing a bra.

Fuck, I was wrong. I definitely can't handle this.

"I've got the plates," I said, fighting to keep my voice even. It was low and gruff, which was completely ridiculous. No one had ever had an impact like this on me.

"O-Okay," she stuttered. "I'll check on the lasagna." She glanced inside the oven. “Looks good.” 

I noticed a slight change in her voice too. She was just as rattled as I was.

I brought the plates to the table, as well as forks and knives. "Want a bottle of wine?"

"No. But I won’t say no to a Coke."

"One Coke it is." I took a bottle from the fridge and opened it for her.

I liked that Diane didn't know much about me and my family. Usually the Whitley name preceded me. Most people had already made up their mind about me before we even met, women included. More than once I'd had the impression that a woman had read every article available about my family history before we even went on a first date. They knew where I'd lived growing up and where I’d gone to school.

It put me off completely. For whatever reason, they thought I was some fixer-upper they needed to put together.

Nothing was further from the truth.

***

Diane

We sat down opposite each other at the dining room table and immediately dug in.

“This is delicious,” Gabe exclaimed, and I smiled. I loved when people complimented my food.

I took a mouthful, chewing slowly. “Yep, I nailed it. The sauce, the meat—I'm happy with it."

Gabe laughed. "You're analyzing it like a business proposal."

“Food is important to me. I want to get it right even if it's not what I do for a living.”

“Speaking of, do you ever want to go back to the hotel business, or do you prefer being a tour guide?"

“I actually love doing tours, but objectively speaking, working in the hotel has better pay, better opportunities. Career ladder and all that. Besides, I’d like to have a stable income. It would put my mind at ease, with Mom’s medication and all.”

Gabe stopped moving his spoon to his mouth and put it back down. "Your mom still needs help? Celia didn't say anything."

I shook my head. “It’s not like before. It's not an emergency situation, but her regular medicine is not cheap. Mom’s been a diabetic all her life. The dialysis and her prescriptions are very expensive, and unfortunately, insurance doesn’t cover that much.”

“I can help.”

"No, Gabe. You've done more than enough."

I couldn't believe he was offering help again. Chuck, my ex, had been very cagey with his money. Not that I ever asked him for help, but he certainly never offered.

"What happened?" Gabe asked.

"What do you mean?"

"You're frowning."

"Just wondering... why are you offering to help strangers?"

"The people who work for me aren't strangers."

"I was just thinking about my ex. He never helped, and I never asked him. When things were a bit rough, I needed him to cover a portion of my rent some months so that I could help Mom. He flat-out told me that he didn't have enough funds to pitch in. And then he bought a Harley. Obviously everyone is free to do whatever they want with their money, but why lie? I’m glad things are over between us.”

Reflecting on those times definitely made me sad. If two people truly loved each other, wouldn’t they be there to help no matter what? At least that’s what I’d always thought. Of course, the men in my life—my ex, my dad—never did that.

"You know, the more I hear about that ex of yours, the more I realize what a moron he is."

I laughed. "He is. There's no mistake about that. Back when we lived in Portland, I worked at the hotel full-time and supported him through grad school. Then he got this good-paying job here in Boston. When I didn’t find a marketing position in a hotel, he pressured me into finding something else. He insisted we needed another income because he couldn't support me and pay the rent.”

“After you put him through fucking grad school?" Gabe asked through gritted teeth.

"Yeah! That was a red flag right there, but I overlooked it. Anyway, after a while, he was promoted and started looking down on me." I sighed. "God, I’m so happy it’s all over. Let’s not talk about him anymore."

“As you wish.”

After we finished the lasagna, I leaned back to relax in my chair when it suddenly dawned on me that this wasn't part of the deal. I could use the kitchen but not lounge in the living room for hours. I immediately straightened up, taking the plates.

"That's on me," Gabe said.

“All right, that means I can get out of your hair quicker."

“I don't mind if you want to stick around."

"I've still got a ton to do upstairs."

He pinned me with his gaze. It was so unnerving that I needed to do something with my hands, so I grabbed our empty glasses and took them to the kitchen, moving right in front of him. The kitchen was a mess, which was no surprise, as I always left it in a state of disarray after cooking. I typically only bothered to clean up after I’d eaten.

I started to open the dishwasher, but Gabe caught my wrist, and the contact was almost too much. I almost gasped but managed to pass it off as a hiccup.

"I insist." He said the words in a low voice, his tone brooking no argument.

The kitchen was small, and there were far too many opportunities to brush against each other if we both cleaned up at the same time, so I threw in the towel. I was very susceptible to his touch.

“All right, thanks. But just because I’ve got a ton to unpack. I always leave a disaster in the kitchen until after I eat, and you can’t always clean it up.”

"We'll work out a system, and things will become easier to navigate, roomie.”

“Neighbor,” I said on reflex. The distinction made me feel better.

He lifted one corner of his mouth, and though he didn't say anything back, I knew exactly what he was thinking.

The truth was, we were obviously not just neighbors.


Chapter Seven

Diane

Things truly were starting to work in my favor. On Tuesday morning, before I left for my first tour, I received a request on the tutoring platform. I immediately replied—I wasn't going to turn down any money that came my way.

I was giddy as I dressed, putting on my name tag and grabbing the yellow umbrella I used for larger groups, which made me easy to spot. I had thirty people today, so I’d most definitely need it.

The day was unexpectedly windy and cloudy, yet I put on my best smile as I walked with the tourists on the Freedom Trail. This was my most popular tour. I'd done it more than a hundred times already, but I was still excited.

Celia asked me once how I could keep my enthusiasm while reciting the same thing for the hundredth time. But each group reacted differently, so the experience was fresh for me every time.

I had three back-to-back groups. Usually, I invited them to ask as many questions as possible at the end of the tour, but after the last one, I needed to hurry home in time for my tutoring class. I bid everyone goodbye after they handed me their tips.

Once I arrived home, I was surprised to see Gabe’s car. It was six o’clock, but I figured CEOs stayed later at the office. My stomach somersaulted at the sight.

Good gracious, I can't react like this every time I come home.

I sprinted up the staircase and opened my laptop. I'd made it with ten minutes to spare.

I immediately plugged in my password and login data on the platform. As I checked my phone for the onetime passcode for double security, I realized I had a message from Gabe. My stomach somersaulted again. Smiling, I opened the app.

Gabe: Hey, I heard you come up the stairs. Are you free this evening?

Hmm. What does he have in mind?

Diane: Later, yes. But I have a tutoring class starting in a few minutes.

Gabe: Good luck. Come downstairs afterward.

Ha, that sounded a bit like an order, but I didn't have time to properly tease him back.

I focused on the screen, and my client connected a few seconds later. It was a French lady in her fifties named Antoinette. She was starting a new job in the US in three months and wanted to improve her English as much as possible. I’d signed up as both a French and English tutor.

"Hi, Antoinette. Nice to meet you."

"Hi, Diane."

We started right away. I had specifically requested to work with adults because I didn't have any experience with kids. Antoinette’s English was decent, but I knew we could do even better. Three months was a long time. I dearly hoped she wanted to meet up regularly.

I kept glancing at my phone now and again. I was trying to check if Gabe had explained what he had in mind for tonight, but I didn't want to be unprofessional; I had my camera on, and it was easy to notice any movement.

One hour later, Antoinette said, "Oh, I believe we’re up."

"Yes, we are. Do you want to meet weekly?"

"I don’t think that’s going to be enough. I really want to be able to converse in English more often. Do you have time twice a week?"

Did I have time? Goodness, I did. "Yes, of course," I said, trying to keep it together and not burst out in a happy dance.

"Good. Then I'll book through the website."

"Great. See you, Antoinette."

"Wait, are you sure you don't want me to do any homework?"

I shook my head. "No, not yet. I think that would definitely take the fun out of it. And I honestly don't think you need it."

"All right, then. See you later this week."

"Yes," I said before closing my laptop.

I looked around, sighing. I had yet to buy my twinkle lights and drapes. The plan was to make this place cozy, make it mine. I was warming up to it. All the cracks just meant the house was old and had character.

Then I remembered I was going to meet Gabe downstairs. Grabbing the phone, I checked my messages and completely deflated when I realized he hadn't written anything back. What exactly was I expecting? That he'd want to throw a party together? Maybe he just wanted to go through some rules regarding cohabitating.

I went downstairs, shoving the phone into my back pocket. The staircase creaked under every step, but I liked it. It wasn't creepy, just old. I wondered who lived here before and what their stories were. Why did they move out?

A strange smell snapped me out of my thoughts. Someone was cooking, but Gabe told me he wasn't any good at that. I sniffed the air. It smelled like burned food.

I jumped down the last four steps, nearly breaking my ankle because I skidded on the floor, then went into the living room. The door to the kitchen was open. Wafts of black smoke were coming out of it.

"For fuck's sake," Gabe exclaimed.

His voice had come from inside, so I hurried that way, trying to ignore my pulse going up.

The smoke was even darker in there, and I wondered how the detector hadn't gone off. I looked up at the ceiling and saw Gabe had removed it. He'd also opened the window.

"Can I help?" I asked.

He looked in my direction. "Great. You weren't supposed to see this part."

I grinned. "What's this?"

"I wanted to return the favor for dinner," he said, pointing to the scorched pan in the sink.

"That's probably going to need about a year or two to soften up," I remarked.

"If it's salvageable at all."

"It is. I've saved a few pans after Celia tried to cook.”

I stepped past him, making sure not to accidentally touch him, and inspected the pan. It looked absolutely dreadful. Had he fried peas? There was no way to tell.

Gabe moved close enough for me to feel the heat of his body.

I straightened up, carefully turning, and took stock of him. He'd rolled up his sleeves and was wearing an apron. Fuck me, the only way he'd be sexier was if he took off his clothes and went commando.

You never know. Maybe I'll have the chance to spy on him naked while I live here.

Great, we’d been in the same room for almost two minutes, and my thoughts were already spinning out of control.

"You didn't have to cook. My dinner was to thank you for your help, remember? We're roommates. We could share tasks. I don’t mind cooking."

"We're back to roommates territory, huh? You were very insistent on the term neighbor before," he said with a chuckle. "Anyway, I've got it covered. I'd only put half the ingredients in that pan."

There was another one on the stove.

"What are you cooking?" I asked.

"It's a surprise," he said.

I peeked in the pan, but he moved in front of me. I narrowed my eyes. "Really? I can't help, then?"

"I'm preparing dinner."

In our tango to get to the pan, we'd ended up far closer than I intended. Now my heart rate was completely haywire.

I stepped back and said, "Okay. So what do you want me to do?"

His eyes flashed. "Wait in the living room."

"I’ll open windows in the living room to get rid of the smoke.”

"Perfect."

I took one last look at him before leaving the kitchen. Yum. Even with an apron covering the front of his body, he was incredibly appealing. I'd never thought a shirt with cuff links went with an apron, but he’d proved me wrong.

I opened one window, then realized I had to open them all to get the smoke out.

Once I'd done that, I inspected my outfit. I was still wearing jeans and my company-mandated polo shirt in the same shade of yellow as our umbrellas. I suddenly felt completely underdressed, even though that was nonsense considering we were at home.

Would it be terribly ridiculous if I went back upstairs to change?

Oh, I didn't care if it was. I wanted to look my best.

I scooted up the stairs a little faster than usual and could barely draw my breath when I reached the top. The staircase was a good workout. It was going to give me a kickass butt. Even more points for this place.

I decided on a cute, simple dress, light blue with wide straps. I had a thing for straps. I didn't know why, but I had several dresses like that. This one was tight around my waist and ass, but it didn't show any cleavage. I walked back down the stairs slowly because if I made my steps too wide, I risked tearing it.

To my surprise, Gabe had already set the table and brought out two platters with food.

"Gabe?" I called out, but he didn’t answer.

On one platter was clearly steak. Next to it was a heap of veggies. They weren't burned, but they looked both overcooked and undercooked. That was just my first impression, of course. Some things tasted better than they looked.

"You're fast. I went to change too," Gabe said. "I reeked."

I turned around and nearly swallowed my tongue. He'd put on a T-shirt with short sleeves, and it was the first time I realized his ink extended up his arms. God, it was so damn sexy.

"Yeah, I figured it was better to get out of those clothes," I said, happy to come up with a perfectly good reason for changing that wasn’t because I wanted to doll up.

This is not a date. Damn, don't forget that.

"Shall we?"

"Yes, please."

“I’ll do the honors.” He put a steak on my plate and one on his as I served the veggies.

The first bad sign was that I gave my arm a workout trying to cut the steak.

"Oh, for fuck's sake. This is beyond well done. It's scorched,” he said.

I shoved it into my mouth anyway, not wanting to be rude, but I could barely chew it.

Hoping the veggies would compensate, I ate a spoonful and had to fight my gag reflex. I could only taste soy sauce and honey or sugar, possibly lime. It was a combination I usually loved, but something was terribly off.

I didn't have to say anything, though, because Gabe tasted it and then spit it back out in a napkin. I did the same.

"Right. That was my last attempt at cooking." And then he started laughing.

"Let me just look in the fridge, okay? I'm sure I can whip up something from there."

His laughter subsided. "No. I wanted to treat you to dinner."

"Then let's order something in. You know what's good in the neighborhood? I haven't looked yet."

Gabe straightened and moved slightly toward me. "I'll do one better. Let's go out. I know some great restaurants."

“I'm sure everywhere is booked."

He lifted one corner of his mouth in a smirk. “I’ll get us a table.”

"All right, let's see you try." Boston restaurants were very hard to get into during the tourist season, especially at the last minute.

"What do you like to eat?" he asked me.

"Seafood or mac and cheese. Actually, no. Steak."

"I know just the spot," he exclaimed, then grabbed his phone from his pocket, tapping the screen before putting it to his ear. "Hello. Gabe Whitley here. I’d like a table for two for tonight. Yes, I’ll wait." A few seconds later, he added, “Excellent, thank you.”

After disconnecting the call, he glanced at me. "We've got a table at Rare.”

I stilled in my seat. "Wait, what?" Rare was hands down the most expensive restaurant in the city. As a tour guide—it was literally my job to know about these things. "No, Gabe, you cannot take me to Rare."

"Yes, I can. I'm doing it."

I cleared my throat. "That's very expensive."

"You wanted steak. It's the best steak place I know."

I grinned. "I can recite ten more off the top of my head that are delicious."

He smiled. "But could we get into any of them without reservations?"

"Well, you got us into Rare," I said. My voice was hoarse. "I bet you can get us in anywhere."

He shook his head. "No, that's the thing. I've got a contingency at several restaurants where I eat regularly, one of which is Rare."

I’d never get used to the difference in our tax brackets. Then again, why should I? I was simply renting the attic.

He came closer. "If you think you won't like it, or that you won't be comfortable, I’ll cancel it and we can figure out something else. But if the only reason you don't want to go is—”

“Because it costs an arm and a leg—”

“Because it's more expensive than usual, then leave that to me, all right? I'll take care of everything."

I considered his words. I was curious, and Gabe seemed to want to go there.

"Fine, but we do need to change, right?"

He laughed. "Yes, they have a very strict dress code."

"What do you mean, strict? Long gowns or something?"

"No, they want business attire. Men are required to wear a suit."

"I can work with that," I said. My dress was cute but would not be good enough for Rare. “I’m going upstairs.”

We rose from the table at the same time.

"You do that. I’ll throw these away and start the dishwasher, then put on a suit."

As I stepped past him, I accidentally tripped on the hardwood floor. I caught the edge of the table, but my butt collided with his crotch.

My face was on fire. Hell, my entire body was.

Gabe groaned, and I looked up at him. "Are you hurt?"

He pinched his eyes closed.

"Gabe?" I asked.

"I’m good."

"God, I'm so sorry. I can't believe I'm such a klutz. How can I make it up to you?"

He smiled, but it was strained. He probably was in pain. I sucked in a deep breath.

“Let’s hurry up so we don’t miss the reservation,” he choked out.

"I'll go change really quick."

I walked away, looking over my shoulder just before I left. Gabe’s face was stuck in a grimace.

Oh good Lord. Should I suggest he put ice on it?

No, just mind your own business. He probably knows how to take care of his own dick.

I hope I didn't break it.

I went upstairs with careful steps. The way this evening was going, I wouldn't put it past me to rip my dress.

By the time I reached the attic, I already knew what I wanted to wear. It was in one of the garbage bags I hadn’t opened, but I had a steamer, so I could smooth it out in no time.

I took out the dress I wore at my graduation dinner. It was pink silk and went all the way to the floor. I hadn't worn it since then because I didn't often go to fancy restaurants. But tonight was the night.

I was going to knock Gabe’s socks off. It was the least I could do after I'd demolished his dick.


Chapter Eight

Gabe

I wasn't used to failing. Generally, when I put my mind to something, I succeeded. But clearly I had my limits. Still, tonight was a win. I was going to have a nice dinner with Diane, and we’d actually enjoy some delicious food instead of trying to pass mine off as edible.

I changed into a suit quickly, then walked out to the living room and closed all the windows. The smell was gone, thank God.

While I waited, I paced the entrance hall, glancing up when I heard footsteps. My breath caught at the sight before me. Diane was absolutely stunning. The fabric of her dress shimmered, molding against her body with every step she took. She’d pinned her hair to one side, and her neck was delectable.

"Do you think this will pass as acceptable?"

"You look amazing," I said with a growl.

Her eyes widened, and she stopped moving.

I cleared my throat. "I think it’s perfect."

"I don't get many chances to doll myself up, so I thought I'd take this one."

I'd been attracted to her since the first time I saw her, but this was on another level altogether. Suddenly, I wanted to find an excuse to stay home and order in, just so I didn't have to share her with anybody. But clearly she was looking forward to this. And I wanted to give her many, many opportunities to doll herself up if that's what made her happy.

"I ordered an Uber for us."

"How come?"

"If I have a glass of wine or two, I don't like to drive."

She nodded. "Good thinking."

She also had a light jacket on. It seemed almost flimsy, but I could always give her mine if she was cold when we came out of the restaurant.

I took in a deep breath as she stepped off the last stair and stood next to me. She was petite. I wouldn't even need both my arms to lift her up. And she smelled amazing.

"Gabe? Anything wrong?"

Oh, for fuck's sake. I cleared my throat, pulling my thoughts together.

"Let's go," I said.

I offered her an arm, but she must not have seen it because she walked in front of me. The way her hips moved drove me crazy, and I looked away for my own sanity.

The Uber was already waiting in front of the gate when we stepped out. I opened the car door for Diane, and she slipped in. I climbed in on the other side. We were both silent during the ride. I looked at her out of the corner of my eye as she skimmed her hands on her thighs. The impulse to reach out and touch her was overpowering.

We arrived at the restaurant fifteen minutes later.

"Wait for me. I'll open your door," I said.

"Oh, thank you. I'm honestly not even used to walking in such long dresses. I don’t want to trip in it.”

An image flashed in my mind—of her dress completely undone, pooled at her feet. I wondered what kind of lingerie she liked to wear.

I shook myself out of it as I opened the door for Diane. She stepped out, one long leg peeking from under the fabric, fueling my thoughts. I offered her my arm again, and this time she took it.

"Small secret: I'm also not used to wearing such high heels."

She fell completely silent as we walked up to the entrance. Two doormen opened the double doors for us, and we went inside, straight to the host.

"Mr. Whitley," he said. Since I was a regular, I didn't even need to introduce myself. "Your table is ready."

He glanced at Diane curiously but had the good sense not to say anything. I usually came here with my brothers or on my own, and I was sure the host noticed.

Diane looked around as we walked to our table, mouth slightly open, eyes wide.

"This place is so elegant," she said once we sat down. "I like that they space everything out to give guests more privacy."

I nodded. "I like that too."

I hated restaurants that were so crowded, you could hear every conversation around you. This felt intimate.

"And they obviously knew who you were," she said. "I can't believe you have your own table here."

I shrugged. "It's not really my table. I'm just here very often. Out of courtesy, they told me once that I can even call on short notice and they'll find me a spot."

She pressed her lips together, looking around again.

"Are you feeling uncomfortable?" I asked.

She lowered her gaze and then raised it back up. "Is it that obvious?"

"Listen, the last thing I want is for you to feel that way. I wanted to do something nice."

"This is nice," she said. "I'm just out of my comfort zone." She smoothed the top of her hair with a palm even though not even a single hair was out of place. "But I promise I'm going to enjoy this."

"Great, that's all I want."

The waiter came to us just then. "May I recommend the daily specials?" he said after handing us the menus.

"Sure."

"We have Argentinian steak with extra foie gras."

Diane wrinkled her nose. I wasn't a fan myself.

"There's also a flank steak with pepper sauce and duck breast," he continued.

"I already know what I'd like," Diane said. "I want a medium-cooked steak with roasted potatoes."

"And I want a rib eye with sweet potato fries," I added.

The waiter also recommended a Rioja red wine.

"Why don't you bring a glass for the lady? If she likes it, we'll take a bottle," I said. The second he was out of earshot, I grinned.

She raised a brow. "A whole bottle? You want to get me drunk?"

I laughed. "No, not at all. Are you a lightweight?"

"I can hold my liquor," she said. "And red wine isn't that strong anyway."

The waiter came back almost immediately with a bottle, uncorking it in front of us and pouring just a bit into Diane's glass. She grabbed it with shaky fingers and clumsily twirled it around, then took a sip. She blinked her eyes wide open and exclaimed, "This is fantastic."

The waiter poured wine into both our glasses. Once he left, she said, "I take it back. Cheap carton red wine isn't strong, but this has a bit of a kick."

"It's Rioja," I explained. "Definitely more potent."

"It’s delicious. Good thing I grabbed a few bites at the house so I don't drink on an empty stomach."

I snorted. "You cannot call that a bite."

"Yes, I can. You get a lot of points for trying."

"I'm not used to trying. I usually succeed at what I do."

"I see." She leaned back in her chair and shifted her body in a way that made me think she crossed and uncrossed her legs. "I can't decide if you're serious or not."

"I am."

"You never fail at anything?"

I hesitated, taking another sip, wondering if I should share this with her, but why not? Somehow, I felt at ease with her. "When I first took over the distillery, I almost did fail."

Her mouth formed an O. "My sister said it's always done well."

"The profits weren't up to par in the early years. My father," I said, carefully weighing the word, "had an empire-building problem."

"What's that?" she asked.

"He wanted to grow the company, so he opened new businesses under Whitley Industries, shifting money from one venture to another. But he wasn't focused on profits, so naturally after he left, things were up in the air. The distillery wasn't in such dreadful shape as some of the other companies, but it wasn't the slam dunk people thought it was."

"What made you decide to take it over instead of, I don't know, opening something else?"

"I take pride in the Whitley name, no matter our past. Once Dad was out of the picture, I knew it was up to us boys to regain our status, rebuild our name. My brothers were already in charge of other branches, and I wanted to make my mark. Not just for my ego, but I knew it would make our grandparents extremely happy. It was all they ever wanted, for us to be owners of the business and legacy."

She flashed a huge smile, revealing dimples at the corners of her mouth. "That's very considerate of you. So that means you're close to your grandparents."

"Yeah, I am. Very.”

“I still don’t understand why your grandmother just up and left on Saturday.”

I chuckled. I might be digging my own grave if I voiced my thoughts, but what the hell? It relaxed me. I genuinely liked being around Diane. "First you need to know some background info. Grandmother likes to play matchmaker."

"Really? Is she any good?" Diane asked. "Can I ask her to find me someone?"

My entire body tightened at her words. I was physically rejecting the idea of Grandmother setting her up with someone. What the hell was up with that? The idea of a guy coming to the house, waiting around to take her out on dates or even going up to her room, was unacceptable. My own reaction was shocking.

"Gabe?"

"She's good," I said, ignoring her other question. "She's been successful with four of my brothers, though her involvement varied from one case to the next."

She laughed, seeming even more relaxed than usual.

"Anyway, lately she's been asking me to drive her to meet all sorts of friends and then carefully introduces me to her friends' granddaughters or nieces or what have you. At first she tried to pass it off as accidental, but then she just told me the truth to my face."

"So she had plans for you on Saturday?"

I nodded. "Yes."

"And yet she changed her mind. I wonder why.”

I had a hunch that I knew what changed Grandmother's mind, but I didn't voice that.

Our dinner arrived just then.

"This looks amazing," she said as soon as the waiter set hers down.

"Glad you think so, ma'am."

After he left, she looked up at me. "Do I look old?" she asked.

"No. Why?"

"He called me 'ma'am.' That's unexpected."

I laughed. "You don’t look old. If you looked any more gorgeous, I'd have to fight off people asking you out."

She snorted. "Don't worry, I can fight them off myself. I think I have a built-in man-repellent anyway."

I fixed my gaze on her. She seemed to feel that I was looking at her because she glanced up from her steak.

"I'm not very lucky in the dating department. I mean, this is by far the best dinner I've ever had, and it's not even a date. So who's a winner? Me."

"You really like to see the good in every situation."

She nodded. "It's how I keep going, no matter what."

"I'm the same," I replied. "At least that's what people say about me."

She took another sip of wine and said, "This is going to my head."

"I'll take care of you, don't worry."

She winked. "Lucky you know where I live."

Yeah. Though I wasn’t sure if I was lucky or screwed.


Chapter Nine

Gabe

"You were so adorable tonight, trying to cook. Hmm, this wine is definitely working some magic. I never use the word adorable," Diane said.

"I'm not sure how I feel about it either," I confirmed.

She sighed. "Tell me the truth. Is this where you bring your dates to impress them?"

"Why? Are you impressed?" I asked with a smug smile. "And if yes, then will you consider this a date?"

She shifted in her seat, but her gaze never wavered.

"You answer first," she said. Her voice was more uneven than before.

"I used to," I admitted. "A few years ago. But lately I only come here by myself or with my brothers or a business partner. I brought Grandmother a few times, but she's not a fan of steak."

I tilted my head and shifted closer to the edge of my seat. My left leg collided with hers, and she exhaled sharply. Then she focused her eyes on her plate, carefully slicing her steak, putting her fork through it and then into one of the potatoes. She didn't make eye contact.

Did she feel the current that passed between us too? Was she used to it? Because I sure as hell wasn't. Another thing about Diane that took me by surprise.

She looked up a few seconds later and asked, "Can I have one of your fries?"

I burst out laughing. That was not where I thought she was going, but I got the message loud and clear—she wanted us to change the subject. "Sure, but only if I can have one of your potatoes."

"Obviously. Sharing is caring." Then she laughed nervously, avoiding my gaze again. After munching on a fry, she added, “I like sweet potato fries better than regular ones."

"So do I. I haven't had them in a while."

"Mom loves sweet potato fries too," Diane added.

"Do you see her often?" I asked.

"Not really. Whenever I want to visit, she insists I use the money for something else. Still, I'm closer to her now than before. One of the reasons I really don't mind that I moved to Boston. Maybe that's why it was meant to be, you know?"

Her tone was optimistic, but her expression had changed. The light in her eyes went out. I felt an inexplicable surge of hate for that guy for taking her joy away. She was clearly trying to be nonchalant about it, but it was obvious that it still hurt.

I couldn't pretend to understand what she was going through. I'd never had a relationship that was significant enough that severing it caused me pain. I'd glided through life by engaging in hookups whenever I felt like it. It hadn't even been a conscious choice; it was simply what I did. I'd never felt the need for anything more.

"I'm so full," she said after taking the last bite of steak. She drank the final sip of wine, then dried her lips with the napkin.

The waiter had refilled our glasses a few times, and even I was starting to feel the effects of the Rioja. I didn't want this evening to end.

Damn it, Gabe. She’s Celia’s sister. You live together.

Not together, I corrected myself. She's your neighbor.

Things were starting to blur in my mind. But one thing was clear: I hadn't had nearly enough of her.

"Do you want dessert?" I asked.

"No, I can't possibly eat anything more. It was truly exquisite," she said. "Also, I'm dehydrated. I'm going to drink a lot of water once we get home."

"Do you want to order something nonalcoholic?”

She giggled, leaning over the table. "Honestly, I want to go home and get out of this dress." Then she giggled again. "Whoops, I can't believe I told you that. It's just that, well, it's a few years old, and I've put on a pound or two. It's a little bit tight. I feel like it's squeezing my boobs and my ribs." She glanced at the bottle. "Yeah, remind me to never again think that I can hold my wine. Clearly I can't."

I chuckled. "Come on, let’s go. You'll drink plenty of water, and you'll be fine tomorrow."

We both got up at the same time. She wasn't swaying, so she wasn't inebriated.

"Don't you have to ask for the bill?" She sounded shy.

"No, they have my credit card on file."

She jerked her head back. "I think I've only ever heard that expression in movies. I wasn't sure it was real."

"It's convenient," I said.

"Are you going to offer me that super-muscular arm again?"

"My pleasure."

I stand corrected. She was a bit tipsy, because she clung tightly to my arm.  

We walked slower than before. Once we stepped outside, Diane started shivering despite putting on her jacket. Then I draped mine over her shoulders.

She slid her arms into the sleeves, then arched her shoulders back into me and bared the back of her neck. It was unbelievably seductive.

She looked at me over her shoulder. "Thank you. I was feeling a bit chilly."

"I thought you were. You had goose bumps."

She laughed nervously.

"Everything okay?" I asked.

"Yeah. I totally had goose bumps because it's chilly," she said.

By the time we arrived home fifteen minutes later, my head had cleared up somewhat. As we walked up the stairs to the house, I realized the same wasn't true for her. She swayed a bit on the front steps.

When she reached the staircase leading to the attic, she groaned. "Oh, screw it. No way can I make this staircase in these heels right now." She took off her shoes, holding them in her right hand, then turned around. "Thank you for this evening, Gabe."

"I'll walk you up."

She smiled sheepishly. "I'd fight you on it, but I don't think that's such a bad idea. My balance isn't great."

"Walk in front of me."

"Uh-huh," she said, putting one hand on the banister.

I held my hands behind her at enough distance that I wasn't touching her but was prepared in case she fell. I was trying extremely hard not to look at her ass.

But I should have looked. That way, when she stumbled on the second to last step and fell backward, I would have placed my hands on a more appropriate side of her body, like her back. But I barely had time to register her yelp before feeling her soft ass in my hands.

"Oh my God," she said, then straightened up.

Pulling herself up and gripping the banister, she put one leg forward, and a ripping sound echoed through the stairwell. She’d stepped on her dress, and it tore around her waist.

“Nooo!” She took one of her hands from the banister but lost her balance again.

This time I acted more appropriately, putting one hand on her back. With the other, I kept her dress together. My thumb was brushing her rib cage. Her skin was so damn soft that I couldn't even think straight.

"I've got you," I said.

"I dropped my shoes."

Looking back, I saw them a few steps down. "I'll get them for you."

"Thank you." She put her hand where mine was before. The heel of her palm brushed the back of my hand in the process, and she gasped lightly.

Did she feel this small contact as intensely as I did? Did she want more?

I went back and grabbed her shoes, bringing them to her as she unlocked the door to her room.

"I'm sorry for that," she said as we went inside. "I'm really not that inebriated, but I lost my balance."

"The spiral staircase is tricky," I said, looking determinedly away from where she was holding her dress together.

"So much for that one pound I gained. I think it was more like ten. Maybe the dress was old. It shouldn't have ripped all the way to my freaking bra."

She turned around, facing me. She'd only turned on the small lamp above her mirror. I couldn't resist moving closer to her. In fact, I preferred that, because if I was right in front of her, then I couldn't see her skin beneath the ripped fabric.

I was wrong. As soon as I stepped forward, she turned sideways to the mirror, and I had a fantastic view of her cleavage.

I groaned at the sight.

"Oh my God, can I embarrass myself any more in front of you? I put on a dress that clearly didn't fit me because I'm a whale."

"You're beautiful. Don't say anything to the contrary in front of me."

She snapped her head up, parting her lips. "Oh."

"I was barely keeping myself from kissing you all night."

"You wanted to kiss me?" she whispered.

"Yes. Fuck yes."

"Then kiss me."

Her voice was even softer than before. In fact, it was so soft that for a brief second, I wondered if I'd imagined it.

I cupped her face the next second, tilting her head up and brushing my lips against hers before capturing them. They were perfect. Plump and soft and so damn inviting.

I ran my hands through her hair. It was just as silky and thick as I'd imagined. Everything about her was magnificent: the way she sighed against my mouth, the way she pressed her chest to mine. Then she let go of her dress and wrapped both hands around my neck, tugging me even farther down.

I immediately gripped the dress, intending to keep it together. Instead, I ran my hand down her rib cage, all the way to the hip. My cock turned semihard when my fingers touched the elastic band of her panties. I brushed them back up, my thumb reaching the fabric of her bra. I wanted to yank everything down, to have her completely naked and at my mercy. I needed to work her with my fingers and mouth.

I deepened the kiss. Every moan reverberated through my chest. I kept my hands splayed wide on her rib cage, but then she pressed herself against me even more and groaned.

My cock was now rock-hard, and she'd felt it. I moved my hand farther down, cupping her buttocks. Goose bumps broke out on her skin, just as they had before at the restaurant. And that cut through the brain fog.

Fuck, what am I doing?

She'd had a few drinks, and her dress ripped. True, she told me to kiss her. She clearly wanted me. But I wasn’t going to take advantage.

"Diane," I murmured, stepping back.

She clasped a hand over her mouth, the other on her dress. "Oh my goodness, I'm so embarrassed right now."

And cue the regrets.

Fuck, I shouldn’t have kissed her. I was an opportunistic bastard.

"Wow. Tonight was a bit insane. I don't think you anticipated that you'd be flashed like this and then I'd jump your bones."

"I kissed you," I reminded her.

"Right! I should change."

I had to leave. "I don't want to intrude. Just wanted to make sure you got to your room safely. See you tomorrow."

She laughed, and then it turned into a hiccup before she said, "Good night," in a high-pitched voice.

I closed the door, turning around and taking a deep breath.

What the hell did I just do?

Asking her to move in was one of my worst ideas.

And yet, I didn't regret it.


Chapter Ten

Diane

The next morning, I gave myself a pep talk as I finished putting on my makeup.

"Come on, Diane. Don't be a chicken. Go downstairs, have breakfast. If Gabe is there, just play it by ear."

But I didn't know how to play it by ear. I could still feel his lips on mine and his hands slipping under my dress. I'd enjoyed it so much that for a few seconds, I lost myself in the memory, smiling at my reflection in the mirror. Then I shook my head. I had no idea how last night ended the way it did, but I didn't regret one bit.

I descended with quick steps, stopping when I was on the last one, listening intently. There was no sign of Gabe, even though it was nine o'clock. Still, I entered the living room cautiously, looking around. Everything was completely silent. I sighed with relief.

I stepped into the kitchen and smiled. There was a small tray with a glass of orange juice on the counter, as well as toast and sunny-side ups. There was also a note.

Diane,

Last night was unexpected. And delicious. My cooking skills suck, but I make a mean breakfast. Enjoy.

My face exploded in a huge smile. So he wined and dined me last night, then kissed the panties off me, and now he's left me breakfast? Who is Gabe Whitley? Is he an alien or something?

I ate the food, then downed the juice, still trying to figure out how to handle the situation. He said it was delicious, so clearly he was still in a flirty mood.

Then my smile fell. I couldn't do this. I had to shut it down. Celia would seriously be pissed off if I got involved with her boss. Besides, she’d told me that Gabe was a bit of a womanizer.

My stomach constricted at the reminder. Oh, that's why he's such a good kisser. That’s why he knew how to charm me.

But still, this had been a nice gesture, so I took out my phone to text him.

Diane: Gabe, thanks a lot for breakfast. It's a great way to start a day.

He didn't reply. He was probably in a meeting or something. Then again, I didn’t know how to have this conversation with him, so it was likely a blessing in disguise. Maybe I’d have an idea or two by tonight.

However, I never got the chance. Gabe didn't arrive home at his usual time that night, and I texted Celia, asking her how things were at the bar.

Celia: It's madness. One of our bartenders quit, but Gabe's here, thank God.

I bit my lip. Maybe this would give things a chance to cool off a bit.

Who am I kidding? Gabe probably isn't even thinking about me.

Turned out I was wrong. I got a text message from him a bit later in the evening.

Gabe: Probably Celia told you, but I'm going to be trapped at the bar this whole week.

Diane: Do you need any help? I can jump in.

Crap, so much for things cooling down. I was already looking for any opportunity to be close to him.

Gabe: No. It was great of you to do it that one time, but I've got this covered.

Diane: I'm going to cook myself a delicious dinner. You can have leftovers if you want.

Gabe: I won't say no to that. Thanks.

Oh yeah, that just gave me a good reason to make a kick-ass dinner. It seemed like a waste of time to cook for one, so I always made more portions, but I couldn't eat the same thing four days in a row.

I was grinning from ear to ear as I thought about what to make. Why am I so giddy, for goodness' sake?

Looking at it objectively, we’d made it through an entire conversation without any awkwardness. I suspected it might have gone a bit differently if he was standing before me in all his glory. But still, a victory was a victory.

***

For dinner, I'd made a huge portion of chili con carne that would last us for two meals. When I woke up the following morning, I was happy to see Gabe had eaten a portion.

I ate breakfast hurriedly, tiptoeing around the house, suspecting he was asleep. But when I stepped out, his car wasn't there.

Holy shit, he's gone to the office already?

That wasn't right. He couldn't work until late into the evening and be at the office again six hours later.

I didn't know what possessed me to do it, but I took out my phone and messaged him.

Diane: You're at work already?

He answered a few minutes later.

Gabe: No rest for the wicked.

Diane: Hmm, I disagree. Even the wicked need some sort of pampering now and then.

Gabe: You volunteering to do that?

I sucked in a breath. Ah, I’d declared victory too soon last night.

Diane: I can certainly cook dinner. I’m not in the mood for chili again.

To my astonishment, Gabe replied again right away. How did he have time for that?

Gabe: Diane, I’m grateful that you cooked last night, but it's really not necessary. I can eat at the bar.

Diane: I know for a fact you can't. Celia said it's almost impossible once the place is full. She sometimes forgets to even drink water, and her lips are dry at the end of the night.

Gabe: My lips are certainly dry. So if you wanted to help with that, I wouldn't say no.

Oh, that was way more direct than I expected. Does he mean kissing? Or... well, silly me, what else could he mean?

I grinned, shaking my head. My sister would so hand me my ass.

Diane: I'm going to keep cooking dinner for myself. You are more than welcome to help yourself to it.

Gabe: I know what you're doing. But this is a conversation we'll have face-to-face.

I started laughing for no reason at all. I could imagine Gabe saying that in that semi-flirty voice he always used, like he didn't have an off button when it came to charming everyone. My sister had warned me he was a shameless flirt, and I could attest to that. I mean, I'd only been living here for a short while, and we'd already kissed. But I was certain that by the time I saw him, he'd probably have forgotten all about it. Hell, maybe he'd even hooked up with someone else in the meantime.

An unexpected pang of jealousy shot through my chest as I hurried to the subway station. Yep, I intended to ignore that completely. It wasn't warranted and was probably just an instinct, though I was nothing if not excellent at disregarding those.

I called my mom as I walked at a rapid pace, putting in my earbuds.

"Darling, good morning," she said.

"Hey, Mom. I thought I'd check on you before my first tour. How are you?"

"I'm good. You girls, will you ever stop worrying about me?"

The honest answer was "No, Mom. We will always worry about you." That was as true as it was that the sky was blue and the grass was green. Instead, I said, "I just wanted to check in, that's all. I cooked a fantastic chili con carne last night."

"Ah, what did Gabe say about it?"

I told Mom that he'd appreciated my lasagna, so I wasn’t surprised when she asked.

"He wasn't home. He needs to be at the bar this week."

"Oh, good gracious. That man works so much."

I smiled at the protective tone in Mom's voice. She’d never met Gabe, but she'd worshiped him ever since he helped with the bills.

"Yeah, I agree. Anyway, Mom, I was thinking of paying you a visit this weekend.”

"Nonsense. I'm fit as a fiddle, and I know you're busy."

I sighed. "That's true."

"I'll tell you what. We can FaceTime," she said proudly, pronouncing the words slowly. She tried hard to keep up with technology.

"Sure, let's do that."

I talked to her more about my tutoring sessions. Mom was always my champion. She'd never chastised me or made me feel bad about myself, even when I made the mistake of giving up my job at the hotel in Portland to chase a man to Boston.

Celia said I got my positivity from her. She was probably right, not that we knew anything about our dad. Mom never spoke of him, and we never pressed.

***

For the rest of the week, I felt a bit like I was living alone. I was sure Gabe came home to sleep, but our paths didn’t cross. In fact, I'd gotten so used to it that I didn't even think about him when I went into the living room on Saturday morning. And then I stopped in my tracks when I noticed him doing... chin-ups?

He was in the doorway of what I’d assumed was his bedroom but was actually a workout room. He'd installed a pull-up bar in the doorway and was currently lifting himself up.

Wowzer, the man was strong. I had no idea how many he'd done, but the grunts he let out indicated he was putting in a lot of effort. Damn it, those grunts were too sexy. I had to make my presence known, so I cleared my throat.

"Good morning," I said.

Gabe immediately stopped and lowered himself to the floor. Then he turned around. I checked him out before I even realized it. His chest was a bit sweaty, but he was the sexiest man I'd ever seen in my life. His eyes were wide, and his muscles... yummm. I finally slid my gaze back up.

"Good morning," he said with a half smile.

"How come you’re up so early?" My voice was high-pitched, but I hoped he'd let it slide. I mean, he had to expect this reaction, right? He was so damn sexy, I was surprised I could even remember how to talk.

"I always wake up at seven during the week, so I can't turn it off on weekends."

"It's been a long week, huh?"

"Yeah.”

“I almost forgot I had a neighbor.”

“Nope, still here, not going anywhere. By the way, I meant to talk to you about something, but I never got the chance because I was barely home. My brothers are stopping by today."

"Are you having a housewarming party? Should I make myself scarce?"

He came closer, and I folded my arms over my chest so I wasn't accidentally tempted to reach out for... oh, I don't know. I was sure I could find an excuse. Maybe I’d lose my balance again.

"They're just coming to hang around. And you don't have to make yourself scarce. In fact, you're invited. I'd like for you to meet them. They’ll show up here often, and it's best if you know them."

"Oh, okay," I said. "So when is that exactly?"

"They're coming in about two hours. I was just going to shower and check how the construction is going at the house. I haven't been there in a week." After a beat, he added, “Want to come with me and see it?”

I bit the inside of my cheek, hesitating for a split second.

Oh, what the hell? The best way for things to return to normal was for me to act normal. Besides, I was curious.

“I’d love to.”

***

Gabe

Fifteen minutes later, we left the house.

“So, how's the bar been?”

“Nightmare. But we found a good replacement. How was your week?”

“I’ve booked a few more tutoring clients, so that’s going well.”

Diane was avoiding my gaze, yet she clearly wanted to spend time with me. The feeling was entirely mutual.

When we arrived at the house, Mateo, the construction site manager, waved at me.

"Wow, this place is huge. Amazing," she gushed.

"Let me check with Mateo to see if it's safe to go inside."

"Perfect, because I’d love, love, love a tour." She glanced around with a warm andcurious smile. I didn't detect one ounce of envy in her eyes.

I left her to her perusal and went over to Mateo. "How are things going?"

"Oh, good, good. We've made a lot of progress."

"Can I go inside?"

He nodded at Diane. "Want to show this to the missus?"

How had he concluded that she was my partner? I certainly hadn't introduced her, yet the idea didn't scare me away. Quite the contrary, I found the idea appealing.

What the hell?

"She's my neighbor," I clarified.

"Oh, okay. Yes, you can go inside. The guys and I are preparing to leave anyway. We need to buy some materials, and it's best to do it before all the DIY people line up."

That was one thing I hated about building my own house. I couldn't understand why construction crews couldn't get the hang of things; how would they not know what they would need and buy it the day before?

"Right. You don't need to lock up because Diane and I will be inside."

He nodded. "Thank you, boss. Boys?" He turned, looking at the two other workers. "Come on, let's go."

"We both need to come?" one of them asked.

"Yeah, we can't carry all we need with just two people."

I didn't bother asking what "all" was. Mateo was working at his own pace, but he knew what he was doing.

Diane stood on the front porch. Her smile was even wider.

"What did he say?" she asked as I walked back over to join her.

"We can go inside and explore."

"Yes." She clapped her hands once, grinning.

"But we need to be careful where we step."

We headed up the stairs. I instinctively put an arm around her shoulders.

"I can keep my own balance now that I'm completely sober," she said in a teasing tone.

I leaned in, whispering in her ear, "It's for your own safety. The floor isn't very stable."

"I see." She laughed nervously.

As we stepped inside, she looked around. The ceiling was high with an intricate post-war molding around the corners.

"Before we begin, I have to say that most of this will be stripped away."

She turned her head to me abruptly. "What do you mean? The house isn't in such a bad shape.”

“It’s old as dirt.”

"But it's so beautiful," she murmured.

"If you like old buildings."

"Well, I do. Though I also like modern ones. But why buy it if you plan to change all of it?" she asked as we proceeded farther inside.

"Because I like the location. And it needs a thorough renovation because all the walls were infested with mold."

She winced. "Yikes. Okay, well, that's tough. You can't take that crap out properly no matter how much you try."

"I agree. That's why I prefer to rebuild. Here I'm going to have an open space that will serve as living room, dining room, and kitchen. The living area is going to have three couches."

"Wow," she exclaimed.

"What can I say? I have a big family, and we like visiting one another."

I pointed at the left. "It's going to be here, and the TV is going to be hidden in the ceiling and only lowered when someone watches it. I don't like TVs hanging around like pieces of art. The kitchen is going to have an island that adjusts to the height of the cook because Grandmother insists she wants to spend time here, too, and she can't help herself from cooking."

She tightened her arm around mine. "It’s cute that you want to build this so it fits your family too."

"Why not?"

"Indeed," she murmured.

"Want to go upstairs?"

"Sure. You’ll have a basement too?"

"Yes, but only for storage. And there's going to be a gym upstairs."

The staircase was wide enough that we could walk side by side.  

"This is the most unstable part," I informed her.

"All right."

Two steps later, the wood creaked. We both stopped moving, and I tightened my grip on her waist.

She swallowed audibly. "It's fine. My foot didn't sink in or anything."

We went up the rest of the stairs to the second floor without any other suspicious sounds.

"There are currently five rooms here, but I'm going to tear down some walls and make it three instead: my bedroom, a workout room, and an office. And then on the next level will be three en suite guest rooms."

"This is going to be quite the home!" she exclaimed.

"I've always wanted to have a proper home office," I said excitedly, leading her into the room where it was going to be. "I'm actually going to bring in my mom's old desk. I've liked it since I was a kid. It’s one of those ancient things. My designer is struggling to fit it into the modern design, but he’ll work it out. I'm going to put it right here." I pointed at the spot in front of the window.

"This home is going to make you happy, I can just feel it. Although I probably would have set it up completely different."

"How would you set it up?" I asked. "I'm genuinely curious."

"Well, I don't actually need a home gym, just a mat to do my yoga. I'd prefer actually joining a gym. I’ll do that, you know, once I've gotten my life together." She avoided looking at me. “I think I'd probably use all these rooms for the bazillion kids I'd have."

I swallowed hard. My breath was trapped in my throat, which took me by complete surprise. I hadn't expected her to speak about this so openly.

"You want a big family?" I asked her.

"Don't you, with all the brothers and half-brothers you have?"

I shrugged. “I didn't buy the house with that purpose in mind. It's not something I ever planned for."

"Well, I'm not really planning for it either. But this house is inspiring."

I raised a brow. "So you don't, in fact, want a gazillion kids?"

She looked as if she was fighting herself. "Well, I did, some time ago... Doesn’t matter. Anyway, no matter the setup, this is a gorgeous home.”

“I agree. I'm glad I snapped it up."

"I'm so happy for you, Gabe. It's so good when you're finally able to fulfill your own dream." She walked closer to the window, and I followed her.

"What do you dream about?"

"Oh, well, that depends on what stage in life I'm currently at... or how I feel in the moment. Right now I feel like teasing my neighbor," she said, looking over her shoulder.

"Neighbor or roommate?" I teased right back.

I stood behind her, inhaling the scent of her hair. It smelled like cherries today. Did she keep changing her shampoos, or was it perfume? Was it the smell of her skin? Was that even possible?

"Both," she whispered.

"That night was fantastic," I said. I hadn't meant to bring it up, but I couldn't help myself; I needed her to know that I'd enjoyed it, that it wasn't just a fluke. I definitely didn't want to forget about it.

She turned around, looking straight into my eyes. "I know, right? I thought maybe I'd hyped it up in my mind, but no... it was delicious. The dinner and the kiss.” 

I grinned, loving that she took it in stride. "I like you, Diane."

She sucked in a deep breath. "Don't say that, Gabe, because I'm so attracted to you that I can't even think straight."

"Why are you saying that like it's a problem?" I all but growled.

"Because I think Celia would kick my ass if she knew."

I stilled. “Why?”

Diane laughed and ran her hand through her hair. "Because you're her boss, and, well... you know, things can be weird. Anyway, I thought I was doing such a great job behaving, and then I went and flashed you."

"I didn't see too much. Though I wanted to."

I tilted closer, kissing one corner of her mouth. She shuddered.

"Do you like this?" I asked. When she nodded, I moved to the other corner of her mouth and kissed it too. "How about this?"

She gripped the hem of my T-shirt; I took that as a yes.

I put a hand on her back, drawing a straight line from the base of her spine up to the back of her neck. "You want me to touch you, Diane?"

"Yes. God yes, I do. I want you."


Chapter Eleven

Gabe

I moved my mouth down her jaw and the front of her neck, tilting her slightly backward. She completely trusted me. It was a huge turn-on. Then I kissed back up her throat and drew her lower lip in my mouth before kissing her. She moaned against my mouth instantly, curling her arms around my neck and plastering the front of her body against mine.

I felt a light thrum through her. She needed more than a kiss; she wanted to come, and I was going to give her everything she craved. I wanted to see her come apart in my arms and feel the pleasure unraveling inside her.

I moved us deeper into the room without breaking the kiss, finally resting her against one of the exposed brick walls. It was a nook of sorts.

I started by kissing her slow and deep, savoring the way her body vibrated. She moaned, her tongue moving against mine without restraint. I wrapped one hand in her hair and moved the other one down her back, circling her tailbone. She shuddered at the contact, and I nearly lost it.

I raised her dress slowly, giving her all the time in the world to stop me, but she didn't. In fact, she grabbed at her dress, bringing it around her waist herself, as if she needed me to thrust faster.

I ran my hand down the front of her body, pressing my palm on her navel before reaching down, tortuously slow.

"Oh God, I want you so much," she whispered.

Hanging on to my last threads of self-control, I moved my hand farther down over her panties. I slipped it between her thighs, pressing against her pussy. She moaned even harder than before, spasming against me. I lowered my hand down her right thigh. Her legs were perfectly toned, and her skin was soft. I could touch her forever. I wanted to lick every inch of her before focusing on her pussy and giving her relief. But we didn't have time for that, and she was too on edge to withstand that sort of teasing and taunting.

I inched my hand back up between her thighs and instantly turned hard when I realized she’d drenched her panties. Fuck, the way this woman responded to me was absolutely delicious. Needing to touch her bare skin, I pushed her panties down to her knees. She groaned against my mouth.

"I want you to feel my tongue and fingers at the same time," I whispered before kissing her again as I slid my fingers inside her, first one and then another.

She pulled her head back, closing her eyes, like she couldn't take my tongue and my fingers at the same time. Good to know. I didn't want to overwhelm her; I wanted her to feel everything I was doing to her.

I rubbed my thumb over her clit, keeping my eyes on her face. Fuck, I wanted to give her my cock, but this wasn't the moment. Right now it was all about pleasing her. My needs didn't matter even though I was so hard I could barely keep it together.

I watched her carefully. She was so expressive that it was only too easy to read on her face what she liked and what she loved. I gave her more of the latter, moving the hand I’d buried in her hair down to her chest, teasing her nipples over her dress. They were both tight nubs. She wasn't wearing a bra. How the hell didn't I notice that before?

I was lost in her: inhaling her scent, absorbing her moans, feeling her shudders. This moment here was absolute perfection—the way she opened her eyes with a start, looking absolutely lost, as if she didn't even know what day it was or what her name was. She put one hand on the wall next to us and the other behind her, bracing herself. "Gabe... Oh my God, Gabe."

I covered her mouth, giving her my tongue at the same time I pressed my thumb on her clit and curled two fingers inside her. Her inner muscles went so damn tight around my fingers that I couldn't help imagining how she'd feel around my cock.

I felt the sheer force of her orgasm as it swept through her. Her entire body tightened up, then just as quickly loosened. Her muscles relaxed, and she pulled back from the kiss, resting her head on the brick wall and giving me a completely sated smile. This image of her would be imprinted in my brain forever. And at the same time, I instinctively knew I wouldn't be satisfied with this image alone. I needed to make her come again and again.

And I would, just not right now.

I took my hand away, letting her dress drop, then kissed the corner of her mouth again. "Back here with me?"

"I don't know." Her voice was still teasing. "I might be lost in a dream. A very sexy one." She opened one eye and then the other. "Oh, would you look at that? It's not a dream. We really are up here, and your hand was under my skirt, doing things to me." Then she straightened up, sucking in a deep breath. "Gabe! Do you think the crew is back?"

"No, but we should go down. My family will stop by soon. They want to see this place."

"Wow, that was... I kind of lost track of where... Um, do you have a working bathroom here?" she asked.

"No, just a sink. I’ll wash my hands there. They have a makeshift toilet downstairs, but trust me, you're better off going back to the house to clean up."

“Oh yeah. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”


Chapter Twelve

Diane

I hurried home and headed straight in the shower. Right then I was on cloud nine, and not even all the worries thumping around my mind could keep the happiness at bay. I was going to indulge in this one day of joy before I pulled myself together and behaved the way I should.

I didn't want to make things awkward between Gabe and me, yet resisting this man proved to be impossible.

The new construction had been pretty dusty, so I ended up washing my hair too. After blow-drying it, I put on fresh panties and another dress, and then I opened my door. A lot of voices were coming from downstairs. His family had already arrived.

I looked over my shoulder. What if I just stayed here? I could read. Or I could leave the house.

But he'd told me that he’d love for me to meet them. But that was before we’d gotten down and dirty. What if he'd changed his mind? What if this would be awkward?

Oh, pull yourself together, Diane. The only way to make this truly awkward is to leave. That's not your style. You face difficult situations head-on.

When my ex started behaving like he didn't actually like having me around, I didn't beat around the bush. We'd only been here for three months, and he was acting like I should be grateful to be with him. He thought I couldn't afford living on my own with my new tour job, which was true. He kept picking on me about anything and everything, so I confronted him about it, and we broke up.

I couldn’t understand why he’d changed so much after we moved to Boston. Then I watched some therapy videos on YouTube because I couldn't actually afford to go to a therapist, and I discovered that some people completely changed their attitude when you were dependent on them. I'd vowed never to let that happen again. Yet somehow, I'd gotten myself in this situation.

It's not the same thing, Diane. You are renting from Gabe's landlady. It's not even remotely the same situation.

I took a deep breath and headed downstairs, then listened for a few beats at the foot of the staircase. There was laughter, and I heard two distinctive female voices.

I stepped into the living room, and the sight simply demolished my defenses. Gabe was holding a toddler, and he looked adorable.

Good gracious, a girl needs warning.

It was a boy, or at least I thought so. He was wearing a blue outfit that was absolutely adorable. His pants mimicked jeans, and they had suspenders. Gabe turned him around, and again I melted for entirely different reasons.

"Hi, you must be Diane," one of the women said. She was tall and slender, and she offered me her hand to shake. "I'm Natalie, Jake's wife."

One of the guys rose from the couch, coming to me. "Jake," he said, giving me his hand, and I shook it too.

"Come on, everyone, you don't all have to shake hands with her. Don't overwhelm her right now. Diane, I'll introduce you to my brothers in the order of how I like them best."

Everyone laughed, me included.

“Okay, let’s hear it,” I said.

He moved to the couch, putting a hand on one of the men's shoulders. “This is Cade and his gorgeous fiancée, Meredith."

Meredith waved to me from the couch.

Then Gabe patted the shoulder of the brother sitting next to Cade. "This is Spencer, Cade's twin brother and Ben's dad." He kissed the baby's head when he mentioned Ben. "And this is Penny."

He pointed at the man sitting next to Penny. “This is Colton.”

Then he looked at the three men sitting in the chairs at the table. "And these are my half brothers, Maddox, Leo, and Nick."

That would explain the subtle difference between the two groups of men. The trio had darker hair and their eyes weren't blue, whereas the guys sitting on the couch had the exact same shade of magnetic blue as Gabe.

I smiled. "I'm pleased to meet everyone."

"By the way, you just went in chronological order for everyone except me," Colton pointed out.

"Yeah, that was lazy of you," Spencer said and then looked at me. "Which, by the way, does describe my brother pretty well."

"How do you know I didn't do it on purpose?" Gabe asked.

"Because I refuse to believe you like us less than Colton," Maddox said.

Colton grinned. "Yeah, I actually don't buy it either."

Gabe laughed. “Man, your sense of humor improved drastically since you’ve met Zoey.”

I surmised Zoey was his girlfriend.

“I agree. She’s upset that she couldn’t come today,” Colton went on. “But I promised to pass on any... gossip.”

Gabe rolled his eyes. “Let’s move on to something else. I don't actually have favorites. Diane, do you like pizza? I'm ordering in for everyone. I don't want to subject them to my cooking and make a mess of things like last week."

I smiled sheepishly, though I felt a blush. "It wasn't that bad."

"What happened last week?" Cade asked.

Gabe opened his mouth, but I started to speak before him. "He tried to cook as a thank-you that I'd cooked the night before. It didn't work out, so we ended up having dinner in the city."

I felt a shift in the room, although I couldn't explain it at all.

Spencer got up. "You cooked? You never do that. Not ever."

"No, he did once, but he almost burned down his loft, so he gave up," Cade said and then stared at me. "But he wanted to make an effort for you. Good for him."

The silence became strange somehow. Natalie and Meredith looked like they were suppressing laughter.

"Okay, you called it," Jake said as Cade gave Gabe a thumbs-up.

"Called what?" I said.

"Please ignore my family," Gabe replied.

"It's impossible," Maddox said.

"Honestly, I think we should tell her, just so she's not caught by surprise," Leo said. Or was that Nick? I couldn't tell them apart.

"What is everyone talking about?" I asked.

Gabe returned Ben to Spencer and said, "Way to make this awkward. Remind me never to invite you here again."

"We're a handful," Spencer said, "but just the first time. You'll get used to us eventually."

"Want to do the honors or should I?" Cade asked Gabe.

Gabe looked straight at me. "Grandmother told these bozos that she thinks you and I have a spark. That's why she didn't want me to go with her that morning when I was supposed to drive her to her bridge meeting."

"Your grandmother... huh?" I mumbled. Maybe I misunderstood.

"Don't take it personally," Meredith said. "She usually makes statements like that. Though I have to say, she was correct with all of us."

I did remember Gabe telling me that she’d had a hand in matchmaking his brothers.

“Anyone know if she’s ever been wrong?” Natalie leaned forward, looking at the trio.

Maddox put his hands in the air. "Not that we know of."

"She's failed to introduce me to any friend of hers who I actually found interesting," Gabe said.

Spencer pointed at him. "That still doesn't mean that she had a bad hunch. She never said that you'd make a good pair with any of them."

"I wonder why she was introducing him to all those women anyway," Meredith said.

My jaw went slack. I couldn't believe this conversation was actually happening. They were talking about this with the same nonchalance as if they were debating the weather.

Gabe grinned. "Diane, pizza?" he asked, looking at me with a bemused smile. 

"Sure.”

“What type?”

“I eat everything, honestly.”

“Okay! I’m on it," he said, tapping on the screen.

"Did you go over to the house?" Meredith asked me.

"Yes, this morning." I blushed at the memory of what we'd gotten up to while there.

"We saw it today too. It's going to be so amazing," Meredith exclaimed. "

When did they have time to go? Although, to be fair, it took me a long-ass time to wash and blow-dry my hair. 

"I liked the second floor best," Natalie said. "I especially liked that cute nook with the brick wall."

I stood completely still, afraid that if I said even one word, I’d give us away, but I couldn't stop the vortex of thoughts. Was my face super red? Did I look embarrassed? Guilty?

I stole a glance at Gabe. He was staring straight at me intently.

"Yes, that nook does have a je ne sais quoi, doesn't it?" he asked.

Oh sweet Lord. The man was going to be the death of me.

"Do you guys want something to drink?" I asked, looking around.

Gabe seemed to snap out of it then. "Diane, you're my guest just as much as them. Just because you live here doesn't mean you have to help me entertain, especially not these bozos."

"But I don't mind," I said. I felt I needed to do something with my hands. But Gabe pinned me with his gaze, so instead of finding an excuse to head into the kitchen, I sat down in the empty armchair.

Jake turned to me. "So, Gabe tells me you're renting the attic apartment?"

I nodded. "Yes. Honestly, I couldn't believe my luck when this opportunity came up. Thank goodness Celia knew Gabe was moving.

"Who's Celia?" Meredith asked.

"My sister. She works for Gabe."

He hasn't told them anything about me, huh?

Why was I feeling disappointed? He didn't have to talk with his family about me.

"Oh, so you don't work for Gabe? I had my story all wrong," Meredith said.

Wait, so he did talk to them?

"No. My sister is a bartender at his bar. So, you all work at Whitley Industries, right?" I glanced around the room.

"Well, I don't," Meredith said, glancing at Cade. "I still work for the competition."

"Yeah, she's playing hard to get," Cade said playfully. "But I'm going to win her over to the dark side sooner rather than later."

“What do you do?” Jake asked.

Suddenly, all eyes were trained on me.

I thought it was lovely that they all worked together. Well, it wasn't together-together, but they were involved in the family business.

I spoke about my job as a tour guide for a bit, and then the pizza arrived. When the doorbell rang, I jumped from the armchair immediately.

"I'll get it," I said, darting to the door.

I felt Gabe come up behind me. "You can't carry ten pizzas all on your own, Diane." He tipped the delivery guy, taking the entire stack.

"I can help," I said. But clearly he didn't need it, because he was only holding them with one hand.

He put his other hand on my arm, and the contact singed me. "Diane, do you feel uncomfortable with us?"

I licked my lips. "No, just on edge."

"Listen, we can talk about this later, okay? Once we’re alone. If you enjoy spending time with me and my family, then I'm glad. But if you don't, then don't feel obligated to stay, okay? I'd love for you to get to know them, but it's up to you."

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask why he wanted me to get to know them. Just because we were roommates?

"Let's get back to the dining room," I said. "I'm starving and need some sustenance."

"Yes, I agree," Meredith called.

Crap, had she heard the whole conversation? Didn't seem likely. And I’d said that last sentence louder, after all.

Gabe walked in front of me, and I couldn't take my eyes off his ass as everyone filed in around us. The man was incredibly delicious.

As we ate at the dining table, I listened more than I talked. The dynamics were absolutely fascinating and completely hilarious. I felt Gabe's gaze on me the entire time we were eating, and even afterward, when we moved back to the couch area.

"All right. I think we've lingered here long enough," Colton said after a while, and I frowned.

"No, man, I can stay longer—” Maddox said but stopped abruptly when Leo glanced at him.

What's happening?

"Oh, yeah, sure. Okay. Cool," Maddox finished awkwardly.

"It was nice meeting you, Diane," Jake said, and then everyone bid us goodbye.

Gabe closed the door after they left and chuckled.

"What was that?" I asked. "They just... up and left.”

He turned around, giving me a wry smile. "I bet one of them noticed the way I was looking at you and spread the word."

"You mean they know?"

"One thing you can assume about my family is that everyone knows everything."

"Wow," I murmured.

“But they were right about one thing: I want you.”


Chapter Thirteen

Gabe

I kissed her the next second. I couldn't think straight anymore. In fact, I couldn't think, period. I was acting out of instinct. I needed Diane right now. By the way she kissed me back, I knew the feeling was mutual.

What happened back at the house wasn't a mistake, and this wasn't either. I savored her mouth, tilting her head to one side and deepening the kiss. I didn't just want a distraction but a connection. This was something entirely new to me, and I wanted to pursue whatever it was.

My bedroom was on the second floor, and I had to get her there. Earlier, we’d improvised everything, but now I wanted to take care of her the way I'd meant to all morning.

My cock twitched. Fuck, I craved relief. I lowered one hand to find hers already at the zipper of my jeans, and I nearly exploded.

Damn it, Pace yourself.

I craved her touch, but I planned to make her come first, so I swatted her hand away before undoing the button myself. She groaned in protest, but I didn't give her a chance to voice it. I kissed her harder, then hoisted her up by her ass, holding her under each buttock. She relaxed her legs and planted her arms on my shoulders, pulling back after I took the first step to look over her shoulder.

"I wouldn't mind going upstairs." Her voice was huskier than I was used to. "Let's make sure we don't accidentally trip on something."

"I wouldn't drop you," I assured her.

She turned back to face me. "That means I'm not driving you that crazy."

"You have no idea," I said. "You've been on my mind every day since you moved in."

Her eyes widened, and she dug her nails into my back.

When I reached the second floor, I headed directly to the master bedroom and lowered her onto the bed. She kneeled on the mattress, her eyes dark, looking me up and down. She bit her lower lip as she reached for the fly of my jeans. Since it was already open, all she had to do was undo the zipper. She lowered it, then pushed my jeans past my ass.

I tilted my head back, groaning. Fuck yes. I needed exactly this. Then she tugged at my shirt, and I pulled it over my head, throwing it across the room. Before pushing my jeans down completely, she made a move to tug at my boxers, too, but I grabbed her by the wrist and said, "No."

She jerked her hand back in surprise.

I wanted her lips on my cock, but I knew that if her mouth came anywhere close, I wasn't going to be able to stick to any plan.

"You first" was all I said.

"I don't understand," she replied.

"You will soon."

I lifted her dress, drawing my fingers from her knees up to the apex of her thighs. When I heard her swallow, I couldn't suppress a smile. I moved my fingers farther up, gathering the fabric on the side of her body, then started to pull her dress over her head. She was wearing black lingerie. It looked amazing against her skin, and I couldn't wait to take it off.

Her wrists got tangled in the straps before I completely removed her dress, and that gave me an idea.

Hell yes, this will be perfect.

"Lie down," I said, putting one knee on the bed. "On your back. Hands at the headboard."

"Why?" she whispered.

"I want to tie you up." I moved until my lips were only inches away from hers. "Anything against that?"

"No." She sounded breathless.

"Good. Then lie down."

She lowered herself onto the bed, first sitting down on her ass, then lying on her back, putting her hands above her head. I wrapped the dress around her wrists, careful not to make the knots too tight as I fastened it to the headboard. I reached between her legs, drawing my fingers over the fabric of her panties. She was completely wet. I smiled and took them off, and she sighed in relief, as if she couldn't possibly bear feeling them against her skin a second longer.

Then I leaned over her, tracing a line with my mouth from her clavicle down to her navel. I went farther down her pubic bone, stopping just short of her clit. She rolled her hips, clearly attempting to press her pussy against my face, but I moved back up before she could. A groan of despair rocked through her. I liked feeling her lose control and exploring her body slowly.

"Gabe," she whispered.

I traced my mouth back up her chest, drawing circles around her nipple. At the same time, I circled her clit with my fingers. I moved them slowly at first but then faster and faster as I directed my attention to her other nipple.

The way she shifted her hips on the mattress was exquisite. Then she planted her feet on it for more support as her body writhed in sync with my mouth and fingers.

Needing to kiss more of her, I moved away from her breasts even though I knew they were a sweet spot for her. I positioned myself between her thighs, kissing one leg and then the other. But she needed to come. I felt it in the way her muscles tightened and her breath quickened. I could draw this out, but this wasn't the moment to tease her further. After the first orgasm, yes, but not right now.

I put my mouth on her pussy without any notice and dipped my tongue inside of her. She bucked her hips off the bed. I was so hard that I could barely take the friction of the mattress against my cock. But it would be a while until I’d bury myself in her. I pushed my tongue in and out, pressing my thumb on her clit. She exploded at the sensations, and it was even better than I'd imagined. I pulled both my hand and mouth back. This wasn't the moment to give her more pleasure. No, I needed to let her ride the wave first.

As her body calmed down, her breathing slowed, and she tugged at her wrists. She trained her eyes on me. "Gabe," she muttered, "I want more."

"I'm going to give exactly that," I assured her.

I kissed up her belly and then reached for the nightstand, ready to put on a condom.

I got rid of my clothes, slid on the condom, then kissed her again unexpectedly. I liked taking her by surprise. The kiss was different than before; she was soft and even more open to me after her orgasm.

I parted her thighs wider, but I wasn't going to give her my cock yet. I pressed two fingers on her clit. She groaned deeply, and I knew it wouldn't take long to make her come again. Her body shook and the kiss became wetter. She twisted and turned. I liked having her body under mine. I could even faintly feel her heartbeat against my chest. Yet I was still hungry for more closeness.

Her second climax took both of us by surprise. She widened her eyes, opening her mouth in a delicious O while tugging hard at the headboard. I was lost in watching her cry out. She surrendered even more than the first time, maybe because she couldn't brace herself for it. It was absolutely amazing to watch her come apart. Her breaths were quick and shallow, her eyes unfocused, and then the tremor in her body intensified.

I kept my hand over her pussy, moving it lightly above her clit. I knew she was ready because she was completely drenched, and I pushed in, intending to thrust inside inch by inch, but I slid until my cock was all the way in. My vision blurred. My breath caught.

For a few seconds, I was completely lost. I didn't know where up and down were. The pleasure was too intense, too all-consuming. And I knew, deep in my bones, this woman would be my undoing in every way possible. Nothing would be the same after this.

I straightened up, sitting on my knees and keeping her legs draped over my arms. I slid in even deeper at this angle. I watched her as she tugged once more at the headboard.

"Want me to untie you?" I asked.

"Yes, please." She sounded shy.

I reached over, pulling at the knot. It came undone quickly, and she immediately put her hands on her breasts, pinching her nipples between her thumbs and forefingers. I almost exploded right then and there at the sight, but I managed to rein myself in.

I thrust faster, needing to bury myself in her as much as possible. I didn't want to hurt her, so I kept watching her face for any sign that this was uncomfortable.

"You're so big," she murmured.

I was chasing my release already; I’d been on edge all day, and watching her come twice fueled me even more. I was losing myself in her completely: her scent, her sounds, the way her body moved to meet my thrusts. It was glorious and all I needed.

Her pussy tightened around my cock. Her moans turned to gasps. She swallowed hard. My own body was strung so tight that I was barely keeping my climax at bay. I felt her come once more, and I exploded seconds later.

I succumbed to the pleasure, riding out the wave. I couldn't even make out my groans from hers. I’d never felt relief like this. My body was surrendering completely, and I didn’t fight it. It felt so good.

In fact, it felt perfect, glorious. My body went from being completely wound up to 100 percent relaxed, as if all my muscles had turned to mush at the same time.

I pulled out, sitting on the edge of the bed, knowing that if I lay down, I wouldn't get up any time soon. I took off the condom, and we both went to the bathroom, cleaning up at the sink.

Once we returned to bed, she yawned. "Oh, man, all those stairs."

"What are you talking about?" I asked.

"Well, I have to go down the stairs to the first floor, then up the spiral staircase to the attic. Not sure how I'll climb them. My legs feel like rubber."

"Here's a thought—don't. Stay here with me."

She gave me a small smile, but then it grew wider until it was a full-on grin. "Yeah?"

"Fuck yes. You're not going anywhere tonight."


Chapter Fourteen

Diane 

A beeping sound filled the air. I put a pillow over my head and tried to go back to sleep, but I could still hear it. A few seconds later, it stopped. I faintly heard a man’s voice, and after that, silence. But I couldn't fall back asleep.

I took the pillow off, opening my eyes and looking at the ceiling. I smiled. Ah, I was in Gabe's bedroom. I'd spent the night here. I was still half asleep and wondered what time it was.

Then I heard footsteps outside the door, and I glanced in that direction. Gabe stepped in. He was butt naked, holding his phone.

"I woke you. Damn it," he said.

I yawned. "What time is it?"

"Six o'clock in the morning."

"And you're up voluntarily?"

"No. I got a call from the distillery we have in Texas."

"What happened?" I asked. He was clearly worried, or was it annoyed? It was too early in the morning for me; I couldn't properly assess the situation.

"A storm rolled in. We had a blackout at the factory and issues with the generators. Anyway, I'm heading there."

I rubbed my eyes, feeling them bulge. "To Texas? Now?"

He nodded. "Yes. Whenever there's a crisis, I prefer to be there versus trying to coordinate everything over the phone. People seem more motivated if I'm present."

His voice was tight. This was the first time I was seeing the CEO side of Gabe. He was no longer laid-back and ready for fun. Now he was all business.

"Okay."

"I'm going to pack some things."

I made to get out of bed. "I'll just go up to my room."

"There's no need for that," he said, putting two suits on the foot of the bed before coming closer and sitting at the edge of the mattress. "You look like you're about to fall asleep any second now."

I chuckled. "You're not wrong. I can barely keep my eyes open." I yawned. "But still, this is your room."

"Diane," he said, leaning forward to me. Did I mention he was naked? Even though I was half asleep, my hormones went to overdrive.

I splayed my fingers on his chest. I could clearly feel that he was tense. His muscles were taut, and a few veins were popping along his neck. I pressed my thumbs in two spots just on the side of his clavicle.

"Hmm. I can't let you leave like this. You need a massage. You're so stressed," I said. Licking my lips, I kissed down the front of his neck until I reached his Adam's apple. "How about a little de-stressing session beforehand?"

He groaned and fisted my hair. "Don't tempt me, Diane. The plane's leaving in two hours."

I fell back on my pillow. "You coordinated a flight already? You’re very efficient."

He groaned again, and I realized I'd dropped my sheet, so he had a full view of my breasts and my nipples. "I'm so good at tempting you, huh?" I asked.

"Damn. Yes, you are," he said, lowering his head, taking one nipple into his mouth and then moving to the other one.

I arched my back as a spasm of pleasure ricocheted through me. It was so unexpected that I didn't have time to brace myself. Then he straightened up and rose from the bed.

I pouted. "No, you can't leave me like this.”

He grinned. "We can pick up from right there once I return."

I smiled lazily. "That works."

Through a haze I watched him pack his bag. I was getting sleepier by the second, although I did manage to focus on watching him get dressed. He was just as sexy putting his clothes on as he was taking them off.

He put on suit pants and a shirt, then a belt. He added cuff links too. Of course.

I felt a pang in my stomach. I didn't want him to leave, but I knew he'd be back soon.

"Come on, sleepyhead, go back to bed. I can see you want to sleep," he said as he moved his suitcase by the door.

"I am definitely going to sleep like the dead after you're gone, but I didn't want to waste a single minute of watching you dress up. It was delicious."

He smiled and rolled his suitcase out. I thought he’d leave without giving me a goodbye kiss, but he came right back and put a knee on the mattress. Leaning over me, he kissed the side of my neck and said, "Be good while I'm gone."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

He just winked.

"How long are you staying?"

"Probably the whole week."

"Oh." Yeah, the pang in my stomach was definitely one of disappointment. He was going to be gone for a full week? I wanted to tell him to call or text me, but that sounded needy even in my mind. He was just my housemate, after all, even though we'd slept together and been on a date. Now things were confusing.

I smiled at him and said, "I hope everything works out."

This time, he did leave the room. Hugging his pillow under my head, inhaling his delicious masculine scent, I fell back asleep the next second.

When I opened my eyes again, the light outside was much brighter.

Did I dream that Gabe went away?

I looked to my left and then my right.

No, the bed was empty. It definitely wasn't a dream.

I checked my phone. It was eight o'clock. My alarm was set for eight fifteen. I paused it, but instead of getting out of bed, I stayed in, propping the pillow against the headboard and sitting upright, glancing around.

The sheets weren’t just soft, they were luxurious. Maybe silk or Egyptian cotton or something. I tried to replay the morning in my mind. I remembered spying on him while he dressed. His scent lingered all around.

I got out of bed, dashing out of the bedroom and heading to the attic. I didn't want to use Gabe’s shower. It felt like I’d be intruding in his personal space. After all, maybe this was just a onetime thing.

Oh God, that would be so awkward.

I washed my hair quickly and then dressed, not really caring about what I was wearing. I didn’t have any tours today, but I’d scheduled four back-to-back tutoring lessons.

Going down to the kitchen, prepared to forage for food, I stilled when I saw a glass of orange juice. There was a note next to it too.

Morning! I didn’t have time to prep breakfast but figured you’d enjoy this.

I put a hand on my chest. Smiling, I leaned closer, inspecting the note. It was handwritten, with splashes of juice on it. I couldn't believe it. He had to leave on an emergency trip, yet he not only remembered that I liked orange juice but had poured a glass for me. This was so unexpected. I didn't even know what to do except, of course, thank him.

I downed the juice quickly. Today, it seemed to give me extra energy. Was it because a certain sexy man made it? I thought so.

After finishing it, I texted him.

Diane: Thank you for the juice. It really is the best way to start the morning.

I assumed Gabe was flying or something because the message wasn’t even marked as seen. Setting the phone down, I made myself some sunny-side up eggs and ate breakfast standing.

As I glanced around, my chest became a bit heavy. Crap, what did I do? Why did I fall for Gabe's charms? I was living with the man, and I currently had zero prospects for an apartment. Why did I have to go and mess things up? I had to get a grip on myself for the both of us. Otherwise, things between us could get complicated and living with him would be awkward. Not to mention, I really didn’t want to put my sister in an uncomfortable position.

I had so much energy from breakfast and my juice that I decided to use the time to work out. But since Gabe wasn't home, I didn't have to stay in the attic. I went upstairs to change into my sports bra and jogging pants, then came back down with my mat and set up in the living room.

I’d been down here so often that it felt like a common space, although it obviously wasn’t. But I was getting cabin fever in the attic.

I worked out using the barre method, which I'd discovered when I was in high school. It worked for my body. It resembled Pilates a lot, mixed with ballet moves. Typically, I needed some piece of furniture to hold on to. A stool and a table were just what I was looking for.

I was in the midst of a plié when my phone beeped. I usually ignored messages or calls when I worked out, but I saw Gabe's name on the screen. I immediately reached for it and lost my balance, crashing to the floor.

"Ow!" I’d hit my elbow and my knee. My eyes watered. Damn it! I swallowed hard, rising to my feet as I sighed, rubbing the sore spots. I checked my phone even though my eyes were still watering.

Gabe: My pleasure. Thought you'd like to start your day on a good note.

Diane: Thanks. I love surprises, and this is the best. How was your flight?

Gabe: Uneventful. There is a shit show going on down here. I guessed right. What are your plans today?

Diane: Tutoring and nothing much else.

Gabe: So you're working from home?

That was an odd question.

Diane: I am, yep. It's going to be pajama day all day. Well, right now it's workout clothes hour. But not for long. I'm going to take advantage of the fact that no one can see me. *winking emoji*

I saw the dots moving that indicated the other person was typing.

Forget going back to my workout. I was glued to my phone.

Gabe: I want a picture.

I looked down at myself. Hmmm... I didn't even choose my good workout clothes.


Chapter Fifteen

Diane 

––––––––

Gabe: Diane?

Diane: Permission not granted.

He called me, and I answered right away.

"What permission?" he asked. His voice was low, almost a growl.

"I was teasing you. I don't like my workout clothes, and I'm a bit sweaty, so I don't want to take a picture of myself."

"Diane."

"That’s a final answer." Well, not really. If he kept insisting, I might give in. But I wasn't going to share that bit of information. “Ummm... I’m actually in your living room.” It didn’t feel right to keep that info from him. “I hope that’s okay. Doing a workout in my attic—”

“Diane, you can use the house as you like. Feel free to work in the living room, work out, whatever, okay?”

“Thanks. Are you still stressed?" I asked him.

"Yeah."

"You were so tense this morning."

"Trust me, I'm even more so now."

I was about to say that I'd love to be around and help him out, but where would that lead us? We hadn't talked about... well... us.

"That massage you started this morning was great. If only I had you here to do it."

I felt like my heart was about to leap out of my chest. "You'd want me there with you?"

"Fuck yes."

I swallowed hard. "You can call me anytime. I do have some de-stressing skills over the phone too," I added quickly. "Though they're nothing compared to my in-person skills."

"I might take you up on it."

"Yes, please do," I whispered. It felt like we were walking on eggshells around each other. Actually no, a better description was that we were simply in uncharted territory.

"Then I’ll call you tonight. Now I'd better take care of this shit show.” 

"Sure," I said.

I was inexplicably excited after I finished talking to him. I put the phone down and then turned around, intending to head upstairs, before remembering that I was actually working out. Holy shit, he'd made me forget my head completely.

I dutifully did my routine for the next forty-five minutes, keeping an eye on my phone, but he didn't call again. Then my phone beeped, and I rushed to get it.

I groaned. I had a message from my ex.

Chuck: You've got my old laptop. It’s not in my storage room. I'm going to need it back.

Oh for fuck's sake, really?

He could go to hell for all I cared. If he wanted a laptop, he could buy himself one. I didn't want to see him ever again.

My body didn’t tighten up quite the way it had the last time he’d contacted me. Still, it didn’t mean I wanted to see the idiot, even though it was his laptop. And yeah, it was at the bottom of one of the boxes I hadn't bothered to open. But considering I'd financially supported him through post-grad, he could go shove it.

The morning tutoring sessions went by quickly. As lunchtime approached, my stomach began to rumble, so I made myself a quick stir-fry.

While eating, I looked at job ads. It was my favorite pastime nowadays, but damn it, nothing appealed to me at all. After spending so much time outdoors with my tourist groups, I couldn't imagine being inside a hotel all day. If only I could find a second job with another touring agency that could pay me more money.

Then a dangerous thought infiltrated my mind. Maybe it was because I already had some experience with tutoring, but... what if I started my own tour company? It would be a one-woman show, of course, but I’d love that. The downsides were affording health insurance and such.

And yet, the more I thought about it, the more excited I became. I could set my own hours and even do the tours the way I wanted them versus how my boss, George, insisted I do them. I’d call the shots. Oh, I had so many ideas. I grabbed a pen and paper and immediately wrote them down, afraid I might forget them once I started my next tutoring lesson.

I did the afternoon sessions in the living room. They passed quicker, and I was certain it was because I couldn't wait to chat with Gabe.

I intended to wait for him to make the first move, but I lost the battle during my last session.

Diane: Hey, want to catch up before dinner?

I chastised myself after I sent it—I didn't want to seem desperate—but he answered immediately. That meant he was looking forward to it, right?

Gabe: I'm gonna have dinner first. Haven’t eaten all day. I'll have a burger at the hotel restaurant.

Diane: Damn, now I'm in the mood for burgers. Okay, then let's catch up after dinner. My tutoring session finishes in forty minutes.

After that, I focused on my pupil, not wanting to be unprofessional.

I couldn't believe my luck—I had ten students now every week. I assumed it was because I charged less than other tutors, but my price seemed fair since I wasn't actually a teacher—something I specifically mentioned in the bio. I didn't want to mislead anyone because I didn’t have a teacher’s certificate.

"Okay, Diane. I'll see you next time," my student said.

"Next week, same time, right?" I asked.

"Yes. This is great. I'm so glad I found you."

I smiled at that. My clients were so genuine.

After closing my laptop, I got off the couch, stretching a bit. This living room was so gorgeous. I’d have a hard time staying cooped up in my attic again once Gabe was back.

I walked into the kitchen, intending to cook a quick dinner, but then the doorbell rang. I closed the fridge and dashed toward the front door. I'd ordered a number of things from Amazon and was happy they'd arrived already, although I was pretty sure the delivery date was tomorrow.

When I opened the door, I was surprised to find a vaguely familiar young man.

"Hey, Diane," he said. Oh, he knows my name. He was carrying a bag of food. "You don't remember me, huh? I work at Gabe's bar. In the kitchen, actually."

"Sorry. You look a bit different in broad daylight." I felt like a moron.

"I've brought you a burger. Gabe said you wanted one."

I stilled. "Oh wow. Thank you."

"You're welcome.”

"How are things at the bar?" I asked.

"It’s probably going to be crazy tonight. I heard someone say we were featured in a TikTok that went viral, so we expect a lot of customers. And with Gabe gone... Anyway, have a great evening. I’ve got to hurry before rush hour starts."

It was super early, only six o clock.

"Thanks again. Have a great evening."

I practically ran to the kitchen, grinning from ear to ear. Hell yes. I opened the bag and put the burger on a plate, immediately taking a bite. It was just as delicious as I remembered. After two more bites, I stopped and grabbed my phone, calling Gabe.

He'd already sent me a message.

Gabe: How's your burger?

I held the phone between my ear and my shoulder as I put the burger on a plate, then went back to the living room, sitting at the dining table.

"Hey." I could hear the smile in his voice.

"Hey. This is such a cool surprise." My heart skipped a beat. "I can't believe you sent me this!"

"Why not? I actually had my burger sent to my room so we can have dinner together, sort of.”

My stomach leaped with joy. It warmed my heart at how thoughtful he was.

"The burger is delicious. I could kiss your cook.”

Gabe growled.

"What was that?" I asked.

"You're not kissing Micah or anyone else."

I pressed my thighs together, shaking my hips a bit on the chair as a shudder went through me.

"It was just a figure of speech," I said.

"You will kiss no one else while I’m gone."

I nearly swallowed my tongue before whispering, “Okay.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, unsure what else to say, then decided to switch topics. “I could use a glass of red wine.”

"You're welcome to take any bottle from the fridge."

I laughed nervously. "Hmm... last time I drank red wine, things were... well, you remember. Who knows what I'll do?"

"What are you afraid of? I'm not even there."

“I can find enough ways to embarrass myself, even on the phone," I assured him.

"Now I'm intrigued."

“No red wine,” I decided. "So, you still have to stay there the whole week?" I double-checked before taking another mouthful of the burger, swallowing it quickly.

He sighed. "Yes. We've managed to make a lot of headway today, but some things can't be rushed, unfortunately. And the team appreciates me being here.”

“I bet they do.”

We spoke a while longer, and after we finished, I noticed I had a message from my sister.

Celia: Hey, girl, are you free tonight?

Diane: Sure. You need me at the bar?

Celia: It would be amazing if you could drop by. We’re swamped thanks to a viral TikTok, and Gabe is on a business trip, as you probably already know.

Diane: I'll be there in around twenty minutes.

I changed quickly, suddenly fueled by energy. I was looking forward to spending the evening with my sister and helping Gabe at the same time, even though I wouldn't see the man himself. But maybe that was for the best—I didn’t think Gabe and I could be so close to each other and not give ourselves away.

I felt guilty for not telling Celia the truth, but I wanted to talk to Gabe first. This was too messy, though I didn't feel bad at all. I had no idea where it would lead. I was just super happy that I'd gotten a burger and a few orgasms last night. As a plus, Gabe made me swoon today.

––––––––

To say the place was full was an understatement. I could barely make my way to the bar. Once I was behind the counter, I took a deep breath, then went straight to Celia.

"All right," I said, clapping my hands and looking at the three other bartenders. “Put me to work.”

The pace was insane, nothing like the other time I helped. And I'd thought it was busy back then too.

Everyone was asking for a specific type of cocktail. That's probably what the viral TikTok was about. My phone went off with messages several times while I was helping out, but I didn't even have a few seconds time to check them. I knew it couldn't be anything bad or urgent, though, or the sender would have called.

We were completely swamped right until we closed at two o’clock in the morning.

"I'm exhausted," Celia declared. The guys agreed in unison.

I yawned. "This is insane. I mean, it's good for the business, but you guys definitely need more support."

“Gabe said when he gets home, he’ll hire three more full-time bartenders, even though we don't need them most of the time, because this cannot go on.”

"That's great," I said. I liked that he was a considerate boss who didn't want to overwork his employees.

"Oh, I think someone named Cal is here for us," Celia said, pointing outside. "Gabe texted me earlier. He doesn't want us going home alone."

Holy shit, I'd forgotten about Gabe. Then I remembered the million texts and took out my phone.

Gabe: Celia said she asked you to come to the bar. I really appreciate it, but you don’t have to. 

Gabe: Saw some pics online. You’re gorgeous.

Gabe: Cal is going to take you and Celia home.

I was swooning again. Not just because he was taking care of me but because he was taking care of my sister.

"All right, boys. Let's all go," Celia said.

We all walked out at the same time. One of the guys got in his car, the other ordered an Uber, and my sister and I went with Cal.

Once inside the car, I said, "Sir, I'm so sorry that you had to stay up this late."

"Please, call me Cal. And it’s not a problem. Don't worry about me. I’m going to drop you off first.”

“Thank you.”

We were completely silent during the drive. We were both exhausted.

“So, how's everything going? How's living with Gabe?" Celia asked in a low voice as we almost reached the house.

I tensed instantly. I was exhausted, and my defenses weren't on point. "It's good. I'm in the attic a lot. I just cook in the kitchen."

“And things aren't weird at all?" she continued.

"No," I replied, avoiding her gaze. "I mean, you know how things are when you have a housemate. You have to be careful."

"Mm-hmm. That's true. Oh, we’re almost there.”

"Do you want to crash with me?" I asked her.

She shook her head. "No, you know me. I need to decompress a bit."

"True." I kissed her cheek, then looked at Cal. "Thank you so much for dropping me off."

"My pleasure."

I got out of the car and headed inside the house, taking the stairs two at a time and yawning as soon as I stepped inside my bedroom. My head was pounding, but I was hoping it was simply because it was very late. Nothing a good night's sleep wouldn't solve.

I undressed and grabbed my phone to set the alarm clock as I slipped between the covers butt naked.

I had a message from Gabe.

Gabe: Cal said he’s dropped you off. Call me if you can. If you’re too tired, we’ll talk tomorrow.

Oh, no way could I talk now. I was exhausted, but I smiled just before I closed my eyes. How could this man make me swoon so much?


Chapter Sixteen

Gabe

My motto in life was "Don't worry about something until it happens."

Worrying simply wasn't productive, unless, of course, you could proactively do something. I was good at problem-solving. Local management in Texas was grateful I’d flown down and worked overtime along with everyone else. I never asked anyone to do something I wasn't willing to do myself. That was another rule I lived by.

As a result, we got everything up and running faster than I’d initially assumed, so I returned to Boston earlier. There was another crisis here, although much smaller. We’d done a limited-edition series of aged bourbon bottles and were including a pack of playing cards. But the packaging company screwed up the measurements, and the packaging machines couldn't automatically put the cards with the bottle. They had to be fitted manually. Everyone in production was on it, but I was going to join them, too, once I finished the tasks for today.

I texted my brothers and half brothers before I boarded the plane.

Gabe: I’ll be back today already.

Maddox: All good?

Gabe: In Texas, yes. In Boston, we need to manually put some promo material on 3000 bottles.

I touched down at four o’clock in the afternoon and headed straight to the office, where I had several fires to put out. At six o’clock, I went to the distillery.

I couldn't wait to go home, relax, and check on Diane. I’d messaged her twice today, but she hadn't answered. What was up with that?

There was a flurry of activity in the distillery, and to my astonishment, my half brothers were here.

"When did you arrive?" I asked them.

Maddox, Leo, and Nick had their shirt sleeves rolled up to their elbows and were packing the cards with the bottles.

"Just now."

"Did I ask you to come and I forgot?"

I wouldn't put it past me. I was exhausted from the past few days.

Nick chuckled. "No. You said you're playing catch-up, and we came to help."

"The rest of the crowd is coming too," Maddox said. "I talked to Jake earlier."

It still amazed me that Maddox and Jake had managed to form a tentative friendship. Natalie working with Maddox definitely helped. They'd barely exchanged a few words before that.

"Thanks. All right, I'll start with that stack." I pointed at a huge pile of overturned boxes. They were stuffed with bottles and promo cards, waiting to be manually sealed.

"Don't. You've been burning the candle at both ends this week. We've got this," Leo said. "And with Jake, Colton, and Cade, we'll do this quickly."

"Thanks, man. I’m dead on my feet; otherwise, I wouldn’t even let you do this. Let's talk this weekend. We'll do something together so I can make it up to you." Then I reached for a box. Despite what they said, I didn't want to just leave them to do all the heavy lifting.

Nick cocked a brow. "You don't need to make up for anything. This is what family is for. And anyway, we don’t have time to meet this weekend."

He exchanged a glance with Maddox and Leo.

"What are you doing this weekend that you don't want to tell me? Please don't say you’re conspiring with Grandmother."

Maddox held his hands up. "Hell, no. That's where your mind went? What did we ever do to deserve that?"

"My apologies. You're right," I said.

Still, Maddox looked a bit uneasy as he glanced at our brothers.

"Mom is coming into the city," Leo explained.

"Oh, right. Well, have fun."

"Yeah. She hasn’t been here in a while," Nick added.

His voice was tentative, which was so unlike him.

Maddox shrugged. "We’re showing her around this weekend."

"Cool."

What, was I twelve years old? Then again, I never knew how to react when they brought up their mom. I'd never met her. Somehow it felt like I’d betray my own mother by doing so, which couldn't be further from the truth. Both women had been lied to. Their mom wasn't a homewrecker. Neither knew of the other until the end, and yet every time they brought her up, things became awkward.

I managed to seal ten boxes before Nick said, "Dude, go home. The rest of the crew is here."

I looked up to see Jake, Colton, and Cade striding toward us.

"You go. We've got this," Jake exclaimed.

"You guys are all workaholics, even more than me," I declared. "How come you're even here?"

Cade shook his head. "Don't put me in the same category as these two." He pointed one thumb at Jake and the other at Colton.

"Sorry, my bad."

"Colton and I are making huge progress," Jake said. "And besides, this is an emergency."

"You look like shit," Colton said.

"That's exactly how I feel," I replied. I felt guilty that they came here after their workday to help me out, but I was also immensely grateful.

We worked side by side for a while before taking a break. That’s when I realized Leo, Maddox, and Nick had their heads together. I recognized the tight expression on Maddox's face and had an inkling that I knew what they were talking about. I made my excuses and joined them.

"You all really need to work on your poker faces because they’re a dead giveaway that something's wrong."

Leo narrowed his eyes, looking at the others too. "Fuck, he's right. Stop with the sour faces."

"I meant you too!" I clarified.

He scoffed. "I don't look nearly as bad as these two bozos."

"Is this about Dad?"

All three of them went rigid.

Leo scratched his chin and nodded. "My contacts tell me he's looking for a huge property."

"What for?"

"Rumor has it," Maddox said, "that he wants to build a hotel."

"Oh, for fuck's sake."

"You were thinking about going into the hotel business, too, weren't you?" Maddox asked.

"Yes! Seems like a natural expansion from the bar business, but right now my priorities are building a bigger distillery."

I looked at the rest of our brothers and then made a split-second decision.

"There's no need to involve the others in this," I said.

"We weren't going to," Leo said.

"I don't see why we should annoy everyone with Dad’s antics," Nick added. "It’s not like last time with the shares. There's nothing anyone can do about this."

I didn't know how, but I wasn't going to allow Ryan Whitley to mess with our legacy. Not again.

Him coming back to Boston was out of the question. He'd done so much damage to the Whitley name over the years that we’d barely recovered. He wasn't going to tear it down again.

“When you find out what exactly he wants to buy, let me know.”

"Let all of us know," Maddox said. "I'm starting to think Colton and Jake were right."

Coming from Maddox, this was shocking. Those three were on good terms now, but I never thought I’d hear Maddox say he actually agreed with them.

“About what exactly?” I asked.

“Giving him money. Feels like we gave him a prize for all the shit he’s pulled. And now he has enough capital to continue messing up the name.”

“He won't,” I assured him. “I’ll make sure of that. Now, let’s get back to work before the others catch on.”

An hour later, we finally finished everything.

"All right, everyone. Cocktails are on the house, but it has to be some other evening when I can join you," I said at 11:00 p.m. “I’m exhausted right now.”

"I’ll hold you to that, don't worry," Cade said good-naturedly. "Come on. Let's all go."

The warehouse manager was the last one out, checking everything before closing up.

I went home, and once I got inside, I remembered that Diane hadn't responded to my messages all day. That was unlike her. Not that I was an expert at communicating with women.

"Diane?" I called, looking around the living room. It was empty.

Was she not home? She would have told me if she went somewhere, right?

Then again, why should she? She didn't owe me an explanation for anything.

I was about to go to bed, but then I saw she'd left her phone on the kitchen counter. Fuck, something was really off. She wouldn't have simply left it in here. When I touched it, the screen lit up with all the messages from me.

I went back to the entrance and up the spiral staircase. Her door was open—yet another sign that something was off. I sprinted up the last steps. 

"Diane?" No response. "Diane?" I asked again.

"Am I imagining this?" The faint voice came from the bedroom.

I walked straight to her. She was lying on one side, hair plastered on her face. She was a sweaty mess.

"What happened?"

"Some sort of virus. I don't even know. I feel like death."

I sat at the edge of the mattress, putting my hand on her forehead. "You have a fever. Did you take anything for it?"

"I don't even remember. I think I did, maybe a few hours ago. What time is it now?"

"It's midnight," I said.

"Oh shit."

"I tried calling you."

"Damn. I forgot my phone downstairs. I wanted to call my sister and see if she could drop by. My whole body hurts."

I sat beside her, rubbing her neck and shoulders.

"That’s a bit better," she said. "How are you good at everything? Even curing flu or whatever this is. And wait a second, how come you're back?"

"I finished earlier than anticipated, and I wanted to surprise you," I admitted.

She grinned even though she was clearly not feeling well. "You came home thinking you were going to get some and instead find me looking like death."

I burst out laughing. "You never lose your sense of humor, huh?"

"No, never," she murmured. "It's what keeps me going right now. I feel so dehydrated. I wanted to make myself tea at the kitchenette earlier but couldn't even get out of bed."

I looked around and made a split-second decision. "I'm taking you to the master bedroom."

She blinked her eyes open. "Why?"

"Because I can take care of you better there and keep an eye on you. Plus, I know my way around my kitchen better than here."

She laughed. "There's no learning curve. I only have two appliances."

“I’m going to lift you in my arms.”

"That would totally make my day. I've spent it lying in bed, and now I can feel up those sexy muscles."

"I'm glad to be of service," I informed her, peeling her cover away. "I’ll change you first. It's bad for you to stay in these wet clothes."

"I have nightgowns in the dresser. First door, second shelf."

I got up and followed her instructions, immediately finding a nightgown.

I took three more from the same shelf. They’d come in handy if her fever didn’t break.

Diane was sitting at the edge of the bed. She was shivering. She'd already peeled off her nightgown. I used it to dry her back and then slid on one of the fresh ones.

"I bet this isn't the sexy picture you had in mind," she murmured. Her voice was fainter.

I kissed one corner of her lips. "Don't you even think about it, okay? Come on, up we go. Keep these," I told her, putting the nightgowns in her lap.

"Good thinking."

I lifted her, putting one arm under her knee and the other at her back. She laid her head on my shoulder.

"Oh, this is good," she said. She nudged my neck with her nose and then nuzzled it with her lips.

I barely suppressed a groan. Now was not the time to get turned on. She was sick. I wanted to take care of her.

"Behave so I can focus on the stairs," I admonished.

"Oops, yep. I promise I will. The last thing we need is to tumble down the stairs."

I walked slowly, and she kept her promise...until we were in my bedroom.

My cock clenched in my pants. "Diane, fuck."

"Oops. I know I was supposed to behave, but you smell so delicious."

"Really? Because I had a long-ass day and spent the last few hours doing physical labor."

"Oh my God," she said as I lowered her onto the bed. "You have to sleep."

"I'm going to take care of you first."

"You don't have to do that. You can’t even do much.”

"I have one of those powders that are supposed to help the immune system when you have a cold," I told her. "Want me to make you one?"

"Sure."

I kissed her forehead. "I'll be back in a few minutes."

I massaged the back of my neck on the way to the kitchen, noticing how tense I was. I couldn’t believe Diane had been on her own all day. But I was home now, and I was going to look after her.

I mixed the powder with boiling water, then added some cold water in it, too, so she could drink it right away.

When I came back to the bedroom, she was asleep, so I put it on her side of the nightstand. If she woke up and was thirsty, she’d drink it. Although it tasted like shit when it was cold. Not that being hot made it much better.

I slid into bed on the other side.

Diane immediately turned onto her side and scooted closer to me, putting her head on my chest. "Mm, that's better," she murmured, clearly still asleep.

I smiled, kissing the top of her head. If she wanted to use me as a pillow, I had nothing against it.


Chapter Seventeen

Diane

I felt terrible. My head was pounding, and my body felt weak and stiff at the same time. At least I hadn't sweated through my nightgown again.

I shifted on the bed. Wait a second. What the hell kind of pillow do I have? It wasn't soft and fluffy; it was hard.

I opened one eye. It wasn’t a pillow. I opened the other one too. No, this was for sure no pillow. It was a defined male chest.

I lifted my head abruptly, which turned out to be a big mistake. My eyes watered, but I still saw Gabe clearly, sleeping in my bed.

No, hang on. This isn't my room.

I was in his bed.

After a split second of panic, last night's memories rushed in. I'd been sick as a dog in my room, and he'd carried me here and even tried to give me medicine, but I couldn't remember drinking it.

I turned onto my other side, looking at the nightstand. There was a glass. It was only half full. Maybe I'd drunk it in the night and couldn't remember.

My phone was right next to the glass. It was seven o’clock. I slid back under the covers, curling onto one side and putting my head on the pillow this time. But I couldn't find a position I liked. I molded it into a shape I thought would be better, but still, I hated it. No, I had to go back and use Gabe's chest as a pillow.

Carefully placing my head on his skin so I didn't wake him up, I drew in a deep breath. I felt so good here. I couldn't explain it, but I was completely at peace.

I dozed off and only came to myself sometime later. I felt a light touch down my back. Gabe's chest was moving up and down quicker. Even in my hazy, sleepy state, I realized he was probably awake. I moved my head slowly, placing my hand between my chin and his chest. His eyes were wide open.

"Good morning, beautiful. How are you feeling?" he asked.

I swallowed hard. "Not good. My head is swimming. But I'm better than yesterday."

"I'll take care of you today," he announced.

“Nooo, I don’t want to get you sick.”

“My immune system is great. Don’t worry about that.”

"But you said you have a lot of things to do."

"My team has got it handled. Besides, we dealt with the crisis last night, so I have some leeway today." He kissed my forehead. "Stay here in bed while I make breakfast for both of us."

I bit the inside of my cheek as I slid down and put my head on my palm. "I could come and help out," I said half-heartedly. On one hand, I absolutely didn't feel capable of getting out of bed, but on the other, I was a bit afraid of leaving him alone in the kitchen.

"No. I'll take care of everything. You just rest," he said.

My heart grew in size. I touched his chest and then his back as he got out of bed.

"Don't tempt me already."

I grinned. “You’re right. Silly me. You need your coffee first.”

He looked at me over his shoulder, then took my hand, kissing it.

I was so immensely happy even though I felt like shit. I wanted to take a shower, too, as I was sticky from all the sweat. But I just couldn't muster the energy to get there.

I grabbed my phone by reflex, checking my emails. When I fell ill yesterday, I’d emailed all my tutoring students and had to cancel the appointments today too. I also had a tour booked today, and I regretfully informed my boss that I couldn’t make it.

I was a warrior and liked to push through, but even I had my limits. I'd apologized to my students and offered to reschedule at their convenience.

I also messaged Celia, since I was supposed to meet her tonight for drinks.

Diane: Hey! I’ve got a cold. It’s pretty bad. Let’s meet another evening, okay?

Celia: OMG. Do you have everything you need? I can stop by after the morning shift.

Diane: No, I don’t want to get you sick. And I have a lot of medicine. Don’t worry about me.

Celia: Are you sure?

Diane: Yes. I’ll be super mad if you show up.

Celia: Got it, boss!

I opened the Netflix app on my phone, thinking I’d watch something, but five minutes later, my head began to swim. I was in even bigger trouble than I thought.

I put it down, closing my eyes. I had no idea how long I stayed like that, but I only opened them when I heard footsteps, and then I saw Gabe carrying a tray. I instantly grinned, pushing myself up into a sitting position. My eyesight blurred.

Oh, Diane. Come on, get your shit together. A sexy man is taking care of you. You can't miss any details of this. You have to commit it to memory.

“A glass of orange juice, of course, and two boiled eggs, along with toast.” He’d put a slice of butter on the plate and some sort of orange jam in a small bowl.

"Wow, this looks so professional."

He laughed. "I did my best."

Since this wasn't an actual bed tray, I had to take care not to spill any crumbs. He’d brought a plate for himself, although his was far less organized than mine. I started with the eggs. The second I swallowed the first bite, I realized this was my first meal in twenty-four hours. I was starving. Maybe that was why I was so light-headed.

"Gabe, thanks so much. God, I needed this breakfast."

I spread butter on my toast and then put jam on it afterward, munching it quickly. "Mmm, apricot jam."

"Thought you’d like something sweet.”

"Oh, you're definitely a great guy."

"How do you figure that?" Gabe asked.

I sucked in my breath. "Well, you know, you carried me here. You brought me breakfast. You're basically a knight in shining armor. You’re good at relationships—not that I mean to imply anything."

Gabe looked at me intently. "I've never been in a relationship. Except if you count high school, which I don't. And a two-month fling a few years back."

"You've never had a relationship?" My voice sounded like a cry.

"No. Why is that such a surprise?"

"I don't know. I thought... Never mind, it's none of my business." I looked at my plate intently. "Really, I was just paying you a compliment."

I felt him slide closer to me on the mattress. He nuzzled the tip of his nose against my cheek, then brought his mouth to my ear.

"I feel closer to you than I’ve ever felt to anyone." He put a hand on my waist and kissed down my neck before bringing his mouth back to my ear.

The next second, my entire body relaxed. I wasn't even aware that I was so tense before, but it was as if hearing those words released something inside me.

“I feel the same.”

He straightened up, looking right at me. "So stop being so surprised that I’m bringing you breakfast and looking after you. I always give the very best in everything I do."

I started laughing. "That sounds like a business pitch."

He kissed my forehead before capturing my mouth. The kiss was slow but not tentative. He was exploring me. I shuddered and then began to tremble in earnest. How could he affect me so much with just a kiss?

He pulled back, and I protested. "No, why did you stop?"

"Because I don't want to turn either of us on.”

“Wait a second. Your voice is low and raw and a bit grouchy, so..."

He cocked a brow. I looked down in his lap. He was sporting morning wood.

I grinned. "No comment."

Was I feeling like shit? Yes.

Was I also extremely proud? Hell yes. But right now, I wanted to simply stay in bed and hydrate a lot.

"I've spoken to a family friend who's a doctor. He advised that you limit effort and drink as much as possible. If you still have a fever after four days, you should go to the hospital and see if it's not something bacterial that they can treat with antibiotics."

"You've called a friend of yours?"

"I actually wanted him to come see you right away, but he said it's not necessary."

I hadn’t felt so cared for since I was a kid. Chuck would never have done this for me.

"Gabe, thanks." My voice was uneven. I was sure he could tell.

"I'm at your service today. I don't need to go to the office.”

"I'm probably going to sleep," I said honestly. "I’ll talk to Celia, too, and let her know I’m feeling better.”  

"You can tell her to drop by, if you want," Gabe said.

"Well...I mean, I haven't told her about us."

"True." He trapped me with his gaze.

"So maybe I'll tell her to come another day. I just want to be in better shape when we talk to her."

"You think she'll take it badly?" Gabe asked.

"I think so," I admitted. "You're her boss, and..." I didn't voice the rest of my fears because they weren't my sister's. They were mine.

What if this was a silly mistake? What if it ended as soon as it started, and then not only would I have to move out, but I'd also have made work incredibly uncomfortable for Celia? I would hate for that to happen.

"Then we'll tell her another time," Gabe said. "Now, you said you want to sleep, right?"

"Yes." 

"Scoot over." He picked up the plates and set them on his nightstand.

"Why?"

"Because you went out like a light on my chest, so I'm offering it up as tribute."


Chapter Eighteen

Diane

Three days later, I finally woke up without even a trace of a headache. In fact, I seemed to be in top shape. I hadn't sweated my nightshirt through, and even after I pushed myself into a sitting position quite quickly, I didn't feel light-headed.

I glanced over my shoulder at Gabe, who was sleeping soundly. I couldn't believe I'd spent the past three days in bed with this handsome man. He’d worked from home but was at my side whenever I needed help. I'd never been treated so well.

Since I felt great, I decided to surprise Gabe for once. He'd brought me breakfast for the past three days. Actually, he'd fed me every meal. After attempting to prepare lunch once, he simply started to order in.

I knew he loved guacamole, though it was a strange choice for breakfast. We had everything necessary in the fridge, so I chopped tomatoes and the avocado and mixed it with salt and lemon. It was more of a salsa than guac, but it was delicious.

As I put bread in the toaster, I yelped as I felt an arm around my waist.

Gabe spoke in my ear. "What are you doing up?"

I plastered my back against him. He slept in pajama pants but nothing on top. This was one of those moments when I wished my nightgown was backless. "I'm feeling perfect, and I wanted to spoil you as a thank-you."

The bread popped out of the toaster.

"But you shouldn't get out of bed."

"I feel perfectly well. You know that moment when you can tell that an illness went away?" I turned around, glancing at him. His gaze was cast down to me, laced with suspicion. "Well, I do. My mind's clear. My body's full of energy." I tilted my head to the left and the right, then pressed myself against his pajama pants. "You've got morning wood. I didn’t feel it before.”

“It was definitely here.”

“Hmmm... you should have pointed it out.”

He chuckled. "What do you want me to do? Say 'I've got a hard-on' instead of 'Good morning'?"

I closed one eye, looking at him with the other one. "So funny. Let me spread that guac on the bread."

We both ate standing at the kitchen counter.

"This is so much better than mine," Gabe said.

I barely held back laughter. His usually added far too many tomatoes, so it was a bit watery, but the man had made me breakfast for three days and took care of me, so I wasn't about to critique his cooking skills.

"Do you have plans for today?" he asked. "You said something about your tutoring clients."

I sighed. "I actually have three of them tomorrow, but none of them wanted to do a makeup session today."

Saturday was usually a busy day for tutoring, but not today. And my boss didn’t have any tours for me. Understandably, he’d assigned all of them to the other guides, not knowing when I’d be available.

Gabe put two fingers under my chin. "So you're free today?"

I nodded. "Why?"

"I was thinking we could go out for a bit."

"Really? And do what?"

"Go on a date."

I nearly swallowed my tongue. "I’m on board with that." I rose on my tiptoes, kissing one corner of his mouth. I liked pressing myself against his chest. I still couldn't believe it was so strong and muscular. Gabe was the whole package.

"All right," he said. "How much time do you need before we leave?"

"I haven't had a shower in a million years."

He glowered at me. "You showered yesterday, against my wishes."

"Because requesting someone not to take a bath when they're sick is so normal.”

"That's what my mom always said when we were little. We shouldn't wash until the fever broke.”

That was cute, and I completely lost my sass. I smiled. "How about half an hour?"

"That works," Gabe said.

I did not, in fact, only need half an hour; it was closer to an hour, but Gabe was great about it. He was on the phone when I came downstairs, and the second he noticed me, he straightened up, eyes fixed me on me. "We’ll talk Monday morning." He lowered his phone. "You look stunning."

"I know, right? The miracle of showering." I'd applied more makeup than usual. I wasn't even subtle about it. This wasn't exactly morning makeup, but I wanted to highlight my best features. I'd put on a dress too—one that showed my boobs and was very tight around my waist. It was my favorite color: bright yellow, like a daisy.

"Diane." His voice was a bit rough as he came closer. "This is what you want to wear today?"

I nodded. "Yeah."

As I took a step back and turned around, he said, "Woman, I want to romance you, not tear your clothes off."

Oh wow. "I trust you can do both. First be romantic and then take my clothes off."

He feathered his lips over the tip of my nose and the corner of my mouth. Then he went into a straight line to my earlobe. "You make it so damn difficult, but I'll do my best."

I was looking forward to spending the day out of the house with him. I loved the building, but I had a bit of cabin fever. "So, what are we doing?"

"First I need to drop by Maddox's house to pick up something."

"Okay."

"And after that, we'll play it by ear."

"Do we need to stop by your new house too?"

"No. I've been a few times while you were asleep. Construction’s going well."

My eyes widened. “Wow. Talk about being out of it.”

He frowned. "You really were sick. I'd feel better if you went to the doctor, just in case."

I shook my head. "You worry too much."

"Just about you. I'm not usually a worrier, but I do everything differently with you."

I squirmed in my spot, putting a hand on my stomach. His words were like balm to my soul.

"I'll think about it," I promised him. Although I didn't really have time to go to a doctor, and I wasn't even sure my insurance would cover it. I'd lost some benefits when they cut back my hours. But that was another story altogether.

We drove in silence for the first part, and then I chatted his ear off about anything and everything under the sun. I was usually chatty, but I couldn't lie to myself. I was a bit nervous.

"So, where does Maddox live?" I asked him.

"In the North End, although I think he wants to move," Gabe said.

"Is Maddox older than you?"

"Yeah. Everyone's older than me," Gabe replied with a laugh.

"And what exactly do they do? I totally forgot.” 

"Maddox has a company that provides organization and design to office spaces, Nick has fitness clubs, and Leo is into real estate."

"Do you see each other at work often?"

"Not really. Even though Whitley Industries is an entity, we each do our own thing. We do try to support each other as much as possible in business, though. For example, when I opened the bar, Spencer ran ads in all his magazines. He didn't even charge me, which I'm still not too happy about."

"How come?" I asked.

"Because that was prime ad space. But I'll find a way to pay him back somehow. Babysitting comes to mind."

My heart melted at that. "What gave you that idea?"

"He likes for the baby to bond with the family. I haven't really spent that much time with him, although I’ve wanted to. But when Ben was a baby, he looked so breakable that I was afraid to even hold him." He looked at me abruptly. "Don't ever tell him that or he won't trust me."

The corner of my mouth tipped up. "I won't say a word. But honestly, I think your fears are legitimate. I haven't been around babies too much. They’re adorable, but yes, they look extremely breakable. Especially when they’re super small and you have to pay attention to support their head and stuff. So no one in the family babysits?"

"Oh no, my grandparents often spend time with him, sometimes even overnight."

"Wait. Didn't you tell me that they’re ninety? Although, your grandmother does look pretty spry."

"They're both in great shape for their age, but Spencer always insists his regular babysitter be present, too, when Ben spends the night there."

We arrived in front of a gorgeous home a few seconds later.

"This is the one?" I asked when Gabe parked the car.

"Yeah."

It was a modern house with a lot of windows. "Why would he even want to move away?"

"I think he said something about it being too small."

My mouth formed an O. This looked huge to me, but then again, I'd been living in shoeboxes most of my life.

We walked to the front door and knocked several times, but no one answered.

"I'm hearing laughter. Is it possible they're outside somewhere?" I said, taking a step back.

Gabe nodded. "You're right. They're in the back. That's why they aren't hearing us. Let's go around the house."

As we walked, I kept admiring the construction. It truly was a thing of beauty. I liked the garden too; it was simple, with some sort of shrub around the perimeter.

Once we stepped into the backyard, I saw Nick, Leo, and Maddox. There was also a woman. Next to me, Gabe tensed, and I stared at him questioningly.

Maddox noticed us and practically jumped up from his chair. "Gabe, hi. Did you knock? I didn't hear it. Did you tell me you were coming?"

Gabe cleared his throat. "No, I just decided to this morning because I wanted to get those weights I loaned you."

"Hi! Nice to see you all again," I said.

He looked from me to Gabe but didn't say anything. Nick, Leo, and the older woman at the table rose too. "Diane, Gabe, this is my mother, Helen." Helen's eyes were fixed on Gabe.

"How do you do, Helen?" Gabe said, stretching his hand. "It's good to meet you. I forgot you were in the city this weekend."

"Nice to meet you, Gabe. I've always heard a lot about you from my boys."

"Diane and I aren't going to stay too long. We don't want to keep you."

"I'll bring your weights," Maddox said before disappearing into the house.

“Can’t believe you two are using home training equipment when I own gyms,” Nick said. Even though his tone was teasing, there was no mistaking the underlying tension.

Gabe shrugged. “I like to blow off steam at home too.”

"Do you want a coffee, or something to eat? I baked some cupcakes," Helen offered.

"No, we're good," Gabe said. "But thank you."

"Sit down, then. Maddox isn’t the most organized, so who knows how long it’ll take him to find what you loaned him.” 

Gabe chuckled as we sat down, but it wasn’t as naturally lighthearted as usual. An uncomfortable silence settled around the table.

"So, Helen, where do you live?" I asked.

"In Montana," she replied, "though I lived in Maine for many years."

Was it my imagination, or did Gabe stiffen even more at the mention of Maine? I knew their history, so presumably that was where his father raised his secret family. The whole situation was hard to grasp. It seemed so unreal.

"What are your plans this weekend?" I asked her. I wasn't sure what to do except make light chitchat. Clearly, everyone at the table was uncomfortable, but she was making an effort, and so was I.

"Oh, a little of this, a little of that," Helen said. Got it, she didn't want to go into detail. “The boys set up a few places for me to visit.” She smiled at her sons, and I could see their family connection was solid.

"All right. Found it," Maddox said, coming out of the house.

I swear I felt everyone at the table relax.

Gabe immediately rose to his feet, and I did the same. "Thanks, man. We'll be on our way."

Maddox glanced at Gabe, then fixed me with his gaze. "Great. Have a fantastic day, you two."

Gabe and I walked back the same way we came. Once we reached the car, I asked, "Do you want to talk? Things seemed off back there."

"You picked up on that, huh?"

"It would have been hard not to. I don't know who wanted to be there less, you or Helen. Or Nick, Leo and Maddox.”

"Helen is their mother."

I nodded. "Yeah, I got that." 

“I'd never met her until today. My half brothers and I avoid talking about her. Or my mother, for that matter. I could have handled it better, but I was just so surprised to see her."

"Gabe," I said slowly, "I think you handled it fine. Don't be so hard on yourself."

I put my hand on his neck. He seemed to relax beneath my touch, though the veins and muscles of his neck were corded. But they softened the longer I kept my hands there.

"I know this is crazy, but it feels a bit like betraying my mom."

"Gabe," I murmured. I was hurting for him. "Sometimes pain is irrational."

"Yeah, I guess it is." He closed his eyes, tilting his head back.

I rose on my toes and tried to kiss his Adam's apple, but the man was far too tall to do that, so I jumped a bit, managed to kiss him, and then landed on his foot.

"Aah!" he yelled.

I jumped back and nearly lost my balance.

He put a hand on my arm, steadying me. His face was still contorted with discomfort.

"I'm so sorry. I just wanted to kiss your neck, and, well, coordination's not my forte."

"Obviously," he snorted, then burst out laughing. He was back to being happy again, so that was a win. "Come on. Let's go."

Once we got in the car, I realized we didn't have a plan. "So? What's on the agenda for today?" I asked.

"How would you feel about going to a cooking course together?"

I clapped my hands together. "That would be so fun."

He nodded. "I thought so." He took his phone from his pocket and opened a browser. The Google search read "Top things to do with your girlfriend in Boston." He'd researched this.

"Class starts in about an hour, but there's no way to make reservations online."

He'd clicked on some Michelin-type cooking for foodies. I suspected this might be above Gabe's skill level, but it sounded like fun.

"There’s the phone number," he said triumphantly, grinning at me and quickly bringing the phone to his ear.

"Hello?" he said. "This is Gabe Whitley. I’m interested in one of your cooking courses. The one that starts in one hour, actually. Do you still have spots available, for two?"

A woman's voice sounded on the other end, but I couldn't gather what she was saying.

"Two people, yes. I'm sure you can make an exception. I’ll pay double the price of the ticket."

I opened my mouth to contradict him, but then he said, "Excellent. Thank you. We'll see you right away."

After he hung up, I was too stunned to say anything.

"We've got our cooking course," he said.

"You offered to pay double, just like that?"

"I figured it would sweeten the deal. She admitted that the course wasn't actually full. She probably just didn't want to deal with the hassle of adding two more to her paperwork."

"What paperwork?" I asked.

"She mentioned something about insurance."

I couldn't imagine what it was like to go through life getting what you wanted simply by being able to pay more.

"Wow," I said.

He looked at me intently. "You're uncomfortable."

"I'm just not used to handling money like this. I usually have to save every penny, so paying double wouldn't even have occurred to me." I was panicking a little on the inside because I frankly couldn't afford to pay double. I could barely afford the regular entry price, but I couldn't tell him that.

"It wasn’t a big deal. She said to pay on the website. I'll do that right now."

"I'll give you my card too," I said, continuing to panic.

He stared at me. "What are you talking about?"

"For the course."

"Diane, this is a date."

"No, come on. It's an activity we do together. I don't want to take advantage of you."

"Diane!" He cupped my face, drawing his thumb over my lips. "You're mine. You're spending time with me. Call it whatever you want—date, activity, whatever—but I pay, always. I take care of you, always. I'm not negotiating this."

"I'm not used to this, Gabe," I said, pulling back a bit because I couldn't entirely focus when he was touching my mouth. Come to think of it, I couldn't focus properly even when he was just looking at me like that, so I averted my gaze. "I'm a modern woman, you know? I want to split costs, and, you know, I wouldn't be one to expect my husband to financially support me. Though I would expect him to do half the housework."

There was a pause, and then I almost face-palmed myself.

"I meant generally. Don't worry, I'm not fantasizing about you putting a ring on my finger."

"I'm betting my grandmother will," he teased. "Especially after Maddox tells her about today."

"What do you mean?" I asked quickly, happy for the distraction from my faux pas.

“Let's just say what you saw this morning isn't how I usually am with my brothers. We give one another shit about everything. Grandmother is obviously trying to matchmake us. And I'm telling you, all three of those bozos are happy as clams that I showed up with you today."

"How come?"

"Because it would mean our grandmother is occupied with me."

"And that's a good thing? I'm not following."

He laughed. "I think the joke's on them because if Grandmother gets wind, she'll think her job here is done and focus on them."

"Ooooh, now I'm getting it," I said and started to laugh too.

I never knew family dynamics could be like this. My sister and I were close, but we didn't, as Gabe put it, "give each other shit." About dating, anyway. Must be a guy thing. I had no idea.

"Let’s drive straight there, but we’ll be a bit early," he said.

"Maybe we should make a pit stop and grab something to eat, just in case."

He frowned. "But we're cooking."

"I went to a cooking class a few years ago, and it takes a while till everything's ready, so we shouldn't go in there starving. It's going to be torture."

"You're right. What are you in the mood for?" he asked.

"Do you like burritos?"

"Sure."

"I found this truck that I love. I swear they do the best burrito."

"Where is it?"

"Near the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum."

"Let's head there."

During the drive, my stomach growled. "Hah, see? It's a good idea to eat before the course.”

"I'm not doubting it," Gabe said.

Finding a parking spot was ridiculous. I rarely had to worry about it because I used public transportation when I came downtown, but Gabe and I drove up and down the side streets of the museum a few times, and he was getting impatient.

Eventually I threw in the towel. "Let's just go to a drive-through or something."

"No, we'll find a spot," he said. "We just have to persevere."

I grinned. "That's your motto?"

"One of them.”

I crossed the fingers on both of my hands, holding them up theatrically and closing my eyes. "Here’s to finding a parking spot."

"Found it," Gabe said a split second later.

I opened my eyes. "Holy shit. It worked."

"The car parked there just left.” He pointed at the BMW driving off in front of us.

"Huh, I have to give this 'manifest what you want' credo more credit," I said.

After Gabe parked, I practically jumped out of the car, excited for the cooking course and to get something to eat. I was hungry.

"Where's your food truck?" he asked.

"At the back of the museum. I'll lead the way," I said.

Gabe took my hand as we walked together on the sidewalk. He threaded our fingers and then looked at me. "Thanks for earlier."

"About what?" I asked, genuinely confused.

"Just being there with me. Listening, not being judgmental."

"Gabe," I said, melting into him as he let go of my hand and put it around my back, pulling me even closer to him. "Why would I judge you?"

"Why not? I'm judging myself."

"For feeling what you feel?" I asked, looking up at him.

"Kind of, yeah."

"Don’t do that. But if you do, I'm here to make you forget about it."

He growled into my ear. "Don't say that again or we might be late for the cooking course."

I looked back. "You would seduce me right here in the middle of the city?"

"Fuck yes," he said.

I narrowed my eyes. "Huh, really? And you think you’d get away with it?"

My smile faded; he was dead serious.

"Yes, I do believe that."

He continued to stare at me. I stared back. He didn't break eye contact even though it was a bit awkward to walk and look at each other.

"All right, stop it. You're going to start with that manifesting thing again, and maybe you'll be successful."

"Well...," he said.

I shook my head and pointed at the food truck in front of us. "We’re eating that burrito first."

Gabe kissed the side of my head and let me go.

Florence, the vendor, knew me well because I often stopped by with tourists at the end of my tour. I wasn't taking commission or anything, I simply loved her food, and I recommended it to everyone who asked me for street food.

"Diane, hi. Just you and...?" She looked at Gabe.

"And Gabe today. I'm not here with a group. I came because I'm in the mood for your burrito."

"You want the usual filling?" she asked me.

I nodded vigorously. "Yes." I glanced at Gabe. "How about you?"

"I'll take whatever you have."

"You trust me that much?"

"Implicitly," he replied.

"You're a brave man," Florence said.

"I am."

Ha, he’d hesitated a bit.

“Look, I like mine super spicy.” I decided to fess up because maybe he was one of those people who only liked a bit of pepper or chili, and I liked a whole lot of it.

"Like Florence said, I'm brave," Gabe replied.

"Okay."

Florence was truly a whiz. It always amazed me how quick she was, and everything tasted fresh. She'd once confessed that she had so many orders a day that she had to redo everything every few hours. She had slow cookers for the beans and the pulled pork. It was her own personal blend, and I loved it.

"This is amazing," Gabe said after his first bite. We’d moved a few feet away from the food truck. Sometimes I ate right at the counter, but a line had formed behind us, and I didn't want us to encroach on Florence's space.

"I know. It's really the best I've ever had."

I glanced around, imagining how I’d construct the route if I ever gave tours on my own.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Starting my own touring company instead of working in a hotel,” I blurted.

Gabe trained his eyes on me. “I think that’s a great idea.”

My heart soared. “You do? How come?”

“You’ve managed to book tutoring clients in a very short time, and you have good discipline working on your own. That’s very important when owning a business. And you don’t mind putting in the work. As investment, you’d just need a website—”

“Not even that,” I replied, loving that he was treating this seriously—like a business. Chuck never thought I’d had the sense to do anything, and Gabe supporting me was something I wasn’t used to. “I can set up profiles on Tripadvisor. And then I can look into making something easy on WordPress.”

“Honestly, I think you should give it a go.”

“I needed to hear that. Thank you for believing in me.”

“You’re amazing. Of course I believe in you.”

I was used to Mom and Celia championing me, and I believed in myself. But Chuck never had. He’d belittled me every chance he got. I was starting to think he simply wanted to put me down to make himself feel better.

“I’m going to set things up as soon as possible, maybe talk to my boss too.”

We both fell silent as we ate our burritos.

He blew out a breath. "This was huge. We could have probably split one."

I averted my gaze. "Yeah, we could have, but I thought, 'Why not go all out?'" It was obvious that we were hungry, though, considering we'd each eaten the whole thing. I patted my belly. "I could probably sleep now."

Gabe pierced me with his gaze, "You feel faint again? Maybe we shouldn’t go to the course after all."

After he’d paid double? Hilarious. I’d have to be half dead to miss it.

"No, I mean the food. We ate a lot. Don't worry, I'm in top shape, and I can't wait for our Michelin-star experience."

I thought it was a very cool idea for a date, and I was still impressed that he'd looked at activities to do together. We didn't have too much time until the course started, so we headed straight there. It was only ten minutes away by car. It was a typical Bostonian redbrick building with white window trim. At the entrance, the course company was listed at door number one.

We knocked, and the door swung open, revealing a tall redhead.

"Hi, you must be Gabe Whitley," she said, looking at him. "And you are?"

"Diane," I replied.

"Good, come on in. Everyone else is already here."

We walked into an enormous kitchen. There were four other couples.

"Hi, everyone. This is Gabe and Diane. They're joining us today. That will be your station." She pointed at two empty spots between two of the couples. "I figured I would start everyone with a glass of wine. We're going to cook both white and red meat today, so you can choose red or white," she said.

"Red," Gabe and I said at the same time.

Out of the corner of my eye, I peeked at him. He caught my eye, and we fought laughter.

This kitchen was absolutely amazing. There were nine chopping boards on the kitchen island and a sink on the opposite wall. There were also three ovens and three Sub-Zero refrigerators—high-end stuff. The building must have been a converted factory, because the ceilings were super tall and the space was lined with bookcases that went from floor to ceiling, filled with all types of cookbooks.

"What are you thinking about?" Gabe whispered.

"That I’d love a kitchen like this. And a place to put all the recipe books. I know most people like to look up recipes online, but I've always loved cookbooks. Seeing the pictures, feeling the pages. I've just never had enough space to put them anywhere."

"I brought a pinot noir that is a favorite. Let me know if you like it," the host said.

"You do the honors," Gabe told me, but she poured the wine into both our glasses.

We brought it to our noses. I knew from the first inhale that it was an exquisite wine. Not as great as the one we'd gotten at the restaurant that one evening, but very close. I took a sip, and it confirmed my initial assessment.

"It's perfect," I exclaimed.

"It's a great wine," Gabe said.

We both held our glasses as she poured more. I took one more sip.

"All right, I’ll walk you through the menu first." She clicked on her iPad and turned it for us to see.

Gabe whispered, "Why aren’t you drinking?"

I whispered back, "Because I don't want to get tipsy."

“I'll take care of you," he said in a sensual tone I hadn't expected at all. It sent a burst of heat through me.

Hell no! We're surrounded by people. Down, girl. Besides, I was sure he hadn't even meant it in a sexy way.

As we pulled back, he winked.

Okay, maybe he did mean it that way.

I focused on the host and zeroed in on the menu. It sounded delicious, but it seemed to be very difficult to prepare.

"Wait, we're supposed to cook that?" Gabe sounded affronted, and I bit back laughter.

"Yes. I promised a Michelin-star experience, and it doesn't get more Michelin than this," the host replied.

"Right," Gabe said.

"It's an advanced course," she went on, sounding a bit panicked.

"We're looking forward to it," I said quickly, barely stifling my laughter.

She first told us a few things about herself, and then everyone introduced themselves as couples. Most seemed to have been together for a long time. The group turned out to be genuine and fun, and they were all completely proficient. Gabe looked stunned as we performed each step. I had a hunch that he wasn't used to being the beginner in the room. He was a perfectionist, so this was probably weird for him.

While we were preparing the appetizer, the man next to us said, "Damn, we should have eaten something first. I'm starving."

"I have some spring rolls I made with the morning group. Do you want some?" the host offered.

There was a murmur of agreement around the kitchen island, so she immediately took a bowl out of the fridge and put it in one of the ovens. "It'll be warm in a few minutes."

Gabe and I exchanged a conspiratorial glance, having just filled our stomachs.

The afternoon slid by easily. Gabe was a surprisingly fast learner. He was good at following instructions, I realized; he could probably cook a lot of things if he followed a recipe step by step.

The host had a clever strategy, having us eat every course right after we made it versus doing everything and then eating at the end. After cooking one course, we set the table and ate it immediately, making small talk with the other couples. I took advantage of the fact that Gabe liked to talk more than me and stole some of his food from time to time. Everything was delicious, and I didn't feel guilty that I'd snatched away one of his shellfish—he'd had four left, and he didn't seem to be eating them all.

He finished talking about the distillery and looked down at his plate before focusing on me. "So, what happened to my fourth shellfish?"

I felt my eyes widen. "You counted them?"

"Babe, I've been counting everything since we sat down with the appetizer."

I covered my mouth. The whole table laughed, and Gabe kissed the side of my head.

"And you all noticed?" I asked, lowering my hand.

"Yeah, it was pretty obvious. But he was putting on a solid show," one of the guys said, nodding at Gabe.

"I'm just not very hungry," he said. "And I like to choose my battles."

"Oh, you two are so sweet. How long have you been together?" the guy’s wife asked.

“Not long,” I said vaguely because I felt a bit embarrassed to tell them the truth.

"I always say it's a great mark for longevity and predicting that a couple will get along long term if they can laugh together like you two do.”

“And if you know how to conspire with each other. Like you did earlier when you covered up for how bad Gabe was in the kitchen by doing the more complex tasks," one of the other attendees said.

Gabe jerked his head back. "I didn't even notice that."

I grinned at him. "Hey, we're a team. I've got your back."

"You remind me of us when we were younger," the oldest couple said, and something shifted inside me.

"Really?" These happy couples all thought we had what was needed for something long term? How could they tell?

But then my enthusiasm deflated quickly, like someone had popped a balloon. You could never judge a book by its cover. They only saw this playful interaction, but I bet they’d change their opinions if they knew I was basically living in his house. Gabe wasn't someone who wanted to commit, and neither was I. At least not at this point in my life, especially after what I’d been through.

After the way things ended with Chuck, I needed another decade or so to pass before I would even consider settling down. Trusting someone again and building a relationship like I thought I had with my ex took a lot out of me.

I needed some recovery time.

For the rest of the courses, I only ate my portion. Not just because everyone had caught on to my tactic but also because I was super full. The host kept filling us with wine on top of all the fantastic food.

She'd premade the dessert for us because it needed to stay in the fridge overnight. It was a delicious cheesecake, and it was creamier than anything I'd ever tasted.

Once we all finished it, she said, "Well, that concludes today's session. I'm really happy that we had such a great time. If you want, please leave a review."

"I most certainly will," I said. As someone who depended on reviews, I knew just how important they were, and I never passed an opportunity to leave one. Though if I had a bad experience, I preferred to withhold my opinion because everything was subjective. Maybe I caught someone on a bad day. I didn't want to ruin their business.

We bid everyone goodbye, and we were the first to leave. Once we stepped out, Gabe practically attacked me, kissing me as he walked us backward to the car.

Ladies and gentlemen, this was definitely the hottest kiss Gabe Whitley had ever given me. A little desperate, a lot hot, and I responded in kind.

He finally pulled back, face a bit flushed. "Fuck, I wanted to do that the whole time."

"Really? I couldn't tell."

"You have no idea how many times I fought the impulse to make up an excuse to pull you into the hallway and just kiss you. But I knew I'd make a spectacle of us."

"I have an idea, then," I said.

"Mmm?" he murmured, feathering his lips up and down my neck.

"Let's go home."

"That's the best thing I've heard all day."


Chapter Nineteen

Gabe

I rarely lost my head, but right now all I could focus on was getting Diane somewhere alone. Home sounded like the best idea.

We barely spoke during the ride; I was too focused on driving, knowing if I didn’t hurry, I’d just pull over in a secluded spot and have her right here in the car.

I couldn't understand why I needed her so much, so badly. It wasn't only about sexual satisfaction; it was something different, something I'd never felt before.

We both got out of the car quickly. Diane walked in front of me, and now that we were alone, I had free rein to touch her, so I cupped her ass with both hands.

She looked at me over her shoulder. "You're an ass man, huh? You seem quite obsessed with it."

"Yours is gorgeous. Deserves to be the object of my obsession."

When we stepped inside the house, I twirled her around, keeping her against me. "But just in case you were wondering, I obsess about every single part of you."

"Hmm, want to prove it?"

"Gladly."

I moved one hand from her shoulder down the side of her body, cupping her breast over the bra as I pressed my thumb right over the base of the fabric where I knew her nipple was. She arched her back and hissed at the contact. Instead of kissing her, I pulled my head back just a few inches, watching her. She was exquisite. I cared as much about her pleasure as I did about mine. These past few days had been torture, being next to her and not being able to touch her. The few times she did attempt to climb over me, I didn't take her up on it because she'd been somewhere between delirious and exhausted. Now she was healthy and so damn sexy that I could barely focus on all the things I wanted to do to her.

One step at a time.

I pulled the elastic band from her hair. I liked her hair cascading around her back. It was thick and so damn soft. I sank my fingers into it, gently tugging.

"You smell amazing," I said.

She laughed nervously. "Probably like all the food we cooked."

"No, like cherries."

"Ah, my shampoo." Her voice was tight.

Looking her straight in the eyes, I put my finger at one corner of her mouth, then moved it slowly over her upper lip to the other corner. "You're tense. What's wrong?"

She licked her lips, and her eyes widened. "I don't know. I'm a bit nervous, I guess."

I dropped my hand from her face, putting both palms on her shoulders. "I can tell. But why?"

"I'm not even sure. I guess because the first time we were together, it was kind of by accident."

"No, it was fucking not by accident. I've wanted you since I saw you at the bar that first night."

She snapped her gaze back up at me. "Gabe..."

I nodded. "Then I realized you were Celia's sister. She wouldn't look kindly on me seducing you."

She grinned. "Your plans went that far, huh?"

"You have no idea. Then, when I came by her apartment, I figured we were both grown-ups, and we could do this.”

I was touching her neck now. I couldn't keep my hands to myself.

"And once you moved in, I realized I'm in a ton of trouble."

“Oh my God. I thought it was just me.”

I smirked. “No, it wasn't. And I can't believe my grandmother picked up on it."

"She’s really good, huh?" Diane asked loudly.

"She saw something, I'm sure of it. She'll probably eventually tell me what. She has a sixth sense about these things. But... let’s focus on us, Diane. You don't need to be nervous about anything."

"Why are you so charming?" she asked, batting her eyelashes. "And you were so gallant the whole day, treating me to lunch and the cooking class."

Somewhere in the back of my mind, her words registered.

Treating? That was nothing. It was less than nothing. It was basically the minimum requirement for a date.

"I enjoyed every single moment of the afternoon, but not more than I'll enjoy this," I said, walking her backward.

"Hmm, I wonder what it's going to be."

"I'll give you a few hints." I bunched her dress up, touching her legs. "I've been dreaming about these wrapped around me all day. That kitchen counter looked so good for fucking."

"You thought about that even though we were surrounded by people?"

"Fuck yes. Honestly, I barely noticed anyone else. I liked watching you. Enjoying you."

Inching her dress farther up until I reached her panties, I drew my fingers up the front of her thighs and then tried to push her dress up even more, but it wouldn't budge. Then I remembered there was a zipper at the back and pulled it down in one move.

I kissed her while I dragged the dress down from her shoulders to her feet. She carefully stepped out of it, and I looked down at her. She was wearing white underwear. It had to be silk or something because it was very soft and shiny.

"You're damn sexy."

"What was that? I didn't catch it."

I looked up at her, narrowing my eyes. "I said you're sexy."

She laughed, her whole face lighting up. "I surmised that much from the delicious growl, but it doesn't hurt to hear the confirmation. I sort of wanted to flash you when we were in the car, so you'd know what was waiting for you, but—"

"Diane, never do that. I can promise that no matter where we are, no matter what we’re doing, I will have you."

"Yeah, I figured that might be a risk, so that's why I behaved.”

“Then again, now I know you like sexy underwear, so even if you don't flash me, I’ll imagine it."

I kissed her temple, then a straight line down her cheek and neck as I walked her even deeper into the house. Finally stopping, I tugged down her panties, lowering myself onto my haunches. I pushed her against the wall leading to the kitchen and nudged her to step out of her panties. She sucked in her breath, and her eyes darkened.

I didn't give her any warning before I flattened my tongue against her opening, positioning the base on her clit and the tip as far down as I could reach. She moaned, gripping my head with both hands, my nose pressed against her pelvis. She put the back of her knee over my shoulder, giving me even better access.

I licked and licked until she rose on her toes on the one foot she still had on the floor and nearly toppled over me. She was close, but we had to go upstairs. I didn't have any condoms here.

I moved my mouth back up, and she undid her bra and threw it away. I lost my train of thought at the sight. Then I stood, first cupping her breasts and then taking each nipple into my mouth in turn, twirling my tongue around it.

I felt her fingers at my zipper, and I didn't stop her. I was treading a fine line, but I needed her touch. She dipped her hand into my boxers and squeezed my cock as she pressed her palm on the crown. A shock of pleasure ricocheted through me, so unexpected that it nearly brought me to my knees.

How can she undo me with one single touch? How does she have that much power over me?

She tried to push down my jeans but barely managed to get them past my ass. I lifted her off the floor, and she immediately wrapped her legs around me, resting one hand around the back of my neck and running the other one through my hair. I kissed her, tangling our tongues, my cock pressed along the length of her pussy. She was completely wet. We had to move now or I wasn't going to make it without sinking inside her.

She moved her ass up and down, only a few inches, but the friction was driving me crazy. Fuck, it was an exercise in self-restraint.

She brought her mouth to my ear and asked, "Gabe, are you clean? Because I'm on birth control, and all my tests are good."

"I get tested regularly. I'm perfectly healthy," I said.

She let out a shaky breath. "Then we don't need to use a condom.”

I kissed her hard and deep, then got rid of all my clothes right there on the staircase. After, I positioned my cock at her entrance and gave her the tip. She closed her inner muscles tight around me and then lowered herself onto my cock at her own pace.

It was an out-of-body experience. The pleasure, the intimacy, the strength of this bond that had formed between us without my realizing it. Today, it had grown even more.

She dug her heels into the backs of my legs. I knew this couldn't be too comfortable for her. She tried to push herself up and down, but that wouldn't do, so I sat down on the staircase, pulling her on top of me.

She was completely naked in my arms. I rested my elbows two steps above the one where I'd planted my ass and dug my feet firmly on one below. I was so damn ready. I knew just how to rock her world. She pushed herself up and down, putting her hands on my chest and closing her eyes. I held her ass with one hand and used the other to circle her clit.

I moved my hips in a rolling motion, and she gasped. Bringing her pleasure filled me with immense satisfaction. She was wild, and I loved that. It was insane how much I’d missed this.

I'd only had her once before, yet I felt as if I'd been missing her for months. She needed to come. Her entire body was already on edge. Her muscles were taut, and her pussy was so damn tight.

I drew in a deep breath, choosing not to focus on my own desire but on the way she succumbed to me.

When her inner muscles tightened even more around my cock, I knew just what she needed to send her over the cliff. I pressed my thumb on her clit and circled her nipple with my other thumb.

I'd never been privy to something so beautiful in my entire life. The way she climaxed was unreal. She hunched her shoulders before pushing her chest out and dropped her head back. Then she arched her back and dipped her head forward.

She laid her forehead on my shoulder, shuddering as she came down from the wave. But I didn't give her any reprieve before I secured her in my arms and then rose to my feet. She moaned slowly but didn't say anything. Then she moved her arms and pressed herself against me.

I went up the stairs, intending to head to the bedroom with her. But then she squeezed my erection, and I was done for.

“Diane,” I said through gritted teeth, pressing her against the wall. "What are you doing?"

"Nothing less than what you did to me. I want to rock your world," she said.

I pressed my fingers to her pussy. Looking down between us, I leisurely circled her clit. She instantly started shaking.

"Gabe," she said, "What are you doing?"

"Punishing you."

"For what?" Her voice was weak.

"Tempting me like that."

"Is this your idea of punishment?" She furrowed her brow and tilted the corners of her mouth downward.

I pressed her back to the wall and continued my delicious torture.

She started panting and whimpered, "How is this even possible?"

"Come around my cock, Diane."

She climaxed the next second. While the first one took over her entire body, this orgasm was completely different. She dug her fingers into my arms, her head dropping to one side.

Her loud moans triggered my own pleasure. I didn't even have enough control left to move away from the wall. I kept one hand under her ass, wedging my thumb between her and the wall, and splayed the other one along her spine. Then I fucked her so hard that I could barely breathe. I'd never needed a release so fast.

I kissed her neck, then rested my forehead against her while I moved. The only thing I could focus on was chasing my release. But even through my haze, I still knew I wanted one other thing.

"I want you to come with me." My voice was so damn gruff that I wasn't even sure she could understand me.

But then she said, "Yes, I’m already coming."

I exploded inside her the second she started crying out my name. Orgasming at the same time was an entirely different experience. I was surrounded by her pleasure while I gave in to mine.

Since she had come three times, her pussy was even tighter than before. I rocked in and out of her until we were both spent and satisfied, and then I carried her to the bathroom. I didn't put her down, just stepped into the walk-in shower.

She looked around with a curious expression. "You're even bringing me into the shower? It's full service with you, isn't it?"

"You bet it is." I started the water, turning it hot, and stood to one side for a few seconds.

"Why aren't we under it?" she asked.

"Because it takes a while for the water to turn warm in this ancient house."

When I was satisfied it was a pleasant temperature, I put her down, and we walked under the spray of water. She grinned up at me as her hair turned wet.

I laughed. "What's with the grin?"

"I'm not sure how to put it into words, but I hope this expresses everything I'm feeling."

I kissed the tip of her nose. "It does, don't worry."

We cleaned up quickly, and I shut off the water before grabbing a couple towels for us. After wrapping one around herself, she asked for my blow-dryer. I had one that I used once in a blue moon, mostly in the winter if it was freezing outside. While she dried her hair, she looked at everything I had on the counter.

"Why is this completely unused?" she asked, pointing to a bottle of body lotion.

"I don't like body lotion. It just came in the same set as my shower gel."

"Can I use it?"

"Sure. In fact, I'll put it on you. You keep doing what you're doing."

She gave me a sassy smile while I squirted lotion into my palms and then started with her free arm.

"We're not going to need this," I said, undoing her towel and letting it drop to the floor. I liked the idea of her using this lotion. 

"Now you're going to smell like me," I said. "And everyone will know you're off-limits."

"Interesting way of marking your territory."

"Fuck yes," I said as she put the blow-dryer down. Her hair was still a bit damp. "I don't want anyone even looking at you." Let alone coming within sniffing distance of her.

"Gabe."

I put one hand on her stomach, splaying my fingers wide to reach as much of her as I could.

"Do you understand?" I said, looking at her in the mirror. "No one."

"But that means you won't see anyone else either, right?"

"Obviously."

She hesitated. "It's not obvious. I've heard through the grapevine that you don't really do this."

"I don't," I clarified. "I've never wanted to or felt the need to."

And yet with her, neither of those things was true. Even though we'd just satisfied each other, the need to be closer to her was even stronger than before. I wasn't chasing yet another climax. I wasn't chasing anything. I simply relished this closeness and wanted more of it.

She turned around to face me. "You want to continue putting lotion on me? You're very good at it." 

"Your wish is my command."

I'd finished with her back, and now I applied it to her breasts and belly before going down her legs. The only spot I left untouched was her pussy. Then I rose to my feet and kissed her, hungry but gentle at the same time. I felt the need to do things differently with her than anyone before. I simply felt the need to be different and change my ways for her. That was something I'd never planned on happening.

After I finished slathering on lotion, we went to the kitchen. I put on clothes, but she was wearing a robe because her dress got wrinkled, and her clothes were in the attic. That was an inconvenience. I didn't want her to trudge up and down that godawful spiral staircase for every little thing she needed.

I was about to ask her if she wanted to bring down a few things when the doorbell rang.

"I'll get it since I'm dressed."

"And I'm going to hide," she said.

I unlocked the front door and opened it quickly, determined to get rid of whoever it was. Probably a salesman or a delivery guy.

"Hi, Celia!" I exclaimed. Shit! This was the one person I couldn't just send away and from whom Diane couldn't hide.

Celia held up a brown take-out bag. "Hey, Gabe. I’m just going to head upstairs to check on my sister. She's been out of it all week." 

"Sure, come in.”

“Are you okay?"

I nodded.

"I've heard you haven't been at the office all week. Did she give you her bug or something?" She looked worried.

"No, nothing like that," I said. "Sometimes I prefer to work from home after a trip."

"I'll go straight upstairs. I don't want to keep you."

"She isn't upstairs."

Celia cocked a brow. "Right. She did tell me she's using the kitchen."

My mind raced. I saw no possible way out of this. Diane was down here wearing a robe. It wouldn't take a genius to put two and two together.

"I'm here," Diane said. She sounded uncertain as she stepped out of the kitchen.

Celia jerked her head back, then looked from her sister to me.

"How are you feeling?" she asked Diane. From her tone of voice, I knew what she actually wanted to ask was "What the hell is going on?"

"I’ll leave the two of you to talk." I glanced at Diane. "Unless you want me to stay?"

Diane closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them and looked straight at her sister. "Celia... this isn't how I wanted you to find out, but Gabe and I are dating."

Celia frowned and didn't speak right away. I suspected she was trying to rein herself in because I was her boss.

"How long has this been going on?" she asked Diane.

"Not long. The night before Gabe left for Texas."

"So you lied when I asked you how things are going with Gabe?" Celia said.

"I didn't want to tell you like that. Ideally, I wanted to take you out for coffee or something."

"How would that be any better?" she clipped.

"Celia," I said in a measured tone, "I know you care about your sister and only want what’s best for her, but I won't accept that tone of voice."

"Excuse me for not reacting better, I just... Never mind." She put the bag she'd been holding on the coffee table and said, "I brought you some food. Figured you might need company, but I don’t want to be in the way."

"Celia, come on," Diane said. "I know you’re upset."

"I’m upset that you kept this from me. I mean, I’m happy for you because Gabe is a good guy. But he’s also my boss, and things could get awkward." She sighed heavily. "Sorry, I don’t want to be a Debbie Downer. I just need to process this. We’ll talk later, okay?”

“Sure.”

Celia marched back to the door. Diane made to go after her but then stopped.

Once her sister was out of the house, she dropped her head in her palms. “This isn't how I wanted her to find out.”

I moved to stand in front of her, touching the side of her head and kissing her forehead. "She'll come around."

"I don’t know. She doesn’t like it when I keep things from her.”

"I'll talk to her."

She whipped her head up immediately. "No, no." She put her hands on my shoulders. "Please promise me you won't do that. You’re her boss. She’s right about that."

"All right. I don't want to get between you and your sister. But I think I know what Celia is afraid of. She knows about my reputation. I never kept that a secret. Mostly because I figured if people knew, the word would spread, and it would be to my benefit."

She started to laugh. "Wait, you actually had a strategy around this?"

I cleared my throat. "It wasn't intentional at first, and that's all I'm going to say about it."

"Noooo, I want to know."

"Why? It's not an interesting subject, and it's not who I am right now."

"We're always a product of who we were and how we've evolved. So, spill the beans. If anything, it's a nice piece of gossip, and I'm all for that."

I groaned. "Fine."

"But while we do, I want an orange juice."

“So demanding,” I teased, taking her hand and pulling her to the kitchen. "Once, I made some sort of joke with my bartenders. Then at the end of that evening, a woman approached me and basically told me she'd heard that I wasn't looking for anything serious and neither was she. Now I feel like a jackass."

"Aha," she said. "I can see how that could be useful, yes."

"Are you disgusted?" I peeled oranges, putting them in the juicer.

"No."

"Why not?"

"I don't think we have to be ashamed of anything we did if we didn't hurt anyone. That's my outlook in life."

"It's a very healthy one," I replied. Once the juice was ready, I handed her the glass.

"Aren't you going to have one?"

"No, it's just for you."

"Thank you." Her entire face lit up.

From this small gesture? I needed to find out more things she liked. If she rewarded me with that smile, nothing was going to be too hard or too complicated. I suspected that not many men had given her a reason to smile, and I wanted to change that.

I heard a beeping sound in the living room.

"That's my phone," I said. I'd left it somewhere on the couch. I didn't even remember putting it there.

Diane came behind me, and we both sat down as I grabbed my phone.

"I have a missed call from Maddox," I said.

She put the half-empty glass of orange juice on the coffee table and slid closer. "Want to return it?"

"Not right now. I need to apologize for the awkward way I behaved." I leaned on the backrest, dropping my head on it.

Diane kissed the front of my neck, making me laugh.

"How do you feel about having met Helen today?" she asked.

"There was a time when I thought I could never possibly do it. Now that I did meet her... it wasn’t too bad."

"I think that's true for most things in life," Diane said, "although this is an exceptionally delicate situation."

"It's just that for so long we thought of her as the antagonist. It was unfair. If Helen hadn’t been in Dad’s life, he would have found someone else. It was just the way he was. I'm going to talk to Maddox and the rest. Not sure what I'll tell them yet, but I’ll lead with an apology.”

"Holy shit. You really are hard on yourself. Nothing I say will change your mind, will it?"

I smiled at her. "You can try."

"Hm, want to give me a hint?" She moved her shoulders playfully.

"Only after you tell me what you have in mind."

"That's not fair. It means I have to come up with some ideas in the first place."

"Yeah, but they're usually great," I assured her. "Then again, I think I'll like whatever you come up with."

Diane straddled me. She seemed to feel that I needed her closer. I liked this woman more with every passing second.

"Now that is proof of trust," she murmured.

"You have my trust completely."

Personal relationships and trust weren't something that even belonged in the same sentence in my experience. Not unless said relationship was with my family. But things were shifting faster than I realized, and I was looking forward to whatever came next.


Chapter Twenty

Diane

Tuesday was a big day. First, I wanted to talk to my sister, so I woke up early, baked muffins, and headed straight to her apartment. I also took muffins for the afternoon, when I was going to have a conversation with my boss. I'd told Celia yesterday that I was dropping by this morning because I didn't want to arrive at a bad moment, so she was expecting me.

She opened the door the second I knocked. I held the bag of muffins up and gave her a huge grin. She smiled, but it was a bit uneasy.

"Come in."

"You slept in," I said.

She nodded. "I did. Don't know what's gotten into me. What did you bring? Smells like muffins."

"You're right," I replied as I put four on a plate.

We sat down in the kitchen, and she stared at the bag. "How many more do you have in there?"

"A few, but they're not all for you. I'm going to talk to my boss today."

"How come?"

"Let's go over that later," I said, biting the inside of my cheek. "Look, I know you said you need some time to process, but I'm on pins and needles. We need to talk about Gabe."

Celia sighed. "I'm sorry I gave you two such a hard time. It wasn't my place to say anything, or to react in any way. You’re adults, and what you do doesn't concern me."

She sounded as if she'd rehearsed this.

"You're disappointed in me, aren't you?" I asked. My stomach twisted.

"No, I could never be disappointed in you." She reached over the table, grabbing my hand and squeezing it lightly. "I'm just worried about you, that's all. I know Gabe is a good person. I just don't know if he's, you know, a good partner or if he'll break your heart."

I shook my head vehemently. "There's no risk of that. Believe me, I don't have any fantasies of this going anywhere, and besides, with everything that happened with Chuck, I'm in no hurry to be in a committed relationship. So... are we good?"

Celia nodded. Her smile was a bit tight, and I knew she was still feeling uneasy about it, but I was happy that at least she didn't seem to be upset anymore.

"Now, what's that with George?"

"Oh, yeah. That's going to be another tough one. I'm thinking of opening my own touring company."

Celia bit into a muffin, nodding thoughtfully. "I didn't see this coming."

"I only thought about it recently, but I like the idea of doing this on my own terms. "

"I think that's super brave and very, very smart. But health insurance and all that stuff will be a hassle.”

“Yeah, I thought about that too. I’ll manage somehow.” I grinned at her. "I could use a partner in crime, if you want in further down the road."

"I'll think about it. Do you think your boss will be annoyed?"

"I'm not sure how he'll take it, honestly. I don't have any noncompete clause or anything, so that should help."

"And the muffins," Celia said.

"And the muffins."

“You’ll do great, Diane.”

We chatted for a bit longer, and then it was time to continue on with my day. After I left my sister’s house, I went to see my boss before my tour started. I didn’t want to carry the muffins around for a few more hours because they’d get all squishy, so I thought it best to see him first.

He greeted me with a smile. "Sit down, Diane. What brings you here? Ah, muffins. Must be a special occasion."

I usually used my baking skills for bribing. "So, listen, George. You know I love working as a tour guide."

"You're one of our best."

My chest filled with pride. There was no way to soften the blow. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him, "Why did you cut my hours, then?" But it was none of my business.

"I want to do this on my own," I said.

He frowned at the muffin he'd just taken out. It was filled with blueberries, which he loved. "What do you mean?"

Come on, take a bite. Maybe that will soften the blow.

He didn't take a bite. Instead, he stared me down.

"I want to start my own touring company."

He jerked his head back. "Your own company? But why?"

"I’d like a bit more autonomy in my tours, and I need more hours."

"We can talk about that."

"And more money," I continued, and he pressed his lips together. "You probably figured out I'd be gone sooner or later after you cut my hours."

"I figured you were going to go back to one of those fancy hotels, not be my competition," he said, obviously hurt by my decision.

"Look, it really wouldn't be competition." I talked very fast so he wouldn't get any weird ideas. "My tours will be structured very differently, and they’d follow a theme. Most of your tours are general ones showcasing the top attractions."

"I don't feel good about this," he grumbled. "You're still doing your tour today, aren't you?" George said rather briskly.

"Yes, of course. I wouldn't bail like that."

"Hm," he said.

"And I'm going to honor all the tours I've already booked, of course."

He looked up at me briefly. "No. If you want to leave, it's effective immediately. Starting tomorrow."

I felt like he'd slapped me. This was not what I'd expected at all. "But what about the other tours?” I'd been counting on that money.

"No, I want a clean break. You said you want to start on your own, and I respect that. I will simply assign your other tours to the other guides."

"George, I didn't think today would be my last day. I simply wanted to let you know so you have time to look for a replacement."

"No need for that. The others will be happy to take over."

Crap. "Well, then, that's it, I guess, George."

“It is.”

I headed straight to the meeting point with my group, feeling like everything was crashing down around my ears. Why was I so stupid? I thought I was doing an honorable thing, letting him know ahead of time. Truthfully, we didn't have any clause in the contract that told us to give advanced notice.

It was the first time since I'd started doing tours that I couldn't muster too much enthusiasm, and that was reflected in the tips.

Great! Am I about to embark on another spiral downward?

No, no. I just started on the wrong foot, that was all.

After the tour was over, I walked down the Freedom Trail lost in thought, already trying to make a plan. I still had enough of my tutoring sessions booked this week to make rent. And I had a bit of a nest egg that I'd built up since I'd started tutoring. I was sure it would all work out.

I arrived at the house at six o'clock. Gabe's car was already here. Oh God, I could imagine how this conversation would go.

I opened the door and momentarily forgot all my troubles, watching my sexy man walking barefoot through the living room.

He looked over his shoulder. "Hey. You're late."

"I had a long day. I'm a bit exhausted."

"Good thing you don't have to do anything except relax tonight."

That's when I started to sniff the air. "You ordered takeout?"

He grinned. "Even better. I cooked."

"How? What did you cook?" It didn’t smell like burned food, so that was a plus.

He rolled his eyes. "Have a bit of confidence in me, would you? I followed a recipe this time."

"I’m curious."

"What's wrong?" he asked and tilted my head upward. "This is more than just tired. Something happened. Tell me. I need to know."

"Um... well, I told my boss today that I intend to start my own company."

“How did he take it?"

"Said there was no need for me to turn up for the rest of the tours I've been booked for."

"Fuck."

"I just don't know why I told him."

Gabe stepped closer to me. "Because you're honest and you wanted to give him a shot to find someone to replace you."

"Yes, exactly."

He kissed my forehead. "Right. Change of plans. My dinner is no compensation."

I looked up at him, inhaling deeply. His scent calmed my senses. Feeling the heat of his body grounded me. "What do you mean?"

"Clearly you need something to lift your mood, and my stir-fry won't cut it."

"You made stir-fry? I love it."

"Yeah, but as I remember—" He pressed a thumb against the corner of my mouth. "—it's not comfort food, is it?"

"No, it's not. But I’ll enjoy it anyway. You're not mad?" I asked him cautiously.

"What would I be mad about?" He furrowed his brow.

"Because I essentially blew it."

"This isn't your fault. Sometimes things just don’t work out."

I laughed nervously.

"Diane?" He stepped closer again, cupping my face with both hands.

"Nothing, I'm just... My ex would have thrown a fit. Said I couldn’t even get this one thing right." Why did I even say that?

"What the fuck?" He skimmed his hands down my shoulders and arms, resting them on my waist. "I would never treat you like that. Putting each other down isn't the answer."

I nodded, unsure what to really say. This concept of lifting each other up was a bit alien for me. I'd tried to do that constantly with my ex whenever he hit a roadblock, but the reverse wasn't ever true. I'd never really felt like he was in my corner when something went wrong. He always managed to make me feel even worse about it.

"All right, then. Let's see what you think about my stir-fry."

It was surprisingly delicious. "Hey, this is really good."

Gabe smiled smugly. I laughed, realizing this was truly a victory for him. He also poured us white wine, and let me tell you, that was elevating the whole meal to comfort food. I felt more relaxed, and it wasn't because of the alcohol. Being around Gabe had that effect on me.

Once we finished dinner, he led me to the couch and poured more wine. "Tell me what I can do to make this evening better."

"You're off to a fantastic start," I said, taking a sip.

He set his glass down on the coffee table and then put one hand at the back of my neck, drawing his thumb from my hairline downward until it disappeared into my shirt.

"Hmm, we could watch a romantic movie," I suggested.

"Sure. You pick."

I turned around. "What's your take on Christmas movies?"

His mouth dropped. "It's not December."

"No, but they'll lift my mood. What do you think about watching Love Actually?"

"Why not? I've never seen it."

My eyes bulged. "That's not possible."

He laughed. "I haven’t."

"Then you will totally enjoy this evening."

I was happy to share this with him. And I got to curl up next to Gabe. That was all I needed.

I kept my eyes glued on the screen the entire time. "Oh, this is my favorite part," I said when Mark came to Juliet's door and started playing carols, asking her not to tell her husband that it was him, then proceeded to tell her how he felt about her on huge posterboards.

"What exactly do you like about it? The guy's a creep. She’s married to his best friend," Gabe said.

"It is pretty messed-up. But I don't know, I think it's so romantic. You know, the notes and everything."

"Only because the guy's too much of a coward to actually tell her all that."

I pushed at his shoulder playfully. "Don't be such a grinch. I still think it's romantic."

He shook his head but didn't say anything else, just pulled me even closer to him.

"How many times have you seen this movie? Ten?"

"More like forty, I think.”

"How is that even possible?"

"I watch it every year for Christmas, and I also watch it once or twice during the year when I feel low."

He turned to me, kissing one corner of my mouth and then the other. "I’m here. You can tell me when you need to be cheered up, and I’ll do it."

"Huh, you think you can replace Love Actually? That is some heavy lifting."

"I’m very confident.”

I smirked. “That you are. Now stop distracting me. I don't want to miss the rest."

"Of course," he said sardonically.

"Come on, tell me the truth. You don't even like it one bit?"

"It's not too bad," he admitted.

"Ha. I knew it."

His phone pinged toward the end of the movie.

"My interior designer sent me some proposals. I'll look at them after we finish," he said, putting it down and focusing on the screen again.

I was giddy that he stayed with me to enjoy it until the end. He was becoming my best friend and partner. I had to be careful so I wouldn’t get hurt.

My body and mind were so relaxed. It wasn't just the feel-good movie but the sexy man next to me too.

I paused the TV once the credits rolled. He took out his phone and opened what looked like a PDF with some interior renderings.

"This looks so realistic and professional," I said. The designer had chosen a mix of white and gold and light greens for the living room. She'd done a rendering of every room, even the gym. She was a pro.

"This looks good," Gabe said. "But she wasted that alcove by the brick wall."

There was nothing there.

I blushed violently, and he wiggled his eyebrows.

"I’d do a reading corner there," I told him. "It's perfect."

“No natural light. It's far away from the window."

"Who cares? I mostly read on my Kindle anyway."

He stared at me. "So then why do you have all those books?"

"I buy my favorites as a paperback and collect them."

"Your brain is fascinating."

"I know, right? I’d put a shelf there for all of my books. Oh, and a reading chair.” Taking out my phone, I pulled up my favorite furniture website. I’d bookmarked the perfect reading chair. I held the phone in front of Gabe.

“It looks comfortable,” he said.

“I bet it is.”

I pursed my lips together. Crap, what am I doing? This isn't my house.

Gabe nodded, scrolling farther down on his phone.

"So, do you have an estimated date for when the house will be ready?" I asked, trying to keep my voice as neutral as possible.

"A lot of things are still up in the air, but Mateo said he thinks two months is doable."

"Two months? Wow, I, uh, thought something like four," I said, stumbling over my words.

He shrugged. "Honestly, the faster, the better."

A knot of panic rose in my throat. Where did that leave me?

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what he intended to do about the lease, but I didn't know how to bring up that topic without making it sound like I wanted to move in with him. So I didn't.

Two months.

I really had to kick ass with my new tour business.

I put my head on his chest, considering replaying the movie just to calm down.

Oh come on, Diane. Everything will work out fine. Don't ruin this great evening. You watched Love Actually with this handsome man who cooked you stir-fry and is currently massaging the back of your neck. What more could you want?

Oh, just happily ever after...


Chapter Twenty-One

Diane

The next morning, I hit the ground running. I woke up feeling surprisingly refreshed. I also had a healthy dose of adrenaline coursing through my veins.

Over the next week, I had my hands full. I set up a profile on several websites for tourists and guides. Drawing on my experience from the tutoring lessons, I set my pricing lower than average, hoping I could make it up from tips. The main goal at the beginning was to gather reviews. I couldn't use the ones I’d received before because the guides weren't listed with the tours they did, only the company name.

I was going to start my first tour in four days. I was so impatient that I'd almost selected the date as tomorrow, but that was silly. No way would I have time to gather a group so fast.

I was restless the whole day. It didn't help that I only had three tutoring sessions.

After I finished them later that afternoon, I glanced at my phone. Gabe had sent me a message.

Gabe: How's your day?

I smiled, texting back quickly.

Diane: I’ve finished tutoring, and now I’m restless.

Gabe: Why don’t you go for a walk to clear your head?

Diane: Great idea.

Gabe: When's your first tour?

Diane: On Saturday morning.

I even sent him the link. God, I was so excited.

Diane: Oh look, one person already signed up. I need seven. It’s my superstition and lucky number.

Gabe: You're going to kick ass, Diane. I have a great feeling about it. And I'm rarely wrong.

Diane: Hmmm... But you did think living together was a good idea.

Gabe: And clearly it was.

I laughed. I couldn't argue with his logic. And I liked that he checked in on me. Maybe he'd had a sixth sense about the fact that I was a complete basket case today.

I grabbed my tote bag and descended the steps, heading outside. I didn't have any grand plans, just wanted to explore the neighborhood. I hadn't had the opportunity until now, but I had so much free time on my hands, it was unnerving.

As I perused the streets, I got a notification that someone had booked another tutoring session in the evening. This day was getting better and better.

My feet brought me in front of Gabe's house at the end of the walk. It was stunning. There were five workers here today, not just three. Maybe that was why the house was going to be ready sooner. I didn't go in because the whole yard was a mess, and I didn't want to get in their way.

A few minutes later, I decided to head home to prep for the unexpected tutoring session. Gabe's car was in the driveway, which was odd. He usually wasn't home so early.

A bout of joy coursed through me. This was just what the man did to me. It didn't matter what state of mind I was in; when I knew he was near, my entire body relaxed.

"Gabe?" I asked the second I entered the house.

When I didn't get an answer, I went looking for him. He wasn't in the gym. Maybe he was somewhere upstairs. I made to go up the staircase when I heard noises from the entrance. Frowning, I turned back, listening intently. It was a screeching noise coming from the attic. I headed upstairs, wondering why Gabe was at my place.

I walked up quickly, pushing the door open, and then my jaw dropped.

"Gabe," I whispered.

He turned around abruptly, asking, "What are you doing home already?"

"I’ve got another tutoring session. Oh my gosh! You bought my chair."

“Yes.”

I put a hand on my stomach. "But how? When?"

"When you showed it to me, your face lit up, and I thought, 'Why not?'"

It was huge, maybe a bit too big for this place, but honestly, I didn't care. He set it right under the window.

"Although," he said, "I think it would be better if it was in the living room or something. It's taking up a lot of space here."

"No, it's perfect. I can't believe you bought this for me. Thank you."

"Consider it a gift for starting a new venture."

"How did you even bring it up here by yourself?" I walked up to it, touching the fluffy backrest.

Gabe put an arm around my waist and kissed the side of my neck. "I wasn't alone. I roped Maddox and Cade into helping me. But they couldn’t stay, so I put it together on my own."

"Your brothers dropped everything just like that in the middle of the day?"

"Yes."

I turned around. "That's why you talked me into taking a walk."

"Obviously I needed an excuse so you wouldn’t be here. I should have planned this better, maybe asked the girls to take you somewhere."

My God, I loved this man. There was no denying it. I rose on my toes, kissing his neck as I undid the top button on his shirt.

He treated me like I was special, like I was his to please, and it all felt so right.

I lingered there with my lips, fighting to balance myself on my toes, and then pushed the tip of my tongue forward. He groaned, and I moved back on my heels, looking up at him and grinning.

He put his hands on my hips. "You're going to make me lose my head."

"And that's a problem?"

"You've got a tutoring session, remember?"

"No, I didn't remember. You bad, charming man. You made me forget myself."

He laughed. "You should decide. Am I bad or am I charming? The two don't go together."

"Hm," I said, stepping backward. "How are your brothers?"

"Good. Leo says he might actually have a lead on a property I'd asked him to look for," Gabe said.

“For a house?” Maybe he wanted a vacation home or something.

"No. I want to build a second distillery."

"Really? You didn't tell me that."

"I can talk your ear off about all my plans for the distillery, but I can think of a better way to spend our time."

"No, I want to know." I moved his hands from my hips to my waist. "Keep them here. We don't have that much time, remember?"

"No. I literally just forgot."

I giggled. "Good to know I affect you the same way."

"You have no idea," he growled. "You affect me in every way possible."

I licked my lips, sighing. How was he so swoonworthy today?

"So... you want to expand?"

"I want to take over the world. I'm just in the process of choosing locations, and I've got my eye on Stockbridge."

"That's an interesting choice."

"I have a lot of fond memories there. My brothers and I vacationed there as kids with Mom.” Warmth spread in my chest. “It was one of her favorite places, and mine. She always said it helped her disconnect because the hotel was surrounded by nature. Although she never did take a break from writing.”

"I didn't know she was a writer."

"She wrote for Whitley Publishing. Ran it, actually.”

"With five boys? Wow."

He nodded. “I know, but she did it so effortlessly. So, ideally, I would also build a hotel next to the distillery. It's something Mom always wanted to do. This is the first time I’m saying this out loud to anyone. I mean, Leo knows about the hotel, but not about the why. I want to build on her legacy."

“That’s very inspirational.”

He frowned.

"What’s wrong?" I asked.

“I hope Dad doesn’t fuck up things again.”

“What do you mean?”

“Leo got wind that he wants to buy a property around Boston. Maddox says he wants to start a new business.”

“Oh. And that’s bad?”

“It’s out of the question. I won’t allow him to ruin the family name again.”

“So what do you plan to do?”

“Stop him. I don’t know how yet, but I will.” He caressed my jaw with his thumb. "I'm not used to talking about this with anyone outside my family. I'm enjoying it."

He tilted forward, brushing his lips against mine.

Will you look at that? His other hand had gone down to my hip again.

"Gabe," I whispered and stepped back.

"I can’t stop thinking about you," he said. "I think of you at work, at home, when I'm with you, when I'm not. Especially when I'm not with you. I'm not used to it."

His shoulders tensed for a brief second, and my breath caught. "But you like it?"

"So much."

He moved his hand even farther down, fondling my ass.

I grinned, taking a large step back this time.

"Right, I'm going to wait for you downstairs."

"We still have a few minutes."

"No." He shook his head. "It's safer if I go now."

I giggled. "I think you're right."

––––––––


Chapter Twenty-Two

Gabe 

Grandfather's birthday was always a very subdued affair. Most years he didn't celebrate it at all. We always stopped by his home to drop off a gift, but he never wanted a big dinner or anything. So I was surprised when he called a few weeks ago to say he was inviting all of his grandkids over for a dinner on his birthday.

"Sure," I said. "How big is the party going to be?"

"It's just us family, and that's already a lot of people. Your grandmother is planning the menu."

I stopped in the act of opening an email on my laptop. "Tell me she's not planning to cook herself."

"That's not a battle I'm willing to engage in." But I was. I respected Grandfather for choosing his battles, but I hadn't reached that point yet.

"Gabe, I can tell you're up to something."

"The less you know the better, Grandfather."

"All right. Whatever I don't know can't hurt me or your grandmother."

That made me laugh. He was exceptionally skilled at delegating things like that. I supposed it was one of the reasons why he'd been such a successful businessman.

"Oh, and bring that girl of yours," he added.

"I was going to anyway," I said.

As soon as I hung up, I wrote in the group chat with my brothers.

Gabe: Hey, you already got the invite for Grandfather’s birthday, I guess?

Jake: Yeah.

Gabe: So what are we doing about convincing Grandmother to use a catering company?

Colton: We're on it. The girls are planning something.

My brothers were good at this. For some reason, Grandmother treated their better halves differently than she treated us. She actually took their advice instead of brushing them off and accepted more coddling from them.

I was fiercely protective of our grandparents, and that had always been the case. Once, soon after the scandal broke, a teacher at school made a comment that my grandparents had to have done something really bad for my father to turn out that way. I’d gotten into a shouting match with him. It was the first and only time I got suspended. My protective instincts grew stronger over the years, especially in these past few months when we've had health scares with both grandparents.

I got out of the family chat and noticed a message from Diane.

Diane: Wish me luck. One of the families in the tour canceled, so I only have three tourists, but fingers crossed they enjoy it.

Three? That wasn't even enough people to actually consider it a group. She'd put four different types of smiley faces, and I knew exactly what that meant—she was trying to see the positive in this. But I knew she was worrying.

I went back to the family group, but instead of sending a message, I accidentally hit Colton's number. I was about to disconnect, but he answered.

"Hey," he said.

"I called by mistake. I wanted to write in the family chat."

"Everything all right? You sound off."

"You picked up on that?" I teased. "My, my, you are getting more in tune with the family."

"Don't be a jackass."

"Sorry, you're right. So, Diane is now starting to offer tours on her own. It's her own business, and I’m damn proud of her. Long story short, she's got her first one today, and a big group canceled. She's only got three people."

"It's always rougher in the beginning," Colton said reasonably.

"I know. But it's going to make her worry. I wonder if... No, that's stupid."

"Go on.”

"Maybe I can just pay people to join the group without her knowing."

There was a pause, and then Colton said, "That sounds something like Jake would do, not you."

I sighed. "I don't even know why my mind went there. Spending time with you is rubbing off on me." But then I had an idea. "I just thought of something better."

"What, paying off a group of kids? Jesus, Gabe."

"No. I’ll write in the family group."

"All right, I'm curious now."

After hanging up, I immediately typed a message.

Gabe: It's short notice, but do any of you have time today at 5:00 for a walking tour of the city? As a surprise for Diane.

I'd barely blinked and already five had replied with I’m in.

I could just imagine Diane's expression when she saw us. I was grateful that everyone had rallied around me.

I wrote separately in the group I had with my half brothers. We had one where we were all together but rarely wrote in there, mostly because there were so many people that it made it hard to keep track of anything. They also agreed to join us.

This is going to be fantastic.

I put the phone down afterward and got to work.

Only one person was missing—Celia.

We hadn't spoken too much since she showed up at the house. Diane had asked me not to interfere, and I'd kept my word. But I knew Diane would be happy about this, so I went down to the bar in the afternoon. There was only one hour left until the tour started, so there wasn’t much time.

"Celia, I need a word with you," I said.

"All right."

She put down the glass she was polishing as I motioned for her to come to the very end of the counter. The other two guys were gathered near the wine fridge, so they wouldn't hear us.

"Listen, Diane has her first tour today."

She nodded. "Yep. She texted that a family canceled."

"I know, and I prepared a surprise for her because... well... you know her superstition."

Celia's jaw dropped. "Wait, she told you about that?"

"Yes. My family is joining me on the tour, but I think she'd be very happy to see you."

Celia was quiet for a few seconds, just staring at me. It was bizarre.

"All right. If the boss allows me to take time off."

"The boss agrees."

"Then I will. And thank you. This means a lot to my sister. And... I didn't get the chance to apologize to you for acting that way at your house. I spoke to Diane about it but never with you."

I held up a hand. "No need to apologize. Sneaking around you wasn't our best idea."

“I mean, clearly I'd misjudged you. I might have listened a bit too closely to gossip."

I rearranged my cuff links.

Celia cleared her throat. "All right, when are we going, and who's going to cover the shift?"

"I'll call one of the guys we have on standby."

"I still can't believe we actually hire bartenders to be on standby."

"You never know when we’ll have another of those crazy nights again, and it's totally worth it. Now come on, let's go."

***

At 4:55 p.m., we headed toward the meeting point at the museum. I'd parked a few streets away so Diane wouldn’t accidentally see the car, as I wanted to surprise her. I was damn proud of her, and I wanted to make sure she knew it. She was following her passion and taking a risk, and I admired her for it.

I saw her immediately, standing at the foot of the steps. She didn't notice me at all, as she was engrossed in conversation with the three people who'd signed up. She was carrying a yellow umbrella that said Walking Tour so other people could join.

As I stepped closer, her eyes widened at me and Celia. Then she looked over my shoulder and jerked her head back.

I followed her gaze. The rest of the family was coming, and they'd clearly arrived together. The group was complete. Only our grandparents and Ben were missing. Maddox, Leo, and Nick joined from the opposite direction. Diane was too stunned to notice them.

But then Maddox asked, "Could we join the tour?"

She whipped her head in his direction, mouth hanging open. "Yes, sure." She looked from them to me again and flashed me a heartfelt smile. "All right, I'm going to give you the itinerary, and in case anyone wants to see something different, let me know."

"Sounds good," I replied.

For the next two hours, we were on our best behavior. We wanted her to offer the actual tourists a good experience.

"Hey, I've lived in Boston my whole life. Never knew so much stuff," Meredith said.

"Same for me," Cade agreed.

"You’re an excellent guide," Natalie said, smiling from ear to ear.

"Yeah, you truly are. I'm going to leave a review for sure," one of the actual tourists added.

By the time the tour ended, it was seven o'clock. "Thank you very much," the tourists said, giving her tips. She immediately pocketed them.

After the trio left, Diane threw her arms around my neck, kissing my cheek, and then focused on the rest of the group. "This was an awesome surprise. Thank you all for coming. Sis, you’re amazing."

"It was all Gabe's idea."

"Nooo," she replied with a cheeky grin.

"He messaged us all this morning," Spencer began, "asking who could spare some time, and turns out we all could."

I knew for a fact that wasn't exactly true. At the very least, Colton and Jake usually had meetings scheduled until 6:00 p.m., but I'd appreciated that they made the effort.

Colton grinned. "I've got to tell her."

I groaned. "Man, when did you get a sense of humor?"

Zoey perked up. "I think I might have something to do with it."

"Nah," Maddox said. "I vote it's on us." He pointed at himself, Leo, and Nick. "Ever since he's been hanging around us, his sense of humor has improved massively."

Colton glared at him, determined to prove the opposite, but Maddox wasn't entirely wrong. Then he looked at Diane. "I spoke to Gabe first. He was actually thinking of hiring people to pose as tourists."

Diane's mouth hung open. "That’s... I’m not even sure what to say."

"It was just a fleeting thought," I defended.

"He was channeling me," Jake said.

"I won't even argue with that. Clearly I wasn't being myself," I replied.

Celia smiled broadly. "Dear sis, you always say you’re too awkward. But Gabe is all on board. He even remembered your superstition."

Fuck yes, I was. There was nothing awkward about her. Every part was simply amazing.

As Diane spoke with Colton, Zoey, and Celia, I went to my half brothers. "Thank you for joining us, guys. This means a great deal to Diane."

"We couldn't miss it," Nick said on a chuckle. "One of the things I never thought would happen was you being in a relationship with someone."

“Or not wincing when the word relationship comes up!" Leo added.

“We couldn’t miss your big gesture,” Maddox said, playing right off them.

"This is the big gesture?" I asked.

Maddox patted my shoulder. "You're doing good. Don't sabotage yourself."

Leo cleared his throat. "But there's another reason that I was actually glad we have the chance to meet up. It’s about Dad."

The mood between the four of us instantly shifted. By the surprise on Maddox's and Nick’s faces, it was news to them too.

“For fuck's sake. We need to find a better way to get these updates about that," Nick said. “Otherwise, the rest will guess, and we said we didn’t want to alarm everyone.”

"Let's hear it," Maddox said.

Leo sighed. “He's looking at a property in Essex. It's huge."

"How huge?" I asked.

As he gave me the specs, I did a quick calculation in my mind.

"It would be big enough for the distillery," I said.

Leo cocked a brow. “You had me looking at Stockbridge.”

"Yeah, but I'm flexible. Essex is fine, and the property is actually big enough for a distillery and a hotel," I said more to myself than to my brothers. "How's the permit situation?"

"I'll look into it. As far as I know, he's checking the same thing right now too. I should have news at Grandpa's birthday party."

"All right." I nodded. "Looking forward to hearing it."

“Now, why don’t you focus on Diane?” Leo suggested. “Or your grand gesture will end up being a bust.”

***

Diane

I couldn't believe it. This afternoon was magic. I'd had a huge group, and everyone had fun. Yes, I knew that technically it was cheating, but I was taking it as a good omen nonetheless.

"Ice cream, my treat," I announced, pointing across the street at one of my favorite shops.

"Babe," Gabe said. “You don’t want to spend all your tips.”

"I insist."

"Fine." Gabe looked at the group. "It'll give us all a chance to talk about how we're going to convince Grandmother to use a catering company for Grandfather's birthday."

He then looked at me. "Want to join me and this crazy group in a few weeks for the celebration?"

I felt like my chest was expanding even more, although I didn't think that was possible. "Of course. Now, what's that about catering?"

"Leave things to us," Penny said.

Meredith nodded. "We'll talk her into it.”

“That’s our role," Zoey clarified.

"And we're damn good at it," Natalie added.

Jake kissed her cheek. "You are."

I smiled as we walked toward the ice cream shop. "Each of you has a role?" I asked Gabe.

"Yes. At least it’s true of us guys. Not sure how they roped Natalie, Penny, Zoey and Meredith into it."

"Because we're opportunistic," Cade said. "We realized they're much better at talking Grandmother into... well, letting us make life easier for her."

"We have to be careful, though," Penny said, "because she might catch on."

Gabe laughed in my ear as we stepped inside the ice cream shop. "Knowing Grandmother, she already has, but she wants to indulge you."

Once inside, everyone went to look at the display freezer, inspecting the flavors. I already knew what I wanted, so I stayed to one side. I was immediately flanked by Meredith and Natalie.

"So... we couldn't help overhearing that you'll be at the party," Natalie said.

I grinned. "I'm excited. Anything I should know? What's his name?"

"Abe. He doesn't want us to make a fuss—according to the guys," Meredith replied.

"Any advice? I appreciate the insider info."

"Honestly, Jeannie already met you, and you've got her approval," Zoey said.

I was sure I looked stunned. "I do?"

"Oh yeah, definitely. Between you and me, I think she's got serious plans for you and Gabe," Natalie said.

I laughed nervously. "Look, he and I... I mean, we're not making any long-term plans."

Meredith blinked. "Really? Hmm."

Natalie frowned, looking at Meredith. "Right."

Zoey didn’t reply at all.

I shrugged. "I mean, construction on Gabe's house will eventually finish and he’ll move out, so..."

Zoey nodded. "I see."

"I've known from the beginning that he's not into long-term relationships, so it's not like I’m expecting it or anything."

“If you’re sure...,” Zoey said.

Natalie and Meredith exchanged a glance but didn't say anything else.

"Don't you want ice cream?" I asked them.

"Sure we do. We're just letting everyone else choose first," Meredith replied.

The two of them walked to the counter, and I looked inside it too. Gabe put a hand around my waist, kissing my cheek. I leaned into him, absorbing the strength and heat of his body. I didn't even care that we were in public. Not that we were indecent or anything.

"You were amazing back there," he murmured.

"Thank you for this day. It's wonderful."

"I wanted to do something special to celebrate this milestone with you."

“You’re my favorite person right now,” I said with a smile.

He brought his mouth to my ear. "That was exactly my plan."


Chapter Twenty-Three

Gabe

On Grandfather’s birthday, we headed to their place for lunch. 

"This is so cozy. Is it the same house they've always lived in?" Diane asked as we went up the steps to the porch.

"Yeah, for as long as I can remember." I put a hand on the small of her back. "I have a lot of memories on this porch. They made some changes in the meantime, because back then they had bedrooms for us. But now they've converted all of them. They’ve got a study for Grandfather, a reading corner, and a room where Grandmother can stay with her friends. I'm not too sure what the rest are."

"Wow. The house doesn't look that big."

They'd put a sign on the front door that said Unlocked. I opened it and heard voices inside resounding through the living room and entrance area. We went straight to the living room. Cade and Meredith were already here, as well as Jake and Natalie. The rest hadn't arrived yet.

"Excellent. You came just in time for the debate. The more the merrier," Cade exclaimed. "Hey, Diane.”

"Hi! What are you debating?" I asked.

"How long everyone else will take."

I rolled my eyes at my brother.

Diane looked at Grandfather. "Happy birthday. Thank you so much for inviting me."

"Happy birthday, Grandfather," I added.

After I shook his hand, he focused on Diane. "I'm very happy that you've joined us."

Then he glanced at Grandmother. "You know, when you started with your matchmaking project, I thought it would be a disaster, but it's turned out to be quite the opposite."

She scoffed. "Really, Abe? That's how little trust you have in me?"

"No, but our boys are headstrong, and I didn't think anything would come of it. If anything, I suspected you’d clash, but you've done well."

He kissed Diane's hand, and she laughed nervously.

"All right," I said, looking around. “Are the snacks in the kitchen?”

Grandmother huffed. "The catering company is going to be ten minutes late, so no."

How the fuck were they late? I was certain that this would be the last event Grandmother would agree to have catered. I carefully avoided looking at Jake and Cade or we would burst out laughing.

"I know you boys plotted today and tried to fool me," Grandmother said. "But Gabe came with Diane, so we'll forgive him for now."

"What's one thing got to do with the other?" Jake asked. "Just so we know for future reference."

Grandmother shook her head. "You boys will always give me headaches."

Meredith and Natalie laughed.

"Yes, they will. We’re sure of that," Meredith said.

Cade put an arm around her shoulders. "Babe, don't side with Grandmother. It's a slippery slope."

"I’m on that slope, and I'm very happy," Grandfather declared.

Then he focused on Diane, who was staring with her mouth open at everyone. Maybe I should have given her a 101 on how things worked in our family, but it didn't occur to me.

“Jeannie’s usually on her best behavior when someone new joins the family. I don’t know what got into her today,” Grandfather said, and Diane stiffened.

"Grandfather! Way to put her on the spot." I should have warned her that no one had a filter.

And yet he was right. Diane felt like a member of the family, like she'd always been here, part of the group.

Part of me.

The front door opened, and Zoey and Colton came in. Then Maddox, Nick, and Leo. Helen had already left town, although my brothers said she’d never just pop up for a birthday party.

"Ah, everyone's here except Penny, Spencer, and Ben," Maddox declared.

They all congratulated Grandfather and then quickly turned to Diane. I swear to God, it was almost comical. Maddox, Leo, and Nick were grinning but also theatrically each running a finger over their necks in a throat-cutting motion.

Colton shook her hand and said, "Diane, don't pay attention to these losers." He pointed at our half brothers. "They like you but are afraid of the fact that Grandmother had yet another successful matchmaking outcome. And what that means for them now."

Maddox stared at Colton. "Yeah, exactly what he said. Even I couldn't explain it that well."

"You have a gift, man," Nick said.

Leo ran a hand through his hair. "You know, him voicing it doesn't make this less dangerous."

Diane grinned. "Well, I think your grandmother is on to something."

Maddox turned to me. "Gabe, you didn't explain to Diane how things work in the family?"

"No," I admitted. "Didn't think it was necessary."

Nick groaned. "We're toast anyway, Maddox."

"I'm glad everyone is so amused," Grandmother huffed. 

The door opened again. "Hello?" called a voice we didn't know. It was definitely not Penny.

"The catering company must be here," Grandmother said, walking with quick steps.

After she disappeared into the hallway, there were more voices and the sounds of dishes being moved in and out.

Colton and Maddox started to get up. "Need our help?"

"No, no," the same female voice replied.

"It's best if all of you stay out of it," Grandmother said. "They know what they're doing."

They set up a few folding tables with chafing dishes in the living room. I noticed my grandparents had rearranged some of the furniture to make space for us all.

Everything was ready in less than twenty minutes. The entire team left and promised to be here to clean up as soon as Grandmother gave them the green light.

"That was efficient," Grandmother said.

Once again, I exchanged a glance with Cade. If she could get used to this, it was a win.

The door opened again, and we all knew Spencer and Penny had arrived because Ben was giggling.

Diane smiled. "I love this family gathering," she said.

"How come?" I asked.

"I don't know. Everything's just so loud, and all of you are saying—"

"What’s on our minds without any filter whatsoever," I finished for her. "You find that appealing?"

"I think it's awesome that you don't tiptoe around and just give one another the business."

"You're not wrong."

When the trio came into sight, I felt Diane melt against me. "Oh, he's so cute today."

"You like kids?" I asked her.

"You know I do. I think they're adorable, not that I've been around too many. Oh, just look at Ben. He's so precious."

"Hey, Diane," Penny said after wishing Grandfather a happy birthday. Spencer was carrying Ben, and Diane's gaze was glued to him.

"Can I take over the world's most spoiled nephew?" I asked.

"Sure."

I took him easily from Spencer. Diane was right at my side, cooing at him and smiling, then kissing his head. I liked seeing her with him. She was so at ease, already showering him with affection as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

"All right, let's get the party started," Grandmother said.

As everyone went to load their plates, Leo nodded at me. Maddox and Nick were next to him. I instantly knew Leo had news and joined them right away.

“What’s this about?” I asked.

“Dad. The property is cleared to be used as a hotel,” Leo informed me.

"I want to see it," I said immediately.

"Why?" Maddox asked.

"Because I want to buy it. And build the distillery and the hotel there.”

Maddox looked at me intently. “I have an idea. It's been percolating in my mind for a while. You don't have to decide now, just keep it in mind.”

“I’m all ears.”

"Let's go into business together. I’d handle the hotel, and you can focus on the distillery."

I didn't see that coming. It had never occurred to me before. We’d always focused on our respective businesses, but the idea instantly took root in my mind.

“I’d like that.” The more I thought about it, the more I wanted him as my partner.

"Besides," Maddox said with a smirk, "you're already starting to resemble Colton a bit too much when it comes to being a workaholic."

I grunted. "Will everyone give it a rest? The bar is new. It needs more of my attention."

"Exactly. I've got more time to spare than you do," Maddox said. In a more serious tone, he added, "And I've always liked the idea of adding something new to the Whitley legacy."

Leo nodded. "I'll make arrangements. It might take a while because the owner communicates at a slug’s pace, but I'll let you know once everything is in motion."

"Thanks," I said. “Now, I’m starving.”

“Yeah, let’s get food or everyone will be suspicious if we keep talking,” Nick agreed.

I filled my plate as I balanced Ben in one arm. The chafing dishes kept everything piping hot. It was a good thing Ben was too small to walk around on his own; it could be very unsafe for him wandering around these scalding pans.

"Do you want to put him down?" Spencer asked him.

"No, I can multitask," I said, putting some mashed potatoes on my plate with gravy and roast beef.

As we sat down at the table, I held him firmly with my left arm and ate with the right. When I took my third spoonful, Ben's sounds changed. I looked down at him. The poor guy was salivating.

"Aw. I’m sorry. He does that ever since we introduced solids," Penny said.

"Think he wants to taste it?" I asked.

"For sure," Spencer said. "The little guy will eat anything, I swear to God."

I put mashed potatoes on the fork and held it to his lips. He licked a bit and scrunched his face but then gave me a huge smile.

Holy shit, this is amazing! He'd never smiled like this. I loved it. I switched to a spoon and fed him more of my potatoes.

"You're really good at this," Spencer said. He sounded stunned.

"I'm just as surprised as you are."

Diane smiled at me and said, "You’re a great uncle. I can hold him so you can eat if you want. I've already finished with my food, and I have some mashed potatoes left." She sounded very eager, and that stirred something inside me.

"Sure," I said, and she took him, settling Ben on her lap.

She looked really good with a baby in her arms. She kissed his forehead before starting to feed him. I couldn't look away. The image spoke to a primal part of my brain that I wasn't even aware existed until now.

I forced myself to focus on my food, which wasn't too difficult since I was starving. Everyone made small talk around the table. No one brought up work and Whitley Industries. We rarely talked shop among ourselves, and it didn't make much sense anyway, since each of us was focusing on our own companies.

Once we were done, the caterer who’d stayed behind rolled the chafing dishes out of sight on the porch and brought in trays with dessert.

"I can’t believe you didn't want cake," Maddox exclaimed.

"That's like the best part of a birthday party," Leo added.

"What are you guys, four?" I asked them, but I kind of agreed. It didn't feel like a birthday party without a cake.

Grandfather chuckled. “What can I say? Not a fan of cake.”

There was a good assortment of sweets, and everyone circulated around the room while eating the dessert. Spencer took Ben back from Diane, who was now chatting with Penny.

Meredith and Natalie had their heads together, looking at me. At first I thought it was a coincidence, but I kept glancing at them while I filled my plate with macarons and figured they were definitely talking about me. I headed over to them.

"Gabe," Natalie said, sounding a bit on edge.

"So, you two were clearly gossiping about me. Why don't you fill me in?"

Meredith's cheek hollowed like she bit it from the inside. Natalie looked at her feet, hesitating.

"What's wrong? Jake or Cade need help with anything, or you two? Or do you know anything about our grandparents that—”

"No, no," Natalie said quickly.

Meredith sighed. "Dammit, we do need to tell him because now he's going to make up stuff in his mind."

I nodded. "Exactly. And you'd better fess up fast because I'm damn good at jumping to conclusions."

"You know, Diane doesn’t seem convinced that this is a long-term thing," Natalie murmured.

"She told you that?" My heart sank.

Meredith pressed her lips together. "Honestly, she told us that in confidence, so I feel bad just talking to you about it at all. I’d rather not give more details."

No way. They have to be wrong.

I waved my hand. "You probably misconstrued what she said. Diane isn't worried about anything."

It was true that she and I had never discussed anything further down the line, but we were both on the same page, I was sure of it. It was probably something Meredith and Natalie wouldn't understand since Meredith was engaged to Cade and Natalie and Jake were already married. But Diane and I didn't have to talk everything out.

I looked around for her. She was with Penny and Spencer, holding Ben again. I usually couldn't take my eyes off this woman, but right now, watching her with Ben was something else entirely. I walked straight to her, and she and my brother abruptly stopped talking.

"What's that?" I asked. "Why did you fall silent?"

"Because they were gossiping about you, obviously," Maddox said helpfully, appearing from behind us. Nick and Leo weren't too far away either.

"So everyone eavesdropped?" Diane asked.

"I mean, it wasn't that hard," Leo said. "You weren't keeping your voice down."

"There is very little respect for private conversations in this house," I informed her.

She nodded. "Right, right."

"You’re holding up really well, actually," Leo said.

"You know, I thought I’d be more overwhelmed, what with all of you being here," Diane said, "but this is surprisingly fun."

I had no idea where Natalie and Meredith got the idea that Diane was worried about something. She was just like me—laid-back and taking things easy. No overthinking, no pressure, just enjoying each day as it came. It was one of the reasons why we fit together so well.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Diane

Every time I thought I’d gotten rid of Chuck, he proved me wrong. On a sunny Wednesday morning, I got a message from him right as I was heading out for a tour.

Chuck: Stop ignoring me. I want that fucking laptop back.

What the heck did he need his ancient Acer back for? Or maybe he just wanted another opportunity to insult me. Whatever.

I stared at the phone. I wanted to ignore it, but it was apparent that he’d keep insisting, and I wanted to get this over with.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I wondered how to organize this. I certainly didn't want to go to his new place. No, if he wanted the laptop so badly, he could come get it for all I cared.

I realized with shock that I wasn't afraid of facing him anymore.

Diane: Here's my new address. You can pick it up tomorrow between twelve and two.

Chuck: I’ll come at two.

Gabe was usually at work around then, so that should be okay. The last thing I wanted was for the two to cross paths.

I didn't want Gabe to have to deal with him, or to see what an asshole he could be. Hell, I didn't even want to deal with him myself, but he was my ex; there was nothing I could do about that. And it was his laptop, after all. Besides, I felt much stronger now. I could face Chuck and not crumble afterward.

I headed straight to my meeting point for the tour. My groups were still rather small, but because I was keeping all the income, I already made more than when I worked for George. I had a great feeling about this, and not even the prospect of seeing Chuck was going to get me down.

***

The next day I was having second thoughts. I was a basket case, waiting for him to show up.

I didn't actually want him to step inside the house, so at two o'clock, I was waiting for him in the yard, holding the ancient laptop in my arms. He arrived ten minutes later. He was always chronically late.

I looked at him and simply felt nothing. Not even repulsion, let alone pain.

The second he stepped out of the car, he smirked, looking at the house. "Nice lodgings. Got your hands on a rich boyfriend?"

"None of your business," I said. "Why do you even need the laptop? Your fancy company can buy you another one."

"I’m starting my own business, and I don’t want to waste money on buying a new laptop for an employee. This old piece of crap will do," he said. His voice was unusually tight, though he still managed to sneer the words. 

“What about your job? You were so proud of it.”

“It didn’t work out.”

“So you’ve been fired,” I concluded.

“Don’t act so superior. The job market is tough. Isn’t that the excuse you always gave me? Have you finally managed to get one?”

I straightened up. "I'm running my own touring company."

He snorted. "So I was right. You clearly have a rich boyfriend to support your hobby."

"Fuck you," I bellowed. “You have never, not once, been supportive of me or anything I ever did even though I helped you through college."

He rolled his eyes. "How many times are you going to throw that in my face? You want me to crawl at your feet for my whole life?"

"No, just treat me with basic human decency," I replied. “Here's your laptop. There's the gate. Leave."

He yanked the laptop from me, inspecting it. "All right, no scratches."

I balled my hands into fists. "What the fuck? You’re checking it for damage?"

"Obviously. I want to see if it still works."

I cocked a brow. "Excuse me?"

"Is there a plug out here?"

"No, there isn't." I didn't bother to check. I just wanted him to go.

"Then let's go inside. I need to know if it's still working."

"You’re not stepping inside the house," I said incredulously. "You wanted your laptop, you've got it. That's it."

"Come on. Don't be like this. What use do I have for a laptop that doesn't work?"

"I haven't even opened it."

"Really? Then why did you take it with you?"

That was a good question.

"Probably because I knew your cheap ass would want it back at some point. Knowing you, you'd make me pay for it if I didn't have it anymore."

He pointed at me. "If this doesn't work, you'll be buying a new one."

"For fuck's sake, what's wrong with you?" I asked. "Just take your laptop and do whatever you want with it. Stop being such an ass."

He jerked his head back. "Now that you've got the rich boyfriend"—he tipped his head toward the house—"you finally have a backbone?"

I drew in a deep breath. I didn't usually raise my voice; not even during our breakup fight. He was the one shouting, whereas I was too busy trying to process what was happening.

“I've always had one. The only problem was, I was looking at you through rose-colored glasses. Now I just see you for the asshole you are. Have a nice life, Chuck. I never want to see you again. You've ceased to mean anything to me. You don't have the power to hurt me anymore."

"Really?" He smirked, then stepped closer. "You don’t have any feelings left for me? You have to miss me, at least in bed."

I burst out laughing. "I really, really don't. You're by far not as good as you think."

He set his mouth in a straight line and help up the laptop. "If this isn't working, you're paying for it."

I snorted and pointed at the gate. "Get the fuck out."

Damn it, why did I meet him here? I should have suggested someplace downtown.

"Fine," he sneered.

As I stood here, I realized he meant absolutely nothing to me. There was a time when I didn't even think I could look at him and not crumble. Now the only thing I really felt was intense annoyance and dislike.

I didn't move until I saw him close the gate behind him, and then I went back inside the house. I was in a foul mood for the rest of the afternoon. I wasn't even sure why; giving him that crappy laptop was cathartic in a way, but still, the annoyance of talking to Chuck persisted.

Needing to get my mind off it, I decided to put something together for dinner. While I cooked, I called Mom, as I hadn't checked on her in a while. 

"Hey, honey," she answered right away. "What are you doing?"

"I’m whipping up a casserole," I replied, putting her on speakerphone while I moved about the kitchen.

"Ah, I'm starting to salivate through the phone."

"Anytime you want me to come cook for you, just say so. I'm loaded right now."

Obviously I wasn't loaded, but things were going well. As soon as she gave me the green light to visit her, I would splurge.

"No, don't you worry about me. We can FaceTime."

I sighed. Yeah, that was my mom to a T; she didn't want me to spend a dollar on her even though I’d gladly do it.

We talked a bit more about everything, and then she was ready to go.

"All right, honey. Get back to cooking."

"Sure, Mom. Love you."

"Love you too."

After hanging up, I noticed I had a message from Gabe.

Gabe: Got the final date from the team. The house will be ready in one month.

I couldn't postpone my search for an apartment much longer. I was going to start later today—right now, I wanted to finish the dish.

My casserole came out exquisite. I'd added some Parmesan on top as well. That wasn't part of the recipe, but honestly, Parmesan was life. No other cheese topped it, in my opinion.

At six thirty, I heard the door open and smiled. Gabe was home. God, I was going to miss having dinner with him every evening. We should probably talk at some point about how we were going to handle things if we didn't live together anymore, but today had been hard enough already. I didn’t want to tackle that too.

Gabe stepped into the kitchen and immediately came over to me. He turned me around and kissed me hard. I melted against him, returning the kiss with fervor. This was pure bliss.

He pulled back and cupped my face with both hands, pressing his thumbs on my lower lip.

"Tough day?" I asked.

"No, but I missed you." He looked down at the casserole. "This looks delicious."

"It is, but it still needs to cool a bit."

He nodded but didn't say anything.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem a bit tense.”

He cleared his throat. “Leo found out Dad wants to buy a property in Essex to build a hotel. Maddox and I decided to buy it instead. The new distillery and the hotel will be there.”

My eyes bulged. “Holy shit! No one messes with you Whitleys, huh?”

“No. We’re going to see the property next week on Tuesday, and if everything looks right, we’ll make an offer.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

I decided on the spot to schedule apartment viewings on the same day. Then hopefully we could sort everything out that evening, after he’d put the debacle with his dad behind him.

"How was your day?" he asked, grabbing a fork. The man was impatient, as always.

"It was... okay."

"Don't sound too enthusiastic." He took a mouthful of casserole and then sucked in air to cool it as he chewed.

"Everything was fine until Chuck showed up to get his laptop. That put me in a sour mood."

Gabe put the fork back down, straightening up. "Chuck, your ex?"

I nodded. "Yes. He'd been bugging me about giving back his laptop for a while, and I kept postponing it. I told him to come get it today."

"When was he here?" Gabe asked. He had a strange look in his eyes, and his voice was a bit tight.

"Two o'clock. I wanted him to come when you weren't home. I figured middle of the day is best for that."

He stared at me. "You purposely asked him to come when I wasn't around?"

I shrugged. "He's got a penchant for annoying anyone he comes in contact with."

"Is that the only reason you didn't want me to be here?"

The hair at the back of my neck stood on end. "What other reason would I have?"

"I don't know. You tell me."

"I don't like what you're implying."

"I don't like that you asked him here at the house when you were alone."

"What exactly do you think? That I had a quickie with him before returning his shitty laptop?"

Gabe didn't say anything.

"Oh my God. You really think that?" My heart rate accelerated. "You can’t be serious."

"I can't believe you wanted to meet him alone."

"So I could spare you from having to face him," I repeated slowly.

He swallowed hard, putting his hands in his pockets. He looked so sexy even when he was annoying.

"I can't believe this," I said. "I've never given you any reason not to trust me."

"You didn’t tell me you were still in contact with him."

I crossed my arms over my chest. "I'm not in contact. He just wrote a few times."

"A few times?" His voice thundered.

"To ask for his laptop back."

"That was just an excuse," Gabe replied, snorting.

"You say that because you don't know Chuck. He's cheap as shit. I didn't even let him inside the house. I met him in the yard because I didn't want him to linger."

Gabe said nothing. His nostrils flared.

"You don't believe me. Right," I said, looking down at my feet and then back up. "Um, I'm just going to go."

"Where?" he asked.

"Somewhere where I'm not around you because I'm seriously going to lose my shit."

I stormed out of the kitchen.

"Diane," Gabe called after me, but I didn't stop.

I seriously needed to do something to cool off, so I went up the spiral staircase two steps at a time. Even after months, I was still winded when I got to the top.

I paced the attic up and down, then sat down in my chair, picking up my Kindle. Then I remembered Gabe got me this chair and I got up, annoyed. How the hell did he dare accuse me of cheating? He hadn't come out and said it, but it was clearly what he was suspecting. Didn't he know me at all?

I opened a window, needing some fresh air. Coming up here was a bad idea. I should have just left the house. That's what people did when they stormed off, right? Not that I'd know. But I didn't have anything with me downstairs, like my bag or my wallet. If I tried to leave now, I’d run into Gabe.

Oh, screw it. I had to go out even though I was going to have to pass Gabe. Maybe I was lucky and he wasn't in the living room anymore.

I hurried downstairs and realized I was out of luck. He was at the entrance.

Damn it.

“Diane, I was about to come upstairs. Can we talk?”

“No.”

"Diane, please."

I wanted to stick to my guns, but I wasn't good at this. I hated fighting. His hair was completely disheveled, like he'd run his hand through it a million times since I saw him a few minutes ago.

He sighed. "I'm sorry."

"About what? Jumping to conclusions, or talking to me like you don't even know me, or assuming I’m a cheater?"

"All of it. I overreacted."

I scoffed. "Of course you did."

He came closer to me, but I took a step back.

"I don't know what got into me." He ran a hand through his hair again. "I heard you say his name, and it triggered something inside me, though I'm not even sure why. And then I wasn't thinking anymore. I just acted on some fucked-up instinct."

I softened. He swallowed hard, stepping toward me again. This time, I didn't step back.

"I'm sorry. I don't know what I was thinking."

I bit the inside of my cheek, staying put as he placed a hand on my neck.

"So you trust me?" I asked.

"Yes, 100 percent. Swear to God, I trust you. I really can't explain why I reacted like that."

"We all have our triggers," I murmured.

Considering the shit show that had been going on in his family, I had an inkling that this was related. I didn't say it out loud, though, because there was no point in rehashing that.

"You mean so much to me. I can't even imagine you with anyone else. It destroys me on the inside completely." He said the last word in a lower octave.

"I'm yours. Only yours, Gabe. I thought you realized that."

"You promise?"

"Yes.”

“Okay. Because I couldn't stand even the possibility of anything else."

I'd never seen him like this, so raw and vulnerable in front of me, opening up completely.

"I don't—" he began, but I rose on my toes and sealed my mouth over his, wanting to show him exactly how I felt.

We all had triggers and fears, but relationships were about facing everything together, not turning on each other.

He cradled my head with both hands, pulling my entire body against his.

***

Gabe

I wanted to peel everything off her slowly just to watch her get more impatient. At the same time, I wanted to yank off her clothes and have her naked in front of me right now.

"What are you thinking about?" she murmured.

"All the things I want do to you. I don't even know where to start."

She grinned. "That's new. You usually seem to know everything."

It was true, but everything was different with Diane, and I was starting to accept that.

I turned her around, holding her hair in my left fist and lifting it above her head so I could kiss the back of her neck. I put my other hand on her arm, smiling against her neck when her skin turned to goose bumps. Then I lowered my hand to her belly, catching the exact moment when she pulled in her muscles, tensing like she needed to brace herself. "I like making you squirm."

"You're very good at it," she whispered.

I barely caught her words as I continued kissing up and down the back of her neck, then tugged the zipper down and trailed my mouth down her spine. Sliding my hands inside her dress, I drew my palms down the sides of her body. She moved to pull it off her shoulders.

"No. Only when I tell you to."

"Okay." She sucked in a breath.

I moved my mouth down until I reached the base of her spine, then said, "Push it down your shoulders slowly."

She took off both straps at the same time. As she lowered it, more of her ass came into view. She was wearing a thong. The way her ass hung out of it drove me crazy. I kissed down her right ass cheek and then her left one, going farther down as she lowered her dress even more.

"Drop it now," I said once it went past her ass.

I held her by the hips as she stepped out of it, then turned her around. Watching her from down here messed with my senses. Her breasts were exquisite, her bra pushing them up.

"You're so sexy." I straightened and kissed the upper part of her breasts that peeked out of the bra, then dipped my tongue between them. I lowered my hands to her buttocks, cupping both of them at the same time and pressing her pelvis into mine.

She rubbed herself against the zipper of my jeans. It was a sign that she needed friction, and I was going to satisfy her. I kept one hand splayed on her cheeks and moved the other one to her pussy, sliding my fingers inside her panties to give her skin-on-skin contact.

She rewarded me with a moan. I kissed her, wanting to feel exactly what my fingers did to her. I could read and feel her body, but the connection between us was at its most intense when we kissed.

When she pushed herself up and down, I stopped moving my hand and paused the kiss enough to say, "No. I promise I'll give you all the pleasure you crave, but I’ll decide how much and when."

She swallowed hard, and I kissed her again. I felt the muscles in her ass relax. I loved feeling this change in her whenever she gave herself to me and relinquished control. She trusted me, and I was going to reward that with an amazing orgasm or two.

I didn't stop kissing her while I moved my fingers over her clit and then down the sides, over her folds. Then I dipped one finger inside her.

She whimpered. This was too much for now. I needed to ease in. She pushed her ass back, but I tilted it right at the angle I had her before. I smiled against her mouth when I felt her legs become weaker, then slid in another finger. This was going to be quick and delicious.

Her breath hitched, the first sign that the orgasm was already rolling through her. I should have pushed down my jeans or at least undone the button, as the zipper pressed painfully against my cock, but I didn't want to stop now, not when I'd brought her close to the cusp. No, her needs came first. I would satisfy her, then focus on my own pleasure.

I moved my fingers faster and then pressed my palm on her clit, gently at first. She moaned against my mouth, and I pressed even harder. She exploded the next second. I kept one hand firmly on her ass, the other at her pussy, steadying her as she rode the wave of her climax. She dug her nails into my shoulders, and I hoped she left a mark. I belonged to this woman, and I wouldn't mind a reminder of that on my skin.

Kissing her while she came was exquisite. I felt the reverberations throughout my body. I moved my hand off her clit as she calmed down; she was sopping wet and still sensitive right now, and I didn't want to overpower her senses. Not when I still had so much in store for her.

She gasped, and I pulled my head back, watching her. The contour of her mouth was completely red. My cock twitched. She looked at me through hooded eyelids and smiled. My hand was still in her panties, and she undid my jeans. Then I took off all my clothes in a blur. I didn't want anything left between us.

She took care of her own bra. Usually, I’d demand for her to only take it off when I said so, but right now, I wanted her completely naked. We were standing behind the couch, and I intended to lay her down on it. But I lost my composure way before that.

What's happening to me? I'd never needed to be inside her quite as badly as now. My body needed the connection as much as it needed breathing.

I pumped my cock up and down while I kissed down her breasts. Now that they spilled out of her bra, I couldn't hold back. I wanted to kiss all the parts of her breasts that I hadn't before. The bra had left red marks on her skin, and I traced them with my mouth. Her nipples were completely hard. I drew the tip of my tongue around them; I knew her body, and right now, they were too sensitive for me to take them into my mouth.

Straightening up, I kissed down her temple while I pressed the tip of my cock against her clit. I needed her too much to move even a foot away from this spot, but I still wanted her to be comfortable.

"Get on the couch," I said.

She immediately did exactly that. I pulled her ass toward me and positioned my cock between her thighs. I wasn't rubbing my tip against her clit anymore, just the length of my cock along her pussy. I inhaled deeply, my breaths shaky. She was so wet. She didn't need any foreplay anymore. And I couldn't stand not being inside her for one second longer.

I pushed in inch by inch, careful not to hurt or overwhelm her. She lowered herself farther toward the couch, bent her arms at the elbows, and put her palms one over the other, resting her head on her hands.

"Gabe, fuck," she whispered.

Yeah, I knew exactly what that "fuck" meant. She was overwhelmed.

I kept my hands on her hips, tilting her pelvis slightly forward.

"Gabe." Her voice shook.

I loved giving her more pleasure than she thought was possible. My muscles thrummed with tension. My entire body transformed, preparing itself to go over the edge, to give Diane everything I had. She squeezed me good on every thrust. She was getting tighter and tighter, and then her legs trembled.

Fuck! I was going to come at this rate, but I wanted her to succumb first. I stilled and then pulled out.

"No!" she cried.

I rubbed my cock along her pussy. I was still desperate for every morsel of contact, but this wouldn't take me over the edge.

"What are you—oh." Her voice faded as I brought my hand to her clit. I alternated between brushing my fingers over it and nudging it with the tip of my cock.

Her breaths quickened once more, and her entire body shook lightly. She turned her head sideways. She'd closed her eyes and pressed her lips together too. I knew she was going to tip over the edge before she even opened her mouth and cried out. The second she called my name, I slid in and grunted hers in reply.

My muscles tightened even more as I fucked her relentlessly hard and then harder still. Just when she came down from the cusp, I reached my own climax. I braced both palms on the headrest to support myself or I was going to lose my balance any second now. The sensations were so strong that my vision turned black. For a few seconds, I didn't know where up and down were. I’d be hard-pressed to even remember my name right now.

Then slowly, everything came back, and I zeroed in on this insane pleasure. I rested my forehead on her shoulder blade, slowing my movements but not stopping.

Even though I'd given her all I had, I still needed this.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Diane

––––––––

"Oh, it's so good to have a day together," Celia murmured.

We were both at the house, doing an indoor spa day, as I liked to call it. We put on face masks, and I even sliced cucumbers. We also made a honey mask for our feet and put on cotton socks so it soaked into our skin better.

My sister didn't have much time before her next shift, but I was happy that we could just hang out.

When she sighed loudly, I took off a cucumber, glancing at her.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Nothing, I'm just wondering how we got so lucky. You know, that we live in the same city and can randomly meet on a Saturday morning and do face masks."

“I'm so happy I moved to Boston even if it was because of Chuck.”

She scoffed. I’d told her that he’d come to the house for his computer and what a jerk he was. "I still can't believe he had the nerve to ask you for that old, outdated laptop."

"It feels like he just needed a reason to meet and put me down some more. He wanted his old punching bag back so he could feel better about himself." Too bad for him he got someone completely different. Ugh. Seeing him that day put 100 percent closure on that whole relationship. “Although, I did do a bit of stalking. He is indeed starting a new business.”

"I still don't get why you told him to come when Gabe wasn't home."

I put my hand on my chest, biting my lower lip. "I'm not sure why either.”

“Gabe would have punched him into the next century. Which he deserved.”

“But that’s the thing. I didn't want to hide behind Gabe. I wanted to finally give him a piece of my mind, and I didn't want Gabe to have to face him. It was my issue. Somehow I felt like he would taint Gabe with his ugliness if he ever met him."

"Right, well, at least that's over, and now we know Gabe is a bit of a jealous guy."

I laughed. "Oh yeah, you could say that."

Celia removed the cucumber slices off her eyes. "Want to talk about it?"

I frowned. "Not sure. I mean, it pissed me off when it happened, but then he explained, and we made up." I blushed, not wanting to share any intimate details with my sister. "And I have to say, part of me also understands why he reacted like that. I didn't stop to think how I'd feel if the reverse were true. If I knew he'd let an ex come to the house on purpose when I wasn't here, I'd be jealous too."

"Yeah, I would not be chill either," Celia agreed. Then again, she was never chill.

She smiled at me. "Oh, if only I knew we'd end up here when you moved in with Gabe." She wiggled her eyebrows. "I guess that's close proximity for you, huh?"

I lifted my head. "Yeah."

She pointed at me. "You look worried."

"I just wonder what will happen after I move out."

Celia frowned, sitting up straighter on the bed. "What do you mean?"

“Well, his house is going to be ready soon, so he'll move out of here, and I’ll have to find another place to live."

"Oh, I'm going to kick his ass," she said and started to stand up.

If Gabe were home, I'd jump to stop her, but he was with his half brothers this morning.

"Why?" I asked.

"Because he's asking you to move out."

"No, he's, uh... We didn't discuss it," I stammered.

"What do you mean?"

"He simply mentioned that his house was ready soon."

Celia cocked a brow, but she relaxed against the mattress. "And you didn't talk about your next steps?"

"No. He didn't mention it, and I didn't want to bring it up."

She folded her arms over her chest. "I don't get it. Why not?"

"What exactly would I say? 'Hey, Gabe, so as you know, I’m renting this attic. What's going to happen once you move out? Are we taking our relationship to the next level and moving in together, or should I move somewhere else?'" I shook my head. "I can’t ask him that. What if he point-blank says he's not ready to have me move in? Or he just agrees because I ask him, but deep down doesn’t want me there. I don't want to make the same mistake again."

"What are you talking about?" Celia asked. She was using one of the wet cloths I'd put in bowls between us to clean her face.

"After I broke up with Chuck, I kept trying to figure out where I went so wrong, and I think it was when I moved to Boston for him. I can't remember if he actually asked me or if I was the one who suggested it and then made all the plans."

"Diane, this isn't even remotely the same thing." She was removing her socks, wiping the mask off her feet.

"No, it’s even worse. Because I'd been with Chuck for a long time, but Gabe and I are just at the beginning. So no, I won't even suggest moving in together. It needs to come from him; otherwise, I'll live in constant fear that I'm pushing too much. That's if he doesn't just outright shut me down, of course."

Celia was silent for a few moments, then spoke slowly. "Diane, I've known Gabe for quite some time. He is not like Chuck."

"I'm not implying that. Not at all. I know he's not. Chuck was a double-faced bastard." And Gabe is everything I need. I grabbed my cloth, too, and began wiping off my face.

"You and Chuck were together for years, and he never proposed. He never wanted to take the next step. It wasn't about you. It was about him. Gabe isn't like that. He's a decisive man."

"Precisely.” He'd been so decisive with Maddox and their new property and hotel that I couldn't help but think that if he wanted to move in with me, he'd go about it the same way: straight to the point.

"Do you want me to talk to him about it?"

"God no. Why would you even ask that?"

Celia frowned. "I want to help, but I don't know how."

"Well, I made a few appointments to look at apartments on Tuesday. You want to join me?"

"Sure."

"I'd like your opinion. You know this city much better than I do."

She tilted her head, then asked, "What if you move in with me instead? I feel like this is a bad time for you to start looking for a new place, what with starting your business and all that."

Truly, it wasn't the best timing, but I didn't want to be a burden. "No, that's fine. I want my own space, especially since I'm also tutoring from home." I took off my socks too.

"Why don't you just stay here?" she asked.

"I don't want to share this space with someone else." It would feel weird after doing so with Gabe. I didn't want to room with a complete stranger.

Celia looked at me intently. "I still think you should talk to Gabe about it."

"I will, but he’s got an important thing on Tuesday. I’ll talk to him after we look at apartments.” I wiped my feet, then looked for my sandals.

“I think he’s into you. Remember how he mobilized his entire family for the tour?”

I moved next to her. Now that we'd both cleaned our faces, I could hug her. "I know. Which is why I don't want to make any wrong moves and ruin what we have."

She sighed, giving me a hug. "Damn. That motherfucking Chuck did a lot more damage than I thought. You've always been a go-getter."

"Hey, I still am!"

"And you've never been afraid to say what was on your mind."

"Not afraid," I assured her. "I’m just being cautious."

"It doesn't sound like that to me."


Chapter Twenty-Six

Gabe

"Thanks for doing this, man," I told Leo on Tuesday.

"Of course. What's the point of having one of the biggest real estate agencies in the country if not to help out family?"

“And you, too, Maddox. For wanting to invest in this with me.”

"How about me? I don't get even a thanks for tagging along?" Nick asked.

Maddox and Nick were in the back seat.

"Of course you do."

"Do you have a time frame for this? A plan?" Leo asked.

I nodded. "If we like it, I want to make an offer right away.”

Maddox laughed. "That sounds like my kind of plan."

"But let's see the place first," Leo replied. "Make sure it's what you need."

We arrived a short while later. The lot of land was right next to the town of Essex. There wasn't much to check out, since it was basically a field.

"And you're sure it's approved for industrial use?" I asked.

"Man, I wouldn't waste your time," Leo said.

"Just double-checking." I knew my brother was a pro.

Maddox and Nick looked around.

“It’s not Stockbridge,” Leo mocked, “but it’ll do.”

“You wanted to open a hotel in Stockbridge? How come?” Nick asked.

I shrugged. "It's a nostalgic thing. We went there a lot during the summers with Mom while growing up. But this will work. I like it.”

Leo glanced between us. “Have you two discussed how a hotel and a distillery will fit together?”

“Yes,” Maddox replied. “We’ll make this an experience. Offer a tour of the distillery and so on.” 

This space was big enough, and it was close to the interstate, so all the trucks had direct access to the transportation system. Logistically, it was great.

I turned around to face them. "All right, this is legit. I vote we make an offer before Dad does.”

“I agree,” Maddox said.

Leo cleared his throat. “He already did, but I spoke to the seller. Asked him to wait for yours too. I might have filled him in on the kind of asshole Dad is. He agreed to wait. And if you outbid Dad by just 1 percent, he’ll take your offer.”

“How the fuck are they supposed to know how much Dad offered?” Nick asked.

“I found that out,” Leo said smugly.

I clapped him on the shoulder. "Thanks, man. Wasn't expecting that."

"Always the best for my brothers," he said.

He told us the sum Dad had bid. Maddox and I immediately agreed to offer 5 percent more—just to make sure. Leo sent an email to the seller right away.

“All right. Let’s go celebrate,” I said.

As we got in the car, I checked my messages. Seeing one from Diane, I opened it quickly and got confused. She'd texted me a link. When I clicked on it, it showed me a real estate listing. Maybe she'd sent it by mistake.

"Dude, are we going or what?" Leo asked.

"Just a second."

It was a one-bedroom apartment at the end of the world. How was that even Boston anymore? I didn't get it. Why was she sending me this?

Then I saw her message.

Diane: Hey, I just found this apartment, and it's something I could afford. What do you think? I'd love an opinion. My sister says it's a dump, but I really like the rent.

I felt as if someone had punched me in the throat. What the hell? She's been looking for apartments? Why would she do that?

"You're angry," Maddox said when I tossed the phone in the cupholder and gunned the engine.

"You could say that," I replied through gritted teeth. "I got a message from Diane."

"She decided to dump your ass?" Nick asked.

I frowned at him in the rearview mirror.

"Oh fuck, she did, huh? Why?"

"No. She sent me a link to a shitty apartment where she thinks she can move."

"Wait, you broke up?" Leo asked. "Also, why wouldn't she ask me to help her look for an apartment?"

"Dude, why would she do that if she planned to dump him? Then you’d tell him," Nick reasoned.

"She isn't dumping me," I said. "She's just..."

What? I had no idea.

"The living arrangement was supposed to be temporary," I explained, trying to make sense of it.

"Yeah, but that's before you hooked up, right?" Maddox said.

"Don't you dare talk about Diane like that." What Diane and I had was more than sexual. I cared about her and wanted—no, needed her with me. How did she not know that?

"What's gotten into you?" Leo asked.

Maddox turned around. "Show some compassion, will you? His woman's just announced she doesn't want to live with him anymore."

That's right. My woman. Why the fuck would she want to move?

"I want to see the apartment," Leo declared, and I gave him the phone.

"What the fuck? This is a shithole," he said. "I can find her something much better. Wait... is that her maximum budget?"

"Probably," I said.

"Then I take it back. I can't do wonders."

"That’s beside the point," Maddox said, finally getting it. He turned to me. "Why does she even want to move out?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" I was still speaking through gritted teeth. There was a knot in my throat, strangling my every breath and word. It was a completely unfamiliar sensation to me. I felt like a rug had been pulled from under me and I'd fallen into a dark hole. Why did she want to do this? It wasn’t even close to downtown where she did her tours.

"You've never discussed living arrangements?" Maddox asked.

"What do you mean?" I replied. “She’s living with me now.”

"Right, that’s now. Once you went from being roommates to—"

"Be careful," I warned.

"To being more. Damn, you’re testy today. What I’m asking is, you didn’t talk about what would happen further down the road?"

I shrugged. "No. Why should I? She knows we’re together."

"Because that's what couples do, I'm told." That came from Nick. "Not that I'm an expert."

"Yeah, none of us are," Leo added helpfully.

"But why wouldn't you come to an agreement about how things would go? Your house is going to be ready in a few months anyway, right?" Maddox asked.

"Yeah. Two months tops," I confirmed.

"See? So it's not unreasonable for her to be looking for other spaces, knowing you'll move out. She probably doesn't want to share a space with someone else."

"That never occurred to me. We never talked about that, but I thought we had an understanding, I guess." Fuck, I was so messed-up right now.

"Should we head to the distillery?" Maddox suggested. "We can do shots."

I shook my head. "No, it's insanely busy at happy hour. We’d barely have enough space to grab a drink.”

"That's a good problem to have," Nick replied.

"Then let’s all gather someplace else," Maddox suggested. "You clearly need family counsel."

I pressed my head into the backrest. "No, I just need to clear my head and understand what's going on."

"Women are good at giving hints," Leo said. "I mean, I'm always oblivious, but then, when an arrangement goes to dust, one of the things I often hear is 'Oh, I gave you hints about that.' And I'm like 'What? When?' So my question is, did she give you any hints?"

I thought back to our past conversations. Had she given me hints? "Whenever we went by the house, she'd always tell me how much she liked it. She even mentioned how she'd decorate some of the spaces."

"See?" Maddox said. "That's a hint right there."

"Why won't she just come out and say it? I'm not good at playing games."

"Dude, what you had was casual, right?" Nick asked.

"We agreed that we’re not seeing other people. That’s serious, don’t you think?"

"That's a committed relationship in my book," Maddox said.

"You know what? Those drinks sound good," I said. The plan was to drop off my half brothers at Maddox's. "Can we go to your place?"

Maddox hesitated. "Yes, but Mom is visiting again."

I nodded carefully. "That's great because I actually wanted to apologize to her."

There was another pause, and then Nick asked. "What for, man?"

"Last time I was not myself."

"She actually praised you for being so polite."

Fucking hell, what had she expected?

"I didn't like how I handled that," I said.

“Don’t worry about it,” Maddox replied.

My brothers pitched in with relationship advice and prodded me with questions all the way to Maddox's home. But I didn't have any answers.

That was the problem. They were focused on what was said or not between Diane and me, but they were missing the obvious. What if she just preferred to move out? What if she simply didn't want to live with me, and that was all there was to it? I didn't like being at a loss. All my life I knew exactly what I wanted to do next, and I went ahead and did it.

Maybe I should call the rest of the family. Since my brothers were all in relationships, they would for sure have better input than these three bozos.

Once we arrived at Maddox's place, we all got out at the same time. "How come you're still living here?" I asked. "You've been talking about moving forever."

"Because this dude keeps failing me." He jerked his thumb at Leo.

"You’re my most annoying client. It's impossible to please him."

Maddox rolled his eyes. "I just know what I want."

"Why don't you build a house?" I suggested.

"I'm not getting into that," Maddox said. "No way in hell."

"See?" Leo said. "That's basically his reply to anything I come up with. It's infuriating."

I laughed, trying to put myself in Leo's shoes. Yeah, that would be annoying.

Once inside the house, Helen called out. "You boys came back early."

She stopped in the living room, and her smile dimmed when she saw me. "Gabe, hi. Nice to see you again."

"Mom, Gabe's got some personal issues he's dealing with, so we brought him here to get drunk," Maddox explained.

"I won't stand in your way, then," she said.

"I’m not intending to get drunk," I corrected. "Just a shot or something to clear my mind."

Helen frowned. "You plan to drive when you leave here?"

Leo laughed. "Mom, cut that out."

The experience was bizarre. My mom would have asked me the exact same thing.

"I'll take an Uber if I have a drink," I assured her.

"Good."

“But I’d actually like to talk to you." I looked at my brothers. "Alone."

"Sure. We'll go into the other room in the bar area," Maddox said.

"See, why the hell do you even need another house?" Nick asked. "This one is humongous."

"Are you two going to give me shit about this the whole evening?"

"Yes," Leo replied as they all left the room.

Once they were out of earshot, Helen pointed at one of the couches. "Want to sit down?"

"No, I've got too much adrenaline," I confessed. "Listen, I'll be quick. First, I just wanted to apologize for last time we met. I’d completely forgotten that Maddox told me you were here visiting. I wouldn't have interrupted your family time."

"You didn't interrupt anything. You just came by to see your brothers. I don't mind." She watched me with a kind smile.

“Second, I... well, I wasn't myself.”

Her smile widened. "Maddox said you're usually very quick with a joke and very at ease with everything. Dear boy, I don't blame you for anything. It was never going to be an easy thing, meeting each other. But I have to say, I'm glad I did. I've heard so much about you and the rest of your brothers from my boys over the years and often wondered if I’d get the chance to meet any of you. Especially you because you're so close with my trio." She laughed. "I hope they haven't heard me call them that. They’d give me grief. Good God, they used to like it when they were kids.”

“Thank you, Helen, for being so understanding." 

“My boys told me you and Maddox are going into business together. That you’re buying the lot of land your... father wanted.”

My spine stiffened. “Are you in contact with him?”

She shook her head. “No. The day I found out about... well, your family... was the last time I spoke to him. I would have reached a compromise if he wanted to still be part of my boys’ lives, but as you know, he never did.” She took a deep breath. “I’m glad you two snatched that property from him.”

"It won’t stop him from trying again, but it will send a message loud and clear that Boston is off-limits." I ran a hand through my hair.

"You seem stressed."

"That obvious, huh?"

"Yes, and I don’t even know you well.”

"I don't know if Maddox or the others told you, but Diane and I—”

“Are in a relationship? I gathered that.”

I nodded. "Anyway, she's now messaged me that she found a new place to live."

"Oh, darling, I'm so sorry. I didn't know you broke up."

"But that's it. We didn't. We just... never discussed the future. Relationships aren't my thing," I confessed. "I've always kept things very easygoing. I've never had a serious relationship. I never planned on having one. Does that make me like Father?" I asked. I hadn't even realized that I had this fear buried somewhere deep down.

Her expression instantly changed. She rolled her shoulders back, clasping her hands in front of her, and stepped closer. "Gabe, you listen to me. None of you—neither your brothers or my boys—are anything like your father. He looked all of us in the eyes for years and lied. Every word he said was a lie. Everything he did was a lie. Not wanting a relationship doesn’t make you anything like him. You’re all young and living your lives as you choose to. Have you ever lied to Diane?"

"No. Never. It's not what I do."

"See, that's my point exactly. You’re nothing like your father. If you believe one thing, believe that."

"Thank you. I needed to hear that."

She smiled. "Now, when it comes to Diane, my understanding was that you're moving into a new house soon."

I nodded.

"Have you ever hinted that you would like for her to live with you?"

"I'm not good with hints. I'm very in your face. I say things like I mean them. That's the same way I process information. I don't take hints. I'm so far out of my comfort zone right now that it's actually hilarious."

"But what do you want?" she asked me.

"I don't want her to move away. I don't even want her to think about it."

"All right, so you just said you’re very... direct, right?”

“Exactly.”

Helen smiled again. “Sounds like you know what to do after all.” 

A plan started forming in my mind instantly.

“Thanks, Helen.”

Turning around, I headed inside the living room, straight to the bar area where  my brothers were gathered. "Guys, I'm leaving."

"How about the shots?" Maddox asked.

"Not right now. I've got an idea."

"What the hell, man!" Leo said. "We were just about to call the others."

"We can still do that. Maybe they can voice message you their advice,” Nick called out.

“I don't need any. I know exactly what I want to do."

The three of them stared at me almost comically as I bid them and Helen goodbye, then left the house.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Diane

My sister groaned, lacing her arm with mine as we walked through the apartment. Frankly, calling this an apartment was a bit of a stretch. It was more of a cubicle with two windows. It was just one room, which wouldn't be a problem. The bathroom was separate—sort of. It only had a wall. It didn't seem to have any ventilation, and I was certain there were mold issues.

"You can’t move here." There were five other people here to see it, which was why Celia and I were whispering under our breaths.

"The price is great," I said.

"But the place sucks."

"Let's try to put a positive spin on it."

She cocked a brow. "The view outside is of trash cans."

She was right. It was on the ground floor, and the bins were right in front of the window.

"I can put some flowers on the windowsill, and then I won't see them."

"I bet that when you open the window, a fantastic aroma will filter in."

I nearly gagged. Shit, I didn't think about that, but she was right.

"I can use the other window too. As a plus, it has a fully equipped kitchen," I said.

"That's true," Celia conceded, "but you'll have, like, zero space to put a bed and a couch."

"I'll just buy a pullout."

"They're terrible to sleep on."

"Hey, I didn't bring you here to be a grinch.”

"No, I'm just being the voice of reason," she said.

"Can you be my champion?"

She smiled, and I was certain she'd say yes, but then her smile fell. "No, because that right there is black mold, and over my dead body will you move in here."

I sighed, turning around and inspecting the crack in the ceiling she was pointing at. Yep, that was definitely black mold. "Fine. Let's go to the next appointment.”

I'd texted Gabe with pictures of the earlier apartment we saw and this one, but he hadn't said a word.

"Let me know what you guys decide," the realtor said. "We’ve got another group coming to see the place in five minutes." His smile was polite, but his words clearly indicated he wanted us to vacate the premises.

"Sure, we'll be out of your hair," I said.

I glanced around a bit at the others looking to rent here. No one seemed impressed with the place, but I bet they were still considering it because the rent really was great.

As we stepped out, my sister said, "Hit me with what you've got."

I showed her the rest. "Two more." The next one was in the same neighborhood.

"The next place isn't far away." She pinched her nose, looking around.

"Please stop being like that."

"I'm trying, but this is a depressing neighborhood."

That’s because it wasn't really a residential area, more of a commercial one with only a few units used for apartments.

“I’d only be here for a short while till I get back on my feet."

She sighed, taking my arm. We arrived at the next apartment twenty minutes later. My palms were sweaty as we walked to the front door. This one was on the ground floor too. I discovered they were the cheapest options, probably because there were always problems with the view or the lighting.

I knocked, but there was no answer. I put my ear to the door. There were no voices inside.

"The realtor isn't here yet," I said.

"Uh-huh."

I glanced at my sister. She was typing on her phone. "Shit, you need to go already?"

"No, no," she said a bit too quickly.

"Okay." I peered through the window. There wasn't much to see because there were bars on it. "From what I can tell, the place isn't too bad. I wonder if I can get the landlord to take out the bars."

"I think they're there for protection," she said, "which doesn't bode well for the neighborhood, if I'm honest. But let's see. Maybe the inside will win me over."

I smiled. "You finally decided not to be a grinch anymore."

She smiled, and it seemed almost a bit guilty. I took some more pictures and sent them to Gabe.

"I don't know why he's not answering," I said as I stood on my tiptoes, trying to make out what that huge shadow next to the fridge was. Just a trick of the light?

"Well, you did say he was busy," Celia said.

"I know."

I'd actually wanted to wait and talk about this with him tonight, but I got ahead of myself. A small part of me was hoping that I'd send him this and he'd be like "Are you crazy? We're moving in together." But he hadn't said that at all, which just reinforced my belief that I’d done a good thing by not bringing it up myself. I wasn't sure I'd recover if he told me to my face that he didn't want to move in with me.

I startled when my phone rang. I took it out, holding my breath. This has to be Gabe.

It wasn't.

"Oh crap. I think this is the realtor." I immediately answered. "Hello?"

"Hi. I'm so sorry I forgot to call. I've been meaning to cancel the appointment."

My stomach sank. "But we're already here."

"I'm very sorry you wasted your time. Listen, the reason I've wanted to cancel is because there’s water damage. A pipe broke near the fridge, I'm told."

I groaned. "That would explain that dark shadow next to it."

"Between you and me, I wouldn't advise you to take the place right now. Let's wait and see if the landlord fixes it."

"Right," I said through gritted teeth. "Thank you for calling me."

After hanging up, I turned to my sister. She was smiling from ear to ear.

I narrowed my eyes at her. "All right. I know I told you not to be a grinch, but this is plain weird."

"Nah, I'm just happy that you don't have to live in this shithole. This is me being very, very supportive. Come on, let's go get ice cream."

I laughed. I didn't have anything else planned, so why not?

Her phone beeped again.

"Who keeps texting you?" I asked.

"No one."

I chuckled to myself. Right. I was betting she was seeing someone. My sister was always a bit secretive with her relationships in the beginning.

"All right, change of plans," Celia said. "I actually need to go already."

"Oh, okay. I can have ice cream by myself."

"Or... why don't you buy your favorite Ben and Jerry's and eat it at home?"

I stared at her. "Is there a reason you're trying to get me home?"

"Well, yeah. I need to get out of this neighborhood. It's depressing. And besides, I have a feeling you'll get good news soon."

"Well, I did write to a few more realtors, so maybe something will pan out."

"Exactly," Celia said, but she looked distracted. She was definitely seeing someone new.

I was thrilled for her. My sister was going on a date, and I was going to have one as well with Ben and Jerry.

***

Gabe

My first stop was at Target. I needed some markers and huge sheets of paper.

Thirty minutes later, I turned onto my street, parking a few feet ahead of the gate as I didn't want Diane to see me. This had to be a surprise. I’d already written on the posters in the parking lot at Target, so I had everything prepped and ready to go.

Here goes nothing.

I kept the paper rolls under my arm, and as I entered the foyer, I checked the downstairs rooms. They were empty.

She must be in the attic.

I jogged up the staircase, feeling ridiculous with the awkward posterboard.

I realized I'd been too quick to judge that dude in her favorite movie—I totally forgot the name. I'd called him a coward for writing stuff on the paper instead of telling her how he felt, but now I understood. Somehow, it was easier to write things down.

I knocked at the door, and she immediately opened it. Her jaw dropped, and then it closed again when I put my finger in front of my lips. I took the sheets of poster from under my arm and held up the first one.

It said I love you.

She covered her mouth with one hand.

I put that one down.

I don't want you to move away to an apartment or anywhere.

The next one said Unless it's with me in our new home where you can... The paper hadn't been big enough for the whole message, so I lowered it, revealing the final one.

Bring in your reading chair and anything else you want.

She put both hands on her cheeks, splaying her fingers wide as she smiled from ear to ear. I put the papers down.

"I can't believe you did this,” she exclaimed.

“I can't believe you want to move away," I said, my voice almost a growl.

I stepped forward, putting an arm around her waist. She immediately laced her hands behind my neck. I loved that her instinct when I brought her closer was to pull me even closer still.

"Your house is almost ready," she murmured. "And we never..."

"I know that, but I love you, and I want you to move in with me."

She smiled before hiding her face in my neck. "I kind of got that from the posters. That was so amazing. You did like the movie. I will forever remember this moment."

"Good, because so will I. I wasn't kidding, Diane. I not only don't want you to move away—" I pulled back because I wanted to look at her. "—I want us to live together. I know we're not good at talking, but we’ll deal with that in due course. We need to talk in detail about what we want from each other, what we expect, what we dream about. But we'll do that together."

"Together," she agreed, nodding. "Gabe, I can't believe this. I’m so in love with you, I didn't even know what to do with myself. And I tried to gauge where this was going.”

"Yeah, babe. One thing about me? I'm not good with hints—picking up on them, giving them, none of that. So one of the first things," I said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it before putting it back on my neck, "is that when you want us to talk about something, don't beat around the bush."

"Be direct. Got it," she replied.

"That sounds great."

She pressed her hands into my shoulders and lifted herself onto her toes. I smiled when she brought her lips to mine, and I captured her mouth. This kiss was exactly what I needed.

She pulled back. "Oh wait, we didn't talk. How was that property you saw?"

"It was amazing, but I can fill you in later. Right now, I need you to surrender to me completely, Diane."

She bit her lower lip and sucked in her breath, then simply nodded.

I kissed her again, holding her hands behind her back with one of mine, as if she was in cuffs. But I wanted her hands all over me, so I quickly let go.

As if sensing what I craved, she brought her hands to my shirt. I paused kissing her, and she pulled my shirt over my head. She only had on some sort of pj's, and I immediately yanked off her top and then pushed her bottoms down. She wasn't wearing panties. Perfect. I nudged her pussy, but she swatted my hand away.

"No, I want you naked first," she said.

"Deal," I replied as she undid my belt buckle and pushed down my jeans. Then I helped her get rid of the rest of my clothes because it was faster between the two of us. When I was completely naked, I took a step back, watching her. She was absolutely exquisite, and she was mine.

I looked around, and she narrowed her eyes, laughing. "Not much of a choice, huh?"

She had a single bed. I’d forgotten that.

But the desk looked good.

I gripped her hips, walking her backward toward it, then ran my hands up to her breasts. Her nipples perked up under my thumbs. Her responsive body was driving me crazy. She was meant for me, made for me and only me forever.

I stopped when we reached the desk, perching her on top and then moving my hands farther down, parting her legs. I stroked her pussy with two fingers, rubbing them slowly up and down. She pinched her eyes closed.

"How can you turn me on so fast?"

My cock pulsed at her words.

"Because that's what we do to each other, Diane. We’re made for each other."

I kissed around her breasts and down in an S, not a straight line, because I wanted to take her by surprise. I parted her legs even wider as I went down, then put both her thighs on my shoulders. Her pussy was right in front of my face.

"I can never get enough of you naked," I said.

She sucked in her belly, turning completely red in her cheeks. I teased her with the tip of my tongue, running it from her clit down to her entrance. I didn't dip it in but rather slid it back up. She shuddered; I repeated the motion. She moaned, and I did it again. A groan tore through her, and she pressed her legs together against my ears. I started suckling her clit and then moved down again. She braced herself, clasping her hands at the edge of the table, probably thinking I was going to go back up again, but this time I pushed in my tongue, and she groaned even more powerfully than before. It rocked her body; I felt it deep inside my own skin.

Then I pressed the flat of my tongue on her pussy, sucked in her clit, and slid one finger inside her, making a "come here" motion. She was going to come like this; I was going to make sure of it. I watched her intently, and the second she jerked her hips forward while touching her right breast, I knew she was ready for a second finger. I pulled the one I'd already inserted out and then gave her two, doing the same motion as before, and she threw her head back, groaning loudly. I'd never heard her sound so completely unrestrained.

I needed to take her away from here. I wanted to rock her world. This desk wasn't going to do, much less her bed, but there was no way we were going to make it downstairs.

I took her legs off my shoulders and rose to my feet. Slowly, I kissed a trail up her body until I reached the base of her neck. She dropped her head back even more, giving me access. I felt her pulse under my lips as I kept moving upward.

I captured her mouth at the same time as I pulled her ass even farther to the edge of the desk. Positioning the tip of my cock at her entrance, I nudged her clit again, and she shuddered in my arms. Instinctively, I knew I could make her come for a second time before I slid inside her. She was so sensitive that it would only take a few strokes of her clit. I moved deliberately, even as energy pulsed through me. But my need for her took over, and I entered her instead. She spasmed the next second.

Fuck yes, this is glorious.

She came wildly, squeezing me tighter and tighter until I could barely stand from the sensations. I moved in and out while she still spasmed around me. How was pleasure like this even possible?

When she calmed down, I slowed my pace and kissed her, nudging her tongue with mine. She was different after climaxing, her entire body going soft. Even her mouth felt soft.

I pulled back a bit, drawing the tip of my tongue over her lower lip and then the upper one. She squeezed her inner muscles, and I had my answer. She was still on edge. She might have come down from her climax, but her body was sensitive enough that she would have another one in no time.

Wanting to move her more freely up and down my cock, I lifted her from the desk by sliding my hands between her ass and the wood, pushing her buttocks up in the air. Fuck yes, this was going to be exquisite. She was light enough that I didn't need help supporting her. No wall, no bed. Just the two of us. I pushed her ass up and down with my hands, lowering her deeper onto my cock every time and then faster. I kissed the side of her neck, stopping in that ridge between her neck and shoulder, then back up, covering her neck and jawline with kisses.

"Your mouth. I want your mouth," I said when I was close, and she kissed me.

I let her take control of the kiss while I moved us at the pace we both needed. I loved being buried inside her like this. She pressed her heels to the sides of my body but couldn't get a good grip. She whimpered against my mouth.

"Gabe, please," she begged.

I knew what she needed. She wanted to be able to move as well. I couldn't deny her request. I wanted this to be world-shattering for her, too, not just for me. I went to that tiny one-person bed and sat down on it. With a groan, she put both hands on my shoulders. I pressed my palms into the mattress and thrust my hips up and down. We were madly chasing the high.

I knew from the first bolt of heat that went from deep in my balls to the tip of my cock that this was going to be unlike any other orgasm I'd ever had. It wasn't because of the position or because we were both so turned on. It was because of everything we'd shared before and everything we planned to share.

Her cry of relief was muffled at first, but then she took her mouth from mine, gasping for air and crying out loud, filling the room with her sounds. I drank them all up, and then I joined her, giving in to my own release. It was even more earth-shattering than I'd expected, taking over my entire body, all my senses. Every cell of my body felt alive.

I was burning for this woman, and I didn't hold back in the slightest. I wanted to make her mine for our whole lives.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Diane

"Are you sure you want us to build it today? I mean, I can wait for the movers next week," I said, but I sounded unconvincing even to my own ears. It was our second day in the new home.

Gabe smiled. "Come on, look at your face. You're dying to see it finished, aren't you?"

I smiled sheepishly. "Yeah, so I can finally put all of my books in it."

"Then let's work on it together."

We'd turned that alcove where we first got down and dirty into a reading corner. As far as I was concerned, it was truly the perfect use for it. I'd put my reading chair here first thing, but now I pushed it to the wall so we had enough space to assemble the bookcase.

It was relatively straightforward, thank goodness. Nothing like my usual Ikea furniture; large parts of it were prebuilt. It had been delivered in a huge, heavy package, but Gabe had managed to carry it upstairs. I'd done nothing but observe that sexy ass moving up the stairs and those muscular arms bulging with the effort.

I was so giddy that I could barely focus. I'd moved with Gabe into our home, and it was amazing.

Leo had found new tenants for the lease across the road easily enough. The landlady had grumbled but eventually accepted. Gabe insisted he had no problem paying for another six months for both of us in case Leo didn’t find anyone, but I put my foot down. I didn’t want to take advantage of him. I liked being independent.

My business was off to a fantastic start. I was booked solidly about four days a week. I was still tutoring on the side, though, because I didn’t want to let go of that income. I also kept tabs on Chuck because I couldn’t help myself. And because it was easy, since he kept posting regularly on LinkedIn. His new business turned to dust before it even took off. Apparently he came up with a software idea... that infringed on another company’s patent. They threatened with a lawsuit, so he had to close down. I was trying to be the bigger person and not rejoice, but part of me believed he simply got what he deserved. That chapter of my life was completely over, and I was looking forward to the one Gabe and I were starting now.

We worked side by side for an hour. If I was honest, he was working more than me, as this wasn't exactly a two-person kind of job. I gave him the tools when he asked for them and gladly drank up all his sexy muscles.

He looked at me with a cheeky smile when he finished. "Come on. Go get your books. I know you're dying to."

I grinned, nodding. "Yes, I am."

We'd put the boxes near the staircase, so all I had to do was open them and bring over the stacks of books. I first took out my gorgeous fantasy paperbacks, putting them in the middle row. Then my decorative candle that would separate the dark fantasy from the light fantasy, which went on the other side. I'd even bought new candles that would fit the room. I got the approval of the designer.

I put the romance section on the lowest level. I had a mix of man-chest and flower covers, and I arranged them so you couldn't see the semi-nudes unless you looked closely. I wasn't at all ashamed of them, but no need to offend anyone.

I grabbed a candle, and when I was about to put it on the shelf, I realized there was something else there already.

Huh? Is that another candle?

No, wait, it's a velvet box.

I stilled. Gabe was right in front of me.

I pointed at the small box. "Did you put that there?" I asked.

"Yes," he said. Then, before I realized what was happening, he kneeled. He opened the little box but left it on the shelf, holding both my hands.

I glanced at the ring. I loved it. It was a dark blue stone in a rhombus shape.

"Diane, I'm the luckiest man to be here with you today. I told you less than a month ago that I'm not good with hints or subtext; I say things the way I mean them."

I took the ring box, opening it even wider. In the light streaming from the window behind Gabe, the stone was even more beautiful.

"I want to ask you, here today, next to the books you love so much, in your new reading corner, to be my wife. I want to be your man for the rest of our lives, to love you and cherish you. I want to come home to you every night and enjoy our life together. Always."

I nodded. "Always. God, Gabe, I'd love that. I'd love to be your wife."

He kissed my hand but didn't slide the ring on yet. "I promise to always take care of you, to get better at pretending I don't see you stealing my food."

I giggled but covered it with my hand. I wanted to hear everything he had to say.

"And I'll pay attention to all of your superstitions. And I solemnly swear that I will never, ever cook without following a recipe. I promise to watch all your Christmas movies with you, come November and December."

I bit my lower lip and laughed nervously. "Just so you know, sometimes I start watching them in October, but I'm willing to compromise."

He laughed. "Compromise, huh?"

I smiled widely. "Well, then... how can I not marry you when you're making such a great case?"

This time he did put the ring on, then rose to his feet. I put my hands on his chest because that way I could look at both the man and the ring. I would admire the two of them until the end of time.

"I wanted to ask you here, in this place where I first realized I could never resist you. I can't wait for our life together to start."

"Hasn't it already?" I murmured.

“Okay, then I can't wait to start our life together as an engaged couple and then later husband and wife."

I smiled. "Thinking ahead already?"

"You know what I mean. I designed this place thinking I’d be here alone, but now it's the two of us. And I want you to be happy here. This is your home too. And one day, it will be the home of all our kids as well."

My heart leaped in my chest. I felt absolutely giddy.

"I can't wait for that day," I whispered.

"I can't wait either. I'll watch you in the evening, reading in your corner while I work out."

"Let’s make a deal. You can only work out when I’m watching you."

He grinned. "You can talk me into a lot right now. You have no idea how happy you've made me. How deeply you've changed everything I've stood for, everything I believed in." He shook his head lightly, closing his eyes for a moment and then opening them again. "I didn't think what we have existed for anyone, except perhaps my grandparents."

"And your brothers." 

He kissed both of my hands. "Seeing the others in no way prepared me for how it would feel to experience it myself. I love you so damn much."

"And I love you too,” I said.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and climbed him because I wanted to jump his bones. He didn't even stumble backward. Yeah, tree was the right description for him. The man was sturdy and didn't sway. He was smiling against my lips.

"Do you think you can carry us to the bedroom?" I purred.

"Hell yes," he said.

"Thank God the stairs aren’t tricky like that damn spiral staircase."

"I can't say I'm sorry about those stairs. It helped my case a lot."

He laughed and kissed my neck, jostling me up the stairs before stepping inside the master bedroom. It was huge and full of light.

"I can barely believe that I'm here with you. I want to pinch myself."

He smiled wolfishly. "I have an idea how to convince you that this is real, fiancée. It's so much better than pinching. That I promise."


Epilogue

Gabe

September

"I’m so happy you could all make it here," I said. "Welcome."

There was nothing to see on our newly acquired Essex property yet, but Maddox and I decided to show it to the family anyway. Grandmother was smiling and looking around. She'd been happy with the news that Maddox and I were starting a business together. She didn't even scoff when I informed her that I was having this picnic catered.

A team from Essex had set up everything for us already. They'd brought chairs and tables too. The entire family was here, including Celia and Kate, their mom. Diane was next to them, and I headed in their direction as everyone started to eat. Maddox and I invited Helen too—together—but she’d declined, insisting she wouldn’t feel comfortable attending a family event.

"I'm so glad you came for the occasion," I told Kate, putting an arm around Diane's waist. My fiancée. Fuck yes.

"I couldn’t miss this opportunity," she said. "And besides, we have a wedding to plan."

Diane smiled from ear to ear. I liked seeing her like this, so exuberant. "Mom had so many great ideas," she said. "I'll run them by you later."

"You don't have to. Just do whatever makes you happy."

"Oh, see, that is a fine man," Celia said.

Kate trained her gaze on me. "Gabe, are you really serious about that? Because I have some outlandish ideas at the back of my mind that I haven't even shared with Diane yet."

"Mom, what do you mean? The ones you suggested are already outlandish." Diane looked at me. "Swans might be involved."

I laughed. Okay, that was a bit more than I'd imagined, but why the hell not? It made my woman happy, and that was all that mattered.

"Come on, let's go to the table," I said. "I want to toast with everyone."

The waiters had already put flutes of champagne in front of everyone. Ben was fussing, and Penny was trying to keep him from grabbing the flute in front of her.

"He's so cute, isn't he?" Diane said, following my gaze.

"Damn right." I kissed the side of her head. "Can't wait for us to have one of our own."

She just smiled sheepishly, looking up at me. "Neither can I."

That took me by surprise, but it was a good one. "But a few weeks ago, you said—"

"I know."

I'd brought it up, asking when she’d like us to start trying, and she'd replied that she'd like to wait until her business was in a more stable place. She was doing incredibly well. Diane’s tours were among the highest rated in the city, and she was constantly looking to expand, even offering day tours out of Boston to Salem. The only downside was that she was now working almost seven days a week. She'd finally agreed to drop the tutoring so she could rest in her time off. I was very proud of her.

"But if there is one thing I've learned since meeting you, it's that wanting everything to happen on a certain timeline isn't the best idea. Sometimes the best things happen unexpectedly."

"Fuck yes, they do," I said. I kissed her earlobe and then farther down her neck.

She sucked in a breath. "Gabe! Your family is here."

"I know. It's the only reason I'm not throwing you over my shoulder and taking you someplace so we can make out alone."

I couldn't wait to be a father. I’d never thought I'd feel this way, but I was so damned ready to build a life with this amazing woman.

We headed to the table and each took a flute of champagne. I tapped the side of mine with a fork and got everyone's attention. "Thank you all for coming here."

"We wouldn't miss this," Colton said.

"Today marks a new era in the Whitley family." I clinked my glass with Maddox, who winked at the group.

"We're going to continue building on the legacy," he said. "One we'll all be proud of."

"I have no doubt," Grandfather said.

"Hear, hear," Grandmother added.

"You two are a powerhouse," Colton said.

That was high praise coming from him, considering his relationship with Maddox and the rest of our half brothers wasn't always as good as now.

"And as always," Jake added, "if you’re in need of any support, let us know."

"How come you all decided on Essex after all?" Natalie asked.

"Yeah, I was about to ask that too," Spencer added, taking Ben from Penny. "You mentioned something about Stockbridge at some point."

I exchanged a glance with Leo and Maddox. We hadn't told the others about the whole business with Dad. There was no point. We'd averted a crisis, and he'd fucked off back to Sydney. Maddox insisted that Dad had made no attempt whatsoever to contact him, even after finding out we’d bought the property. But I could tell that keeping an eye on him was taking a toll on my brother, so I'd offered to do it. Leo, Nick, and I were monitoring his moves in case he didn’t get the message and wanted to look for other business opportunities in the Boston area.

I, for one, hoped he started something in Australia. I wanted him to do well—but away from us.  

"This showed up," I replied, "and it's a great property."

"Oh, I'm so proud of you," Grandmother said. "You built a new home and found this wonderful lady."

Diane simply melted against me. I kissed the side of her head and then fake-whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. "I like how I invited everyone to celebrate a business deal, but she's proud of me for finding you."

"Oh, business comes and goes, boys," Grandmother said, "but family and relationships are what endures."

"So let me get this straight. You're only proud of him, not of me?" Maddox asked.

"Of course I'm proud of you boys continuing to grow this legacy and everything. But I'll be just as proud when you come to these events with someone on your arm."

I put a hand on his shoulder. "Dude, you did this to yourself."

"I figured you'd show me some mercy considering we're here to celebrate," Maddox told Grandmother.

Leo and Nick both laughed.

"That is not how Grandmother operates," Leo said, "and you should know it."

I held my flute up to him. "And a big thanks to Leo here, who tirelessly looked up properties."

It was true. He might not have found this one, but he had put a lot of effort into checking out Stockbridge. Maybe one day I'd open something there too. I felt invincible with Diane and my family by my side.

"You know," Natalie said, "every time Jeannie sets her eyes on one of you guys, I always think she's barking up the wrong tree. And every time I'm surprised.”

Meredith put her hands over Cade's and scoffed, "Well, I don't. I trust Jeannie's instincts 100 percent. So, you know, beware."

Maddox shook his head. "Not going to happen. So why don't we focus on celebrating the happy couple and our business success today?"

Even I started to laugh. Because the fact was that even when Jeannie Whitley wasn't voicing her plans, that didn't mean she wasn't working on them.

"When are you starting construction?" Spencer asked.

My brother seemed more energetic than usual. It had to mean that Ben was sleeping better lately.

“We want to acquire the property next door, too, before we start finalizing the plan," I said.

"That adventure park?" Cade said. "I saw it in passing."

"That's the one," I added. "The owner is considering the idea, but his daughter absolutely hates it.”

"You spoke to her?" Maddox asked me.

"No, just with her father, but he was adamant that she's against the sale. He won't do it if she's not on board."

Maddox waved his hand. "Oh come on. I'll meet her. I bet I can sweet-talk her into it."

Diane bit back laughter, and I cleared my throat. "Maddox, that's not going to work."

"First of all, do we even know how old his daughter is?" Cade asked.

Of course he would be the one to egg Maddox on.

"I don't know. I haven't seen her, but I'd guess she has to be somewhere around our age.”

“Maybe he does have a shot," Cade said.

Maddox smirked with far too much confidence.

Diane pulled back a bit and looked up from me to him. "Wait, he's actually planning on flirting his way through a business deal?"

"Yes, he is, apparently."

Maddox wiggled his eyebrows. "Just watch a master in action."

Unable to hold back, I burst out laughing. Maddox looked very self-assured, but I had a hunch that it wasn't going to work out at all the way he imagined. Cami, the owner’s daughter, was very stubborn and dead set against the idea. I could picture her and Maddox butting heads, not reaching a deal.

But I wasn’t going to worry about it today.

This was a great day. I was with my future wife and surrounded by the entire family, and Maddox and I were writing a new chapter in Whitley history.

Life really couldn't get any better.


Dear Reader,

This is the end of Gabe’s story. The series continues with Maddox’s story. It is available for pre-order here:

Amazon US

Amazon UK

Amazon AU

Amazon CA

You can find all the books in The Whitley Brothers series here:

Amazon US

Amazon UK

Amazon CA

Amazon AU

The Maxwell Brothers series is available here:

Amazon US

Amazon UK

Amazon AU

Amazon CA

More books by Layla Hagen

The Bennett Series

The Connor Series

The Very Irresistible Bachelors Series

The Gallaghers Series

Keep in touch

Please sign up HERE to my NEWSLETTER to receive news about upcoming releases and giveaways.

You can join my READER GROUP on Facebook HERE.

For a list of all books by USA Today Bestselling Author Layla Hagen, please visit laylahagen.com

cover.jpeg
L A YIL A

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




