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One

Carter Christensen had never been so grateful for the off-season. He stared out from the back porch of his vacation cabin at Lake Nacogdoches and the play of late afternoon sunlight that glinted off of the glassy surface of the water.

“Dad! Can we go swimming?” Jane bounced on the balls of her tiny five-year old feet, practically vibrating with excitement. Her bright brown eyes widened with her smile.

“It’s way too cold for swimming,” Carter said. The bite of the early spring air had him wishing he’d worn at least a sweatshirt on the drive down from Dallas but as far as his daughter was concerned, the weather was practically balmy.

“Aw, come on, Daddy! I wanna swim, too. It’s not cold. The sun’s out!” Jenny turned on the puppy dog eyes as she sidled up next to her twin and clutched her little fists together as though her entire life’s happiness hinged on jumping into the freezing lake.

His girls were spitting images of their mama with their expressive, deep brown eyes and dark gold hair. They even had Stephanie’s cute upturned nose. His chest ached every time he looked at his daughters. He hurt just as deeply today as he had when they’d first heard the diagnosis. The cancer had shown his wife no mercy. It had hit her hard and fast, and took her away from them far too soon.

The past year and half had been hard on all of them. After Steph’s funeral, Carter had given himself over to the grief. He drowned his sorrows in a bottle and stayed drunk for a solid week before his twin, Travis, had grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and demanded he get his shit together for his girls. Carter had always been the responsible one. The levelheaded one. And yet it was his reckless, party-mongering brother who’d talked some sense into him. Not one of Carter’s finest moments for sure.

“Hot tub, then!” Jane turned to Jenny with a grin.

“Yeah! Hot tub, hot tub!”

They’d only been at the cabin for half an hour, and already Carter was exhausted. If only he could bottle their seemingly limitless energy, he’d be a beast on the field. When preseason camp started, Carter needed to make an impression. He still couldn’t understand how he’d snagged the starting quarterback position for the Dallas Cowboys. Especially with the epically shitty year he’d just endured. Either way, he was determined to earn his teammates’ trust. It was important that he stay in Dallas. Carter wanted to be close to his family and he wanted stability for his girls. At least as much stability as they could have as motherless kids with a busy pro-footballer for a father.

All right, enough with the morose bullshit. This was supposed to be a vacation. “Dinner first,” Carter said to the girls’ mutual disappointment. “I’ll turn on the heater now and by the time we’re done eating the hot tub will be warm enough for you two monkeys to dive in.”

“Yay!”

The girls ran through the sliding patio doors and back into the house, a whirlwind of motion that made Carter tired just watching them. Lord, he was exhausted. He didn’t know the first thing about raising girls. They were easy now. They liked to roughhouse, play in the dirt. They didn’t mind the fact that their dad didn’t serve anything that didn’t come out of a box. It was later that Carter worried about. When they wanted their hair to look pretty or when they got their first crush. Boys. Jesus. He worried about all of those moments when his girls wouldn’t be so little anymore and would need their mama. It weighed on Carter more than he wanted to admit. And it made him miss Steph all the more.

He never realized it was possible to feel so damned lonely.

A flash of silver caught his eye, and Carter turned his attention to the cabin next door. The place had been abandoned for years as far as he knew. He watched as a woman stepped off of the rickety back steps and onto the lawn. The tails of her long sweater fanned out in the breeze and she tugged the two halves of it together before she folded her arms across her chest. Another twinkle of sunlight bounced off something she wore on her wrist, and Carter shielded his eyes from the sudden brightness. Strands of her long strawberry blonde hair drifted in front of her face, but she seemed not to notice as she stared at some faraway point.

“Daaaaad!” Jane called from the patio. “We’re staaaaarving!”

Carter cast one last furtive glance in the woman’s direction before heading into the house. It had been a long time since they’d had neighbors out here. Especially ones with hair that caught fire under the light of the sun.

*   *   *

Tess Adams stepped out onto the yellowed lawn and tried not to think about the hard work that lay ahead of her. The little cabin on Lake Nacogdoches left to her by her great-aunt Millie might be a bit of a fixer-upper, but it was already better than her crappy studio apartment that she’d barely been able to afford. On the plus side, Texas was thousands of miles from Jared, which made it the best place on the face of the earth as far as Tess was concerned.

The cool May breeze whipped her sweater around her thighs and she gathered the halves together. Nacogdoches was a far cry from New York City, and the sleepy Texas town was going to take some getting used to. Tess wasn’t opposed to a little peace and quiet, though. She sort of liked the isolation, the way her days passed like the lazy waves that lapped at the shore rather than rolled onto it.

It still stung to think of Jared naked in their bed with Stacie. So much for best friends, huh? It had been six months and Tess still had to remind herself that neither one of them were worth her worry or energy. She hadn’t wasted a second calling the realtor she’d listed the cabin with to let her know she’d changed her mind about selling it. The decision had been a no-brainer. Her graphic design business could do just as well in Nacogdoches as it had in New York. She did most of her work from home anyway, and she was close enough to Dallas to make the business contacts she’d need to get her business off the ground in Texas. Tess didn’t need New York to be successful. And she sure as hell didn’t need Jared to feel good about herself.

Screw him. She was fabulous.

“Daaaaad!” A tiny voice called from the house next door. “We’re staaaaarving!”

Tess turned just in time to see her neighbor duck back into the house. They certainly did make them bigger in Texas, didn’t they? Tess swept a few errant strands of hair from her face as she watched him. He was so tall he almost had to duck to get through the patio door, and his wide shoulders took up the entire doorway. Wow.

Happy family to the left. Tess let out a long sigh. It’s not like she was jealous. Much. She wasn’t even looking for a relationship. In fact, the farther she stayed away from men, the better. At least for now. It was more the picture they painted that got under Tess’s skin. The house shamed most of the cabins around the lake. It was more of a mini-mansion. Great house, the giggling voices of little girls, husband built like a freaking god.… Tess could only imagine what Ms. Perfect had to look like to fit into the equation.

She looked down at her old ragged sweater and fiddled with the cuff that had begun to fray. For weeks she hadn’t worn more than T-shirts and yoga pants and, if she had to be honest, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d washed her hair. Not exactly the picture of a woman who’d gotten over her recent breakup. Ugh.

Maybe more a picture of a woman who’d given up. She’d been living in the cabin for almost a month and she’d yet to start on any of the home-improvement projects she’d lined up. Gallons of paint sat in the den that would be her office; the new throw rugs were still rolled up and stored in one of the guest bedrooms along with the new linens. She hadn’t even unpacked her dishes. In fact, the only thing that had made its way out of the boxes labeled KITCHEN was her Chemex coffeepot, the one thing she couldn’t live without.

Who needed a man? Caffeine was her stable relationship.

The sound of raucous giggles drifted from the neighbor’s house, and Tess edged closer to the boundary of her property. She always thought she’d have kids of her own by now. For a while, she’d thought that Jared was the man she’d have those kids with. So much for hopes and wishes. Twenty-nine wasn’t old, was it? Women were having kids into their forties. She had plenty of time. Right?

Oh good Lord, Tess. Who in the hell are you trying to convince?

The sound of her phone caught her attention and she jogged across the lawn and through the back door into the house. She swiped her cell off the kitchen counter just before it went to voicemail and swiped her finger across the screen.

“Hello?”

“How are you doing, Chickpea?”

Tess smiled at her dad’s teasing tone. “Did Mom ask you to call and check on me?”

“You know your mother doesn’t ask me to do anything,” her dad replied.

“True.”

“She thinks you’re living in a run-down shack without water or heat.”

The house was old but it wasn’t that old. Tess’s mother had been adamantly against her moving into the house to begin with. She’d even gone so far as to suggest that she try to patch things up with Jared. Which was why Tess had been dodging her calls for the past month.

“Yeah, well, the outhouse has been sort of annoying to get to in the middle of the night, but I’m getting used to fetching water from the open well.”

Her dad laughed. They’d always shared a love of sarcasm. “Want me to come down and do anything for you? It might not be an abandoned shack, but I doubt Millie was good about the upkeep.”

Tess looked at the stack of unpacked boxes, paint rollers, and masking tape. Her plans for fixing up the place were all cosmetic so far. “Not yet.” She definitely wasn’t ready to deal with her mom. She needed at least six more months. “But when I do need help, you’ll be the first person I call.”

“For the record,” her dad said. “I’m glad you kicked that bastard to the curb. You’re too good for him.”

Tears gathered behind Tess’s eyes but she willed them not to fall. “Thanks, Dad.”

“I’ll tell your mom you’ve avoided catastrophe thus far.”

“Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, kiddo.”

Tess ended the call and set the phone down on the counter. Next door a happy family enjoyed their evening. Hopefully soon, Tess would have some of her own happy evenings.


Two

So much for a happy family. Apparently this little section of the lake had become the misery-loves-company block. It had been a week since Tess’s neighbors had shown up at their house, and for the past seven days, her ears had been assaulted by the sounds of little girls whining and their father being a grumpy pain in the ass. Where was their mother, anyway? Probably holed up in the bedroom, drinking. She’d thought that moving to a small town would afford her the luxury of not having to hear her neighbors’ every move, but sounds seemed to carry when you lived so close to the water.

As far as she could tell, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Grumpy was a total buzzkill and it was starting to get on his daughters’ nerves. The property next door existed in a virtual police state. No fun allowed. In fact, it had been so quiet for the past few hours that Tess had begun to wonder if the family had decided to pack it in and call it quits on their vacay. Fingers crossed. The restored quiet would give her plenty of time to continue to wallow in her own loneliness while she procrastinated on all of the projects around the house that she’d yet to start.

Tess, your new life is too exciting for words. 

“No fair, Jane! You had five cookies and I only had four!”

“Nuh-uh! I had four cookies. The rest are for later so don’t eat them!”

So much for her hope for peace and quiet. Tess sat up in her chair on the back porch and strained to hear the tiny voices that sounded as though they came from the small barn at the northern most corner of her property. The structure was barely sound, it tilted slightly to the right and parts of the roof had begun to sag. It probably wasn’t suitable for squirrels to be running around in, let alone kids.

“Shit.”

Tess tugged on her boots and trudged across the spongy spring-damp ground to the corner of the property. Would it kill their dad to keep an eye on them? And where in the hell was their mother?

The girls continued to bicker as Tess eased open the large rickety door. Like a couple of mice, the girls quieted, the only sound the loud “Shhhhh!” of one sister silencing the other.

They thought they were pretty sneaky. Amusement bubbled in Tess’s chest as she made her way to the ladder that led to the loft. She couldn’t begrudge them going out and looking for a little fun. She just wished they’d find somewhere safer to do it. Tess poked her head up the square hole in the loft’s floor and her jaw fell slack.

Those little squatters …

Today wasn’t the first day the neighbor girls had decided to play in the barn. From the looks of it, they’d been squirreling away all of the things they’d need to turn the dilapidated loft into a luxury fort for quite a while. Much longer than the mere seven days they’d been here. Pretty dang impressive.

“Okay, little mice,” Tess crooned. “No more hiding. Come on out.”

She waited patiently as the sisters exchanged heated whispers from behind an old hay bin that they’d draped a sheet over to make a tent. “There’s no mice here,” a tiny voice replied. “Just ghosts. So you better run before we decide to scare you.”

Tess suppressed a giggle. They were tough little cookies, she’d give them that. “Ghosts, huh?”

“Yep,” another tiny voice answered. “And we’re super scary.”

“Okay,” Tess said. “It’s too bad. I baked chocolate chip cookies this morning and I was going to share them. But ghosts don’t eat cookies.”

“Yes they do!”

“Jenny!” one of the girls hissed.

“If we’re running away, we need food.”

Uh-oh. “It’s true,” Tess said. “If you’re running away, you’re going to need food. I think you’d better come in the house and get some cookies. It could be a while before you eat again.”

The sheet rustled and Tess waited. One little body, and then another came out from the tent. Identical twins. No wonder their dad was a grump. There was a reason twins got a rep for being double the trouble.

The girls studied Tess with expressive brown eyes. Their blonde hair had been pulled back into abysmal, messy ponytails and one of the girls blew the long strands of her bangs from her eyes. Too adorable for words. Tess was torn between wanting to scold them for playing in the barn and wanting to cuddle them.

She made a show of appearing relieved. “I was worried there for a second. Ghosts are pretty scary. But you two are a couple of cuties.” The girls giggled at the compliment. “I’m Tess. This is my barn.”

“I’m Jenny,” the girl on the left said. “And my sister is Jane. Your barn is our fort.”

They stood as a united front, way too brave when they should have been wary. Tess was a stranger after all. “You know this barn isn’t very sturdy. It’s not a good idea to play here. It could collapse and you’d be hurt. I don’t think your mom and dad would be very happy about that.”

“Mama’s dead,” Jane said quietly. She had a tiny birthmark on her temple that Jenny didn’t. Tess’s heart sank at her words. No wonder she hadn’t seen their mother around.

“I’m sorry, honey. That’s very sad. But I bet your dad would be sad if you got hurt.”

Jenny snorted. Her indignation was entirely too cute, and Tess fought to hide a grin. “Daddy doesn’t care. He’s cranky and needs about fifty naps. We’re running away to someplace that we can have fun. He won’t let us do anything and we only got to play in the hot tub once!”

Jenny was definitely the feistier of the two.

“Let’s go get some cookies first,” Tess suggested. The longer they stayed in the rickety barn the more nervous she got. Maybe before she tackled issues like painting, she needed to address whether or not the barn needed to be torn down. “We’ll talk about running away after that.”

The girls grumped but they weren’t about to turn down sweets. Tess helped them down the ladder and together they headed back to the house. She set them up on the front porch, within full view of their own house with a big plate of chocolate chip cookies and a couple of glasses of milk.

“I’ll be right back,” she said. “Can I trust you two not to hitch a ride out of town while I’m gone?”

The girls giggled but the mischievous glances they exchanged didn’t exactly fill Tess with confidence. She hoofed it across the back lawn and hopped over the fence that divided her property from the neighboring house. The patio alone looked as though it had come right out of Better Homes and Gardens. She could only imagine what the interior looked like. Tess tried to control the annoyance that rose up her throat in a hot wave and brought her fist to the sliding patio door. Whoever this guy was, he was about to get a piece of her mind.

*   *   *

“Jane! Jenny!” Carter called as he came down the stairs. Quiet was never a good sign when you were the father of twins, and Carter knew from his own experience growing up that the level of quiet was directly proportionate to the amount of trouble being caused.

Agitation and disappointment churned in his gut. Coming out to the cabin had been a bad idea. So far he’d managed to be nothing but a cranky bastard. No wonder the girls were sick of him and stirring up trouble at every opportunity. They were bored. He was no fun. He should have taken them to Disneyland. Someplace where the sensory overload would have kept them too busy for mischief. Most of the time they were little angels, but there were rare moments where they were a terrible twosome. Steph had always known how to handle that excess of energy. Aside from taking them outside and tossing a football around, Carter had no damned idea what he was doing.

Six weeks. Lord, what had he been thinking? They’d barely been there seven days and already they were all climbing the walls. Carter was beginning to think he should have taken Travis’s advice and hired a nanny. He’d promised Steph, though. She hadn’t wanted anyone to raise their girls but loving parents. I want you to find someone, Carter. Promise me that you’ll keep yourself open to love. Just the memory of his wife saying those words gutted him.

A round of hard slaps against the patio door caught Carter’s attention. He changed course and headed for the kitchen. Maybe the girls had accidentally locked themselves outside. In which case, they were in big trouble. The lake wasn’t far from the back lawn and even though they’d had swimming lessons, they knew better than to go outside without an adult. Carter’s pulse leaped and he jogged the rest of the way through the house.

What he saw at the back patio didn’t help to calm him. Not the girls.

Damn it. He recognized his neighbor by the bright locks of her reddish-gold hair. He didn’t have time for some curious, neighborly visit. Jane and Jenny could be anywhere. His gaze darted toward the lake once again. Carter’s heart beat double-time with worry for the girls, as he threw open the patio door.

“Look, whatever you want, I don’t have time for—”

“Your daughters were in my barn. They have an impressive fort built in the loft and I’m not sure the building is structurally sound. You might want to keep a better eye on them or they’re going to get hurt. And you also might want to know that they were planning to run away. Having heard your grumpy shouts for the past week, I’m inclined to agree with your kids that getting away was the best course of action.”

Indignation burned like a cinder in Carter’s throat. “I’m sorry, but I don’t recall asking you for parenting advice.” He’d planned to be more polite, but her brisk interruption and chiding were the straws that broke his back. He focused his attention from the straight, shining sheets of her hair that had been pulled back in a ponytail and left to cascade over one shoulder and the peachy blush of her skin. Her full and lusciously dark pink lips drew into a pucker and Carter’s stomach responded as it pulled into a tight knot at the center of his gut. She was shorter than him by a good half a foot, and compared to his bulk, her frame seemed slight despite her lush curves. His size didn’t intimate her though. Carter’s feisty neighbor took a step in, her toes nearly touching his, and her blue eyes sparked with fire.

“Oh believe me, buddy. If I’m giving advice of any kind, you’ll know it. This is a warning. Our houses aren’t exactly miles apart, know what I mean? I’ve spent more time listening to you shout and gripe than I have my own parents in the eighteen years I lived under their roof. And let me tell you, ages fifteen to eighteen were no freaking picnic for any of us. I came over because I don’t want your girls to get hurt. My barn is old and it looks like they’ve been squatting there for a while. They’re at my house right now, but they seemed hell-bent on running away. I’m no expert, but it might be a good idea to not be such a cranky pain in the ass all the time and maybe keep an eye on them once in a while.”

Annoyance crept up hot on Carter’s neck. He tried to massage the heat away with his palm, but it didn’t seem to help. His neighbor’s glance flitted momentarily to the action and a pleasant zing of sensation raced through Carter’s veins. The heat quickly became a tingle that crawled along his flesh. Not an altogether unpleasant sensation.

“You’re my neighbor. That’s all. How I treat my girls is none of your business.”

Her eyes glittered as her lids narrowed into slits. “It’s my business when they’re on my property.”

True, but he wasn’t about to give her any concessions. “Don’t worry. They won’t step foot on your property ever again.”

What’s her name? The thought came out of nowhere. The way she wanted to continue to argue with him sparked Carter’s competitive nature. He never backed down from a fight. Ever. A trait he’d inherited from his mother and shared with all of his brothers. The angrier her expression became, the more he wanted to push her buttons. If anything, to get a reaction out of her.

“That’s not the point.”

Sort of seemed like the point to him. “Then what is?”

“I don’t care that they were on my property.” The pink blush of her cheeks deepened with her annoyance. He’d never seen a woman with such a pale rose petal complexion. “Okay, so I do care, but only because the barn might not be the safest place to play. The point,” she stressed before taking a deep breath, “is that they were talking about running away. They might have been three or four miles down the road before you noticed they were gone. And they told me they were running away because you’ve been so cross with them lately.”

Beautiful skin or not, she’d overstepped. Jenny and Jane were Carter’s responsibility and how he treated them—cross or not—was none of her business.

“They won’t bother you again. You can send them home.”

She let out a huff of breath that Carter found more entertaining than threatening. She opened her mouth as though she wanted to have the last word but snapped her jaw closed as she reconsidered. Maybe he’d overestimated her feistiness. Too bad. Fighting with his neighbor would have been more entertaining than sitting around the house feeling sorry for himself.

Without another word she spun on a heel and strode the length of the patio before crossing the lawn and hopping the fence. Carter’s gaze lingered on the perfect roundness of her ass before he looked way, embarrassed. He shouldn’t have been looking at another woman.

That didn’t mean he shouldn’t apologize to her for being an asshole, though. He owed her for finding the girls before they’d gotten hurt or worse. And Jenny and Jane were right: he’d been no fun, and too cross with them for the entire week. Looked like he was going to have to suck up his pride and take one for the team and eat a little crow.

Damn, he hated to lose.


Three

Tess closed the lid on her laptop in a huff. It did her no good to try to work when her concentration was shot. Her run-in with her new neighbor yesterday still had her blood pumping and not just because he was the most stubborn, curt, infuriating man she’d ever met. It was also because he was the most drop-dead, stunningly gorgeous man she’d ever met. Men simply didn’t look like that in real life.

Totally unfair.

She’d marched up to his house in her yoga pants, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, her T-shirt bearing the evidence of the Greek yogurt she’d had for breakfast—awesome—and he’d stepped out onto that patio every inch of him perfect as though he’d been whipped up in a lab. His light hazel eyes were nothing short of hypnotic and his shaggy dark brown hair made her fingers itch to smooth the locks away from his brow. The square of his jaw and sharp cheekbones looked as though they’d been cut from stone, so hard in comparison to his soft mouth that, despite his agitation, remained relaxed and pliable. Despite his intimidating nature, Tess couldn’t help but wonder if he had ever been truly enraged once in his entire life.

Besides, he’d been more annoyed than angry. Not to mention concerned for his daughters.

Tess had a feeling that there was a lot more to her gorgeous neighbor than met the eye. Despite their less than stellar introduction yesterday, she found herself wanting to know everything there was to know about him. So much for swearing off men.

A knock came at the back patio door and Tess craned her neck from the kitchen table fully expecting to see Jenny and Jane, their little faces pressed to the glass. Instead, the entire sliding glass window was taken up by the towering frame of their dad. Tess looked down at her standard yoga pants and T-shirt ensemble. She seriously needed to reconsider her choice in clothes.

Tess took a deep breath as she slid open the patio door. “Before you start in on me again—”

“I want to apologize.” He cupped the back of his neck and his cheeks flushed. Tess couldn’t be bothered to notice his chagrin for more than a second, though. Her eyes were drawn to the play of muscles that flexed in his powerful arm with the motion. Wow. “I was an ass yesterday. I’m Carter by the way. Carter Christensen.”

“Um…” Tess couldn’t form a coherent thought to save her life. She dragged her eyes from the curve of his bicep and met his intense hazel gaze. “You were worried about your kids and I didn’t help anything by acting like a know-it-all. You’re entitled to be a little grumpy.”

“An ass,” Carter corrected. A reluctant smile tugged at his lips, and Tess’s stomach did a backflip. “No need to sugarcoat it.”

“Okay, you’re entitled to be an ass.” Tess laughed and added the caveat, “When you’re worried about your kids.”

“I’ll make sure they stay off your property from now on.”

Carter turned to leave, and it was the last thing Tess wanted. “You don’t have to do that!” she blurted. Ugh. Way to play it smooth. “I was just worried that the barn wasn’t structurally sound, that’s all. I don’t mind them playing over here if you don’t mind. I was going to ask my dad to fly down and check out the barn, but maybe you could check it out? I was debating whether or not I should have it torn down for safety reasons. Or if you wanted to check out the fort the girls made you could do that, too. I mean, if you want to. Or not. Whatever. You totally don’t have to.”

Carter turned. His brows gathered as he watched her with an intensity that sent Tess’s blood rushing through her veins. She always talked too much when she was nervous, and Carter made her want to launch into a two-hour recitation of her entire life history so she wouldn’t have to acknowledge how awkward he made her feel. Awkward and shaky and sweaty and lightheaded. Holy crap. If she didn’t take a breath she was going to pass out.

“That’s probably a good idea,” Carter said. “Knowing those rug rats, they won’t stay away even if I tell them to.”

Tess pulled on her boots, regretting for the millionth time that she was wearing her yoga pants and not a cute pair of jeans or something that made her look like a marginally more productive member of society. She glanced down at Carter’s feet and swallowed down a groan as she got a glimpse at his pristine herringbone patterned Chuck Taylors. Seriously. Good looks and phenomenal taste in shoes?

“You probably don’t want to trudge across the swamp in those.” She nudged her chin toward his feet. “The ground hasn’t dried out yet.”

Carter laughed, and the sound traveled through Tess’s body in a pleasant ripple that softened her bones. “You did know there’s a flood irrigation system for the lawn, right? You can turn it off and get rid of the swamp.”

“Yeah…” Tess knew so little about her own house and property it was embarrassing. “I had no idea.”

Carter smiled. “Let’s take care of the irrigation first. Then the barn.”

“Your shoes?”

He shrugged. “They’re just shoes. That’s what washers are for, right?”

Jared would have freaked out at the prospect of getting his shoes dirty. Once when they’d gotten caught in a rainstorm, he’d insisted they duck into a restaurant and wait it out rather than allow his new leather loafers to suffer any water damage. It hadn’t mattered that they’d missed her cousin’s graduation in the process. The little, inconsequential things had always mattered most to Jared and not the important things like, say, fidelity.

As she followed Carter around to the west side of the house, Tess’s curiosity about him only intensified. “How do you know so much about this house?”

Carter didn’t turn to face her. “Steph’s grandparents owned the property that our house is on now. We used to come here all the time when we were in high school. Millie coerced me into doing chores for her whenever I was around.”

“Steph was your wife?” The words left Tess’s mouth in little more than a whisper.

Carter’s T-shirt stretched taut across his shoulders as his body tensed. He leaned over the irrigation valve and paused as though taking a much needed moment. “It’s funny,” he said as he closed the valve. “It’s been almost two years, and it’s hard for me to think of her in the past tense.”

Tess’s heart clenched. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Carter straightened. When he turned to face her, the depth of sadness in his hazel eyes was so intense that Tess felt it in her gut. “Just turn the valve all the way to the right when you don’t want to flood the lawn.”

“At this point, I doubt I’ll need to water it for the rest of the summer.”

“Come August, you’re going to change your tune.” Carter canted his head as he studied her. “Where’re you from, anyway?”

Though Tess appreciated the change in topic, she still felt bad that she’d managed to sour it in the first place. “New York City,” she said.

A rueful grin spread across his full lips, and he gave a sad shake of his head. “City girl.”

She bucked up her chin a notch. Just because she was from the city, it didn’t make her some clueless idiot. “And where’re you from?”

This time Carter flashed a dazzling grin that blinded her. “Dallas.”

Tess’s mouth puckered. “Not so small town yourself. I’m getting the impression you like jerking people’s chains.”

Carter chuckled, and the sound warmed Tess from the inside out. “Come on…?” Carter’s mouth quirked in a half smile. “I don’t think I got your name.”

Oh good lord. Tess couldn’t help but prove she was socially defunct. “Tess Adams,” she said.

“Okay, Tess. Let’s go check out the barn.”

*   *   *

He was a total fucking downer, wasn’t he?

Steph was your wife? Tess’s words had speared him right through the chest. They’d been high school sweethearts. And they’d had their ups and downs—especially after Carter started playing pro ball—but he’d figured they’d gotten through the worst of it. What he hadn’t realized at the time was that the worst was yet to come.

But it wasn’t the reminder that Steph was gone that caused the sharp pang in Carter’s chest. Rather it was the guilt that stemmed from the fact that since yesterday, he hadn’t been able to get his new neighbor out of his mind. She was beautiful, feisty, obviously patient considering she hadn’t run Jenny and Jane off her property for good. But what most intrigued him was the inner strength she exuded without even trying. As though she could take on the world singlehandedly.

He’d come over to apologize to her because he really didn’t want to leave her with the impression that he was a raging dick. That and he’d wanted an excuse to see her again.

“So, what do you do in Dallas?” Tess asked as she slid open the heavy barn door. The structure leaned a little and the roof looked like it might need some work, but overall, it was pretty sound. “Wait, let me guess. You’re a contractor?”

Cater laughed. It was sort of refreshing to have someone not know who he was. The Christensen’s were oil magnate royalty in Dallas social circles. And though Carter and his brothers had never had anything to do with the family business until after their father had died six months ago, his name came with a notoriety that bugged the hell out of him. As for his career as a pro-baller, unless Tess was a football fanatic, she never would have heard of him. The anonymity was sort of refreshing.

“I’m not a contractor.”

She stopped and folded her arms across her chest as she studied him. Her blue eyes narrowed and her lips drew together in an adorable pucker. Tess looked him slowly over from head to toe and her cheeks flushed as though her thoughts had ventured somewhere inappropriate. Carter’s stomach knotted up as he felt the beginnings of a stirring that he almost didn’t recognize. Two years was a hell of a dry spell. He was surprised his body hadn’t gone into shock at the first hint of being turned on.

A wide grin curved her lush mouth. “Personal trainer?”

Her intense scrutiny flushed Carter with heat. He turned away, toward the ladder that led up to the loft and climbed. “You’re getting warmer.”

The rungs beneath him creaked with Tess’s added weight. So far, the barn was proving sturdier than it looked. “You own a chain of gyms?”

Carter snorted. “No.”

His wide shoulders barely fit through the square that opened up into the loft. Carter hoisted himself up to sit on the floor, and a moment later Tess’s head popped through the opening. Her brows knitted as she held his gaze. “Are you an athlete?”

“Why would you think that?”

She looked away. “You’re not exactly built like a guy who spends all day at a desk.”

A flash of heat licked up his spine. Her voice had gone low and husky with the words. Carter’s throat went suddenly dry and his tongue tried to stick to the roof of his mouth.

“I’m not a fan of desks,” he said with a nervous laugh. Lord, it had been so long since he’d tried to be even marginally charming. He hadn’t dated, flirted, even looked at another woman since he was seventeen years old. This was definitely virgin territory. “You really don’t know what I do for a living?”

Tess hoisted herself up to sit opposite him on the floor. “Should I?”

Carter cupped the back of his neck and tried to rub out some of the nervous tension that settled there. “I guess not.”

“Oh my god,” Tess’s tone shifted from playful to mortified. “You’re not a Cowboys fan. You’re a player, aren’t you?”

Carter gave her a questioning look.

“The flag,” Tess said. “On your patio. I thought you were a big football fan, but you play for the Cowboys, don’t you?”

He’d forgotten all about the flag. After he’d signed with the team, he’d let Travis use the house for the weekend and his brother had put up the Cowboy’s flag as a sort of congratulations. Carter had planned to take it down and replace it with a Dallas Stars flag in support of Travis’s team making it to the playoffs, but he hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

“Quarterback,” he said.

Tess rocked backward, her grimace of embarrassment coaxing a grin to Carter’s lips. “You must think I’m such an idiot. I bet people recognize you everywhere you go.”

She gave him way too much credit in the fame department. “Not really. Unless you follow football, or the team specifically.” Carter decided to omit the bit about being born into Dallas high society. It was a fact he and his brothers tried to avoid at all costs.

“If I’d ever seen you play—even once—I wouldn’t have forgotten who you are.”

Her gaze leveled on him and once again Carter felt the stirrings of something so unfamiliar it might as well be alien. “I doubt I’m that memorable.”

“Are you kidding?” Tess’s eyes widened. “Do you not own any mirrors? Believe me, Carter, you’re that memorable.”

His heart pounded in his chest as her voice once again took on that husky, flirty quality. It’s not as though women hadn’t tried to flirt with him over the past year and half. He’d been hit on here and there. But he’d been so wrapped up in his own grief that he’d never had the presence of mind to truly notice. He noticed now, though. Something about Tess sparked his interest. She seemed so fearless, and the one thing Carter found sexier than anything was confidence. Tess had that in spades.

A stretch of silence passed between them. Right now, Carter was feeling anything but confident. He looked around at the elaborate fort the girls had erected in Tess’s barn. Damn, they’d been busy.

“There’s no way they did this in a week,” he mused.

Tess dragged her gaze away from him and looked around. When she tuned back to face him, her smile nearly stole his breath. “I have a feeling this is a work in progress. Pretty impressive if you ask me. Honestly, I don’t have a problem with them playing out here, but I was worried that the place might collapse.”

“I’ll call a contractor to come check it out,” Carter said. “Honestly, if you ever wanted to turn it into a guesthouse, you could probably do a fairly cheap remodel.”

“Don’t bother with the contractor,” Tess said. She looked away and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. “My remodel budget doesn’t go beyond paint at this point.”

“It’s on me,” Carter said. “The inspection. Especially if the girls are going be sneaking over here.”

“Okay,” Tess aid slowly. “But you have to let me cook you guys dinner.”

For the first time since they’d pulled into the driveway, Carter didn’t feel the weight of grief and loneliness pressing on his chest. “Deal.”


Four

Forward much, Tess? Just last week she’d sworn she didn’t care if she ever had another relationship or not and now she was in full flirt mode and inviting Carter over for dinner. Was it even appropriate to hit on a widower? Was that skeevy somehow? She had no idea what the etiquette was. Too late to worry about it now.

The weather was nice enough to eat outside, and she’d settled on hotdogs and macaroni salad for Jenny and Jane, and steaks, corn on the cob, and fresh fruit she’d gotten from the local farmers’ market that morning. The corn might not have been the best idea. She doubted she’d look very ladylike while eating it, but it was delicious grilled on the barbeque. Besides, Tess didn’t like to play games. She was who she was. Period. Anyone who wanted to spend time with her could either accept her or find someone else.

Obviously, Jared hadn’t wanted Tess for who she was. Otherwise he wouldn’t have taken her best friend to bed.

She really needed to stop dwelling on a relationship that was over and done with. Jared was her past and Tess only wanted to look ahead to her future. She couldn’t help but wonder if that future included Carter Christensen.

His contractor had shown up earlier in the morning to inspect the barn. It showed the sort of clout Carter carried that he could make a phone call and have someone drive down from Dallas the next morning. The barn was deemed sturdier than Tess had originally thought but until she could put a little money into shoring it up, the contractor suggested that it should stay off limits for the time being.

The girls had been upset when Tess gave them the news, but their dad promised to let them use the attic space in their house for a fort until he could build a treehouse in the large oak in the backyard. Before the contractor left, she spied Carter signing some paperwork on a clipboard. If she’d had to guess, the girls would have their treehouse before the end of summer.

“Are we too early?”

Tess turned and her stomach flipped at the sound of his deep, velvety voice.

The girls raced up onto the porch ahead of Carter, and her breath caught in her chest. How could anyone be so drop-dead gorgeous without even trying? He wore a pair of trendy jeans with his signature Chucks and a casual button-up with the sleeves rolled to show off the impressive definition of his muscular forearms. His hair was still damp from a shower and brushed his brow in a careless way that once again made Tess itch to reach out and touch.

“Not too early at all,” she said with a smile. She swallowed down the butterflies that threatened to fly right up her throat and turned to the girls. “Hope you guys like hotdogs and macaroni salad.”

“Hot dogs, hot dogs!” the chanted in unison. Jane added, “Can we have ice cream too?”

“Yeah, yeah!” Jenny bounced on the balls of her feet. “Ice cream!”

“You know you guys,” Carter said “not everyone has ice cream sitting around in their freezer.”

“That’s probably true,” Tess said with a wink. “But I’m not one of those people. Dinner first, and then ice cream. Or maybe s’mores. How does that sound?”

“You act as though they have a choice in the matter,” Carter said with a laugh. “Dinner first. Dessert later. Period.”

The girls frowned at their dad, but they didn’t seem shocked at the mandate.

“I got you guys a surprise,” Tess said.

Their little six-year-old eyes lit up and expectant smiles stretched across their faces. They were almost too cute for words, and for a minute Tess just stared. The sun itself shone in their expressions.

Tess went into the kitchen and retrieved a bag from the counter. She stepped back out on the patio and caught Carter’s gaze trained on her. She tried to ignore the intensity of his stare and the way it heated her body almost to the boiling point as she dug out two boxes with Barbies inside. She held them out to the girls. Their tiny brows drew in over their eyes and they looked at each other and then Tess as though they’d never seen a Barbie in their entire lives. She set them down on the picnic table with a nervous laugh. Good thing she had a backup plan.

“You can play with those later if you want. In the meantime, maybe you’d rather play with these?” She pulled two small soccer balls from the bag. They each snatched a ball from her waiting hands and ran out into the yard. In no time, they were kicking the balls around the back lawn like a couple of pros.

Carter continued to watch her, and Tess gave a nervous laugh. “Something told me they might not be Barbie girls.”

Carter cringed. “It’s sort of telling, isn’t it?”

“What?”

Carter’s expression saddened and the intensity of that emotion sliced through Tess like a blade. “That they’re a couple of wild tomboys and probably won’t ever have a girly bone in their bodies thanks to me.”

Tess narrowed her gaze. How could he possibly beat himself up over some antiquated notion of what girls were supposed to like? “Carter, you do realize how ridiculous you sound, right?”

His gaze snapped up to meet hers. She guessed not a lot of people called him out on his shit. “What do you mean?”

Tess rolled her eyes and flashed a piteous grin. “It’s not because you’re a single dad that they don’t like Barbies. If I had to guess, Jenny and Jane have always been active girls who like outside play. Did you play with a G.I. Joe or sit on the couch playing video games when you were their age? Or were you outside throwing or kicking something?”

His gaze remained steady as he contemplated her words. “I was an outside kid,” he replied after a moment. “Always.”

Tess gave him a soft smile. “They were probably born with the sports gene.”

“Do you like games, Tess? Or you a sit-on-the-couch sort of woman?”

Tess swallowed down the wave of lust that rose hot in her throat. It was downright criminal to have such dirty thoughts about a single dad. “Depends on who I’m on the couch with.”

Carter’s gaze warmed. His full lips parted and Tess held her breath as she waited for his next words.

“Dad! Come play with us!”

“Yeah, daddy! Come on!”

The spell was broken as Jenny and Jane called out to their dad to join them. Carter flashed an apologetic smile as he hustled down the stairs toward the lawn. In a graceful maneuver that boggled the mind, he swept the ball away from Jane’s feet and juggled it between his feet as he raced toward Jenny at the far end of the yard. Tess released her breath in a whoosh of air.

Wow. What would it be like to be a part of Carter Christensen’s life?

*   *   *

Dinner was great but honestly, Tess could have served him a steaming cow pie and Carter would have thought it was amazing. She’d known Jenny and Jane for less than a week and already realized that they’d rather play with a soccer ball than a Barbie doll. The girls already loved her, and his own infatuation with his next-door neighbor was steadily growing. Tess was smart, beautiful, laid back. She could barbeque a steak like a pro and served up Blue Moon IPA complete with the orange slice. And instead of calling it a night after the sun had set, she’d started a fire in the fire pit down by the lake and broke out all of the stuff for the girls to make s’mores. She was almost too good to be true.

“So, what made you want to leave New York for a run-down house in tiny Nacogdoches?”

“A cheating son of a bitch ex-boyfriend,” Tess replied. She popped a marshmallow onto the end of a sharpened willow branch and lowered it to the glowing embers of the fire. “He thought it was okay to sleep with my best friend, and I wasn’t so much on board with that.”

Carter couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to cheat on a woman like Tess. Her ex was obviously an idiot.

“Dad, we’re out of graham crackers,” Jane said.

“There are more in the kitchen on the counter,” Tess replied. “Go ahead and grab the whole box.”

The girls took off toward the house and Carter studied the nearly empty glass of IPA in his hand. “How long ago was that?”

“It’ll be nine months in June,” Tess said. “I lived in New York for a couple of months after we broke up. Then my dad called and said that Aunt Millie had passed. She left the house to me.” Tess let out a soft laugh. “I’d never even been here. I guess she figured she’d leave the place to the only person in the family young enough to deal with fixing it up. A quiet, small town felt like a good place to start over, so I packed up my stuff and left.”

Carter couldn’t help but be glad Millie Adams had seen fit to leave the place to her niece. “Not many job opportunities here, though.” A lot of the newer homes around the lake were second residences. Nacogdoches wasn’t exactly a career hub. The economy was more tourist-based.

“I’m a graphic designer.” Tess examined her perfectly golden brown marshmallow before offering it up to Carter. A smile tugged at his lips as he eased the gooey lump from the end of the stick. Tess popped another marshmallow onto the tip and lowered it to the embers. “I can pretty much work anywhere. I get the convenience of a home office, plus I’m close enough to Dallas to make some business connections.”

He’d have to talk to his brother Nate and see if maybe Christensen Petroleum could throw a little business Tess’s way. The last thing he wanted was for her to have to move back to New York because she couldn’t find enough work. A companionable silence filled the space between them.

“Do you miss it?”

“New York?” Tess asked. “A little. I miss the food and the energy of the city.”

“No,” Carter said softly. “Being in a relationship.”

Tess looked up and their eyes met. Emotion swelled in Carter’s chest. She was so damned beautiful.

“I do,” she said. “I’ve never been a serial dater. I like the stability, the comfort of knowing there’s someone there to share my day with or watch TV with.” She averted her attention to the marshmallow she was roasting. “I miss having someone next to me in bed.”

“Me too,” Carter said. He couldn’t admit to Tess that since Steph died, he’d slept with a pillow next to him in bed. “Steph and I got together in high school. I wasn’t interested in playing the field. My brother Travis, he’s the player. I always just wanted someone to share my life with.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother.”

Carter wondered if she intentionally steered the conversation away from Steph. He needed to quit keeping everything bottled up and learn to talk about her. “I have three brothers,” Carter said. “Nate’s the oldest. Travis and I are twins. And I have a younger brother, Noah.”

“Wow,” Tess said. “Your poor mother.”

Carter twirled his glass in his hand. “Our mom died when we were kids.”

Tess looked absolutely horrified. Now that he thought about it, his life did sort of come across as pretty damned bleak.

“Carter, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He gave a sad laugh. “It’s not like you had anything to do with it and it was a long time ago. I worry about the girls, you know? We were four rowdy boys—Nate was almost a teenager—and we still missed not having a mom around. I can only imagine what it’s like for Jenny and Jane. Did you see the way they turned their noses up at those Barbies?”

Tess’s lips curved into a soft smile. Carter wanted to reach out, feather his thumb across them to see if they were as soft as they looked. “We already covered that. They’d have a disdain of Barbies even if their mom was still here. They’re their father’s daughters.”

The endearment warmed his heart. They’d always been rough-and-tumble. Steph used to joke about how she’d been so happy to have daughters and so sad that they were daddy’s girls. “They are.”

“You could use a little help in the hair department though,” Tess joked. She offered him another marshmallow as he shook his head. “Your ponytails are pretty abysmal.”

“I know.” Carter chuckled. He sucked at hair. “I promised Steph I wouldn’t cut their hair. She wanted it long.”

“How long as she been gone?” She added quickly added, “You don’t have to answer that. Sometimes I’m too nosy.”

“No one wants to talk about it,” Carter said. “Least of all me. But I need to, you know? I have to, for the girls. I want them to remember their mama, and I’m not helping by making people feel like they can’t talk about her. It’s been almost two years.”

Tess picked at the marshmallow, taking the toasty shell off first. “Do they have any aunts?”

“One on Steph’s side of the family. But she lives in London. Nate settled down with a great girl about six months ago. Noah’s not looking for anything serious.”

“What about Travis?”

Carter rolled his eyes. “He’ll never settle down. He’s the goalie for the Dallas Stars. Damned good, too. Wild and horny as a spring turkey, though. He’s got a big heart. He just likes to share the love if you know what I mean.”

Tess laughed, and the sound rippled pleasantly over Carter’s skin. “Twins and both pro athletes,” she said ruefully. “It’s almost not fair to unleash that much male perfection on the world.”

Whoa. Carter leaned forward in his chair until his arm brushed Tess’s. She brought her gaze up to his, her lids hooded and her lips parted invitingly. God, he wanted to kiss her. The familiar pang tweaked his chest, and Carter forced it away. It was okay to move on, wasn’t it? It was okay to want to feel happy again. He leaned in closer and Tess mirrored the action. Another inch. Another. Her lips parted further as she let out a slow sigh. One more inch and their mouths would touch …

“Dad!” Jane’s indignant screech rent the night air. “Jenny won’t let me hold the box of graham crackers!”

“I want to do it!” Jenny hollered back.

The disagreement quickly escalated into screams, angry shouts, and finally crying. Carter let out a slow sigh. “I think it’s time for bed,” he said as he pulled away.

Tess’s expression fell but she quickly covered it with a smile. “It is pretty late.”

“Do you need help cleaning up?” What had been a perfect moment crashed and burned with the same intensity of his girls’ going at it in Tess’s kitchen.

“I’ve got it,” Tess reassured him. She stifled a giggle as another angry shriek rent the air. “I have a feeling if you don’t put them to bed, someone’s going to draw blood.”

Tess probably didn’t realize how close that was to the truth. “Girls!” Carter barked. “You’ve got ten seconds to get your little butts in line. Understand?” The screeching continued. So much for the big tough dad. “Thanks for dinner, Tess. It was really great.”

He pushed himself up from his chair and jogged for the house. Damn. What he really wanted to do was turn around and finish what he’d started with Tess. Maybe he was finally ready to move on.
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Tess loaded the last of the dishes into the dishwasher and started it. She could have sworn that Carter had been about to kiss her. The ghost of heat from his parted lips had brushed hers and the anticipation had almost killed her. A sweet moment had turned sour with disappointment but Tess wasn’t upset. She could only imagine how hard it must be for Carter to have any sort of social life as a single parent. It was late. The girls had been tired and cranky. It was all part and parcel of parenthood.

Did she want that baggage? Could she handle being involved with a guy who didn’t just have kids, but twins?

Abso-freaking-lutely.

Cranky little whirlwinds of trouble or not, Jenny and Jane were adorable. Carter was unlike any man she’d ever known. He was the calm after a storm. Tess couldn’t help but feel at ease in his presence. He was a real man. A responsible man. A loyal man who would never hop into bed with her best friend on a whim. God, she’d wanted to kiss him so badly her body practically burned.

A familiar knock sounded on the patio door, and Tess’s heart leapt up into her throat. She loved that they didn’t use each other’s front doors. As though skipping from one backyard to the other was their quirky thing.

She slid open the patio door and looked up into Carter’s face. A crease cut into his forehead above the bridge of his nose, and for a moment Tess thought he might be angry with her.

Carter pulled her hard against him and put his mouth to hers. The kiss was urgent, full of heat and longing that caused Tess’s heart to hammer in her chest. She came up on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around his neck. He was built like the oak in his backyard, tall, strong, unyielding. There wasn’t an inch of his body that wasn’t packed with muscle. His sheer size overwhelmed her as he reached up to cup her cheek in one large palm.

Carter slanted his mouth across hers. His tongue flicked out at the seam of her lips and Tess parted for him as he deepened the kiss. His other hand gripped her hip. The blunt tips of his fingers dug in as he pulled her tight against him.

His body vibrated with restraint and yet he held her gently, as though she might break with the slightest shift. Tess’s fingers found the silky hair at the nape of Carter’s neck, and when she raked her nails against his scalp, he groaned. A sound that was just as much pleasure as it was pain. Carter gave a shallow thrust of his hips, the length of erection pressed into Tess’s hip.

She pressed herself tighter against him. Heat swamped her and settled low in her abdomen. Her clit pulsed in time with her rushing pulse and a rush of wetness spread between her thighs.

Too soon, Carter pulled away. Their ragged breathing was the only sound in the quiet kitchen. “I thought you should know that I always follow through,” Carter said. “And I’ve wanted to do that all night.”

Tess’s body hummed. No man had ever affected her with such intensity. She wanted so much more than a kiss with him. And she thought her body might spontaneously combust if she didn’t get it.

“Follow-through is important,” she murmured.

“I need to get back to the girls.” And just like that, Tess’s bubble of hope burst. “Good night, Tess.” He kissed her once more, a light brush of his lips against hers before he turned and strode back across the lawn to his house.

She stepped out onto the porch to watch him go. His body rolled with athletic grace, each step executed as though carefully planned and yet effortless. A tremor passed through Tess’s body as she brought her fingertips up to her lips that still tingled from the contact. Carter’s life was complicated and Tess wasn’t sure how she’d fit into it. She wasn’t about to run away, though. She welcomed the challenge.

*   *   *

Carter placed one foot in front of the other, willing himself to head back to the house when what he really wanted to do was turn around and run for Tess. It had been so long since he’d felt this way, his desire was damned near foreign. His cock pulsed in his jeans, his erection so damned tight that he thought he might suffer long-term damage if he didn’t hit the release valve. The bastard was punishing him for his years of celibacy, it seemed. Nothing short of a tackle from a three-hundred-pound linebacker was going to distract him from the memory of how good it had felt to hold Tess in his arms. The softness of her body, the sweetness of her lips. Her passion and responsiveness as she’d kissed him back. The scrape of her nails against his scalp. Carter let out a gust of breath. Jesus. He wanted her so bad he hurt.

Football and the girls had been his life for the past two years. The thought of jumping back into the dating pool had filled him with dread, mostly because he wasn’t interested in dating. He wanted a relationship. He wanted what he’d had with Steph.

His life was so damned complicated. Was it even fair to want what he wanted with Tess? Insta-family, a schedule that had him away from home more often than not. The media attention, football groupies, late nights … god, the cliques. Not to mention the notoriety that simply came from being a Christensen and Texas oil royalty.

The past couple of years had been one sacrifice after another. Selflessness for the betterment of the girls, his career, his family. Wasn’t he entitled to want something for himself for a change? Couldn’t he be selfish just this once? He wanted Tess. Wanted her so badly that he ached.

He hopped the fence and turned when he made it to the patio. Tess stood out on her porch, watching him.

For a long moment they simply stared at one another. Even from across their lawns, Carter recognized the longing in her expression. She brought her hand up and waved. A knot formed in the pit of his gut as Carter waved back. They continued to stare, and Carter had to dig his heels into the bottoms of his shoes to keep from vaulting the fence and sprinting to her. Instead, he waved one last time and forced himself to go inside.

Carter glanced toward the staircase as he headed for the living room. Want warred with guilt, desire with responsibility, and it left him feeling so goddamned weak he wasn’t sure how he managed to put one foot in front of the other. He flopped down on the couch, his body every bit as heavy as it felt, and grabbed his phone from the end table. Carter opened the favorites tab and dialed Nate. Hopefully it wasn’t too late to call.

“Hey brother.” Nate’s voice didn’t sound too sleepy, so maybe Carter hadn’t woken him. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. No.” He let out a huff of breath. “Shit. I don’t know.”

Nate’s tone changed in a beat, spiked with concern. “Do you need me to drive down?”

“It’s not an emergency,” Carter replied. “We’re all fine. I have a new neighbor.”

A space of silence stretched between them. “And that’s a problem, why?”

“For starters, she’s—”

“Say no more,” Nate interrupted. “I know exactly what your problem is.”

Was it that bad? Did a few simple words give away everything he felt right now? “I don’t know if I can do this, Nate.” A kiss wouldn’t ruin him. But if Carter let things go farther with Tess, he had a feeling she’d be his undoing.

“Do what? You sound like you’re about to commit a felony.”

Hell, some of things he wanted to do her might still be classified as one in some counties. “I don’t know if I can do this to Steph.”

“Carter.” The pity in Nate’s tone gutted him. “You’re not cheating on her. It’s been two years, cut yourself some slack. It’s okay to move on. And I know for a fact it’s what Steph wanted.”

“I know that.” It had been the hardest conversation of his life. He’d told Steph there would never be another woman for him but her. She’d laughed and cupped his cheek before she called him a jackass. Love isn’t a one-way ticket. There’s someone else out there for you, Carter, and I want you to find her. “I feel guilty about it though.”

“Tell me about her,” Nate said. “The neighbor.”

She’s Millie’s niece,” Carter said. “Millie left the house to her. She used to live in New York but her boyfriend cheated on her so she moved out here.”

“No,” Nate said. “Don’t tell me her history. Tell me about her.”

“She’s…” Beautiful. Thoughtful. Feisty. And she kisses like she invented the act. “Amazing.”

“Then go for it,” Nate said. “Don’t let a chance at being happy slip through your fingers.”

“It’s not that easy,” Carter said. “I have the girls here with me.”

“Does she hate kids?”

“God, no.” Carter wouldn’t have anything to do with her if she had. “She seems to really like the girls and they like her.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Carter didn’t respond. He’d had to sneak out after they’d gone to bed just to kiss Tess. And he didn’t want the girls to see him be affectionate with another woman if it wasn’t going to go anywhere. He wouldn’t want them to get their hopes up.

“Never mind,” Nate said. “I know what the problem is. How about I take Jenny and Jane out for an adventure? Chloe and I will bring Derrick and we’ll make a day of it. A full twenty-four hours kid free.”

Carter’s libido wanted to respond before his brain could even contemplate Nate’s offer. “I don’t want to bother you guys.”

“Family doesn’t bother each other,” Nate said. “We have each other’s backs.”

“Okay.” He needed to know if whatever it was he felt for Tess had legs. A trial run to know if he was truly interested in her or just so goddamned horny any woman would do. Though deep down, Carter knew. His interest in Tess wasn’t casual. And a full twenty-four hours with her would be amazing. “I’m going to take you up on that offer.”

“Good. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Thanks, Nate.”

“No thanks needed, brother. Just go out and get yourself some happiness.”

For the first time in a long time, that’s exactly what Carter wanted to do.


Six

It felt weird knocking on Tess’s front door. As though they’d been casual backyard friends from day one and coming through the front was too formal. After last night, Carter was hoping for more. Nate and Chloe had driven down early and picked up the girls for an overnighter with Chloe’s foster son, Derrick. They had a full twenty-four hours’ worth of activities to keep the kids busy, which would undoubtedly earn Nate the Uncle of the Year award.

It had already earned him the Brother of the Year award.

“Carter?” Tess answered the door, her brow puckered and an adorably confused expression on her face. “Did you knock at the back? I didn’t hear you.”

He suddenly felt like the world’s biggest jackass. The day he’d planned seemed so perfect in theory, but now? Shit. “No, I uh … my truck’s in the driveway and there’s too much to haul around to the back.” He’d been confident enough to march over to her house and kiss her last night. Today? He could barely articulate.

A smile tugged at Tess’s lips as she craned her head to look out at the driveway. “Where are the girls?”

They were always on her mind. That alone made Carter want to sweep her up into his arms and kiss her again. “With their uncle Nate,” he said. “Until tomorrow.”

Tess’s eyes widened a fraction and her smile grew. Carter’s gut tightened and his heart began to pound. “What’s in your truck?” Her voice had gone low and breathy which only served to increase Carter’s heart rate. He was as eager as a fourteen-year-old kid on his first date. Totally pathetic. Times like these, he wished he could be more like Travis. Confident, forward, a little wild. A hell of a lot more experienced.

“Paint, molding, some wainscoting. I thought I could help you get started on the inside. So it felt a little less like Millie’s place, and more like yours.”

“Carter.” Tess’s voice softened with emotion and his chest swelled. She jumped up and threw her arms around him and as though as he was helpless not to, he wound his arms around her. “This is awesome. Thank you so much.”

She angled her head back to look at him and put her mouth to his. It caught Carter off guard, but he wasn’t about to complain. The kiss was slow and sweet, and only made him want more. She was breathless when she finally pulled away, and Carter was reluctant to let her go.

“You have to let me pay you for what you bought, though.” Tess headed down the front steps and rushed toward Carter’s Ford with an excited bounce in her steps. “So far, all I’ve managed to buy is white paint for the ceiling. Oh my god, Carter, this is awesome!”

She hopped up on the bumper and climbed into the back of the truck with all of the enthusiasm of a kid at Christmas. Carter grinned as he followed her down the stairs. That he’d made her happy filled his chest near to bursting with pride. “No way are you paying me back,” he said. “It’s a housewarming gift.” She pursed her lips as though about to argue. “Try to pay me,” he said, “and I’ll call a contractor to do a full remodel.”

Her answering laughter was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. “I can’t wait to get started. These projects are always more fun with a partner.”

Partner. Carter agreed. “Everything in life is better with a copilot.”

Tess’s gaze met his and the depths of her blue eyes shone with emotion. “Definitely.”

They started in the living room and talked while they worked. With every minute he spent with Tess, the more Carter marveled at how easy she was to be with. He didn’t need to be anything but himself with her. He realized, though, that there was still one big part of his life he hadn’t told her about.

“So, what is your brother doing with the girls?” Tess dipped her roller into the sage-colored paint and began to spread it on the wall.

“Zoo, FC Dallas soccer game.” he paused. “Helicopter ride.”

“Helicopter ride?” Tess laughed. “How’d that fall into the mix?”

“Technically it belongs to Christensen Petroleum,” Carter said. “Nate usually refuses to use it but he made an exception in the interest of entertaining the girls.”

Tess nodded as though following along with the conversation. She stopped, the paint roller frozen on the wall. “Wait. Christensen Petroleum as in Carter Christensen Petroleum?”

He cringed. “I own shares, but Nate has the controlling stock.”

“Holy shit Carter! So you’re like, loaded.”

He hated being judged by his money. He didn’t think that Tess would care either way, but it still reminded him of why he and his brothers liked to distance themselves from their family name.

“We grew up with nothing,” he said. “Okay, that’s not entirely true. But when we graduated high school, our dad cut us loose. He wanted us all to be self-made men. He didn’t give any of us a dime. I paid my own way through college—the portion that my scholarship didn’t cover—and paid off the student loans on my own, too. He died about nine months ago and left us the company. Not that any of us had any use for it by then.”

“Wow.” Tess shook her head. “I can’t even imagine. So, Texas oil family, huh? You guys must be famous.”

He shrugged. “Only in certain circles. Circles that I don’t want anything to do with.”

“You’re sort of an anomaly, you know that?” Tess resumed painting, but a smile played on her full lips.

“Why do you say that?” Carter could listen to her talk all day. The smooth slightly husky tone of her voice was like slipping into a tub of warm water. It instantly relaxed him.

“You’re famous in more ways than one. Gorgeous. I’m going to assume you have more money than ninety-nine percent of the state—or the world—and you’re the most laid-back guy I’ve ever met. You’re a great dad and conscientious. You’ve got this everyman vibe and you could easily—” She cut herself off as though about to say something she shouldn’t.

“What?” Curiosity burned through him.

Tess focused her attention on rolling the paint on the wall. “Nothing,” she said. “You’re a great guy. That’s all.”

“Great guy. Nice guy. Everyman type of guy.” Carter laughed. It was the story of his life. He’d always been the nice guy while Travis had been the one the girls went crazy for. He’d always felt lucky to have won Steph’s heart. Travis’s personality was so big that Carter got passed over more times than not. “Dependability. Not exactly what drives women wild.”

“I like nice guys,” Tess said. “Nice guys don’t break your heart. They don’t sleep with your best friend. They don’t lie or disregard your feelings.” She took a deep breath and met his gaze once again. “A nice guy is exactly what I go crazy for.”

He was crazy for her. He’d only known her for little over a week and Carter was falling fast. Would falling for Tess be exactly what he needed? What his girls needed? He didn’t think his little family could sustain another broken heart.

*   *   *

What Tess had wanted to say to Carter was that he could easily make her fall in love with him. Hell, she felt like she was halfway there already and she hadn’t known him for much longer than a week. The last thing she’d expected when she moved to Nacogdoches was to crush on her neighbor. And a neighbor with kids at that. Tess had sowed her oats, though. She was more than ready to settle into a committed relationship with a rock-solid guy.

And Carter was about as solid as they came.

She turned too fast toward the paint tray and at the same time as Carter. Their rollers collided and paint splashed up onto his bare forearm. “Sorry,” she said with a laugh.

Her gaze roamed up his arm to his face, where a large smattering of sage green dotted his forehead. Her giggles turned into earnest laughter. Carter swiped at his head, which only served to cover his forehead in paint. Her stomach ached as she laughed, and he reached out with his roller and ran it up the length of her arm.

Tess squealed and lashed out with her own roller, as she coated Carter’s arm. He dotted her nose and cheeks with paint and snatched the roller from her hand before she could retaliate. She reached for the paint tray, determined to get him back. He took her down in a tackle and they rolled to the floor in a riot of laughter and tangled limbs.

“No fair,” she said through bouts of laughter. “I don’t tackle people for a living.”

Carter chuckled and the sound rippled pleasantly over her skin. “Neither do I,” he replied. “I’m the quarterback.”

They dissolved into another fit of laughter that caused Tess’s chest to ache and her stomach muscles to bunch up. It had been so long since she’d laughed like this. It felt good. Soon, she realized that she was the only one still laughing and she opened her eyes to find Carter studying her with an intensity that stole her breath.

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. Soft and slow at first. A tease. Tess had never been kissed so decadently in her entire life, as though Carter wanted to savor every meeting of their lips. He settled himself between her thighs and Tess’s knees fell open. His body fit hers perfectly and she let out a slow sigh of contentment. Her hands found his hair and she let the silky strands slip through her fingers before scraping her nails over his scalp. He let out a low growl that sent her heart to pounding in her chest.

“Tess,” he murmured against her mouth.

The emotion in his voice speared her heart. Want, sadness, indecision. Was this the first time Carter had been with anyone since—

“We don’t have to,” she said quietly. It killed her to say it. No matter what he felt, Tess was one hundred percent sure that she wanted him. “Carter, it’s okay.”

He put his forehead to hers and let out a slow sigh. “I want you so much I can’t even form the words to explain it, Tess. I’m—shit,” he said with a disgust snort. “I’m afraid.”

Dear god, he was gutting her. “Afraid of what?”

“Of caring for anyone that I might end up losing.”

Carter Christensen broke the mold. “Maybe this doesn’t have to be about caring about someone.” She’d be lying if she said this was only about meaningless sex. But she wanted Carter to know that whatever he needed this to be, it was okay.

“Just a hookup, huh?”

“People do it all the time. We’re consenting adults, I think it’s okay.”

“Travis would have had you in bed the first night,” he said with a rueful laugh. “God, I suck at this.”

He was much better than he gave himself credit for. “You think too much.” Tess combed her fingers through his hair as he relaxed against her. She turned her head and kissed his forearm. Her hand wandered down until it cupped the back of his neck and she urged him down so she could gently kiss his mouth. “And I don’t want Travis or anyone else.” She kissed him again and his lips lingered this time. “I want you.”

Carter’s mouth seized hers. No longer playful. Not tentative or unsure. He didn’t savor her. This time, he claimed her. Their tongues met and parted in an urgent tangle as his lips slanted across hers. He kissed her until Tess was breathless and her blood raced hot through her veins. Carter nipped at her bottom lip, and Tess’s pussy clenched. He ventured across her jaw, down her throat to her collarbone. Tess arched into his touch as Carter fisted the hem of her T-shirt and dragged it up the length of her body. She helped him to strip it off of her and let out a low moan as the heat of his mouth found the swell of her breast.

Tess’s nipples hardened and she arched into Carter’s touch. His mouth was a brand and he devoured her, moving from the outer swell inward. He found her nipple through the fabric of her bra and nibbled. When Tess gasped, he bit down a little harder and she cried out as she pressed up toward his mouth. If the contact felt this good through her bra, she didn’t think she’d survive the skin-on-skin contact.

Urgency dictated her movement as she reached between them and fumbled with the button of his jeans. He shifted his hips up to give her access, and she worked his zipper down with one hand while she shoved the other past the waistband of his underwear to grope greedily for hard, hot flesh. Tess took him in her hand and stroked from the swollen head to the base of his shaft. A tremor passed through Carter’s body as he groaned. Holy shit. Tess thought she might come from nothing more than his reaction to her touch. It filled her with a euphoric sense of power, and she stroked him again, slowly.

“Tess,” Carter said through panted breaths. “That … feels so good.”

She squeezed tighter as she stroked him this time, brushing the pad of her thumb over the crown. Carter shuddered once again and anything between them that had been tentative dissolved in a storm of passion.

Carter’s mouth descended on hers. Urgent, demanding, hungry. He cupped the back of her neck. Held her the way he wanted as his mouth slanted over hers. He sucked her bottom lip, nipped at the sensitive skin, lapped at her until her lips throbbed from the punishment. With shaking hands, he reached behind her and she arched her back so he could unclasp her bra. He ripped it from her and his open mouth came down over her nipple in a shock of heat. Tess gasped at the intense sensation as he swirled his tongue over the tight bead before taking it between his teeth.

“Carter, don’t stop.” Tess couldn’t remember a time she’d felt so good. If she was being honest, she couldn’t’ remember the last time she’d done anything like this in the broad light of day. It excited her, sent a wild thrill through her bloodstream that pulsed low in her abdomen and made her so wet that her own arousal soaked her underwear.

Carter shifted so that he rested on his hip beside her. He took the opposite breast roughly in his large hand and kneaded her flesh before giving it the same frenzied attention with his mouth. Tess’s body beaded with sweat, heat and desire swamped her. Her back bowed off of the floor and when she didn’t think she could take another moment of intense sensation, Carter shoved his hand past the waistband of her yoga pants and slid his fingers through the wet lips of her pussy.

Tess cried out. Her fingers found the tangles of his hair and she gripped the strands in her fist as he suckled her nipple, bit the hardened peak while the pad of his finger circled her clit. She was fully under Carter’s spell now. Lost to him. It was a dangerous road to venture down. One that might end in another broken heart. But Tess didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything other than what she felt. This moment was bliss and it had no comparison.


Seven

Carter felt as though he was having an out-of-body experience. Without any control over his actions, he had no choice but to watch. By giving him permission to simply feel without the crippling emotional connection, Tess had opened the floodgates of a year’s worth of pent-up sexual energy.

He’d missed this so much. The passion, the feeling of naked skin against his own. The mindless frenzy that wouldn’t cease until they both came.

Carter’s sac tightened. His cock throbbed in time with his pulse. The salty-sweet taste of Tess’s skin was heaven. He wanted to devour her. To taste every inch of her. To leave her weak and shaking and sated and at the same time wanting more.

Tess gripped his hair in her fist and the almost-pain caused Carter’s cock to pulse hot and hard. The memory of her grip on his shaft sent a shudder through him and he rocked his hips against her as though he were pumping inside of her.

“Tess, you feel so good.” Carter spoke against her heated skin, unwilling to break the contact for even a moment. She let out a low whimper as he circled her clit with the pad of his finger, and the sound raced down his spine in a pleasant shiver. He wanted more of those sounds, more of her panting breaths. More of her.

Carter came up on his knees and settled between her legs. Tess’s gaze met his, the blue of her eyes seemed to deepen to a dark navy with her passion. Her tongue flicked out at her luscious, dark pink lips and Carter’s cock twitched as he imagined it flicked out at his engorged head. Her pert breasts quivered with each shuddering draw of breath and Carter took in the sight of her, laid out before him like a meal he couldn’t wait to devour.

He gripped the waistband of her yoga pants and jerked them down off of her thighs. She brought her legs up and he whisked them off of her. He eased her feet back down to the floor and her knees fell open. Carter’s gaze settled to the glistening pink flesh of her pussy, and his mouth went dry. Her pussy was already wet and swollen. Her arousal had begun to spread over her inner thighs.

Lord, she was beautiful. For a moment he simply stared. Took in the sight of her naked and totally unashamed. The passion that sparked in her gaze set him on fire and a smile flirted with her lush mouth.

“What?” The word left her lips in a breathy rush that tightened Carter’s gut.

“You’re beautiful, Tess.”

Her smile grew and emotion shone in her eyes. How could he possibly think being with her would be some detached physical moment and nothing more? Especially when she looked at him like that.

Carter stripped his T-shirt off and settled between her thighs. He looked up the length of Tess’s body, fascinated by the flat plane of her stomach and the way the muscles twitched in anticipation of his touch. He reached out and feathered his finger over her clit. Her muscles contracted as her head rolled back on her shoulders. He increased the pressure and her back arched off the floor as a low moan filled the silence. Carter dipped a finger lower and teased the sensitive skin of her opening. Tess’s panting breaths caused his sac to tingle with anticipation. Every muscle in his body had grown taut with the intensity of his want of her.

The moment he sealed his mouth over her clit, Tess cried out. Her legs drew up as her body curled in on itself. Carter placed his palms on either thigh and urged her to open for him. He eased her into the intensity of sensation with slow, gentle passes, using the flat of his tongue. He couldn’t get enough of her taste, her scent. The way she writhed and her hips undulated in an attempt to increase the pressure of his mouth. Carter didn’t want to rush, though. This might be the only day he had with her and he wanted to make every single minute count.

He cupped the round curves of her ass in his palms and angled her hips up to his mouth. He feasted on her pussy, long slow passes that he followed up with gentle flicks. He took her clit into his mouth and sucked. Tess cried out, and the sound hitched on a whimper that made Carter’s cock so damned tight he thought he might come before he even got inside of her. He drew her labia into his mouth, scraped his teeth along the sensitized flesh. He thrust his tongue in her opening before slowly dragging up the length of her glistening pussy back to her protruding clit where he started all over again.

Tess’s impassioned sobs echoed in the otherwise quiet room. Carter let one hand wander over her hip, up the flat of her stomach to her breast. He kneaded the swell, squeezed, before taking her nipple between his thumb and finger. He worked the tight bead with gentle pressure at first and then pinched. Tess’s thighs twitched and tightened around his cheeks and her back arched up from the floor as she came. Carter pressed his tongue against her clit. It throbbed against him in time with every impassioned cry from Tess’s lips. He continued to lap at her lazily, bringing her down from the high while he relished the taste of her passion.

She was perfect.

Carter kissed the inside of her thigh, around the curve of her hip, and over her belly. The muscles contracted with the light touch and he smiled against her skin as he worked his way up her ribcage. He grazed his teeth against the underside of one breast and Tess shivered. He rounded the swell with open-mouthed kisses, making his way to the dusky nipple that he sucked into his mouth.

When her cries became desperate again, he switched to the other breast, working her slowly back to that point of mindless want. Her breaths hitched in her chest and she gripped his shoulders, her nails digging in until Carter felt the slightest bite. He kissed a path along her collarbone, up the delicate column of her throat to her jaw. A light bite was followed by a gentle kiss and then another. His lips found the corner of hers and then moved fully over her mouth.

Tess’s hands wandered from his shoulders down his back and along his ribs. Her touch was like silk as her palms glided over him. Was it because it had been so long since a woman had touched him that the slightest contact caused Carter to tremble or was it because it was Tess who touched him? It was Tess. Carter had never been so sure about anything. She gripped the waistband of his jeans and came up from the floor as she pushed them down over his ass along with his boxer briefs.

He knew he’d come the second he buried himself inside of her.

“Carter,” Tess murmured against his mouth. “I want you. I need you inside of me.”

“No.” She stilled and he kissed her. Soft and slow. “I need it to last. I don’t want it to be over yet.”

Tess’s throaty chuckle heated his blood to the boiling point. “When is your brother bringing the girls home?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Then trust me, we won’t be done until they walk through that door in the morning.”

Carter groaned into her mouth as he kissed her again. Twenty-four hours with Tess. For the first time in what felt like forever, something in his life had gone right.

*   *   *

The rightness of being with Carter shook Tess to her marrow. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had made her feel so good. Focused solely on her pleasure and acted as though he enjoyed it. He was unlike any man she’d ever known, and even though she’d assured him that they could be together—no strings attached—Tess worried that after today he’d worm his way permanently into her heart.

She was willing to risk a broken heart, though. For this one day with him, she would’ve risked anything.

Carter rolled away from her long enough to kick off his shoes, socks, and jeans. He dug into the back pocket and fished out his wallet. He pulled out the condom package and gave a rueful laugh. “Travis insisted I carry a few in my wallet. Something about not being able to get back on the horse if I didn’t have a saddle. I gave him shit for pushing me but I guess I owe him.”

Tess giggled. “Oh, I’m definitely sending him a fruit basket.”

Carter laughed in earnest and the sound warmed her. “I was thinking of something more along the lines of a new car.”

“Definitely.” The levity of the moment gave way to the distraction of Carter’s naked body. Tess’s stomach did a back flip and landed hard as she committed every detail to memory. She’d never dated a guy like Carter before, let alone seen one without any clothes.

A spark of heat lit Carter’s hazel gaze and a lazy smile spread across his lips. “I forgot how good it feels to have someone look at me like that.”

Tess swallowed down a groan. Why did he have to continue to say things like that? Each time it cracked her heart and a little piece of Carter moved in to fill in the fissure. “I can’t imagine that you don’t get looks like this on a regular basis.” The man was built like he’d been chiseled by a master sculptor.

“This might surprise you, but aside from the guys in the locker room, you’re the only person who’s seen me naked in long time.”

Those lucky bastards. Tess tried not to think about the fact that today might be all she’d ever have with Carter. She had to live in the now, enjoy the present moment and not worry about the future.

“Just so you know,” Tess said. “You’re the only person who’s seen me naked in a long time, too.”

What could have been an awkward transition seemed so comfortable with Carter. Hell, he’d just given her the sort of orgasm that should have blown her head right off her shoulders. But the change in pace and ease of conversation seemed so natural. As though they’d known each other for years and had found a natural, easy rhythm.

“I like that I’m the only one who’s seen you naked in a while,” Carter drawled. A finger of heat stroked down her spine and caused Tess’s lower abdomen to tighten.

“Me too,” Tess said just above a whisper.

Carter clenched the packet in his fist and leaned in toward Tess. He towered over her, his hands so large he could almost palm her entire head. Ropes of muscle shaped every inch of his body and yet, Carter handled her with such gentle care that it nearly brought tears to Tess’s eyes. He brushed a lock of her hair away from her face before he kissed her. Tess could’ve kissed him for hours. He’d perfected the act until it was a work of art, every movement of his lips carefully orchestrated and executed. His attention to detail without flaw.

“If you play football like you kiss,” Tess said between panted breaths, “you must be the best in the NFL.”

Carter smiled against her mouth and for the first time ever she actually felt like swooning. This could not possibly be her life. The only explanation was that she’d possessed the body of the luckiest woman in the world.

“Wouldn’t you rather know if I fuck as well as I kiss?”

Oh dear lord. The dirty talk caught her completely off guard and Tess just about came right then and there. “I have no doubt that you do.” She barely had enough air in her lungs to get the words out.

He grinned. “I might disappoint you.”

The arrogance in that grin sent a swarm of butterflies loose in her stomach. He was a professional athlete and built like a god. She didn’t think Carter doubted his abilities very often. “Do you ever go into any situation without being ready to give a hundred ten percent?”

“No.” His expression became serious and his gaze heated.

The flutter of butterflies increased to a swirling storm and Tess’s body flushed with delicious heat. He’d brought his A game so far, and a competitive urge rose up in Tess. The short break had cooled them both off enough that their brains weren’t fogged with the frenzy of lust. She wanted to make Carter feel as good as he’d made her feel. She wanted to drive him crazy. Of course, she didn’t have his unshakable confidence, but Tess wasn’t about to chicken out. He was with her now and that’s all that mattered. She was going to make sure she made the most of their time together.

She stood and took his hand, pulling him to stand. Without saying a word she led Carter to the couch and gently urged him to sit. He stared at her, bemused, the most adorable crooked smile pulling at his full lips. Tess moved between his solid thighs and went to her knees. Carter’s hands balled into fists at his sides and the only sound in the room was the crinkle of the condom wrapper as he squeezed it in his grip.

Carter’s body was beyond impressive and even a little intimidating. Even seated, his size overwhelmed her, his strength visible in every curve of sculpted muscle. His erection stood out from his hips. There wasn’t anything about Carter Christensen that wasn’t big and imposing. Tess wet her lips and from the corner of her eye she noticed him visibly swallow before letting out a shuddering breath. His nervous anticipation wasn’t just endearing, it was downright sexy and bolstered Tess’s confidence. She wrapped her fingers around the root of his shaft as she came up on her knees. Her eyes met his. Tess brought the glossy head to her mouth and sealed her lips around it.

Carter let out a slow groan of pleasure that caused every nerve ending in Tess’s body to tingle. Her nipples puckered to diamond-hard peaks and her pussy clenched. She swirled her tongue around the crown before taking him deeper into her mouth. He sucked in a sharp breath and his thigh muscles hardened to stone as he caged her in between them.

“Tess.” Her name left his lips in a grated whisper. “God, Tess. That feels so good. Don’t stop.”

Tess took him as deeply as she could, her lips sliding over his rigid girth. Carter threaded his fingers through her hair and gathered its length into his fist as he gave shallow thrusts of his hips. His barely restrained strength sent a thrill through Tess’s bloodstream. She gripped one of his thighs with one hand, while the other remained tightly around his cock. Slowly, she pulled away to the tip and looked up to find him watching her. A deep furrow marred his brow, and while their gazes were still locked, Tess dragged the flat of her tongue up the length of his shaft before swirling it around the engorged head.

“Fuck.” The word was nothing more than a guttural bark. Tess had never heard Carter use that sort of language before. He was always good about censoring himself. That she could push him to that state filled her with a sense of power. He’d driven her to heights of mindless pleasure with his mouth. All she wanted was to return the favor.

Tess wanted this day to be burned into Carter’s memory.


Eight

Carter was surprised he hadn’t come the moment her lips made contact with the head of his cock. The wet heat of her mouth, the slide of her tongue, the way she looked at him while she licked her way up his shaft … Jesus.

His thighs trembled and Carter locked his nerves down lest his feet bounce right off the damned floor. He might as well be some inexperienced virgin getting a blow job for the first time. Tess made him feel like an unsure kid again, and the pleasure of the wet heat of her tongue meeting his cock over and again drove him to the point that it took every ounce of self-control he had not to go off right then and there.

Her lips were petal soft against his shaft and his hips bucked as she took him fully into her mouth once again. Carter’s breath came in shallow pants and his fist contracted and relaxed over the tangle of hair he held in his grip. He wanted to go deeper, as far as she could take him but he held back the urge to thrust hard and deep. His head lolled back to rest on the couch and he let out a shuddering breath as she once again pulled away until only the head was sucked into her mouth. She nibbled the sensitive flesh with her teeth and Carter let out an almost violent chuff of air.

“Did I hurt you?”

The concern in her voice caused his gut to knot up. “No,” he said on a laugh. He brought his head up to look at her. Her wide blue eyes were guileless and a furrow marred her smooth brow. “It felt so good I damned near left my body.”

A brilliant smile curved her lips. They were blushed and swollen and so goddamned inviting that he nearly yanked her up just so he could kiss her until they were even more flushed. Her expression turned coy as she sealed her mouth over him and bit again with just enough pressure to send a jolt down his shaft. His sac tightened and tingled and his thighs shook. He was already so close to the edge, it wouldn’t take much for her to push him completely over it.

No longer teasing, Tess squeezed the base of his cock as she sucked him deep and hard. She worked her mouth over his shaft as though she was just as hungry for this as he was. The condom package fell from his grasp as his other hand came up to wind into her hair.

“Don’t stop, Tess.” Her cheeks hollowed as she took him deep and Carter moaned. “That’s it. Just like that. I’m close.”

His words seemed to fuel her as Tess continued to take him deep into her mouth. The glide of her lips, the light scrape of her teeth, the wet heat, tight suction, it was almost more than he could take. His grip tightened in her hair and Tess let out a slow moan that vibrated against his shaft. Carter’s gut clenched and every muscle in his body went rigid.

“I’m there, Tess.” He could barely breathe through the intense pleasure, let alone speak, but he wanted to give her fair warning. Instead of pulling away like he assumed she would, Tess took him deeper. The head of his cock met the back of her throat and Carter shuddered as the orgasm hit him hard and fast. Wave after wave of pleasure crested over him, each pulse more powerful than the last. His moans were ragged, raw in his throat as he pumped his hips and thrust between Tess’s soft lips. Emotion swelled within him, and Carter pushed it away, forbidding himself from forming any sort of connection through this moment. To her.

But lord, she was amazing. He suspected that however hard he tried to keep his emotions disconnected from this moment—this day spent with her—that Tess would find a way to worm into his heart anyway. He had nothing to compare this moment to and it was as freeing as it was terrifying. Carter didn’t think he could experience anything with another woman that he wouldn’t somehow try to compare to Steph. But like Steph, Tess was one of a kind. Incomparable.

Carter settled back into the couch. Tiny spasms rocked his too-tight muscles and his cock still throbbed from the orgasm. Tess leaned back, a dreamy smile playing on her lips. Her eyes were still dark with passion and her nipples were tight little beads atop the generous swell of her breasts. Her strawberry-blonde hair was tossed and wild from his grip. She was sex personified. Beautiful. Sensual. Carter was still hard as stone. He might’ve just come, but his body was ready to go again.

For a long moment they stared at each other. Carter’s breath heaved in his chest. He smiled as he noted the dried sage green pain on her face and arms. He devoured Tess with his gaze and he committed to memory the delicate column of her throat, the roundness of her breasts, the flush on her skin, and the way her waist curved into the flare of her hips and the roundness of her ass. Her knees slowly parted and Carter swallowed against the dryness in his throat as she revealed the short nest of curls and the glistening pink flesh of her pussy to him, totally unabashed.

“Holy shit, Tess,” he said on a breath. He scrubbed a hand over his mouth before pushing off of the couch and going to his knees before her.

He took her face in his hands and kissed her hard. His tongue pushed against the seam of her lips and Tess’s mouth opened as she tilted her head to allow him to deepen the kiss. Swept up in a frenzy of passion, their kisses grew desperate. Tongues thrust, teeth nipped. Carter took Tess’s full bottom lip into his mouth and sucked. In a tangle of limbs, he took her down to the floor and settled between her thighs. His shaft slid along her hot, slick pussy and he groaned.

“You’re so wet, Tess,” he murmured against her mouth.

“I want you,” she said. “I want you so badly I can’t wait another second for you to fuck me.”

Her desperate words caused his cock to throb hot and hard as though he hadn’t come just seconds before. Carter reached up and groped along the cushions of the couch for the condom packets. He ripped one from the string of three and tore it open while he continued to kiss Tess. He tasted himself on her lips and the memory of what she’d done, how’d she’d taken him deeper into her mouth when he came, only made him want her more.

“Give it to me,” Tess said between panted breaths. She kissed him again, and he handed over the packet before he cupped the back of her neck with one palm.

Carter braced himself up with his other hand as she gripped him and rolled the condom over his erection. He swallowed down a moan as a shiver raced down his spine.

“Now, Carter.” The words were a desperate plea. “I need you.”

It had been so long since anyone had needed him in this way. It felt damned good. Carter shook with barely leashed restraint. He leaned down and kissed Tess again. This time, slowly. He played with her mouth, savored it. Explored her full lips, her tongue. He was going to fuck her like he kissed her. Slowly. Thoroughly. Until they were both so completely sated that they could barely move. He wanted Tess to know through his actions that these moments between them weren’t something he took lightly.

He kissed her until she was breathless. Her chest rose and fell with quick pants and ended on tight little moans that vibrated over his skin. He released his grip on the back of her neck and smoothed her hair away from her face. “You’re so beautiful, Tess.”

Her eyes shone with tender emotion that speared Carter’s chest. As much as he’d tried to convince himself that he could be with Tess—remain emotionally detached—he knew that he’d be changed after today. Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing was yet to be seen, but there was no turning back.

He wanted her, consequences be damned.

*   *   *

Tess was wound as tight as a spring. She’d never found going down on a guy particularly sexy. More times than not, it had always felt like a chore. But Carter’s response, the way his body trembled, the guttural sounds he made, the way his thighs caged her in, was unlike anything Tess had ever experienced. And then, his gentle warning that gave her the opportunity to stop if she’d wanted, had only sent her into a tailspin of want and desire that burned like a solar flare inside of her. She’d taken him as deeply into her mouth as she could, and when he’d come—dear lord—the sensation of each powerful jet hitting the back of her throat was the most erotic thing Tess had ever experienced in her entire life.

“You’re so beautiful, Tess.”

His softly spoken words caused her chest to swell with emotion. She came up on her elbows and kissed him. She could kiss him for days.

Carter reached between them and guided his erection between her legs. Tess opened for him as anticipation coiled in her stomach. She waited for the sudden thrust, but instead, Carter eased inside of her, an act that seemed to cause him as much pleasure as it did pain. Tess knew exactly how he felt. The luxurious glide of his cock as he entered her stretched her inner walls until she felt the slightest pinch. She drew in a gasp of breath and Carter soothed her with gentle kisses as he pulled out slowly and slid back in.

Carter settled more fully on top of her, careful to keep the bulk of his weight supported on his propped arm beside her. Tess looked up to find his gaze locked with hers and the familiar swarm of butterflies took flight once again. Broad daylight, in the middle of the living room, and she was experiencing one of the most erotic and intimate moments of her life with a man who was little more than a stranger.

He didn’t fuck her like they were strangers, though.

The slow precision of his thrusts was an erotic torture. He pulled out and drove home as though he wanted her to feel every long, hard inch of him. She tried to thrust up to meet him, to somehow increase his pace, but Carter wouldn’t let her. His free hand went around her hip to still her.

Tess’s breath came in sharp gasps as he continued with his unhurried pace. He rode her like waves lapping at the shore, pressing as far as he could go before a lazy retreat. Sensation fired along Tess’s nerve endings. Her inner walls clenched around him and her nipples pearled as his chest brushed the sensitive peaks. She wrapped one leg around his thigh to angle her hip slightly up. Tess drew in a sharp breath as he hit some sensitive spot deep inside of her and her back arched up from the floor.

“Does that feel good?” The husky timbre of Carter’s voice sent a zing through Tess’s blood stream.

“It does,” she said, a little too breathy. “I can’t believe how good it feels.” Carter’s arrogant smile proved that he was pleased with her response. “It would feel even better if you went a little faster,” she added.

His smile widened. “Nice try.” He thrust as deep as he could go and stilled. Tess’s pussy clenched around him and she let out a low moan. After a moment he pulled out slowly to the tip and stilled. “Do you still think fast is better?” One wicked brow arched over his gorgeous eyes.

“No,” she replied on a breath. “Do that again.”

He obliged, inch by torturous inch until Tess was practically panting. He drove hard and deep at the end and stilled once again. The slow precision with which he fucked her was maddening. Delicious and oh-so-good, but the slow build was almost more than her body could handle. When she finally came, she was certain it would completely shatter her.

“You’re driving me crazy, Carter.” Tess didn’t know how much more she could take. She gripped his shoulders and arched up to meet him. With her heel against the back of his thigh, she urged him down and angled her hips to allow him to penetrate her deeper.

“Good.” He was all too pleased with himself, too in control.

Tess could barely restrain herself. The need for release built with every slow thrust until her body pulsed with a deep, searing heat. “I need to come,” she panted.

“Not yet.” Carter’s voice strained with the command. At least she wasn’t the only one who needed an orgasm more than air.

If she thought she could get away with it, Tess would have rolled him over and gone to town. The way he fucked her gave her new insight into Carter’s personality, though. He was a man who performed best when a situation was completely within his control. She wasn’t about to complain. Carter Christensen was the best she’d ever had.

Tess hooked her other knee around his opposite thigh and opened herself fully to him. Carter shifted his weight in a way that angled her hips even higher and he drove deep.

“Ooohhh.” Her nails dug into his shoulders as she moaned long and loud. The sound echoed off the half-painted walls. She shifted her grip higher up on Carter’s shoulders as her back came up off the floor. She needed to come. Was desperate for it. And yet, he continued to fuck her as though he could go at this pace for hours. His will was iron, and hers was nothing more than tissue paper.

“You’re so tight, Tess. Hot and dripping wet. It feels so good.”

He thrust a little harder, a little faster. Tess sensed that with each powerful roll of his hips, a thread on the rope of Carter’s control frayed and snapped. She teetered on the edge. Pressure built within her, coiling and winding in on itself until Tess felt as though she’d shrunk down to the size of a tiny particle of dust. The world melted away until there was nothing but Carter’s eyes on her, the long, thick length of his cock pumping inside of her, and her own blinding pleasure that built within her to the point that her brain went fuzzy and her heart threatened to beat right out of her chest.

“I’m close,” she gasped. Tess threw her head back and closed her eyes.

“Look at me.” She didn’t want to. Didn’t know if she could take the intimacy. “Tess, look at me.” He gave her no option but to do as he said. Carter had her completely under his spell. She brought her head up and locked her gaze with his. “I want to see you, feel you, hear you. I want it all, Tess.”

She’d give him anything he wanted as long as he kept fucking her like this. He buried himself to the root and pressed his hips into hers again and again. It put the perfect amount of pressure on her clit and intensified the sensation as his shaft passed along her inner walls. The orgasm built within her in the same way he fucked her—a slow, intense crest that nearly paralyzed her with pleasure. Tess’s back arched and she cried out, long sobs that echoed off the walls and filled the quiet space. She kept her eyes locked on Carter and it only intensified the orgasm. She shattered into myriad pieces. Shrapnel from the explosion.

“Carter! Oh my god, Carter!”

Tess’s stomach muscles twitched, her thighs quivered. Her pussy clenched and released in powerful waves that matched the beat of her heart. Her throat grew raw from her sobs, and all the while, Carter kept his measured pace.

Dear god. How could she even think about another man after having him? In one afternoon, Carter Christensen had effectively ruined her.
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The sight of Tess as she came nearly pushed Carter over the edge. Her orgasm had been intense. Each powerful contraction of her inner walls squeezed his shaft. She lowered herself back to the floor and urged him down until he was fully on top of her. Her heels came up to dig into the cheeks of his ass and she brought her hips up in an undulating motion that loosened the grip of his control.

Spurred by his own need for satiation, Carter pounded into her. He dug his toes into the carpet for leverage, took the soft cheeks of her ass into his palms as he rode her with total abandon. Tess’s hands found the nape of his neck and gripped his hair as she held him close to her. Her panting breaths were warm in his ear and her tight moans of pleasure caused chills to break out on his flesh.

“Fuck me, Carter. Oh god, you’re going to make me come again.”

He’d been ready to go off until she said those heated words. Carter shifted his focus from his own pleasure though he didn’t slow his relentless pace. Harder, faster, the only sound in the room was their quickened breaths and the slap of skin against skin. His sac tightened and his cock throbbed. Carter’s abdomen tightened into a knot and he became lightheaded. Not yet, damn it. Not until she comes again.

“Come for me, Tess,” he growled next to her ear.

Carter’s jaw clenched to the point he felt the enamel grind. His muscles tensed and his body flushed with heat. He couldn’t hold back the floodgate for another second. He drove harder, deeper, working his hips until he felt the swollen knot of her clit brush up against the base of his shaft. Her pussy clenched and Carter shouted as the orgasm exploded through him. A moment later, Tess’s body went rigid and she sobbed her pleasure next to his ear as she came once again. Her thighs trembled around him and her clit pulsed against his shaft, causing Carter to shudder. Wave after powerful wave crested over him and his breath stalled with the intensity of sensation. His throat had gone bone dry and his thighs burned but he continued to thrust hard and fast, carrying the both of them through their orgasms until they were nothing more than panting breaths and limp, entangled bodies.

Carter had pushed himself through brutal three-a-days and spent hours in the gym lifting. None of those activities made him feel as completely spent as he felt right now. He shifted the bulk of his weight off of Tess beneath one shaky arm, and his thighs continued to tremble as though he’d just pressed a thousand pounds. His cock pulsed, little aftershocks that caused him to suck in a sharp breath. Tess gently stroked her fingers up and down the nape of his neck and another ripple of chills burst over his skin. A renewed surge of guilt washed through him, rose in his throat hot and thick as he realized that this moment with Tess was the absolute best he’d ever had.

A knot of emotion lodged somewhere near his sternum and Carter fought the urge to try and rub it away.

“You okay?” Tess’s voice feathered across his senses, quiet and concerned.

“Better than okay,” Carter said. “It’s a good thing this is the off-season because I wouldn’t be worth a shit if I had to play right now.”

Tess continued to tease the strands of hair at the nape of his neck. “My legs are like Jell-O,” she said on a wistful sigh. “I honestly didn’t know that sex could be that good.”

Neither did he, and it made him feel as though he’d betrayed the only woman who’d ever mattered to him. “You just don’t want to bruise my ego.” He forced the playfulness into his tone.

“No,” Tess said. “To put it into perspective, that was like the Super Bowl of sex. And you totally won the ring.”

Carter chuckled despite himself. He kissed Tess’s temple, her cheekbone, the corner of her lips, and then her mouth. They were only two hours into a full day together and already Carter worried that the next twenty-two hours would pale in comparison to this moment. Then again, if that were the case, he’d know for sure that his attraction to Tess was nothing more than physical. Maybe, if by this time tomorrow, he found himself disappointed, he wouldn’t feel the crushing guilt that forced the air from his lungs.

“We won the ring,” he murmured close to Tess’s ear. That was definitely a team effort.”

“We won the shit out of that ring,” she agreed.

Carter smiled against her cheek. He pulled out and a shiver of intense sensation raced down the length of his cock. He instantly missed her heat and the way he fit inside of her. The connection and intimacy that had been forged between them when their bodies were one.

He rolled off of Tess until he was settled beside her. She scooted close and rested her head against his shoulder, tucking her body against his. Once again, he was struck by how easy it was to be with her. Surely it couldn’t be so simple that he’d fall into an instant relationship with Tess after being alone and 100 percent off the market for almost two years.

He wasn’t ready for that. He refused to subject the girls to it. He was sowing his oats, that’s all. Scratching an itch that had plagued him for too long. If he convinced himself that Tess was a baby step toward moving on, the guilt wasn’t so bad. Eventually he’d get to a place where he could think about a real honest-to-god relationship with a woman, just not yet.

If that was the case, why did the thought of leaving Nacogdoches—and Tess—to head back to Dallas cause his gut to bottom out?

Carter let out a slow breath and forbade himself from thinking of things that did nothing but mess with his head. He glanced up at the half-painted walls and cringed. “I might have to hire a contractor to fix this paint job,” he remarked. “I don’t know if this is salvageable.”

Tess craned her neck to look at the living room wall behind them. “Nah. It’s good paint. I bet we can fix it.”

“You’re pretty optimistic.”

Tess looked at him and smiled. Carter’s chest tightened. “Are you trying to get out of a little hard work?”

“I think the past two hours have demonstrated that I’m not opposed to back-breaking labor,” Carter teased.

Tess swatted at his torso. “You’re not funny.”

“I’m straight-up hilarious,” Carter said.

Tess reached out and ran her fingertip along the dried paint on his forearm. Carter’s blood raced through his veins and his cock stirred. The gentle caress damned near made him groan. Did she know how she affected him?

“It’s going to take more than a little soap and water to wash this off,” she said with a laugh.

“Now it sounds like you’re the one who’s shying away from using a little elbow grease.”

“No way.” Tess gave an emphatic shake of her head. “I’ve got a loofa in the shower and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“Is that a threat or a promise?” The thought of getting wet and soapy with Tess awakened a hunger that Carter thought he’d sated. He’d all but fasted for a couple of years. Was it any surprise that he was more than ready to hit the buffet?

“It’s a promise.” Her husky tone was all the encouragement Carter needed.

He pushed himself up to stand and brought Tess up with him. She squealed with feigned shock as he scooped her up into his arms. “Where’s the shower?” he asked with a wide grin. “Time to put your loofa skills to the test.”

*   *   *

An intimate shower with Carter? Had she died and gone to heaven? The thought of warm water sluicing down the chiseled muscles of his body caused Tess’s heart to race in her chest. The man had just given her three—one, two, three—of the most intense orgasms of her life and now she was expected to hop into the shower with him and simply wash? Not. A. Chance.

Tess’s body was deliciously sore, well used and certainly well fucked. If Carter did in fact play football with the same level of skill, she had to assume he had a drawer’s worth of Super Bowl rings stashed somewhere. Despite the warm glow that infused her, Tess’s desire hadn’t slaked. In fact, it only built with every passing second that her body remained in contact with his. Hell, she might be tempted to take him down to the floor for round two before they even made it to the shower.

Carter paused in the middle of the living room. He looked left and then right. “It’s been a while since I’ve been in this house. I have no idea where I’m going.”

Tess pointed toward the hallway and Carter hung a left. “I have to warn you, the plumbing isn’t the greatest and the tub is pretty old.”

He held her in his arms as though she weighed nothing. Tess had never felt so secure and she almost wanted to laugh at the cliché. But there wasn’t anything about Carter that wasn’t 100 percent sincere. She knew that he wasn’t trying to show off, or impress her, or flex his powerful man-muscles for her benefit. It’s just how he was. The man probably had women lined up to date him in Dallas.

And just like that, Tess’s mood soured.

Carter had a life away from Nacogdoches and that life didn’t include Tess. He had a job, another house. Kids who had to go to school. He had a family. He was here for only three more weeks and after that, who knew when she’d see him again?

“Hey.” Tess broke from her reverie to find herself in the middle of the bathroom. Carter studied her, his brow furrowed. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” She fought to keep the disappointment from her voice.

“Worried that I’ll out-loofa you?”

Tess laughed. “Not a chance.” Carter set her down on her feet and he leaned over to turn on the water. Tess’s stomach tied into knots at the sight of the defined muscles that flexed on his back. As though she had no control over her own hands, she reached out and began to trace each one with the pads of her fingers.

He paused, arms braced on the edge of the tub. Tess continued her exploration of his body, across his shoulder blades, down either side of his torso to where his hips flared out slightly to the curve of his perfect ass. Seriously, Tess was surprised there wasn’t a shrine somewhere dedicated to those cheeks. She cupped said perfect cheeks in her palms before going lower and scraping her nails along his upper thighs. An almost imperceptible tremor vibrated through him and Tess smiled. She loved that she could elicit a reaction from him so easily.

She leaned in and placed a kiss between his shoulder blades and then another and another down the column of his spine. Tess memorized every curve and bulge of his body with her hands and mouth until her desire for him was once again stoked to a bright flame.

Steam began to billow from the shower and it quickly filled the room. Tess took a deep breath and held the damp air that already carried hints of Carter’s masculine scent in her lungs. Tiny beads of condensation formed on his skin and Tess leaned in to lick them from his salty-sweet skin. He stood up and turned to face her, his beautiful hazel eyes burning with an intensity that sent a thrill through her bloodstream.

“I want you, Tess. Again. Now.”

She was breathless. Her mind went blank. All she could see was this godlike man who looked at her as though she was the only woman on the face of the earth and all she could think was yes! Carter hauled her against him and kissed her as though he couldn’t wait another second for his lips to be on hers. The already-hard length of his cock pressed against her hip and Tess let out a low moan at the thought of having him inside of her again.

“Do you want me, Tess?” he asked against her mouth. The vulnerability in his words speared her chest. How could a man like Carter ever feel an ounce of doubt?

“I want you, Carter,” she said. “I want you so bad it hurts.”

It wasn’t a lie, either. Tess’s body ached from her want of him. He kissed her again. And again. Over and over until they were swept up in a frenzy of lips, tongues, and teeth, hands groping for bare flesh. Their mingled breaths raced.

He pulled away and Tess let out a whimper. Lord, she was already so addicted to him her body betrayed her with its silly disappointed sounds. “I’ll be right back.” His lopsided grin melted her. “We left something in the living room.”

She grabbed his arm to stop him from leaving. She didn’t want to waste even the few seconds it would take for Carter to go back out into the living room to retrieve the condoms he’d left there. “Top drawer.” Tess inclined her head to the bathroom vanity. When she’d moved out of her and Jared’s apartment, she’d literally pulled out the drawers and emptied the contents into a box. She’d almost thrown the box of condoms away when she’d moved in here and never had she been so glad she’d reconsidered.

Carter grinned as he pulled open the drawer and ripped one of the condom packets free. He cocked a sardonic brow. “Can’t get back on the horse if you don’t have a saddle?”

Tess grinned. “Something like that.”

Carter took her in his arms and kissed her until her world flipped on its axis. The room continued to fill with steam and they’d likely run out of hot water before they ever stepped under the spray. Tess didn’t care, though. They could take a shower later—Carter cupped her breast, his thumb feathered over her erect nipple—or not. Whatever. Who needed to be clean, anyway?
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“I can’t believe you even stepped foot in my place,” Tess remarked from Carter’s much larger living room. “Seriously, this house is a palace in comparison.”

Carter had enjoyed his time with Tess in her bathroom. He’d bent her over, arms braced on the tub, and pounded into her while he cupped her breasts in his palms. She’d come for him again with impassioned sobs that set his own intense orgasm into motion. He had a couple years’ worth of sexual repression to work out it seemed. And Tess happened to be on the exact same page. Afterward, they’d taken a lukewarm shower and managed to get most of the paint off their skin. By then it was late afternoon and Carter hadn’t wasted any time finishing what he’d started—they’d painted the rest of her living room. The fumes drove them out though, and he suggested they go back to his place to cook dinner.

“Your house is nice.” Carter handed Tess a bottle of Corona complete with a wedge of lime before settling down beside her. “I always thought of Millie’s place as a Nacogdoches fixture. Part of the lake.”

“It’s weird to think of it as my house,” Tess said. “I like it here, though. It’s quiet and far away.”

Carter’s brow furrowed. He rolled the bottle of beer between his palms. “Far away from what?”

“Everything,” she said with a sad laugh. “Life. Jared. Our apartment. The reminder that I hadn’t been enough.”

The hurt in her voice sliced through him. Tess was beautiful, exciting, sensual, intelligent. How could she think she hadn’t been enough? “The guy is obviously a piece of shit.” Her lips quirked into a half smile. “And whatever happened, I’m sure it had nothing to do with you not being enough.”

She frowned. “You sure about that?”

Carter took a deep breath. “I am. If anything, it was him that wasn’t enough. A real man doesn’t cheat. He doesn’t lie. And he doesn’t make you feel as though you’ve done something wrong when he was the one who fucked up.”

Her smile grew a fraction while the sadness faded from her eyes. “I’ve never met anyone like you,” she said softly. “You’re not what I expected.”

A rush of tender warmth flooded Carter’s chest. He didn’t want to feel anything for Tess. Couldn’t. He had to think of Jenny and Jane. Of his own heart that was already so goddamned broken it couldn’t survive another crack. “You’re not what I expected either,” Carter said. He curbed the train of his thoughts from where they wanted to go and added, “You’re not half as bossy as I first gave you credit for.”

Tess laughed, and the sound rippled pleasantly through him. “Don’t be so sure. I can get pretty feisty.”

He didn’t doubt that. There was more to Tess than what she wanted him to see, though. She guarded her heart with the same ferocity he did.

“For what it’s worth, you’re not half as grumpy as I gave you credit for.”

Carter cringed. “I thought that coming out to the lake would be a nice change of pace while the girls were on break from school. I didn’t think that they’d be bored to death. I probably should have taken them to Disneyland instead.”

“Dude,” Tess said with a grin, “it might be the happiest place on earth, but you would have left a broken man. Rambunctious twins at Disneyland? The staff would’ve had to take you out on a stretcher.”

Tess hadn’t known Jenny and Jane that long but she already had their number. His girls’ ornery streak hadn’t scared her off, though. She still let them come over to play and she’d cooked them dinner. Bought them toys. Carter rubbed at the knot that formed above his sternum. “It definitely would’ve been a two-person job. Travis thinks I need to hire a nanny to take care of them.”

Tess ran a fingertip along the mouth of her bottle before bringing it to her lips. Carter was riveted to the simple action, his gaze locked on those lips that had been wrapped around his cock earlier in the day. His gut tightened and he shifted on the couch beside her. Her lips were as soft as rose petals.

“I honestly don’t know how you’ve done it on your own so far,” Tess said. Her gaze met his, warm and full of genuine concern. “You travel all the time, don’t you?”

“Up until last year, when I had to leave they stayed with one of my teammate’s wife. They have two kids around the girls’ age, and Shari was great about making sure they got to school while I was gone. It kills me, though. They need more stability than this. They need to be able to be home and not carted off and dumped at someone’s house because I’ve got a game in Miami or wherever.”

“I’m sure they know you’re doing the best you can and that you love them,” Tess said. She reached out and took his hand in hers.

“I want to do better than my best.” Emotion lodged in Carter’s throat as he spoke past the sudden thickness. “They need a mother, not a nanny.”

“They need a dad, too,” Tess remarked. “Life isn’t perfect, Carter. Instead of trying to make this change in your lives as painless as possible, maybe you should try to remember that you’re all going through this together. Do you talk to them about any of this?”

He snorted. “They’re almost six.”

“But they’re not stupid. They have thoughts and feelings too. Why do you think they built that secret fort where they plotted their escape? It wasn’t because of your football schedule or because they have to stay with someone else while you’re playing out of town. It’s because you were cranky and withdrawn. You guys are a team. You’ve got to bring them into the huddle.”

Not even Carter’s brothers had put it to him as straight as Tess just had. Travis was all about him hooking up and moving past his one-woman-man status. Nate and Noah were supportive, but neither of them had kids. They helped when they could but didn’t have much to offer in the way of advice.

Steph used to set him straight. She’d never missed an opportunity to put Carter in his place when it needed to be done. His wife and Tess would’ve been friends if they’d ever had the chance to meet. Carter was sure of it. Steph would have liked her.

“You’re right.” Carter set his bottle down on the coffee table and dragged his fingers through his hair. “I’ve fucked up with them.”

“That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?” Tess dropped his hand as she scooted closer to him on the couch. Her fingers caressed up his bare arm and heat licked up Carter’s spine. “It’s not like you’ve neglected them or tried to give them away. You’re too hard on yourself, Carter. Try to give yourself a break every once in a while.”

Carter plucked the bottle of Corona from Tess’s grasp and set it beside his. He threaded his fingers through the still-damp locks of her hair. Her lips parted invitingly as he put his mouth to hers. Despite his vow not to fall for her, he felt his world slip out from beneath him and he knew that this couldn’t end any other way but badly. As her tongue slid against his in a sensual caress, Carter didn’t care.

*   *   *

Did Carter realize that he wore his heart on his sleeve? Or that it drove Tess absolutely out of her mind with want? He was the total package. He had the body, the looks, he was thoughtful and sensitive. Truly a good dad whether he thought so or not. And the man had perfected the act of kissing to an art form.

His kisses set her on fire.

What started out as a slow build—tongues meeting, the glancing of lips, soft melding of breaths—escalated into a frenzy. His mouth slanted across hers. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, kissed her deeply, his lips firm and unyielding against hers. Carter laid her out on the couch and hiked her sundress up around her hips. He settled on top of her, and Tess gasped as he jerked her underwear aside and cupped her pussy in his large hand. The pressure of the heel of his palm against her clit caused the bundle of nerves to throb gently. Tess let out a soft moan.

She wound his hair into her fists as she kissed him for all she was worth. He slipped one finger inside of her, withdrawing it slowly before plunging back in and rocking his palm against her clit. Oh … god. Tess’s mind went blank, her thoughts wiped clear by the intense pleasure Carter so easily gave her. He reached for her right leg and guided it up until it hung over the back of the couch opening her fully to him.

“You’re so soft, Tess.” Carter kissed across her jaw to her temple and down to her ear. He took the lobe between his teeth and bit lightly. Chills broke out over Tess’s skin and she whimpered. “So wet. You like this, don’t you? You like what I’m doing to you.”

Was he kidding? She loved it! Couldn’t get enough. “Carter, you’re making me crazy,” she panted.

“I don’t want to waste another second with you.” His words thrilled her. She rocked her hips up to meet the thrust of his finger while pressing her clit harder against his palm. Her own wetness spread over her inner thighs as he worked his finger in and out of her. “I want to fuck you until the sun rises. I want to know every inch of your body, Tess. For tonight, I want you to be mine and no one else’s.”

She’d been his since the day he knocked on her patio window to apologize for his grouchy behavior. Tess couldn’t admit that though. She couldn’t let him know how much of herself she’d already given to him. “Tonight,” she agreed, “I’m yours.”

Disappointment gathered in a knot in Tess’s chest. How could she possibly tell him that she wanted so much more than tonight with him? Or at the very least, a chance at more. If she thought of everything she could lose when reality came crashing down around them tomorrow, she’d fall apart. She had to make the most of the time she had with Carter now. The rest could wait.

Tess let out a contented sigh as Carter continued to work his finger in and out of her pussy with a maddeningly easy pace. He put his lips to her temple and whispered, “Let’s jump in the lake.”

“What?” Laughter bubbled up Tess’s throat. “It’s fifty degrees outside, Carter.”

“I know. We’ll jump in the lake and then get in the hot tub.”

“Naked?” she asked.

“Mmmm.” Carter worked his way back to her ear and sucked her lobe into his mouth. “Yes. The cold water will make your nipples hard and then I’ll suck them.”

As if they weren’t already aroused into diamond peaks. The thought of jumping into the lake with Carter, naked, was too tempting to resist, however. Especially with the promise of his warm mouth on her breasts. “Okay,” she panted as he pressed his palm against her clit. “Let’s do it.”

She let out a whimper when he withdrew his finger from her pussy. She missed the easy rhythm of his caresses, the slick slide of friction, and the slow build of heat that coiled low in her belly.

Carter pushed himself up from the couch and stripped. Tess stared, rapt, at the play of muscles she’d never tire of watching. His erection stood out proud and thick from his hips, and she wanted to take it into her mouth. Suck him hard and deep until he came deep in the back of her throat once again.

“Later,” Carter said with a wry grin.

“Oh, so you know what I’m thinking now?”

“Uh-huh, and I want your mouth on me again so much I can barely stand it.”

A shiver danced over her skin.

“Get naked.”

He didn’t have to ask her again. Tess got up from the couch and stripped. An appreciative growl gathered in Carter’s chest as his gaze roamed over her body. Tess’s nipples puckered under his perusal. She didn’t need a chilly lake, just the heat of Carter’s unabashed stare. He grabbed her hand and led her through the vast living room and past the formal dining room to the sliding glass doors. He pulled the doors open and the kiss of cool air on her bare flesh coaxed goose bumps to the surface of Tess’s skin.

Carter turned to face her. A wicked smile curved his sinful mouth. “Ready?”

She nodded. “Ready.”

They ran like a couple of stupid kids over the patio and onto the cool grass of the lawn. Tess squealed with both joy and embarrassment as they hit the wet sand of the beach.

“Don’t stop,” Carter said. “You’ll lose your edge if you do.”

He’d obviously done this before. With his wife, maybe? Tess stuffed the sad thought to the soles of her feet and picked up her pace until she was right beside him. They hit the water at full speed and Tess gasped as the icy water met her skin. Carter spun and gathered her in his arms before he brought them both down in a graceful arc into the water. Surprisingly, the water was warmer than the air outside, and she experienced a brief moment of weightlessness before Carter brought them both up to the surface.

They laughed and gasped for air as the chill sank in. The nearly full moon shone down on them, bathing their glistening bodies in silver light. Carter drank her in, his gaze so intense that it—not the cold of the water—stole Tess’s breath. “Beautiful,” he said on a breath before lowering his mouth to her breast and taking her nipple into his hot mouth just as he’d promised he would.

He suckled one breast, and then the other, until Tess trembled in his arms. He mistook her reaction for a chill and carried her from the lake up the lawn, and deposited her in the hot tub. He turned on the jets and settled in beside her before gathering her in his arms once again. He kissed her for long moments that seemed to transcend time. Languorous flicks of his tongue and whispers of his lips against hers. His gentleness, the attention he paid to her, nearly broke Tess’s heart.

He turned and lifted her up so that she sat on the lip of the hot tub. Carter’s gaze burned as he spread her legs and dipped his head to her pussy. “I thought you wanted my mouth on you,” she murmured a moment before his lips sealed over her clit.

A low moan worked its way up her throat as Tess’s head rolled back on her shoulders. He brought his head up and the cool kiss of air sent a delicious shiver over Tess’s skin. “I couldn’t wait to taste you,” he said, low. His eyes sparked with mischief and a wicked grin stretched across his lips. “I’ll let you make it up to me later.”

Carter Christensen was one of a kind. And for tonight, he belonged to her.


Eleven

Bright light penetrated the inside of Carter’s bedroom. Tess stirred beside him and nestled closer to his body. He gathered her close and kissed her hairline at her temple. The past twenty-four hours had been some of the best of his life. That it was all about to come to a close left him feeling too goddamned raw.

Nate and Chloe would be bringing the girls home in a couple of hours. As much as he wanted to lounge in bed with Tess for the remainder of the morning—to kiss, lick, suck, and let his hands roam the soft swells and dips of her body—they couldn’t be naked under the covers when the girls got there. Reality beckoned and though Carter wanted to tell it to fuck right off, he’d known that this would have to come to an end. And still, the past twenty-four hours had passed far too quickly.

He didn’t want to give Tess up.

Carter held her tight against him as though the simple act could change the reality of his life. He had the girls to think about and he couldn’t risk breaking all of their hearts all over again if things didn’t work out with Tess. They’d gone into this knowing all they’d had was a few borrowed hours together. Tess had agreed that it would be best to keep emotions out of the mix. So why did the thought of going back to the way things had been cause panic to rise like acid in his throat?

“Morning.” Tess’s sleepy greeting drew Carter’s attention.

He scooted down farther on the pillow and nuzzled her neck. “Morning.”

Tess reached down between them and took the length of his cock in her palm. Memories surfaced of the previous night. Their time in the hot tub, her thighs quivering against his cheeks as she came on his tongue, the intensity of his own orgasm as she’d taken him deep in her mouth, her nails biting into his thighs. The hours spent in this bed, the way Tess had looked as she straddled his hips and rode him with wanton abandon, and the expression on her beautiful face as she’d come yet again. And the quiet moments afterward when she’d laid in his arms in the total dark and they’d murmured sweet endearments to one another. In the aftermath of their lust, the words had left his lips unbidden. I think … I could love you, Tess.

He’d meant it. Another week, maybe two, and he could easily find himself in love with her.

Thinking back on it, those moments were dreamlike. His chest ached and Carter rubbed at his sternum as though he could banish the emotions that continued to torture him in the harsh light of day.

“I want to make you breakfast.” Tess’s breathy murmur only served to harden his cock and she angled her hip to glide against his erection. The softness of her skin branded him.

His panic resurfaced and Carter rolled away from her with a harsh exhale. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and looked over his shoulder at Tess to find her studying him, her expression a mixture of curiosity and hurt. How could he have ever thought they could do this and come out on the other side unchanged? Unhurt.

“Nate will be here any time,” he said. Realization dawned and Tess sat up in bed, bringing the sheet with her. Carter wanted to tug it away, to bare her gorgeous breasts to him one last time. That would be playing with fire, though. If he started there, he knew he wouldn’t stop until he was once again buried inside of her.

“We should probably get up and get dressed, huh?” He didn’t miss the disappointment in her tone, and Carter’s mood soured. Goddamn it, he didn’t want to be the responsible adult. For the first time in his life, he wanted to be more like Travis. To care only about himself.

That’s not who Carter was, though. He’d never be that guy. “Maybe I could get a raincheck on breakfast.” His heart plummeted from his chest and landed at the bottom of his gut. “It would probably be best if the girls didn’t come home and wonder what you’re doing here so early in the morning.”

“Right. Of course.” Tess averted her gaze and Carter had never felt like more of an asshole.

This was only one of the reasons why he’d avoided jumping back into the dating pool. He refused for his girls to see a revolving door of hookups walk in and out of their lives, and likewise, Carter wasn’t going to be the sort of single parent that constantly sent his daughters away so he could get laid. Tess didn’t deserve this.

Carter stood and retrieved the pair of workout pants he’d left on the floor last night. His gaze wandered to a dresser in the far corner of the room and the framed family picture of him, Steph, and the girls that they’d taken by the lake when Jenny and Jane were two years old. Guilt flared in his chest, squeezed his lungs until he couldn’t take a decent breath. Steph was gone and Tess was right here, warm, willing, and so caring. And instead of letting her stay to greet the girls with him and share a nice breakfast, he was kicking her out as if he was ashamed of her.

Carter wasn’t equipped to deal with any of this. He felt as though his heart would explode at any minute. He didn’t want to hurt Tess but damn it, he didn’t know what else to do.

“Maybe after the girls get settled back in, we could do lunch or something? I could make sandwiches and we could do a picnic down by the water so the girls can play in the sand.”

God, even now Tess was trying to salvage the day. Carter pulled his pants up over his ass and turned to face her. “Yeah, maybe.”

Her hopeful expression fell. Her lips turned downward and Carter wanted to kiss away her disappointment and the sadness that glistened in her deep blue eyes. He had to think about Jenny and Jane, though. He had to do what was best for them.

Is this what’s best for them … or you?

Carter reached for the dresser beside his bed and searched for a T-shirt. He tried to not notice as Tess slipped out of the bed to dress. His gaze lingered on the smooth skin of her back, the curve of her waist, and the perfect globes of her ass that he’d cradled in his palms.

“We don’t have to do a picnic.” She glanced over her shoulder at him as Carter pulled his shirt over his head to keep from meeting her gaze. “We can do whatever you want. We don’t even have to do lunch if you want to spend the afternoon with them by yourself.”

A pang speared his chest, and Carter tried to rub it away. She was too damned understanding. Too compassionate. Considerate. So fucking sexy as she glanced at him over the creamy skin of her bare shoulder. The same shoulder he’d sunk his teeth into as he’d taken her from behind. Carter took a deep breath in through his nose and let it out slowly through his mouth. He couldn’t bear to hurt her, but he didn’t think he could open himself up to more heartache.

“We’ll see.” It wasn’t an outright “no” but he could tell from Tess’s expression that she’d gotten the gist. Carter’s gut knotted up so high he swore it had retreated into his throat. “The girls might be tired since I doubt Nate put them to bed at a decent hour.”

“That’s fine.” Tess’s voice became so small that Carter had to strain to hear her. “I’ll be home either way.”

Carter stared at the wall as Tess continued to dress in silence. He couldn’t bring himself to take even a step away from his spot on the other side of the bed because he knew his damned traitorous feet would take him straight to Tess and he’d do everything in his power to assuage her. This was for the best. They’d agreed there didn’t need to be any strings attached.

“You guys can come over if you change your mind.” Tess headed for the bedroom door and Carter’s jaw clenched. “My door’s open.”

Silence and loneliness swallowed him, and his muscles tensed to the point of pain. He’d turned his back on Tess, made her feel as though what happened between them meant nothing. In guarding his own heart, he’d damaged hers. He was nothing more than a selfish asshole who didn’t deserve her.

Steph would be so proud.

*   *   *

“Daddy! Daddy! We rode in a helicopter!”

“We saw a giraffe!”

“A goat tried to eat Jane’s shirt!”

The girls’ excited voices carried from Carter’s patio. Tess listened through the screen as she poured herself a cup of coffee. The hurt of her exclusion sliced through her and she let out a shaky breath. No walk of shame she could ever conjure in her imagination could have compared to the flare of heartache when Carter suggested she leave. As though she wasn’t good enough for his brother and his fiancée to meet. As though she wasn’t good enough for Jenny and Jane.

Tears stung at Tess’s eyes as memories of the previous night flooded her. Of Carter’s heartfelt words when he’d whispered in the dark, I think I could love you, Tess. She knew better than to believe the things men said post-orgasm. She’d lost count of the times Jared had said the same sorts of things. He’d told her she was the only woman he’d ever love. The only one he’d ever want. In the meantime, he’d been enjoying a little side action with her best friend.

It’s not as though she’d wanted to move in with Carter, play house, and be a mom to his girls. She’d known him for a little over a week and yeah, the past twenty-four hours had proven that they were more than sexually compatible, but that didn’t make for a relationship. She’d simply wanted more than his not-so-casual brush-off.

Morning gave way to afternoon and before Tess knew it, the sun had set. She sat in her living room, the furniture and floors still covered with drop cloths while she drowned her sorrows in a monster bowl of four-cheese mac ’n cheese and a glass of red wine. In the background, she barely noticed the episode of The Following she’d been trying to watch. Not even FBI agent Ryan Hardy could hold her attention tonight.

The soft sound of someone knocking at the back patio door sent a shock of adrenaline racing through Tess’s bloodstream. She checked the time on her phone—almost eleven. She went to the kitchen, her heart in her throat. Four palms and two little faces were pressed against the glass. Good lord. It was a wonder any part of Carter’s sanity remained intact with those two around. She let a slow sigh and tried to calm the racing of her pulse as she slid the door open to let them in.

“I know for a fact your dad doesn’t know you’re here.”

“He thinks we’re in bed,” Jenny said, sounding only a little guilty.

Jane jumped in to finish her sister’s thought, “But he wouldn’t let us come over earlier and we got something for you at the zoo.”

“I think he’s back to being cranky,” Jenny said.

Jane gave an exaggerated sigh. “He should have come to the zoo and maybe he wouldn’t be in such a bad mood.”

“You’re going to make him even crankier if he goes to check on you guys and finds out you’re gone,” Tess chided. She wasn’t even their parent, yet she felt like grounding them both. Her house might have been next door, but little not-quite-six-year-olds had no business wandering around late at night. “Come on, let’s get you two back in bed.”

“Wait!” Jane held out her little fist. A silver chain with a tiny penguin pendant dangled from her grasp. “Uncle Nate let us get this for you.”

Jenny added, “The penguins were our favorite part.”

“You two are the sweetest,” Tess crooned. She took the necklace from Jane and secured it around her own neck. “I love it.”

They beamed and their sweet expressions nearly did Tess in.

“Okay, back home with you two.” Their wide smiles transformed into pouty frowns. Tess took one of their hands in each of hers and escorted them across the lawn. She lifted them over the fence and then continued through Carter’s lawn and onto the patio. Before she even had a chance to knock, he noticed them through the window. His scowl caused Jenny and Jane to squeeze Tess’s hands tighter. She gave them each a reassuring squeeze in return. “He’s not mad,” she said, “just worried. You can’t sneak out of bed and leave the house. Especially this late at night. Got it?”

“Okay.” Their synchronized response coaxed a smile to Tess’s lips, but she tucked it away.

She brought her gaze up to the window and as Carter approached, her pulse kicked into high gear. He slid open the door and looked down at his daughters. He definitely had the intimidating dad routine down and it reminded her of their first meeting. “Both of you, upstairs and get in bed. I’ll be up in a second to talk to you.”

They took off like a shot through the kitchen. Moments later the muted thud of their tiny footsteps on the stairs could be heard and then the slam of a bedroom door. Carter kept his gaze locked on Tess, the expression so heated and intense it made her break out into a sweat.

“Sorry about that.” Apparently, they were back to being nothing more than neighbors. It might have been easy for Carter to pretend that the past twenty-four hours hadn’t happened, but that wasn’t so easy for her.

“You know I don’t mind. I talked to them about sneaking out of the house, though. They shouldn’t be running around at night.”

“I can handle them,” Carter said.

The curtness of his words stung. “I know you can,” Tess said. “I was just trying to help.”

Carter’s expression softened. “Thanks. I need to go talk to them before they try to throw a sheet out the window and escape again. Good night, Tess.”

Once again, her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach like a stone. “Good night, Carter.”

She turned to leave. A strong hand gripped her upper arm and spun her around. Before Tess could right her careening world, Carter put his mouth to hers. The kiss was desperate, frenzied, so full of unspoken emotion that it nearly shattered her. When he pulled away, she was breathless and shaken, her body humming with awareness of this amazing man who affected her with only a look.

“You said you could love me.” Tess didn’t care if she sounded desperate. She didn’t want to give up on the prospect of a relationship with Carter before it even got a chance to get off the ground. “Would it really be so bad to see what might happen if we gave it a chance?”

“I shouldn’t have misled you, Tess.” His words gutted her. “I—spoke in the heat of the moment. I lied.”

“No. You were being honest last night, you’re not now. Can you really just let this go, Carter? Can you stand there and say that you don’t feel a single thing for me?”

“I don’t love you. What happened was just sex. An itch that we both needed to scratch. We agreed that emotions wouldn’t get in the way, and I can’t help it if yours did. We had a great time and that’s all there is to it. It’s over. I have to let it go, Tess.” His voice broke with the words. “I can’t give you what you want.”

“What about what you want, Carter?”

He reached out and traced the line of her jaw with the pad of his thumb. “There can’t ever be anything between us. What happened yesterday won’t ever happen again. Good night, Tess,” he said again before turning and going back into his house.

Tess swallowed down the sob that threatened to break loose from her throat. That kiss, those words, were good-bye.


Twelve

Almost a week and a half had passed since Carter kissed Tess good-bye on his patio. His mood had spiraled into a cranky, antisocial state that caused the girls to seek refuge in their bedroom rather than spend time with him.

He sat on the patio, hoping to get a glimpse of Tess. Which was stupid because he was acting as though she was the one who’d cut off contact with him when it had been the other way around. His torture was self-inflicted, so if he was pissed, he had no one to blame but himself.

He hadn’t stopped thinking about her, hadn’t stopped replaying the memories of their time together in his mind. Those almost obsessive thoughts took up space in his brain that had been solely occupied by Steph up until now and it scared the shit out of him.

“Daaaaaad!” Jane called from inside the house. “Uncle Travis is on the phooooone!”

Carter cast one last hopeful glance toward Tess’s house before going inside. Jane handed him the phone and then headed back into the living room where she and Jenny were watching Frozen. He swore if he had to listen to Let it Go, one more time, he was going to snap the DVD in two.

“Hello?”

“Someone’s a cranky fucker,” Travis said.

Carter considered hanging up but he didn’t feel like getting an in-person visit from his wild and charismatic twin. He could only imagine the way Travis would come on to Tess if he happened to see her. And at the end of the day, he loved his brother. He’d hate to have to kill him.

“I’m not cranky.” Those words had become a pretty standard response for him lately. “What’s up?”

“Nate said you had him watch the girls last week so you could put the moves on the sexy new neighbor. I take it she turned you down? Either that or your own ridiculous conscience got in the way.” He let out a sad sigh. “You’ve got to hit the release valve, brother. Otherwise you’re going to blow and it ain’t gonna be pretty.”

“So honoring Steph’s memory is ridiculous?” His temper flared, but Carter knew it wasn’t anger with Travis. It was his own guilt that made him feel like punching something. “Besides, I don’t have the luxury of being without responsibilities or caring about my reputation.” Travis snorted at the subtle jab but he didn’t say anything.

“Steph died.” Travis’s words cut Carter to his marrow. “It fucking sucked. It was one of the worst things I’ve ever been through since mom died, and I wasn’t even married to her. I loved her too you know. But damn it, martyring yourself isn’t going to bring her back. And she’d never want you and the girls to be unhappy. You’re fucking miserable, Carter. You have been for two years. When are you going to stop torturing yourself and move on with your life?”

Travis was wild, unruly, and generally disrespectful. But he was also the most loyal, the most forthright, and the most caring brother a guy could have. He might have acted like a fool in his personal life, but when it came to family, Travis was as solid and dependable as they came. And he never pulled punches with Carter. Ever. He told it like it was.

“I don’t know if I can.” Carter let out all of the pain he felt in his words. “I don’t want the girls to fall in love with someone and then lose her.”

“Are you worried about the girls?” Travis asked. “Or yourself?”

Carter choked on the word. “Both.”

“You’ll never be happy if you don’t start taking some chances, man.”

“I’m not a chance taker. You know that.” It was part of what made him a good QB. He never let the ball leave his hand unless he was positive of where it would go and that the throw would have the outcome he’d planned for. Sure, passes were intercepted, sometimes the receiver was blocked. Sometimes Carter made mistakes. But he never took chances.

“Do you like her?”

He more than liked her. He hadn’t felt this way about a woman since— “I like her,” Carter said.

“More than a one-night stand?”

The thought of leaving Nacogdoches next week killed him. Dallas was only two hours away, and it’s not like he’d spoken a word to Tess in the past week, but at least she was close. At least if he wanted to, Carter could have walked across the yard and knocked at the patio door. If he was brave enough, he could apologize for hurting her and maybe she’d forgive him. Carter didn’t want Tess for one night. He wanted her for all the rest of his nights.

I think … I think I could love you.

“I love her, Travis.” He’d known right away with Steph. He’d known after less than a week that he’d marry her someday. He knew it with Tess, too.

“Do the girls?”

He didn’t know if they loved Tess, but they definitely liked her. “Yeah.”

“Then why the fuck do you sound like such a broody son of a bitch?”

Carter scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Because I think I might’ve screwed it up with her.” Think? He absolutely screwed it up.

“You’re not the sort of guy who doesn’t go for what he wants. If you want her, do something about it.”

“Yeah.” Did he have it in him to move on with his life?

“Steph wanted you to be happy,” Travis said. “And she’d kick your ass if she could see the sorry state you’ve let yourself get to.” Travis was definitely right about that. “You still coming to the playoff game on Saturday?”

The Stars had made it to the semifinals thanks to a shutout that Travis took a lot of the credit for. “Yeah. We’ll be there.”

“I’ll get you four tickets instead of three,” he remarked. “In case you want to bring hot neighbor along.”

He doubted Tess would give him the time of day at this point, let alone go to a hockey game. “I won’t ask if there’s even a chance you’ll call her that to her face.”

“You’re no fun,” Travis said.

Carter glanced toward the living room where the girls watched their movie. “I’ve heard that a lot lately.”

“So snap the fuck out of it and get your shit together,” Travis said. “I’ll see you Friday and you’d better bring a friend.”

Without another word, Travis ended the call.

Since they’d met, Carter had been so goddamned scared of feeling anything for anyone that he’d allowed his guilt to put distance between him and Tess. And when he’d finally given in to his own desires, their time together had been so amazing that it had shaken him. Again, that guilt ate at him until he thought he had no choice to but to turn his back on her and hurt her in order to put her at arms’ length. But was it his guilt over betraying Steph’s memory that had stood in his way or his own goddamned fear of being hurt again? Travis thought it was time for him to take some chances. Maybe for once, he needed to listen to his brother and throw caution to the wind.

*   *   *

Tess stared at the logo design project she’d been trying to work on for the past week. Her creativity was in the crapper and she couldn’t focus to save her life. She hadn’t so much as ventured outside her back door since the day Carter kissed her before telling her he’d lied to her and that there could never be anything between them. There was something seriously wrong with feeling like she had to sneak out undetected for groceries so she wouldn’t have a run-in with the man who had won and broken her heart all in the same twenty-four-hour period. At least the awkwardness wouldn’t last forever. In about a week, he’d be packing up and heading back to Dallas. And Tess would go back to her life before he’d shown up: quiet and lonely.

Yay.

She closed her laptop and stared out the kitchen window toward the lake. The late afternoon sun glinted like gold on the ripples stirred by a gentle and unseasonably warm spring breeze. Yet, a chill danced over Tess’s skin as she remembered running with abandon into the water with Carter. The shock of cold as it hit her skin and the soothing heat of his mouth as he latched his lips over her stiff and aching nipple.

“Oookay.” Tess abruptly scooted her chair out from the table and let out a gust of breath. “Snap out of it, Tess.”

She couldn’t allow her thoughts to take her back to that night ever again. The resulting hurt that stabbed at her chest when she reminded herself of the things he’d said to her, nearly laid her low. Tess refused to ever again endure the crippling depression and self-doubt she’d felt after she and Jared had broken up. Carter Christensen didn’t own her heart or her emotions. He didn’t have the right to make her yearn for something that would never be.

She reached up and caressed the novelty penguin necklace the girls had bought for her during their trip to the zoo. Carter hadn’t been the only one who’d managed to worm into her heart. Jenny and Jane had a little piece of her too.

“I need a drink.”

It was a sign of how long she’d been isolated that Tess was talking to herself. How could she have ever thought that she’d make it out here by herself? Maybe she should sell the place and move back to New York. She was down a boyfriend and a best friend, but she’d had other friends in the city. A hell of a lot more than she had here.

Tess had never considered herself a quitter. She was strong, independent. Self-sufficient. She made decent money and was good at her job. Dallas was proving to be a promising market for her business as she’d managed to line up a few new clients. When she’d left New York, she’d convinced herself that she was taking on a new challenge, not running away from her problems. If she left Nacogdoches now, wouldn’t she be proving to herself that she wasn’t strong at all? Wouldn’t it prove that she’d been running all along?

A knock at her front door drew Tess’s attention. She was surprised to see the contractor Carter had hired to assess the barn standing on her front porch, clipboard in hand. “Hi, um…” What in the hell was his name? “Steve!” He gave her a funny look at her ah-ha! moment. “Do I owe you for the barn assessment?” She’d thought Carter had paid for it but maybe he’d changed his mind. God, she hoped not. She was doing all right financially but she wasn’t a bank.

“No.” Steve looked as confused as she sounded. “I’m here to get started on the remodel.”

Remodel? What the ever loving…? “I think there might be a miscommunication somewhere. I just wanted to make sure the structure was sound. I’m far from being able to do a remodel on it.”

Steve’s glance slid to the side, in the direction of Carter’s house. “I’m confused. Carter called yesterday and asked if I had time to work the barn into my schedule. I was hoping we could do the walkthrough today to see what you were thinking for the space. Carter suggested an office in the loft and maybe turning the ground level into a studio or second living space, but he said the final say was yours. Did something change between yesterday and today?”

Tess had absolutely no idea what was going on. “You talked to Carter yesterday?”

“Yeah. Yesterday afternoon. I’ve got a crew scheduled to start work next week.”

“Can you give me a few minutes? I need to straighten a few things out.” A few things? A whole hell of a lot of things.

“Sure. I need to make a couple of phone calls to my sub-contractors anyway. We’ll need to do some minor foundation work before we do any actual building and I need to get some prices from my concrete guy. I’ll be in my truck when you’re ready.”

“Thanks.”

Tess left the front door wide open and trekked back through the house. She slipped through the back patio door and jogged across their two lawns until she stood on Carter’s patio. Fist poised and ready to knock on the glass, Tess paused. She could tell Steve to leave. She didn’t have to talk to Carter at all. She could go back to her house, sit her ass down, and get back to work. She could try to forget the time she’d spent with Carter, the things he’d said to her, the way his touch set her on fire. She could forget that he’d broken her heart with cold and hurtful words and get to back to her life. She could let him go back to Dallas and he’d be nothing but the neighbor she saw once or twice a year when he needed a break from the fast pace of his life.

Tess could do all of those things. She simply didn’t know if she wanted to.

“You look like a woman on the verge of a serious decision.”

Tess whipped around to find Carter walking toward the patio from the lake. Behind him, the girls shuffled along, their leggings pulled up to their knees and their shoes clutched in their little hands. They looked up at their dad’s words and bright smiles lit their faces as they exchanged a knowing glance. Their soft giggles made Tess’s stomach draw into a tight knot.

“Hi Tess!”

“Hi Tess!”

They ran past her and into the house, their wide, secretive grins causing her suspicions to grow. The girls obviously knew something she didn’t, and Tess didn’t like not being in on the secret.

Tess opened her mouth to speak. Closed it. Started again and failed. Words refused to form on her lips as she took in the sight of Carter strolling with casual grace toward her. The memory of what it had felt like to have her naked skin against his, to feel the power of that magnificent body thrust over hers was still too fresh in her mind. Her breath stalled in her chest and a ball of emotion gathered in her throat. How could she ever think it would be so easy to banish Carter from her heart and mind?

“Did you hire your contractor to come out and do a remodel on my barn?” Instead of focus on her heartache, she let her anger take over. It was the only way to force any words past her lips.

Carter continued to stroll toward her in that calm, calculated way that made him look like a predator on the prowl. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and averted her gaze from him. It was like staring at the sun; his very presence blinded her.

When he was close enough to reach out and touch, Carter stopped. The space between them sizzled with electricity and Tess forced her eyes back to his face. “Did you?” she asked again.

“I suck at apologies.” The warmth in his deep voice cascaded over her in a pleasant rush. “And flowers seemed too cliché.”

“Carter.”

“Tess.” His gaze devoured her. “I’m so sorry.”


Thirteen

For over a week, Tess had been feet from him and yet, it had felt like miles. After Carter’s conversation with Travis yesterday, he’d come to a decision. It was time to live his life. Steph had wanted him to live. For him, for her, and their girls. The guilt he felt wasn’t fair to any of them. He’d loved Steph more than he thought he could ever love another woman. Loving Tess wasn’t a betrayal of that love, it was a testament to what they’d had that he could open himself up to love for a second time.

Carter’s own stubbornness had almost caused him to miss out on a chance at happiness. He wasn’t going to let it pass him by again. He reached out and smoothed an errant strand of hair away from Tess’s face. Her gaze softened, but the deep blue of her eyes still reflected the hurt he’d caused. He’d do whatever it took to make it up to her.

She didn’t respond to his lame attempt at an apology. Carter took a deep breath and held it for a moment. “I was scared Tess. Scared of what I felt and rather than admit that to you, admit that I was worried about how a new relationship might affect the girls, I pushed you away. I said a lot of things I didn’t mean and if I could, I’d take it all back. I’m sorry, Tess. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’ll do whatever it takes to make you forgive me. I…” He let out a gust of breath. “I’m in love with you.”

Tess’s soft mouth parted and it was all Carter could do not to lean down and kiss her.

“You’re in love with me.”

Carter’s heart leapt up into his throat at her monotone response. “I knew the second you stepped up to my back door to give me a piece of your mind that I’d fall in love with you, Tess. You’re so strong, so sure, so goddamned beautiful that I can’t breathe when I look at you. You’re so caring and soft. So passionate. The past week and a half without you almost ruined me. Jenny and Jane love you. They miss you.” He reached out and traced his fingertips over the silly penguin necklace draped around her neck. “I know you miss them too. Forgive me for being an asshole who hurt you. Forgive me for being too damned stubborn and scared and guilty to acknowledge what my own heart wanted. Let me make it up to you. Let me love you, Tess.”

Tears glistened in her brilliant eyes, and Carter’s chest clenched.

“Flowers would have been okay, you know,” she said through her tears. “And a hell of a lot cheaper than a contractor.”

Relief swamped him and Carter let out a slow, shaky breath. “Flowers wither. A sturdy barn lasts forever.”

She smiled. God he’d missed that smile. He took Tess in his arms and pulled her close, wrapping her tight in his embrace. Carter didn’t know how many minutes passed while they stood there, her body tucked against his, warm and soft. It felt so right to hold her. He never wanted to let her go.

“I never wanted to take anyone’s place or insert myself in your family, Carter.” Her voice muffled against his T-shirt as he wrapped her tighter in his arms. “I thought I could keep emotions out of it. That I could let that day between us be what it was and nothing more. But you made me feel something. Something real and intense. Something that I didn’t think I could afford to lose. You hurt me. I know you were trying to protect Jenny and Jane as much as yourself, but it still hurt.”

Carter felt her slipping away. Her body pulled away from his and his arms stiffened as though he could keep her right where she was. His heart thundered in his chest, adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream, and his gut bottomed out. He couldn’t bear to lose her.

Tess looked up into his eyes and a soft smile curved her mouth. “I’m a firm believer in second chances, Carter. I think we both deserve one, don’t you?”

“I’m still scared,” he said. It wouldn’t do either of them any good if he wasn’t honest with her. “I still have doubts. I don’t want the girls to be hurt if this doesn’t work out between us. I don’t know what’s appropriate. Hell, how do single parents date? I have no idea. They have to be my first priority, Tess. Always. You don’t have kids and—”

“Carter.” Tess stepped away from him. Her brow knitted and her lips gathered into a petulant pucker. “You have to stop trying to micromanage your future. I’m afraid of all of those things too. I don’t want to move in or move to Dallas or anything else. I don’t even want to spend the night. Not until you’re ready. Until I’m ready. And until Jenny and Jane are ready. And yeah, it might not work out. But we won’t know if we don’t at least give it a try.”

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” Carter said. “I don’t know how to date.”

“Trust me,” Tess said. “No one does. You just roll with the punches and see what happens.”

Carter reached out and took her hand in his. “I meant what I said, though. Tess, I love you. You don’t have to say it back. I just wanted you to know.”

“Daaaaaad!” A scream that could have shattered glass interrupted them and Carter turned toward the house. “Jane hit me!”

“Are you sure you want to be a part of this craziness?” he asked Tess.

She gave him a soft smile. “I’m sure.”

“I need to go diffuse this situation before blood’s drawn.”

“You do that and I’ll go talk to your contractor,” Tess said.

“I really want to pay for this remodel, Tess,” Carter locked his gaze with hers. If it hadn’t been for that barn, he might never have met her. He wanted it to stand for a good long time. “Okay?”

“I’ll talk to Steve and see what we can do,” she said. “But next time Carter, just buy me a milkshake or something.”

“Got it. Come over when he’s done?”

Her answering smile caused his heart to stutter in his chest. “I’ll be back soon.”

*   *   *

Tess waved as Steve pulled out of her driveway. She was still a little numb, dazed by Carter’s offer to remodel the barn and Steve’s assertion that cost wasn’t an option. Anything that Tess wanted, she’d get. Period.

Extreme home makeover aside, it wasn’t the craziest thing Carter had done today. She’d told him she’d head back to his place but instead, she flopped down on her couch and stared at the wall. Over a week apart and not a word, and then he’d blindsided her with a contractor, an apology, and an admission of love. One more surprise today and she’d have a freaking heart attack.

True, she’d been quick to forgive him. Maybe too quick. Tess wasn’t looking for a rollercoaster relationship. She wanted the total package: stability, dependability, honesty, and love. She couldn’t give her heart to Carter, knowing that his guilt and worry might get the better of him again. She couldn’t allow herself to love him if he might push her away again for whatever reason. He’d said he loved her, but what would happen when he thought of Steph and lost himself to his grief. Would he take those words back in order to guard his heart? Send her away again, only to apologize by sending a contractor over to remodel her house next time? Tess was through playing games. She wanted something real.

There were also the girls to consider. Tess wasn’t going to deny that Jenny and Jane had won her over. They were adorable, feisty, tough as nails, and at the same time, sweet. Was she ready for the responsibility of what it meant to be in their lives? Was she ready to contemplate the possibility of being a stepmom? True, she was jumping the gun on that one, but it was something she needed to consider if she was going to be with Carter. She wouldn’t only be dating him, she’d be dating them. If it didn’t work out and she broke his heart, she’d break theirs too. Could she shoulder that possibility?

The prospect of loving and caring for someone else’s children didn’t scare or faze Tess. She didn’t have to give birth to Jenny and Jane to love them. But she’d always thought she’d have kids of her own. Would Carter want that? Maybe he was happy with his family the way it was. Tess wanted it all, and she wanted to know what it was like to carry her own baby, to give birth, all of it. It seemed silly to worry about it so soon—it’s not like Carter had asked her marry him—but she didn’t want to get a year into their relationship and realize that perhaps she’d made a mistake.

Now who’s making excuses to guard her heart? She and Carter were quite a pair. A couple of brokenhearted saps who wanted love and at the same time couldn’t bring themselves to open up to it. Carter had said he loved her and told her she didn’t have to say it back. Tess didn’t know if she was ready for love, but she was ready for something with him. The only way she’d know if their relationship would last was to go all in. And it was about time Tess went after what she wanted.

She left the house and crossed the space between their lawns. Butterflies swirled in her stomach and her heart fluttered in her chest. Nervous energy pooled in her limbs and her brain buzzed with too many thoughts for her to narrow them down to a single one. Love was scary. Terrifying, actually. A wild ride that left you feeling exhilarated and sick at the same time. Tess took a deep breath and brought her fist up to knock on the patio window. Carter appeared from somewhere in the house and slid the glass door open.

“Hi.”

Tess wanted a partnership. A family. Love and tenderness. Heat and passion. And the more she thought of those things, the more she realized that the only person she wanted it with was Carter. “Hi.”

For a long moment they stood rooted to their respective spots, their gazes locked. Carter opened his mouth to speak but before he could get the words out, Jenny and Jane raced through the kitchen, laughing and squealing as they inserted themselves between him and Tess.

“Dad! We found a frog in the front yard! He’s huge! Come see!” 

“Can we keep him, daddy? He won’t give us warts. Only toads do that. We’ll feed him bugs and give him water and grass to sleep on. Puhleaze! We’ll take really good care of him!”

Carter reached out his hand, his gaze still locked with Tess’s. “Want to see a frog?”

She smiled as she placed her hand in his. The warmth of his palm soothed her and Tess marveled at how quickly Carter Christensen had managed to win her over. He was one of the good ones and she’d be an idiot to ever let him go. “Who doesn’t enjoy a good frog sighting?” she asked. His answering smile was like the sun, so brilliant that she had to look away. Tess turned her attention to Jenny and Jane instead and the joy on their tiny faces. “How about we go see him, but leave him outside where he’ll be happier? I’ll show you how to draw frogs on the computer later tonight if you want. We’ll print out the pictures and hang them on your walls.”

They regarded her with doubtful expressions but their smiles remained intact. “Maybe,” Jane said slowly. “But let’s go look at him before he hops away!”

The girls led the way through the house to the front yard as Tess and Carter followed, their fingers entwined. “They really like you, you know.”

Tess looked over to see a wide smile spread across Carter’s lips. Yeah, she’d be a fool to not at least try to make things work with him. Good men were few and far between it seemed. And somehow, Tess had managed to move next door to one of the best around. “I really like them, too,” she replied. “Their dad is okay, too. A little on the cranky side, but I think I can turn him around.”

Carter pulled Tess to a stop. His expression became serious, his heated gaze delved into hers and she shivered. “You already have,” he murmured. “I love you, Tess.”

She swallowed down the lump that rose to her throat. Carter might have been able to lay himself bare but Tess wasn’t quite to that point yet. He’d have to be patient with her. With them. “Come on,” she said as she urged him to keep walking. “Let’s go look at a frog.”

“You’re going to love me too, Tess,” he remarked as they headed out to the front yard. “I’m going to make sure of it.”

Of that, she had no doubt.


Fourteen

The whoosh of sharpened blades as they rushed over the ice filled Tess’s ears moments before the two hulking bodies crashed into the Plexiglas barrier that separated their seats from the rink. Jenny and Jane fed off the energy, the roar of the crowd, the excitement, and leaned forward to bang on the glass with the other hockey fans.

“Oh no you don’t.” Carter reached out and plucked the backs of the girls’ T-shirts, hauling them back to their seats as though they weighed nothing at all. They were a little put out that they couldn’t be as rowdy as the rest of the Stars fans, but as a consolation, Carter let them stand on their chairs. Placated, but far from calm, they continued to jump up and down on the seats as they cheered the team on to victory.

To think, at one time Tess had thought that they’d want to play with Barbie dolls.

Game seven of the playoffs had turned out to be a nail-biter. Whoever won the game was headed to the Stanley Cup finals. They’d been to all of the playoff games. Nate had made Christensen Petroleum’s jet available to fly the entire family to every single away game so they could support Travis. Nate, Chloe, and Noah had opted for the privacy of a skybox, but Carter and the girls had preferred to be in the thick of the action. Tess had to admit, she preferred the action and vendors’ food to the swanky, catered box.

“Having fun?”

She leaned forward and peered at Carter. The girls were sandwiched between them and he wore a wide smile that made her heart beat a wild rhythm in her chest. “Of course,” she called over the din of the crowd. They’d been seeing each other for three weeks now and Carter still felt as though he needed to make sure that Tess was comfortable, having fun, happy.… His concern for her was endearing but she knew that his real worry was that she’d yet to speak the words that he’d so easily offered to her the day he’d made his grand apology. I love you.

One of the Penguin’s forwards took a shot on goal and the puck whizzed through the air. Travis reached out with his glove and made the save. The crowd went wild around them. Jane’s enthusiastic jumping got out of control and she toppled forward. Tess caught her before she spilled end over top and settled her back on the seat.

“That was a close one!” Jane flashed a bright smile that rivaled her dad’s in its charm.

Tess had never dated anyone with kids before and there were definitely things she’d had to get used to. It was rarely just her and Carter. There were the rare occasions when the girls spent the night with Nate and Chloe, but otherwise, they were a foursome. All activities were family appropriate. Movie nights were usually G- or PG-rated and likewise, Tess had had to learn to curb her swearing, a feat that cost her a dollar for the mason jar in Carter’s kitchen every time she slipped.

Then there was the long-distance aspect of their relationship. Nacogdoches wasn’t far from Dallas—a couple of hours—but it made seeing Carter every day impossible. She spent weekends with him here or he came out to the lake. On a couple of occasions when Tess had clients to meet in the city, she got an extra day or two with him, but the preseason would start soon and she’d lose even more time with him when he went back to playing football full time. There were speed bumps in their relationship, ones that had taken Tess time to adjust to despite the fact she’d been so confident early on that she could handle Carter’s busy life.

He never missed an opportunity to tell her that he loved her. That he missed her. And he’d never once asked her to reciprocate. Carter was a man of infinite patience and love. He gave selflessly every single day of himself, his emotions, his time, even his money. And he didn’t do it for recognition or to get something in return. He was the most amazing man she’d ever met and Tess loved him more than she had words to describe it. It shouldn’t have been so hard to say the words to him, not when she felt them in every single fiber of her being.

He’d admitted to her that he was scared of what a new relationship might mean. How it would affect him and the girls. How it would hurt them if this didn’t work out. Tess was scared too. Of giving her heart completely not only to Carter, but to Jenny and Jane too. She loved them all so much that she thought her chest would explode from the excess of emotion. As he’d taken the leap with her and of the two of them, Carter had the most reason to guard his heart. It was time for Tess to go all in as well.

The sound of a loud buzzer preceded the roar of the crowd as the Stars scored. Jenny and Jane went wild, their little arms pumping above their heads as they screamed and cheered. Music blared from the loudspeaker and the girls hopped down from their seats to dance. Tess looked to her right to find Carter watching her. The wild celebration around them melted away until there was only the two of them. He leaned over the two seats that separated them and braced a hand on the armrest of Tess’s seat.

Their mouths met. A slow, sweet kiss with parted mouths and heated breaths. Public displays—especially when the girls were around—were usually G-rated, but Tess gave this one a PG-13. She reached up and cupped his cheek, her nails scraping over Carter’s stubble. The girls screamed and laughed before turning to shake them both by the shoulders.

“You’re on TV!”

“You’re kissing on TV!”

Carter pulled away with a wicked grin and Tess glanced up at the multiple giant screens that replayed their kiss for the entire rink. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and laughter bubbled in her chest.

“We’re caught.”

The crowd cheered loudly and Carter chuckled. “I think they want a repeat performance.”

Tess grabbed him by the collar as the crowd cheered them on. “In that case, we’d better not disappoint them.”

She pulled him in for a kiss that pushed the boundaries of their previous PG-13 rating. When they finally parted, Tess was dizzy and breathless, and so damned in love that she couldn’t see straight. She needed to tell him. He deserved to hear the words.

“Will you come out to the lake this weekend?” she asked.

Carter flashed a brilliant smile. “Absolutely.”

*   *   *

“Ready?”

Tess had ushered everyone out to the barn before they could even get their bags out of the truck. Steve’s crew had finished the remodel a couple of days ago and she couldn’t wait to show it off.

Carter couldn’t take his eyes off of Tess. It had only been four days since they’d been at the hockey game together, but that was four days too long. This long-distance arrangement was getting harder and harder for him to accept. He didn’t want to see Tess only on the weekends or when she had a meeting in Dallas. He wanted seven days a week with her. Especially now that the preseason was about to start and his free time would be virtually nonexistent.

“Hurry, Tess! We want to come up!”

“Hold your horses, you too,” she chided playfully. “I’m going to take your dad up first, then you can come up.”

The remodel on the barn had turned out great. The ground floor had been converted into an office space complete with a sofa, conference area, and kitchenette. Carter was a little surprised, since he’d assumed she would convert the ground floor into living space and the upstairs into an office. The once-rickety ladder was now a sturdy staircase complete with a slatted banister.

Tess turned and led the way up the stairs and Carter followed. Their position allowed him the perfect view of her ass and his hands itched to reach out and touch. The last thing he wanted right now was to keep his contact with her kid-friendly. He needed skin-on-skin contact with her like he needed air. When she got to the top of the staircase, Tess turned.

“Close your eyes.”

Carter regarded her for a moment and she folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t let me fall,” he teased.

“Please,” Tess scoffed. “These stairs are top safety rated.” When he didn’t close his eyes she sighed. “Take my hand,” Tess said. “I promise I won’t let you fall.”

She might have sounded put out but her wide grin told another story. God, he loved that smile. He wanted to wake up to that smile. Carter swallowed against the nerves that caused his heart to pound in his chest and closed his eyes.

Tess reached out and took his hand in hers. The warmth, the softness of her skin only served to jack his nerves into the stratosphere. They’d been seeing each other for almost a month and even though Carter told Tess he loved her every day, she’d yet to say it to him. He wore his heart on his sleeve and he was okay with that. Tess was more guarded. He knew she cared for him and the girls, but Carter longed to hear those words from her. She guided him up the last three stairs and when Carter found solid footing, he paused.

“Okay.” Carter heard the smile in Tess’s voice and it filled him near to bursting with emotion. “Open them.”

Carter’s jaw dropped. Not an office, not a living space, Tess had converted the loft into a sports-themed playroom for the girls. A net dangled from the ceiling filled with soccer balls, a decal picture of the U.S. Women’s Soccer Team graced one wall. The other two walls were butter yellow and light blue, variations of the girls’ favorite colors. One corner sported a table and chairs, there were beanbags for them to lounge on, cubbies for shoes, art supplies, or whatever else they wanted, and a small TV was mounted to the north wall. It was a playroom of epic proportions.

Carter had wanted Tess to make this space her own. Instead, she’d given it to his girls.

“You didn’t have to do this,” Carter said.

Tess smiled. “I wanted to. I can work while they play. Or we can hang out downstairs and watch TV while they play. It’ll be a space for all of us to use however we want.”

“Tess.” Words failed him. His hand balled into a fist in his pocket and Carter swallowed down the emotion that choked him.

“I love them, Carter,” Tess said. Her gaze met his and she reached out to take his hand.

All Steph had wanted was for them to be happy. She’d wanted their girls to have a family. Parents who cared for them. Never in a million years could Carter have imagined he’d find someone as perfect as Tess. He sent out a silent prayer of thanks. She loves our girls, Steph.

“They love you, too.”

“Can we come up now?” Jane sounded like she might explode if she had to endure another minute of waiting.

“We’re dying down here!” Of course, Jenny had her sister beat when it came to lack of patience.

“Take a few deep breaths and count to fifty,” Carter called back. “Are you sure you’re ready for the noise and energy they’re going to bring to what’s supposed to be your quiet work space?”

Tess gave him a soft smile. “It’s unbearably quiet here when you guys are gone. I hate it.”

So did Carter. So much so that he’d made a decision. “I’m selling my house in Dallas.” He’d planned to save that news for later, but like Jenny, he couldn’t wait. “I want to live in Nacogdoches. The girls can go to school here and I’ll commute during the season. I’m tired of the distance between us, Tess. I can’t stand it.”

She beamed. The brilliance of her smile had nothing on the sun. “I love you, Carter,” she said on a breath. “I’ve missed you so much the past few weeks. I don’t want to be apart from you guys for even a day.”

I love you. Carter had been waiting weeks to hear those words from her. His heart pounded in his chest. “I love you, Tess. I don’t think I could love you more.”

He lowered his mouth to hers. Tess kissed him deeply, her lips moving over his in a slow tease that caused the blood to rush through Carter’s veins. The sound of giggles from downstairs brought them back to reality and Carter pulled away with a smile. I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into. We’re a wild bunch.”

“I wouldn’t want you any other way,” Tess said. Her wide blue eyes delved into his, her expression open and honest. “I love you, Carter. I’m in it for the long haul.”

“Puh-leaze can we come up?” Jane’s voice bounced with her plea.

Carter raised a questioning brow.

“Come up!” Tess called with a laugh.

The girls raced up the stairs. When they made it up to the loft, their surprised faces and gasps of delight coaxed a wide smile to Tess’s face. They didn’t waste any time breaking in their new space, and Carter pulled Tess down onto one of the beanbags while the girls played.

“They’re never going to leave, you know,” he murmured in her ear.

“Good,” Tess said. She grabbed Carter’s arms and guided them around her. He leaned in for a quick kiss. “This is what I want. All of us here, together.”

Relief flooded him. It’s what he’d wanted since the day he’d told her he loved her. “You’re sure about this, huh?”

“I’ve never been so sure about anything,” Tess answered softly. “You guys are it for me. Forever.”

“Forever?”

Tess smiled. “Does that scare you?”

Carter disengaged his right arm from around Tess and dug into his pocket to retrieve the tiny velvet box. He’d planned to wait until the end of the weekend, but it seemed like the perfect time. Tess snuggled against him. The heat of her back against his chest put Carter at ease. He opened the box and held the shining diamond ring up for Tess’s inspection.

“It doesn’t scare me at all,” Carter murmured close to her ear. “I love you, Tess. I can’t say it enough. Will you give me the opportunity to say it every day for the rest of our lives?”

Tess turned to look into his face. Tears welled in her eyes. She cupped Carter’s cheek in her palm and a soft smile curved her beautiful mouth. “Absolutely.”
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