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      Something so wrong never felt so right.

      

      When Harley returns home after a year away, her best friends and bandmates, Caleb and Tyson, are there waiting for her. After all, the men have had twelve long months to worry about Harley's real reason for leaving Maris. Shortly after her brother's death, they made a mistake. One that haunts them and keeps them up all night, tossing and turning--with desire. They kissed her. Together.

      Harley left Texas and headed to Florida to mourn her beloved brother, escape her screwed-up parents and to figure out these new feelings she has for Ty and Cal. The three of them grew up together and there was nothing on earth more precious to her than their friendship. So why is she now imagining the three of them doing the horizontal mambo. And what the hell would the guys think if she told them she wanted them both? Would they be willing to throw convention and society's rules to the curb? Or would they force her to choose?

      After years spent in limbo, Harley is ready for an adventure. And it includes love, laughter, skinny-dipping, music and the two men who make her heart dance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

      Harley Mills grinned as she got out of her car. “Hey, Eugene. Good to see you.” She walked around the car as Eugene uncapped the gas tank and started to pump. After a year in Florida, she was used to pumping her own gas. However, in Maris, Texas, the one-pump town came complete with Eugene Barton, who believed in full service only. Mainly because—like his mother, Phyllis—he loved to talk.

      “You back to stay?”

      She nodded as she gestured to the backseat of her car, loaded with boxes. She wasn’t sure how she’d managed to acquire so much crap in just twelve months, but somewhere along the line, shopping had become therapy.

      Eugene finished filling her tank, washed her windshield and thanked her for the cash. She had come prepared. Eugene could do credit, but it took him some time—typically a lot of time—to run it through the machine. Harley was anxious to get back to the farm.

      She was saved from further conversation when a phone inside the station started ringing.

      “Welcome home!” Eugene shouted as he hustled inside to grab the phone.

      Home.

      Harley smiled. When she crawled out of Maris last year, she’d been a broken girl, and in her distraught mind, she had wondered if she would ever come back. However, time had a way of healing all wounds, and now she was pretty sure she’d never leave again.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Eugene. I’m making pot roast for dinner. You planning on stopping by?”

      Eugene rolled his eyes, grateful his mama couldn’t see him. She’d whack him on the head if she saw him being disrespectful to her. But damn, why did she feel the need to call him every blessed afternoon? He never ate anywhere but her house for dinner, and hadn’t in twenty-eight years. She knew that.

      “Yeah, Mama. Closing up here at six. Be there by six-fifteen.”

      “Good. Can you stop on the way and pick up some bread from the bakery? I got a hankering for some sourdough. Beverly Sparks makes the best.”

      “I’ll grab a loaf for you. Speaking of…guess who’s back in town?” The quickest way to get off the phone with his mother was to feed her gossip. She wouldn’t waste words on him if she thought she had the scoop on something no one else knew.

      “Who?”

      “Harley Mills.”

      “No! Really?”

      “Just filled up her tank.”

      “She back to stay?”

      “Says she is.”

      “Hmmm.” His mother digested that information and then did exactly what he expected. “Well, I gotta go. Don’t forget the bread.”

      Mama disconnected the phone before Eugene could say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Beverly wiped her hands on her apron when the phone started ringing and smacked her brother-in-law’s hand when he reached for another fresh-from-the-oven chocolate chip cookie. “Dammit, TJ. You’re gonna eat me out of business. Go back to work.”

      TJ grinned sheepishly but didn’t bother to move. Instead, he remained where he was, his eyes glued to the tray, letting her know he would simply wait for another opportunity to grab a second cookie when she wasn’t expecting it.

      “Louise!” she called out across the shop. “Control your husband.” She would let her sister-in-law deal with TJ. She picked up the phone on the third ring. “Sparks Bakery.”

      Beverly closed her eyes, instantly sorry she had answered the phone when she heard Phyllis Barton’s voice. The woman wore her out. Constantly telling tales or, in lieu of anything juicy, complaining about whatever aches and pains she was feeling that day.

      “Oh, hey, Phyllis. How are you?”

      “You hear who’s back in town?”

      Despite the part of her that knew gossiping was bad, Beverly’s interest was instantly piqued. “No. Who?”

      “Harley,” Phyllis replied.

      “Really? Are you sure?” Beverly asked.

      “Is she sure about what?” TJ leaned closer, trying to listen to her conversation. The man was the biggest busybody in town, and he’d no doubt heard her say Phyllis’ name. TJ knew that if he had any serious competition for being Maris’ most shameless gossip, it was Phyllis.

      “Shh, TJ,” she admonished as Phyllis explained how Eugene had filled up Harley’s tank and how she had told him she was moving back home.

      “Well, isn’t that something?” Beverly replied.

      “Isn’t what something?” TJ asked impatiently.

      She waved him away and then assured Phyllis she would hold back a loaf of sourdough for her. “I’ll have it ready for Eugene when he gets here,” she promised before saying goodbye.

      When she hung up, TJ was still standing next to her.

      “Well?” he asked.

      Beverly chuckled. “I’ll tell you the gossip if you promise to keep your grubby paws out of my cookies and go back to work.”

      “If you give me something juicy, I’ll have a reason to go back to work.”

      Beverly thought—as she always did—how lucky TJ was to have the girls. He may own Sparks Barbeque, but it was the Sparks’ girls who kept it running and thriving.

      “Harley is back in town.”

      TJ’s eyes lit up as if he’d just won the Powerball. “I gotta go.” He turned toward the door—but quickly snatched two more chocolate chip cookies off the tray before hustling out.

      “Thomas Junior! You scamp!” Beverly called out as Louise shook her head, not at her husband, but at Beverly.

      “You should have known better, Bev,” Louise said as the door closed behind TJ.

      Yeah, Beverly thought. I should have.
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        * * *

      

      Her dad strolled into the restaurant, wiping the last remnants of chocolate from the corners of his lips.

      “Aunt Bev is going to start locking you out of that bakery if you don’t stop stealing her cookies. Was that batch for us?” Macie asked.

      Sparks Bakery didn’t just operate their own little sales counter; they also supplied all the desserts sold at the restaurant next door. But her dad had a way of eating more than his fair share from both places.

      “Naw,” Dad said. “That batch was going in the display case. And I only stole three.”

      Macie topped up the bourbon she’d just poured with a splash of Coke and handed it to her cousin, Gia, to deliver to Joel Rodriguez.

      “Only three?” Macie added, continuing the conversation with her dad. “You must be losing your touch.”

      “Needed to get back here. I have some news.”

      Macie tried to act impassive, but failed to dim her interest quick enough. Dad grinned, pleased to have sparked her curiosity. Now he’d make her beg for whatever juicy tidbit he claimed to have.

      “Oh yeah?” She adopted a casual, bored tone that fooled no one.

      “You got some gossip?” Jack asked from his perch at the bar. If Macie could have reached, she would have whacked him on the back of the head.

      Never show interest.

      That was rule number one with TJ Sparks. If you did, he’d keep you hanging on for hours, simply because he got a kick out of it.

      Her dad rubbed his hands together. “That I do. Just learned something very interesting.”

      “What’s that?” Coop asked.

      Macie sighed. Et tu, Brute?

      Hank Cooper, a regular at the restaurant since his wife’s death, should have known better too. He’d been here plenty enough to know how this shit would go down.

      “Coop,” she muttered softly.

      Coop looked at her, and then chuckled when he realized what he’d done. “There’s something wrong with your family, sweetheart.”

      She didn’t take offense. She’d known that since the cradle. “Tell me something I don’t know. And strap yourself in. It’s gonna be a long night.”

      Her dad continued to hem and haw, teasing them as his news evolved from something merely of interest to the biggest thing to happen in Maris in months, maybe years. Somewhere along the line, her father’s cronies had convinced TJ to play Twenty Questions as a way of making the revelation.

      That was when Macie lost it. “Good God Almighty. Don’t you fellas have anything better to do with your time than to sit in this restaurant, drink beer, and tell tales? Don’t your wives want you at home? Don’t you want to be with them?”

      The matching looks of horror on the faces of no less than six older retired men answered her question.

      Regardless, old man Baxter put it into words. “Good Lord, no. Sparks Barbeque is the reason I’m celebrating my sixtieth anniversary next month. Me and the missus would have split up ages ago if I hadn’t had this oasis to come to.”

      Macie laughed loudly. “Jesus. Oasis! This place?”

      It wasn’t that she disagreed with the assessment. In her mind, there wasn’t anywhere better on earth than her little spot behind this bar, surrounded by family and friends. Unless, of course, it was Vegas. But she didn’t want to live there. Just see it.

      Secretly, she was pleased Baxter loved it as much as she did, and she certainly approved of his description.

      The men ignored her outburst and began their game.

      “Is the gossip about a male or female?” Jack asked.

      “Only yes/no questions,” TJ corrected as the men took turns throwing questions at him.

      “Is it about a man?” Jack amended.

      TJ shook his head.

      “Female?” Baxter asked.

      He nodded as Macie rolled her eyes. “If it’s not about a male, I think we can assume female, jackass. Way to waste a question.”

      Coop chuckled. “Thought you didn’t want to play the game.”

      “Shut up, Coop.”

      “Somebody having an affair?” Baxter asked.

      “No.”

      “Somebody movin’ away?”

      Dad tilted his head. “No, but that’s close.”

      “Someone movin’ back?” Coop asked. Macie lifted her eyebrows at him, but Coop just shrugged and gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry. Got carried away.”

      “Yes,” Dad confirmed.

      A woman moving back?

      Macie had the answer in an instant. And she agreed with her dad. It was big news. “Harley.”

      Her dad sighed and leaned back against his chair. “Dammit, Macie! You’re not supposed to blurt out the answer like that.”

      She snorted. “Actually, I’m pretty sure you are. That’s the whole point of the game.”

      “What about Harley?” Adele asked, lugging a tray full of food into the dining room from the kitchen.

      Macie grinned at her sister. “Apparently, she’s back in town.”

      “Harley’s back?” Paige said, following Adele into the dining room. It was as if there was some sort of Bat signal that went up whenever someone had something interesting to tell in Maris. Macie didn’t have a clue how everyone knew, but it felt to her as if more and more people were just suddenly showing up as word of Harley’s return spread.

      Unfortunately, despite the sudden influx, the two people Macie wanted to see the most right now hadn’t arrived. Regardless, she kept one eye on the door. They’d be here soon enough—and she’d tackle her dad if she had to, to be the first one to give them the news.
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        * * *

      

      Tyson hadn’t made it three steps into Sparks Barbeque before he was hit with Macie’s question.

      “You hear who’s back in town?”

      He wasn’t sure what the answer was, but when every head in the place turned in his direction, it was apparent the good people of Maris were anxious to hear his response.

      He shook his head as he approached the bar and claimed a stool next to Chas and one of the guys who worked on his construction crew. From the looks of it, both men had just gotten off work. He smiled and nodded an unspoken hello.

      “Nope, Mace. Been at the hospital in Douglas all day, checking on a few patients.”

      Macie grinned, and then poured him a draft. Without answering her own question. Damn woman loved drawing out suspense. She’d gotten the annoying habit from her father, who was Tyson’s Uncle TJ.

      It drove him nuts when they played this game. Always had.

      He took a sip of his beer, pretending he couldn’t care less who’d decided to return to their tiny two-horse town. In truth, he was dog-tired and really wasn’t particularly interested in whatever scrap of gossip she had to spread. “What’s the special tonight?”

      She scowled and pursed her lips. “You’re not even a little bit curious?”

      He shrugged. “Macie, there are a lot of folks who’ve made it out of this town. I can’t even begin to venture a guess as to which one decided to come back.”

      “Harley,” Macie said.

      Tyson fought to keep his expression blank. Too many eyes were still pointed in his direction, including Uncle TJ’s, as he walked into the dining room from the kitchen. The look on his uncle’s face told him TJ was pissed he’d missed the opportunity to break the news himself.

      “Really?” Tyson asked, trying to adopt a nonchalant tone, but he failed. It came out too anxious.

      “Yeah. Eugene filled her tank at the gas station. Said she told him she was back to stay.”

      Tyson was supposed to meet Caleb here for dinner. They shared a house on the lake, but the cupboards were bare this week. Neither one of them had had time to go the grocery store. As such, they’d decided to just hit the restaurant for supper. Groceries would be tomorrow’s problem. Since his dad’s heart attack, Caleb had been pulling longer hours at the Feed and Seed, and as one of only two general practitioners in town, Tyson had learned shortly after opening up shop that illnesses and accidents never took a holiday.

      Paige walked into the room from her office. His younger sister had no ability for cooking or bartending and, according to his cousins, her waitressing skills left something to be desired as well. However, she was the best math student to ever graduate from Maris High School and she had a knack for business. As such, TJ had declared her office manager, putting her in charge of the books, ordering, scheduling and everything else he hated to do that resembled paperwork.

      She made a beeline for him. “Hey, big brother.”

      Tyson gave her a quick hug. “Hiya, munchkin.”

      “Macie tell you Harley was back in town?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, she did.”

      “You didn’t know she was coming home?”

      “No, Paige. You know I haven’t talked to her in a year.” And he’d missed her like crazy every single second of it.

      “I know. I was thinking maybe she called to give you a heads-up. I mean, y’all are only best friends.”

      Tyson didn’t blame Harley for keeping her return to Texas a secret. When she’d left, her life had been in total turmoil, something he’d inadvertently added to. It wasn’t like they’d parted on bad terms. She had simply asked him and Caleb for time, and they had given it to her because they knew she needed it. Desperately.

      “You going to see her?” Paige asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah. I am.” Tyson stood, realizing he didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of his hasty exit. Harley was back in town and he was going to go see her. Let TJ and his cronies make of that what they would.

      “Listen, Mace. Put the beer on my tab.”

      Macie smiled and gave him a wink. He absentmindedly waved goodbye to a few folks as he dug his cell out of his back pocket. Tapping the number, he waited for Caleb to answer.

      “Change of plans, Cal. I’m going to swing by the store to pick you up. Our girl is back in town.”
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      Harley climbed out of her car and sucked in a deep breath of Texas’ humid air. While it wasn’t all that much different from the mugginess of Florida, to her, it felt unique. Special.

      This dusty old farm smelled like home, and she was so glad to be back.

      She glanced up when the screen door slammed, and she dropped the suitcase she’d just tugged out of the backseat. Sprinting toward the front porch, she launched herself into her beloved granddad’s arms.

      He was there—ready and waiting for her. He squeezed her just tight enough to take her breath away for a moment, and she soaked up his strength and the scent of his pipe tobacco. Granddad was seventy-five, but the man could easily pass for sixty. He was built like a bull, big, lean, and muscular. His head was completely bald, but given the fact he wore a big-ass Stetson 24/7, it was easy to forget that fact. Folks around town liked to joke that old Willie Mills probably slept in that big white hat of his.

      “There’s my girl. Damn, it’s good to have you home.”

      He released her and took a step back, studying her appearance. “You look good. Healthy. Happy.”

      She smiled. “I feel…a lot better. You were right to tell me to get away.”

      “I think my exact words were ‘Get the hell outta this town before it kills you.’”

      At the time, Harley hadn’t really wanted to go. Maris and this farm were all she’d ever known. Unlike her best friends, Caleb and Tyson, she hadn’t gone away to college, hadn’t ever seen much more of the world than the occasional treks to Dallas with her brother, Johnnie, to see medical specialists. “Aunt Ginny sends her love.”

      Harley had spent the past year with Granddad’s sister, Genevieve, in St. Pete Beach, Florida. She would be forever grateful to the kind woman for opening her home to her when she needed somewhere to escape. On top of that, Aunt Ginny had given her a job at a little boutique she owned on the strip. Twelve months of long walks on the beach, the atmosphere that of an eternal holiday, and the opportunity to disappear inside herself for a little while had healed so many wounds.

      Aunt Ginny would have let her stay forever. In fact, if she’d had her way, Harley would have moved in permanently and the store would have been her inheritance. Her beloved great aunt had thrown that little nugget out there to tempt her, but Harley had woken up two weeks ago and known it was time to come home.

      “Did you talk her into coming back for a visit?”

      Harley shook her head with a grin. Aunt Ginny and Granddad adored each other, but they were both as stubborn as the day was long. Granddad refused to leave the farm, claiming there was too much work to do, and Ginny insisted it would be the height of foolishness for her to travel to Texas on vacation when she had the ocean right outside her front door.

      “Nope, but she wanted me to pass along that open invitation to Florida again. Not that either one of us ever expect you to take a vacation.”

      Granddad gestured around at the farm. “Too much work to be done here.”

      “Not with me back now. We can split the duties in half.”

      Granddad rubbed his chin and glanced back toward the front door. “Yeah. About that, Harl⁠—”

      “Harley?”

      Harley frowned when her dad walked out onto the front porch.

      “What are you doing here?” Her tone was far from friendly.

      Damn. She’d told herself she had the bitterness under control, but she also hadn’t expected to see her father walking out of her home, barefoot and drinking a glass of iced tea.

      “I…” Her dad stumbled in the face of her fury. She tried to batten it down, to put it away. That was why she’d left. So she could move away from the anger that consumed her.

      “He lives here.” Granddad supplied the answer, and Harley felt as if all the air had just been punched out of her.

      “What?”

      “Moved back in about eight months ago.”

      Harley was numb with shock. “But⁠—”

      Her dad took a step closer. “I’m sober, Harley.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. Because I haven’t heard those words a million times.”

      “Harley,” Granddad said gruffly.

      She turned to him. “Granddad, we’ve been here so many times before! I thought…” She tried to pull in a deep breath, but the air was suddenly too thick. It wasn’t just Harley who was hurt every time her dad fell off the wagon. Her granddad suffered as well. “It’s just⁠—”

      Granddad’s stern expression softened a bit. “I’m gonna have to ask you to trust me on this one, baby girl.”

      Though she hated to admit it to herself, the fact that her dad was here sort of made the conversation she’d hoped to have with her granddad later a bit easier. She’d been struggling with a decision during the entire eighteen-hour drive from Florida. Part of the appeal of living in Florida was that for the first time in her life, she’d been out in the real world, on her own—more or less. After all, Aunt Ginny had a huge group of friends and was active in two book clubs, a knitting circle and took line-dancing classes two nights a week.

      Finding out that her dad was living and working on the farm made it easier for her to tell her grandfather she was thinking of looking for a roommate and moving into town.

      “Okay.” She would drop the discussion of her father’s so-called sobriety for now. She turned back toward her car. “I need to get my stuff.”

      “Need help?” her dad offered.

      “No,” she replied without looking at him. “I’ve got it.”

      Granddad sighed heavily, as if he were disappointed in her. The idea made her feel guilty and furious at the same time. No doubt her granddad had had some higher hopes for her homecoming. Problem was, he was way better at forgiveness—and second, third, fortieth chances—than she was.

      She retrieved the suitcase she’d dropped by the side of her car, slung her bathroom bag over her arm and grabbed her battered banjo case. There were several other boxes in the backseat, but they could wait until later.

      When she returned to the porch, her dad had gone back inside. Granddad reached out and cupped her cheek. “I missed you so damn much, kid.”

      She had missed him too. Missed this dusty old farmhouse, the light, lingering smell of manure and the perfect silence. She had adored the constant white noise of the waves crashing on the shore, but Harley enjoyed the quiet peace of this farm just as much.

      “I’ll put a pot of chili on for supper. And I’ll be sure to double the recipe,” Granddad said.

      She laughed. “I don’t eat that much.”

      “Not worrying about you. Figure those boys won’t wait five minutes to head out here when they realize you’re back.”

      Harley forced a smile, though there was a part of her that feared neither Caleb nor Tyson would show up. Not after the way she’d run. After all, it hadn’t just been Johnnie’s death or the shit at home she’d tried to escape. She’d left them as well.

      Told them she needed a clean break, which meant no phone calls, emails. Nothing. Radio silence for twelve months. It was the longest the three of them had ever gone without speaking to each other. She’d hated every minute of it, but she hadn’t reached out to them. And they hadn’t attempted to contact her either.

      Of course, she’d asked them not to. Even so, part of her thought maybe they’d find that request impossible and they’d go against their word. Not that she blamed them for remaining quiet. While they hadn’t separated on bad terms, they’d definitely parted on bizarre, OMG, WTF terms. It had taken her most of the year away to wrap her head around their last time together. To process what had happened and to try to figure out what came next.

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      Granddad held the screen door open. “I am. Your room’s all ready for you. Clean sheets and all.”

      She thanked him, feeling slightly guilty as she watched him head for the kitchen. She wasn’t sure he’d like the idea of her moving out so soon after returning home.

      Looking around the front foyer, she didn’t know where her father had gone. He’d probably found somewhere to hide. She was grateful he was keeping his distance and letting her get used to the idea he was here. For a split second, she let that kindness inspire hope, but experience had taught her to smother those embers before they turned to flame.

      She paused when she reached the foot of the stairs and glanced toward the closed door of the room on the right.

      Johnnie’s room.

      The constant ache that never really left her flared up a bit at the sight of that door, at the realization he wasn’t there anymore. If there was one thing she knew for certain, it was that Johnnie would not have wanted her to mourn him as long as she had.

      She missed him every second of every day, but she’d noticed more and more that when the memories returned, she could let them come without tears following. She had finally reached a place where she could think of her brother and smile. Once that corner was turned, she had known it was time to come home.

      Aunt Ginny had spent the better part of her time in Florida convincing Harley to move on, to live her life to the fullest, to have enough adventures for her and Johnnie both.

      Harley climbed the stairs, a spring in her step, as she considered taking her aunt’s advice. After so many years of standing still, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t mind an adventure or two. If only she could figure out how.

      As she entered her bedroom, Harley turned, taking in the lifetime of mementoes she had accumulated. She had lived in this house since she was born.

      She always imagined her life in two parts. There was the time before Johnnie’s accident, when she’d shared this house with her granddad, parents and brother. That was the hazy part, the one she struggled to remember.

      Then there was the time after. That part she remembered in all its painful clarity. She recalled her mother’s inability to deal with anything, her father’s dissent into the bottle, and the sound of Johnnie’s ventilator.

      Harley forced those memories away. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d spent too much time getting herself to a place where she could handle this. There would be no backtracking.

      Opening her suitcase, she debated returning her clothes to their usual drawers, and then closed the lid again. It was silly. She didn’t have anywhere else to go, but she knew it was time for her to leave the farm and find a place of her own in Maris. Unpacking felt fruitless, now that she had made her decision to live elsewhere. Of course, she didn’t fancy the idea of living out of a suitcase for however many weeks it took her to find a place, either. She was going to have to put her crap away. But that could wait until after dinner.

      She’d just finished placing some of her toiletries on the shelf in the bathroom, brushing her teeth and washing her face to freshen up, when her granddad called for her.

      “Dinner can’t be ready this quick,” she said as she walked to the top of the stairs.

      Granddad didn’t reply. Instead, he gave her a shit-eating grin as he gestured toward Caleb and Tyson, standing next to him.

      They looked more handsome than ever, and her heart leapt as she dashed down the steps and launched herself into Tyson’s arms. He was ready for her, hugging her tightly as they all laughed. When he released her, it was Caleb’s turn to welcome her home. He was a big, burly teddy bear of a man, and the second she was in his arms, he picked her up and spun her around until she was dizzy.

      “Put me down, you idiot! Let me look at you guys.”

      Caleb set her back on her feet and she took a step away. “Is that gray hair, Tyson?”

      He reached up and lightly touched his sideburns. “Seriously? That’s the first thing you notice? I’ve been hitting the gym like a champ.” He flexed his arm muscles. “Check out that gun show.”

      Caleb snorted. “Jesus. We’ve been in the house three seconds and you’re already showing off the fact you got one new little muscle. He’s been impossible to live with since that thing appeared. Now, if you want to see a gun show…”

      Tyson and Harley joked that Caleb had been born with muscles. It probably helped that he’d been helping out at his dad’s Feed and Seed since he’d learned to walk. Lugging around fifty-pound bags of oats and barley and big-ass hay bales had ensured Caleb was a walking, talking bulldozer of a man. All through middle school, they’d called him Thor until he’d put his foot down and told them he wasn’t going to be stuck with that nickname for life.

      In Maris, playful names had a tendency to stick, and that wasn’t always a good thing. As Stinky Matthews, Tiny Partlow and Rat Jenkins could attest to.

      “You boys never change,” her granddad said, slapping Tyson on the back. “Always trying to impress the girls. You staying for dinner? Got a pot of chili on the stove.”

      “And cornbread?” Caleb asked.

      Granddad scowled. “Is there any other way to eat chili?”

      Caleb rubbed his hands together with glee. “Damn. I’m glad you finally decided to get your ass home, Harl. I’ve missed your granddad’s cooking.”

      Harley raised her hand. “And there you have it, Granddad. The proof I’ve been looking for that confirms Ty and Cal are only friends with me because you feed them. Bit like encouraging stray cats to keep coming back.”

      Granddad shook his head. “I know better than that. You two bring your instruments?”

      “Would we show up here without them?” Tyson asked, imitating Granddad’s affronted tone after the cornbread question.

      Harley was delighted by his response. Not that she’d expected them to come here empty-handed. Of everything she’d missed while she was away—her bedroom, her granddad and her friends—the thing she’d missed most was making music with these guys.

      “Logan coming by later?” Granddad asked.

      Tyson shrugged. “To be honest, we didn’t call him. He’s…a bit preoccupied these days.”

      Harley tilted her head curiously. “Did he get back with Jane?” Logan had been dating his girlfriend, Jane, for several years, but they’d broken up shortly before Johnnie’s death. Harley had never felt like the match was a very good fit.

      “Nah. They’re still broken up,” Caleb replied.

      “Oh.” Harley gave them a wicked grin. “So he’s got himself a new girlfriend. Guess that means he’s spending all his time in the bedroom these days. He’s probably in all-out horn-dog mode after so many years with boring Jane. This poor new girl will be getting a workout…without the gym.”

      Caleb glanced at Tyson as he spoke. “Easy, Harley. Might not want to go too far with the sex jokes this time around.”

      Harley laughed. “Oh my God! For real? Which one of your cousins is he hooking up with?”

      Tyson scowled. “Lacy.”

      Her eyes widened. “And Evan hasn’t killed him yet?” Lacy’s brother, Evan, was part of Maris’ tiny police force, and very protective of his sister and female cousins.

      “He punched him once, but so far Logan is being a gentleman.”

      Harley tilted her head, but Tyson didn’t let her say what she was thinking. He didn’t have to. Logan might be a gentleman in public, but the guy played a little rougher in the bedroom, and they knew it.

      There were no secrets between any of them in the band. They’d formed Ty’s Collective their sophomore year in high school, becoming as close as siblings. Harley participated in their locker-room conversations as if she were one of the guys, which was how they had always treated her.

      None of them were shy about sharing the racier details of their affairs, and between the four of them, they’d all had their share of casual relationships and one-night stands.

      Even when Tyson and Caleb went off to college, whenever they were home on breaks, the four of them fell back together, picking up their instruments and playing as if they’d never been apart. The group was solid. Tight. The best of friends.

      Tyson crossed his arms, drawing her attention once again to the guns. The man wasn’t kidding. He had gotten into serious shape while she was away. “We don’t talk about Logan’s sex life with my cousin.”

      She grinned wickedly. “That’s a shame. Knowing Logan, I bet there are some pretty racy, kinky, wild stories to⁠—”

      The rest of her jest didn’t land, as Tyson grabbed her in a headlock and messed up her hair. She giggled as she tried to get loose. Horseplay had been a part of their friendship since they were kids. Harley kept thinking that eventually they’d get too old for such silliness, but that day hadn’t shown up yet.

      Granddad shook his head again at their antics. “I’ll let y’all catch up while I finish dinner. Make sure you figure out a day for a barn party. And make it soon. I’ve been missing those things.”

      “I just got home,” Harley called out to her granddad’s retreating back.

      Granddad didn’t bother to turn around as he walked into the kitchen. “Just do it.”

      Caleb wrapped his arm around Harley’s shoulders and walked with her to the living room as Tyson followed. “Not gonna lie. I like the idea of a barn party a lot.”

      She did too. They’d held a bunch of barn parties on her granddad’s farm over the years. So many that Granddad had actually built a second barn about ten years earlier that he used for farm work, leaving the stage and dance floor set up in the original one for their performances.

      Harley sank down on the couch. Caleb grabbed the other end, while Tyson took the chair next to her. “Maybe we should hammer out a few numbers to see if we can still play together.”

      Tyson shook his head. “We’ve taken hiatuses in the past and it’s never been a problem for us to start back up.”

      “Yeah, but we never took this much time off. Even when you guys were away at college, we made time to play over the breaks.” Harley regretted drawing attention to how long she’d been gone.

      “You’re back to stay, right?” Caleb asked. “No more running off?”

      She narrowed her eyes, pretending to be angry. “I wasn’t running.”

      Tyson, the most compassionate man on the planet, leaned closer and grasped her hand. “We know that,” he said, flashing Caleb a warning glance. “You needed time to mourn, to get yourself together.”

      Harley had known coming back would be rough. It was one of the reasons she’d put it off longer than she should have. After Johnnie died, she fell apart. Rather than deal with all the stuff piling up on her, she’d cut and run—with Granddad’s blessing.

      “I’m better now, Ty. Honest.”

      He studied her face intently for a few moments and then his smile grew. “Yeah. I’d say you look ready to take on the world. You lose weight?”

      “I’ve started running.”

      “Running?” Caleb asked, not bothering to hide his surprise. “Thought you said the only way you’d take up running was if someone was chasing you with a knife.”

      Tyson shook his head. “Actually, I think she revised that plan. Said she’d just lie down and play dead instead.”

      “Very funny, assholes,” she said, loving how easy it was to be back with them. After the way things had ended, she worried it wouldn’t be this simple to put the pieces back together. Of course, they still had a lot of stuff to talk about, but she was grateful they’d shown up, that they were giving her a chance to set things right.

      She appreciated Tyson’s encouragement as she glanced over her shoulder toward the front hallway. “Did you know my dad moved back in here?”

      Tyson nodded and Caleb shrugged, explaining, “It’s Maris, honey. Man can’t take a dump in the woods without twelve people discussing it.”

      “Crude, Cal. But accurate.” She sighed. “I just can’t understand why Granddad would let him come back after⁠—”

      “You’ve been gone a year,” Tyson said, cutting her off. “Some things have changed.”

      Harley hated the part of her that hoped that was true. But she refused to get her hopes up, only to have them dashed by her dad again. Part of her reason for leaving Maris was because she needed to get away from the train wreck that was her folks.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Tyson said, still holding her hand.

      Then Caleb reached over and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. And just like that, everything in her world seemed to fall right back into place. The times she was the strongest, the happiest, the most secure, were these moments. When it was just the three of them.

      Then before she could stop them from coming, the memories of the week Johnnie died crashed over her, assaulting her, taking her down. She’d done some crazy, irrational things, like running away.

      Like kissing Tyson and Caleb. Together. In the barn.

      The memory of those kisses had woven themselves around every aspect of her life while she was away, keeping her up at night, distracted during the day, and so hot and bothered, it was a physical ache that never left her.

      Her entire life had changed the week Johnnie passed away, and the time away hadn’t altered any of it.

      Granddad still made chili once a week. Maris was still filled with busybodies and gossips. Her parents were, most likely, still fucked up. Johnnie was still gone.

      And she was still completely in love with both of her best friends.
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