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      After sending sincere congratulations and hovering her finger over the trashcan icon, Emery Cole deleted the baby announcement from her text messages and shoved her phone into the side pocket of her carpenter pants. Her ex-husband’s new wife and baby mama—who’d only reached the legal drinking age two years ago—was a sweet girl, but she had no idea how irresponsible the man who’d fathered her child was. Shared custody, equating to roughly four hours a year plus a decade and a half of late child support payments, had confirmed what Emery discovered before the ink on their marriage license had dried. Even at forty-seven, her ex probably still needed a mother far more than a wife.

      Not my circus, not my jackass in a clown suit.

      She snickered as she hefted the box of keypads, deadbolts, and assorted handles and knobs from the passenger seat of her pickup. That gem had come from her daughter after finding out she was going to be a big sister at twenty-six. Kelsey had even less patience for her father’s antics than Emery did.

      I may not have completely dodged that bullet, but the superficial wound healed pretty damn fast.

      With the tool box grasped in her other hand, Emery shoved the truck door closed with her hip and set off for the rear entrance of the soon-to-open restaurant on Main Street. The storefront had stood empty since Willie’s Breakfast Nook closed six months ago. A twinge of sorrow pricked her heart at the memory of feisty old Wilhelmina’s passing. The centenarian had been the backbone of the town and her biggest supporter.

      The back door stood ajar, but Emery set the toolbox at her feet to knock on the metal jamb rather than entering uninvited. “Hello! Mr. Franklin? I’m here from Cole’s Lock & Key.”

      When no one answered, she carried her load inside the disaster of a kitchen. Tools, lumber, and empty coffee cups littered nearly every surface, and the plumbing for what had probably been a sink hookup jutted out from the wall opposite the delivery entrance. Her last appointment of the day was an unorganized slob, not a good sign in the restaurant business. He also needed a general contractor who knew what the hell they were doing, based on how much work had to be done to hit his grand-opening date in less than two weeks.

      A one-sided conversation came from somewhere beyond the mess. “…stop by in a little while. Get some rest. I love you too.”

      Wife? Girlfriend? Mother?

      Following the deep voice to the saloon doors that led to the front of the restaurant, she adjusted her grip on the toolbox. “Hello? I’m here from Cole’s Lock & Key to install the new locks and keypads. Is that you, Mr. Franklin?”

      “Yep.” Footsteps approached, and a dark-haired man with enough scruff on his jaw to be considered a beard appeared from somewhere beyond a head-high stack of chairs in the dining room. A pair of safety glasses perched on his head and a wide grin rested in the midst of his fuzzy chin and upper lip when he pushed into the kitchen, sending the swinging doors flapping back and forth. Laugh lines fanned out from his deep-brown eyes. “Sorry for not answering right away. My daughter called to tell me she had her baby about half an hour ago. Do you mind if we reschedule for tomorrow morning? I’d like to make a trip to the hospital to see my first grandchild. Or you could work on the new locks while I’m gone. It’ll be a short visit. Too much to do to take off for long.”

      “Congratulations, Grampa.” Must be a good day for babies. She set her cargo on the single empty spot on the counter and offered her hand. “Emery Cole. Good to meet you, Mr. Franklin.”

      “Thanks. Call me Titus.” His firm but gentle grip lasted a few seconds too long before he finally tugged his hand away, confusion clear in his dipping eyebrows and crooked frown. “Emery Cole. The mayor of Willow Run. I wasn’t expecting…”

      Wasn’t expecting…a woman. Obviously.

      She bit her tongue to keep from telling him he was a presumptuous fool and his name sounded like tight ass. In her experience, most men were threatened by strong women in leadership positions. “Yes, mayor of Willow Run and owner of Cole’s Lock & Key.”

      He scrubbed his hand on his jeans-clad thigh like she had cooties or something. Then he stared at her, clearly waiting for her to retaliate for his blunder—not believing a woman could be a locksmith or the elected leader of a village, town, or city. Or, even worse, thinking that Emery was only ever a man’s name. “I…”

      Okay. All four.

      I hate when I have to be the bigger person. “You want keypads, deadbolts, and new handles and knobs on the front, back, and office doors, right? And safety handles on the walk-in freezer and cooler?”

      He cleared his throat and combed his fingers through his unruly waves, revealing a few streaks of silver hidden in the strands. “Yes. I’m guessing that’ll take a while. You’re welcome to work on them while I’m not here if you want. I’ll be back by four.”

      Before she could ask him where to find an empty spot to lay out her tools, he rushed out the service entrance, the stick up his ass invisible despite the butt-hugging denim.

      A sexy backside does not a desirable man make. Not that I want or need one of those.

      Her phone buzzed against her hip, and a quick check of the screen added to her annoyance. Since when had rounding up stray livestock in the town square become part of the mayor’s job description?
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      Why had he assumed his locksmith was a man?

      Emery Cole might be trying to hide her womanly shape under a too-big flannel shirt and baggy carpenter pants, but no one could possibly miss her luscious curves, gorgeous red hair, and sparking hazel eyes that promised amazing make-up sex after a round of verbal tongue-lashing.

      Titus swiped his palm down his face as he stalked to his SUV. He didn’t have the motivation or the energy for a relationship, a date, or a fifteen-minute stand, even if he was inclined to approach the fiery handful. He’d gotten in the habit of taking care of his own needs in the shower twice a week, whether his dick was hard when he stepped under the hot spray or not. It was easier than navigating the world of middle-aged dating. Changing careers was the challenge he wanted to focus on. What forty-nine-year-old guy would still manage an erection after an awkward discussion about STDs and birth control anyway?

      Hell, he hadn’t enjoyed those conversations in his late teens and twenties. Of course, that was how he ended up a parent at twenty-six. Thank god, Sarina’s mom had refused his offer to marry her. That would’ve been a disaster. They made much better co-parenting friends than divorced ex-lovers.

      Traffic through Willow Run seemed heavier than usual for three o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon. He slowed behind the ancient Plymouth Duster in front of him, unable to do more than chuckle and shake his head when a trio of alpacas trotted across the road from left to right, followed by a goat and what looked to be a black Angus calf. The leader of the parade glanced back when it reached the edge of the street, like it was checking to be sure the others hadn’t wandered off in a different direction. They stopped to nibble at the ground in front of the library, looking as comfortable there as they would in a fenced pasture.

      When he finally rolled a few more feet toward the fountain in the center of town, a posse of six—the barber from a few doors down from what would become Diner 49er, the mechanic from the lone gas station, three cops, and a familiar redhead in flannel—converged on the traveling zoo. The mayor pointed in one direction after another, clearly the sheriff who’d called for extra help in this arrest scenario. Within thirty seconds, they surrounded the animals, tightening the circle with outstretched arms and measured steps.

      No one on the sidewalks moved. Cars idled in the street. Even the wind seemed to be holding its breath while his locksmith looped a rope around the neck of the closest long-necked pile of fur with legs. It rubbed its head against her shoulder, shoving her backward.

      The urge to ram his car into Park and rescue her hit a moment before she planted her feet and shook her finger at the critter standing almost nose-to-nose with her.

      He couldn’t hold in a laugh. “I may have just met her, but I have a feeling you’re better off packing up and going home than fighting back, dude.”

      Tenacity glowed in her posture and all that flaming hair. She didn’t take shit from anyone or anything—and her mayoral duties included wrangling livestock with the on- and off-duty police force.

      Leash in hand, she led the alpaca to a horse trailer parked next door at the post office. The other animals trailed their ringleader and its captor inside. As the barber and the driver of the trailer swung the double doors shut, Emery ducked out the front end, planting her booted foot smackdab in a fresh pile of cow shit.

      One thing was for certain. He’d picked an interesting town to start a new life and career.
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      After a quick swap of her manure-encrusted boots for the hiking shoes in her truck, Emery stomped her feet a few times to kick loose the dried mud in the treads and headed back into Titus Franklin’s nightmare of a diner. In-need-of-being-condemned didn’t begin to describe the space.

      Starting with the street entrance, she set to work removing the old hardware and installing new locks and keypads, relieved to find both sets of glass doors in perfect condition. The new owner had at least made exterior door replacement a priority.

      Her phone hummed against her leg as she programmed a temporary code into the security pad.

      Is this annoy-the-overworked-perimenopausal-woman day?

      She huffed out a sigh and dug her cell from the side pocket. The name that popped up on the screen deflated the tiny bit of joy she’d managed to scrape together from not having her customer hovering over her. She grunted as she lifted her phone to her ear. “Emery Cole.”

      “Hello, Em!” The cheerful voice triggered a smile, much to her dismay, but that’s what happened when her favorite elementary school teacher checked in on her. “Did you find a times-one for the fundraiser dinner and dance yet?”
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