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      Freshman Year

      

      “Bray!” Kelly hissed his brother’s name as he nudged his shoulder. “Bray, get up.”

      “What, Kelly? What time is it?”

      “Three in the morning. Wake up.”

      Braydon roughly rubbed his hands over his face and scooted into a sitting position. His eyes narrowed when he focused on Kelly. “Where were you?”

      Kelly grinned wide and gave his brother a telling look. “At the pavilion. I snuck out and met Rachel.”

      Bray’s eyes widened. “If mum catches you she’s gonna beat your ass.”

      “They’re asleep. No one knows.” He bobbed, his heart still racing with adrenaline from the crazy night. “Bray…we did it.”

      “It?”

      “Yup.”

      “What was it like?” Bray whispered in the dark.

      “It was…awesome. Sort of confusing at first, but we figured it out. You have to do it.”

      His brother’s mouth opened as he stared into the dark, a slice of moonlight and an expression of awe clear on his face. “Did Rachel like it?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I think so.”

      Of all his older brothers, Braydon was the only one Kelly felt safe sharing his news with. Colin wouldn’t be able to relate, being that he was away in seminary becoming a priest. Luke definitely wasn’t a virgin, but he was more of the private sort and would kick Kelly’s ass for asking. Finn…Finn was with Erin, and Kelly assumed any couple together for a year would do it, but he wasn’t quite sure. Finn was so good and respectful and Erin didn’t really put off any come hither vibes.

      “Did you use a condom?” Braydon asked.

      “Do I look like an idiot? Yes, I used a condom. The last thing this world needs is another me running around, although, he would be a cute little bastard.”

      “I can’t believe this. So…are you guys, like, a thing now?”

      Kelly shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “You’re going to be gettin’ it all the time, you lucky bastard.”

      His smile widened. Yeah, he could definitely do it again. Now that he’d opened Pandora’s box he wanted to set up camp and do more. There were all sorts of things he wanted to try and he couldn’t wait to get to it. Maybe tomorrow after school…

      “What was that?” Bray hissed, and they both froze.

      A door in the hall opened and closed followed by heavy footsteps. Holding his breath, Kelly watched his brother’s door. The knob slowly turned and he snatched off his hat and kicked off his shoes so it wouldn’t look like he’d just gotten in.

      The door pressed open and their father’s gaze met his, blue eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Kelly? What the hell are you two doing up? Go back to your own room. It’s late.”

      “Sorry, Dad. We were just talking about the game.”

      Frank’s lips pursed. “I’m sure. Get your arse in bed and go to sleep. It’s a school night.”

      Their father shut the door and they were silent for a minute. When he met his brother’s stare they both stifled a laugh. “Get out of here, Fabio. I got a test tomorrow.”

      Kelly grabbed his shoes and hat and said goodnight.

      The following morning he woke and bounded down the steps for breakfast. He was anxious to get to school and see Rachel, maybe make some plans for that afternoon.

      Feeling like the king of the world, he slid into his seat across from his little sister and grabbed the box of cereal. Oats went scattering across the surface of the table when something hard cracked him in the ear. After shaking off the unexpected blow, he turned and found his mother scowling at him, both hands fisted and wedged into her rounded hips. “Ow, Ma!”

      “What did you do?” she snapped.

      “What was that for?”

      “Don’t you go playing all innocent with me, Kelly McCullough. A mother knows.”

      Sheilagh snickered over her bowl of Frosted Flakes. He met Bray’s wide eyes and quickly turned back to his mother. “I didn’t do anything!”

      Her green eyes contracted into small points hidden behind her fiery red lashes. “I can tell when one of my sons is up to something.”

      “I’m not up to anything.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re so full of shit your breath stinks. Whatever you’re acting all cheeky about this morning, you better knock it off.”

      He turned back to his bowl and scooped the spilled cereal inside. Mumbling as he poured the milk, “Christ, can’t a guy be happy in the morning?”

      “All of your life you’ve lurched into this kitchen like a zombie. Today you come bounding down the steps like you’re leading a bloody parade. Not in my house, young man.”

      “Fine. I’ll go back to being a grump in the morning.”

      “Damn right, you will. And whatever you’re up to knock it off.”

      The rest of breakfast passed in silence. He wasn’t sure how his mother sensed what he’d been up to, but she knew. By the end of the week there was a surplus size box of condoms in his sock drawer, right where she put his fresh laundry.

      Talk about awkward. He couldn’t meet her gaze for almost a week. When he finally built up the courage, she’d stared at him in such a knowing way paranoia had him blinking away. How the hell did she know?

      The following weekend, just as Kelly was rushing out the door to meet some friends, his father stopped him. “Kelly.”

      He skidded to a halt at the front door and hooked a left into the den. “Yeah, Dad.”

      “Sit down for a minute.”

      Hitching his thumb toward the door, he said, “I’m meeting some friends⁠—”

      “I said sit.”

      Recognizing the stern tone in his father’s voice, he dropped onto the couch.

      “I got a call last week from Jerry Blackwell.”

      Oh, fuuuuuudge. Jerry Blackwell was Rachel’s dad.

      “Apparently, Rachel’s been sneaking out at night. She won’t be doing that any more now that her parents caught her.”

      “Dad—”

      “It’s different with boys. You five do stupid stuff all the time. Even Colin had his moments of idiocy. But I keep thinking about Sheilagh. Next year she’ll be in high school, just like Jerry’s daughter. I look at my little baby and I try to think what I’d do if I found out she’d snuck out with some punk kid.”

      Everything in his gut solidified, as he understood the implication. Sheilagh was their baby sister and if anyone ever—ugh, he couldn’t even think it. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “I don’t think I’m the one you should be apologizing to. Is this lassie your girlfriend, Kelly?”

      He shrugged. They were friends. They had fun together. They liked fooling around. “Not really.”

      His father leveled him with a hard stare. “Then I’d say it’s not really right for you to be touching her. I’m not ready to be a grandfather.”

      “I was safe.”

      His father’s large hand pinched the bridge of his nose. “Kelly, sex isn’t about getting in and getting out clean. That’s important, but it should be more than that. It should mean something. Now, I know your mother’s upset. Colleen convinced her to get you some condoms, but I’d rather see you practice abstinence.  You’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Having a child changes everything. It ties you to that person for the rest of your life. What happens when that person isn’t the woman you love?”

      He understood what his dad was trying to say. Kelly barely knew Rachel. They were fourteen. The rest of their lives was a long time. “I hear ya.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “I’ll be more careful.”

      Frank stared at him for a long moment. “Boys will be boys, Kelly. I remember what it was like. Just… don’t mislead anyone and don’t do anything you’re not prepared to take accountability for. Carelessness comes with consequence and if you screw up, you’re responsible for the mess. Don’t volunteer if the repercussions are too much to handle. As an Irish Catholic family, you know certain things are off the table and not an option.”

      He swallowed. “I know.”

      Later that night, after hours of considering what his father said, he found some of his excitement evaporated. He didn’t want to ruin his future by having a baby when he was just a kid. Rachel wasn’t around because she was grounded for sneaking out. Guilt for getting her in trouble wasn’t pleasant.

      He and his friends met up at the local pizza parlor in town and he wasn’t really feeling social. “Hey, Kelly.”

      Kelly looked up from his soda and grinned at Lauren. “Hey, Lauren.”

      She slid into the booth, her dark hair tickling his arm. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.”

      The rest of their friends were crowded around the video games at the back of the restaurant. “I’m bored. You wanna go somewhere?”

      He was bored too. He didn’t have money to waste on games and his head hurt from thinking about his father’s lecture. “Where?”

      She shrugged. Her shoulders showed in one of those neat shirts that tied around her neck. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Kelly nodded and followed her out of the pizza shop. They walked for a while and wound up at the elementary playground sitting on the swings. Lauren was easy to talk to. She didn’t say much, but she laughed at the stupid things he said.

      When it got dark they seemed to run out of things to discuss. Lauren climbed off her swing and slowly came to stand in front of his. “I like you, Kelly.”

      Taken by off guard by her confession, he stared at her for a moment. Lauren was really pretty. Her full lips and big brown eyes shined under the moonlight. Her darker Cherokee skin was flawless.

      The scent of her hair surrounded him as she leaned lower and brushed her lips over his. They tasted like cupcakes. She must have put some sort of vanilla lip stuff on. He licked his lips slowly. “You taste like sugar.”

      She giggled quietly and stepped over his knees. His sneakers pressed into the sand as his fingers tightened on the chains of the swing. Her body lowered, fitting perfectly over his lap as her mouth found his again.

      They kissed for a long time, losing themselves in so many new and exciting sensations. His hand slid into the back pocket of her jeans and she moaned into his mouth. It was dark and the only light was several yards away.

      Lauren leaned back, her hands disappearing beneath the curtain of her black hair. When she lowered her arms, the ties of her top came with them.

      “Christ.”

      She smiled and he lowered his head, placing his lips on the soft swell of her breast and kissing over the lace of her strapless bra. Kelly should have been thinking about lots of things in that moment, but the only thing on his mind was Lauren. His body was rock hard and screaming for more. He never expected to get more, but when Lauren stood and led him to the tunnel in the jungle gym, he didn’t have the sense nor inclination to say no.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re a pig!”

      Speechless, Kelly stared at Rachel as the entire cafeteria went silent. “Rachel⁠—”

      “How could you?” Her lips thinned as she shook her head in disbelief. “I gave you everything,” she whispered. “And none of it mattered to you.” Leaning close, she hissed so only he could hear, “I haven’t even gotten my period yet!”

      His blood ran cold. “Are you late?”

      She shrugged and stepped back. “I won’t know for another week or so. If you were so concerned maybe you should have kept it in your pants.” Her blond ponytail whipped into the air as she pivoted and marched out of the cafe.

      The whispers of onlookers slowly climbed to the ordinary roar of the lunchroom. Girls watched him and whispered behind the backs of their hands as guys smirked and nodded his way. He glanced around, knowing the back of his neck was bright red, and stilled when his gaze collided with Lauren’s. Those brown eyes were no longer big and soft. Her face was pale and she quickly stood, carrying off her tray and leaving the room without notice.

      A shadow fell over the table and he turned to find Finn standing there. “Wanna get out of here?”

      Kelly swallowed. “Yeah.”

      His brother nodded and Kelly followed him out of the cafeteria and right to Finn’s pickup. They didn’t talk until they drove some distance and wound up at the hunting cabin on the outskirts of their property.

      “Come on. Dad and Uncle Paul were here last week fixing the water heater. Chances are there’s probably beer left over.”

      Kelly nodded and followed Finn inside. His brother was right. The old fridge was stocked with bottles. Kelly made to toss one to Finn but paused when his brother waved him away. “One of us has to drive home.”

      Nodding, he cracked open the beer and took a long swig.

      “Wanna tell me what’s going on, Kelly?”

      “Not really, but I will. I had sex with Rachel Blackwell.”

      “You did?”

      Finn’s expression gave away quite a bit about his brother’s long-term relationship with Erin. “You’ve done it, right, Finn?”

      His brother flushed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Not yet, but Erin says we will soon.”

      “Oh.” It was odd, lapping his older brother in such a rite of passage.

      “What’s it like?”

      Kelly smirked and peeked up at Finn. “It gets better the more you do it.”

      “You slept with her twice?”

      “Not exactly.” He fidgeted and took another sip of beer. “I slept with Lauren Sweeny too.”

      “Jesus, Kelly!”

      “I know!” He drew in a frustrated breath. In a smaller voice, he said, “I know. I don’t know what I was thinking. It just happened. I didn’t plan it. As a matter of fact I planned to not do it with anyone again for a while, but then Lauren whipped out her boobs and all common sense left.”

      “Kelly, you gotta slow down.”

      His fingers fisted through his hair and he tugged. “I know. I feel like crap. Mum’s mad at me. Dad’s worried I’m gonna make him a grandfather⁠—”

      “Mum and Dad know?”

      “Yeah. She actually put a huge box of rubbers in my drawer. But she’s pissed. And worst of all, I hurt Rachel and Lauren. They’re sort of friends, you know? I don’t want to be an asshole.”

      “Then don’t be. Kelly, you’re responsible for you. Everything has a consequence. See how we’re sitting here now? Well, tomorrow we’re gonna get suspended for skipping. I knew that before I asked if you wanted to bail. Sometimes the consequence is worth it and sometimes it’s not. You have to think ahead.”

      “When you and Erin do it, you let me know if you can think of anything else. It’s hard to say no when it’s right in front of you.”

      “I’m aware. We say no for a reason.”

      “What? Why? You guys have been together since eighth grade.”

      “Because we aren’t sure if we want to wait.”

      “Wait for what? Finn, you live once. Do. It.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “We probably will soon. Like I said, it’s hard to say no, but Erin’s never been one to easily say yes.”

      Yeah, his brother’s girlfriend was cute, but sort of mean. Kelly sighed and slouched on the futon. “You’re probably right to hold off. You know Rachel said something about being late.”

      “Is she?”

      Kelly shrugged, hiding his panic with indifference. “We used protection. She said she’s not due for another couple weeks.”

      “Good luck relaxing ‘til then.”

      “I know. I wasn’t really stressed, but now I sort of am. It doesn’t help that she hates my guts now either.”

      “You guys weren’t dating.”

      “I know, but maybe she thought having sex changed things. We didn’t talk about it or anything, but girls are weird about stuff like that.”

      “And what about Lauren?”

      “I don’t think she’ll be showing me her boobs again anytime soon.”

      Finn nodded and a contemplative silence filled the minutes ticking by. He should be in gym class right now⁠—

      “Were they nice?”

      “What?”

      “Lauren’s boobs. Were they nice?”

      Kelly laughed. No matter how perfect Finn tried to be, he was still a guy and a McCullough at that. “Yeah. They were real nice.”

      They didn’t leave the cabin until after dark. Kelly convinced Finn to have a few drinks and they both needed to sober up some before either one of them could drive or face their parents. As predicted, they were both suspended for ditching school and, per McCullough law, they were both punished with cleaning the toilets at his aunt’s bar and extra chores around the house.

      In the weeks that followed Kelly steered clear of all females. Rachel continued to hate him from afar and luckily informed him she’d had her period. Lauren never smiled his way again. But as school wound down and summer break took shape, more parties and free time came.

      It was Fourth of July, the annual community picnic, when he next screwed up. Her name was Shawna and she did things to him he never knew a guy could experience. He was pretty sure she was responsible for most of the fireworks that night.

      After Shawna came Ella and after Ella came Trish. He’d learned a valuable lesson from Rachel and never promised anything in return. No matter who he was hooking up with, they always understood he wasn’t into long term.

      Sex was a funny thing at that age. It made a guy popular with all the cliques. The jocks wanted him to come to their parties. The preppy kids gave him a little more respect. And the girls… it didn’t matter what club they belonged to. Even the dorky girls batted their eyes at him.

      By the end of sophomore year, he was like Moses parting the Red Sea when he walked down the halls. People stepped aside for him, laughed at all of his jokes, and inquired where he’d be each weekend as though it determined where the current hot spot was. He liked it. He liked it a lot.

      His mum seemed to get over her disappointment and accept that her sons were growing up. Kelly was no longer the only one with condoms in his sock drawer. When a woman had five sons it was only practical to accept that boys would be boys.

      He was always careful and he never took what wasn’t offered. He didn’t have to work for it. Not until he met Lexi.

      Lexi was a senior and she was hot as hell. Her entire being seemed to throb with sexuality. From her wavy red hair to her long ass legs, she was everything a teenage boy’s fantasies were made of. She didn’t look like she belonged in high school. She looked like she belonged in a centerfold. The night she approached him at a party something changed in Kelly.

      Usually, he called the shots, but not this time. She walked up to him, cutting a path right through the swarm of underage drinkers swaying with their plastic cups and didn’t stop until she was staring him right in the eye.

      “Wanna come upstairs?” Her voice was like velvet, smooth and sultry.

      Kelly sipped his beer and placed the empty cup on the cluttered table. When he stood, she didn’t wait for confirmation. With the confidence of a queen, she marched up the steps, never looking back to see if he followed.

      It was the first time he’d ever had sex in an actual bed. And like everything else Lexi, there was nothing juvenile about the way she took a man. She seduced him, made love to him, took him to places he’d never dreamed.

      Afterward, they lay in the bed naked and talked until the party broke up. He was stunned at how potent she was, how experienced and knowing she seemed. By the time he got home that night he knew something was different. There was no afterglow, only anticipation to see her again.

      The following Monday he’d found her in the hall by her locker. Without giving it much thought, he leaned in and kissed her.

      She pulled back and frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

      He laughed nervously. “What do you mean? I’m kissing you.”

      She glanced around anxiously. “Well…don’t.”

      His brow tightened. “What do you mean?”

      She grabbed his wrist and pulled him into a semi-empty stairwell. “Kelly, the other night was fun, but that’s all it was.”

      “Nothing wrong with having fun twice.”

      She laughed nervously. “I don’t think that’s smart.”

      “Why? You enjoyed yourself.”

      “Yeah, I did. But I’m graduating soon and in August I’m off to Penn State. There’s no point in getting mixed up with a guy like you when there isn’t a chance we’ll stay together.”

      He drew back. “What do you mean a guy like me?”

      Her mouth opened as she seemed to struggle for an explanation. “Come on, Kelly. Everyone in this school has your number. You’re that guy.”

      “What the hell’s that mean?”

      “It means you were born in Center County and you’re gonna die in Center County. High school will always be your glory days. I mean, what’s your average? Have you even applied for colleges? You’re the guy everyone loves. The bad boy who can show a girl a good time. You’re not someone’s future.”

      Blanking his expression, he shoved back the sharp cut of her words. He hadn’t applied to college because he’d bombed his SATs and his grades weren’t enough to carry his ass. He had no idea what would happen to him after high school, but feared she was right. What if this part of his life was as good as it got? He’d eventually get older, fatter, and lazier.

      “Look,” she said, as the bell rang. “You’re a nice guy, but I can’t wait for someone while I’m at college making a future and he’s sitting at home reliving his glory days, wishing he could turn back the clock. There’s nothing wrong with who you are. People like you and you’re really funny, but you’re not the guy for me. I gotta go. I’m gonna be late.”

      She left him there as the halls emptied and quieted. He had to be somewhere, but for the life of him, couldn’t think of one good reason to show up. Why bother if he was only ever going to be some has-been in some shitty town?

      Turning, he took the stairs at a sprint. His feet didn’t stop until he was at his truck. His books were tossed carelessly inside and he peeled out of the parking lot. He wasn’t sure where he was driving, but pulled over when he found an empty section of road. His fingers gripped the wheel as he breathed hard through his teeth.

      She hadn’t even given him a chance. How many other people saw him as just some nobody holding claim to the current definition of cool that would be outdated tomorrow? Reaching in his pocket he thumbed through hundreds of phone numbers. There was no doubt he’d been around.

      With each contact came a memory. After Rachel and Lauren, he’d learned to make it perfectly clear he was good for a night and nothing more, but after a while that bit of information seemed assumed. It was like that was all he was really wanted for, nothing more.

      Everyone wanted a piece of him, but none of the girls ever asked him out or showed any interest in anything long term. Even Rachel was involved with some college guy and Lauren was over a year deep with the class president. It was as though he’d literally screwed over all the good girls. But they were fine with that. They’d gotten exactly what they wanted—a good time—which was pretty much all he was worth.

      After sitting on the side of the road for some time, he finally looked around. He was in his Aunt Colleen’s neck of the woods, close to her bar, O’Malley’s. He glanced at the clock. It was still early. She was probably just opening up. Throwing his truck in drive, he headed that way.

      When he reached the pub, the lot was empty aside from his aunt’s car. He parked in the back and used the kitchen entrance. His aunt came into the kitchen, appearing startled, with an empty pitcher in her hand. “Kelly love, what are you doing here? I was about to brain you like a burglar.”

      “Sorry, Aunt Col.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Why aren’t you in school? Is everything all right?”

      He shrugged.

      She placed the pitcher on the large cook counter and said, “Come along. I’ll get you a soda and you can tell me what’s going on in my favorite nephew’s life.”

      “You can get shot for making a comment like that. You have other nephews.”

      “You won’t tell, and if you do I’ll deny it.”

      He smiled and followed her to the bar. They used the pub for family parties, but other than that none of the younger McCulloughs were allowed to hang out there. “When do the customers start showing up?”

      “The regulars will be shuffling in shortly. Tell me what’s going on.” She placed a soda on a napkin and came around the bar to sit beside him.

      “I had a bit of a wakeup call this morning.”

      “Did something bad happen? Were you in an accident?”

      “No, nothing so dramatic. It’s about a girl.”

      “From what my kids tell me, you have quite a few female admirers, Kelly.”

      “Yeah. Well, things sort of spun out of control.”

      His aunt pinched his cheek. “Breakin’ hearts left and right, I bet.” She hummed happily. “Such a wee rogue, you are.”

      He arched a brow. “Nothin’ wee about me, Aunt Col. I’m a McCullough after all.”

      Her hand slapped his cheek as she giggled. “Smartass.”

      They laughed for a moment and then he sobered. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “You’re seventeen, love. What’s there to know? Seems to me you’re doing just fine.”

      “I am. For now. But what happens next year when I graduate? Everyone thinks I’m something great, but soon they’ll all go off to college and become doctors and other important things and I’ll still be here, only there will be nothing impressive about me then.”

      “You’ll always be impressive, Kelly. There’s something special in you. You just have to find it yourself. A lassie can try to show you how great you are, but unless you’re ready to open your eyes and see what you have to offer in this world, you’ll never believe it’s in you.”

      “I don’t want to be a logger,” he blurted.

      “So don’t.”

      “But what else is there?”

      “Well, what do you fancy? What are you good at?”

      “Nothing that means anything.”

      She tsked. “That’s not true. You have a wonderful sense of humor, a big heart, you’re loyal, and people feel special when you look at them. Not everyone can do that to others.”

      “Yeah, but where does that get me as far as a future?”

      “You need a job that requires people skills, Kelly, because you’re a people person.”

      “What sort of job’s that? I can’t get into a decent college and, honestly, I have no desire to continue with school after graduation. I’ve never been good at it.”

      “Well, we all can’t be like your sister, Sheilagh. The world is an extraordinary place because ordinary people keep coming, Kelly. If there were only lawyers, doctors, and teachers, who would do the plumbing? Who would fix the electric when it went out? Who would plow the roads when the blizzards come so the surgeons can make it to the hospitals to save lives?”

      “Are you suggesting I become a plumber or buy a snow plow?”

      “No, I’m suggesting you not worry about being successful, but worry about being happy. Find something that makes you happy and success will come easily enough.”

      “All my friends are going off to college. Luke’s gone. Bray’s leaving. Colin’s been gone. We all know Sheilagh’s on her way.”

      “No one said you couldn’t join them, Kelly. There’s always a way. What about your art?”

      He shook his head. “That’s private. It’s something that’s mine. I don’t share it and there’s no way I can make a career out of it.”

      “I think you need to get out of your fishbowl. Living up on that mountain, you’re only surrounded by McCulloughs. Then you head off to school and see everyone following the tide. It’s okay to move on without them before they leave you behind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She spread out her fingers over the bar. “You see these hands? I remember when they were young and beautiful. I don’t remember them getting freckled with age or wrinkled by time. I just looked down one day and there they were, old and ugly.

      “I’ve been working in this bar since Paul and I rented the apartment upstairs right after we got married. We couldn’t afford a house until Italian Mary came to live with us and helped us with the down payment. It was a struggle and everyone thought we were crazy, but we loved the atmosphere, and over time O’Malley’s became the place to be.

      “We could afford several houses now and I think we’re going to buy one in Outer Banks soon for summer vacations. The problem is, this damn bar demands so much of my time I can’t take off for weeks at a time. The locals would rally. Sooner or later I’ll need to sell it.”

      “You can’t sell the bar. We haven’t even had a chance to enjoy it.”

      She smiled. “I know, love. So my only other option is to find someone to run it for me. They’d have to be someone easygoing, trustworthy, and good with people.” She gave him a sidelong glance.

      Kelly’s expression flattened. “Me?”

      “Why not? You could do it, Kelly. You could even move upstairs eventually, if you fixed it up a bit.”

      “How…how would that work?”

      “Well, you wouldn’t be able to serve until you were eighteen, but if you wanted to learn the ropes you could start out bussing tables. I could teach you the things I don’t normally show the other employees, like how I manage the suppliers and the bookkeeping. Once you’re an adult, I’ll teach you how to tend bar. Give it a year after you graduate. Let this be your job and see how you like it. If you like it and you’re interested in taking over, we’ll talk about getting your name on the mortgage.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “As serious as a rodeo clown in a red speedo.”

      He laughed. “Not very serious then.”

      “Oh, I think once that bull came chargin’ out of the shute that clown would be pretty serious. Life can be serious and funny. Yes, I’m serious, Kelly. If you want the job, it’s yours.”

      This was unbelievable. O’Malley’s was legend. It was the number one place to be in their town. He couldn’t believe she was actually offering it to him. “I’ll take it.”

      “Good. This weekend you can start by cleaning the toilets, because no doubt my sister will punish you when she finds out you skipped school again.”

      He nodded, glad to clean to toilets. Holy shit, he’d just been handed a future.

      “And, Kelly?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Whatever that lassie said to you, she was wrong. Just because you aren’t running off to college with the rest of them, doesn’t mean your future’s any less bright. The trick is to find someone who sees the light in you even during life’s darkest moments. That’s what real love is.”

      He didn’t want love. He just wanted to know someone saw potential in him. It hurt being told he wasn’t good enough. If he could, he’d rewind the day and go back to when he thought everyone loved him. But that would mean missing out on the opportunity his aunt just presented.

      It had started as an ordinary day, but changed the rest of his life. He finally knew what he was doing with his future. He also learned a valuable lesson about girls. If he never expected anything more and gave them exactly what they expected from him, everyone wound up happy. That was the trick, wasn’t it? Find happiness and the success and everything else would eventually come.
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      “Your girlfriend’s stalking you again.”

      Kelly tipped the bottle of Patron over the highball packed with ice and glanced across the bar. Ashlynn Fisher sat in the shadows nursing a diet cola. Behind the pointed corners of her black rimmed glasses her eyes followed his every move.

      “Not my girlfriend,” Kelly commented over his shoulder to Sue, the other bartender at O’Malley’s.

      Sue chuckled, a teasing ring to her voice. “She’s showing up more and more. Why don’t you go talk to her?”

      Kelly delivered the tequila sunrise to his customer and took the money to the register. “Ashlynn Fisher is not the kind of girl I diddle.”

      “Why, because she isn’t all done up like the rest of the bar flies you take home? I think she’s pretty.”

      Kelly returned the change to the patron and took an order from a group of preening women who were freshly twenty-one and offering him more than tips. As he lined up their shots he told Sue, “You haven’t lived around here long enough to understand. There are certain women a guy like me doesn’t do.”

      Sue’s full mouth formed a lopsided smirk, her dark eyes taking on a sarcastic glint. “Oh, and here I thought you’d do a hole in the ground if it let you.”

      He deserved that. Over the past ten years he’d earned the reputation of Center County’s man whore. Getting his stones broken was part of the shtick. “You’re just pissy, because you’re also on the do not diddle list.”

      Sue laughed, her head tipping back as she twisted the cap of a longneck. “Oh, please! You were on my do not diddle list way before I was on yours. Boy, you couldn’t handle all this Latin spice. I’d burn your tongue right off.”

      He waggled his brows suggestively. There was no denying Sue was beautiful. Long legs, tapered waist, tight African curls clipped close to her face in a way that outlined her wide Latino eyes, she was definitely a novel species of beauty in these parts, but she was also his employee and treating the help to some Kelly McCullough naked goodness was a definite no-no.

      Ashlynn Fisher was a no-no for other reasons. He and Ashlynn attended high school together and she was in several of his classes back in the day. Those big brown eyes had watched him then too. Of course, back then she looked nothing like the striking blonde she was now.

      In high school, Ashlynn wore plain clothes, no makeup, and always had her face hidden behind wide framed glasses. Her hair had been long and she was the type to keep her head down, hiding her features behind a curtain of unkempt flaxen waves.

      She reminded him of the church mouse sort, pure and innocent in more ways than one. In a small town like theirs, everyone knew everyone down to the color underwear a person chose each morning. Ashlynn’s mom had passed away when she was only in grade school. She and her dad, Roy Fisher, went to the same Catholic church his family belonged to. Kelly hadn’t been to church in years, so he’d missed a great deal of her post-ugly-duckling stage. It was always a little jarring running into her in town and realizing the mouse had turned into a fox.

      Not that she had ever been ugly. Ashlynn Fisher possessed one of those deep throaty voices that cut right to a guy’s libido. He’d never forget the day she asked him for a pencil in Trig class. His cock did cartwheels the moment that bluesy voice touched his ears and he’d done a double take, sure it hadn’t come from the straggly blonde mouse.

      For weeks he’d entertained fantasies of those big brown eyes staring up at him, mouth full, as he fisted all that messy hair—but that’s all it ever was, a teenage fantasy. The voice, much like the innocuous reality of the girl herself, didn’t mesh with the kind of man Kelly was, even back then.

      She was the type of girl everyone overlooked, quiet and disheveled in an odd appealing way that remained feminine. He assumed it was due to having a farmer for a father and no mother to teach her all the beauty tricks women used. But sometime in the past few years Ashlynn outgrew that stage—outgrew it like a caterpillar outgrew its resting place. Now she was stunning in her own unique way, but that didn’t negate her virtuousness, which was somehow evident in every shy glance he caught her sending his way.

      Gone were those long, white-blonde waves and big glasses. Now her hair was cropped shorter than his. Natural shades of platinum framed her heart shaped face like a pixie. Her lily-white skin still showed no signs of makeup, but she didn’t need it. Gone were those hideous Sally Jessie glasses and in their place sat trendy, narrow black frames.

      She didn’t dress like the other women in town. Most girls rocked skintight jeans and shirts meant to accentuate the goods in the colder months and FM pumps and sexy shirts in the warmer seasons. Not Ashlynn though. She wore men’s flannel and baggy pants that gave nothing away. All. Year. Long.

      All of that, however, had nothing to do with why Kelly wouldn’t touch her. It had to do with the secrets she kept that seemed to whisper through those soft brown eyes when she stared at him. Ashlynn Fisher was one hundred percent, without a doubt, virgin.

      He didn’t know the details. Didn’t need to. Didn’t know if it was a choice or circumstance sort of thing. All he knew was that he liked it rough, dirty, and hard and she was not that type of girl.

      So as flattered as he was to have her show up every week or so and shyly ogle him from afar, he wouldn’t be entertaining any fantasies where Ashlynn Fisher was concerned. Not now, not ever.

      Keeping his head down, he hustled past her table and shot behind the bar. Happy hour was ending and O’Malley’s was getting crowded. Rushing to fill another order, he met Sue at the ice pit.

      She bumped him with her hip. “You should go talk to her.”

      He filled his shaker and reached for the 151. “Drop it, Sue.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashlynn sipped her diet soda and stared through the crowd as Kelly McCullough hurried to meet his customers’ demands. Her heart tightened as he flirted with a brunette ordering a round of shots. Why couldn’t he look at her like that, with those piercing blue eyes that accented the blue tips of his unruly black hair?

      Kelly McCullough was one of seven siblings, each one beautiful in their own right. Kelly, however, was different. He was the black sheep, the tattooed rogue that put any woman in his path under a spell. He cursed and slept around like a tomcat in a scrapyard and she’d been obsessed with watching him since the moment he sat next to her in American Literature 101 ten years ago.

      However, it wasn’t until later that year that she’d fallen hopelessly in love with him. No matter how much he played at that careless façade he wore so well, she knew there was an honorable guy beneath all the sex appeal and humor.

      After losing her mother she’d lost a lot of direction. No one was there to teach her how to be a teenage girl and there were moments she felt so out of the loop, even as an adult, she tried not to dwell on what she didn’t have and focus more on the blessings she did have.

      She’d been rushing off to the nurse’s office, fighting back tears with everything she possessed. It hadn’t happened at home or somewhere safe. No. She’d gotten her period right in the middle of Algebra and hadn’t realized something was wrong until she’d stood and heard everyone laughing.

      Mortified, she rushed to the bathroom and nearly had a panic attack. It took her a minute to understand what was happening, her grasp on the things to come as a female so slight and stunted from being raised on a farm by her dad. However, living on a farm had taught her the basics of life cycles and she’d pieced it together.

      She waited in that bathroom stall, terrified, for the entire third period. When the bell rang she listened to the roar of student voices moving through the hall. The second the corridors quieted she bolted to the nurse. Her eyes pinched with the effort to contain her tears of humiliation. She was almost there when she turned the corner at breakneck speed and crashed into a gaggle of girls who never talked to her.

      They did talk to her that day, calling her things like Mary, Mary quite contrary and Dina. No one really saw Ashlynn. She’d perfected the art of being a wallflower. Rumors had flown that morning and those girls wouldn’t let her pass without getting in their digs.

      Blinking back her tears, she tried to press by, but there were too many. Her heart raced like a caged sparrow, frantic and trapped. Then he showed up out of nowhere, a true knight in shining armor.

      

      “Hey, Amber, Cara.” His typically easy going mannerism shifted as those sharp blue eyes took in the scene, understanding that of the six girls loitering in the hall, one desperately wanted to escape. His smile faltered. “What’s going on?”

      “Hey, Kelly,” one of the girls purred. Every female at the school, even some of the teachers, seemed to perk up whenever Kelly tossed a glance their way.

      Kelly ignored the girl and tilted his head curiously at Ashlynn. Her back was to the lockers, hiding the mark of her shame. Never in her life had she been so desperate to escape a situation.

      “You going somewhere, love?”

      Too afraid to speak, she merely trembled and prayed the moment would be over soon. He didn’t know who she was, but he was her one reason for liking school.

      “Haven’t you heard, Kelly?” One of the vipers said, her voice syrupy and cruel. “Little Ms. Heehaw here got⁠—”

      His head snapped around and he cut the girl’s words off with a look so cold even Ashlynn shivered. “Shut up, Cara. She’s upset.” He turned back to Ashlynn, eyes softening. “Did you have somewhere to go?”

      Unable to speak, she nodded.

      He smiled softly and something inside of her broke open, warmth filling her as her soul recognized an ally. “I’ll take you, love.”

      His hand barely touched her arm, but he somehow directed her away from the lockers and away from those horrid girls. She made sure to match his strides, so sure and confident, so that he wouldn’t see her backside.

      Once they turned the corner he said, as if they were old friends, “Where are we going?”

      “The nurse,” she muttered. “I don’t feel well.”

      She’d made it so close before she was stopped. They were only a few rooms away. He paused outside the office door. “Well, you’re here.” He met her gaze, those soft eyes staring into hers curiously. “What’s your name, love?”

      Barely able to speak, she swallowed and⁠—

      “Yo, Kel!” Some guy she didn’t know called.

      Kelly turned and she took that moment to slip into the nurse’s office and escape. He never learned her name and that was for the best. That was one of the most humiliating days of her life and that night she’d cried in her bed, unable to explain to her father why she was so quiet after returning home. Her life was made up of secret moments like that, moments when a girl needed a mother or a friend and realized just how blessed those who had such things were.

      

      Ashlynn sipped her diet cola. She was certain Kelly still had no idea who she was, even ten years after that hideous encounter. Shy beyond measure, Ashlynn was never one to keep up with the popular crowd. Kelly was the popular crowd. He wasn’t a jock. He wasn’t trendy. He wasn’t even overly intelligent from what she could see. But he was a god to women and she—no matter how stunted and uncultured—was not immune to his charms.

      Her dad, a good Christian man, did his best to raise her properly. She never wanted for anything and always did as she was told, but there was a part of her that longed for a mother’s presence, even as an adult. Perhaps having a mother could’ve eliminated some of the awkwardness that was her existence.

      Ashlynn sighed as yet another girl approached the bar and drew Kelly’s attention. He’d never smiled at her the way he smiled at other women, eyes set in a seductive promise, lips curled with sensual intent. God, those lashes…they were thicker than feathers.

      Pursing her lips, she picked at the soil still under her fingernails. She’d cleaned up before she left, but as she was walking out the door she’d chased a rabbit from her lettuce patch. The little bugger had uprooted a few crops and she’d quickly righted them on the way to her truck to drive to the bar.

      The bar grew crowded and Ashlynn figured she should get going. It hurt too much to stay and watch Kelly set his sights on a new woman. She was developing a sort of masochistic obsession with him.

      Each night he chose a new victim. The women never seemed to mind and Ashlynn assumed that was because whatever he did during those late night hours was enough to leave them satisfied for weeks to come.

      She rolled her eyes. Maybe “victim” was the wrong word.

      “Can I get you another drink?”

      Ashlynn glanced up at the new bartender at O’Malley’s. Kelly had probably already conquered her. She was stunning, with wild black corkscrew curls and full lips. She thought her name was Sue, but wasn’t sure.

      “No, thank you. I think I’m done.”

      The bartender slash waitress eyed her for a long moment. “Why don’t you go talk to him?”

      Ashlynn’s cheeks drooped as her smile faltered. Was she that obvious? “Who?”

      The woman gave her a pointed look. “Kelly. You come in here at least once a week and stare at him. Why not just ask him out?”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks. “I come here to unwind. I’m not even sure which one Kelly is,” she lied.

      The bartender’s lips pulled tight at the corner of her mouth. “Uh-huh. You really seem to be unwinding with that diet cola. How about a real drink—on me? I’m Sue, by the way.”

      Ashlynn hesitated past what was probably normal. Her palms sweating as everything inside of her reminded her she didn’t measure up to pretty girls. She was so awkward when meeting new people, especially women. She held out her hand, a trait she’d picked up from her father. “Ashlynn Fisher. It’s nice to meet you, Sue.”

      “So how about that drink, Ash?”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t. I don’t really drink alcohol and I have to drive my truck home.”

      The waitress relented. “Okay, but next time you come in I’m gonna throw a little rum in that Coke, so be prepared to hang for a while.”

      Knowing that the other bartender picked up on her not so stealthy, lurking habits, Ashlynn probably wouldn’t return for a while, but she nodded anyway. “Deal.” She reached in her pocket for a tip. “It was nice meeting you.”

      “You too, Ash. Don’t be a stranger.”
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        * * *

      

      Kelly’s vision narrowed as he spotted Sue chatting it up with Ashlynn. He’d told her to let it go, but the minx had gone ahead and made friends with the sexy little church mouse. He studied them as he filled a few drafts.

      A soft shade of natural pink tinted Ashlynn’s cheeks and she looked uncomfortable with whatever Sue was saying. His molars clamped down. While Sue might think playing cupid was cute, what with the way the girl stared all starry-eyed at him, Kelly didn’t want to worsen the situation.

      A sense of relief flooded him the moment Sue sashayed away from Ashlynn’s table. As she returned behind the bar, he asked, “What the hell was that?”

      “Just making nice with the customers.”

      “I’m sure that’s all you were doing,” he mumbled, sliding a beer to one of the locals and taking the ten from the counter.

      “What?” Sue asked, innocently raising her shoulder. “I was introducing myself. She’s leaving anyway.”

      “Good.”

      Kelly bagged up the garbage and headed out the back to toss it in the dumpster. The girl didn’t even drink. O’Malley’s was the most popular watering hole for locals in their twenties and thirties.

      Week after week Ashlynn came around to sit alone and drink soda. Her life had to be pretty empty if that sort of isolated socialness was what she considered entertainment. Especially when he’d never done anything to make her think he was interested in her as more than a customer. She couldn’t be there just for him.

      As the back door slammed he hoisted the bag of rubbish into the dumpster and brushed off his palms. The dark lot lit with twin headlights as a truck roared to life. He squinted at the jalopy. It was a monster of a truck, at least three decades old.

      When his eyes adjusted he spotted the driver and paused. She would drive a truck like that. Sticking to the shadows by the dumpster, he watched as she cranked the old truck into drive and maneuvered her way through the other cars.

      As the truck rumbled past, catching the glow of the street lamp, his gaze settled on her tiny unadorned ears peeking out beneath her choppy blonde hair. No matter how no-frills she appeared there was something undeniably sexy about her.
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        * * *

      

      Ashlynn shifted the Bobcat so the pallet lined up with the bed of her truck. She’d spent the morning scrubbing her freshly harvested potatoes and wanted to take them over to the market before church. Not many locals shopped on Sunday in Center County, but it was her father’s birthday and after church she planned to make him a good, home cooked supper of his favorites followed by shortcake garnished with strawberries off the vine.

      Once the spuds were loaded, she slammed the tailgate shut, and climbed behind the wheel. Her house was one of the old farmhand holds she’d taken over, because a plot of untouched land surrounded it.

      Over the years she’d converted the grounds and produced some of the best crops this side of the Mason-Dixon Line. Center County had a finicky climate, but Ashlynn knew the land and weather by heart. After six years, she only had one bad harvest and that was due to an unseemly drought that hit almost the entire northern area. She had a list of trusted suppliers she ordered organic, out of season produce during the cooler months.

      As she barreled down the two miles of rough road into town her vehicle made an obnoxious sputtering sound. Frowning under the glare of the early morning sun, she checked her gages. The gas gage had stopped working long before her dad gave her the truck, but she was always sure to fill the tank every two days. There was no way she was running low on fuel.

      With the windows down, she sniffed and spotted smoke seeping from under the blue hood. “Crap.”

      As soon as she arrived at the market she’d check and see what the issue was. She’d performed a tune-up a few weeks ago and everything appeared fine, so she hoped it was a simple fix like a loose cap.

      Pulling onto Main Street and into traffic the truck continued to wheeze. At the light across from Neman’s Pharmacy, her engine started to whistle. That wasn’t good. She only had a few blocks to go when the truck gurgled to a halt and the engine died, right there, in the middle of traffic as the light turned green.

      Her fingers gripped and turned the key over in the ignition, but the truck blew a gasket, smoke billowing from her vents. Sighing, she pulled the key, and jumped out of the driver’s side to see what the issue was. Her hand fluttered in an apologetic wave to the other drivers at the intersection, signaling them to go around.

      Her boots smacked over the blacktop as she rounded the fender and popped the hood. It lifted with a tired whine of aged metal and she cursed. The engine was running hot.

      Please, not the transmission.

      Reaching in the back pocket of her overalls, she pulled out a pair of leather gloves and fanned away the smoke. This wasn’t going to be an easy fix. Groaning, she returned to the cab and searched for her phone, hoping her dad hadn’t already left for Church.

      As she dialed the landline to the farm she waited for him to pick up. After the seventh ring she huffed and dropped the phone into the front pocket of her overalls and slammed the door.

      Cars continued to snake around her vehicle. Offering a rueful smile she headed toward the town’s mechanic. Hopefully someone was there that could at least tow her truck out of the way.

      As she briskly walked down the sidewalk toward the shops interspersed with store top apartments, she considered how much the repair would cost. She could likely do most of the work herself, but transmissions weren’t cheap. Sighing, she admitted she might have to start shopping for a new vehicle.

      As she passed the mouth of a narrow alley, two doors from the mechanic’s, she narrowly avoided smashing into the man turning the corner at a clipped pace. Her breath caught as her gaze met crystal blue eyes in a handsome face accentuated by the softest looking lips she’d ever seen.

      Kelly.

      As he looked up from buttoning the same shirt he’d worn last night she noticed his boots weren’t even tied. Cheap perfume mixed with his cologne, having a repulsive effect on her senses and causing her to take a step back.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to almost run you over there,” he said, and her lips moved as she tried to form words. His jaw was rough with dark stubble.

      “That’s…that’s okay.”

      “Ashlynn, right?”

      Over a decade of attempting to get his attention and he wasn’t even sure of her name? “Yeah. How are you, Kelly?” Her vocal cords trembled in his presence as she struggled to make small talk.

      “I’m great.” Of course he was. He was leaving the bed of some random woman who probably performed sexual acts she was too ignorant to dream of. “How are you?”

      Shrugging, she tried to act unaffected by his presence. “I’m heading down to Ernie’s. My truck broke down on Main Street.”

      His blue eyes narrowed as he glanced over her shoulder, likely spotting the congested intersection where she’d abandoned her vehicle. Her cheeks warmed and she brushed a hand over her mussed hair. Why hadn’t she dressed for church before she headed out? Ugh, she was covered in dust from the garden and her tank top barely covered what her overalls missed.

      “That’s a big truck for a small woman.”

      Her shoulders drew back. Was that a compliment or an insult? Or neither? Perhaps just an observation. “It’s mine,” she said stupidly.

      The side of his mouth kicked up and her heart stuttered. Holy Hannah, those lips… “Old trucks like that are like the mullets of vehicles, all short in the front and long in the back. Takes a confident woman to rock such a throwback.”

      Forcing her head not to shake, she laughed nervously. His presence was such a distraction, if she didn’t focus on exactly what he was saying she’d miss his words completely.

      “You got a truckload of stuff in the back. Where were you headin’?”

      Embarrassed for being exactly who she was—a little farmer in a redneck town—she explained, “I have a bed full of potatoes I was dropping off at the farmers’ market. That’s my store.” So not the type of woman he was used to.

      His blue eyes widened. “It is? I didn’t know that.”

      Yup, that was her, just another speck in the background of other people’s exciting lives. She needed to hide. Her quota for uncomfortable situations had been met for the week.

      “Yeah, well…if you’ll excuse me. I really need to find Ernie and ask him to move my truck before the cops come and tow it away. I’m pretty sure it needs a new transmission. I don’t want to have to pay if it gets impounded as well.”

      Blue highlights caught the sunlight as he tipped his head to the side. The Celtic trinity tattoo on his neck was one of her favorites. “What makes you think it’s the transmission?”

      “The engine overheated and the gears are slipping.”

      One perfect dark brow lifted. He obviously didn’t expect her to know much about cars. Cars and farming were what she knew best. “So you gonna have Ernie replace the transmission?”

      Her brow tightened. “No. I’ll do it.”

      At that, both brows rose. “Really?”

      “Why not?” she asked, mildly insulted that he assumed she wouldn’t be able to do such a thing.

      “Uh, no reason. I just don’t know any girls that are into that sort of thing.”

      Her mouth snapped shut. Nothing like being the odd ball out. In light of the hickey on his neck, his comment irritated her more than it probably should have, and her jealousy overruled her cautious tongue. “I’m not surprised, with the kind of women you pass your time with.” Her hand smacked over her mouth. Where had that come from? “Sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      His easygoing expression shuttered and guilt tunneled through every pumping vessel in her body. What possessed her to be so nasty?

      “Sure.” He was clearly offended. “Anyway, I’ll see you around.”

      With that he stepped around her and regret crushed down on her chest. Why had she said that? There was plenty a guy like Kelly McCullough could make fun of her for. What right did she have to pass judgment on his choice of company?

      Face tight with regret, she turned and said, “Kelly, wait.”

      He stilled but didn’t face her.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      His fists were pressed deep in the pockets of his jeans. His shoulders hunched and he slowly pivoted, that carefree smile back in place. “No problem, love. Just calling them like you see them.”

      Her brow tightened. Was that what he thought? She didn’t want him to think she was a cruel or judgmental person when really, her nasty words were nothing more than jealousy fueled by her own insecurities. “No. That’s not how I see you,” she admitted quietly.

      His smile twitched, but he managed to hold it in place. Those blue eyes studied her and she noticed something peculiar hidden behind all that handsome perfection, something insecure, perhaps a little wounded. Maybe he was used to being stereotyped.

      “You said you weren’t used to girls knowing how to fix cars. I got offended and lashed out. I didn’t mean to come off judgmental, especially when I know exactly how much it stinks to be judged.”

      His smile faded the longer he watched her. Fidgeting under his scrutiny, she swallowed, waiting for him to accept her apology. As if he reached some sort of conclusion, his smirk jumped back in place. “Like I said, love, you’re just calling them like you see them. You got my number and I got yours. Have a nice day.”

      Her mouth opened but he twisted and marched off before she could formulate a reply. What? What did he mean he had her number? No, she wasn’t all that complicated, but she’d like to think she had some depth, that there was something more beneath the surface worth figuring out.

      What a jerk. She wasn’t falling for his womanizing act. No man could be that shallow. After years of watching him, she’d seen hidden moments where his focus drifted and his smile faltered as if he was exhausted with putting on the charm. There was no denying Kelly was a funny and entertaining person to be around, but…so much of it was a performance.

      Ashlynn shook her head. The traffic was backing up from the intersection. She didn’t have time to stand there and figure out a man as complicated as Kelly McCullough.

      Ernie wasn’t at the shop. Luckily, his house was only a few blocks past and she found him on his way out to breakfast. He made a special trip to tow her truck to the market and waited as she unloaded her supply, then towed it back to her house. When she offered to pay him, he refused. She made a mental note to bag up some items on Monday and take them to his wife as a thank you.

      She’d missed church and when her father stopped by her home she was a mite filthier than she’d been that morning. He called her name, as she was half-buried under the hood of her truck, inspecting the engine.

      “Lynn? You missed church.”

      Unfolding her body, she wiped her grease stained fingers on a rag. “I know, Daddy. Sorry about that. My truck broke down.”

      Her dad’s expression changed from one of disappointment to one of concern, as he removed his good jacket and came to see what was doin’ under the hood. “You figure out what the problem is?”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s the transmission.”

      He whistled, not questioning her diagnosis. “That’s an expensive fix. I know a guy who might have a scrapper with a salvageable tranny.”

      She sighed. “I’m wondering if I should start thinking about buying new.”

      “A new truck’ll run you around forty thousand.”

      “I know.” She had the money. Didn’t want to spend it, but had it all the same.

      “I’d like to see you driving in one of those fancy models with all the safety bells and whistles. It’d give your old man a sense of security.”

      Taking in his weathered face, wrinkled with years of working under the sun, she grinned. Beneath all that gruff and grizzle, Roy Fisher was nothin’ but a big marshmallow who loved his family. Since losing her mother, Ashlynn was all the family he had left and she was just fine with being Daddy’s little girl. “It would be nice to get one of those four door ones, maybe in a pretty color.”

      “Now, don’t you go bringing home a pink truck.”

      She laughed. She was not the pink sort and he knew it. “I was thinking a pretty, pearly white one.”

      He nodded approvingly. “Why don’t you get cleaned up and we’ll take a ride down to Jenkin’s lot? They aren’t open today, but we could look around without old Jenkins breathing down our necks.”

      “But it’s your birthday. I was going to cook.”

      “So you’ll cook when we get back. Come on. It’ll be fun.”

      Later that day when they returned from window-shopping at Jenkin’s, Ashlynn’s father kept her company in the kitchen as she prepared supper.

      “That red truck was nice to look at. Extended cab, leather seats…”

      She sprinkled sugar over the fresh cut berries. “I liked that white one. Did you see when the sun hit it right there were sparkles in the paint?”

      Roy chuckled as he sipped his lemonade. “A sparkling truck… had to have been made for a woman.”

      Ashlynn smirked. “I may not dress the part, but there’s a girl in me somewhere, Daddy.”

      “I know, sug.”

      She’d learned how to conquer her adolescence under the guidance of her father and his farmhands. No one ever taught her how to put on makeup or do her hair in one of those fancy braids or twists. Even when it came to perfume, she had a strange appreciation for Old Spice rather than bouquets of floral scents or a tailored female musk.

      Her dad took her shopping at places like Cabelas and other sporting good outlets and that was where she found most of her clothes. She really didn’t have a style. Her clothing was functional and lent itself to her job as an organic farmer. There was no need for a girl who owned the local farmer’s market to wear fancy shoes or short skirts. Besides, skirts didn’t come with pockets to hold her utility knife and other implements necessary for the job.

      No, she wasn’t a girlie girl, but she never felt pressed to pretend to be more than who she truly was. Tapping her fingers over her fathers, she smiled tenderly at him. The world may not get or appreciate her, but her daddy sure did.

      She worked in comfortable silence, her dad stealing a swipe of frosting with his work-roughened finger every time he had the chance. As she waited for the cake to cool, she poured herself a glass of lemonade and settled across from him at the aged kitchen table.

      He stared at her for a long moment then said, “Another birthday, another year… makes a man feel his age. I find myself slowing down and getting nostalgic more and more as time goes on.”

      She grinned, knowing he was likely thinking about her momma. They didn’t often speak of her, but she knew her father missed her as much as she did. “I miss her too, Daddy.”

      His thumb flipped the corner of the placemat, his eyes focused on the table. “You know, having your mother made me complete. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of her. Even though I only had her with me for a short time, I’ll never regret picking her as my wife. She gave me you and I can’t imagine a day without my sugar bear.”

      She smiled into her lemonade. He’d always called her that, his little sugar bear.

      “You know,” he continued. “I ain’t getting any younger. Been farming this land since I was a teen. I know you have your organic gardens and such, but I don’t think you’re lookin’ to take over the rest.”

      She frowned. “Why would I⁠—”

      “I’m no spring chicken, sug. It’s only you and me here. I’d like to have my wits when it comes time to sell so we aren’t forced to take less than what we deserve.”

      If she’d been a boy they wouldn’t be having this conversation. “I could do it, Daddy.”

      “I know you could. There isn’t much you can’t do, but it’s a matter of wanting to, sug. I don’t want to shoulder you with more than you need.”

      “Well, that’s a time away. For now you have Hank and the rest of the hands to help where they can.”

      He nodded and she sensed he wanted to say more. “What is it?”

      He hesitated a moment, uncertainty skating over his strong features. “I worry about you. One day I won’t be here to keep you company.”

      Her heart pinched. Her father was a strong and healthy man for his late fifties. This conversation was beyond premature. “I’ll be fine, Daddy. Now, stop acting like you’re leaving this world tomorrow.”

      He patted her hand and met her gaze. “Why don’t you try to find a nice boy, Lynn, someone who loves you as much as I do? It would sure put your old man’s mind at ease.”

      She pursed her lips. It wasn’t like she spent her days beating men off with a stick. The only men she interacted with were her father’s age. “It isn’t that easy, Daddy.”

      His eyes creased with regret. “I should’ve tried harder to keep you around women. I feel like I failed you in a way, sug. I don’t know nothing about ribbons and bows or dancin’ and pearls.”

      She turned her palm up and squeezed her father’s large hand. “I don’t need any of those things.”

      “You’re such a good girl, but I kept you sheltered here at the farm away from the town. I wish others got to see how sweet you are. I reckon, if they all knew your kindness, I’d have spent your high school years guarding the porch with my rifle.”

      She laughed. “You’d only wind up misfiring and hurtin’ yourself, Daddy.” Seeing her father was in the mood for a heart to heart, she hesitated a moment and then let the confession slip. “There’s one man…”

      His eyebrows lifted and he grinned. “Should I load my gun?”

      She laughed again. “No, leave your ammo in the drawer. He barely knows my name.”

      “So why don’t you tell him? Ask him out on a date?”

      Her cheeks heated. She could never do that. “I’m not really his type.”

      “Is he a good man? You’re a good man’s type.”

      That was part of the problem. Kelly was a sexy man. The good was up for debate. She’d been raised the best her daddy knew how to raise a daughter. Kelly would never see eye to eye with her morals and beliefs. She may be lonely—painfully so, at times—but she wouldn’t sacrifice her principles for any man. Not even Kelly McCullough.

      Her father would likely want to see her with a man like himself, one capable of running the land and not afraid of a little hard work. Kelly had a business, one that was a universe away from farming. His days ended as theirs began.

      Roy was right. If she ever wanted to find a husband, she’d better start looking soon. It was time to put her childhood fantasies away and get real.

      “Maybe I should get on one of those dating sites,” she suggested sarcastically. She had a computer she used to keep her records for the store and every once in a while she found spam in her inbox proclaiming to have the key to the hottest singles in Center County.

      Her father snorted. “I can’t imagine finding your soul mate online, but if that’s what kids are doing nowadays who am I to put it down?”

      She hadn’t really been serious about the prospect, but maybe she should. That night, after her father went home, she turned on her laptop, and locked her bedroom door. She lived alone, but coming face to face with her desperation needed absolute privacy. It took only a few minutes to search through her spam folder until she found a message from a dating site offering a free three-month trial.

      Taking a deep breath she clicked the link under the image of what appeared to be a ridiculously happy couple. The site requested her login information. After choosing the profile name, Sugarbear24, she was sent to a page full of questions.

      An hour later she’d contemplated herself more than she ever had in her life. They asked everything from her body type to her personal hobbies. Ashlynn wished she could see the other female profiles to get an idea of what she was up against. Her profile seemed rather dull.

      When she got to the portion asking what the qualities of her perfect mate were, she’d written an entire paragraph only to delete it in the end. It described Kelly McCullough to a T. She really needed to broaden her horizons and reach below the surface if she planned on doing this. In the end she wrote⁠—

      

      I am seeking a nice man with good Christian values. I love being outdoors, and hope he enjoys the same. Honesty is a must.

      

      Once she’d submitted the information, the site asked her to upload a picture. Ruffling her fingers through her hair she lifted her phone. All of her flaws seemed suddenly magnified. Her eyes continuously darted to the door of her bedroom. The mere thought of someone seeing how ridiculous she was being humiliated her. The fact that she lived alone in the middle of nowhere only added to her certainty that she was insane—insane and desperate.

      Finally, she managed a halfway decent picture of herself and sent it to her email. Once the image was uploaded to the site, her computer dinged. Huh, she had a message. She clicked on the heart over the envelope at the top of the screen.

      “Oh God,” she said the minute she saw the beer bellied man in a dirty baseball cap. He looked about twenty years her senior.

      

      Hey Sugar Bear,

      I’d sure like to know ya better.

      TheMan777

      

      Grimacing, she deleted the message. Her computer dinged again.

      

      Like the glasses. I have a thing for librarian types. Want to read me a bedtime story?

      BigRodRob

      

      “Ew.” She got rid of him as well.

      The messages kept coming and before she knew it, it was after midnight. Didn’t these people have work in the morning? As much as she discovered this was a waste of time, she couldn’t look away. It was like a train wreck, each suitor more perverted and unattractive than the last.

      She took another picture. This time without her glasses, thinking that might attract better men. Just as she was about to sign off, another heart appeared in her mailbox from a member named JustJosh. She considered leaving it until morning, but the temptation was too much. After promising herself she’d go to sleep after this one, she clicked on the heart.

      

      Hello SugarBear24,

      My name’s Josh and I noticed we live close to each other. I haven’t had much luck on this site, but I’m still here looking for Ms. Right. I work at a lumberyard and don’t really get out much, usually too tired after a week of hauling trees. If you’d like to talk I’d like to get to know you. You look sweet and your profile seemed up front and honest.

      Have a good night,

      JustJosh

      

      By the time she read to the end of the letter a smile tugged at her lips. He sounded normal and his profile picture was nice. JustJosh had blond hair and green eyes. He was a little on the thin side, but he was a far cry from ugly. Most of all, his note didn’t come off creepy or insincere. She clicked on the reply arrow.

      

      Hello JustJosh,

      This is the first time I’ve ever done anything like this, so I’m not really sure how it works. Your message was nice and I enjoyed reading it. I don’t have much of a social life either. I work outside and own my own business, so I’m usually pretty exhausted by Friday as well. However, I’d go out more if I had good company. What do you do in your spare time when you’re not tired?

      ~SugarBear24

      

      Sugar Bear,

      Thanks for getting back to me. I usually hang out at local pubs or play cards with the guys from work. Kind of boring, which, being from Center County, I’m sure you understand. Maybe one day I could take you out and treat you to some of that good company we both seem to be looking for. Just to talk of course. There’s a bar near me called O’Malley’s. Do you know of it?

      ~Josh

      

      She blushed. It was the first time a guy ever asked her out. Surprise folded into a warm, buttery thrill. Maybe there was more to be said for this online dating thing. Ignoring the fact that O’Malley’s was Kelly’s bar, she replied.

      

      Hi Josh,

      I know O’Malley’s. It’s only a few miles from my house. Lol…Yes, Center County can be quite boring at times. I’d love to meet you. By the way, my name is Ashlynn.

      ~Ashlynn

      

      Hi Ashlynn,

      That’s a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. How about next Friday? Say we meet at O’Malley’s around seven?

      ~Josh

      

      Nerves twittered up her spine and in her belly. Was it really that easy? Should she say yes? It wasn’t like she was agreeing to go to his house. O’Malley’s was familiar and seemed a safe place to meet a stranger. Besides, there was no stopping any other stranger from approaching her all the other times she visited the pub. What was the harm?

      

      Hi Josh,

      Friday night at seven sounds great. I look forward to meeting you. I’m going to say goodnight now, as it’s way past my bedtime.

      Nice meeting you.

      ~Ashlynn

      

      As she shut her laptop she smiled. She had a date!
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