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To all the cuddle bears and taco lovers...

To all the animal lovers and rescuers...

To all the lovers of love and dreamers of dreams...

This one’s for you.
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As a spicy Rom Com, the content considerations are small in number, but there are some situations and themes you should be aware of in this work. They are listed below:

*Sex, sexual situations

*Mature language

*Injured dog - from dogfighting/baiting/abuse

If you have purchased this book unaware of these considerations and wish to not continue, please return the book. I would prefer my readers take care of their mental health than read a book that might hurt them in some way.

Full of Gratitude,

Tara Tappin
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Chapter One
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Mason

Mason Sellers couldn’t believe he was at yet another wedding reception for one of his crew, Jimmy, who just married Stella. It was the fifth in the previous two years. Of their crew of six, he was the only remaining bachelor. It wasn’t for lack of trying. He wasn’t one of those guys who idolized bachelorhood. He wanted a woman to come home to and face life with. He wanted the house and the kids and the pets. He wanted the bickering that turned into lovemaking or the bickering that turned into angry sex... whatever worked to get him and his spouse through a disagreement. He wanted what his friends had. They all seemed so happy.

Take his friend Jimmy. Jimmy’s hotshot advertising firm was hired to work on a campaign for a new wellness program that was being released. While working on it, Jimmy was introduced to the well-known influencer of the health and wellness world who was about to become the face of the program. Jimmy could tell that the nutritionist was right for the job, but she was also right for him, which is why he put a ring on her finger the first chance he could. No one was surprised when she said yes. While Jimmy wasn’t tall, he wasn’t short either, but he had the abs and hair all the ladies seemed to love that were just the cherries on top when they found out how intelligent and funny the man was. But if Mason had to hear about the man’s gorgeous eyes one more time, he’d vomit. Yes, okay, Jimmy’s eyes were nice. Mason would just call them blue, but what did he know? Stella... now, she was what Mason would call the pretty girl next door with the confidence of a knockout. She was beautiful. Tall and fit. Honey blond hair and blue-green eyes and a dusting of freckles across her nose. What Mason and the rest of Jimmy’s friends loved about her was that she had a way of being herself, but without making them feel like they had to walk on eggshells around her. She was just a part of their crew now. Add on that she made Jimmy feel like a king, but also demanded he treat her like a queen... Dynamite couple.

He loved that for Jimmy, just like he loved that all of his friends found a special someone just for them, but he wanted it, too.

One after another, they married off. First, Craig married Kelsey in a lavish church wedding, where Omar met Laney, who married six months later in Vegas. A month after, Cali finally tied the knot with Renee, the woman he had been seeing for half a decade. A couple months later, Ace told them about the woman he met at a coffee shop who had been lost in what she was writing on her laptop, and it had taken him actually sitting down next to her to get her attention. That was Anna. They were married two months later. All beautiful couples, some perfect matches, some opposites meshing. They all worked. They were all happy. All his friends had found their life partners. What was wrong with him? Why was he always the groomsman and never the groom?

Mason threw back another shot of tequila. He wasn’t sure how many he had already tipped back, but that didn’t matter. His room was upstairs at the hotel where the reception was being held. When he got plastered, which he was well on his way to doing, he would just stumble his way up to his room and sleep it off until he had to go home on Monday.

The good thing about the wedding was it was one of those destination weddings. Jimmy and Stella had been gracious enough to fly them out to a resort in Hawaii. It didn’t suck to see the beauty that the islands had to offer. Too bad the beauty of the islands didn’t capture him. He was too lost in his pity party of one. 

He watched as Jimmy spun his bride on the dance floor then pulled her in close, their eyes locked, their love plain on their faces. Jimmy pulled her in close, whispering something in her ear, causing her to throw her head back with laughter. In response, Jimmy’s grin was a sight to see. The love between them was more potent than the bourbon in his hand. No matter what happened, the two of them would take on the world together. He was happy for them. He truly was, but he just wanted that kind of happiness for himself, too.

Mason motioned for the bartender to line up another shot and a bourbon.

“Stella’s awesome, isn’t she?” Cali asked as he stopped next to Mason at the bar.

Mason gave a nod. “Jimmy found a gem. You all have.”

Mason watched as Cali’s eyes moved over to his wife, Renee, a dark brown-haired and brown-eyed receptionist with a sweet disposition and shy nature. She had a hard life that made her guarded, therefore questioning whether there was any good in people. Cali’s outgoing, fun-loving personality was working wonders on getting her to let that guard down and let people in. When Cali’s eyes met Renee’s, Mason could see the fierce love they shared written all over Cali’s face.

“We did,” Cali mumbled.

“I’m happy for you, man.”

Cali winked at his woman, then he turned his head to look at Mason again. “When are you going to join us in this wonderful world of coupledom?”

Mason cocked an eyebrow and asked, “You and Renee been hanging out with Ace and Anna lately? Because that sounded like something that would come out of one of Anna’s books.”

Cali chuckled. “Renee and Anna are pretty tight, so yeah. Now, quit evading the question.”

Mason shrugged and let out a sigh. “When I find the right one.”

“When was the last time you went on an actual date?”

After another shrug, Mason answered, “Six months ago, maybe. Haven’t found anyone I want to date.”

“She’s out there. You just have to keep looking.”

“Wow. That’s some groundbreaking advice, Cali. Let me guess, there’s lots of fish in the sea, too?” Mason sarcastically said, then he threw back the shot.

As Mason picked up his whiskey and took a healthy drink, Cali set his beer down on the bar and took a deep breath. “Have you thought about—”

“No,” Mason said firmly, knowing where Cali was heading.

“Mase, she’s really sweet.”

Mason cringed. “She spent a weekend in jail because she busted out the windshield of her ex-boyfriend’s car.”

“It was her car. It was just in his name. And she asks about you.”

“Whatever. I’m not dating her.”

Cali shook his head. “Don’t be surprised if Renee mentions it. The women are worried about you. That will only lead to them wanting to do something about it. You know how they are.”

Mason did know. The wives were great women. They were caring women. Unfortunately, they were also meddling women who wanted everyone as happy as they were and would do what was necessary to make that happen. It was a wonderfully annoying trait they all had.

After the bartender handed Cali another beer, he clapped a hand on Mason’s shoulder, then headed over to his wife.

***

MASON HAD NO CLUE WHAT time it was when he finally stopped taking shots of tequila and stumbled into his hotel room. He vaguely remembered he had turned down an offer from one of Stella’s friends to join her in her room for the night. He knew he had more shots than was probably smart. Mason knew he couldn’t handle another pitiful look from Renee that clearly said she wished he would let her set him up. Those were the things he knew. What time it was? Nope. He had no clue.

After tossing his suit jacket on the dresser, pulling off his dress shirt, and slipping off his dress shoes, he grabbed his phone and checked his messages. There were four texts from customers about handyman services he needed to take care of when he returned. He left those unopened. He also had two from his mom and one from his sister, who were arguing and just wanted to vent to him. That could wait until he was sober. Drunk Mason wasn’t going to make anything better. Checking his social media, he settled in against the pillows on the bed and enjoyed the silence.

Scrolling through videos on his favorite social media app, he stopped on a video where a woman was talking about how men only wanted models and mothers, perfect-looking women, and women to take care of them. In his drunk brain, he needed to make his case that she was wrong. Instead, when he pressed record, what came out of his mouth was, “Where are the curvy girls, who like to get weird, have fun, eat tacos, and cuddle?” Without reviewing the video or adding any description or hashtags, he posted it. Drunk and cranky, he put his phone on the charger and passed out.
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Chapter Two
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Shorty

With a rare weekend off, April ‘Shorty’ Simmons was enjoying a night with her three besties — Raquelle, Bessie, and Leana. They made margaritas and tacos. They were dancing in Leana’s living room to songs from their high school days and pretending they were performing for stadiums. It was goofy and ridiculous, and the best night Shorty had in years.

Someone turned down the music and put a cell phone in front of Shorty’s face, she followed the arm connected to the hand holding the phone and saw that it was Leana. She giggled and told Shorty, “Watch that video. It’s hilarious.” She giggled again.

Shorty took the phone and pressed play. It was a video of a woman ‘cleaning’ a gaming system by bathing it. Yeah, that woman’s spouse obviously did something to piss her off. You’d be hard-pressed to find a woman who didn’t know what water would do to a gaming system. She snorted out a laugh and attempted to swipe up and back down to rewatch the video from the beginning. She didn’t know how, but she refreshed the page, and the video was gone. Instead, a new video was playing.

On the screen was a handsome man with deep brown hair on his head, a little long but not ratty, and a deep brown full beard. His eyes looked to be a dark color, too, but she couldn’t really tell because they were barely open. The was obviously intoxicated, but he wasn’t slurring his words. He was lying back against some pillows in what looked to be a nice hotel room. He had on a plain white tee. She didn’t know what he was wearing below because the video only showed his chest up.

Then he spoke.

“Where are the curvy girls who like to get weird, have fun, eat tacos, and cuddle?”

Feeling feisty and sassy, Shorty pushed the duet button and then record. At the end, after he spoke, she pretended to stumble into the room and said, “Ding-dong,” like she was ringing a doorbell. Then she posted it.

“What did you just do?” Leana barked out a laugh. “Did you just post a video on my profile?”

Shorty burst out laughing. “Oops. Want me to delete it?”

Leana shook her head as their friends joined them in their laughter. “What’s mine is yours, bestie.”

They high-fived, Shorty handed her phone back, and someone turned up the music.

***

SHORTY CAME AWAKE TO a pounding head and a knot in her neck. She yawned and tried to stretch out, her foot connecting with something or someone.

“Ouch,” a voice came from that direction.

Shorty forced her eyes open a crack and glanced down her body. First, she noticed Leana sitting at her feet. Second, she noticed she was sleeping on Leana’s couch. Lastly, she noticed how bright it was in the room. “Shit. Lee, what time is it?”

“Like ten,” Leana replied and handed over her phone. “You’re viral on the clock app. Up to 25k, last I checked. Look.”

Shorty took the phone. “Coffee first,” Shorty mumbled as she rolled off the couch and to her feet. Stumbling to the kitchen, she yawned and tried to ignore the pain.

Thankfully, Leana had made coffee. Shorty grabbed a mug from the cupboard above the coffeepot. She filled her mug and doctored her coffee. Because she didn’t want to add a burned tongue to her slate of pain, she put in an ice cube and stirred. After taking a sip, she sighed.

She’d need to call and let Judy know she’d be a little later than she expected. She needed to stop and pick up the order on the way, along with the mail.

Continuing to catalog her day, she finally looked down at Leana’s phone still in her hand and pulled up the video she barely remembered making from the night before. She took in the number of views the video received with wide eyes — forty-three thousand. She couldn’t even process the number. How? Why? They were nobodies! Weren’t they?

Shorty knew she was just a woman who was a good friend, a wonderful human, and a dog-lover. She wasn’t popular, and she honestly didn’t want to be. She wasn’t famous. She was just... Shorty.

Maybe he was well known, in some way. She just knew she didn’t know of him. Curious, she went to his profile. He only had his age — 32 — and his occupation — handyman - in the limited space.

Shrugging, she returned to the living room and handed Leana her phone back. “I don’t know why it popped off like that, but whatever.”

“Whatever? People are saying you two should meet.”

Shorty rolled her eyes as she reached down to grab her phone from her bag. “I doubt he even lives around here. It’s social media, Lee.”

“Did you see the video,” Raquelle asked as she came from the hallway into the living room. Bessie was right behind her.

“Yeah.” Shorty dialed Judy on her phone and put it to her ear.

“Hello?” Shorty could hear the happy yipping and barking of the dogs in the background.

“Hey Judy. I just woke up. Running a little late. I still have to get ready to leave. Then, I need to stop by the pet store. Did you check the mail?”

“Yeah, I got the mail yesterday. You’ve got a few packages for the rescue. The rest looks to be mostly bills.”

Shorty sighed and replied, “Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“No worries, dear. Take your time. I don’t have anywhere to be. The pups and I are just hanging in the yard.”

“Thanks, Judy. See ya soon.”

“Bye, dear.”

After ending the call, Shorty riffled through her bag, pulling out clothes and toiletries, while slipping her phone back into her bag. When she straightened, she saw her three best friends staring at her like she grew a second head. “What?”

“You don’t care?” Leana waved her phone in front of her for emphasis.

“No,” Shorty told them, honestly.

“Do you think he’s cute?” Bessie looked curious.

“I don’t know. I guess.” Shorty shrugged and turned to head to Leana’s guest bathroom.

“Shorty!” Rachel called out as Shorty shut the bathroom door behind her.

Shorty undressed and hopped into the shower. As she cleaned up and washed her hair, she thought about her friends’ reactions to her lack of reaction. She tried to figure out if she was missing something. To her, it was just a social media post. To them, it was some kind of achievement. Achievement of what she didn’t know. Sure, it was humorous, but it wasn’t life changing. It wasn’t world-altering or even ground-breaking. It was just a video.

She turned off the water and dried off before stepping out of the shower. Pushing aside the thoughts, she got dressed and brushed her teeth and hair. Ignoring the make-up in her toiletry bag, she picked up her stuff and exited the bathroom.

When Bessie opened her mouth to say something about the video, Shorty held up her hand and shook her head. “I’m not talking about the video anymore. It was just a video with a random stranger I’m never going to meet. That’s it. The end. Let it go.”

All three of them looked disappointed, but Shorty was running late and couldn’t stand there to hash it out. She had stuff to do and puppers to take care of.

Shorty packed up her stuff and hugged each of her friends. “I love you all, but I have to go. Thank you for another wild and crazy fun night, besties.”

“This isn’t over,” Leana told her. “Love you too.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.” Shorty grabbed her keys and bag, then she headed out the door.
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Chapter Three
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Mason

After saying goodbye to his buddies and their spouses, who were taking a few days longer to explore Hawaii, Mason headed back home to Michigan. He slept on the first flight from Honolulu to Minneapolis. He ate before his connection flight at one of the overpriced restaurants in the airport. Then he read his book on the shorter flight from Minneapolis to Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Grand Rapids was not the largest city in Michigan, but it was the second largest. Grand Rapids is in the southwestern area of the lower peninsula of Michigan, on the opposite side of the state from Detroit.

His apartment was in a building on the north side of Grand Rapids, in a complex. The apartments were maintained, but not top of the line. It did come with a garage, which is where he kept all his tools.

He entered the apartment into a short hall, with a coat closet across from the door, which led into the living room. Between the coat closet and the living room was an open doorway to the kitchen. On the opposite side of the kitchen, there was a small dining area with an arch opening for the living room. There was a wall between the kitchen and living room, but it had a cut-out in the wall to make the space feel more open. There was a hallway off the living room that led to the bedrooms and bathrooms. On the left, halfway down the hallway, was the door to the smaller bedroom. Across from the smaller bedroom was the full bathroom. At the end of the hall, there was the main bedroom, with a half-bathroom and a small walk-in closet.

Mason carried his bags right back to the main bedroom and set them down on the patted bench he had at the foot of his bed. As he kicked off his shoes, he turned on his phone for the first time since he left Hawaii at four that morning. He set the phone on the dresser and started pulling out clothes for a shower. His plan was a shower before he went back to bed.

Mason had just pulled out underwear and a pair of sleep pants when his phone started going crazy with notifications. Confused by that, he set his clothes down on his bed and picked up his phone again. He didn’t have any notifications on for social media sites, so it had to be emails or text messages.

He had fifteen texts from his friends, a few emails, and three missed calls from his sister, Michelle, but that wasn’t uncommon. They were close.

Opening the text string with his friends, he was confused. They were talking about a video. Still confused, he sent a message in the group chat.
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