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      Did you know there’s a prequel to this book? Rescued By a Bad Boy is the backstory of how Mia and Brax first got together ten years ago. It’s not an absolutely HAVE to read to understand what’s going on in this story, but it really gives you so much more nuance to the two of them coming back together.

      Better yet? It’s FREE. Grab your copy of Rescued By a Bad Boy! You wont’ regret it.

      
        
        What's a little marriage between friends?

         

        Mia has been Braxton's best friend for years. Even when they no longer lived in the same foster family, even after he'd aged out of the system, he'd continued look out for the one person who got under his skin and made him care.

         

        For the last six years, Mia's been keeping her head down, putting one foot in front of the other, unable to trust anyone with her secrets—including the foster brother who's been the one bright spot in her life, as well as her secret crush.

         

        Just one more day until Mia turns eighteen—a legal adult. Brax doesn't trust her foster father and wants her out of that house. Is proposing a marriage of convenience to your best friend a little drastic? Maybe so. But what Brax feels is so far beyond friendship. Is it possible Mia feels it, too?
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        Can a Marine turned baker and a jaded contractor find their way to a second chance?

      

        

      
        Braxton Whitmore needs a change. After leaving the Marines, he’s free to build a new life. But is he gonna be a baker? Really?  When his buddy inherits a decrepit bar and proposes they partner up to turn it into a bakery, Brax figures why not? Until his ex comes walking in.

      

        

      
        Mia Whitmore has built a new life for herself, far from the heartbreak and secrets that tore her marriage apart. The last thing she expects is for her estranged husband to be business partners with her latest client. Or for Brax to think they’re already divorced.

      

        

      
        As they’re forced into proximity on the renovation, truths come to light, and Brax and Mia get a second chance. But when past secrets become present danger, Brax puts everything on the line to protect the woman who’s always held his heart.
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        Do you need more small town sass and spark? Sign up for my newsletter to hear about new releases, book deals, and exclusive content!

      

        

      
        Want to get social? Join me in Kait's Cantina!
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      Dear Reader,

      This book  contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If either of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      Braxton Whitmore had never seen so many bras in one place in his life. And he’d been to Victoria’s Secret a time or two. His gaze snagged on one particularly heinous neon orange brassiere, one of many being used as ornamentation along the perimeter of the dingy cinder block walls. Its cups were large enough to fit his entire head. In a combat helmet.

      “You have got to be shitting me. This is your inheritance?”

      Jonah Ferguson moved past Brax into the bar proper. “In all its horrifying glory. Told y’all you had to see it to believe it.”

      Holt Steele, the remaining member of their trio, crossed thick arms over his chest. “I see it, but I’m not sure I believe it. Your dad actually owned this place?”

      “For near to twenty years. Picked it over my mama, my sister, and me.” If that still bothered Jonah, his matter-of-fact tone didn’t betray it. “Don’t know why the hell he left it to us when he couldn’t be bothered to give a shit while he was living, but Sam and Griff are being all newlywed and getting ready for the baby, and she doesn’t want anything to do with the place. She’d happily burn it to the ground.”

      “I’m not sure she’s got the wrong idea,” Brax muttered, moving further into the dimly lit bar. Were the windows actually spray painted? The whole effect made him feel like he was back in a war zone, but he shuddered to think what direct sunlight might reveal about the place.

      “It’s an eyesore for sure, but if we can clean it up, make it less terrifying, we’d get more profit off the sale. And be more likely to actually find a buyer.”

      Brax took another disgusted look around, noting the designations carved directly into the door frames above the restrooms—Poles and Holes. Classy. “Didn’t realize you were that much of an optimist.”

      “You gotta have some imagination,” Jonah insisted. “Look past the filth. Basically, everything in here can go. We strip out the gross, do some demolition, clean everything that needs cleaning, that gives us a blank canvas.”

      Holt arched a skeptical brow. “You got a dump truck load of fairy dust out back? Because it’s gonna take more than demo and cleaning to make this a blank canvas worth a damn.”

      Tuning out Jonah’s retort, Brax mentally stripped the place down. New flooring, sheetrock walls over the cinderblock, new ceiling, and better lighting would go a long way to improving the place. But that was all window dressing. No way in hell was that the extent of necessary renovations. He strode across the cracked concrete floors, deliberately not giving consideration to what the stains might be. A quick peek into the men’s room showed a trough and a single stall housing an avocado green toilet. An outdoor water spigot served as a faucet over a cracked and rusty sink. The women’s side was hardly better.

      “Bathrooms need total gutting.” And possibly dynamite.

      He headed behind the long, scarred bar and through the swinging door into what passed for the kitchen. The space was long and narrow—a health code violation from one end to the other. A door to one side opened into what had probably been a storage room. A few empty liquor boxes lay abandoned in a corner beside another door that led, presumably, to the delivery entrance. The actual cooking area was made up of a range so caked in grease it would likely go up in flames if anybody dared to turn it on. Beside that stretched a single, warped steel table, garnished with a few dead roach carcasses and rat droppings. A deep commercial sink sat next to that, adjacent to a dishwasher Brax recognized as a model that had been ancient back when he’d done his stint as a busboy in high school.

      He shoved back out into the main bar. “Kitchen needs gutting, too. Jesus, how long has it been since the place closed down?”

      “Lonnie died eight months ago. We let his bartender keep running it for another six before pulling the plug.”

      “Ten bucks says somebody was paying off a health inspector. That’s way more than two months’ worth of nasty back there.”

      Jonah started to take down one of the rickety chairs stacked on tables, then evidently thought better of it. “Look, it’s a shithole. I know it. I just want to make it less of one. If that’s just cleaning and fresh paint, fine. But it’s a project. We need a project, at least while we figure out what we all want to do now we’re done up in Syracuse.”

      They lapsed into silence, considering.

      Even before he’d joined the Marine Corps, Brax hadn’t been a guy to just sit. He’d spent most of the year since he separated from the military at an experimental therapy program working through PTSD and anxiety. It was where he’d met Jonah, a former SEAL, and Holt, an Army Ranger. They’d all worked through their shit and been trained as master bakers in the process. Who knew baking worked as therapy? Dr. Audrey Graham, apparently. She was the genius behind the program, of which the three of them were part of the first group of graduates.

      Brax enjoyed baking—which had been a hell of a surprise to him—but, at the end of the day, he was still a Marine. He was used to being extremely physical. This place was going to take a fuckton of work, one way or the other. Hard, disgusting work. He wasn’t under any delusion that they’d turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse, but there was something appealing about the prospect of doing something visibly productive. Maybe spending a few weeks working on this place was exactly what they all needed while they figured out what the hell they wanted to do with their lives now that they were all civilians again.

      He shrugged. “Hell, why not? It’s not like I’ve got anything better to be doing right now. Holt?”

      “Long as I get to swing a sledgehammer.”

      Jonah grinned. “I expect that can be arranged. C’mon. Let’s head on over to my mom’s place. She’s so excited I brought you along with me, she’s beside herself. Prepare to be spoiled.”

      Holt headed for the door. “I could go for some spoiling.”

      Brax didn’t even know what to do with that. Of the three of them, he was the most alone. Jonah had his mom and sister, and a brother-in-law Brax had served with in the Marines. Holt had a sister somewhere or other. Brax had no one. No family. No wife. Not anymore.

      As he trailed his friends out of the bar, temper kindled. Why the hell was he even thinking of Mia? It had been nearly ten years. She’d left. She’d made her choice. He’d moved on with his life. So why the hell couldn’t he get her out of his head?

      It was Griff’s fault. The two of them had bonded in the field over their complicated feelings about their ex-wives. But unlike Brax, Griff had been the one to end things with Sam after they’d impulsively married in Vegas at twenty-two. He’d always planned to go back for her, after turning himself into the man he thought she deserved. Brax had stood up for Griff as informal best man at their second Vegas wedding a few months back.

      And damn if it hadn’t stirred up all the old feelings. He’d become a Marine to escape all that shit. The betrayal and, damn it, the longing. Because he’d never been able to get over Mia. For so many years, she’d been his everything. And then she’d left, with no explanation. Bailing on their marriage. On him. There was no reason to think that just because his friend had found a second chance, there was the remotest of possibilities for one of his own.

      He didn’t want a second chance. He didn’t want a woman, period. After Mia, he’d basically sworn off relationships or any sort of entanglement, keeping himself in one war zone after another so he didn’t have to think about the life he’d never have. Without that outlet, he needed a new distraction.

      Maybe a few weeks of hard, sweaty labor would be just enough to clear this shit out of his head so he could figure out what came next.
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      “Are you sure you want to take on this train wreck?”

      Mia Whitmore ignored the skepticism from her best friend and stroked a hand along the stone that made up one wall of the kitchen. It had been part of the original cabin that had stood on the site, and she appreciated its inclusion into the design of the overall house. Even if the designer had been drunk or high. She hadn’t been able to decide which. “Too late for regrets now. I already closed on the property.”

      Luca Gallo blew out a breath. “Well, I guess it’s not the hardest flip we’ve ever done.”

      “Nothing will ever top that crack house you talked me into helping you convert right after we met.” They’d redone the two-bedroom bungalow he’d gotten for pennies on the dollar from rafters to floor joists. She’d loved nearly every minute.

      “Hey, we made a tidy profit on that house when the neighborhood gentrified. And you fell into a career you loved.”

      “For which I thank you, oh wise one.”

      “Still, I see now why you wanted me to come out to Tennessee. You’re gonna need all the help you can get with this thing.”

      She nudged his shoulder with her own. “I wanted you to come out because I miss your ugly face and because you needed a change, not because I wanted free labor.”

      In truth, this house wasn’t a flip. It would be a labor of love; one she didn’t want anyone else’s hands on. At least not more than strictly necessary for the elements that would require more than her two hands. With this purchase, she was taking ownership of a dream that had once been shared. One she’d held onto for far too long.

      Almost ten years. After all this time, she had to admit her estranged husband was never coming back to her. She knew what he believed, and he hadn’t been interested in explanations. She’d long ago given up trying. Leaving Washington to start over here in Eden’s Ridge had been her first step in trying to move on with her life. In the past two years, she’d begun putting down true roots in Tennessee. She was half owner in a business she loved and, in the friends she’d made here, she’d begun to build the kind of family she hadn’t had.

      But she hadn’t given up on Brax, hadn’t relinquished that last kernel of hope that maybe… maybe there was some circumstance where they could find their way back to each other. And it was time to move on. Deep down, she knew that. So, when she’d found the house, so much what they’d dreamed of in all its mismatched, rambling glory, set into the side of the mountain, she’d taken the plunge.

      By the time she finished the renovation, maybe she’d be able to finally let him go. To exorcise the ghost of him in the manifestation of the dream they’d once spoken of in intimate whispers, curled up in bed in their cramped, drafty studio apartment. Then she’d decide whether to live here, turn it into one of her vacation rentals, or straight up sell it. Either way, the renovation would take months in her off time from Mountainview Construction. She was okay with that. Therapy took time.

      “I missed your face, too, Mia.”

      Luca’s uncharacteristically serious tone set off alarm bells, reminding her of one of the other reasons she’d left Washington. She’d begun to suspect that her best friend might harbor more than just platonic feelings for her. Mia couldn’t go there with him. Couldn’t go there with anyone. She wasn’t free to pursue a relationship, even if she’d wanted to. Which she didn’t. She’d come to Tennessee hoping that the distance would give her some clarity, and she’d convinced herself that she’d imagined the whole thing and balked at nothing. Especially when he’d begun seriously dating and gotten engaged about six months after she’d left.

      She’d missed Luca. Missed having someone who understood her. Someone who shared a common language built on years of friendship. So, when his fiancée had broken things off three months before their planned wedding, leaving him high and dry for an investment banker who was more champagne and caviar than beer and nachos, she’d invited him to come east for a while and work for her, trying the area on for size. She hoped like hell she hadn’t made a mistake because, as much progress as she’d made, she didn’t have the bandwidth to cope with feelings she couldn’t return.

      Flashing a smile in his direction, she meandered toward the living room. “Well, I say we celebrate your new residency in Eden’s Ridge with a night out at Elvira’s Tavern so I can prove I’m still the world’s best wingwoman. January’s slower for the tourist trade, but there will be some, and I can think of a handful of locals who are going to be all over that blond Italian hotness.”

      He trotted after her. “Is that your plan, then? Entangle me with a local, so I move here permanently?”

      “You know me so well.” She stopped in front of a 1970s brick monstrosity of a fireplace. “Now, put your professional hat on. Imagine ripping out this horrifying excuse for a fireplace and replacing it with river rock going all the way up. I’d vault the ceiling here to give it some loft. Put up a big, live-edge beam across just there for a mantle and build out the hearth.”

      Luca nodded, his brown eyes sparkling as his interest piqued. “Now you’re talking.” He pivoted to the wall across from the fireplace, where a row of three small double-paned windows showed signs of moisture between the glass. “You could knock those out and put in a big picture window to take advantage of that view.”

      “I’m doing one better. Opening the whole space with accordion doors that will lead out to a big ass deck and entertainment space. It’ll be a bit of a tricky build, with the slope the way it is, but it’s doable, and that view can’t be beat.”

      “Will the higher humidity here be an issue for those doors?”

      They lost themselves in the familiar banter of the work they both loved as they wandered through the house, discussing possibilities. She enjoyed sharing her vision with someone who could see and appreciate it before the first hammer was swung, and she liked the additional considerations he brought up. It would be her house, not a perfect execution of that long ago dream. She could consider other suggestions. Not to mention, she knew a hell of a lot more now as a professional contractor than she had at nineteen. She’d improve on the vision, work with what was here, excise what didn’t fit. It was what she was doing with her life, after all.

      As they completed their tour back in the kitchen, Luca slumped back against the counter and crossed his arms. “Well, I still think you’re crazy. It’ll be a ton of work. But it’ll be a helluva property when you’re through.”

      “That’s the idea. Now, how are you feeling about pizza and beer? Elvira’s is the best around.”

      “Isn’t it also the only pizza around?”

      “I mean, yeah.” Eden’s Ridge only had a year-round resident population of only a little under three thousand people. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t good.”

      “Fair point. I’m amenable. I haven’t hit up that food group today.”

      “Then let’s get a move on. I—” The opening bars of Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” blared from Mia’s back pocket. “Hang on. This might be related to work.” She dug out her phone. “Hello?”

      “Mia Whitmore?”

      Something in the man’s flat, formal delivery had more of those inner alarm bells ringing. Whatever this was, it wasn’t work.

      “Speaking.”

      “I’m calling on behalf of a mutual friend.”

      She froze, recognizing the long-ago established code. “We haven’t been in touch in quite some time.”

      “I understand. I’m sorry to say, our mutual friend is dead.”

      Mia’s breath wheezed out like air from a punctured tire, and she wilted back against the nearest wall. “When?”

      “Last week. Heart attack. We’re closing out his… projects and thought you’d want to know.”

      Projects. Plural. So maybe she hadn’t been the only one.

      Aware of Luca’s concerned gaze, she locked down the spiral of automatic anxiety and questions. “Yes, I appreciate you letting me know.”

      “To be clear, we consider those projects wrapped.”

      Translation: If anything happens, you’re on your own.

      Well, she’d effectively been on her own for almost a decade, so nothing much would change there.

      “Understood.”

      “Goodbye, Mrs. Whitmore.” The caller hung up before she could reply.

      Mia lowered the phone. “I’m gonna have to cancel on dinner.”
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      “Miss Rebecca, this is the best meatloaf I’ve ever eaten in my life.” Holt pressed a hand to his heart, his face beaming with sincerity. “Will you marry me?”

      Brax snorted into his mashed potatoes as Jonah’s mom laughed, a full, rich peal of sound that echoed through the kitchen.

      “Broadway, quit hitting on my mama.”

      “Sorry, dude. The maker of this meatloaf deserves to be worshipped.”

      Rebecca’s cheeks pinked, the laugh lines around the green eyes she’d passed on to her son deepening. Brax had no trouble believing she’d been a former pageant queen. She had a magnetism that was utterly irresistible. And the meatloaf really was awesome.

      “I’m glad you like it. There’s plenty more where that came from. Jonah’s always been able to eat like a lumberjack. I figured you and Brax would be the same.”

      “Yes, ma’am, you figured right.”

      Grinning, she served them all another slice before passing the bowls of potatoes and roasted brussels sprouts.

      Brax took more of all of it. “I didn’t know brussels sprouts could actually taste good.”

      “Bacon makes everything better,” Rebecca pronounced.

      “True story. I just never thought to add it to baby cabbages.”

      Jonah waved a fork in his direction. “This is Tennessee, son. Bacon is its own food group here.”

      “And for a long time, it was the only way I could get this one to eat his vegetables.”

      “Hey! I resemble that remark.”

      Rebecca leaned over and pressed a smacking kiss to Jonah’s cheek. “It’s good to have you home.”

      “Good to be home.”

      Brax wondered what it must’ve been like to have a mom like this. One who looked out for you and made sure you ate your vegetables. Hell, one who made sure you ate at all. One who showered you with open affection, instead of back hands when you didn’t scramble out of the way fast enough. He had few memories of the junkie who’d birthed him, and the ones he had, he wished he didn’t. After she’d died, he’d been on his own, living on the streets for nearly a year before he’d been scooped up and into the foster system. None of the foster parents he’d been saddled with had been worth much, either. Certainly, none of them had been like Rebecca. This house, covered in family photos of the three of them, where the love had practically soaked into the walls, felt like a whole other planet. He’d only ever felt so at peace and accepted with one person. And in the grand scheme of things, his marriage to Mia had been barely more than a blink. Then again, she’d been his person years before they’d said, “I do.”

      Christ, why was he thinking of her again?

      Hearing his name, Brax blinked, tuning back into the conversation. “Ma’am?”

      Rebecca flashed a smile. “I asked if you’d like pie.”

      That perked him up. “There’s pie, too?”

      “Apple. With vanilla ice cream. It might not be quite up to what the three of you can whip out now, but it’s always been pretty good.”

      “Pretty good,” as it turned out, was an understatement. As the buttery, flaky pastry melted on his tongue and melded with the cinnamon and apples, Brax couldn’t stop a moan of appreciation. “Holt, move over. You’ve got competition. I’ve got to marry her for this pie.”

      Delighted, Rebecca laughed again. “Jonah, you should bring your friends home more often. It’s fantastic for my ego.”

      “We can all agree that my mom can cook circles around a lot of people, but I sure as hell am not gonna be calling either of you two assholes ‘Daddy,’ so lay off.”

      The laughter and camaraderie lasted through the rest of the meal. Afterward, they overruled Rebecca’s attempts to do the dishes.

      “It’s the least we can do for you, putting us up and feeding us,” Holt insisted.

      With a satisfied smile, she popped up on her toes to press a kiss to each of their cheeks. “Y’all are good boys. I’m gonna go read for a while. The latest Paisley Parish book is out.”

      She walked out of the room, humming.

      Brax moved over to the sink and turned on the water. “Dude, I hope you know how incredibly lucky you are.”

      “Seriously,” Holt agreed. “Your mom is a treasure. I don’t think I realized moms like that actually existed.”

      Jonah opened a drawer, pulling out dish towels. “I am a shameless mama’s boy. She made sure Sam and I never felt a lack from having a single parent.”

      Holt took a towel. “Did she ever try dating anybody else?”

      “Nope. Lonnie did a number on her. Far as I know, she’s never had a single date.”

      Yeah, Brax understood what that was like. Sometimes things ended so badly, it wasn’t worth trying again. He plunged his hands into the soapy water and attacked the meatloaf pan as Jonah started loading the dishwasher.

      “Either way, she’ll totally adopt you two. A bunch of my friends growing up considered her a second mom. A bunch of Sam’s too. She’s always liked having a houseful.”

      “I’m completely down for that. She just might permanently change my standards for what I want in a woman,” Holt announced.

      Brax passed him the pan. “I’d love that, too. But is she really gonna be okay with having three grown men underfoot for however long this clean-up takes?”

      “Well, there are some options there that I wanted to discuss with y’all.”

      Brax and Holt exchanged a look. “That sounds ominous.”

      “Not ominous. Let’s finish these up and grab a beer. I’ve got an idea to tell you about.”

      Once the dishes were put away and the counters wiped down, the three of them settled in the living room. Brax sprawled in the overstuffed chair by the little fireplace, propping one foot on his knee. “Okay, out with it, Ferguson. I recognize that scheming light in your eye.”

      “So, we all went into Dr. Graham’s program because we had shit to work out. Coming out the other side with a certified civilian skill was a bonus rather than the end game. And now, we’re all wondering what the hell we’re gonna do next.” Jonah tipped back his beer. “She made it clear that we’re going to need the kind of community that we can become a part of, make a difference in. We can do that here.”

      Holt rubbed absently at his knee, where his prosthetic attached. “By doing what, exactly?”

      “Exactly what we were trained to do. We’re damned good bakers. Sure, not a one of us expected to be good at it or even to like it. None of us thought that’s what we’d be doing when we grew up. But we have an opportunity here that we’re not likely to have somewhere else.”

      Brax stared him down. “You want to open a bakery in the bar.”

      Jonah tipped his bottle in Brax’s direction. “Got it in one. I own the building free and clear. Or Sam and I do, and I’ve already run the idea by her. Not having rent or a mortgage lowers the overhead of getting a business started.”

      “Were you in the same building we were yesterday?” Holt demanded. “It’s not like we can just clean up and slap some paint on the place and it suddenly look inviting. We’re talking about major renovation. And that’s on top of buying all the necessary equipment. We’d need ovens, display cases, a proper walk-in cooler, better seating. And that’s assuming there are no structural issues with the building itself. We don’t have the skills to do all that, which means hiring out, which means even more costs.”

      Brax picked up the thread. “There’s also the question of whether a town this size can generate enough revenue to support all three of us. Eden’s Ridge is a small town. Hell, the entire population of Stone County can’t be more than—what?—fifteen thousand?”

      “Bit over twenty. I don’t dispute there’d be a lot of moving parts, and if we decide to do it, then we can cross all those bridges, ask all those questions. The one that needs answering more immediately is whether this is something either of you would want at all. I’m not gonna be offended if you say no, and I’m not expecting an answer right this second. I just wanted to present the option. Y’all have become some of my closest friends this past year, and if I was gonna go into business for myself, actually gonna open a bakery, I’d want to do it with y’all.”

      Brax grinned. “Awww, you like us.”

      Holt clinked his bottle to Jonah’s. “We love you, too, brother.”

      “You’ve got time to think about it. But I did set up an appointment tomorrow with a contractor. Buddy of mine from high school has his own construction company, and he’s gonna come out to give us an estimate on what we might be looking at. It may be that it’ll be too much, and that’ll put an end to the whole idea. But then at least we’ll know.”

      Brax took a pull on his beer and sat with the idea. Jonah’s proposal would mean putting down real roots. He’d never really felt the urge. Not since his marriage imploded. But maybe it was time. He certainly hadn’t grown up as part of a community. Neither had Holt.

      What would it be like to live in a place like this? Where undoubtedly everybody more or less knew everybody and was probably all up in each other’s business. That was how it was supposed to work in small towns, right? But it would also mean setting himself up in a place where people would give a damn about him. Brax had finally reached a point in his life where he believed he actually deserved that. Most of the time.

      “I assume, if we did this, we’d be looking for a more permanent place to live. Your mother’s cooking aside, it’s not practical for us to stay here long term.”

      “There are rental options. Both vacation rentals we could nab for a few weeks if we stick to the original plan, or regular rentals if we opt to open the bakery. Porter—that’s my buddy—also has some properties. We can talk to him about those tomorrow, too, because I doubt any of us are gonna want to sleep on the couch for more than a few nights.”

      Holt leaned forward, setting his beer on the coffee table. “Speaking of which, we gotta figure out who has the short straw. Put ’em in, fellas.”

      Brax and Jonah likewise sat forward, each with a fist in their palms for the time-honored tradition of rock-paper-scissors.

      “On three.”
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      By the time she made it home, Mia couldn’t even remember the excuse she’d given Luca for why she had to bail on dinner. Certainly not the truth. Prevarication on this particular subject was so ingrained, so rote after nearly twenty years, she hadn’t even considered bringing him into her confidence. She’d been taught for so long that bringing anyone in on the truth would put them in danger, and she’d taken that lesson to heart, never even telling Brax.

      Now the man who’d issued that edict was dead, and she didn’t know how to feel about it. Her entire life had changed because of Curt Savage. He’d saved her life. Twice. And ruined it. Which wasn’t exactly a fair assessment. If she’d made different choices, the second time wouldn’t have been necessary, and she wouldn’t have lost the one person in her life who mattered most.

      Wrestling with a boatload of conflicting emotions, she opened the door to the world’s most perfect distraction. Leno, her beloved buckskin pit bull, bounced and leaped, doing a full-body wriggle of joy as she came inside. As always, his broad doggie grin coaxed a smile out of her as she crouched to love on her baby.

      “Hey buddy. How’s my best boy? Have you been good since lunch?”

      Leno barked and bounced in a circle.

      “Okay, okay. I know you’re ready.” In accordance with their daily routine, she grabbed the harness and leash off a hook by the back door. “Stand still, you goober. This goes faster that way.”

      Leno bounced another circle and slurped a kiss up Mia’s cheek. Cringing and laughing, she swiped her face and finally got the harness clipped.

      “Let’s go.”

      Her enthusiastic pup towed her out the door and down the driveway, immediately veering left, his tail wagging ninety to nothing as he searched for Suzy, the Black lab next door who was the love of his life. He dragged Mia off the street to walk the fence line, the metronome swish of his tail slowing when no Suzy appeared.

      “Doesn’t look like she’s out tonight, pal. It’s pretty cold. Let’s get moving.”

      Leno whined but returned to the street to continue their walk. Moving was good. It kept Mia’s brain from spinning too far out of control pondering the consequences of Curt’s death. Would there even be consequences? She hadn’t been in willing, direct contact with him in nearly a decade, not since she’d told him to go to hell. But she knew he’d kept tabs and watched out for her anyway, because of the deathbed promise he’d made to her mother. Now there’d be no one keeping tabs, no one making sure she wasn’t in danger.

      Nothing had happened. Not in all these years since she’d last seen him. Mia didn’t know whether that was because she hadn’t been the target they’d thought she might be, or because she’d done exactly as she’d been told and stayed hidden. Maybe it didn’t matter in the end. She wasn’t the girl she’d been, and it wasn’t like she’d be fool enough to try to connect to her old life again. No one was left from that life to connect to. In all likelihood, she was safe.

      “Leno! Leno!”

      At the bright little-girl squee, Leno made a beeline to the other side of the road. A pajama-clad Maddie Black came barreling down the front walk, arms spread wide. Bracing herself for the familiar bittersweet interaction, Mia took a firmer grip on the leash so Leno couldn’t accidentally knock the child down.

      “Maddie, slow down! Remember, gentle hands!” Cayla, Maddie’s harried mom, came hurrying out the front door of their little house, pulling on a sweater.

      Drawing a curtain on her dark thoughts, Mia prepared to be neighborly for a few minutes, while Leno and Maddie engaged in their ritual love fest. The two collided with joy on both sides, Leno bathing Maddie’s face in kisses, Maddie giggling madly as she went to her knees to hug him. Mia’s heart pinched at the child’s unabashed delight. Once upon a time, she’d thought she’d have a child of her own. That maybe she could give the kind of childhood she and Brax hadn’t had. Now she contented herself with her dog and being on the periphery of other children’s lives.

      Cayla made it down to the edge of the street. “We thought you might not be walking tonight. Maddie’s been camped at the front window since dinner.”

      Mia found a smile for the pair of them. “I’m running a little behind. My friend Luca just moved to town, and I was giving him a tour of the new property I bought to renovate.”

      Cayla studied her face, a crease forming between her blonde brows. “Everything okay? You look… I don’t know. Off somehow.”

      It was proof of how much her life had shifted that she hadn’t been able to completely blank her face. “It’s fine. I just found out someone I used to know passed away.”

      Cayla instantly reached out to lay a hand on Mia’s arm. “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss. Do you want to come in for a glass of wine?”

      The last thing she needed was to hang out with this kind single mom, lest she be tempted to reveal something in the name of sorting out her own thoughts. “No, I’m good. But thank you. Have you had any more problems with that bathroom faucet dripping?”

      “Not a one. Whatever seal you replaced did the trick. Thank you again for helping out.”

      “Of course. Glad to. No reason to call out a plumber for a little thing like that. How’s the search for office space going?”

      A few years before, Cayla had started an event planning business. Up to now she’d been working from home, meeting prospective clients at their homes or businesses, but she’d finally gained enough traction to look at getting her own separate office space.

      “Well, I might have found something. You know Willie Thompson’s garage across from The Right Attitude?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, Mick Routledge—he’s one of the mechanics there. We went to high school together forever ago—Anyway, Mick told me Willie owns that little house right next door. ‘House’ is probably a generous description. It’s more like a converted one-room shack with a bathroom. Willie’s been wanting to rent it for a while, but nobody wanted to be that close to the bar. Now that it’s closed down, depending on what goes in there, it might be worth looking at again. The price is right, and a bunch of paint would cover up a multitude of cosmetic deficiencies.”

      Mia wrestled with whether to intervene or leave it be. She didn’t have a stake in this, and Cayla had every right to make her own decision. But she was a sweet woman without a lot of money to waste. Mia couldn’t watch her make a potential mistake. “Maybe hold off on signing anything until I can take a look? I don’t want to get all up in your business, but it can’t hurt to have a professional evaluation of the structure, just to make sure everything’s sound before putting pen to paper.”

      “Oh, would you? That would be great! And no, I wasn’t planning on anything until we find out whether there’s just going to be another bar going in.”

      “Well, I might be able to help on that front, too. Porter and I have a meeting tomorrow with the new owner to discuss renovations. I don’t know yet if he’s wanting to renovate to sell, or to turn it into something else.”

      “I’d love to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. Jonah was a little ahead of me in school, but I had some classes with his sister. They never had anything to do with their daddy, and there was definitely no love lost for the business. I’d be surprised if they didn’t want to just do what needs doing to wash their hands of it.”

      “Guess we’ll see. I need to be getting on. Leno here will be wanting some dinner.”

      “Of course. Maddie, say goodnight to Leno and Mia.”

      The little girl squeezed Leno and pressed a noisy kiss to his head. “Bye Leno! Bye Miss Mia!”

      “Night, kiddo. We’ll see you both later.” With one last wave, she watched the two disappear into the house and made her way back to her own.

      After filling Leno’s bowl with kibble, she poured herself a tumbler of bourbon and dropped onto the sofa in her Spartan living room. After two years of living here, she’d done little more than grab a few flea market pieces she’d have no trouble walking away from. She was still living as if she had to be ready to pick up and go at a moment’s notice.

      Now that Curt was dead, there was no one and nothing left to upset the life she was building. She’d bought into her business and begun setting down roots on that side. Maybe it really was time to make a home and a life meant to last.
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