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      I need a husband. Jensen needs a business makeover. A marriage of convenience should solve both our problems.

      

      Moving back to Coal Haven should have been simple—start my tutoring business, settle into the historic house my grandmother left me, and move on from my past. But there’s a catch: I can’t claim the house unless I’m married.

      

      Jensen Hollis. My childhood rival. The guy I spent years trying to outdo. The one who married our mutual friend while I watched from the sidelines. Now he’s divorced, a single dad, and—somehow—my only option.

      

      It’s a perfect arrangement. A temporary marriage. One year with no feelings involved.

      

      At least, that was the plan…until playing house starts to feel a little too real.
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      Author’s Note

      

      Dear Reader,

      

      I’ve seen statistics say that dyslexia affects one in five individuals. But since it’s hereditary, that rate is higher in a lot of families. In mine, it’s two out of three. Four out of my six immediate family members have it and countless more if we expand out to the grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins.

      

      All the examples of life with dyslexia I used in this story are from my or my loved one’s personal experience or as much of a parallel example as I could make it, from fumbled words to the help needed with professional communications. Years of speech therapy and tutoring have cost tens of thousands of dollars. The lack of understanding and support in the education system. I was that mom accused of not reading to her kids enough and that must be why they struggled with both reading and writing. There is so much more I could’ve included. This story is only a snapshot, and everyone’s experience with dyslexia is different.

      

      With that, I hope you enjoy Poppy and Jensen’s story. Dyslexics are some of my favorite people. I love their magnificent brains, and if there is ever anything to assemble and it has 3D diagrams, I can hand it off to my kids. They will have it put together before I’ve finished reading through the instructions.

      

      Happy reading,

      Marie
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      Poppy

      

      My online remote tutoring student, Auggie, tapped at his screen, his gaze narrowed as he concentrated. The words he was writing appeared in the program on my end.

      “Good,” I encouraged him, using the time he worked to study the rest of the house behind him. He was working at his kitchen table. Despite the high ceilings and dining room attached to the kitchen, it had an aged look. An old farmhouse? So much more room than the tiny, outdated motel room I was in.

      If I’d had a better space to work, we could’ve met in person. I was back in Coal Haven, North Dakota, and that was also where Auggie lived. But my office situation was a work in progress, and I would be relocating to my brother’s house until I found something more suitable. Whenever and wherever that was.

      “How’s that?” Auggie asked. He was bouncing. Probably swinging his legs. We were almost done, and he was about to jitter out of his chair.

      I used the cursor to point out the tail on a P he’d flipped. “Not bad. Correct that and keep going—you’re on fire.”

      He puffed out his lips as he worked. There was something familiar about Auggie and the way his short, dirty-blond hair stuck up in spikes. He’d run his hands through the strands, and something tickled my memories.

      My family had moved from Coal Haven to Billings right before I’d entered high school, but I sort of remembered some students I’d gone to school with. Several of them probably had stayed in the area. They might be married and have kids Auggie’s age. Those kids might even be in fifth grade with him.

      Would I know his mom or dad? Both?

      Did I want to know until my employment and housing situations were secure?

      I had worked with a private school in Casper, Wyoming, before I’d quit my job—before I would’ve gotten fired. Now, I was subbing for an old college friend with her dyslexia tutoring company. Right now, freelance work was the best option unless I wanted to be thirty and moving in with my parents in Billings. Which was why I was ogling a nice house from my dark motel room.

      A vacuum fired up in the room next door, and I grimaced. Could Auggie hear it?

      He continued writing like he hadn’t. Debbie hadn’t told me his last name. She’d given me a quick rundown of his personality—upbeat, hardworking, and full of energy—and where he was in the Barton System tutors like us used to teach our dyslexic students. Then she’d turned him over to me for the summer, deliriously happy to have some help with her bursting schedule.

      Her business had grown fast, and she had waiting lists of students needing help. Amazing but not surprising since dyslexia was considered a learning disability, and families didn’t get help from their health insurance. But Debbie hustled hard with fundraisers, and I got paid a decent wage when I took clients for her.

      I looked at the notes she’d sent me for Auggie. Nope, no last name, just that he preferred Auggie to August, and he liked to be read to during brain breaks.

      Auggie tipped his head down as he worked, his tongue tucked into the corner of his mouth. His bright-blue eyes faintly triggered a memory, as did the rodeo shirt he wore. He lived where ranching and rodeo were as common as the windmills dotting the countryside.

      Auggie rubbed his eyes and squinted at me in the camera. “Are we done yet?”

      “Almost. Finish the sentence and then you’re done.”

      The material was harder for him. The signs were in his heavy sighs and tired eyes. We’d just started a new level in his lessons.

      One of his sighs gusted over our connection, and he slid to another chair around his table, dragging the computer with him. The room behind him whirled through the screen. I was used to my remote students moving around when they moved spots or took their computer to a parent so I could update them.

      During our hour, I’d spent the entire time in the same chair. Auggie was on his fourth seat around his dining room table. I’d seen the cute old house had been well cared for. The living room ceiling arched behind him, and the kitchen was an open square. There were sliding French doors on one wall. I think he was across from them now. I got a peek at some cabinets that were nicer than I expected to see in an old farmhouse.

      “I need a drink.” He pressed a knuckle into his eye.

      I checked the time. We were almost done, but he was struggling with the last word. “Remember the happy rule you and Debbie went over?”

      His lips pooched out again. “No short vowels at the end.”

      “Right. They need to be closed off.”

      His world-weary sigh puffed through the speaker, but he completed the word.

      “You did it! Get yourself some water.”

      Relief crossed his little face. The screen lurched again as he took the computer with him.

      I chuckled. “Do I get some water too?”

      “What?”

      The world dipped and spun as he grabbed a cup off the counter. Ice clattered. He must be standing at the fridge with an ice and water dispenser. He was holding the laptop in the crook of his arm. I saw his shoulder and the house behind him. An enclave was off the living room, and a man passed through, wiping a rag over his trimmed hair, and disappeared into one of the dark rooms.

      I choked on a cough. I’d only seen the guy from the side, but he was in gray shorts and a white T-shirt. His wide shoulders had flexed and bunched under the material of his shirt. Whoa. Either the camera loved him, or Auggie’s dad was a smokeshow.

      The light flipped on in the room he’d gone into, flashing bright and then settling into focus. A bathroom. He was leaning over like he was washing his hands or inspecting a face I really wanted to fill my screen.

      Auggie shifted his hold, and I craned my neck like I could look around him from my small motel room.

      “One more glass,” Auggie said after gulping the first one down. My view jostled again. He must be filling the water.

      “No problem,” I muttered. Just shift to the left. My left, not yours.

      Wait, it would be his left, too, from the way the laptop was cradled in his arm.

      The guy behind Auggie turned his back to us and yanked the shirt over his head. This time, I was the one letting out a gusty breath. Two things registered. Auggie’s dad had a delicious-looking bubble butt, and wow, his back was ripped. What were his abs like?

      Then the man turned, and a quiver traced through my belly. His features weren’t the clearest, but I didn’t need detail to see that he was hot. Besides, his washboard stomach was on display. I’d been single for too long. I was riveted.

      He spun around, exiting the bathroom and running a hand through darkish blond hair the same shade as his son’s. His biceps bulged with the movement. Then his gaze lifted to pin me in place right through the screen. His eyes widened.

      Embarrassment filled me like I’d been caught peeping. I kind of had.

      “Auggie, bud.” A man should not have that smooth and deep of a voice. “You’ve gotta warn a guy when you’re on the move with that thing.” He looked around like he was trying to find the shirt he’d tossed in the laundry basket. “Hi, Debbie,” he called.

      The world spun as Auggie turned around. My back thumped against the wooden back of my chair. Whoa. I didn’t recall going to school with someone that hot, but they’d all been just entering their puberty-ridden years when I’d moved.

      “Sorry, Dad. It’s not Debbie, remember? I have a sub.” I got a good look at the refrigerator as Auggie walked toward what I can presume was the table. The thunk matched the shaking of his screen, and he spun the camera to face his dad. “Poppy’s teaching me today.”

      The dad looked like he was about to duck into the bathroom, then he gave me a double take and tilted his head. My screen filled with impressive pecs as he approached the table.

      My mouth went dry, and I pushed back farther in my chair. “Hello,” I said weakly. What did swooning feel like? Was I doing it?

      He braced a hand on the edge of the table and leaned in. The same chisel that formed his chest had been taken to this guy’s jaw. Even his nose was a bold slash on his face. His hair stood up in spikes, and his dark brows were drawn together. He studied me with stormy blue eyes.

      “Poppy?”

      I swallowed and nodded. “Nice to meet you. Auggie sure was fun to work with.”

      His eyes narrowed for a heartbeat, then a slow grin spread across his face. “Hot damn, I’d recognize those freckles anywhere. Poppy Duke. How the hell are ya?”

      My mouth turned into the Sahara for a different reason. He knew me. He knew my freckles. Not many people had pointed out my freckles when I was a kid, except for the boy who constantly challenged me and told me over and over again I’d never be the one he crushed on.

      “Jensen? Jensen Hollis?”

      “Yeah!” He laughed and slid the chair out to sit where Auggie should’ve been. Instead, he tugged his boy toward him to perch on a knee. “Auggie, Poppy’s an old friend of mine.”

      Friend was stretching it. Pals, maybe. Buds. There’d been moments we’d been as close as best friends and then as acrimonious as exes, only we’d never dated. No. He’d had eyes for one girl only. He’d made it known every chance he could.

      I bet if Hassie had freckles, they’d be cuter on her. Just one of the many ways he’d compared me and the other rung in our wheel of three who used to play together. Hassie Heart captured his heart in kindergarten.

      Auggie blinked at me, then looked at his dad. “Okay.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. There were drips on his shirt from the water. “Can I eat breakfast?”

      A lot of my morning students rolled out of bed and in front of the computer. I was no different. I refrained from attempting to tame all the strands that escaped from my hair.

      “You two done? Did I interrupt?” Jensen asked.

      No, your abs did. “Nope. Auggie finished everything he set out to do.”

      Auggie slipped off Jensen’s lap and trudged into the kitchen and out of my view.

      A beat of silence passed before the corner of Jensen’s mouth lifted. “Small world, huh?”

      “Yeah, right?”  I was in his small world. I’d enjoyed being out of it for the last twenty years.

      “How’s Billings?”

      Surprise curled through me. He’d remembered where my family had moved? “It was good.” I’d made a new friend group and it’d been freeing, but I’d also missed him and Hassie. “I’m in Casper now. I mean, I was. I’m relocating.”

      “Where to?”

      “Uh, I wouldn’t mind settling in Coal Haven. I’m in town, actually.”

      “No shi—kidding.” His gaze slid sideways. Auggie must be in earshot. “Auggie finally gets an in-person tutor?”

      Debbie’s center was out of Dickinson. Unless Jensen wanted to drive Auggie on two-hour round trips twice a week, his only choice was online lessons. “I don’t know. I’m subbing for the distance students.” Her waiting list was so large she’d almost begged me to start my own center. And after one too many glasses of wine, I had agreed.

      What had I been thinking? What made me think I could pull this off? Debbie had all the faith in me even after I told her about my failure in Casper. We’d gotten our master’s together in occupational therapy and then she’d recruited me into the dyslexia tutoring world, along with several other OTs we’d trained and worked with. I’d done it as a side hustle throughout my career, and now, I hoped it could be my career. At least I could work without having an official base.

      Jensen clicked his tongue. “Shame. These online sessions get long for him.” He ran his hand over his hair, mussing it until it stood on end like Auggie’s. Now I remembered. “I did cabinets for Alder. Did he tell you?”

      “No, but he was probably distracted by getting back together with Daisy.” I loved my brother, but until he and Daisy had remarried, we hadn’t talked a lot. He’d been my uptight oldest brother, and I probably topped his list of annoying sisters.

      Jensen frowned. “They were married when I did the installation.”

      Right. They had been. But they hadn’t been back together. “Yep.” Before I ended up explaining about my grandma Annie’s trust and the property my siblings and I were each left—if we were married—I scrambled for a subject change. “How’s Hassie? I heard you two got married.”

      His expression went blank and his gaze darted in the direction Auggie had gone. “She’s, uh, probably in Oklahoma. Maybe Nebraska. Or Nebraska and then Oklahoma.”

      “Oklahoma,” Auggie called from the direction a cupboard had just banged.

      Jensen’s jaw went tight. “She’s on the barrel racing circuit but also teaching lessons too.”

      “Teaching barrel racing?”

      “Yep.” He popped the p.

      Hassie had been the rabid horse girl growing up. She raised horses, talked about horses, and spent all her time out of school on horseback. For a while, she’d been my best friend, but as we neared middle school, even at my young age, I could tell Hassie had my back only as far as it served her. I’d say no one could love Hassie more than she loved herself, but she’d been the center of Jensen’s world for as long as I’d known them.

      “We’ve been divorced for five years,” he said.

      “Oh.” If I had paid attention to more than the muscled caps of his shoulders, I’d have noticed he wasn’t wearing a ring. That didn’t always mean anything, but if Jensen didn’t have a Hassie Heart tattoo, I’d lose a year of wages to my next youngest sister, Clover. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged, but his expression remained void. Auggie must be listening in. What other subject could I touch on that would be less awkward?

      “How’s your mom?” I had liked Erin Hollis. The day of his dad’s funeral ran through my head. One of the saddest days I’d ever known to that point in my life. For Jensen? I couldn’t imagine, and he hadn’t talked much about it except for one time after the funeral service. It was the only time he hadn’t looked at Hassie like she’d hung the moon and stars.

      “She’s good. World’s proudest grandma.”

      I laughed. His mom had always brought goodies to school. Our class had looked forward to class parties and holidays because that meant Erin brought her treat bags. “I’ve never been able to find anything to compare to her cookie pizza.”

      Jensen’s grin spread wide. “If I tell her that, you’ll have a batch delivered to wherever you are.” He squinted at the screen. “Where are you? Alder’s?”

      “I got a motel room. Daisy and Alder offered, so I’m going there tonight. Lily has little ones that’d make it hard for me to have quiet sessions. Same with Violet, but they just have wee little Willa. Still, a baby crying is too distracting for the students.”

      He folded his arms in front of him and gawwdd. His muscles. Did the cabinets he made install themselves if he called them a good girl? Where was the scrawny boy who helped me work on my cone drills while also telling me it was lucky he didn’t play soccer or I wouldn’t have a chance?

      The man in front of me could decimate me at everything.

      “So three of your siblings have moved to Coal Haven and you’re next?” he asked.

      The timer on my phone blared and I jumped. I tapped it off. “Sorry, Jensen. I have another session.”

      “We need to catch up.”

      Fear climbed into my throat, choking out the yes! He might be divorced, but he could still be hung up on her. It’d been hard enough to hear the comparisons when I hadn’t thought he was an Adonis.

      “I’ll be around,” I said noncommittally. “I’d better get going. Nice to talk to you!”

      I clicked out of that session and grimaced. Could I have sounded more insincere? It had been nice to see him. Was I curious to know more? Yes, but also, I’d had enough of people like Hassie Heart. Wait, or did she go by her married name? Hassie Hollis?

      Jensen might be tight-lipped around his son, but I had no wish to learn he hadn’t changed in the last twenty years. The way he’d been smitten, I didn’t have to hear the story to know the divorce hadn’t been his idea. He’d have gone to hell and back eight times and asked her if she’d needed anything on his next trip.

      Someday, I’d find a man like that. But it wasn’t Jensen Hollis.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen

      

      I stared at the “session ended by host” flag in front of me. Poppy Duke.

      A fondness welled up inside my chest. Poppy had been part of the “Sporty Spice” crowd, as one teacher had called us. A group of us who’d played together at recess. We’d eaten lunch together, and sometimes we’d hung out. Hassie had competed in horses, Poppy had been big into soccer, and I had played football and ran track.

      Auggie plopped into his chair at the table with his bagel in front of him. I didn’t have to look behind me to know that two cupboards and a drawer were probably left open. “Was Poppy nice?”

      “She was real cool.” Memories surfaced, and I stared at the screen, seeing her face where there was only Auggie’s background of Hassie curving around a barrel on one of her horses, Gone Girl. “She made me laugh, and she didn’t put up with my shi—you know.”

      Auggie gave me the same dubious look his mom would shoot me when I would suggest a date night that didn’t include buckles, bronc riders, or barrels.

      “She’s a soccer player,” I said. Did Poppy still play? Her light-brunette hair had been pulled back, but those big hazel eyes were the same. It was how I’d recognized her beyond her name. Her freckles, too, but those eyes always told me how she was feeling. They flashed fire when she was pissed, turned cold when her stubbornness kicked in, and sparkled like a lake on a gorgeous summer day when she was happy. Today, she’d been guarded. Her enthusiasm hadn’t matched mine. I’d been fucking thrilled to see a friendly face again.

      “Cool,” Auggie said. “I like soccer.”

      He was obsessed about it. When I was trying to relax at night, he was doing drills with the soccer ball in the living room. The toe taps and penguin warm-ups I’d taught him had come from Poppy. “Yeah. You ready for school?”

      “I haven’t finished eating!”

      “I know, but is everything else ready?”

      “My backpack’s not.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You’re supposed to do that before bed.”

      “You told me to shower.” His bagel was abandoned. “I fed Luna.”

      He loved our black Lab, so I didn’t worry about feeding her.

      “Eat, or we’re going to be late.” I had to give up on the bus. He—we—were perpetually late, and I had to drive him most days. This way, I didn’t have a shame on you call from the driver or the school. The chidings were valid, but it had sucked. Especially if it’d been done by email and my replies had been littered with typos.

      Auggie pouted, but he dug into his bagel. I kept an eye on the time. We had fifteen minutes. The drive to town took eight. Another two in the drop-off line while he gathered everything. I didn’t want to add up getting in and out of the car and what Auggie would inevitably need to run back into the house for before we’d even left.

      I inhaled a steadying breath. If I rushed him, it’d only delay us more. I opened my email app.

      A reply from an estimate I’d sent a couple days ago waited for me.

      Thank you for the information. We’re going to have to pass.

      Damn. My cabinet business was like a goose with a busted wing, flopping around on the ground and not really taking off. I’d had a good feeling about this couple. They’d bought a house built in the seventies and had contacted me for a refacing. Easy enough and I had a good portfolio. Five years’ worth, but my independent work outside of contractors was spotty. At least I could make my own hours, and with Auggie, I needed the timing down.

      I typed out a reply. No problem thanks for letting me know. I typed my name and reread it. Read it again. Then sent it.

      I tucked my phone into my pocket. “Time to go, bud.”

      “I’m not done!”

      “Eat and run.” I had a little leeway. His teacher, Miss Whitfield, knew he had tutoring this morning, and she was easier going than his past teachers. She hadn’t assumed shitty parenting for my son’s reading struggles like his last teacher had.

      Two minutes later, I was in jeans and a fresh T-shirt, and we were on the road. A dust cloud kicked up behind me. The pastures around my house were leased out. The cattle roaming them weren’t Hollis beef. Mom shut down the ranch not long after Dad died. The fenced-off area by the old barn no longer held horses. I missed the sight. I had always thought I’d bring my family back and raise them where I had grown up. I had, only it was just me and Auggie.

      The familiar pang of longing tugged at my heart. I missed being married, but I didn’t miss the arguing. Or the long absences. The lack of communication. The suspicion. I didn’t miss my ex, just the idea of marriage.

      We passed the motel. A metallic-blue SUV was sandwiched between two dusty white work trucks that were probably oil field workers of some sort. It had to be Poppy’s.

      How long was she in town? Had she changed since we’d been friends?

      Who the hell hadn’t? I’d been through the wringer thanks to my ex. I was finally settling into a quiet life with my son. The familiar scratch of panic scraped across the back of my neck. But I’d be driving one of those work trucks to the mine, the refinery, or the oil fields if I couldn’t grow my cabinet business.

      I pulled into the drop-off lane at the school. Three other cars were turning and burning at the same time, all of us butting up against the morning whistle. The playground attendant narrowed her eyes at me. I gave her a wave as Auggie scrambled out and I pulled away.

      Before I went home to work in my shop, I had to stop at the grocery store. I went through the aisles, my empty cupboards and sparse fridge shelves flashing through my mind. I was combing through cereal options that didn’t feel like I was giving my kid dessert for breakfast when I heard, “Have you tried Jensen Hollis?”

      I pulled to a stop. Me?

      “Yeah.” The woman didn’t sound thrilled. Her voice was vaguely familiar. “I mean, I liked his work and he has good recommendations, but he writes like a fourth grader.”

      Shame burned hot in my chest. My handwriting had been critiqued longer than how I strung a sentence together, and the sting never went away.

      “He doesn’t need good grammar to work with wood,” the other woman said.

      “He even spelled his name wrong.”

      I winced. Fuck. Had I? When?

      “And he kept calling me Isabull when he took the measurements,” the second woman continued. “Even this morning, he had no punctuation in his one sentence with his misspelled name.”

      “Wow, that’s too bad.”

      My cheeks were burning and a brush fire swept over my skin. Childhood embarrassment mingled with adult humiliation. If they saw, I’d feel ten times worse. Biting back a groan, I pivoted with the shopping cart.

      I had not called Isabel Isabull.

      Had I?

      I’d check that damn reply.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d lost a job because I’d jacked up something I’d written. An email, a promotional brochure, typos on my website. It was like Whac-A-Mole, only half the time, I didn’t notice the mole.

      Since my divorce, I’d had to bootstrap expenses. I had done my own printing materials until I realized I was hurting myself more. Then I had relied on word of mouth, but the more new people moved to Coal Haven, the less they knew my real reputation. I could build the shit out of anything. I might have nearly failed high school because of English, but I never messed up a measurement.

      Well, not never, but the customer wasn’t usually standing right next to me to see me fix my mistakes.

      I grabbed a brightly colored box of cereal and tossed it in my cart before beelining to the checkout.

      Delores beamed at me from behind her horn-rimmed glasses. “Howdy, Jensen. How’s it going?”

      “Oh, you know. How ’bout you?” I dug out my wallet. Down the aisle across from the register, two women sauntered around the corner, pushing carts. One had a baby carrier and the other had a toddler playing with cans in her cart.

      Isabel glanced at me. Her eyes flared, and her gaze skated away.

      I clenched my jaw and tugged the brim of my hat down. Delores chattered about how busy it’d been all morning and she couldn’t wait to see her grandkids.

      “They’re going to help me move,” she said.

      That got my attention. Delores had been working the checkouts for as long as I could remember. “You’re moving?”

      She beamed, the apples of her cheeks pushing her glasses up. “To Indiana, where Kellie and the kids are. She has crazy hours, and I can watch the kids.”

      “That’ll be nice, but we’re going to miss you.”

      She shrugged and hit the total. “I want to give her the help I wished I had when I was younger. We could all use an extra hand, and you know, we all deserve it.”

      I tapped my debit card on the machine and tucked my wallet back. My gaze caught on the retreating back of Isabel.

      Isabull. How had I said it wrong? “Thanks, Delores.”

      “Anytime, Jensen, and if I don’t see you again, take care. Good luck with Hollis Cabinets. I tell everyone about you.”  She’d been saying that for years. Hearing best wishes about my cabinet business would have left me with more optimism any other day, but after overhearing why I’d lost a nice contract, it was a dash of salt on an open wound. Now I was down one more advertising avenue.

      “I appreciate it. Have a great time with your grandkids. Tell Kellie hi.”

      I pushed my cart out.

      How did I keep fucking up? I checked and triple-checked my work. And errors still got through. Errors that didn’t matter with the work but with the customer service. I was nice, dammit.

      Yet it wasn’t enough.

      Where did a guy go to get help with shit he should’ve learned in school? With basic speaking and writing?

      How fucking humiliating.

      I had not said Isabull.

      At least Auggie was getting help so he wouldn’t face these issues when he grew up. I got in my pickup and drove toward home. I hit the highway, and as I passed the motel, the blue SUV caught my eye. Was that Poppy’s?

      Poppy, my son’s tutor. Poppy, who might be moving to town. Poppy, who might have some insight on how to keep me from sabotaging my business.
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      Poppy

      

      If I sat in my car any longer and stared at this house, the renters would call the police on me.

      I chewed on my lower lip.

      This place was called the Perez house, thanks to the original contractor and occupant who’d lived here long ago. He’d made it the classiest farmhouse around, with two stories and proud peaks on the roof. Quaint shutters added to the homey feel, but overall, it had a run-down air to it. Still majestic, just old.

      But it would be perfect. I could live here and work here. The patio would be ideal for those summer days when kids were going nuts inside. The overhang would provide enough shade to see our computer screens while the side of the house blocked the north wind.

      It used to be Aunt Linda’s home before she married Darren. My grandparents had bought the place after Linda and Darren had moved out, and it was one of the several included in my grandma’s trust.

      This house would go to me. If I was married for at least a year. I could live there now—if I was already married. I checked Linda’s message from weeks ago.

      Linda: The renter is moving out at the end of May, and I’d like to have another renter in by the end of June.

      I had no husband, yet I’d quit my job before I could get fired and left Wyoming on a wing and a prayer that I’d land a husband between now and the end of May. That was barely over a month away.

      Of course that hadn’t been why I’d uprooted to start again. But it hadn’t not been the reason. The distant possibility of a decent home had been enough.

      Yet, here I was, staying with Alder. He and Daisy had three spare bedrooms, but the one across from where I was sleeping was getting turned into a nursery. Daisy wasn’t due for six months, but the clock was ticking. I loved Daisy’s little girl and I enjoyed witnessing my brother get used to fatherhood through his stepdaughter, but I couldn’t overstay my welcome. They’d only just rekindled a romance that hadn’t burned out since they’d been high school sweethearts.

      Would Jensen and Hassie reconnect?

      I couldn’t believe they had divorced. Jensen would’ve grown his hair to his waist and developed a taste for death metal if Hassie had wanted it. His tidy home came to mind. Hassie had been a diehard horse girl, and Jensen had said she was a professional barrel racer. Yet there were no pictures of horses.

      Didn’t he have a closet full of Ariats and a dressy pair of Tony Lamas? Wranglers and Carhartts? A set of chaps that he wore whether he rode a horse or not?

      Jensen had grown up in the country, and his family ranched. To be with Hassie, he’d had to have adopted her rodeo lifestyle. There would be at least one picture of a horse and something made out of horseshoes somewhere in that tidy farmhouse.

      I pushed Jensen out of my head for the millionth time. Every time I let my mind wander, it landed on his abs. I was better than that!

      Western flair or not, he had a nice body. A pleasing, deep voice. Puberty had done that man all the favors. I’d been left with pimples, more freckles, and a set of hips that made pants shopping a challenge.

      Thankfully, it was a mild spring, and I could wear short pants with elastic waists.

      I’d recognize those freckles anywhere.

      I had to close my eyes. My body had never reacted this way when he’d tease me about connecting the dots in fifth grade. In seventh grade, there had been that one time he’d said it and my stomach had gone all jelly wiggles, but I’d also gotten the flu pretty bad that year. Must’ve been that.

      My phone pinged. I took one last wistful glance at the house. The biggest bedroom was up in a corner, and it overlooked the expanse of property that came with the place. Aunt Linda never used to let us in there, but I’d snuck in when she’d been tied up chatting with my parents or grandparents. The windows were huge for such an old place, but they’d let in so much welcoming light. I’d fallen in love. Grandma Annie must’ve known.

      So why all the stipulations?

      Irritation scratched across the back of my neck. I checked the message.

      Debbie: Auggie’s dad wants to hire you.

      “What?” I set the phone down and put the car in drive. I used voice control to ask the car to call Debbie.

      “You made quite an impression, young lady,” Debbie playfully chided.

      “I’m so lost. Why is Jensen calling about me?”

      “He said you’re old friends.”

      “I guess you could say that,” I muttered.

      “Aren’t you? Oh god, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed he was telling the truth. I didn’t give him your information.”

      “No. No, it’s fine. Yes, we were old friends, but that was all.” Except on the playground when he and I used to square off for kickball. He’d had a powerful kick, but I’d practiced twice as hard to kick farther. Or when we had a group project, and he and I were the only ones pulling our weight. When we’d laugh together while waiting for the bus. Hassie’s mom always picked her up. Did they still live in town?

      “He’s from Coal Haven?”

      “I’m not sure he ever left.” I’d only been to his house once, after his dad’s funeral. The place had been packed with mourners and I’d gone outside after I’d seen Jensen sneak out. I’d found him sitting on a hillside. Hassie had avoided him much of the day as if dealing with the deep feelings of a friend losing a parent was an inconvenience, but we all dealt with the discomfort of loss differently. I hadn’t liked seeing him by himself that day, so I’d sat with him. We’d talked. No teasing. No joking around. No boasting. I’d never felt closer to a friend than I had that day.

      “Maybe he’s into you.”

      I snort-laughed. “No. Trust me. I grew up with that man, and he had eyes for one girl only. Auggie is theirs.”

      “He’s married? I’ve only ever dealt with him. I mean, Auggie talks about his mom and horses, but never like she’s around.”

      “They’re divorced. You had to be there. Adoration like that doesn’t go away. Since kindergarten, he said he was going to marry her. He asked her out in third grade.” I used to get so annoyed. Like, my dude, let the girl play The Ground is Lava. Then I’d thought it was sweet in sixth grade when Hassie had started to see him as a maybe. By the time my family had moved, I’d been glad to leave them and that toxic, one-sided romance behind me.

      It’d been freeing to no longer be compared to Rodeo Barbie.

      “If he wants to contact me, that’s fine.” I wouldn’t go out of my way though. When it came to Jensen Hollis, he’d shown me that when he had eyes for someone, no one else’s feelings mattered as much. We were adults now, but that hurt girl who’d been compared to Hassie and found short was still inside me.

      Almost twenty years had passed. I should get over it. But one thing Jensen’s single focus had shown me was that he’d never have my best interests at heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jensen

      

      I parked in front of Alder’s house. He’d done some work on the outside over the spring. The flower beds were turned up and white tulips were blooming. The path to the front had been freshly swept, and the grass had been trimmed away from the stones leading to the steps into the house.

      I got out and tugged the sleeves of my long-sleeved shirt down. At least I was wearing one this time when I was seeing Poppy. Even as kids, she hadn’t seen me without a shirt.

      We’d been friends for years. Whenever I thought of elementary and middle, Poppy was there. She used to wear her hair pulled back or in a single brown braid with curls spinning out.

      Would I get a similar cautious look when she answered the door?

      I ran a hand over my short hair. It needed a trim. I hated feeling shaggy, and the longer it was, the more sawdust stuck to the strands. It was why I stayed clean-shaven no matter how much Hassie had gushed about the beards of the cowboys on the circuit.

      Dusting off my pants and shirt, I made my way to the door. When I glanced up, the curtains fluttered. Satisfaction spread through me. Had she been watching?

      I knocked on a solid metal door, warm from the sun. I tilted my head, but I heard no movement on the other side. Finally, the door creaked open six inches.

      Poppy peered out. A pale-yellow cloud surrounded her pupil. She squinted in the daylight. “Hey.”

      “How’s it going, four-ten?”

      Her left cheek twitched. My old nickname from when she’d been stuck at four feet ten inches while I’d soared over five feet had seemed like a good icebreaker. I was a little over six feet, and she had to be only six or seven inches shorter than me now.

      Uncertainty flooded me. Was I wrong about how close we’d been? That last time we’d really talked, when she’d kept me company on a side hill during one of the worst times of my life, had been shortly before she’d moved.

      “Debbie said you wanted to talk?” She sounded cautious, like I was going to convince her she could get rich on the latest multilevel marketing scheme.

      “I need your help.” There. I came out with it. As embarrassing as this was, it was better than another grocery store incident. Yet the sense that she’d turn around and tell me to drive off hung heavy in the fresh spring air between us.

      The door swung a little wider.

      Yes.

      “What can I help you with?” she asked.

      Embarrassment flooded my chest, puffing it up. I wished I could float away from it. If I couldn’t talk to Poppy about this, then who? Debbie might help, but I hadn’t tried asking her. I’d figure out why later. “My business.”

      Her brows drew together. Once Hassie had said that she was glad she didn’t have plain brown hair like Poppy. I might’ve been thirteen, but even I had noticed the way some of her strands sparkled like spun gold against the darker brown.

      She flicked her tongue out to lick her bottom lip. A part of me I’d kept dormant for a long damn time roused, noticing how pink her tongue was, how plump her bottom lip. Damn.

      “What about it?” she asked. “I don’t know anything about construction or cabinets.”

      “I know Weston Duke taught you how to wield a hammer.” I’d known her dad by reputation mostly. Our tight group had talked about family as much as we had talked shit to each other.

      A smile lifted both sides of her mouth, but then it was like a gate slammed down. She flattened her red lips. “If you’re looking for precision measurements, it’s not me.”

      This was an uphill battle and I didn’t know the route to the top. I had no clue why the path had gotten treacherous. “Can we talk? For real?”

      Her puffy lips stuck out as she considered my request. “Yeah, of course. Sorry.” She pushed the door open. “Come in. Alder and Daisy are at work, and Laila’s at school.”

      “Laila’s a couple of grades behind Auggie.” I stepped into the house and stuffed my hands in my pockets.

      The old farmhouse was familiar. The hardwood floor was the same, nicely polished, but the walls were painted a soft shade of off-white. There weren’t more than a few pictures on one wall and a picture of a sunset on the other. Poppy’s mom had adorned the walls when she’d lived here. Pictures, sayings, and artwork had been like wallpaper.

      I’d been here once for Poppy’s birthday party. One of her sisters, Clover, had tried to push her way into the festivities the whole day. I had tried to be Hassie’s shadow. A familiar burn of resentment branded the inside of my ribs. That me had long since learned a lesson.

      “We can sit in the kitchen.” Poppy waved me after her.

      My gaze dropped to her butt cheeks, which looked like they were fighting under her black athletic leggings. Firm and round, I bet they jiggled when they were slapped. My fingertips tingled.

      I tore my attention off her ass and was caught in a cloud of sunshine and peaches. I suppressed a groan. She smelled like peaches with an ass like that?

      Inhaling, I should regret cementing her scent to memory. Was I being creepy? I had no idea. Had she always smelled like a late summer day? Didn’t kids smell like wet, sweaty dogs on late summer days?

      We weren’t kids anymore. Poppy was all woman, and I noticed every inch.

      As she led me through the kitchen where my knotty alder cabinets were mounted, I admired my work. I didn’t often get back into a house to see the lived-in version of my efforts. I took pictures when I finished and that was it.

      I ran my hand over the counter. Damn, I did good work.

      “They really like them.” Her gaze was on me. She’d tucked her hands into the thin hoodie she was wearing. Just like her scent, the fabric was a soft peach color that brought out the color in her cheeks. Tendrils of hair stuck out around her head, escaping the hold of her ponytail like a rogue halo.

      She lifted her brows and ducked her head. “Jensen?”

      Shit. I was staring. She was angelic in a rumpled, athletic way. Like she’d played a couple games on the pitch and came to torment me about the bad decisions I had made. “Sorry. I don’t usually get to see them after they’ve been used.”

      “They get abused with Alder too. He’s always in the kitchen.”

      “He never used to be?”

      “Nope.” She pulled out a high-back chair from the table and plopped down. She gestured to the seat on the end. “What’s up?”

      I sat and blew out a breath. I couldn’t look at her. The conversation in the grocery store hadn’t been the first time it’d happened. It’d been the only time I’d gotten confirmation. “I lost a job because of my emails.”

      “How?”

      “I think I’m dyslexic.”

      “It is hereditary.” There was no surprise in her tone.

      I clenched my jaw as memories clashed in my brain. “Hassie said it couldn’t be her and pointed out I was the one who did poorly in school.”

      A flash of sympathy ran through her gaze a moment before irritation set in. “She always liked rubbing it in how good she was at spelling.”

      “She spelled d-i-v-o-r-c-e easily enough.”

      Poppy let out a huff, then studied me, curiosity in her eyes. “You’ve never been told you have it?”

      “No, my reading teacher told my mom she didn’t read enough with me and that’s why my fluency suffered.” Mom had tried to read to me for an hour a night after that. As a young boy with too much energy, that nightly hour had been sheer torture. And it hadn’t helped.

      “Mrs. Groggins?” Poppy rolled her eyes. “I never liked her. How could she think that was true at all?”

      “She didn’t like me, that was for sure. But wouldn’t she know? If I was dyslexic?”

      Poppy shook her head. “I mean, if it’s something she’d been educated about. They’re only just starting to get legislation in the state moving to get more dyslexic awareness and learning tracts in the schools. Don’t get me started on screening that should happen much earlier. It’s frustrating because dyslexia affects, like, twenty percent of the population. One in five kids. Can you imagine? In small communities like ours, it could be more prevalent because of the hereditary factor. Other locations’ ten percent incidence could be our thirty.”

      Her vehemence soothed the chastised kid inside of me. The boy who had never pleased his teachers. Who’d hated reading out loud so everyone could give me sideways looks when I stumbled through the passage.

      It gave me the courage to tell her everything. I swallowed my humiliation. “I had some typos in an email, and I, uh, got my name wrong.”

      A brow cocked up. “Did you switch a couple of letters around, but it looked right?”

      Story of my life. “The punctuation was off too. Maybe I should make that my tagline.”

      A chortle burst out of her. “Maybe. How do you know that cost you a job?”

      “I heard the client tell a friend when I was at the store.” Sympathy welled in her eyes, making the yellow shine. I looked away. “If I can’t spell my name right, then how can I build decent cabinets? Even when I replied, I fucked up something.” I rubbed the spot between my brows. “I triple-check my emails, but I get my promotional ads wrong. If someone doesn’t proofread for me, I’m screwed.”

      “You compensate.” She whirled her index finger by her head. “You’ve adapted. Your brain’s got your back, but in doing so, it’s also sabotaging you. Just a little.”

      “How do you mean?”

      She fluttered her hands around. There was that energy she’d been known for. Maybe she’d just needed to warm up to me again. “You had to strong-arm your way through an educational system that’s not set up for people who learn like you, so your brain adapted, but it’s hard. Does Auggie get cranky after school?”

      I snorted. “When doesn’t he?” He could be quick with his temper and tears, and getting him to help with chores would become a meltdown.

      “But it’s gotten better since he started tutoring?”

      I thought for a moment. “He’s not zombified until he breaks down. Not as much.”

      “His brain was working overtime. But tutoring is giving him rules to read by so it’s not so hard. Then he doesn’t come home with glassy eyes and meltdowns.”

      “How do you know all this?” My relief at hearing her describe what we went through gave way to astonishment. “You’re not dyslexic, are you?”

      She shook her head. “Parents tell me.”

      Talking with her was fascinating. She’d only worked with Auggie once, yet it seemed like she knew him better than me. “He used to ask me to shut off the lights when we had dinner.”

      Her smile was kind. “Some of my students say it gets better, but I work with teens who say they still want a dark place after a tough day in school. One of the moms said she can tell when her middle schooler with dyscalculia has a heavy math day as soon as he walks out of class.”

      She tapped her fingers on the tabletop, her intelligent gaze on me.

      Just like before, when she looked at me, I felt seen. Not exposed, just seen. For a guy who’d futilely dogged a girl who had shared little of her effort with him, the sensation was unique. And welcome. Like it was now.

      “Do you use an extension or an app to proof your emails and texts?” she asked.

      I clenched down, the corner of my jaw going rigid. I rubbed a hand down my face before resting it on the table. I came to her for superficial help, not realizing how deep my issues went. Like Debbie had told Auggie, his brain worked differently. And here I was, talking about apps and tutoring for myself. “So I guess I’m dyslexic.”

      “Oh.” Dismay crossed her features. “I’m sorry. I work with it every day, and I didn’t think about the fact that it’s just been dropped on you.”

      “No, it’s…” A relief. Something I’d really always known. “Don’t I have to get diagnosed or something?”

      “You could try, but from what families have told me, it’s frustrating to get a diagnosis. Debbie usually just meets with the kid and the family. She can’t officially diagnose, you know, but if she says a kid ‘needs to be here,’ then that’s as good as gold. Usually, families have all had similar experiences.” She shrugged. “It’s bizarre. Generations struggle in school, get treated awful, and it never changes, yet we know all about dyslexia and we have tools for it. Despite that, the cycle repeats. So infuriating.” She inhaled and shook her head. “Sorry. I hear a lot of horror stories from the families. Debbie started a center based on her experiences with her three kids.”

      “You really love what you do.” I’d always admired her passion. “And you like working with kids.”

      “I never set out to, but I got used to working with kids when I coached soccer.”

      I sat back, my arms crossed, grinning. “You ended up coaching?”

      She tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “Yes.” Tension infused her body. “So, about the help. Do you want to do some research first? I can set you up with those programs on your phone and computer.” She ducked her head. “There’s tutoring.”

      “Tutoring?” Alarm piped through my veins. If yesterday morning hadn’t been so humiliating, I’d have laughed it off and figured out something else. Maybe I could sit beside Auggie and go through his lessons where no one else could see me, not even Debbie.

      “We have adult tracks.” She screwed up her face. “Debbie does, I mean. I haven’t taken on any clients officially. I have to find a place to work out of first.”

      “Got any in mind?” I needed her help to keep my brain from sabotaging me, but I wanted to know more about her. Poppy Duke was right in front of me after two decades, and I didn’t want it to end.

      “One.” She rolled her eyes, then shook her head. “It won’t work though. I have to start looking.”

      “What place?”

      She went still, her gaze searching mine. What was she looking for? I waited under her warm perusal, hoping she’d judge me up to her standards. A spark of bitterness flared deep in my chest. I was tired of waiting for a girl to find me worthy.

      Just as I tore my gaze away, she cleared her throat. “My grandma Annie passed away and left a trust behind. Me and my siblings each get a property. This house was Alder’s.”

      “Each of you?” I thought for a moment. “Isn’t Lily in town? In your grandma’s old place? Violet?”

      I’d seen Lily around, but she’d been busy with her kids. She might not even recognize me. She was the youngest Duke and had been a few years behind me in school. Violet had also gotten married to a guy who’d been several years older than us.

      Poppy nodded. “I get the old Perez home on the edge of town.”

      The Perez couple had retired as snowbirds decades ago, but their old farmhouse had been one of the first in Coal Haven. “Nice.”

      Her lips thinned. “It would be. Linda used to live there, and my grandparents bought it. But several years ago, Grandma Annie changed her will and trust. She put all the property in a trust with these bizarre rules. I have to be married.”

      “And you’re not?” I had assumed not since I’d only seen just her, but I caught myself leaning forward. She wasn’t wearing a ring.

      “Nope. Never got married,” she said flatly.

      Never? She and I were almost thirty-five. No one had captivated her enough, or had she dated losers?

      I glanced at the cabinets. A thread of suspicion fluttered in my brain. Didn’t Lily get married a couple of years ago? Then Violet? Alder had called Daisy his wife when I’d installed the cabinets. Was the timing fortuitous? Or more than a coincidence?

      “Wait—is that why Alder— That’s not— He didn’t—” I snapped my teeth together.

      Poppy’s eyes were wide. “No.” Her voice pitched up. “He’s always wanted Daisy back.” She bit her bottom lip. Why’d she seem suddenly hesitant to talk about it?

      “It’s not my business.”

      Poppy blew out a breath. Her shoulders hunched. “They’re all in love,” she said as if she’d heard all my questions loud and clear. “Lily and Eliot are so in love. Violet and Evander. Alder and Daisy. The trust just sped things up. Or created it in the first place,” she finished with a mutter.

      I mulled over her information. I’d seen them all around town. Not a lot. But they’d been in love. The looks between each couple, the shared smiles, the body language. It’d all showed me what my marriage had lacked. “And you?”

      She held her palms up and gave me an empty smile. “No husband, no house. And in four years, any unclaimed property gets sold. Aunt Linda gets the money.”

      Maybe Linda needed the money, but it seemed like a waste of an inheritance. “It’s in her best interest if you stay single?”

      “She says she doesn’t care, but she does have to believe the marriage is real and sign off on it after a year. Dad too.”

      “Your boyfriend isn’t interested?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not seeing anyone.”

      Her tone was so disgusted I laughed. At least she didn’t bust me for probing for information. “Okay, no guys. What about a girlfriend?”

      “I’m not into girls, but if Debbie wasn’t already married, I would one hundred percent ask her to marry me for a year to get that place.” A gust of breath left her. “It’s beautiful. I could put the office upstairs and look out the big window. That property is so breathtaking.”

      My mind spun, but I was pleased that boyfriends weren’t off the table. For no reason. My gaze dipped to how well her athletic shirt clung to the swells of her breasts. Damn, she had nice tits.

      What were we talking about? Oh, right. “You need a husband to get the house of your dreams?”

      She nodded, and her gaze strayed to the window like she was imagining working in the home that could be hers if she had a wedding ring. “It probably needs some work. Linda’s been renting it, and the current tenants are out at the end of May. She said the place could use some updating, and I don’t have the time or the funds.”

      She needed a husband and a contractor. I needed a proofreader and a project that could really get my name out there. The Perez house was a gem in Coal Haven. If I could tie my name to those renovations…

      No. That was crazy.

      Or it was the leap I needed to finally secure the job that would give me the stability and flexibility I needed to be a single dad to my son. “I have an idea.”
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