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      RACHEL

      “Not like that.” Rachel Gibson shook her head even though her client couldn’t see her. “Don’t be afraid. You can’t mess it up. Do it just like I showed you. Once it’s aligned, then slip it right in. Boom. Done.”

      She glanced at the digital clock on the top corner of her laptop.

      Crap, crap, crap. She was so late. A-freaking-gain.

      She normally didn’t take clients in her bedroom, but she’d turned off the camera, so it wasn’t a big deal.

      “I think I’ve almost got it,” the deep male voice assured in a tone that was not assuring.

      Rachel stilled, took a deep breath, and did her absolute best to relax the tension from her shoulders.

      Perfection is not measured by degrees. It is created by degrees. She played the mantra over in her head. This particular adage was the extent of the philosophical genes making up Rachel’s DNA. Seeing that most of her genetics came from a family who preferred to crack jokes at inappropriate times to deflect from thoughtful conversation, it was a miracle she’d inherited any deep thoughts.

      That said, this philosophical saying was her go-to in the reality of her daily activities as the owner, manager, and only employee of her very own virtual personal assistant company. Also, as a mom to her two boys. Twins.

      Anyway, perfection was within her grasp, degree by degree—if she could simply keep her shit together.

      Or get her shit together. Either way.

      She let out a sigh, watching her client’s progress on the screen. This client was in California, so their time zones were close. Rachel was in Denver, and thanks to the beauty of the internet, she could work virtually with clients nearly anywhere. Although the new Australia client was starting to seriously cost her on missed sleep.

      “Darn,” he said. Once again, he fudged the design. Perfection would not happen for him with this graphic design lesson.

      “Just line it up,” Rachel encouraged. “Don’t overthink.” Most days, her uncanny ability to find solutions to client issues was outweighed only by her inability to deal with her own crap. Sometimes she even considered taking up the joke-cracking schtick that worked so well for her brothers and parents.

      “I can’t get it. I’m telling you,” he replied, frustration lacing his tone.

      Man, she did not have time for this. She had to get out the door. They’d need to reschedule for later, which stunk because she didn’t have time later.

      Hell, she didn’t have time now.

      “Okay, wait, I think I did it.” James sounded as relieved as she felt.

      Thank goodness. She glanced at his work-in-progress on the screen of her laptop. Oh, thank, thank, thank goodness. Yes, he had it. She released a long breath.

      “I can’t believe I got it.” He laughed, switching the video monitor from the graphic design program on the screen to his webcam. “You’re the best, Rachel.”

      He gave her two thumbs up.

      Even though he couldn’t see her, Rachel couldn’t help it…she smiled. One more happy client. She’d been working with him for the past hour so he could create his own graphics for his start-up company. He’d finally figured out how to copy and paste and now he knew how to move the images around. Perfection by degrees. Her motto in process.

      “I’ll practice some more and then we can chat in a few days,” he said, the pleased tone of his words causing that bloom of pride she adored so much in her job.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” Rachel said, raising her voice into the speaker of the MacBook placed precariously on the edge of her dresser. She’d set down the computer so she could simultaneously apply her eye makeup while observing his progression on the screen.

      They said their goodbyes, and she closed the laptop. Then she yawned. Last night had been another doozy. Could she get away with crawling into bed to sleep for the next eight hours? No. She could not.

      Because the load of shit that needed to be done would not do itself.

      That was the answer to that.

      Accepting her newest client (the Australia guy) was the perfect supplement to her income. Unfortunately, she’d never been good at pulling all-nighters. Not even when she’d been an undergrad or when her twins were teeny tiny, itsy-bitsy, cutie patootie babies.

      One step at a time, one project at a time, one client at a time, she was making all the things happen all the time. After all, the difference between boiling water and hot water was only one degree.

      The difference between crossing the finish line in first place or second place was usually a matter of millimeters.

      And the difference between “horribly late” and “let’s just reschedule” was nearly always separated by Rachel’s underestimation of time management.

      “Rach?” her best friend Molly called from downstairs. “C’mon, hustle up. We’re going to be late.”

      Yes, they were. But what was she supposed to say when James had needed an extra hour this afternoon? She did what she always did. Solved. The. Freaking. Problem.

      “Coming,” Rachel hollered, hoping her voice carried out the door and down the staircase.

      “Late,” Molly called back.

      “Two seconds,” Rachel called again. Rubbing the remnants of concealer over the dark bags that seemed to have permanent residence under her eyes, she quickly pulled her hair up into a twist, securing it with some corkscrew bobby pins her mother-in-law insisted she try.

      Former mother-in-law.

      The meemaw to her twin boys.

      The momster who usually always got whatever she wanted, even though Rachel couldn’t quite figure out how she did it.

      A quick pop on the scale on her way out of the bathroom and she’d be on her way. One swift step. She could do this. Gah. She hated this part of the day.

      She closed her eyes when the digital display blinked, and she considered whether the three cookies she’d eaten after lunch were going to prove to ruin her afternoon. Deep breath and she opened her eyes, glancing down.

      Shit.

      Damn, that thing was being a total asshole.

      For the record, she’d eat the cookies again just to spite it.

      Also, they were really yummy and a gift from a client.

      They’d arrived at her doorstep warm—with bonus ice cream—and what was she supposed to do? They were meant to be eaten warm. So she ate them…warm. That was what one did with divine cookies.

      “Rachel, seriously,” Molly called, but her tone sounded as though she’d just discovered the remnants of a dozen warm cookies from Heather’s Cookie Co. on the dining room table, and she didn’t really care if they were that late.

      Double crapola.

      “Don’t eat those,” Rachel shouted, grabbing her favorite sling-back black sandals on her way out of her bedroom, her toes sinking only briefly in the carpet because she was on a sprint.

      Dammit, Molly was as good as Rachel for spiderlike senses around carbohydrates and sugar. Rachel should’ve put them away. Of course, her best friend would find the residual cookies.

      But Rachel had plans for them—there were four left. Two for each of her boys.

      If Molly ate one, then there would be only three and that meant an argument that Rachel did not want to referee. So if Molly ate one, then Rachel would have to eat one,

      but she’d already had plenty, and she didn’t really want the scale to be more of an asshole because her best friend ate a cookie.

      That made sense, right?

      “Seriously, Molly, don’t eat that.” Rachel took the steps two at a time, skidding around the bottom of the bannister, deftly stepping over errant Legos scattered like land mines, past the corner of the office she’d set up there.

      Yes, she could cut the third cookie in half for the boys. While that might teach them a lesson in sharing, it brought more challenges and probably the food scale to get an exact weight so things were precisely fair.

      So it’d just be easier if⁠—

      She scooted around the corner into the dining room where the box lay open on the table.

      Cookie in hand, Molly’s dark curls bobbed against the exposed pale skin of her shoulder as she turned to Rachel. Rachel, who had reached the room three seconds too late.

      Molly lifted her looked-to-be-recently-threaded eyebrows as she bit, her hazel eyes sparkling with the perpetual perkiness that had become her brand.

      Rachel made a strangled sound.

      “Wha?” Molly asked as a few errant crumbles fell from her lips.

      Rachel took a breath as her cell buzzed in her pocket.

      “Want some?” Molly asked around the mouthful of carb-laden goodness.

      Rachel shook her head, glancing at her cell. A client.

      She needed to take this.

      “Don’t pick that up.” Molly’s eyes turned to slits. “We’ll be even later. Not just cookie late, but client late. You know we can’t be⁠—”

      “It’s Cassie.” Rachel stared as the number flashed on the screen.

      “Cassie?” Molly asked.

      “Client.” Cassie had a tendency to try to do things herself that she really should let Rachel handle. “It’s probably important.”

      “It’s after hours,” Molly said, totally correct in that assumption.

      Rachel bit at her bottom lip. Molly wasn’t wrong…yet…

      “That is why you shouldn’t pick it up.” Molly clearly knew better than to reach for the phone, since she and Rachel had been friends forever. But, since they’d been friends forever, Rachel knew Molly’s fingertips must itch to grab the cell and bat it out of reach. Crush it under her tennis shoe. That sort of thing.

      “It is after five,” Molly continued. “We have a Little League game to get to. Your kids and my kid are expecting us not to be late. And boundaries are important.”

      “What if the call is important?” Rachel wished she had powers of telepathy so she could reach through the signal and determine if it was something that needed to be dealt with before she picked up and made them both late. Later.

      “What’s the likelihood that it’s not something that can wait until tomorrow?” Molly asked, her tone one of soothing comfort that usually worked for getting her way.

      Molly had a knack for getting people—everyone—to bend to her will. Sometimes she used the brute force of her personality and sometimes, like now, she used a gentle touch. Molly was diverse in her manipulation techniques like that.

      She’d make an excellent mother-in-law someday.

      Rachel warred with herself and the decision at hand. If she answered the call, she’d be late, but her client would be happy. If she didn’t answer the call, she’d be only a little late and Molly would be happy.

      “My clients hire me because they know I’ll always go above and beyond.” Her heartbeat increased even as she glanced at her friend. The above and beyond thing was right on her business cards. In bold italics.

      “True.” Molly continued nibbling the cookie but kept one eye on Rachel and one eye on the phone. She also started toward the door.

      “Not answering is not going above and beyond,” Rachel declared.

      “Don’t make the boys wait,” Molly said quietly, turning to her friend. Her understanding of the battle going on inside Rachel was abundantly apparent.

      And that’s what did it. The boys.

      Her boys.

      Rachel wouldn’t let her boys wait.

      “I’ll just catch up with Cassie in the car on the way.” Still, Rachel had to force herself not to return the call.

      Her phone immediately rang again, as it did regularly throughout the day and often during the night, too. Since she was a virtual personal assistant, she had three large clients. In three very different time zones.

      This was her job. Her business. The thing that, aside from her children, brought her the most joy.

      Most days.

      This time, however, it was her ex calling. The father of her eight-year-old twins and the supposed-to-be one-night stand that turned into way more than either of them had bargained for.

      Mouthing, I’m sorry, she immediately pressed the phone to her ear. “Gavin?”

      Molly rolled her eyes, shaking her head, while making gagging noises unbefitting the cookie she still worked on.

      “Rach.” He did not sound like he was anywhere near the baseball field, or in a car on the way to the baseball field. No, he sounded like he was in an airport.

      A slight feeling of vertigo pulled at Rachel, like the gravitational field of the earth seemed to get stronger.

      No. He needed to be at the game. The boys were so excited.

      She gripped the phone in her hand and closed her eyes.

      Gavin’s a good guy. Gavin’s a good guy. Gavin’s a good guy.

      “What’s up?” she asked, hoping her perky tone betrayed the inner turmoil swirl, willing him to say he was on his way to the game to see their boys even though she knew deep down he wasn’t and she’d work her magic and all would be well. The only one who would pay the price was her.

      “Dakota has a last-minute installation in Boston,”

      Gavin said, obviously distracted because he was Gavin. Distracted. “We’re heading there for the weekend. I’ll be back in time to help set up for the boys’ party, but we’re going to miss tonight.”

      Yes, gravity. Her legs felt heavier by the second. “Gavin, they want you there.”

      They need you there.

      “If I could be there, I would, you know that.”

      She did. Sort of.

      He sounded genuine. Then again, he always sounded genuine. Genuine was Gavin’s thing. If Gavin had a thing.

      Dakota and Gavin had been engaged for a while. He worked tons of hours, in an office. Dakota, meanwhile, had carved out a name for herself as an artist who painted, and sculpted, a variety of animals in bathtubs.

      Yes, this was a thing.

      Dakota worked tons of hours with this gig and was, as Gavin had explained, kind of a big deal. Rachel didn’t mind her. She was nice to Rachel’s kids, and that’s what mattered.

      Meanwhile, Rachel also worked tons of hours…from her home office, so custody and the majority of childcare had been delegated to her.

      Which was fine because, as she’d insisted and they’d agreed, the boys needed her stability.

      “Rachel?” Dakota had apparently confiscated the phone from Gavin.

      “Hey, Dakota.” Rachel struggled to hold her phone and pull on her shoes simultaneously.

      Dakota? Molly mouthed rolling her eyes dramatically with more gagging sounds.

      Rachel nodded, ignoring her friend to focus on the conversation. Molly hated Dakota.

      “Gavin and I sent the boys a surprise for their birthday. It’ll be there tomorrow. I hate to ask, but would you mind⁠—”

      “I’ll grab a video for you.” Rachel hopped to stand, mentally rehearsing what she would say to the kids so they wouldn’t feel the entire sting of this disappointment. Your dad wanted to make it tonight, but he had to go to Boston.

      Don’t worry, he has a big surprise for you both.

      “You’re the best.” Dakota’s muffled voice sounded as though she’d covered the speaker before she spoke.

      “Not a problem.” A birthday surprise was an excellent distraction. A birthday surprise was something for the boys to look forward to. A birthday surprise was the perfect redirection for their disappointment.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d helped Dakota and Gavin co-parent virtually. It wouldn’t be the last, she was certain of that. Gavin was not a hands-on kind of father. Then again, he hadn’t really signed up to be a dad, so she did her best not to make it miserable for him.

      “Bye, Rach.” Gavin’s voice sounded like an echo, since Dakota still had the phone.

      “Bye,” Rachel said, thumbing the off button.

      Rachel liked Dakota. She liked Gavin, too. It wasn’t his fault they’d based their marriage on one night of mediocre passion that led to their boys.

      It wasn’t hers, either. It just…was.

      Molly was still making gagging faces in between cookie bites. She didn’t understand this part of things.

      Gavin and Rachel had tried. Tried-ish.

      But, despite his mother’s proclivity to shoving them together, guilting them together, and offering to pay Rachel

      to ensure they stayed together, their marriage was as dull as their kitchen knives.

      Let’s just say, if their marriage were an entrée, it had no seasoning at all.

      No one really understood what had happened on that one night eight years ago that had changed their lives. The night she hand-selected Gavin from a group of guys for her first ever supposed-to-be one-night stand.

      The evening had resulted in one of them climaxing. (Spoiler alert, it wasn’t Rachel.) He’d called her a few times after, but she hadn’t returned his calls because that would’ve totally ruined the point of having a one-night-only curtain call.

      Then—and oh boy, was it a big then—were the words, “Congrats, it’s twins.”

      That part did not suck, because Rachel loved the hell out of her boys.

      Besides the children, she and Gavin had shared a marriage that lasted a few months before they both came to their senses and recognized they made much better co-parenting friends and partners than co-parenting spouses who slept across the hall, because he snored like a freaking freight train on fire and she, so he told her, hogged all the blankets.

      They were excellent…friends. Friends who had two kids together and eventually lived separate lives because it was just more comfortable for everyone.

      “What did they want?” Molly asked, the dislike of Gavin apparent in her tone.

      “Long story.” Rachel grabbed the keys on her way to the door. “I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      Where Rachel and Gavin got along fine, he and Molly despised each other. Which Rachel didn’t understand.

      “He’s not coming to the game,” Molly correctly guessed. Phone stuffed into her pocket, Rachel flicked on the slow cooker so dinner would be ready when they arrived home. She tossed the extra cookie in a zip-top bag so it would be safe in her purse—once her boys discovered she kept tampons in the interior pocket, they avoided the thing at all costs.

      “I guess that means Travis will attend instead,” Molly mused.

      She had been working to convince Rachel to practice her flirting skills with Travis Frank for the past four months.

      The idea was so far beyond ridiculous, so off the beaten path that it didn’t even show up on Google Maps.

      But flirting was Molly’s job, so she looked for opportunities everywhere. Rachel didn’t blame her because Molly literally taught the basics of dating and had to keep her skills sharp for her clients. She used her inability to take no for an answer and her YouTube channel to teach others the intricacies.

      “Dane might come,” Rachel said, hoping it was Dane who would attend. Gavin had two brothers. She got along fabulously with Dane. Not so much with Travis.

      For a lengthy list of reasons substantially longer than Molly’s meddling.

      “It’ll be Travis,” Molly said, a small, knowing smile teasing the edges of her hot-pink-painted lips.

      “Probably.” It usually was Travis who filled in when Gavin couldn’t make it. Rachel started the mental prep work for dealing with him. “Do not start up about him again.”

      Molly bit at her bottom lip, apparently refusing to respond.

      Rachel could literally feel her matchmaking friend brewing an idea to push Rachel and Travis together. Last time he’d been to a game, Molly manipulated them into sitting thigh-to-thigh on the bleachers. The time before that? Her car broke down and she asked Travis to drive them home. Then Molly caught a ride with the umpire’s wife instead.

      Oh, to be sure, Molly didn’t believe Rachel and Travis had any business being together. She just wanted to piss off Gavin.

      It was her way.

      “I like Travis.” Molly bit at her bottom lip, saying the words with the caution of one merging onto a road littered with construction. “I like it when he comes to the games.”

      When Gavin couldn’t make a game, one of his immediate family members always showed up to—and she was quoting him here—“represent the family.”

      Like they were mafiosos or something. They weren’t.

      They were, however, loaded beyond belief because Great-Meemaw Frank had created the first Puffle Yum and sold the shit out of the toaster tarts.

      Rachel paused, setting the purse strap onto her shoulder. “Travis is a fantastic uncle.”

      She made it a point to enunciate that last word. Because any idea of flirting with Travis or doing anything beyond friendly chatter with him was an absolute nopers.

      “Is that new?” Molly gestured to Rachel’s bag. She may have been a black belt in flirting, but her distraction techniques could use some work.

      Rachel knew how Molly operated and, in her mind, as long as she didn’t verbally commit, she would weasel her way out of an implied agreement later.

      “I grabbed it at the Coach outlet in Loveland last week,” Rachel said. The rose-colored over-the-shoulder bag was the last on the shelf, and Rachel had fallen in deep lust with it on first sight.

      “I think I need at least two of these,” Molly mumbled, examining the stitching.

      “Too bad, I got the last one.” Rachel grinned, nabbing the bag away with a smirk.

      Molly shook her head. “There are always more online.”

      “Dinner’s cooking, I have my keys, shoes, purse, go bag, sunglasses, boys are going straight to the field after school.”

      Rachel inventoried everything she needed for the game.

      “You ready now?” Molly asked.

      “Let’s go.” Rachel dropped her sunglasses into her bag and held the front door for her friend.

      This week was Molly’s turn to drive.

      Which meant Molly would be busy driving the vehicle and Rachel would spend the thirty-minute drive to the baseball field calling Cassie back and then chatting about everything but her least favorite Frank brother. So perhaps, just perhaps, Molly would leave it alone.

      Maybe.
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      RACHEL

      Rachel had her resting mom face firmly in place. The one she’d learned from her mama, and her mother had learned from hers. The one that showed just the correct amount of interest but covered the fact that she wasn’t 100 percent listening.

      The late-spring sun pelted them with rays while they entered the baseball field. Thanks to Molly’s extra-fancy, extra-fast driving, they’d arrived with a few minutes to spare.

      “I’m telling you.” Molly led the way along the walkway toward the bench where they would wait for the Little League game to start. “Men who shop for groceries are excellent stepdad material.”

      Wait. What?

      That was not the criteria single moms should use as the litmus test for future husbands.

      Dear future husband, please be funny, be excellent in bed, take care of me and my kids, and above all else, pick out the best watermelons.

      No.

      As Sesame Street once pointed out, one of these things is not like the others.

      Besides, guys rarely enjoyed grocery shopping. At least, in Rachel’s experience, that was a no-go. Not that she had an abundance of experience with grocery shopping members of the male species, but she had enough secondhand experience people watching to know that the handsome ones were in and out and on their way.

      In and out of the grocery store, that is. Other things, too, but that wasn’t a place she wanted to allow her mind to wander, because her body hadn’t wandered there in years, and she was pretty sure it was resenting her and would turn Team Molly on this one.

      “The produce section is ripe for all sorts of subliminal messages, all ready for you to exploit.” Molly did the bouncy walk that was her signature. Molly walked like she lived—happy and always moving.

      Rachel’s walk was more just-get-me-where-I’m-going efficiency.

      “Whatever you say,” Rachel said. This reply was all-purpose and evergreen.

      “You show you are confident in the way you push the cart,” Molly continued. “Show that you understand how to select and handle an eggplant. Things like that.”

      This whole thing was a no for Rachel, thank-you-very-much. But Molly could do whatever Molly wanted—which was good because Molly did that anyway.

      “Whatever you say,” Rachel said, again.

      “Well, I say that you and I are going produce shopping later.” Molly bumped Rachel’s arm with hers.

      Rachel slid her gaze to Molly. Ha. No. “I’m not doing that with you. Not when you’re in dating-Molly mode.”

      “You haven’t been listening at all, have you?” Molly tsked. “I’m in dating-Rachel mode.”

      Rachel stiffened. She appreciated she had someone to hang out with at the games. Especially when that someone was her bestest best friend. Even if that friend was filled to the brim with ridiculous ideas about the dating Rachel should do, and the calisthenics her downtown lady bits should take part in with members of the opposite sex.

      “A guy in the produce aisle is not in the headspace for becoming an insta-dad,” Rachel insisted, looking to where her boys warmed up on the field. “He’s there to select lemons or broccoli or whatever, not pick out a future life partner.”

      “Orrrr…” Molly stopped mid-stride, turned her body toward Rachel. “Maybe he’s there to squeeze a few oranges while watching potential mates stroke zucchinis to test for firmness. Thus discovering the future mother of his children.” Molly waggled her eyebrows, as though all of this made sense and wasn’t whack-a-doodle.

      For the record, it made little sense and was, in fact, totally whack-a-doodle.

      “I refuse to meet a man by subliminally encouraging him to ask me on a date because I stroked a banana or a zucchini or any other girthy produce.” Rachel rummaged through her handbag to search for her sunglasses as they walked. Damn, she knew she’d dropped them in there before she left the house.

      “It’s not happening. If I need company, I’ll just adopt a puppy or something,” she continued. Coming up empty from the inside pocket, she turned her attention to the oversize beach bag, the one that had never seen a beach but was her own personal “bug out” bag where she kept all the things she might need for herself or her kids.

      “If you don’t want to be so obvious, just squeeze a couple of cantaloupes.” Molly shrugged, clearly oblivious to Rachel’s search for eye protection and her extreme disinterest in the suggestion.

      “Are you equating cantaloupe to breasts, because men like breasts?” Rachel asked, even though she knew she shouldn’t have continued engaging in Molly’s dating cray-cray.

      “See! You’re catching on.” Molly nodded enthusiastically.

      Rachel shook her head. She would not be doing that.

      “If you use two lemons, it’s a totally different subliminal message.”

      “For guys who like small breasts?” Stop. Asking.

      Questions. Rachel.

      “No, silly. Guys love having their”—Molly tipped her sunglasses to the edge of her nose and looked pointedly at Rachel’s crotch area—“ahem squeezed.”

      Molly further illustrated this point by making two fists and squeezing.

      Rachel didn’t have the equipment Molly referred to, but she still felt the urge to cross her legs. See, when life tossed lemons at Rachel, she found a recipe on Pinterest and squeezed a pitcher of lemon martinis for an impromptu girls’ night soiree. Sometimes, if she was feeling bold with her lemons, she’d mix up a pitcher of whiskey smash instead. She didn’t squeeze them to make a sexual point.

      Rachel twisted her lips, paused her stride, and shook her head. “We’re done. Change of subject.”

      Then she stuck her head back into the depths of the beach bag filled with snacks and extra gear and just-in-case bandages and water bottles. Where the heck had she put those damn glasses? Gah.

      “Good call, Rach. Because that’s the worst advice I’ve ever heard.” A throaty male voice with a hefty dose of southern drawl came from behind them.

      Rachel paused. She knew that voice like the inside of her handbag.

      Don’t get her wrong. The southern accent was nice. Sometimes if he said the right thing with extra southern mixed in, it made her tingly and her tummy twist in ways that weren’t bad. Not bad at all. Actually, the twisting was sorta good. Which was bad.

      Blurgh.

      Of course, it would be Travis.

      “Don’t go around squeezing a guy’s nuts. We don’t like that.” Travis knew where his sunglasses were because he pulled them from the bridge of his nose, folded them carefully, and tucked one end into the front of his shirt.

      If he kept up that look, pretty soon he’d be wearing loafers with no socks. He could probably pull off the look, though, and still knock all the ladies out with his brand of handsome.

      Travis was a hottie. The worst kind of hottie—the kind who knew it, embraced it, and owned it. He was also untethered, immature, and irresponsible.

      Short blond hair with a bit of an unintentional Superman-esque wave, muscles because he embraced his hotness, worked out, and apparently didn’t eat Puffle Yums, and the kind of symmetrical features that probably turned on even facial recognition software. Yes, the symmetry of his face was that good.

      Rachel did not like Travis’s brand of hottie knowledge, preferring the kind who had no clue they were attractive. They were so much nicer to her.

      Rachel ignored him, shoving her face back into her bag on her sunglasses search.

      She didn’t have to look up to see him shaking his head; she knew intuitively that’s what he was doing. Probably closing his eyes in a half-lidded what-the-fuck, this-is-ridiculous eye roll he did so well.

      “Some of you do.” Molly laughed, lighthearted, the subtle hint of flirt in her tone that Travis ate up. “Like the squeeze thing, I mean.”

      Travis laughed. “Rach, you know how you say I never take anything seriously?”

      Yes, she did.

      “I take my stance here extremely seriously.” He gave her a smolder and a wink that made her nearly—only nearly—forget who he was, where they were, and why he was a bad idea.

      Between him and Molly, it was like a big ol’ flirt bomb had decimated the Little League field.

      Molly was dancing the dance to hand deliver Travis right to Rachel.

      Which was…blah.

      Of course, Molly wouldn’t try for Travis herself. Rachel had suggested it, but Molly said that would be, and Rachel was quoting here, “weird.”

      Rachel mentally batted Travis away like the unreliable annoyance he had proven over and over to be.

      “Tell Rachel and me more about what you’d prefer squeezed,” Molly said, right on cue.

      Rachel extracted her head from her bag, wishing that Molly had not just asked that. But, oh boy, she had. “Or you could, you know, not do that.”

      Travis grinned. “I’d love to tell you what to squeeze.”

      “I just said not to.”

      “But did you mean it?”

      “Yes.”

      “You sure?”

      “Travis.” She turned to face him, squaring her shoulders.

      “Yes, Rachel?” he drawled.

      “Knock it off.” She used her mom tone. The one that, generally, got her what she wanted.

      Molly smiled. “You two, this is great.”

      Rachel scowled. She gave up on her sunglasses search and went back to marching toward the benches.

      Molly let well-timed laughter tumble over the thick air among them. “What would you suggest, then?”

      “I suggest we go be adults and watch the baseball warm-ups,” Rachel said. Fine, it was more of a huff.

      Travis stood, thoughtful. Too thoughtful. Travis didn’t do thoughtful. This was new.

      “There are so many other things you can do down there—don’t go squeezing around. Do you want me to start a list of things men enjoy?” he said to Rachel with another hefty dose of charisma.

      Rachel’s stomach did the flippy good, but also bad, thing. “I know what men enjoy.”

      She didn’t, not really. But she could probably make a few good guesses.

      “I’d love to hear what you think Travis would enjoy,” Molly said.

      “I can start at the waistband and work my way down?” Travis continued.

      Gah. This, right there, was why Travis drove her up the wall.

      “I think I’ll stick with the squeezing thing Molly suggested.” Truly, Rachel just wanted him to stop talking about it. “Hard. With fingernails.”

      Did she imagine it or did he cross his legs just a touch?

      “Nope.” Travis pinched his lips closed and shook his head. “Don’t squeeze the boys. I can speak for all men when we say ‘no’ on this one.”

      “You speak for all men on this subject?” Rachel asked without adding even the thinnest coffee filter to her thoughts before they vocalized right from her lips. “Literally, all of them?”

      “Of course not,” Travis said lightly. “Just every man I’ve ever met and every one I’ll ever meet.”

      “The produce manager will get upset if I lick the lemons.” The words tumbled from Rachel’s lips before she fully processed their meaning.

      She couldn’t help it, her cheeks burned, and she was pretty sure she’d turned the color of the red accent wall in her living room as her mind played a film reel of licking Travis’s lemons.

      Yikes. No. Nada on a banana. That would not happen.

      “Rach.” He grinned, the slow way he drawled her nickname making her cheeks burn brighter. “You never cease to surprise me.”

      One-hundred-percent inappropriate, that’s what this was. Because, first of all, his brand of irresponsible didn’t just land on the playboy square of the game. His misguided style landed every-freaking-where. Taking nothing seriously was literally his thing.

      What was the second of all? Oh, right, right, right, he was Gavin’s brother. Okay, fine, they were only friendly co-parents who shared a couple of kids, but he was Gavin. Her ex Gavin. She was Rachel. His ex Rachel. This definitely went on the list of reasons.

      The fact was, this was Travis, and he drove her bonkers

      99.9 percent of the time, and that was plenty of reason for her to force her mind to not think of his lemons or zucchini or…you know what? Rachel was going to go full carnivore and just avoid the produce aisle from here on out.

      If she needed vegetables or fruit, she’d just hit up the frozen variety in the freezer section.

      “You can’t just walk in here and say something’s a bad idea without a suggestion as to what would be a good idea.” Molly’s eyes danced in the way that Rachel just knew she was plotting yet another not-so-subtle shove in her direction.

      “I promise, any suggestions I give will have nothing to do with produce,” Travis said, slow and deliberate. “I shop at the supermarket, too. I don’t want to have to explain to my nephews what their mama is doing to the pineapple.”

      “I’m not doing anything to the pineapple,” Rachel said, her voice raising before she quickly caught herself and hissed, “that’s my point.”

      Here he was stealing her point without even so much as a please may I have it?

      Travis leaned closer, so only a foot of space separated them, enough that it should’ve been plenty. Yet even though it was a full foot of space, it felt like only a fraction of that. Like it was just the two of them there at the baseball field. His eyes held hers, her heart beat faster, her stomach twisting itself into lemony, whiskey-flavored knots.

      “You make lewd gestures with a mango, we’ll have to have a private discussion about appropriate uses for groceries,” he said, utterly serious.

      Blurgh. Gah.

      She scowled at him.

      He didn’t seem to care, settling in stride with her as the trio continued toward the bench.

      “So she sticks to obviously sexual fruits and vegetables.” Molly nodded with her train of ridiculous thought.

      What the hell was an obviously sexual fruit?

      “No tropical fruits,” Molly tossed in, continuing. “Stick to the basics.”

      Rachel stared openly at Molly like she was fresh in the act of molesting produce.

      “I cannot believe I’m participating in this conversation,” Rachel said under her breath.

      Travis’s eyes glimmered. “I don’t know, the conversation keeps getting more and more interesting. Makes me wonder where it’s going next.”

      “Nowhere, it’s going nowhere,” Rachel mumbled, tripping a little over a crack in the sidewalk.

      The stumble was slight, barely there, but Travis’s hand hovered at her elbow, apparently ready to save her from biffing it.

      That was nice of him.

      He rarely did nice with Rachel. Not really.

      He dished out the critical and sarcastic just fine, however. Then she doled it right back at him.

      Truthfully, it became exhausting.

      “Feels like it’s going somewhere,” he said, as though he knew this for certain.

      Blood flowed to her cheeks, and she would bet money soon she’d have hives. “Please, stop.”

      He took her in for a moment, studied her with those deep blue eyes—like he really saw her. The feeling made her shiver all over.

      “Maybe we should start over. Say hello and pretend we never had this conversation about groceries,” Travis suggested.

      “Excellent,” Rachel said, eyes focused straight ahead so she didn’t trip again or get caught in his eyes once more.

      “Trav!” Molly bounced along the path with them. “Good to see you here. What are you up to these days?”

      “Not a thing other than watching my two favorite nephews win this here ballgame,” he replied, laying on his southern accent thicker than necessary, letting the full twang hang out.

      If you asked Rachel, he should have to have a license when he wielded that thing. Some unsuspecting woman might just get smacked upside the head by the sheer sensual sounds he could produce.

      His brothers didn’t wield their accents like that. They both seemed to cover the twang, to blend in with the other Coloradans.

      Not. Travis.

      Rachel paused mid-step when Kellan threw the ball across the field with remarkable precision for an eight-year-old. The kid lit up when the ball made it home.

      His brother, Brady, wasn’t so into baseball, but he played because his brother wanted to play. Rachel hadn’t yet been able to extract from him an extracurricular activity that he would be truly excited about. He seemed content to do whatever Kellan wanted to do. Contentment, however, didn’t bring him joy.

      If there was one thing Rachel had learned from watching Marie Kondo, she needed to find something that sparked Brady’s joy.

      The joy Kellan had on the baseball field.

      “Rachel, how are you doing this fine afternoon?” Travis asked, his words low like he meant them for only her, even though Molly was right there with them.

      Rachel slid her gaze to him. He was staring at her, and not like she was funny. Not like he’d been staring before.

      She cleared her throat. “Great. I’m great.”

      “Gavin couldn’t make it,” Travis said, his voice low and, God bless the man, sympathetic.

      “I know. He called. I guess you drew the short straw?” she asked, her gut plummeting.

      The boys didn’t get to see their dad as often as she’d have preferred—Gavin traveled a lot for the work he did with the family company. He’d taken over management of the Puffle Yum foundation, charitable work that he seemed to approach the same way Brady approached baseball. Like it was just something to do to pass the time.

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” Travis asked, feigning insult and refocusing on the field. “I came to watch my nephews kick some ass on the field.”

      Used to be, the boys would trip all over themselves for Gavin’s attention. Lately, they seemed to have resigned themselves to the fact that he had other priorities. Rachel did her best to fill their lives up so much, they didn’t notice when Gavin couldn’t be there.

      Rachel took the last steps to the park bench where she usually watched the games—away from the stands, but still with a full view of the game.

      “Good thing I got here when I did.” Travis looked straight ahead, his eyes moving from Kellan to Brady and back again. “I consider it my civic duty to save men’s balls from the vise grip of the mommy brigade.”

      Oh, look, the rest of the mommy brigade. Rachel waved to her other friends already in the stands. Maybe they’d come to her rescue.

      Happily married, perpetually chill April was their yoga-loving friend who also managed a blog, a podcast, and a web community. Brown hair always in a low ponytail, light complexion, and a smile that seemed to make a person relax on contact, April was the real deal. The Calm Mom, her brand, was popular all around the country. Her reach made sense, because April’s abundance of tranquility was impressive.

      She sat next to Kaiya, their resident multilevel marketing salesperson. With black hair cut in an A-line and flawless gold-toned skin, her words held a perpetual kindness that made everyone want to support her business. She sold all-natural skin care products she’d discovered while visiting family in Japan two years ago. The company was huge in Asia and becoming bigger and bigger every month in the States. The overnight serum was the most kick-ass cream Rachel had ever tried. Not to say that a serum could change a woman’s life, but Kaiya’s was just that good.

      “How do you meet women, Mr. Frank?” Molly asked, getting down to business.

      “Well, I’m glad you asked, Ms. Molly.” Travis settled in beside Rachel. “Because I meet women the old-fashioned way.”

      Don’t ask. Don’t ask. Don’t ask.

      “What’s the old-fashioned way?” Rachel asked.

      Dammit.

      He paused, looking from Rachel to Molly and back to Rachel. Something curled in Rachel’s belly and she couldn’t quite figure out what it was. The same feeling she always had when Travis was around. One part curiosity and two parts stay the hell away because, danger, danger. Player, player.

      “They come to me.” He grinned then, and that grin made Rachel seriously consider swiping right on his profile picture.

      “I suggest clients show off their strengths,” Molly said. “Do the things they’re good at. Attract a potential partner that way.”

      “Then I guess I’d be doing the laundry for him on the first date,” Rachel said. Laundry was one thing she was exceptionally good at. “Since I can get anything out of cotton, maybe we should meet at the laundromat. Offer to separate his colors. Bonus, if it doesn’t work out, I’ll still have the laundry done.”

      That was some seriously mommy logic going on right there.

      “You could tell him how much you like your laundry good and wet,” Molly said, the last word coming out on a sultry breath.

      “It makes sense. Besides, if you’re equating meeting a man to sex, then laundry is totally like sex,” Rachel added, apparently rolling with the nonsensical bouncing around the ball field.

      “I think you might have sex with the wrong people, if you’re comparing it to laundry.” Travis held up his hands. “I’m not judging. I’m just sayin’.”

      “Oh, come on. You’re telling me you’ve never thought of it like that?” Rachel asked.

      “Like a chore I have to do?” He seemed to take a mental inventory of his past partners. “Nope.”

      “It’s not that much of a stretch.” Rachel threw up her hands.

      Molly looked as unconvinced as Travis felt. She stayed silent, though, clearly letting Travis take lead on the inquisition.

      “Maybe you should explain it?” Travis asked, his expression unreadable.

      Rachel nodded, ready to dive in. “Okay, it’s like…”

      “This ought to be good.” Travis settled in.

      Rachel’s palms started to sweat, but she sallied forth. “It’s like, you have to do things in a specific order.”

      Rachel was all confidence as she did her best to explain the unexplainable.

      “And on certain days,” she continued.

      “Uh,” Molly started to speak.

      Travis apparently elected not to.

      “There’s a lot of bending over,” Rachel continued, because that much was true.

      This time both Travis and Molly remained totally silent. Rachel kept on going. There was a point here. She simply needed to get to it.

      “The first time, you don’t really know what you’re doing. It takes practice. You should always pretreat so it works out for all the garments involved.” Rachel didn’t even stumble over the words as she said them. “If you don’t, somebody’s going to be unhappy.”

      Travis’s eyes went a little wider, but other than that, his expression didn’t change.

      “When it’s over, the buzzer should go off,” she added, like this entire conversation made sense.

      Travis and Molly hadn’t moved at all during her tirade on laundry sex. They both stayed still.

      Because laundry sex made no sense at all.

      “Well, this episode of Find Rachel a Man has been real, but I’ve got a game to watch,” Rachel mumbled.

      “I guess more of the lecture on laundry sex has to wait,” Molly replied.

      “Or…” Travis said.

      Rachel paused at his voice. Molly turned toward him.

      “Or,” he started again. “You could use this as a learning experience. Let’s just call it the latest episode of How Not to Meet Men. We’ve covered the basics here today.”

      “You’re impossible.” Rachel turned her body as far away from him as she could. Which, unfortunately, wasn’t that far.

      “I’m reasonable,” Travis whispered so only she could hear.

      She turned, glared at him, but the look he was giving her made her want to ask him to do a load of his extra dirty… clothes.

      No. She shut her eyes. Rachel absolutely refused to think about Travis’s laundry. Or stroking a pineapple. Or anything else. She opened them again.

      “You’re the least reasonable person I know,” Rachel said under her breath.

      Travis kicked back, getting comfy on the bench. “I think if we’ve learned one thing here today, it’s that we need to expand your horizons.”

      Molly’s cheeks stretched wide with her smile. “Now we’re talking.”

      “No, we are absolutely not.” Rachel huffed.

      “I think we might be,” Travis murmured softly.

      Dammit, Rachel’s stomach did the flippy, floppy goodness oh-so-good acrobatics at what sounded like a Travis declaration.
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      TRAVIS

      Travis preferred to live in the realm of fact. Hey, don’t judge him by his past. This was true now. He’d learned things were easier with data backed up by indisputable evidence. He’d just taken the long way coming into that knowledge.

      Now, he understood there was fact and there was opinion.

      For example, it was a fact that the boys won their baseball game the evening before, after the uncomfortable squeezing conversation. No one, not even Rachel when she was on a tear, could dispute their win.

      It was, however, Travis’s opinion that his brother, Gavin, was the favorite of their parents. He based this on years of observation.

      Another fact was that Gavin didn’t regularly make his children a priority.

      The evidence? He flew to Boston for the summer instead of bringing his kids on the family summer sabbatical—the one that always took place during two full months at the Puffle Yum Twin Lakes retreat. The summer residence was a twelve-thousand square foot lakefront monstrosity with nine bedrooms, eight bathrooms, a pool, a buttload of open space, and a private dock for a couple of boats.
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