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        To the real life Toby, and his momma. I'm so fucking proud of you, girl, for finally choosing to live the life you deserve. And I wish you all the love and happiness in the world. Here's to you finding a Daddy of your very own someday soon!
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      It hadn’t taken long for her to grow bored with the interstate. As a child, she’d been the epitome of the ‘Are we there yet?’ cliché during long road trips. And by ‘long’, she meant anything more than a half an hour on the road.

      Apparently, she wasn’t much better as an adult. She’d left her tiny little Nebraska hometown with grand ideas about a life-changing trip, which would end with her settling down somewhere new and exciting for a fresh start. But she’d barely even made it across the state line before she’d decided to ditch the ‘recommended’ option on her GPS for a more scenic—though, to her disappointment, not much more interesting—route.

      Which was how she found herself far off the beaten path, several hundred miles and a three-day drive from the only home she’d ever known when her car began to shake. Then lurch forward, before the engine simply gave out right there on the side of the road.

      “Well, fuck,” she muttered, turning the key several times in the hopes of bringing the ancient vehicle back to life before giving up and yanking the key from the ignition. “What are we supposed to do now, Toby?”

      The well-loved stuffed dog in her passenger seat simply stared back, unblinking. Toby was great for many things, including endless bouts of middle-of-the-night tears, but he wasn’t a whole lot of help when it came to offering suggestions. He just sat there in the passenger seat, watching her intently, waiting for her to come up with a plan.

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, she scanned their surroundings. Not only were they a good way off the interstate, they seemed to be a good way from… everything. The road was fairly straight and flat, making it seem as though she could see for miles and miles.

      And what she could see was a whole lot of nothing, unless you counted the towering pines on either side of her.

      Shit.

      Grabbing her phone from the cup holder, she tapped the screen and stared at the dozens of icons, silently debating the best choice of action. If she called her dad, he would come running to save her. But he was back home in Nebraska, so even if she wanted him to come to her rescue, she’d still need to find somewhere to stay for a day or two until he could make it to South Carolina.

      More to the point, she didn’t actually want him to come. It felt too much like admitting defeat, and there was that little voice in her head whispering that if she went back home now, she’d never find the courage to leave again.

      “Dad is out, which means Mom and everyone else back home is out. So that leaves whoever is nearby.” Which, as far as she could tell just then, was absolutely nobody. “Maybe there’s a gas station up the road. Worth a try, right, Toby?”

      Taking his silence as agreement, she opened the map on her phone and searched for the closest station. Thank god she at least had cell service out here. And much to her relief, the map showed the was indeed a gas station a little over a mile away. Maybe they had a tow truck, or at least knew somebody who could cart her little car down to a garage.

      She hit the button to call the station. After about five rings, she was ready to give up when a gruff, obviously annoyed voice answered. “Hello?”

      So much for that famed Southern hospitality she’d always heard of. “Hello. Hi. Ah, I’m broken down on the road about a mile away and—”

      “Hello? Anybody there?”

      Dammit. Pulling her phone away from her ear, she glared at the single tiny bar in the top right corner of her screen. “Hi, can you hear me?”

      “Ma’am, I can’t understand a word you’re saying. You’ll need to call back.”

      When the call ended, she let out a short, frustrated scream. “Forget it! Toby, we’re walking. Come on.”

      Fueled by her growing anger at the situation, she grabbed the little white dog and settled him inside the cavernous tote bag she used for a purse. Danny had always teased her about it, but it had proven handy over the years, especially when there’d been so much paperwork and stuff to haul everywhere. Not to mention the dozens of bottles of medications he’d needed toward the end.

      Tears blurred her vision and she wiped angrily at them as she reached for the door handle. “Get a grip, Carly,” she muttered to herself. “Crying on the side of the road isn’t going to fix anything. Grow up.”

      Her resolve to walk to the gas station wavered the instant the car door swung open. Heat, heavier and more oppressive than anything she’d felt in her life slammed into her with the force of an NFL linebacker. It was so tempting to climb back into the relative coolness of her car and just wait to see if someone came along.

      But without air conditioning, the heat would turn her car into an oven before too long. And since she wasn’t particularly keen on being roasted alive, she forced herself out of the vehicle.

      It didn’t take long, however, for her to realize she was going to be baked like a turkey either way. How did people live like this?

      She’d just about decided to stretch out in the ravine beside the road and let nature have its way with her when the loud rumble of a vehicle reached her ears. A moment later, a giant, dark green pickup truck passed her and pulled onto the shoulder, blocking her path.

      Stopping several feet from the truck, she reached into her purse, her fingers seeking out the pepper spray her mama had bought her when she’d told her parents about her plans to move away from home. She was pretty sure mama had envisioned her using it to fend off muggers and rapists in the dark alleyways of whatever big city she eventually found herself in, not some redneck in a truck that just screamed he was compensating for something, but Carly imagined it would do the trick either way. Just as the truck’s driver side door swung open, her fingers wrapped around the slender tube and she gripped it tightly.

      But it wasn’t some big, scary looking man who stepped down out of the truck. It wasn’t, in fact, a man at all. The woman who jumped to the ground was almost comically short next to the huge truck. Her dark hair was cropped close in a style that managed to come across as practical and whimsical at the same time, and her eyes were hidden behind large aviator sunglasses.

      “That your Toyota back there on the side of the road?” Her voice didn’t match her pixie-like appearance. It was deeper than it should have been, smooth and rich like honey.

      Still keeping her distance, Carly forced a polite smile. “Yes. Unfortunately.”

      “Did you call for a tow?”

      There was more amusement than curiosity in the question, which had Carly’s brows drawing together in aggravation. “I tried, but the service out here sucks.”

      “That, it does. It’s better in town if you’d like a ride.”

      When Carly hesitated, the other woman closed the distance between them and held out her hand. “I’m Edie. Well, Edith, but nobody calls me that.”

      Releasing her death grip on the pepper spray, Carly stepped forward and tentatively clasped Edie’s hand in hers. “I’m Carly. Carly Peters.”

      “Nice to meet you, Carly. Now that we’re no longer strangers, would you like a ride into town or would you prefer to cook yourself to death out here in the sun?”

      “That depends. Are you going to kidnap me and keep me in your basement, then chop me up into tiny pieces?” It was a joke, but just barely. Carly wasn’t sure exactly what the statistics on female serial killers were, but the odds were probably in her favor that Edie was a perfectly normal, non-homicidal woman just looking to help out a stranger.

      Probably. But that small sliver of a percentage was worth the extra caution, as far as Carly was concerned.

      “Nah, too much work.” Letting go of Carly’s hand, Edie waved down the road, though what she was waving toward Carly wasn’t exactly sure. “If I need to get rid of a body, I’ve got pigs.”

      “I-I’m not really sure if you’re joking or not.”

      Edie’s grin flashed, but with her eyes still blocked by the sunglasses, Carly wasn’t sure exactly how to read her wide smile. “About the kidnapping? Yes. About the pigs, no. They’re vicious little bastards and are hands down the best way to dispose of a body.”

      “That’s… good to know, I guess.”

      “Right? But they’ve been fed today, so I promise you’re safe with me. If you want, I’ll take you into town and call Matty to come tow your car to his garage, get him to take a look at it for you.”

      She still wasn’t sure it was the smartest idea, climbing into a vehicle with a complete stranger in the middle of nowhere. But Edie seemed to know people who could help, so it did seem smart to leverage her knowledge. And Carly was fairly certain she could take her in a fight if it really came down to it. As long as the pigs didn’t get involved. There was also the whole ‘being baked alive’ thing to consider, which was what ultimately prompted Carly to follow the other woman over to the hopefully air-conditioned truck. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem at all. Hop on in.”

      Reaching back into her purse, Carly ran her hand over Toby’s fur for comfort before climbing up into the giant truck. Cold air blasted her in the face and she nearly wept with joy as her rescuer climbed in through the other door. Glancing over, Carly watched with amusement as Edie peered over the steering wheel. “How do you even drive this thing?”

      “Years of practice,” Edie said as she shifted gears and pulled back onto the road. “The real question is, how do you drive that hunk of metal back there? From the looks of you, that car is older than you are.”

      “A couple years short, actually. But it’s been reliable up until now.”

      “They always are until they aren’t. How far are you from home, honey?”

      “Far enough.” Getting a ride from a random woman in the middle of nowhere was one thing. Giving out personal information was another.

      But if Edie was put out by her non-answer, it didn’t show. “And what brings you all the way out to Lost River?”

      “My almost-as-old-as-me hunk of metal.”

      Edie laughed, a loud, delighted sort of whoop that seemed to fill the cab of the truck. “Smartass little girl. I like you.”

      Some of the tension between Carly’s shoulder blades eased. Maybe she wouldn’t end up being fed to Edie’s pigs after all. “Do you live around here?”

      “I do.” Glancing over, Edie shot her another one of those wide smiles. “You know how every town has that eccentric old widow everyone is friends with but also sort of scared of at the same time?”

      “Not outside of Hollywood, no. Why? Is your aunt the crazy old widow or something?”

      “I said eccentric, not crazy. And no, that would be me.”

      “Oh.” Grief, still raw enough to make her want to scream but familiar enough to be comforting in its own strange way, welled in Carly’s chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was years ago. Pastor Jim tells me Ken’s in a better place now, but I’m pretty sure he’s still hanging around the house, making sure I’m taking care of myself. He still gets cranky if I skip lunch.”

      Growing increasingly concerned about her rescuer’s state of mind, Carly simply sat and stared at her for a moment before asking the question burning on her tongue. “Your late husband gets mad at you if you don’t eat lunch?”

      “He gets his knickers in a twist over any number of things.” Edie snorted out a laugh. “Just last week Farmer Moody found a litter of puppies in his barn, no mama in sight. I spent all day taking care of them and finding them a good foster home. Managed to go the whole day without drinking a drop of water. Came home and found the tap running. I don’t know how he knew, but he knew, and I got the message loud and clear.”

      “I see.” She didn’t really, but then, who was she to judge how someone else processed their grief? Lord knew there were plenty of people back home shaking their heads at how she’d chosen to deal with hers.

      By the time Edie had finished her rambling story, they’d reached the edge of a town that looked like it had been plucked right out of a Hallmark Christmas movie. Adorable little Craftsman style homes lined the road, each with their own neat postage-stamp square of grass, and most of them surrounded by an explosion of colorful flowers. They weren’t perfect, though, not in the way they might be in a movie. Almost every yard was littered with toys, and several had small children running and playing and hollering the way only kids experiencing the joy found at the tail end of summer vacation could.

      Longing was an ache low in her belly, and she forced her gaze away from a little blonde girl with a head full of curls twirling in circles in her front yard, the poofy purple skirt of her princess dress flying around her as she spun.

      And then those sweet little houses gave way to what she supposed would be called the town center. Rows of shops, with a restaurant here or there, and a surprising number of people milling about. Like the homes they’d just driven past, it was quaint, but not quite Hollywood perfect. Which suited Carly just fine. She’d had enough of living her life like it was some kind of movie.

      “Did you have lunch?”

      Edie’s question drew Carly’s attention away from two women arguing in front of a florist shop. “Not yet. Are you going to tattle on me?”

      Unbothered by the teasing, Edie shrugged, another of those easy smiles stretching across her pixie-like face. “I might. But since I haven’t eaten either and I’d rather not get home and find all my kitchen cabinets hanging open again, we’ll stop in at Joe’s. We can call Matty from there. Odds are it’s going to take him a bit to get out to your car anyway, so we might as well enjoy the wait, right?”

      “Um, right. Yes.” It beat sitting on the side of the road, or walking through the thick South Carolina humidity, that was for sure. It could get hot back home in Nebraska, but nothing like what she’d experienced in those few minutes before Edie had picked her up.

      That same wall of heat and humidity smacked her in the face when she hopped back out of the truck, but at least this time she was somewhat prepared for it. Not that it was any less miserable, but at least she had time to brace herself for said misery.

      From the outside, Joe’s Diner didn’t look like much. In fact, other than the sign itself, there wasn’t much to distinguish it from the shops on either side.

      The inside wasn’t really anything that special, either, if she was honest. Cool, for which she was eternally grateful, and loud in a way that told her people came here to enjoy each other as much as the food.

      But if that food tasted half as good as it smelled, she was in for a treat. A greasy, tummy-cramping treat, she imagined, but her mouth was already watering. After almost two days of subsisting entirely on whatever could be found in a drive-thru, she was ready for some real, honest-to-goodness cooking.

      Without bothering to wait for a hostess or waitress or anything, Edie strode in and claimed a booth off in the far corner of the diner. Curious glances flicked their way as they passed occupied tables, and several people nodded a greeting in Edie’s direction.

      Small towns really were pretty much the same wherever you went, Carly mused with more than a little bitterness as she slid into the booth opposite Edie. It was odd being the interloper for once, instead of the town sweetheart. But as much as she hated the stares and the whispers, that anonymity comforted her.

      Here, nobody knew a damn thing about her. People might look at her with curiosity, they might wonder about her, and about what she was doing here. And if Edie was the eccentric figure she’d painted herself to be, they might even wonder what crazy thing she’d gone and gotten herself into now. But Carly found solace in the one thing missing from their curious looks. The one emotion she had never been able to stand seeing in the faces of people she’d known her entire life. The thing she’d escaped by running almost a thousand miles from the only home she’d ever known.

      For the first time in years, nobody was looking at her with pity in their eyes. And she finally felt like she could breathe again.
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      Matt Crawford was on the other side of town when he got the call. Sandwich in one hand, barely tasting the ham and cheese as he hurried it down his throat in the few minutes he had for lunch, he reached into his pocket with his free hand and pulled out his insistently buzzing phone.

      “Yeah,” he grunted around a mouthful as he pressed the device against his ear.

      “Hey, Matty. Need a favor. There’s a Corolla over on sixty-one, about a mile east of old man Faulkner’s, that needs a tow.”

      “Can’t today.” Even as he spoke, his mind worked through who in town had a Corolla, and more importantly, how much of a fuss they were going to make over having to wait in line.

      “It’s kind of an emergency. We have a visitor.”

      “We always have visitors,” he argued back. Being as close to Charleston as they were, plenty of tourists wandered through on their way to or from. Enough to keep the town coffers pretty full from what he understood, but not so many that it disturbed the peace. Which was just how he liked it.

      “Consider it a personal favor, then.”

      That had his eyebrows winging up in surprise. It wasn’t often Edie McDowell asked for a favor, at least where an animal wasn’t concerned. What was it about this mystery visitor that had her reaching out?

      It was his own curiosity more than anything that had him agreeing. “All right. I’ll see what I can do, but it might be a while. Does this visitor of yours need a ride anywhere?” Might as well offer to play chauffeur while he was at it.

      “Got that all taken care of. Thanks, Matty. I owe you one.”

      “I’m holding you to that,” he grumbled before ending the call and shoving the phone back in his pocket, all the while mentally arranging what needed to be done right away and what could wait until he got back.

      At his feet, Elmo chuffed softly, his round eyes peering directly into Matt’s soul before moving to the last bit of sandwich and back to Matt’s face. Not even bothering to sigh, Matt held the sandwich out. With a grace most people wouldn’t have attributed to a dog his size, Elmo plucked the treat from his owner’s hand and seemingly swallowed it whole.

      “You could at least do me the honor of tasting the food you steal from me, you big oaf.”

      Elmo didn’t bother pretending to be ashamed. His goofy face split into the wide pitty-grin that had been Matt’s downfall since the day Edie had brought him in the shop and all but forced Matt to adopt him.

      Well, he’d let Edie think she’d been forcing him. In reality, it had been love at first sight. But that was a secret Matt was determined to take to his grave.

      “Come on, ‘Mo. Let’s go tell Jack what’s up.”

      The sound of metal clanging against metal greeted him as he stepped out of the cool office and back into the sweltering heat of the shop. A southern man born and raised, he was used to the brutal summers, but there was no doubt it was still absolutely vicious in the garage.

      Scowling down at the faded and peeling blue paint of the sedan he was currently attempting to breathe new life into, Jack Hanson wiped his hands on the oily rag he kept on him at all times. Jack was a solid forty years Matt’s senior, built like Clemson’s entire defensive line, and the best damn mechanic Matt had ever known. He was eternally grateful Jack had come with the garage when Matt had purchased it from the previous owner. “I swear, if Mrs. Harrison ever sells this damn thing, we’ll be out of business.”

      “Not quite, but it would certainly put a dent in our bottom line.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Smacking the hood, Jack turned to face Matt, his wide face easing into a smile. “That’ll have to do for now. What’s next?”

      Matt mentally scanned their queue. “New tires for the Landrys’ minivan, Kayla’s car is supposedly making that clanking sound again, and we’ve got three oil changes lined up. And I need to go fetch a tourist’s car from out by old man Faulkner’s place.”

      Jack’s eyebrows rose on the last one. “That’s at least an hour and half there and back, not counting the time it’ll take you to get the car up on the truck.”

      “I know. I told Edie it would need to wait until tomorrow but—”

      That earned him one of the old man’s rare smiles. “Edie is Edie. Understood. Go on, then, I’ll take care of things here.”

      “Already let Edie know it wouldn’t be right away. I’ll at least get those tires on before I head out.”

      “Sounds good. Rex should be in by then, once he rolls out of whoever’s bed he stumbled into last night.”

      Matt couldn’t help but grin at that. Rex Carrington was an excellent mechanic, but Matt had given up long ago trying to get him in the door before noon. Since it often allowed Matt to use the afternoons for paperwork instead of letting it pile up, he couldn’t complain too much. “All right. Tires, then I suppose I’ll go rescue Edie’s stranded tourist.”

      With a grunt, Jack rounded the hood of Mrs. Harrison’s sedan and wedged himself into the driver’s seat. The engine roared to life, a testament to the work they’d put in over the years, and he guided the old boat through the bay doors and back out to the parking lot.

      They made quick work of the tires, quick enough that Matt was tempted to stick around and knock out an oil change or two. But by that time, Rex had finally shown up and was hard at work identifying the source of the mysterious noise in a truck with enough miles on it to have driven around the world a dozen times or so, which left Jack free to practically shove Matt out of his own garage.

      Satisfied they had things under control, Matt snagged a bottle of water from the fridge and downed half of it before he made it to the tow truck, Elmo following at his heels the entire way. He shot Edie a text letting her know he was headed out, then cranked the ancient tow truck into gear. With Hank blaring from the speakers, Matt pulled out onto the road.

      “All right, ‘Mo. Let’s go rescue this tourist.”

      Elmo didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the situation, which was pretty much par for the course. Any excuse to ride in a vehicle was a good excuse as far as he was concerned. When they hit the highway, Matt rolled the windows down so Elmo could stick his head out, his cheeks flapping in the wind the entire way.

      Goofy ass dog.

      But Matt had to admit that even with the sweltering heat and humidity, there was nothing quite like riding with the windows down, with his dog by his side and old country music on the radio. It was almost enough to make him forget how annoyed he was with the situation by the time he spotted Edie’s truck parked behind the most beat up Corolla he’d ever laid eyes on.

      Shaking his head, Matt made a wide U-turn so he could position the tow truck in front of the vehicle before climbing down.

      “You sure this piece of crap is worth the tow?” he called out to Edie, who was climbing out of her giant green monster at the same time.

      Edie’s laugh was loud and a little too delighted for Matt’s comfort. “Maybe you should ask the owner.”

      “Where is he?”

      “She is right here,” an unfamiliar female voice said as the most gorgeous woman Matt had ever laid eyes on rounded the hood of Edie’s truck. Wide blue eyes regarded him with amusement from a face he would have sworn before that moment could only have been found in Hollywood.

      And that body. Jesus. His palms physically itched with the need to grab a hold of those generous curves.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat shocked him out of his temporary stupor, and he only just stopped himself before checking to see if he had drool on his chin. He did allow himself a quick glare for an increasingly amused-looking Edie. “Ah, sorry, ma’am. I just assumed. What seems to be the problem?”

      “Heck if I know.” There was a hint of the Midwest and more than a little impatience in her tone. “It was working, and now it’s not. If I knew why, I wouldn’t very well need you, now would I?”

      Sassy little brat. Now his palm itched for an entirely different reason. He hadn’t gotten the full 360 view yet, but he had a suspicion the woman in front of him had an ass just begging for a disgruntled Daddy’s discipline.

      Down, tiger.

      “Fair enough, Miss…?”

      “Carly. Just Carly is fine. Oh!” Everything about her seemed to light up with joy, transforming her from beautiful to fucking breathtaking. “Is that your dog? What’s his name?”

      Before he could stop her, she’d rushed over to the passenger door of his truck, where Elmo’s head was currently stuck out of the window, watching the excitement unfold.

      “His name is Elmo, but he doesn’t… like strangers.”

      The warning turned out to be completely unnecessary. Not only was Elmo refraining from his usual warning growl, he was absolutely basking in the attention as Carly rubbed his head and cooed at him, telling him what a good, pretty boy he was.

      He was not jealous of his dog.

      Okay, maybe a little jealous. Mostly of all the rubbing. Though it wasn’t exactly his head he wanted her hands on.

      “Matty, you’re drooling again,” Edie murmured, not bothering to hide her amusement at the situation.

      “Shut up, Edie,” he muttered before raising his voice again to get the blonde beauty’s attention. “Ma’am? Do you need to get anything out of your car before I put it up on the truck?”

      “Oh.” Still petting Elmo, Carly glanced over, worry clouding the bright blue of her eyes. “Do you think it’s going to take very long?”

      “Not sure. I can’t give you an estimate until I get a good look at it, and I’ve got a few other customers ahead of you.”

      Perfect white teeth nibbled at her bottom lip and he was filled with a sudden, irrational desire to kiss her senseless right there on the side of the road. “Okay. Well, if I’m going to be stuck here overnight, I need to at least grab my duffel bag. Is there a hotel in town?”

      “Nonsense.” Stepping forward, Edie linked arms with her, tugging her gently away from Elmo. “No need in you spending money on a hotel when there’s plenty of room at my place.”

      Now it was Matt’s turn to send his friend a meaningful look. Collecting stray animals was one thing but letting a complete stranger crash with her was another thing altogether. What the hell was she up to?

      Carly’s eyes widened, letting him know he wasn't the only one surprised by Edie’s offer. “Oh, I couldn’t. I don’t want to impose.”

      “You won’t be,” Matt assured her as he rolled his eyes skyward. “Edie here just wants someone to help with all those damn animals.”

      Just as she had when she’d spotted Elmo, Carly lit up from within. And if Matt didn’t know any better, he was watching a Little girl teetering right on the edge of her Little space. “The farm! I can’t believe I forgot. What kind of animals do you have? Other than the pigs that you may or may not have used to dispose of a body or two.”

      Jesus tapdancing Christ, Edie.

      “More than my fair share, though most of them are still looking for good homes. Come on, let’s get your bags and I’ll take you to meet the crew.”

      “Well… if you’re sure.”

      Judging by the longing on her face, nothing short of an intervention from the Almighty himself could have kept Carly away from that farm. Edie would get some help for the evening, and Carly would have a place to stay. It was an excellent solution, all the way around.

      So why did he feel so damn uneasy about it?
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      Edie’s home may have been the closest thing to heaven Carly had ever laid eyes on.

      It wasn’t just the gorgeous old farmhouse with the wrap around porch surrounded by literal explosions of colorful flowers. Or the comfortable-looking rocking chairs situated on said porch, just begging a body to come and sit and rest awhile, maybe drink a glass of iced tea. She’d bet anything Edie kept fresh, homemade sweet tea on hand at all times.

      But what really tipped the scales was the noise. Bleating, squawking, barking, and what seemed like a dozen other sounds she couldn’t identify alerted her to the presence of a small zoo of animals, just as Matt had promised.

      Her stomach did a funny little flip as she recalled the gruff mechanic and the look he’d given Edie before they’d left. There hadn’t been anything inherently sexual about that look, but the butterflies in Carly’s stomach couldn’t seem to tell the difference.

      No, that had been a look of warning, pure and simple. Carly still wasn’t sure what he was warning Edie about, but there was no mistaking the intent in his gaze. And some not-insignificant part of her wondered what it would be like to have that intent directed at her. Danny had never so much as looked at her crossly, other than at the end when he’d gotten so sick he barely recognized her half the time. And those bursts of temper had never given her the funny, fluttering feeling she’d gotten from that single look Matt had leveled at Edie.

      “Welcome to the madness.”

      Edie’s cheerful pronouncement jolted Carly out of her memories, and she forced a smile for her hostess. “It’s wonderful. How many animals do you have?”

      “Let’s see.” Killing the engine in the truck, Edie climbed down, gesturing for Carly to follow. “You already know about the pigs. But on top of that, I’ve got four chickens I keep around for egg-laying purposes. Blanche, Dorothy, Rose, and Sophia—collectively known as the Golden girls, or The Bitch Club as they are sometimes less affectionately called. Two goats, a cow, a cage full of rabbits—five at last count but they’ve probably tripled in the time it took me to run my errands today—three pups, and innumerable barn cats scattered around the place. The chicks, the pigs, and the cats are pretty permanent fixtures, but the others come and go. Any time somebody within a hundred-mile radius needs a foster and can’t find anyone else, they end up here. Usually for just a few weeks, but Luna has been here nearly a year.”

      “Luna?”

      “The cow. Her momma abandoned her, and the farm she was on didn’t have the manpower to feed her by hand. We were supposed to find her a new home once she’d been weaned but, well, I did a bad thing.”

      “What bad thing?”

      “I fell in love.” Judging by her grin, Edie didn’t feel too sorry about it. “Broke my own damn rule about not getting too attached. Keep telling myself I’ll find her a nice family someday, but we both know it’s a lie.”

      “That’s so sweet. Can I meet Luna?”

      “Sure thing. Do me a favor and grab a bag of that chicken feed out of the back, would ya? We’ll check in on the girls and everyone else on our way to meet Luna.”

      Happy to be helpful, since it made her feel less like an intrusion, Carly climbed up onto the tailgate Edie had dropped while they were talking and picked up a bag of feed. Edie hauled two different bags onto her shoulders before jumping down with a grace Carly couldn’t help but envy, especially since her own dismount from the truck bed was much clumsier.

      “Careful,” Edie warned with a chuckle when Carly stumbled. “Matty will have my hide if I let you get hurt.”

      “Matt? Why?” That look flashed back into Carly’s mind, making her heart race. What would it be like to have a man look at her like that?

      And what did Edie mean when she said he’d have her hide?

      “He gets a little… protective.”

      “Oh. I mean, even if something happened, it’s not like I’m going to sue you or anything. He doesn’t need to worry.”

      This time Edie’s laugh was long and loud and filled with delight. “Oh, honey. Matty knows I can take care of myself. It’s you he’s worried about.”

      “Me?” Stopping dead in her tracks, Carly swung around to face Edie, nearly dropping her bag of feed in the process. “Why would he be worried about me? He just met me five minutes ago!”

      “Doesn’t seem to matter to men like that.” Even with two heavy bags on her shoulders, Edie managed a nonchalant shrug. “You didn’t see the way he looked at you, did you?”

      “I saw the way he looked at you. I just sort of assumed…”

      “Matty and me?” Throwing her head back, Edie let loose another one of those loud laughs. “Not a chance. For starters, he’s far too young for me.”

      “What? How old is he?”

      “Thirty come September, if memory serves.”

      “And you, what? Turned thirty last month? Oh no, the horror.”

      “Bless your sweet little heart. You just made my day. No, I just had my thirty-sixth birthday in February.”

      “First of all, I don’t believe you. But even if you’re telling the truth, that’s still not a huge age difference.”

      The corners of Edie’s mouth tightened, though her smile didn’t falter. “I learned my lesson about falling for people younger than me a long time ago. But since we’re sharing our dirty little secrets, how old are you?”

      “Twenty-five next month.”

      “Really?” Edie’s eyebrows shot up straight to her hairline. “I would have pegged you for closer to thirty. It’s the eyes. You can always tell by someone’s eyes how much life they’ve lived, and yours are a hell of a lot older than twenty-four.”

      “Some of us live a lot of life in a short period of time.” And that was all she really wanted to say about it. She hadn’t packed up her entire life and driven hundreds of miles from home just to drag all that grief and baggage along with her.

      Apparently taking the hint, Edie inclined her head. “Fair enough. Let’s go introduce you to the gang.”
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      The animals turned out to be even more fun than Carly had expected. The twin baby goats, Vinny and Billy—short, apparently, for Vincent van Goat and Billy Nye the Science Goat—had been her favorites. They’d gone absolutely nuts when they’d spotted her and Edie coming with food. And they were much more playful and cuddly than Carly had expected. Then there were The Golden Girls, who had been abnormally well behaved according to Edie, which made Carly absolutely certain she didn’t want to see them in Bitch Club mode.

      Two of the three dogs had warmed right up to her, and though the third had been a bit more wary, he’d been jumping on top of her along with his siblings in no time. She’d never had a dog of her own, other than Toby, and she tried to keep Edie’s rule about not getting attached in mind as she’d played with the little rascals.

      The pigs, well, she’d given them a wide berth. Even with Edie’s assurances they were perfectly harmless, she wasn’t quite ready to trust them.

      Sweet little Luna had claimed her heart, though. When Edie had placed a carrot in Carly’s hand and nudged her toward the pasture where Luna was watching them from the other side of the fence, Carly hadn’t been too sure about offering her the treat. But then Luna had plucked it from her grasp and given Carly a look of such pure adoration, she’d fallen headfirst in love with her then and there.

      “Pretty girl,” she murmured, stroking the soft muzzle as Luna happily munched on her carrot.

      Grinning, Edie stepped up and patted the cow’s neck. “Found you an easy mark, huh?”

      “How could anyone look at this face and say no?”

      “I’ll let you know if I ever find anyone who can. You can hang out here with Luna a little longer or you can come inside and get settled in your room.”

      “I suppose the responsible thing to do would be to get settled.” Still petting Luna’s nose, Carly sighed. Going inside, calling her parents to let them know what was going on, all of that was what she should do. But all she wanted to do was stay outside with Edie’s menagerie and soak up all those puppy snuggles and Luna’s obvious adoration.

      “Maybe. But what’s the fun in doing the responsible thing all the time?”

      “I dunno. I haven’t had much of a chance to be irresponsible.” Shit. She hadn’t meant to say that. For as long as she was stuck in Lost River, she was determined not to give anyone a reason to pity her. Painting on a bright smile, she gave Luna one last pat and turned to her host for the evening. “And anyway, I want a peek at that gorgeous house of yours.”

      “Sure.” Edie’s breezy tone did nothing to hide her curiosity, not when there was still that hard glint of it in her eyes. “Of course, now I’m feeling like the house might not live up to what you’re expecting.”

      Except it did, and more. From the pale blue of the walls to the eclectic collection of antiques in every room, Edie’s house was more than welcoming. It was… cozy, Carly decided as she gently lowered herself onto a queen-sized bed framed with twisting wrought iron that reminded her of something straight out of a late 19th century period drama. A couple testing bounces told her it was plenty sturdy and she threw herself backward onto the mattress with a happy sigh.

      Lost River wasn’t where she’d expected to find herself. But there were certainly worse places in the world to be stranded for a day or two. And, if she was being honest, she hadn’t really expected to find herself anywhere specific. So why not here, in this gorgeous house, surrounded by a bunch of sweet, fuzzy animals?

      Because a hotel would be safer, dumbass. Who stays the night with someone they just met?

      The nagging little voice had a point. But dammit, Edie was so nice. And female serial killers were like, one in a million, right?

      Right.

      Her mama was going to flip her lid when she found out. Groaning at the thought, Carly rolled off the bed and forced herself to drag her feet over to where she’d dropped her bags on her way into the room. She tugged Toby from the oversized tote, along with her phone, and made her way back to the bed. With Toby snuggled in her lap, she took a deep breath and hit the button to dial her mama.

      “Hi, baby! Where are you? Did you stop at a hotel for the night? That app you had us download says you’re in South Carolina. Charleston, it looks like? Is it beautiful there?”

      Carly’s vision blurred and she blinked rapidly at the unexpected tears. Of all the things she’d prepared herself for, she hadn’t expected to miss her parents so much in just a few short days. “I’m actually just outside of Charleston. The car broke down but it’s okay. A local woman stopped and rescued me and got someone to tow it to his garage. I think it’ll be fixed by tomorrow and I’ll be back on the road.”

      “Oh, honey. What’s wrong with the car? Do you need us to send you some money?”

      “Mama, I keep telling you, I’m fine.” Tugging at Toby’s ear, she debated how much to say, but honesty was usually the best policy. She didn’t know how, but her mama always found her out when she was lying. Always. “Anyway, I’m saving a bit of money. Edie—the lady who rescued me—she’s letting me stay with her until the car is fixed.”

      “You’re staying at a stranger’s house? I don’t know about that, Carly…”

      “It’s fine, mama.” Although, hearing her own doubts echoed in her mama’s voice was making her rethink the whole thing. But she was fairly certain she could take Edie in a fight. Maybe. If that whole ‘adrenaline gives you superhuman strength’ thing was true.

      Hmmm.

      “Well, you tell this Edie that if anything happens to you, I will be on the first plane to South Carolina and I will hold her personally responsible. And I want you to text me her full name and address so I know who to hunt down if you get hurt.”

      “I’ll do that. I think we’re going out to dinner soon, so I gotta go.” Okay, so Edie hadn’t specifically said anything about dinner, but it was getting late. “Just wanted to check in and let you know what’s going on.”

      “All right, honey. I love you. Be safe.”

      “I will. Give dad a hug for me when he gets home. I love you, mama.”

      When the call ended, she dragged Toby up into her arms, pressing her face into his soft fur. The tears she refused to shed sat in a giant lump in her throat, and her heart felt as though it was being squeezed in a vice.

      She sat there, clutching Toby as tightly as she could until the urge to sob passed. Once it had, she took a deep breath and set him to the side, propped up against the pillows at the head of the bed. “I wish you could come exploring with me, buddy, but it’s probably best if you stay here for now. I promise once we find a new forever home, we’ll go all the places and do all the things. Okay?”

      Toby didn’t seem very happy about the arrangement, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. She couldn’t very well go wandering around a new town with a stuffed animal in tow.

      Then again, she would probably never see any of these people again after tonight, so did she really care what they thought of her?

      Yes, she did, as frustrating as it was. Maybe once she started her new life in whatever town she eventually landed in she’d be more fearless, but for today, she wasn’t willing to risk the stares and whispers.

      So, she left Toby behind and washed her face, even going through the trouble to add a little makeup before she changed into some fresh clothes and made her way downstairs to where Edie was moving about the kitchen, humming to herself.

      “Need any help?”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Edie grinned. “Nah. I’m just finishing up dinner for the rabbits. They mostly eat grass, but I like to give them some fresh veggies at least once a day. They go nuts for the stuff, which is partially why they stay penned up. My poor garden wouldn’t stand a chance, otherwise.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Once I finish up here, we can head back to town if you want, do a little exploring, grab ourselves some dinner. The gang should be all right for a few more hours.”

      “Is there anything fun to do in town?” Small towns, in her experience, weren’t exactly known for their thriving entertainment scenes.

      “This and that. You’ve got the usual with the movies and a couple places to eat. Oh, there’s the new laser tag place that just opened up, if you like that kind of thing.”

      “Laser tag?” She’d never been to laser tag before. By the time they’d gotten one anywhere close to her hometown, Danny had been far too sick to join her and she hadn’t had the heart to leave him behind. “That could be fun,” she said as nonchalantly as she could, given the excitement bubbling in her stomach.

      “Yeah?” Moving to the sink to wash her hands, Edie cocked an eyebrow in Carly’s direction. “I don’t know how it works. Do we need a team?”

      “I have no idea.” The laugh that burst out of her bordered on hysterical, sending Edie’s other eyebrow up to join its sister. “I’ve never been. But it seems like the kind of thing you should do at least once in your life, right?”

      “It’s not quite on par with traveling the world, but I suppose it could be bucket list worthy.”

      “You mean like one of those lists of things you want to do before you die?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      She and Danny had never made a list. The one time she’d suggested it, he’d just smiled and told her that marrying her would have been the only thing on his list. At the time, it had all felt so incredibly romantic.

      But this was her fresh start. Her second chance at, well, everything. “I need a list. And I don’t care what you say, laser tag is going right at the top.”

      Laughing, Edie wiped her hands on a towel. “If you’re really that invested, the shop will be closing soon. I could talk Taylor and Noelle into joining us.”

      “Are those your daughters?”

      “More like annoying little sisters, though not by blood. You’ll like them.”

      “Let’s do it.” Wincing at the pushiness of her own tone, Carly sent Edie an apologetic smile. “I mean, if you want to. It’s kind of spur of the moment.”

      With another one of those wide, easy grins, Edie tossed the towel on the counter and jerked her head toward the door. “The best things in life always are. Let’s go.”
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      “Ugh. Do they really have to do that here? I swear to god, if I’d known they’d be all over each other like this I never would have pushed them together.”

      From his spot beside the counter at McDowell Feed and Pet Supply, Matt fought back a smile as Noelle Grady glared at her brother, who was currently getting handsy with his girlfriend under the guise of helping her ‘stock the shelves’. Watching her brother grope anyone’s ass was probably bad enough, but since the ass in question belonged to Noelle’s best friend, there was an extra layer of ‘gross’ for poor Noelle.

      Matt was just happy to see his best friend happy. Happier than he’d ever seen him, which was saying something since Ian was typically a pretty sunshiney guy. The human equivalent of a golden retriever if Matt had ever seen one.

      “Let them enjoy themselves, Elle. They’re not hurting anyone.”

      “You don’t understand,” she shot back, her voice pitching up to a whine. “They’re not constantly at your apartment making out on the couch and practically fucking on your kitchen table.”

      “Constantly, huh?”

      “Okay, so it was like… once last week. But that’s still one time too many as far as I’m concerned. They live together, you’d think they’d have plenty of time to get all that out of their systems.”

      Ian chose that moment to give Taylor’s ass a particularly hard squeeze that had her yelping and blushing bright red as she looked over her shoulder to see if anyone had noticed.

      As far as Noelle knew, the yelp was just from Ian being too rough. But she didn’t know her brother quite as well as Matt did, and he couldn’t help but smirk as he wondered what kind of trouble sweet little Taylor had gotten herself into now. Over the past few months, Ian had fully embraced his role as her Daddy, and seeing as how Matt had taken on the role of Ian’s mentor and educator, he’d had the pleasure of watching them blossom into the kind of dynamic he himself had always expected to have.

      “Ugh.” Noelle’s grunt of disgust pulled his attention away from the happy couple. Scooping up Dunk, the white cat who lived at the shop and who was currently dressed up like a chicken in what he could only assume was some sick joke on Noelle’s part, she shot another glare towards Ian and Taylor. “Keep an eye on the store, would ya? I’m gonna go in the back and count the till. The sooner we get this place closed up, the better.”

      Frowning, he watched her turn to stomp towards the back, and he debated the wisdom of following her. Noelle had never been quite as bubbly and bouncy as Taylor, but she wasn’t usually so grouchy, either. Something was up, and as her honorary big brother, he figured he should at least offer a shoulder to cry on if she needed it.

      He’d just about made up his mind to follow her when the bells above the front door jingled. Edie strolled inside, a wide, suspiciously excited smile on her face. But it was the woman behind her who once again grabbed all of Matt’s attention. When her wide eyes landed on him, she smiled brightly and waved before zeroing in on Elmo, who was in the process of doing his best to break free of his leash to get to her.

      “Hello again, pretty boy,” Carly cooed, dropping to her knees in front of him.

      Which was exactly where Matt wanted her, but for completely different reasons.

      Jesus, Crawford. Get a grip.

      “Ian Grady, I would thank you very much not to manhandle my assistant while she is on the clock.” Edie’s cheerful instruction had Ian jerking his hand away from Taylor’s ass like it was a stove he’d suddenly realized was too hot. The pair of lovebirds turned around, their expressions almost comically horrified.

      “Edie! I thought you were taking the night off,” Taylor squeaked, smoothing a hand over her hair as if that might brush away the evidence of her and Ian’s little grope session. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Carly. Her car broke down outside of town earlier today so she’s staying with me until Matty can get her back on the road. Carly, the one looking all deliciously mussed is Taylor and…” Frowning, Edie glanced around until she spotted Noelle leaning against the doorframe that led to the back room. “And there’s Noelle. I imagine she’s got such a sour look on her face because her brother can’t keep his hands off her best friend’s ass and she’s worried about losing the bet we have running on when those two are gonna get hitched.”

      Ignoring Noelle’s shout of protest at her summation, Edie turned to Matt. “How’s the car looking, Matty?”

      “I poked around in the engine a bit, but nothing’s jumping out at me. Gotta get it up on the lift, but Rex is working on Billie’s truck again because she still hasn’t accepted the fact that no matter how many times she brings it to the shop, Rex isn’t going to fall at her feet and beg for that second chance she’s itching to give him. So I won’t be able to get Carly’s up there until the morning.”

      Carly had rocked back on her heels while he gave Edie the news, looking up at him with hope shining in those bright blue eyes. What did it say about him that all he could think of when he met her gaze was how she might look in that same position with his cock down her throat?

      Nothing good, he was fairly certain.

      “Do you think it’ll be fixed tomorrow?” she asked, and fuck if it didn’t kill him to have to dash that light in her eyes.

      “It depends on what’s wrong with it. But considering it wouldn’t start at all when we were trying to get it up on the truck, I wouldn’t count on it. I’ll need time to figure out what’s wrong and possibly order parts to fix whatever the problem is.”

      “Oh.” Sucking on her bottom lip, she glanced over at Edie and back up to him. “I don’t want to be a bother to you or Miss Edie.”

      Behind him, Noelle snorted out a laugh. “Miss Edie?”

      “Good lord, child. I’m not that old!” The horror in Edie’s voice had Matt coughing lightly to cover up the laugh he couldn’t quite contain.

      Pink blossomed on Carly’s cheeks. “I didn’t say you were old!”

      “You called me Miss Edie! Why don’t you go ahead and fill out my application at the old folks’ home while you’re at it!”

      “I didn’t mean it like that!”

      The color in Carly’s cheeks was growing deeper by the second and when her bottom lip began to tremble, she looked very much like a Little girl on the verge of a meltdown. Suddenly, the situation didn’t seem quite so humorous and he shot Edie a warning look. “Enough, Edie.”

      He’d expected her to snap at him, but the damned woman simply crossed her arms and leaned back against the table where she had this month’s specials laid out. If anything, she looked smug, not pissed.

      Which meant he’d played right into her hands without even realizing it.

      Goddammit.
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