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      In a small town, you should be nice to everyone. You may not know them, but you likely will in a bit.

      

      "Oh, Georgette Harris just waved to me." Ever lifted her free hand and wiggled her fingers as Chloe giggled on the other end of the line. Then she lamented, "They think I'm one of them."

      "Don't worry,” Chloe soothed her. “You'll never be one of them. However ..." The word trailed off and Ever's ears perked up. "I'm hoping you'll be one of mine."

      Ever took the bait. "One of your what?"

      "One of my bridesmaids! Specifically, my maid of honor."

      With an excited squeal of glee, Ever stomped her feet inside her large black SUV. Grinning and dancing, she punched a fist into the air. “Yes. I knew it. Orlando is a smart man. Tell him I said so.”

      “I will,” Chloe replied. “But I need an answer from you.”

      “Oh, please, you know—” But she was cut off as her heart jolted at the sudden knock on her window.

      Her head snapped to the left where a police officer rapped his dark-skinned knuckles against the glass as he bent down a little to peer in.

      “Shit,” Ever muttered.

      “What?” Chloe asked from the other end of the line.

      But there wasn't time to answer. Pulling the phone away from her head but not turning it off, Ever rolled down the window to the disturbingly good looking face of one Jackson Mayfair. “Can I help you, officer?”

      His eyes darted around the car, and she wondered what in the hell she could possibly get pulled over for in the middle of the damn carpool line. As if it wasn't the chore she already hated the most.

      “No, ma'am,” he said. At least he was somewhat grinning, still bent at the waist to look in her window the way officers do when they're about to tell you that you're getting a ticket. Or worse. “I was curious if you needed help.”

      Ever felt her eyes dart one way then another. Did he have his thumbs hooked into his belt? Was this one of those questions? She knew she had her own concerns painted across her face. Her expressions had always given her away. She worked at hiding them when she could. If she tried, she sometimes managed a straight face, but that only worked if she could think about it ahead of time.

      She had not been prepared for the Crown Prince of Mayfair to knock on her window.

      “No?” she asked it with a question mark.

      “It just looked like …” He made a rolling motion with one hand as if he didn’t know how to say it.

      “Oh!” Well, that was beyond embarrassing. “Sorry. Not having a seizure. It was just really great news for my friend.”

      “She's going to be my maid of honor!” Chloe yelled through the phone line, clearly having heard every last bit of this mortifying conversation. Even though it didn't appear that Jackson Mayfair had.

      “Alright,” he said. “Sorry I bothered you.” Something about his expression seemed off, though.

      With a forced half smile that said, Gee, thanks officer without being too rude about it, she waved him away. She did not want a ticket. It was bad enough she was getting singled out in the carpool line while Georgette Harris watched.

      Offering another half wave as he looked back one more time, she rolled her window back up and watched as he walked away.

      “Thank you, officer,” Chloe mocked her, the words candy-sweet as they rolled off of her tongue.

      “Nice, Chloe. Nice. Good thing I already put the window up!”

      “Hey,” her friend said, “there's worse people to get pulled over by.”

      “I'm sitting stopped. The engine is off!” Ever protested. Leave it to her to get pulled over when she wasn't even moving.

      She glanced back at his fine form as he walked away, arm swinging at his side. Was he patrolling the pickup line? Ever tried to focus on Chloe’s excited discussion, but she missed the next few things as Jackson Mayfair turned around and beelined back to her car.

      “Oh, dear God. He's coming back.”

      “Then I will let you go,” Chloe said. “You just deal with Officer Gorgeous.”

      “Oh, please,” Ever replied. “The last thing I need is the son of the most prominent Mayfair family writing me a damn ticket.”

      Ever hung up and rolled down the window again. Jackson was shaking his head. Had he finally figured out what he could ticket her for?

      “Can I ask your name?” He said it a little softly.

      Wasn't that rich? Did she have to answer? She looked him up and down—he was in full navy blue uniform with his badge pinned to his chest. She probably did. “Ever Halifax.”

      She said it with no emotion. She wasn't guilty of anything—at least not anything he could arrest her for. She needed him to leave. She did not want Tiger and Seven coming out of their elementary school to find a cop at her window. There was too much going on in her life for a police officer to take an interest. Nothing was illegal … but nothing was as shiny as her second-hand SUV either.

      Unfortunately, Royal had figured a lot of it out already. Her oldest wasn't a fan, but he understood. Ever wasn’t really a fan either, but she’d come to accept it and it wasn't the worst life ever. It wouldn’t be forever, but the last thing she needed was a cop on her tail—a cop for whom she knew his entire pedigree, and he had no idea what her name was.

      “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      Oh, shit. He wasn't being a cop. How many times a night has she heard this one at the club? And the fact of the matter was she had seen him there. So the real answer was yes. “No. You don't.”

      She was damn good with faces. Right now, she was grateful he wasn't. She thought of the colorful wigs and glittery breakaway costumes sitting in her trunk. He’d seen her in about three inches of makeup. Her hair had been pastel pink. And, well … he’d seen a hell of a lot more of her than her face. In fact, a couple of the bills in her wallet had passed through his fingers about a week ago.

      Keeping her innocuous smile plastered in place, she waited while Jackson Mayfair—well-known good guy rumored to be on his way to captain—didn’t catch on.

      “Oh, I could swear I know you from somewhere.”

      “Well, it is Breathless after all. We do both live here.” Ever waved an open palm, hostess style. Clearly, he had kids at the same school as her boys.

      He started to walk away, but then once again turned around.

      Oh dear Lord, she thought. Now what? Georgette Harris was still watching. That woman had nothing better to do.

      “Can I interest you in getting coffee sometime?”

      Ever Halifax almost swallowed her tongue.
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      Jax felt his heart rate surge as Ever Halifax, with her perfectly symmetrical and stunningly striking features, glanced him up and down. He’d come over here in uniform, like a fool. Then he'd asked if he knew her … also, like a damn fool.

      She was right to point out that they lived in the same small town. It was big enough that he didn't know everyone. As an officer it made sense that people, whose names he didn't know, knew him. But this was a stark highlight that he should fix that problem.

      Still, he waited an interminable moment while her expression changed from stunned to like she’d maybe say yes. Her smile, finally fully genuine, lit up her face. Her dark brows, winging over her eyes, betrayed her every emotion. Her wide smile was soft and makeup-free beneath a slightly asymmetrical bob of glossy black hair.

      Yes! he thought, just at the moment she said, “I'm sorry. I don't really date.”

      Then her hand flew to her mouth, her reluctant let-down changing to surprise and embarrassment. “I'm so sorry. Maybe that wasn’t what you were asking!”

      “Oh, I was,” he admitted foolishly.

      How long had it been since he'd asked a woman out? Too long, obviously. Though he’d been on dates, they’d all been with women his mother set him up with. They were her friends’ daughters, her choices, his lost evenings. But the Great GiGi Mayfair got what she wanted.

      So he took those women out, though none had made it past the first date. And none had been anyone that gave him that delicious low tug in his gut. Not until this mom in the pickup line who’d neatly shot him down.

      “I’m sorry I bothered you.” He tried to say it boldly enough to not look like a complete tool.

      “Oh, no, it's fine. I just, I don't date,” she told him again.

      Jax nodded and walked away. He had the girls to pick up. It was probably better that Ever Halifax turned him down. Scarlett and Salem deserved his full attention, not that the school could free the children and let him get out of here. He continued walking toward the front of the school, having parked in the back to avoid sitting in the insane line of parents with nothing better to do.

      Looking back over his shoulder, he nodded and gave a small wave as the school bell finally let him know it was time. He had maybe two minutes before the pre-kindergarten kids made it out front.

      School pickup was the most ridiculous waste of his time. Somedays, the girls rode the bus, but that meant the teacher walked them on, and someone—often his mother—had to be waiting at the stop to get them. But watching all the people who sat in this line was crazy. Some of the mothers were so far forward that he knew they’d been here for forty-five minutes or more, idling their engines the whole time.

      Ever Halifax was around the side and practically at the back of the school, indicating she'd not gotten here to sit and wait. He had to respect that, he thought, as he broke into a slight jog. The weather was cool enough that he wasn't getting horrifyingly sweaty trying to get to the front door before the girls did. Though they should be able to handle that Daddy was coming, even if he wasn’t in view yet.

      He waved to a handful of people he knew. Only about one in every ten was a dad. Most were moms in big, shiny SUVs—like Ever’s. He was always disturbed by the low ratio of men in line. Were they here because they were single dads like him, and had no other option? Or were at least a few people, finally, not dividing their households along classic gender lines?

      Jax wanted to believe that if Michelle were alive, he still would have been the one picking the girls up after school. His shifts were more variable. She'd been a high-power lawyer on her way to partner and wouldn't have been able to drop everything for pre-K pickup.

      He told himself that none of that mattered now. Michelle was gone. And it had always been just him and the girls.

      No dates.

      He should adopt Ever’s stance.

      She hadn't had a ring on. So he’d figured she was a single parent, too. Lord knew, the women in these lines flaunted their big gas guzzling cars and their diamonds equally.

      He tried not to think about the things that might have been different if Michelle had lived. He could easily get bitter about how he’d lost her. Maybe he wasn’t ready to ask anyone to coffee yet. Maybe he never would be. Ever was right to tell him no—he didn't need some modern-day Snow White-looking creature beguiling him.

      As he turned the last corner, he saw his daughters running toward him. Today Salem was in blue stripes, Scarlett in red. They dressed alike most every day—something he’d thought would pass when they got into school. Did he need to be concerned that they didn't quite think of themselves as separate individual people yet?

      “Daddy!” Scarlett threw herself at him, but somehow it was Salem who hit first. He crouched down, enveloping both of them in a fierce hug, as he wondered if he'd failed, would they have darted into the street behind him?

      He told himself that, even as big as they had gotten, they were still so small. He still had so much work to do.

      He watched as a group of older black boys came out behind the girls. One offered a small fist bump to Salem, who grinned at the attention of an older kid. Jackson looked up with a smile, he appreciated a kid watching out for the littles, but … It was Seven.

      Oh shit, he thought. Seven Halifax. He knew that kid.

      He'd caught the boy flying drones around the park. Luckily, the kid was just too bright for his own good and was testing his own creations. He wasn’t actually a menace. Jax tried to offer a genuine smile.

      Behind him the carpool line slowly chugged forward, and Jackson took each girl's hand in his as they waited for a break to cross to the sidewalk and head around back to where he'd left his own big SUV, but his was emblazoned with the city logo and had flashing lights mounted on top.

      No wonder Ever had reacted the way she had. He was full cop head to toe right now. He was about to put his daughters in the backseat. At least they liked it back there and this vehicle didn’t transport criminals, no cage.

      As they saw a car stop to let them go past, he looked up to see that it was Ever waving him through. He would have waved back, but his hands were full. Even as he thought it, Tiger and Seven pulled open the back door to her SUV, chattering excitedly about their day as they climbed in.

      Those were her boys.

      Halifax.

      He hadn't put it together. That had been supremely dumb of him. The three boys—Royal, Tiger, and Seven—were dark skinned. Ever was not. But he knew families didn’t always come in uniform tones. He saw the resemblance now that he looked.

      Maybe that was where he recognized her from, he thought as he offered a small wave. He recognized her boys.

      No.

      While she pulled away, spurred on by the far too strict motions of the crossing guard, he frowned at the thought. He’d seen her somewhere else. Somewhere he couldn't quite put his finger on right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Three deep breaths, she told herself. Ever got through one and then two before she was jostled by a bare shoulder brushing against her own.

      Her eyes opened as BJ buzzed past her coming down the steps. The DJ’s voice filtered over the speakers with just the slightest amount of fuzz. “That was BJ, everyone! Give it up for the hottest dancer this side of the Rockies!”

      The outlandish claim didn’t even phase her. Ever was just closing her eyes to start over, when BJ leaned in and whispered, “You got eyes on your stuff?”

      She wasn’t going to make it to three. “Why?”

      “Kelly's using again.”

      “Shit.”

      She didn't realize she'd said it out loud until BJ offered, “You want me to watch while you're on stage?”

      “Please. If you can.”

      Everyone seemed to assume all the girls here were using, but the fact was most weren't. Far too many of them were just like her, or close enough—kids at home, here for the money. This was steady work and it paid well if you didn’t get high. So most of them didn’t touch anything harder than weed.

      Ever didn't even bother with that, not since she'd been yanked from her sixth semester of college. At the time it had seemed a good way to relax. Now, it was just another expense.

      Kelly—single, young, and unattached—had no such compunctions. And when she was high, she had sticky fingers.

      “Thanks!” Ever turned and tossed her reply over her shoulder to BJ’s retreating almost-bare ass as she heard her own stage name, Trixie Belle, called. BJ had decided she was born with the perfect name for the job, and she would never use a stage name.

      Seems like a mistake, Ever thought. Lord knew she'd never go by her birth name here, but BJ had been at this game longer than she had. Ever had to trust that her friend knew what she was doing.

      Putting one hand on the rail, she started up onto the stage. If she'd gone by her real name, Jackson Mayfair never would have questioned where he knew her from. She was at the top of the steps, arms raised high, a slight smirk on her face and hip cocked out before she even realized quite what she was doing. The bright lights of the stage called and so did the patrons.

      Jesus, she'd been here too long. The music started in and as usual, she figured it was just dance. At least she didn't have to workout regularly because work was her workout. And she had a deep and abiding sympathy for retail workers because this was the ultimate customer service job.

      She was on the floor for a full hour before she managed to make it backstage again. She'd sipped a martini and a sex on the beach that had been bought for her, but that was all. So she grabbed for her water bottle, twisted the cap, and ungracefully glugged half of it down before she realized that Jennifer was standing by her things, and not BJ.

      “Where's BJ?” she asked as soon as she got a chance.

      “On the floor, she got called out. I got your stuff. But I’m up next. You got mine?”

      In the corner, Kelly lifted a lip and sneered at them, but Ever didn't care. She wanted to say she hadn't come to make friends, but the fact was, she had made friends. Just not Kelly. None of her friends were friends with Kelly, which she figured said a lot.

      “I got you covered.” She plopped down into the chair, polishing off the bottle of water, and beginning to pull the bobby pins from her wig. Her scalp would have moaned in relief if it could. She had three more hours. Two more rotations and the shift would be over. It was looking to be about an average take for a night and that was fine.

      Ever counted down the minutes to the end of her shift. But unfortunately, what followed that countdown was another countdown. Seven was in third grade, which meant she had nine more years of this. She tried to ignore that thought as it pressed in on her.

      Pawing softly through her bag, she found another costume and began the work of changing over. There were thousands of dollars invested in this bag. That was true for every dancer here, hence why none of them was very keen on Kelly’s sticky fingers. But Ever wasn’t a fool. She bought wisely and calculated her expenses.

      Every job had them. If someone worked in a factory, they needed to invest in good steel-toed boots. Most everybody had to commute and that cost the same here. She just needed wigs, breakaway sequined tops, and heels that made her legs look miles long. None of it was cheap. But it was still, sadly, the best take home pay by a fucking mile.

      Because of this job, Royal had a laptop and Tiger got to go on all his class field trips. And Seven got all the gadgets and equipment that his gifted teacher, Ms. Zayat, was constantly suggesting he could benefit from. Ever was keeping the boys in what they needed better than Mom and Dalton ever had.

      So she had an hour and ten minute commute? That was necessary because, while she could do this closer to home, Ever couldn't bring this home. No matter how much Jackson Mayfair seemed to think he recognized her from somewhere.
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      “Speak of the devil,” Ever typed quickly and hit return. As she watched the message send, she slid her finger across the surface of her tablet so Jackson Mayfair didn't see that she had been chatting about him.

      “So you do drink coffee,” he said, his own cup fresh from the service counter in his hand. His uniform was nowhere to be seen and Ever was both afraid and hopeful that he might sit down.

      She lifted her own sugary, frothy, icy concoction with chocolate sprinkles on top and said, “I do if you call it coffee.”

      He grinned, but he didn't make fun of it. Points for him.

      She could see him wrestling with asking if he could join her or not. She might be from the wrong side of the tracks, she might earn her money in a way she was confident that he would not approve, but she was still Southern. She waved an open palm to the empty bar stool beside her. “Care to join me?”

      The grin that lit up his face tugged at her gut and flipped her heart. She wanted to tell herself that it didn't matter, that she didn't feel it, and that it didn't make a difference. What she did tell herself was that she had been in this unplanned life for four years and she had nine more to go.

      Jackson Mayfair did not fit into any of the small spaces in her life. He was far too big a presence for the likes of Ever Halifax. But he sat down, his coffee thunking softly on the counter beside the iPad that had just been harboring comments about him. A bubble blinged up. Probably Chloe replying, certainly asking questions that Ever should not let appear on her screen.

      He glanced around the shop. “I see that you have quickly found the best coffee in town. They are going to give Bean Around the Block a run for their money.”

      Ever grinned. “I didn't find it. But you did.”

      “I like to try out the new places. I like the locally owned stuff.”

      Was he just being a good officer by supporting his people? Or was it really some curiosity or deep driving need? She didn't ask.

      “But if you didn't find it, then how are you sitting in here? With no name on your cup?” He gave her an adorable side-eye and pointed to her cup with one finger. It was a little rough around the edges and told a story about his life and his decisions.

      Ever could admit to being curious, but she kept her mouth shut. “Well, I happen to know the owner.”

      She didn't just know the owner. She was one. A small part, but still, she’d invested in the startup. She figured she'd worked damn hard for the money she had so she could do what she wanted with it. One—the coffee shop was a really smart monetary investment. And two—if she couldn't support the people she loved, what even was the point? The only reason she had money in savings was because she was supporting the people she loved.

      “Who's the owner?” He leaned in, asking almost conspiratorially, as if he had a clue she might be one of them.

      There were three: herself, a mystery donor whose name Grace refused to give up, and Grace herself. But Ever didn't want to get into that, so she changed the subject quickly. “I figured you came in here because your cousin designed the place.”

      The genuine shock on his face told her she'd managed to successfully surprise him and that he hadn’t known about Emma Kate.

      Grace wasn’t a baker or a designer. She didn't know much about coffee either. But she was an organizer and manager extraordinaire, so she'd found a baker and cut a deal. She bought the shop on the cheap and learned everything she could about the best brews, machines, recyclable cups and more. Ever had watched in awe and then Grace—apparently not realizing her place in society—marched straight up to Emma Kate Mayfair and said she'd seen her YouTube channel and wanted to know what she would charge to design or stage the coffee shop.

      Ever’s mouth had hung open. She’d thought she was bold, but it seemed she had nothing on Grace Rodriguez.

      Though the news was surprising to him, Jackson caught on quick. “I should have known Emma Kate did this. It looks like her work.” He said it with the affection of someone who had known her since she was small. He took a solid sip of his drink and smiled softly. “Well, Grace knows coffee.”

      Ever only smiled in reply. Grace did know coffee … now. But as she took a sip she heard her straw rattle in the bottom of the cup. Time to go, she thought despite the fact that he'd asked her to coffee. That wasn't what this was and she had errands to run before she sat in the carpool pickup line again.

      “Good seeing you, but I have to make an appointment.” It was a little bit of a stretch but she tried not to feel guilty about it as she picked up her empty cup and her iPad.

      He told her a small goodbye but stayed in his seat to finish his coffee. Maybe he was a true gentleman, knowing that following her out to her car was not appropriate.

      Ever headed to the counter, hoping to catch Grace and say a quick hello before she headed out into the sunshine and away from a small piece of life that had made her smile.

      She couldn’t afford to repeat it.
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      Chicken salad is made with white meat only. Dark meat in chicken salad is a crime against nature.

      

      “Wait, you what?” Jackson surely hadn’t heard what he thought he'd heard.

      Sunday dinner being what it was, and the girls being what they were, everything was pulling his attention fifteen different ways. One of the things trying to steal his focus for almost the last week were questions he wanted answered.

      “I closed on the house!” Carlisle told him, this time looking directly at him, as though maybe he needed to read her lips to hear.

      “What house?”

      She raised her eyebrows and tipped her head. “You have not been listening, have you?”

      There were a lot of things he could have said. Instead, he motioned down to the hem of his shirt where he was getting tugged on by a small hand.

      This, at least, Carlisle seemed to accept as an adequate excuse—even though it wasn't wholly correct. Jackson didn't fix that notion.

      “Tell me where this house is?” he asked as he watched Scarlett and Salem basically assault their Uncle Keith.

      For so long, it had just been him and Charlie and Christian as the guys in this generation. But Christian had moved away as soon as he could. And Charlie had slowly disappeared from the family almost altogether. He wrote. He called. He was on social media, so everybody kept up, but no one had actually seen him in two years. They'd seen his awards and they’d seen pictures of him in the jungle and in war zones, but they hadn't seen Charlie.

      The last few pictures Jax had seen, Charlie didn’t quite look like himself. Jax was beginning to wonder if anyone else noticed that. If anyone else wondered if Charlton Weaver was really just that busy or if there was something more to it. He was pretty sure his cousin was in the wind, he just didn’t know why.

      It took two tries to catch the street name Carlisle gave him.

      “I know that place!” Jackson replied, glad he was able to once again drag his attention back to where it should be. And since he'd apparently already ignored Carlisle several times, maybe he should pay attention. But Emma Kate came over and joined in. Even from across the room she’d managed to follow the conversation.

      “It's the cute little one on the cul de sac. The gray one.”

      He couldn't help it. His brows pulled together and he almost said, “cute?” He hoped he was wrong because the house he was thinking of needed some work.

      It was Carlisle who straightened it out. “Emma Kate judges things by how she sees they can be and yes, it needs work.” She went on to tell him how she'd gotten financed for over the value of the house so she could do exactly such work. “And it doesn't need anything structural. It apparently has ‘good bones’ or such. Once the escrow closes, I'm going to get new siding on it. That alone is going to do wonders. After that, it's really just a little bit of wallpaper removal and painting.”

      Jax wasn’t sure she was right or what to make of it. But she’d signed the papers and it wasn’t his decision anyway. He just hoped he didn’t get roped into peeling wallpaper or painting. Michelle had him doing that to make the nursery nice before the girls were born. It wasn’t his favorite thing at all.

      But he knew better than to duck out of a task before he’d even been asked. His mother was close enough to cuff him upside the head. So he put his arms around his cousin, joining Emma Kate in a squishing hug and said, “I'm happy for you, cuz,” because he was happy that she looked happy.

      Carlisle managed to both be a smart, no nonsense, professional woman who plowed her way straight through school and into an RN degree and also a little over enthusiastic and sometimes impulsive. When it came to things beyond her work, she made snap decisions and often regretted them. A string of exes testified to that. He'd often wondered if it was a good thing that she worked in the ER. So she could put some of those impulses to good use. Maybe her patients could show her the ramifications of the more dangerous ones. But it didn't surprise him that she closed on a house on her own.

      She was headstrong and would reach any goal she set. He sure hadn't done it without Michelle and they hadn't done it without the impetus of Michelle's pregnancy. Carlisle had just plowed right ahead like usual, not waiting for life to hand her what she needed.

      But while he had Emma Kate in earshot, Jackson tried to steer the conversation to a new place. “Hey, Em. I was over at Grace's Cafe and I heard you designed the place.”

      Emma Kate's face lit up. A fully genuine smile spread across her lips—one he’d seen a lot more of lately. Jax could only attribute that to Keith. Though he still didn't have the full details of how the two of them had originally gotten together, he’d gathered they'd been married longer than anybody knew.

      And he didn't know which part caused the other, but Emma Kate had suddenly, finally, managed to finish the degree that had been eluding her. Then she’d offhandedly started a business she hadn't really intended to.

      He knew she’d been doing online videos about decorating on a budget and he’d heard that they took off. But they weren’t his thing and he didn’t watch. Now, it seemed people were asking her to decorate places, apparently, including professional spaces like coffee shops.

      “It looks fantastic,” he told her. Though he didn’t understand the whys and hows, that part was honest.

      “Why, thank you! I was going for you definitely want to come in and sit down and eat all the food. But then you want to leave so the next person can come in.”

      Jackson threw his head back and laughed. “You achieved the first part. And I did go back later in the week.”

      The good news was the food was fantastic and that he could absolutely claim that was why he’d gone back. It couldn’t be to run into Snow White again … nah. He changed the topic again. “So who is Grace Rodriguez? She just moved to town, came in, and opened a cafe?”

      Emma Kate and Carlisle both looked at him like he was nuts. Shit. What had he missed now?

      “Have you not been paying attention?”

      No, actually, he’d had his head up his ass over Ever Halifax for almost a week, but surely the cafe went back further than that.

      “You're a cop, Jackson. How do you not know about her case?”

      “Her case?”

      “Yeah. She moved into one of the ratty little studio apartments behind Holes Road.”

      No one was sure if Holes Road was named for some old, local family or for the quarry—the swimming hole—that sat beside the entrance to the neighborhood, but Jax thought that name shouldn’t have ended up on a street … or maybe anything. Unfortunately, the area had fallen into disrepair and the name now felt a little too appropriate. But Emma Kate was still talking.

      “After she moved in, her abusive ex-boyfriend stalked her and broke in! She clocked him with a baseball bat while she was standing on the toilet!”

      That seemed like a lot of details to have for someone who wasn't a cop, but his female cousins had somehow always been plugged into the town, and Emma Kate was no exception. So it didn’t surprise him that she was a font of information, or that she followed it up with, “I think she’s my hero.”

      “Do not stand on the toilet and hit me with a baseball bat in the middle of the night!” Keith came up behind her. “She should not be your hero!”

      “She decked an intruder and an asshole, and she absolutely is my hero. Don’t be either of those things and you won’t have to worry!” Emma Kate snarked back, but the gleam in her eyes told him that she and Keith were comfortable enough to banter about it.

      “Fair.” Keith folded his arms until Emma Kate untangled them for him and wound herself into the space.

      “I did hear about that case,” Jax added. “But I didn't realize she'd become the coffee shop owner.”

      “She said the space opened up. She found some investors and the rest is history.”

      “Okay, I’ll confess I went two more times this week.” He let the information hang. He’d let them believe he went because Grace knew her coffee. Or because the decor was top notch. But his grin as he thought about it was genuine.

      Emma Kate smiled back at him, clearly glad he was patronizing her friend’s store. But as his mother GiGi—Mayfair clan matriarch—called them all to the table, he knew it was because he wanted to run into Ever Halifax again.

      But despite being polite and offering him a seat for coffee, she’d turned down his initial invitation. He hadn’t gotten his first date, and he didn’t think he was going to. So why was he not able to shake the thought that this was fate, that he knew her from somewhere before?
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      “I mean, you're in such good shape.” Georgette Harris let the words roll smoothly, the implied question hanging at the end.

      Ever might not be a belle, but she'd been born in the South, all of four hundred feet from where she now lived. She'd managed to get away for college for a few short years. She’d learned not every society existed in the same layers this one did, and that they weren't all run by the Georgette Harrises of the world. “Oh, thank you so much.”

      She wasn't giving the woman anything that wasn’t straight up asked for. And even if she did ask the words, well, Ever still wasn't sure what she’d say. The truth wasn’t an option. She shouldn't have stepped out of the car. She hadn't realized that she was right behind the woman who would have been her nemesis if she had one.

      Honestly, she hadn’t thought Georgette would even notice her. So why had she now? Ever wasn’t marrying anyone high up in Breathless society, despite Curt and Dane Cotton having turned up at her club. What was Georgette doing so far back in the car line today anyway?

      Mysteries of the universe, she thought. Maybe the woman had actually had something to do besides pick up her children.

      “So where do you work out?” Georgette was pressing for an answer.

      Ever thought her way through the now more direct question. There were two ways this was going, one of which was that Georgette had heard a rumor about Ever’s place of employment or she’d actually figured out where Ever worked. Though Ever had seen Mr. Harris at the club just outside Atlanta a few times over the years, she didn't think he would have told that to his wife.

      “Oh, honestly,” Ever waved a hand, hearing the false sugar in her voice. “I run, I walk. That’s really all.”

      That was all that she did outside of her job and she wasn't going to name a gym that she didn't have a membership to. That could be checked too easily and getting caught in a lie would trip Georgette’s buttons all to hell. Ever didn’t like being in this position.

      She told herself that Georgette was on her case because she’d seen Jax Mayfair at her car the other day and that was all. So Ever bit her tongue and smiled instead of saying, “Let me tell you, the pole’s the best damn workout of your life!”

      Though Ever wanted the conversation to end, Georgette kept going. “I just wish I could stay in shape as easily. But you're young, aren't you?”

      Oh, there it was. Maybe that’s why the woman was digging. Though Ever hated this almost as much, the change of direction was welcome, and her pulse slowed down a little bit.

      It had been four years since she’d come back home. Three of which she'd been in this business. The Champagne Peach was the third club she'd worked at and she'd been there now almost two years. The first two she’d left quickly but found another club. The money had been too good to quit, the circumstances too bad to stay. But she’d been in a hole and needed the cash badly.

      The Peach took good care of the women who worked there. While Kelly had sticky fingers and a powder problem, most of the others didn't. Ever also knew that Kelly would be allowed to slide a little bit further, but not much before management yanked her. She could enter rehab or not work at the Peach anymore.

      Royal seemed to be the only one who’d figured out how she was earning the family money so far. So she was grateful that Georgette was not likely digging about her source of income today. No, she was after another question. The one Ever always got from people who didn’t bother knowing the families from the other side of town.

      “I'm not that young,” she offered up, trying to casually wave the woman off, though she was confident it wouldn’t work. Again, she would make Georgette ask her directly.

      “I just mean …” Georgette let that trail off, but then picked it up. “Royal? He's in ninth grade this year, right? I mean, you can't be past thirty!”

      Ever gave her best charming tinkle of a laugh. “Trust me, I'm older than I look.”

      Though Georgette wasn’t wrong, Ever wasn’t going to admit to being twenty-nine with a ninth grader. So she added, “Royal’s accelerated.”

      She always liked saying that. Royal was the darkest skinned and the oldest of the three boys. He was entering that age where he’d left his childhood dreams of being a cowboy or a fireman behind but didn't yet know what kind of man he would be … or could be. Ever worried about what different people would want or expect him to become, but she was more than willing to fight off Georgette Harris’s expectations.

      So Ever glanced down at the woman's finger, she was about to open her mouth and ask if the woman had gotten a new diamond. That was usually effective at turning the tide on the conversation whether or not the woman had actually gotten a new ring. If she had, the answer was a squealed, oh, yes, I can't believe you noticed! Ever always refrained from asking “Was it payment for your husband cheating on you?” But if the woman didn’t have a new diamond, she was always happy to have the old one noticed.

      “I just noticed⁠—”

      “Hey, Ever.” The voice slid into the conversation, smooth as honey and dark as rum.

      Oh, dear God.

      It had been a week since she'd seen him at Grace’s Cafe. Despite having a couple extra coffees this week, she hadn't run into him again. Ever didn't want to admit how her insides melted at just the sound of a voice that she now instantly recognized.

      She turned around. “Hey, Jax!” The name was a little more familiar than he’d given her permission to use, but Georgette Harris didn't need to know that.

      “Can I borrow you for a minute?”

      “Oh. Sure.” She gave an apologetic nod to Georgette and pushed away from the side of the SUV. She’d just been leaning against it and looking on her phone and bothering no one when Georgette had started this ridiculous conversation.

      “I wanted to ask you about Seven and his gifted class?”

      “Of course,” she replied, appreciating that the conversation had turned to how gifted her youngest was. She was absolutely not above singing the praises of those three boys wherever she could. When anyone else did it, that made it even better. Jax doing it in front of Georgette was icing on the cake. She knew she liked him.

      Practically skipping toward Jackson, Ever was grateful for being released from the little conversation that was pretty on the surface and most likely heading somewhere pretty ugly underneath. “What can I help you with?”

      His grin was wide and bright enough to be seen from a distance. He leaned in, making the conversation seem more intimate than it was. “I thought maybe you could use a rescue.”

      Ever laughed from her gut—a real genuine laugh. “You would be correct. Thank you for saving me, officer.”

      Well, shit. She should just bat her eyelashes while she was at it.

      “Georgette Harris is a piece of⁠—”

      He cut himself off before the last word and Ever filled it in for him in her own mind. Work? Shit? Maybe Ass. The last one wouldn't look good on officer hotness. But she suspected Mrs. Harris wasn't his type.

      Ever leaned in a little closer, enjoying the way the other moms eyed her having an intimate conversation with a single dad in the pickup line. Oh no, she thought, she couldn't let it actually become a pickup line! She didn’t have room for anyone in her life, and even if she did, Officer Jax Mayfair sure as hell wouldn’t fit.

      Still, she had to ask. “Is she gone yet?”

      “Not quite.” He leaned in closer, the breath of his whisper reaching her ear as she fought a shiver on the warm day. “She just moved one car down. Maybe waiting so she can assault you again when you get back.”

      “Of course you said assault.” She swatted at his shoulder, the motion making contact with a soft knit T-shirt blue enough to light up his skin. The muscles beneath the tee made Ever think Georgette should have been asking him which gym he went to.

      “I’ll cover you until the bell rings.”

      “That's the only way I'm getting out of here alive,” Ever told him and, for a moment, they'd agreed to stay here and have this conversation. But she didn't know about what and she didn't quite know how long it was before the bell. Surely, she had just a few more minutes before all the kids would come gushing out of the building, and she'd be free.

      But Jackson took care of that, too. “I really enjoyed running into you at Grace's the other day.”

      She couldn't help the smile that bloomed of its own accord. It got a little wider when he asked, “Is there a good time to run into you there again?”
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