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			Synopsis


			Six months ago, Ty Sutherland dropped out of an online sex chat group. It was anonymous. No one knew their real identity. And it was a space where they could finally be themselves. Unfortunately, it was also a space where they fell in love with a woman whose name they promised to forget.


			 


			Leslie Brandt would like to forget the online sex chat group she joined on a whim. In real life, she’s a successful realtor with a professional image to maintain. She’d never want anyone to know the kinky things she’s fantasized about—even if maybe she wishes some of those things could actually happen.


			 


			When they bump into each other at an open house, Leslie thinks Ty is simply a vet student who’s obsessed with horses and only came to the open house for a free cookie—all of which is true. But when the rest of the truth comes out, neither Leslie nor Ty believes there’s a way forward.


			 


			Sometimes believing in love is the first step. And sometimes it’s all about trusting the stars.
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Praise for the works of Jaime Clevenger


			Over the Moon with You


			This story is all about how a relationship evolves, from the initial attraction to moving towards each next step and the delicate balance needed to navigate all the uncertainties that makes up life. I really liked the deep character development of both these characters. This book was also hilarious—from the spicy seniors, Paige’s mom to Seren’s bff Leslie, they kept me cracking up at their antics and banter. And lastly let’s not forget about steam coz it seriously packs a whole lot of fire and is the perfect payoff to the slow burn churning through the story. This was a wonderful weekend read that had plenty of romance, humor, steam and a low angst HEA that made my day. 


			-D Booker, NetGalley


 


			The author takes her time in building the relationship between Paige and Seren even as she is developing her characters. What she has created is one the better LesFic romances so far this year. There’s very little angst in this book which makes the story flow smoothly. Clevenger throws in humor and scenes we probably won’t see anywhere else any time soon like the birth of twin calves on the characters’ third date. The result is a very readable book that readers won’t want to put down. If you like well-written books with characters you’ll be sorry to say goodbye to at the end of the story, then this book is for you.


			-Abbott F., NetGalley


 


			This one was a great blend of sweet and spicy. The two MCs have great chemistry, and they were very cute together. The ladies in the water aerobics class are hilarious and I love that they end up being a fun group of aunts for Seren and Paige. I have read a couple of books by Jaime Clevenger now and I really enjoy the animals included in the plots. This one has a lot of cows and cats, and I am wishing I had a ranch of my own now so I could have my very own baby calf. This was a cute, feel-good book that I’d recommend for a lazy afternoon spent reading on the couch. 


			-Ashlee G., NetGalley


 


			Love, Accidentally


			Who doesn’t like a U-Haul joke! I really enjoyed reading this book. This is the second book in the “A Mile High City Romance” series, by Rey and Clevenger and once again they show how compatible their writing is. It is also great to see that this is not only a collaboration between writers, but also between publishers. This story runs in parallel with the first book A Convenient Arrangement. All in all, this is a happy feel-good book, which I easily recommend. I hope Clevenger and Rey will write a book together again in the future.


			-Meike V., NetGalley


 


			Just One Reason


			I had a lot of fun reading Just One Reason. I enjoy diving into a traditional romance where I know exactly what I’m going to get, and then being delighted with a host of clever details that make the story feel fresh and brand new. This book checked all the boxes on my list of what I want in a good book.


			-The Lesbian Review


 


			I don’t want to spoil things, but I was cheering this couple on and I wasn’t disappointed. Communication happens and it is beautiful and sweet, but not without a splash of angst. This book gave me all of the feels and really hit a home run with thoughtful, meaningful dialogue.


			-Digby M., NetGalley


 


			This is the third installment of the Paradise Romance series. I have gotten so much entertainment out of these books. I love the characters and friend group. That while each story focuses on a new budding relationship, the same characters pop in and we see that they continue to progress in their respective partnerships. There is always so much more depth and satisfaction when the writer can put people through the ringer so that they come out on the other side shiny and happy. Overall, this is another great addition to the Paradise Romance series.


			-Bookvark, NetGalley


			 


			All the Reasons I Need


			One of the reasons I love Three Reasons to Say Yes so much is that Clevenger wrote such strong secondary characters in Kate and Mo. I fell for them almost as much as the main characters, so to have them get their own book I was excited. This is a story about two best friends since college that have a ton of chemistry but have never done anything about it. …If you are looking for a well written, angsty romance, look no further. This is an easy romance for me to recommend. I think with this series, Clevenger is at the top of her writing game and I can’t wait to see what she puts out next.


			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads


 


			This book is the second installment in Clevenger’s Paradise Romance series. It’s not necessary to read the first book, Three Reasons to Say Yes, to enjoy Kate and Mo’s story …All the Reasons I Need is a thoughtful summer romance full of emotion. It let me imagine myself on a tropical beach, napping in a hammock, and sipping an exotic drink with a little umbrella in it. There’s just something about beautiful sunsets and waves crashing on the beach that make falling in love seem easy. 


			-The Lesbian Review


			 


			Three Reasons to Say Yes


			This is without a doubt my new favourite Jaime Clevenger novel. Honestly I couldn’t put it down from the first chapter. …All in all this book has the potential to be my book of the year. Truly, books like this don’t come around often that suit my reading tastes to a tee. 


			-Les Rêveur


 


			…this one was totally my cup of tea with its charming relationship and family dynamics, great chemistry between two likable protagonists, a very convincing romance, some angst, drama and tension to the right extent and in all the right moments, and some very nice secondary characters. On top of that, the writing is technically very good, with all elements done properly. Sincerely recommended.


			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads


 


			This was a really easy story to get into. I sank right in and wanted to stay there, because reading about other people on vacation is kind of like taking a mini vacation from the world! It’s sweet and lovely, and while it has some angst, it’s not going to hurt you. Instead, it’s going to take you away from it all so you can come back with a smile on your face.


			-The Lesbian Review


 


			Party Favors


			This book has one of the best characters ever. Me. Or rather you. It’s quite a strange and startling experience at first to be in a book, especially one with as many hot, sexy, beautiful women in it who, incidentally, all seem to want you. But believe me, you’ll soon get used to it. …In a word, this book was FUN. It made me smile, and laugh, and tease my wife. I definitely recommend it to everyone, with the caveat that if you don’t like erotica you should probably give it a pass. But not only read it, enjoy it, experience it, also find a friend, or a spouse, or even a book buddy online to talk to about it. Because you’ll want to, it’s that great.


			-The Lesbian Review


 


			I’ve read this book a few times and each time changed my decisions to find new and inviting destinations each time. This is a book you can read time and time again with a different journey. If you’re looking for a fun Saturday night read that’s sexy and hot as hell then this book is 100% for you! Go buy it now. 5 Stars.


			-Les Rêveur


 


			The story is told in the second person, present tense, which is ambitious in itself—it takes great skill to make that work and for the reader, who is now the narrator, to really connect to the thoughts and actions that are being attributed to them. Not all of the scenes will turn everyone on, as we all have different tastes, but I am pretty sure there is something for everyone in here. And if you do as you’re told and follow the structure the author uses, you can dip into this book as much or as little as you wish. An interesting read with some pretty hot interactions.


			-Rainbow Book Reviews
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Chapter One


			“Ty.” Zoe banged on the bathroom door. “How much longer are you going to be in there?” More banging. “Ty?”


			Ty Sutherland pulled on a clean T-shirt and opened the door. “You know there’s another bathroom in this house.”


			“I don’t have to use the bathroom.” Zoe smiled. “Hi. How was your shower?”


			“Fine.” Ty cocked their head. “Why do I feel like you’re about to ask me to do something I don’t want to do?”


			“You’re going to want to do this. It involves cookies. And a hot realtor.” Zoe waggled her eyebrows.


			“No thanks.” Ty picked up the scrubs, socks, and boxers they’d stripped out of earlier. The stench of the sick horse they’d worked on all morning rose up again. “All I want to do is start a load of laundry and put my feet up.”


			“You haven’t even heard what type of cookies.”


			Ty tried to step out of the bathroom, but Zoe blocked the doorway.


			“Double chocolate chunk. The realtor bakes them in little batches so they’re warm and fresh out of the oven all day.”


			“How do you know this?” Ty shook their head a moment later. “Actually, I don’t need to know.”


			“I met the realtor this morning. She was putting up the open house sign when I was getting our mail—which no one’s checked all week.”


			“It’s your job to get the mail.”


			“Not the point. The point is double chocolate chunk cookies, and all we have to do is walk through an open house. Also, I’m pretty sure she’s queer.”


			“Who’s queer?”


			“The realtor.” Zoe gave them a frustrated look. “Who else?”


			“I thought this was about a cookie.”


			“Well, yeah, but I figured the hot lesbian part would get you to say yes.”


			Usually hot and lesbian in the same sentence would convince Ty to leave the house but it wasn’t enough today. “I just got home from work. Can’t you go by yourself?”


			“No one would believe that I’d have enough money to buy a house.”


			“But they’d believe I do?”


			“You’re older at least.” Zoe pursed her lips. “If you put on nice clothes for once it would help.” She reached up and patted down their tousled hair. “And you could do something with your hair.”


			“I’m broke, Zoe. I don’t need to pretend I can afford a house.” Ty mussed their hair. “I haven’t eaten all day—or sat down once—and I still have to go to the barn tonight to take Polaris out on a run. Plus muck the stalls.”


			Zoe dropped her shoulders and stepped out of the way. “It’s killing me not to be riding Polaris myself.”


			“It’s not worth screwing up your knee. That doc said one full week off riding.”


			“I know,” Zoe grumbled. “How was she yesterday?”


			“A little hellion. Like usual.” Polaris was fun to ride even if she spent half the time yanking the reins out of Ty’s hands. She loved to let loose and fly down the trail—as much as Zoe did—which was what had gotten Zoe injured. They’d been racing around a narrow turn when a mountain biker appeared. Zoe had made a split-second decision that squeezed Polaris to the side of the trail and smashed her knee into a scrub oak.


			“I’m going with you to the barn tonight even if I can’t ride.” Zoe followed Ty down the hall, snagging her notebook as they passed through the kitchen. “I spent the morning working on my Tevis checklist and mapping the sections I want to ride before the race.”


			“As long as you don’t push it like last time. It’s too close to take dumb chances now.”


			Zoe stopped at the doorway to the laundry room. “Weren’t you supposed to have today off? You were gone before the dogs even woke me up.”


			Said dogs were in the backyard happily barking at the squirrels now. Ty made a mental note to bring them back inside before a neighbor complained. “I got called in to help with a colic surgery.” At five in the morning. “A little Arab mare with a twelve-centimeter enterolith.”


			“Ouch.” Zoe scrunched up her nose. “Bet you could use a cookie after working all morning.”


			Ty chuckled. “You’re desperate.”


			“I’m PMSing and we have no chocolate in the house. And I’m stressed about Tevis and not being able to ride my horse. Or run.”


			“You can handle a few days off.” Ty opened the washing machine. Someone had started a load of laundry and hadn’t moved the wash to the dryer. “I bought Oreos last week. They’re on the top shelf in the pantry.”


			“Jenna found them.” Which meant they were now gone. “Holly was pissed because she didn’t share.”


			Jenna was the third housemate and Holly was the fourth. Four students living in one house meant the junk food disappeared as fast as the beer. 


			“Oreos aren’t the same as a homemade cookie anyway. Think about it—warm, chocolatey, chocolate cookies. Mm. And the open house is right next door. It’ll take ten minutes. Tops. We look around, grab a cookie, and leave. Did I mention the realtor was hot?”


			“You did.” Ty smiled. “I’m impressed you talked to her.”


			Zoe shrugged. “We talked about cookies. Who wouldn’t have that conversation?”


			Six months ago Zoe would have avoided any conversation with a random stranger. It was progress at least. “You promise it will only take ten minutes?”


			“Tops.”


			Ty sighed. “Fine.”


			“Yes!” Zoe’s face lit up as she cheered. After a beat, she added, “Can I pick out a different shirt for you to wear?”


			“Why?”


			“So the realtor thinks you’re legit.”


			“Legit what? I’m not going to tell her I have money to buy a house.” Ty tipped the laundry detergent to get out the last drop. One more thing to buy. They looked over the container at Zoe. “I’m a broke vet student. I’m not gonna lie.”


			“And you shouldn’t lie.”


			Was touring an open house when you only wanted a cookie ethically wrong? Ty turned over the question. “The realtor invited you to come get a cookie, but you didn’t tell her you were really interested in buying, right?”


			“No.” Zoe bit the edge of her lip.


			“But?”


			“I may have said that my cousin wanted to buy a house.” At least she had the decency to look guilty.


			“Zoe, why would you do that?”


			“She seemed so eager. And she was so friendly. I wanted to help her out.”


			“By lying?”


			“It’s not lying if I convince you to buy a house from her.” Zoe batted her eyelashes. “Someday you’ll have money.”


			 


			Ty stopped in front of the open house sign and tugged at the buttoned collar of their shirt. “You know, I could loan you five bucks and you could buy a dozen cookies.”


			“Not a dozen homemade cookies. Besides, you’ll need a realtor eventually and this one’s pretty. Think of it as an interview.” Zoe tugged them toward the house. “Would it make you feel better if I told you all the reasons why you should be in the market to buy?”


			“Zoe, I’m worse than broke. My student loans are—”


			“Only going to get bigger by the time you graduate. Which is why you should buy a house and add the mortgage payment to your loan.”


			“I’d have to have a down payment to buy a house.”


			“Details.” Zoe made it to the front door and rang the bell, then motioned for Ty to stand next to her.


			Ty grabbed one of the open house flyers and scanned for a price. “Holy shit. Do you know much they’re asking for this place?”


			Zoe glanced at the price and shrugged.


			“I bet our landlord is gonna raise our rent.”


			“Another reason why you should buy a home. Also, we could have as many pets as we wanted.” As the door opened Zoe whispered, “I can smell the cookies already.”


			The realtor’s smile didn’t falter as she glanced from Zoe to Ty. Ty was used to long looks from people trying to fit them into a gender box, so it wasn’t a surprise to feel the realtor sizing them up. They straightened, pulling back their shoulders on reflex. Go ahead and judge. People always did.


			“Come on in.” She opened the door wider. “It’s hot out there and lovely and cool in here.” As soon as Zoe and Ty were inside, she closed the door and said, “Don’t tell anyone, but it’s nice to have some Family show up. I’ve had nothing but straight couples touring this house.”


			Ty instantly regretted their initial assessment. They were the one who’d judged and the realtor confirming she was queer made it even harder to think about lying to her.


			“You must be the cousin Zoe told me about,” the realtor said. “I hear you worked your way through college training horses and now you’re in vet school. With a scholarship for this next year. Congrats. That’s impressive.”


			Ty felt their cheeks get hot. What was true on paper wasn’t nearly as impressive in reality. “Uh, yeah.”


			“And you’re hoping to stay in the area after you graduate which is why you’re thinking of buying now? It’s a great idea if you can swing it. And as you already know, this is a wonderful location.”


			Instead of glaring at Zoe for putting them in an impossible spot, Ty found themself nodding. The realtor’s smile widened, making her even more attractive. Tan complexion, wavy brown hair, petite frame but generous curves in all the right places. All that with a strong femme vibe meant there was no chance of resisting her charm. And from the confident way she held Ty’s gaze, she knew all about her charm.


			It was true, at least, that staying in Davis after graduation was the plan. Maybe they could buy a home. Could student loan money be used as a down payment? If that was possible, wouldn’t everyone be doing it?


			No, there was no way. The mentioned scholarship only funded a portion of next year’s tuition and the student loans would continue stacking up. As much as Ty hated to say it, the truth had to come out. “I don’t think I’m financially ready to buy.”


			“But it’s important to know the market, right?” Zoe nodded at Ty, reminding them to play along. “Those cookies smell amazing. I want to stand right here and just take a deep breath.”


			“That’s my goal.” The realtor laughed. “I hope they taste as good as they smell.” She turned back to Ty. “I’ve got a financial planner I can put you in touch with. Sometimes things that seem impossible are actually doable with the right planning.” She paused, then added, “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Leslie Brandt.”


			Ty felt the room tip. Leslie Brandt. They’d promised to forget the name but of course it was embedded in their brain.


			Leslie extended her hand and Ty had no choice but to clasp it. Her skin was smooth as silk and her palm cool against Ty’s. Her fingers settled into place in a perfect fit. The rush that followed was overwhelming. Hormones mixing with adrenaline. How was it possible they were meeting now? After everything?


			“It’s nice to meet you,” Leslie said. “I don’t get to meet nearly enough cool people.”


			Ty searched for a response. Me neither? We know each other? After a moment, they managed, “Nice to meet you too.”


			Leslie’s grip loosened and Ty had to let go. When Leslie smiled, Ty’s heart floated up in their chest. Had Leslie held on longer than necessary, or was it only their imagination?


			Zoe cleared her throat. “This entryway is nice. I love the raised ceilings and how open the space feels. Ty, what do you think about the living room?”


			“It’s nice. Yeah.” Belatedly, Ty realized they ought to at least look in the direction of the living room. Subdued gray walls, a gray sectional, and a modern-looking darker gray coffee table. “It’s…a lot of gray.”


			Zoe tilted her head, clearly expecting them to say something more. Unfortunately, the only thought in their head was how unbelievable it was that Girl-Monday was standing in front of them.


			“I’m sorry, Leslie. I dragged Ty out of the house without giving them time to eat lunch.” Zoe gave Ty a what’s-wrong-with-you look and added, “They got called into work early this morning for a colic surgery.”


			“I have no idea what that is, but it sounds serious,” Leslie said. “I hope things went well?”


			Ty nodded.


			“I’m sure you’re exhausted after doing surgery.”


			“Oh, I didn’t do the surgery. They don’t let first-year vet students touch anything that isn’t already dead.”


			Zoe’s expression made it clear Ty had said the wrong thing. She covered with, “Ty’s also a vet tech.” Then, turning to Ty, added, “But in a few years you’ll be the one doing the surgeries and you’ll want a nice place to come home to.”


			“Why don’t you two take a look around? If you like open floor plans, I think you’ll really appreciate this one.” Leslie glanced at her watch as an alarm beeped. “I’ve got to get the next batch out of the oven. I’ll have warm cookies waiting for you when you come check out the kitchen.”


			“Nice.” Ty smiled and Leslie’s return smile warmed them through. She headed to the kitchen and Ty followed her with their eyes till she rounded the corner.


			Zoe swatted Ty’s shoulder and whispered, “What’s wrong with you? I thought I was the one with anxiety. Is this how you always act around hot queer women?”


			“No. Well, sometimes.”


			Anyone with a pulse would think Leslie Brandt was hot, but this went much deeper. Before Ty could figure out how to explain, Zoe said, “Just try and act cool, okay?”


			That wasn’t going to be easy. Ty followed Zoe through the living room and into the first bedroom, their thoughts spinning. When Zoe poked her head in the closet, Ty said, “I know her.”


			Zoe pulled back, brow furrowed. “You sure? She didn’t seem to recognize you.”


			“We met online.”


			Zoe made an O shape with her mouth. “On that dating app?”


			“No. It’s…complicated.” The dating app and all the women they’d met on it had come after. The site where they’d met Leslie was specifically not a dating site. No one was supposed to disclose their real identity. Everyone used a code name and avatars.


			“She doesn’t know my name, but I found out hers.” Ty shifted so they could see through the bedroom door into the hallway. No sign of Leslie. Now that she wasn’t standing in front of them smiling and going on about financial planning, the gravity of the situation settled in. 


			Ty kept their voice lowered as they continued, “I don’t want to do this. I don’t like lying. Even to a stranger. But lying to someone I know is worse.”


			“She really doesn’t act like she knows you.”


			“Yeah, well, she knows me.” Ty glanced again down the hallway. “Maybe we could slip out the front door?”


			“No way. That would be rude.”


			Zoe was right, of course, but Ty’s stomach clenched in a knot.


			“It doesn’t matter if she knows you online—she doesn’t recognize you in real life.”


			It mattered. The only woman from the TryItOnce group who they’d connected with, the only one they’d imagined a real-life relationship with, and the only one who didn’t want anything to do with them, happened to be in the kitchen, baking cookies. 


			Zoe half dragged Ty through the two rooms on the main story and then upstairs. At the first landing, Ty caught sight of Leslie in the kitchen. She was lifting cookies off the pan onto a platter and managed to look entirely sexy doing so.


			“You’re ogling,” Zoe said.


			Ty didn’t even bother with a response. They knew Girl-Monday lived locally—or was from the area—because of the phone number she’d called from, but that she was in the same town, in the same house, now? It didn’t seem possible.


			“Ty.” Zoe glared down from the second landing. “Snap out of it.”


			Ty headed up the rest of the stairs. “You sure we can’t leave when she’s not looking?”


			“I’m sure. Quit asking. You’re making me stressed when I finally think I’ve gotten my meds right.” Zoe walked into one of the rooms and then turned to Ty. “Okay, what’s the deal? Did you ask her out and she turned you down?”


			“No.”


			“Then what happened?”


			“I can’t talk about it.” Ty knew from Zoe’s crossed arms that they’d have to explain more or the questions wouldn’t stop. “We were in an online group that was supposed to be anonymous, but I found out Leslie’s name and she freaked. That’s all I can say.”


			“You weren’t stalking her, were you?”


			“Hell no. It was an accident. Her accident.”


			Zoe rubbed her face. “Okay, so, you two were on a dating site—”


			“Not a dating site. More like a meet-up group.”


			“Meet-up groups are dating sites.” When Ty started to argue, Zoe held up her hand. “This is why you need a real girlfriend. An in-person live girlfriend. Things get too messy online.”


			Ty dropped their gaze to the hardwood floor. Things hadn’t been messy with Leslie. It’d simply been fun and easy. Until they’d suggested phone sex one night instead of their usual online banter. It was late and they were maybe a little drunk when they’d messaged Leslie with their number. When Leslie called, her number appeared on Ty’s phone with her full name listed. Ty had told her—knowing that keeping things anonymous had been important to her. Everything had imploded from there.


			“How old is she?” Zoe asked.


			“I don’t know. Thirty-something?”


			“You don’t know?”


			“We didn’t talk about personal stuff.” That wasn’t entirely true. At first they hadn’t talked about anything personal beyond what they liked in bed. But after a few weeks, they’d both started sharing more and more. Still, they hadn’t exchanged details like age. Or what they did for a living.


			“I bet she’s older than you. She seems way more mature.”


			“Most people my age are more mature. The problem is who I hang out with.” Ty looked pointedly at Zoe. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter how old she is.”


			“Well, it matters if you’re going to ask her out.”


			“Who said anything about asking her out?”


			“You two definitely had a connection downstairs. You could be brave and—”


			“There’s no way I’m asking her out. I’d have to tell her how I know her.” Considering how fast Girl-Monday had dropped them, she’d certainly already moved on. Still, Ty knew the conversation wouldn’t go well. Even the idea of it made their armpits sweat. “And now she thinks I want to buy a house.”


			A phone rang downstairs and Leslie’s muffled answer came a moment later. Ty fought the impulse to move closer to the stairwell to hear her voice better while at the same time wanting to make a break for the front door.


			“I guess it would be awkward if she finds out who you are,” Zoe said.


			“You guess?”


			“Okay, fine. We’ll get a cookie and leave. I won’t make you talk to her.” Zoe walked past Ty into the hallway, then glanced back at them. “But this could be fate.”


			“Randomly running into someone who never wanted to talk to me again? Yeah, that sounds like my kind of fate.”


			









Chapter Two


			Dust billowed up in the wake of the Jeep’s wheels, obscuring the blue mountains on the distant horizon. Leslie tapped the brakes on her Mercedes, adding another car length between her and the Jeep. Passing on a one-lane gravel road was dumb to consider, yet that didn’t stop her from swerving to the left to see how much clearance there was around the Jeep. The answer: not enough.


			She eased her grip on the steering wheel and resigned herself to her fate. The road split at the halfway point, one way going to her friends Seren and Paige’s ranch and one way leading to a water tower with only an access road for the fire department. People used the access road for off-roading fun even if it wasn’t legal. No doubt the Jeep was headed for the water tower. As she contemplated how much farther it was to the halfway point, a paved section of the road came and the Jeep sped up. A rock ricocheted off the Jeep’s back tire and struck her windshield.


			“Dammit.” Leslie squinted at the bug-sized divot in the glass. She’d only had the car for a month and was still enjoying the new-car smell.


			“Incoming call: Kaitlin.”


			She answered the call on the car’s dash. “Hey, Kaitlin. What’s up?”


			“You’re missing signatures for the disclosure addendum on the F Street property. The seller’s agent called…and emailed.”


			“Shit. The buyers did sign but I didn’t finalize the document. I’ll take care of it.” She bit back another curse as the Jeep slowed to a near stop. A moment later she spotted a squirrel dart off the side of the road into the scrub brush. Stopping for squirrels did win back a few points. “Any other fires I should know about?”


			“No. Well, you got a call on the office line from your dentist. Something about a missed appointment?”


			Kaitlin ran circles around all the other office staff Leslie had worked with over the years. And she was the only one Leslie counted as a friend. Which is why she said, “I overslept. I was having a dream when the alarm went off and I hit the off button instead of snooze.”


			“Must have been a good dream.”


			“It was about work.”


			“You work too much,” Kaitlin said. “Dreaming about work is a sign of potential burnout.”


			Leslie wasn’t sure that was true but didn’t argue. Anyway, it wasn’t a bad dream like Kaitlin assumed. The dream had been completely inappropriate, however, and involved her propositioning a client at an open house—which she positively never would do. She’d woken up right as her dream lover had settled in on top of her. Even without a satisfying conclusion, the dream had been the highlight of her day. Everything had gone decidedly downhill after she’d gotten out of bed.


			“Have you thought any more about a little weekend getaway?” Kaitlin asked.


			“I don’t have time for weekend getaways.” Before Kaitlin could hassle her, she said, “Can you make sure Sharon over at Title has everything she needs to close on Acacia Lane? That’s happening Friday morning.”


			“Sure. Anything else? By the way, your connection keeps breaking up.”


			“I’m on my way to my friends’ ranch. Kind of an emergency thing.”


			“Is everything okay?”


			Kaitlin’s concern was sincere but Leslie knew anything she told her would spread through the office. She considered what message she wanted broadcast. “I’m fine, but there was a medical emergency and I have to watch my friends’ baby.” Her phone buzzed and she read Seren’s name on the screen. “Kaitlin, I have to go, but if you need me, I’ll have my phone on me all evening.”


			“Good luck babysitting.”


			She ended Kaitlin’s call and clicked over to Seren.


			“Hey, sweetie. I’m almost there. I got stuck behind a Jeep that looks like something my grandpa would’ve owned.” She also realized they’d passed the halfway point and the Jeep hadn’t turned off for the water tower.


			“That’s probably Ty. They board their horse here.”


			Ty? As in the same Ty who’d been in her dream that morning? She felt the blush hit her cheeks even as she argued it must be a different Ty. “You have boarders?”


			“Yeah, we took on two horses last month. Paige loves having more animals around. Honestly, it is nice seeing the barn fill up.”


			Had Seren actually said Ty? Maybe she’d heard the wrong name. She wanted to ask but stopped herself. It didn’t really matter, she rationalized. Ty hadn’t called her back and hadn’t contacted the mortgage lender she’d recommended either—she knew because she’d called the lender and surreptitiously asked. Which meant they were simply a random person who’d come through an open house. A random person who’d made it into her dreams.


			She thought again of how she’d held their hand a moment too long. Afterward, she’d wondered what had gotten into her. She’d worried she’d made things awkward and still wasn’t sure what had made her hold on. For a moment, she’d almost asked if they’d met before. But she never forgot a face and was sure she wouldn’t have forgotten someone who looked that hot and was so obviously queer. Ty’s smile had rocked her and their sky-blue eyes had made her lose her train of thought. It didn’t help matters that Ty’s hand had felt perfect wrapped around hers.


			Seren’s voice broke her train of thought. “I’m hoping we won’t have to ask you to stay the night, but if we get stuck in Stanford—”


			“Everything in my schedule can be rearranged. Anything for you and Olivia. And Paige, too.”


			It was Paige’s mom, Bea, who’d had to go in for emergency surgery. Some problem with a pacemaker. Seren hadn’t given all the details. All she knew was that Bea had been seemingly fine that morning and then was suddenly taken to surgery after a routine checkup with her cardiologist. Seren had lost her own mom two years ago and didn’t do well with medical emergencies, so Leslie hadn’t pressed.


			“I know you have a million things on your mind right now, but could you write down what I need to do for the animals?” She’d taken care of Olivia before, but the barn animals were more intimidating.


			“You won’t have to worry about that. Since Ty was coming to do some work on the barn, Paige asked them to take care of everything else too. They’re a vet student and Paige has known them a long time.”


			Definitely the same Ty from the open house. “Are they spending the night?” She hoped the answer was no. At least mostly.


			“No. It’ll just be you and Olivia. Ty will come back in the morning to do the feedings if we aren’t back.”


			Well, that settled it. She’d avoid the barn and stay in the house with Olivia. This wasn’t the first time she’d had to avoid a second-chance encounter. Davis was a small enough town that everyone seemed connected to someone she knew. She glanced down at her blouse and skirt. “Could I borrow a change of clothes? I’m in a work outfit and didn’t grab an overnight bag. And maybe some pajamas and a spare toothbrush?”


			“Of course.” The sound of a baby crying on the other end interrupted. “Paige is trying to put Olivia down for a nap. She’ll be in a better mood later if she sleeps a little.”


			“I’m okay with her being grumpy. We’ll be a good pair.”


			“You seemed a little out of sorts when I called you earlier. You sure you don’t mind babysitting?”


			“I’m sure. I’ve just had one of those days.” She looked at the divot on her windshield and noticed a thin line already spreading out from the spot. “Olivia will help get me out of my funk. See you in a minute.”


			Seren and Paige’s barn came into view around the next turn, newly painted red with white trim. The Jeep veered toward the barn and Leslie pulled up in front of the brown ranch house.


			Seren came out the front door, her expression more tense than the call had let on, and Leslie felt her stomach tighten. She pushed away her own day’s baggage—which really had been more ridiculous than awful—and worked up a smile as she headed up the walkway. When she opened her arms for a hug, Seren stepped right up.


			“You have no idea how much it means to me for you to drop everything and come over.” Seren pulled back and squinted at Leslie’s blouse. “That stain’s going to be hard to get out. Coffee?”


			“I had a heck of a morning.” Made worse by not having enough coffee.


			“What happened?”


			“You don’t want to know.” When Seren put her hands on her hips with a “tell me” look, Leslie sighed and said, “I missed a seven a.m. dentist appointment because I was dreaming about work. Then I tried to squeeze in a cycling class but showed up without my workout clothes. So I went to the donut shop to get coffee and donuts for our morning meeting but forgot the donuts. I seriously walked in, ordered coffee for me and Kaitlin, and left. With no donuts. Who does that?”


			“Someone who’s trying to do too much.” Seren’s look was full of sympathy. “And then you spilled the coffee?”


			Leslie picked at the front of her blouse. “I had a scarf covering it up at work, but I figured you could handle the real me.”


			“Always. You sure watching Olivia isn’t too much?”


			“Not at all. She got me off work early.”


			Seren smiled. “Good point. If you want more coffee, Paige started a fresh pot after Bea’s doctor called. And I set out some clothes for you in the guest room.”


			“How’s Bea?”


			“We haven’t heard anything after the first call from the doctor,” Seren said. “Paige keeps saying Bea’s tough as nails, but that’s what I used to say about my mom.”


			The catch in Seren’s voice made Leslie’s chest tighten. She clasped Seren’s hand. “I know this is hard, but I’m siding with Paige. Bea is tough as nails. Roofing nails. You know those ones that are like two inches long and twice as thick as regular nails?”


			Tears welled in Seren’s eyes, but she nodded. “You’re right. And I should only be thinking good thoughts. Come on inside.”


			As soon as they stepped into the house, Paige came down the hall with a look as strained as Seren’s. “Hi, Leslie. Thanks for coming.”


			“I don’t hear any crying,” Seren said. “Success?”


			“Success.” Paige glanced at her watch. “If Olivia follows her usual routine, she’ll wake up around four.”


			“I’ll be ready.” Leslie wanted to hug Paige too, but she seemed like an even bigger ball of stress than Seren.


			“I wrote down the schedule and bedtime routine in case we aren’t back. It’s all on a notepad in the kitchen.” Seren looked to Paige, then they both looked at Leslie. “You sure you’re up for this?” Paige and Seren said at the same time.


			“The fact that you two said that in stereo should bother me but it doesn’t. Have a little faith in Aunt Leslie.”


			“We have more than a little faith, and Olivia loves you, but it’s still a lot to ask last minute,” Seren said.


			“Bedtime can be hard,” Paige added. “She might not sleep much without us.”


			Seren nodded at Paige, her lips squeezed together in a tight line.


			“I’ll cuddle her all night if that keeps her happy. You two have someone else who needs you tonight.”


			“You’re right.” Paige wrapped an arm around Seren and brushed a kiss against her cheek. They’d been together a little over a year and were still the sweetest couple.


			“Ty’s at the barn if you want to talk to them before we leave,” Seren said to Paige.


			“Great.” Paige looked back at Leslie. “Ty’s in charge of all the animals so you won’t have to worry about that. I hope Ollie’s good for you.”


			“She’ll be an angel.”


			Paige hefted an overnight bag and glanced at Seren. “See you outside?”


			As soon as Paige was out the door, Leslie said, “I really could have taken care of the pets and Olivia. If you’re not back tonight, at least let me do the morning feeding so you don’t have to pay someone.”


			“It’s more work than you’d think. Two heifers, three horses, eighteen chickens, all the barn cats—not to mention the house cats—and Olivia?”


			Leslie pursed her lips.


			“Besides, Ty’s working off their horse board. But if you’re worried about having a stranger here when you’re alone with Ollie—”


			“It’s not that.” How could she explain? Definitely not by referencing the sexy dream. “Ty toured an open house last weekend and it’s fine seeing them again, but I don’t feel like being in work mode.”


			“Are you sure it’s the same Ty?” Seren’s eyebrows bunched together. “Paige offered to let them board here because their last barn raised prices and they couldn’t afford it. I can’t imagine they have money to buy a house.”


			“Maybe they only came for the cookies.” It wouldn’t be the first time. And it would make sense why Ty hadn’t followed up with the lender.


			“I’d come for your cookies,” Seren said, smiling. “How have you been doing, by the way? You sounded so stressed when I called earlier.”


			Leslie knew Seren’s concern was sincere but she wasn’t the one with a sick mother-in-law to worry about. “I’m fine. Work’s been maybe too busy but, hey, I’m making money.”


			Seren squeezed Leslie’s shoulder. “You’ve been working too much.”


			“You’re right. When you called, I realized how much I wanted the afternoon off. I need a break from peopling. Adult people, I mean. Babysitting Ollie will be a good change.”


			“I’ll tell Paige that you can take care of the house cats so Ty won’t need to come in. Then you can have an adult-free and work-free evening.”


			“Perfect.”


			“Oh! I almost forgot. You need the baby monitor.” Seren hurried down the hall and returned with the monitor. An image of a sleeping Olivia blinked on the screen. Nature sounds played in the background. “She won’t wake for a while, but this way you can go enjoy the sunshine and not worry. The garden exploded this past week. If you want tomatoes or green beans, pick as many as you like.” Seren paused. “Do you think I’m forgetting anything?”


			“I can always call you.”


			Seren nodded. “Okay. Good luck.”


			Hopefully she wouldn’t need to count on that. Luck had not been part of her day. “Everything will be fine here. You go take care of Paige and Bea.”


			









Chapter Three


			Ty hefted the boards over one shoulder and unlatched Nellie’s gate. Brown velvety ears twitched at the sound.


			“Easy, girl,” Ty murmured. “You okay if I pass through?” They held out their free hand and the mare sniffed their fingers. “Hey there. How are you?”


			After one sniff the mare turned her head pointedly away, staring at the plank walls of her stall.


			“You don’t want to talk. I get it. Sometimes I don’t feel like talking either.”


			Paige had mentioned that the previous owners of the ranch had gotten the mare as a rescue and no one knew exactly how old she was. Or how much training she’d had. At this point, she was only a pet—who, Paige admitted, didn’t get enough attention.


			Ty walked through the stall, maneuvering the boards carefully so they didn’t bump into anything. The mare swished her tail with obvious annoyance. “I’m here to fix your paddock gate so no cows get in. You should be thanking me.”


			The heifers shared a big pen next to Nellie’s paddock and had managed to take down several boards and bust a gate. Typical cow mischief.


			Ty set the boards in place and got to work. After a few minutes, Nellie came over to inspect, sniffing the wood first and then Ty’s hair. At first, Ty pretended not to notice. When Nellie pushed her muzzle into their back, they looked up and smiled. “Now you want to be social?”


			Nellie seemed to consider the question. Ty clicked to her and got a half-hearted ear flick. “I think I could win you over.”


			The mare tossed her head and snorted. Horse snot sprayed Ty’s hands and face. Laughing, they brushed off the snot. “That’s what I get, huh?”


			If a horse could smile, Nellie had one on her face when Ty looked up at her again. “Fine. But go on. I don’t need a supervisor today.”


			Nellie stubbornly settled in a few feet away, and Ty only shook their head. “Mares.”


			When Ty had moved Polaris and Archer to the ranch a month ago, Paige had hoped to pasture Nellie with the other horses. So far, though, Nellie had refused to leave her stall if Polaris and Archer were in the front pasture. Every night she’d squeal and kick when the other horses were led past her stall and Paige worried one of the three would get hurt if forced together.


			“You might like the others if you try getting to know them,” Ty said. “Archer’s my boy. He’s a sweetheart. Polaris is wild—like my cousin, Zoe. But you get used to her energy and she’s kind of a jokester. Maybe someday you’d want to hang out with them?”


			Nellie met Ty’s gaze as if considering it, then swung her head side to side.


			“Suit yourself.”


			Once the new boards were in place, blocking access from the cow pen, Ty went to get Nellie a treat. She didn’t balk as they came into her stall the second time and only studied them for a moment as they held out a horse cookie. A second later she snagged the cookie and even allowed a head rub as she chewed.


			“You warm up quick. Maybe later I’ll grab a brush and give you a good grooming.” But there was more work to be done.


			Paige had left a to-do list along with instructions for care of all the animals. Ty had to laugh at the details Paige had included—as if taking care of a barnful wasn’t second nature at this point. The note, though, was more a testament to how much Paige loved every animal in the barn. There was a line about how the heifers liked to be sung to in the mornings and an added mention about the chickens preferring ice cubes in their water. Nellie got a whole paragraph explaining her dining regimen.


			Ty finished reading the last line when the barn door swung open. A woman burst in, close to tears.


			“Do you have a key to the house?”


			Ty stared at her for a moment before realizing it was Leslie. Leslie Brandt. What the hell was she doing here and why did she look so panicked?


			“I went out to the garden and the door closed behind me.” Leslie’s voice cracked. “I didn’t realize it would lock.”


			“I don’t have a key.”


			“Fuck. Olivia’s awake. What am I going to do?”


			Leslie was the babysitter? Paige had mentioned a friend of Seren’s would be watching Olivia but they hadn’t thought to ask who. Because what were the chances? “Did you try all the doors?”


			“Of course I tried all the doors.”


			She choked back a sob and held up something Ty recognized as a baby monitor. The sound of crying came through loud and clear. “I can’t even call Seren—or Paige—because I left my damn cell phone in the house.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe this happened. Except I can. Because today has sucked since I got out of bed.”


			“I can call Paige.” Ty reached for their phone and quickly hit the call button.


			“Do you have Seren’s number? Paige is the one driving and I don’t know if she’ll answer.”


			“I don’t have Seren’s number,” Ty said, listening to the ringing. They couldn’t help looking again at Leslie. Did she recognize them from the open house? The call went to voice mail after the second ring. “No answer. Should I leave a message?”


			Leslie glanced down at the monitor again and groaned. “I don’t know. She probably won’t check the message until they get to the hospital. Seren makes Paige set her phone to Do Not Disturb when she’s driving after that accident last month.”


			“Maybe Seren would check Paige’s phone?”


			They looked at each other and both knew it was unlikely. Ty left a quick message for Paige to call them then ended the call. The drive to Stanford took two hours with good traffic. Too long to wait.


			“Let me go back to the house with you,” Ty said. “There’s gotta be some way we can get inside. Maybe the door’s not locked—maybe it’s just a tricky handle or something. Is that one of those monitors that you can talk through?”


			Leslie nodded.


			“Tell her everything’s okay. We only need a few minutes to double-check the doors.”


			“She’s nine months old.” Tears welled. “She won’t understand.”


			“She’ll understand if you sound calm. Maybe sing to her?”


			Leslie swiped at her tears and took a shaky breath. She hit a button on the monitor and seemed to force a cheerful tone as she said, “Hi, Ollie. It’s Auntie Leslie.”


			Ty headed to the house with Leslie following right behind. They tried to focus as they jiggled the door handles and not on Leslie or the fact that she had a sweet voice when she sang. But Leslie’s earlier panic returned when Ty confirmed that the front and back doors were definitely locked. They checked under the doormats for a key and then hunted for any open windows. No luck.


			Fortunately, by the time they’d circled back to the locked front door, the baby wasn’t crying. Leslie’s singing had calmed her at least. Ty motioned to the intercom. “Good job.”


			“Good job?” She switched off the intercom voice connection and added, “Are you fucking kidding me? I locked my best friend’s baby in the house. Alone.”


			“But she’s not crying.”


			Ignoring Ty, Leslie reached for the handle, tested it for a third time, and let out a guttural sound. “What are we going to do? Should we call 911?”


			“We could, but it’s not exactly an emergency yet. I can call Paige again and hope Seren answers. Or I can leave another message and hope she gets to the hospital soon and checks it.” Not the best option, especially if there was no spare key.


			Leslie shook her head. “We can’t wait that long. God, I’m such an idiot.”


			“You’re not an idiot. You didn’t know the door was gonna lock.” Ty glanced at the baby monitor. They’d only seen Olivia a few times at the barn—usually in either Paige or Seren’s arms. She liked the horses, but that’s all Ty knew. Now her image on the monitor was hard not to sympathize with. She wasn’t wailing anymore but she certainly didn’t look happy sitting in one corner of the crib hugging a stuffed Pooh Bear.


			“You don’t think we should call 911?” Leslie asked.


			Ty eyed the narrow window next to the front door. It wouldn’t take much effort to break, and it’d be faster than waiting on Emergency Services to show up. But then the glass would have to be replaced. “Let me try checking all the windows one more time. Maybe I can find one that isn’t latched. Why don’t you check the potted plants? Maybe there’s a key hidden in one of those little fake rocks.”


			“And if we don’t find anything, then we call 911?”


			“Or break a window.”


			It wasn’t much of a plan, but Leslie seemed resolved to it. She went right to the begonias and Ty left her peeking under the leaves with Olivia’s cooing baby voice back on the monitor.


			The kitchen window opened two inches and then stopped. Not enough to squeeze more than a hand through and likely a rod prevented it from opening it any farther. The only other window that opened wasn’t a great option. The bottom ledge was about six feet up from the ground and the opening was narrow. Fortunately, it was the one window missing a screen. Ty pushed it as far as it would open and then stepped back and stared at the space.


			“You found one that wasn’t latched!”


			Ty startled at Leslie’s voice, suddenly only a foot away. “It’s open, yeah, but I don’t think I can fit through.”


			“I can.”


			Ty glanced from the window to Leslie. Now that Olivia had stopped crying, and with hope replacing her panic, an expression of confidence on her face changed everything. Up until that moment, Ty had done a good job separating Leslie from the woman they’d gone down on a dozen times. Virtually. But with Leslie’s eyes locked on theirs, Ty was struck again by how gorgeous she was. And how much they missed their times together.


			“What, you don’t think I can fit?”


			“I think it’d be…tricky.” Tricky? Ty groaned inwardly. Tricky was better than tight. The truth was, the opening wasn’t big. They looked from Leslie to the window and back again. Leslie did have a petite figure compared to Ty’s stocky build, but she had curves. Ty studied her hips, trying to ignore how good it would feel to hold her there, then cleared their throat. “I think it’d be tight for anyone.”


			“Well, I think I can fit.” Leslie was a few inches shorter, but when her gaze locked on Ty’s, chin jutted up, hands on her hips, there was no doubt she was calling the shots.


			It was impossible to ignore the pulse of arousal, however poorly timed. Ty looked her over again, fighting down the urges in their body. Her waist was smaller than theirs and her shoulders weren’t broad either. But still. She looked as if she’d come straight from a business meeting. Heels, skirt, fancy blouse—stained with something brown right between her breasts—and her dark brown hair pulled back with a clip at the low of her neck. Certainly not the attire to crawl through a window. “What if you get stuck?”


			“Then you’ll have to shove me in.”


			Ty checked to see if she was serious. No smirk. No raised eyebrow. “You’re serious?”


			“Completely.”


			Determined Leslie was sexy as hell, but Ty felt like they had to be the voice of reason. “What if you fall getting down on the other side and break something?”


			“The real problem will be getting myself up there.” She scanned the area under the window before glancing back at the garden. “We can drag one of those planting barrels over here and I can use it as a step stool.”


			“Those barrels weigh a ton as soon as you fill them with dirt.” Not to mention all the water that was likely soaking the plants growing in the barrels. “We also don’t know what’s on the other side of this window. Maybe we should call 911.”


			Leslie squared her shoulders. “That’s what I said before.”


			“Well, I didn’t want to do that if there was another way.”


			“Neither did I, and you found us another way.” Leslie motioned to the window, her earlier curt tone returning. “Olivia’s happy now, but that isn’t going to last long. It’s killing me not being in there. What if she tries climbing out of her crib?” She held up the monitor as if that could happen at any moment.


			Ty glanced from the window to Leslie. She probably weighed about the same as a young foal and they had no problem lifting one of those. Not that comparing a woman to a horse was something they’d ever admit out loud.


			“I used to do cheer. I won’t have any problem tucking and rolling. Can you get me up there or not?”
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