
  
    [image: Hot Fudge &amp; a Heartthrob]
  


  
    
      Hot Fudge & a Heartthrob

      A Lovebird Café Novel

    

    
      
        Dylann Crush

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright ©2020 by Dylann Crush

      Cover Design by Christina Hovland

      Editor: Jolene Perry

      Proofreader: Shasta Schafer

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, or stored in any storage or retrieval system without written permission of the author. Violating these rights is forbidden and punishable by the fullest extent of the law.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, person living or dead, locales, or other status is entirely coincidental.

      All brand names and product names used in this book are trademarks, registered trademarks, or trade names of their respective holders. The author is not associated with any product or vendor in this book.

      Published by Tickled Pinkest

      www.DylannCrush.com

    

  


  
    
      To romance readers everywhere…

      you’re the reason us authors get to do what we do!

      

      And especially to my readers…

      you’re the the absolute best in the whole wide world!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thanks for picking up this copy of Hot Fudge & a Heartthrob! If you’d like to go back to where the series begins, grab your FREE copy of Lemon Tarts & Stolen Hearts, the prequel novella for the Lovebird Café series!

      

        

      
        For a FREE copy of Lemon Tarts & Stolen Hearts, click here! (www.dylanncrush.com/signup)
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      What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. I repeated the mantra for the hundredth time that morning as I faced down my current mortal enemy, also known as the front door of the Bat Conservationist Alliance. Granted, the door itself wasn’t working against me, but behind the frosted glass, I was sure a torrent of hellfire and brimstone waited in the form of my self-righteous co-workers.

      In no rush to sacrifice myself, I studied the thick black letters. In my past year of working at the Alliance, I’d never spent so much time standing in front of this door. If I had, I probably would have noticed how crooked the “V” in Conservationist was. Fighting the urge to peel the offensive adhesive letter off the glass and re-attach it, I took in a deep breath and wrapped my fingers around the handle. Before I could give a push, the door opened and I stumbled inside.

      The sound of paper party horns assaulted my ears as a gruff hand clapped me on my shoulder. “Glad you’re back.” My dad, who also happened to be my current boss and the director of the Alliance, offered a somewhat apologetic smile.

      A cascading rumble of deep laughter surrounded me. My co-workers had gone all out. If roles had been reversed and one of them was returning after a particularly embarrassing on-the-job ordeal, I probably would have done the same.

      I shrugged off Dad’s grasp and lifted my head to look around. Someone had suspended paper bats from the drop ceiling over my corner cubicle. A sign sat propped against my ancient desktop monitor: Welcome back, Lunky.

      “Lunky?” I turned around, wondering who’d come up with my new moniker.

      “Yeah, we thought it was fitting.” Lewis, one of my co-workers, stepped forward. “Spelunker…Lunky. Get it, big guy?”

      Shaking my head, I pulled my chair out from my desk. “Real clever.”

      “Come on, there’s work to be done.” Dad waved his hand in the air, causing my co-workers to scatter. Then he leaned closer, lowering his voice. “They’re just having a little fun with you.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

      “If you’re serious about turning this into a career, you’re going to have to get back down there and show them you can handle it. You’re a Wilder for heaven’s sake.”

      A Wilder. No shit. I’d been living in the shadow of Papa Wilder and Big Brother Wilder all my life. I’d even moved to Canada and played pro football in an effort to escape the incessant calling of carrying on the family name. Even though I tried to outrun my surname, I would always be a Wilder. I was done trying to avoid it. Even if I did have to start from the bottom and work my way up to earn my dad’s approval.

      I slid my laptop out of my bag and set it on my desk.

      “How’s the ankle?” Dad asked.

      “Fine. Should be just like new in a few weeks.” My ankle would heal—according to the doc it was just a sprain—but my pride might take quite a bit longer to knit itself back together.

      “That’s good. We missed you around here.”

      “I bet.” The sarcasm leeched out before I could stop it.

      “It’s true. You’re one of our most valuable employees.” Dad rested his arms on the half-wall surrounding my cubicle.

      “You sure you don’t mean I was one of your most valuable?” I tried to joke. The injury to my ankle, and the huge hit to my ego, were the tip of the iceberg. My real struggle in getting my head back in the game had nothing to do with either.

      Dad clapped me on the shoulder again. “You’ll get your confidence back. This cause is in your blood.”

      In my blood. Like I’d ever be able to forget it. Dad was the one who’d started the Alliance over thirty years ago. “Thanks.”

      “Let me know if you need anything as you get settled.”

      “Will do.” I waited for him to turn and head back to his office before I faced my computer. As it whirred to life I cast a glance over the notes I’d left on my desk. I hadn’t been to the office in the past two weeks. As the Director of Communications and Outreach for the Alliance, I was used to spending a lot more time sitting at a desk than in the field where the “real” scientists worked.

      Most of my co-workers, including my brother, had earned their jobs at the Alliance by scouring caves and mines for the more than thirteen-hundred species of bats we worked to protect. Even though I had enough degrees to qualify me as one of them on paper, I didn’t have anywhere near the same amount of time in the field—a fact I’d hoped to rectify when I volunteered to join them on an  investigative trip to one of the caves we monitored in eastern Tennessee.

      I knew coming back to the life I’d tried to leave behind wouldn’t be a walk in the park, at least not until I battled back my inner demons. But I’d been enjoying myself up until the point where I’d had to shimmy through a tunnel to get to the back of a cavern. Though I hadn’t played football in what felt like forever, I still had the build of a linebacker and somehow managed to wedge myself into the tunnel, cutting half of the group off from the other.

      Thankfully I’d only suffered a sprained ankle when they’d finally tied a rope around my feet and managed to yank me back out the way I’d crawled in. After spending twelve hours stuck in a tube of cold, damp rocks, I knew I was in for at least a few weeks of ribbing. The paper bats and cardboard sign were just the beginning.

      “So, how’ve you been?” Lewis’s hair popped up over the wall that separated our desks, followed by the rest of his head. No matter how he tried to tame it, his hair always stood up on end like he’d just been spit out by a tornado. “Get caught up on your reading during your time away?”

      I leaned back against my chair. “It’s not like I was sitting around on my ass all day.”

      After they’d hauled me out of the tunnel and the local doc patched me up, I’d spent the next week driving myself around the back roads of southern Tennessee, visiting local libraries, conservation groups, and even Boy Scout troops in an effort to educate the public about the plight of the area’s endangered bats.

      Lewis grinned. “Good thing you didn’t get too scratched up. Your dad needs your pretty face to bring in those donations and keep us afloat.”

      “Screw you.” Lewis was always giving me a rough time about my desk job while he and the other guys worked in the field. One of these days I’d figure out a way to get back at him, although it would probably be a while before I was ready to wiggle through the caverns of eastern Tennessee.

      “Hey, we all pitched in and got you something.” He handed me a paper gift bag with a piece of tissue paper sticking out of it.

      I reached in and pulled out a T-shirt. “Bat lovers let it all hang out?” A drawing of an upside down bat hung off the word ‘out’.

      “Yeah. Figured you could add it to your collection.”

      “Thanks.” I spent my life in jeans and crazy ass T-shirts. Although, I had to be careful about which ones I chose to wear when I spoke at the schools on my route.

      “Where you heading next?” Lewis asked.

      “I’m not sure yet.” I’d promised to finalize my travel schedule before the end of the week. Now that summer had turned to fall, kids were back in school and it was time to make the rounds and educate them about bats, especially how important it is not to disturb them during hibernation. I enjoyed talking to the kids but was ready to take on a bigger role, assuming I could handle it. Thanks to getting myself stuck in the cavern, I’d probably set myself back another few years.

      “The team’s heading to Arkansas next week to pitch in on a field study.” Lewis gestured toward the paperwork on my desk. “I suppose you’ll be tied up with school visits or you’d want to come along.”

      I held back a laugh. “Good one.”

      “I ever tell you about my first site visit?” He pushed his thick glasses back up onto his nose.

      “Only about a million times. You trying to make me feel better about making an ass out of myself?” I groaned as I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I’m just saying, we all have our little fuck ups. You’ll get past it. Your dad’s just making you pay your dues right now. He’ll probably have you leading your own team by next summer.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Lewis didn’t know anything about my dad. If he did, he’d know that any accomplishment I ever made would always fall short compared to the efforts of my older brother. It didn’t help that I had a natural knack for sabotaging myself in my efforts to impress him, either. “For now I’ve got to figure out how many days I need to take my dog and pony show on the road and cover all of the elementary schools in my region.”

      “Let me know if you need help planning your route.”

      Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention back to my computer. Asking for Lewis’s help was the last thing I’d do. If I wanted to move up within the organization, I needed to figure out a way to get more traction for our group. That meant more eyes on our projects, and more opportunities to inform and educate the public on our mission.

      I scrolled through the emails that had accumulated in my inbox. An alert I’d set up months ago caught my attention—one way I kept a close eye on any bit of regional news involving bats. As I clicked on the link, my pulse notched up. Seeing anything bat-related outside of a scientific journal was cause for concern, especially when it revolved around an endangered species like the Myotis sodalis, or the Indiana bat, as it was commonly known.

      Based on the research the Alliance had been doing for the past several years, the number of Indiana bats was on the decline, especially in Missouri. Due to disturbances by development and people destroying their natural habitat, the colonies couldn’t find space to live. The website popped up and music blared from my speakers. I slammed the cover of the computer down, but not before I caught the attention of everyone in the small office.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “What’cha got there?” Lewis peered over my shoulder.

      “Nothing. Just checking email.”

      “You want to grab a bite for lunch?” Lewis was a creature of habit and didn’t stray from his typical tuna on wheat from the sandwich shop on the corner.

      “Nah. I need to run an errand.” I pushed back from my desk. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Once I slid into the front seat of my truck, I pulled the email alert up on my phone. The screen filled with a video focusing on the narrow mouth of a cave. While I watched, a long line of bats began to stream from the opening. The camera flashed to a kid’s face and I checked the tag at the bottom of the video. Filmed outside of Swallow Springs, Missouri, and just posted yesterday. It was hard to tell because of the grainy quality, but those could be Indiana bats and there were a ton of them.

      Maybe it would be best to keep it to myself for a bit. I’d be heading to Missouri over the next couple of weeks when I made my rounds and could check it out before putting the rest of the team on high alert. Finding a new colony of Indiana bats might finally catch the eye of my dad.

      As a tagalong on my dad’s lifelong conservationist efforts, I’d been all over Missouri, Kansas and the majority of the Midwest in his quest to save endangered species. But in all of my travels, I’d never heard of Swallow Springs. I opened a new window and searched for the name of the town. Not far from Nevada, Missouri, it sat in the southwest third of the state, an area well known for its limestone caves.

      If I could discover a new colony of Indiana bats it might be worth the risk of finally facing my own bullshit. I could find someone local who knew the caves to take me in. The agency had been struggling for funding. A find like this might renew interest in their goals. It wouldn’t hurt to drive over and take a look. I’d just schedule my route around the schools in that part of Missouri. The worst that could happen is that I’d waste a little time.

      But if I found a new site for the endangered bats? It might just finally catapult me into my dad’s inner circle…a place I’d been trying to get to for years.
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      “Doesn’t anyone else know how to work a broom around here?” I didn’t expect an answer as I swept several clients’ hair into a pile. Usually I didn’t have to clean up after everyone. That’s why I rented a station at the Cut ‘N Curl. If I wanted to take care of everything myself, I’d set up shop at my own kitchen table and keep all of the money I made giving trims, blow-outs, and highlights to the coifed citizens of Swallow Springs.

      “Sorry, Scarlett.” The new office gal—I couldn’t remember her name—snagged the broom from my hand.

      “I’ve got it.” I held the dustpan still while she swept clumps of hair toward me. It wasn’t long ago that I’d been the pregnant high schooler in need of a job. Part of me wanted to grab her by the shoulders and give her a good shake. Tell her to rethink her choices while she still had the chance. She had a long road ahead of her if she planned on raising her baby without a daddy. I knew all about that.

      “Your next appointment’s here.” The gal—Moriah, that’s right—nudged her chin toward the doorway.

      “Oh, she’s not here for me.” No way had the woman standing in the doorway made an appointment with yours truly. The fact that she’d even stepped foot inside the Cut ‘N Curl meant she’d sunk to crisis mode. Probably needed her roots done real quick and didn’t have time to drive all the way up to Kansas City. Under normal circumstances, April Waite wouldn’t trust any of us around here with caring for her over-processed locks.

      “Actually, she is.” Moriah pointed to the appointment book. There in black and white, April’s name had been scrawled across my ten o’clock slot.

      “Since when?” I’d checked my schedule for today when I shut down last night and I was open from ten to eleven.

      “You ready for me?” April teetered toward me on ridiculously high heels. “Figured since we go way back, you could fit me in for a quick root touch up before the weekend.”

      “I didn’t think you trusted me to color your hair.” I pasted a warm smile on my face but my words were coated with frost. April and I hadn’t spoken to each other more than a handful of times since we’d graduated high school together fifteen years ago.

      She waved a hand in the air. “Bygones. Water under the bridge. Where should I set my purse?”

      I stood, one hand clutching the dustpan full of hair and the other clamped to my hip while April rearranged my station to make room for her oversized Kate Spade. I’d bitten my tongue and kissed plenty of asses over the years, but catering to April Waite took self-restraint to a whole new level.

      “You want me to take that for you?” Moriah held out a hand for the dustpan.

      I loosened my grip. “Thanks.”

      April ran her palm over the pale pink leatherette seat in front of my station, probably making sure I’d cleaned it off after my last client. I stepped around the chair to wash my hands in the sink. Wouldn’t want her to accuse me of unsanitary business practices.

      “Take a seat.” I waited for her to get settled before spreading a cape over her shoulders and fastening it behind her neck. “What brings you in this morning?”

      “Just a quick touch up on the roots. I usually go every eight weeks but I’ve been taking some of those biotin pills and I tell you, my hair’s never grown so fast.”

      I ran my fingers through her hair. It did seem pretty healthy despite the constant processing she must put it through. “Any idea what color your regular stylist uses so I can match?”

      April shrugged. “No idea. I just let her do her thing. She’s so hard to get into though. And what with our reunion this weekend, I just had to get this taken care of.”

      Our reunion. Tightness radiated through my chest at the reminder. I’d received the invitation to my fifteenth high school reunion over a month ago. They always held them the same weekend as the Homecoming game in the hopes that those lucky enough to escape Swallow Springs after graduation might come back for the festivities. Then there were those of us who’d never had the chance to get away, like me.

      “You are coming to the reunion, aren’t you?” April asked. “You weren’t there for the last one, and those of us still here in town need to demonstrate that Swallow Springs hospitality and welcome everyone back.”

      Was she for real? Hadn’t anyone ever told her that it’s best not to annoy someone when you’re sitting in their chair and they have scissors, clippers and chemicals at their disposal? “I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to make it so I didn’t send in my RSVP.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. We had a few cancellations so we’ll have plenty of extra food. It’s not fair for the planning committee to get stuck covering for the people who can’t commit. I’d be happy to sell you a ticket today.”

      I tried taking in a slow, calming breath as I considered how best to decline her generous offer without sticking a rat tail comb in her eye. April was single-handedly responsible for my miserable senior year. She and her posse made sure everyone in Swallow Springs, and for at least a fifty mile radius, was aware of my bad judgment. Ironic seeing as how she held herself above judgment for passing judgment on me in the first place. There had to be something worse in life than being a seventeen-year-old, pregnant, almost high school dropout. Although, in my thirty-two years I had yet to experience whatever that might be.

      “I’m going to go mix up the color. Make yourself comfortable, okay?”

      She nodded, already sucked in by the front cover of a celebrity magazine. I left her sitting in my chair like she owned the place, an attitude only someone like April could pull off. While I mixed a combination of colors with developer, I mulled over what she’d said. Did I want to go to the reunion? I hadn’t seen many of my classmates since graduation. Most of them had moved on and left the tiny town of Swallow Springs, Missouri, behind. Thanks to my mom and her extensive gossip network, I’d kept up on the major news. I’d always dreamed I’d be the one to leave Swallow Springs in my rear view mirror. I’d head off to college and make my way in the business world. When I came back for my reunion I’d be somebody people would look up to. I’d pictured the exact scenario more times than I could count while I worked my way through my junior and senior year.

      But all that changed when one bad decision left me pregnant, scared, and alone. I went from Swallow Springs’s best shot at finally having a National Merit Scholar to barely making it out of high school. I even had to wrap up my diploma by doing independent study after my son Rodney was born. The superintendent did let me walk across the stage with the rest of the graduating class. But that brought an abrupt end to my legacy of scholastic achievements.

      It made me madder than a hatter that someone like April could still make me feel bad about that. She’d had the opportunity to get her degree. Instead, she married her high school sweetheart right after graduation and followed him off to college. Four years later she came back with two toddlers and established herself as the local expert on child rearing and mommy-dom.

      I brushed a hunk of hair away from my face with the back of my hand. I’d made peace with my decisions, so why was April getting to me today? It probably had to do with the fact that my son would be playing in the Homecoming game and it would be the first time I might find myself face to face with some not-so-pleasant memories of my past. Steeling myself to face her again, I took in a deep breath. Her opinions might have mattered all those years ago, but I’d grown up since then. No way would I let her bring me down.

      She looked up, meeting my gaze in the mirror as I started applying color to her roots. “I hear Rodney’s playing for the varsity team this year.”

      I nodded, not wanting to engage in conversation with April, of all people, about my son.

      “It’s hard to believe you have a kid old enough to play for Judd, isn’t it?” She shook her head, making it difficult to keep the color in one place.

      I didn’t waste breath reminding her that her oldest son was only about nine months younger than mine. They were in the same grade, had been since preschool. “Hold still, please, unless you want more than your roots touched up.”

      “So is he any good?”

      “I doubt your husband would let him play varsity if he wasn’t.”

      She turned a page in the magazine. “Is he going to the dance?”

      Wasn’t any business of April’s what my son’s social life might entail. “He’s more interested in the game.”

      “Too bad we weren’t like that in high school. I couldn’t wait to go to the dance. Remember senior year when the Homecoming court rode around the field on the back of that wagon? Whose great idea was that? I had hay coming out of my hair for days.”

      I didn’t acknowledge the jab. I’d been in charge of the festivities that year, a fact I’m sure April had no trouble remembering. We’d tried to make the halftime program more about fall as opposed to the hyped beauty pageant feel it had always had in years’ past.

      April continued to flip through her celebrity rag while I finished applying the color. “I’m going to have you sit under the dryer for a little bit to set your highlights. Do you want anything to drink? A water? Some sweet tea?”

      She shook her head. “I’m on a cleanse. Gotta fit into that dress I wore to the dance our senior year.”

      “You’re wearing your Homecoming dress from senior year to the reunion?” I doubted I’d be able to fit any of my formals from high school around my upper thigh.

      “Of course.” She looked at me like I was the crazy one who’d held onto her wardrobe for fifteen years.

      I got her settled under the dryer. “I’ll be back to check on you in a bit.”

      

      An hour later, April’s hair had been colored and trimmed. She’d had me redo the style three times even though she said she was just heading to the gym afterward. With a grateful heart that our time together was drawing to a close, I led her to the front counter so she could settle up.

      “You know, I’m a little short on cash.” April reached into her bag and pulled out two tickets. “Why don’t you take a pair of tickets for the reunion Saturday night and we’ll call it good?”

      “You want to pay me off in dinner tickets?” I knew helping April out would bite me in the ass. Now I wasn’t even going to get paid for the painful hour I’d spent primping her into perfection.

      “You get two drink tickets with each.” She reached out to take one of the dinner tickets back. “You didn’t mention a date. Here, why don’t you just keep one?”

      I slapped my hand down on top of the ticket. “I have a date.” Like hell I’d let her shortchange me, even though I had no idea who I’d be able to scrounge up to go with me on such short notice.

      “You do?”

      “Why are you so surprised?” I cocked my head, daring her to voice her concerns out loud.

      “It’s just…I haven’t heard about you seeing anyone.”

      She hadn’t heard…as if she had a right to know everything about everyone in our little town. “Maybe because it’s none of your business.”

      April’s hand flew to her chest like I’d just insulted her mama, her daddy, and her firstborn son. “You don’t have to be so unfriendly. Keep the ticket. I can’t wait to meet your date on Saturday night.”

      “Great. We’re both looking forward to it.”

      She thrust her arm through the strap of her purse and hefted it onto her shoulder. “Until then…”

      I waited as she scooted through the door—without leaving any kind of tip, of course. Just once I wouldn’t mind seeing April Waite get taken down a peg or two. Maybe this was the year I could finally sit in the stands at the football game and hold my head high.

      The euphoria that washed over me at her hasty exit slowly dissipated as reality set in. I’d just promised to show up on Saturday night with a date. April would know of every eligible option within a fifty-mile radius. That meant I needed fresh blood—someone who didn’t live around Swallow Springs. Better yet, someone who’d never even heard of Swallow Springs, Missouri. Where was I going to find a potential plus one with only four days’ notice?
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      One down and one to go. I’d spent the morning giving presentations to a couple hundred elementary school kids in Nevada, Missouri. Now I had just enough time to grab lunch before making my next stop at a junior high over in Stockton. If I’d calculated the route right, I’d be able to make a quick stop along the way and see if there was any truth to the video clip I’d seen last week. I couldn’t get the image of hundreds of bats flying from the mouth of a cave entrance out of my mind. I’d checked all of the location resources we had, but we’d never marked anything close to Swallow Springs, Missouri.

      As I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel to one of my favorite playlists, I navigated my truck down the main road in Swallow Springs. It wasn’t as bad as most of the small towns I passed through when I took the rural back roads. Based on the colorful awnings lining the street, someone must be putting forth some effort to revitalize the downtown. So many of the out-of-the-way places I visited had boarded up doors and dusty windows. It was nice to see a small town with a little bit of life.

      A bright blue awning caught my eye. The Lovebird Café. Seemed like as good a place as any to grab a bite and try to strike up a conversation with a few locals. I pulled over to the curb and parked on the street. As I pushed through the glass door into the café, the smell of fresh baked bread snugged around me like a favorite blanket. My mom used to make bread every Sunday, enough to last us the whole week. If their bread tasted half as good as it smelled, they might have to pry me off my stool at the counter and roll me out the door.

      “Come on in and sit wherever.” A woman’s voice greeted me as I walked in, although she moved so fast all I saw was a flash of blue and white.

      I took a stool at the counter, my mouth already watering in anticipation of some down home country cooking.

      “Coffee?” She stopped in front of me, a carafe gripped in one hand and a clean mug in the other.

      Nodding, I reached for a menu from the holder in front of me. “Thanks.”

      “Cream? Sugar?” She’d already set the carafe down and moved on to plating a piece of pie from the pastry case.

      “No thanks. Just black.”

      “Be back to get your order in a minute.” Her hands full of plates overflowing with desserts, she moved from behind the counter to make her deliveries to the handful of customers.

      While I waited for her to return, I scanned the menu. According to the big black print on the front, they served breakfast all day. My stomach rumbled as I tried to decide between the Farmer’s Omelet and the Meatloaf Platter with homemade mashed potatoes.

      Maybe the guy with the grizzled beard and trucker hat pulled down over his brow could make a recommendation. He looked like he might be a regular.

      I swiveled my stool to the left. “Hey, you come here often?”

      He glanced up at me, the space between his eyebrows scrunched, as he shoveled another bite of his lunch into his mouth.

      A deep throaty laugh came from behind me. “Does that line work very often?”

      “What?” I turned to my right and met a bright green gaze.

      The woman grinned, her lips curving up into a flirtatious smile. “I don’t think you’re Buzz’s type.”

      Heat crept up my neck, flushing over my cheeks. “I just wanted to ask what he might recommend.”

      “You can’t go wrong with the chicken fried steak. Make sure you ask for extra biscuits. They’re to die for.”

      Biscuits. This woman was speaking my love language and she had no idea. I let my gaze travel down her honey-blonde hair, past slim shoulders, following her petite frame. She didn’t look like she ate many biscuits herself.

      “And yes, I come here often.” She wrapped her fingers around the brown paper bag the waitress set down in front of her then hopped off her stool. “Thanks, Cassie. Can you put it on my tab?”

      “You know your money’s no good here.” The waitress waved her off then turned to me. “So are you going to go for the chicken fried steak?”

      “Sounds like I can’t go wrong with that.”

      “You got it.” Cassie scribbled something down on a notebook then whirled around and clipped it above the window to the kitchen before scooting away.

      I turned toward the woman holding the bag. “Thanks for the recommendation. I’d offer to buy you a cup of coffee, but it looks like you’re heading out.”

      “I’d say maybe next time, but you don’t look like you’re from around here.” She cocked a hip, possibly waiting to see how much information I’d divulge.

      “What makes you say that?”

      She tilted her chin down and eyed me with a tinge of suspicion. “Because I am from around here, and I haven’t seen you before.”

      “Ah, the local wants to know who’s moving in on her biscuit turf?”

      “Just curious.” One shoulder lifted in a half shrug. “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

      I glanced around the café. The lunch crowd was petering out, and the gentleman on my left already proved he wasn’t much of a conversationalist. The chatty blonde might be my best bet of getting some info on the cave from the photo. “Actually”—I leaned toward her, lowering my voice—“you’re right. I’m not from around here. I’m hoping to get a little information about something I saw online recently.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She set the bag back down on the counter. “What kind of something?”

      I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my phone. “Do you know anything about the caves around here?”

      “That depends on who’s asking and who wants to know.”

      “Check this out.” I tilted my phone so she could get a better look. She glanced at the screen as the video started. When the last few frames flashed past and the kid appeared, her brows shot up.

      “You know that kid?”

      “I’m sorry, who did you say you are?” she asked.

      “I didn’t.” She looked like the kind of woman who didn’t appreciate bullshit so I decided to be straight with her. “I’m Theo Wilder. I’m with a non-profit organization. We educate the public and work with endangered and at-risk species of bats.”

      The furrow on her brow deepened. “Bats? Like the creepy things that fly around?”

      I couldn’t help the way my shoulders bristled. “They’re mammals. And they’re actually vital to the environment, especially with all of the farmers you probably have around here.”

      “So, yes to the creepy flying things?”

      “If that’s how you insist on referring to them, then yes.” Maybe she wasn’t so cute after all.

      “Okay. So you like bats. Why do you need to know where this is?”

      The twinge in my gut warned me to tread carefully. “Based on this photo, I suspect there may be a colony of Indiana bats living in this cave. They’re endangered and their numbers have been declining over the years. If there’s a colony around town, we’d like to make note so we can keep an eye on it.”

      “So you want to bring in a ton of people and close up one of our caves?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      This wasn’t going well. I needed to do something to salvage the possibility of getting into that cave. “No. Actually, I was hoping I could just take a quick look. If you don’t have bats then we’re done.”

      “And if you find bats?” She shivered.

      “Then I’d like to be able to do a field study and gather a bit more information. After checking with the landowner, of course. But no one’s talking about closing up any caves.” I could tell she didn’t believe me, and she was right not to. If we did discover bats, Dad would probably insist on closing up the cave and installing a bat gate to keep people out and let the bats come and go as they pleased.

      “And if the landowner politely declines your request to investigate?”

      I shrugged. “I’d rather take a quick look myself. But if they’d rather have me go contact a local agency or take it to the federal level…”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It’s that big of a deal?”

      “Like I said, they’re an endangered species. It’s always best to have the support of local citizens, but we have to do what’s best for the bats.”

      “So what’s in it for me if I help you figure out where this is?” She drummed her fingers on the counter.

      “Um…what do you mean? We’re a non-profit, we don’t offer payouts or anything.” My gaze settled on her brown paper bag. “I’d be happy to buy you that cup of coffee or treat you to lunch.”

      “Dinner.”

      Feeling her resistance slipping, I tried to secure the deal. “Sure, dinner would be great. When can you show me around?”

      “Sunday. But first, I need a favor.” She reached into her bag and pulled out what looked like a business card. “Dinner is Saturday night. Seven o’clock at the country club. Dress nice, okay?”

      My fingers closed around the card she handed me. As I scanned the thick black type, my mouth went dry. “Wait. Swallow Springs High invites you to celebrate your fifteenth reunion?”

      “Yeah.” Her face lit up in a giant grin. “I’m Scarlett. You’re going to be my date.”
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      He looked like he wanted to bolt from his stool and never return to Swallow Springs or the Lovebird Café. Which would be a real shame since I wasn’t kidding when I told him those biscuits were to die for.

      “Your date?” He spoke real slowly, like he was afraid I wouldn’t understand English.

      Nodding, I picked up my takeout again. Maybe this day wouldn’t be a complete waste. “That’s right. You want to know where the caves are, and I need a date to my class reunion. I don’t see a ring on your finger and time’s running out. I’m in a pinch so I guess you’ll have to do.”

      His Adams apple bobbed up and down. “Gee, thanks. And you thought my pick up line was bad? Compared to ‘You’ll have to do,’ I think I’d definitely have better luck at a bar.”

      “Your line didn’t work on Buzz.” I shrugged as I cradled the brown paper bag against my chest. “If you’d rather come back another time, after you’ve checked in with all of those agencies you talked about…”

      His pulse ticked along his jaw. He’d just met me, so he had no way of knowing that I was serious. I didn’t make threats often, but when I did, they sure as hell weren’t idle.

      When he didn’t respond right away, I took a different approach. “Of course, now that I know about the potential existence of the precious bats, I suppose we could sell tickets to the public to go see them before I call anyone in to—”

      “You can’t do that.” He half rose off his stool. The cute bat guy riled easily. I’d file that nugget of info away in case I needed it sometime.

      “Sounds like I can, seeing as how you haven’t confirmed the presence of the creepy flying things yet.” Usually I wasn’t so bold, but my run-in with April must have spurred something inside me. She thought I’d been lying about having a date, which, obviously, I had been. She’d probably left the Cut ‘N Curl and sent a group text out to her posse, telling them to give me shit when I showed up alone. Why the hell had I told her I’d have a date on Saturday?

      Because maybe, just maybe, for once in my life I wanted to shut down a woman like April Waite. I’d been the butt of her jokes and the victim of her judgment half my life. Even thinking about her put a sour taste in my mouth.

      I’d almost given up on the bat guy. But then he scrubbed a hand along the scruff on his jaw. “I suppose I could stick around this weekend. If you’ve got bats in the area, I want to make sure we note the location and try to determine the species.”

      Yes! I wanted to do a little celebratory happy dance—the kind that made my son deny any relation to me—but that would probably freak bat guy out even more. So I settled for thrusting my hand at his chest. “Great, we’ve got a deal.”

      He wrapped his hand around mine, causing a cascade of shivers to race up my arm. The bat guy had a firm grip. He also had nice eyes and a set of shoulders that might make any other woman want to cling to him for dear life.

      But not me.

      I needed him for one thing and one thing only— to save face with April Waite. After he got me through Saturday night, I didn’t care what happened to him or his bats.

      He released his grip. “So do I pick you up somewhere or…”

      “I’ll meet you. Where are you staying?”

      His forehead creased, giving him that dark and brooding look that I’d always found irresistibly attractive. “I don’t know yet. Is there a hotel or something nearby?”

      “Hey, Cassie.” I rose to my tiptoes and directed my voice to the kitchen.

      She peeked through the window separating the counter area from the grill. “Yeah?”

      “Is Mrs. Cahill still renting out that extra room at her place?”

      “Against my better judgment. Why?”

      I tilted my head toward the bat guy. “I’ve got an out-of-towner who needs a place to stay this weekend.”

      Cassie pushed through the swinging door and jotted something down on her order pad. “Here, give her a call.”

      Theo reached for the paper but she snatched it back and turned to me. “You know this guy, right? I don’t want to send just anyone over without making sure Dotty will be safe.”

      “He talks about bats for a living.” I stepped back to better evaluate the stranger I’d just propositioned. “I doubt he’s dangerous.”

      Cassie’s mouth twisted up and she turned an appraising eye on the bat guy as well. “People said that about Ted Bundy, too. From what I understand, he was pretty charming.”

      “No worries there.” I dismissed that concern with a wave of my hand. “Bat guy’s not that charming.”

      “You know, I’m sitting right here. If there’s something you want to know, why not just ask me?” His brown eyes held a hint of what might be humor but could also skew more toward concern. “And my name’s Theo.”

      “Fine.” Cassie tilted her head one way, then the other. “So, Theo, are you a charming serial killer posing as a guy who studies bats so you can take advantage of my friend?”

      “Really? That’s the question?” He leaned an elbow onto the counter. “First off, if I was a halfway competent serial killer, I wouldn’t admit it when asked. And second, I don’t even know who your friend is, so how could I be trying to take advantage of her?”

      “Good enough for me.” Cassie handed him the paper. “Make sure you call her before six. She won’t pick up if ‘Wheel of Fortune’ is on.”

      “Thanks.” He sounded a little unsure about what had just happened. I tended to have that effect on people.

      “Great. It’s settled. You’ll stay with Mrs. Cahill and we can meet here at the Lovebird. Shall we say six-thirty on Saturday?”

      Cassie stepped back and eyed us. I could tell she was going to want the dirt on what kind of set up was going down in her café.

      “All right then.” He tucked the piece of paper in the pocket of his jeans.

      I studied him as I picked up my bag again. He’d clean up real nice, I could tell. Underneath that hint of scruff he had a strong jawline, the kind that would make most women swoon. And those eyes. Dark brown like a cup of coffee with a splash of cream. April and her friends would choke on their own saliva from drooling over the man.

      Satisfied with my choice of fake dates, I waved to Cassie. “Thanks for the help. Oh, and give the bat guy an extra biscuit. You can put it on my account.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know your money’s no good here. But I’ll make sure he’s taken care of when it comes to homemade biscuits.”

      “See you Saturday, Theo.” As I pushed through the door and out into the balmy September afternoon, I seemed to have a little extra pep in my step. I supposed that’s how it felt to finally figure out how to best April at her favorite twisted game. She hadn’t always been such a bitch to me. In fact, we’d been besties up until eighth grade. That’s when she got boobs and I got a broken leg from falling off my baby brother’s mini dirt bike. She spent that summer in a bikini at the community center pool while I nursed my wounds reading classic literature and watching sci-fi movies. After that things between us weren’t the same. Going into high school, she made cheer squad while I made the A honor roll and that was that. Our lives took different directions.

      Didn’t matter now. I’d show up with Theo in all of his broody, hunky hotness on Saturday night and give them something to talk about. Something different than the repetitive story they’d been sharing about my life up to this point. Living in a town the size of Swallow Springs meant everyone knew everything about everyone, the good, the bad and the ugly. And for some reason, April had made it her personal mission in life to keep reminding me of all my past mistakes.

      This would be a turning point, I could feel it.
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