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      It’s a good thing I’m not afraid of hard work.

      Hernias however, yeah, I’m a little afraid of them and that’s pretty much what I’m about to give myself as I lift the last fruit tree into the back of my beat-up work trailer. Do they have to weigh five billion pounds? Okay, maybe that’s exaggerating, but who needs to hit the gym when they’re a landscaping artist? I’m getting muscles on my muscles and that is such a lovely look for a twenty-five-year-old woman. I snort. Like there are any hot guys in this small Vermont town worth dating, anyway. All my friends—old boyfriend included—took off for college, or bigger and better. Me? I went to our local community college and studied landscaping design. I’m here for the long haul, even though six months of the year it’s freezing cold and not good for a person who beautifies and redesigns yards for a living. But moving away is out of the question.

      I close the trailer gate and the hinges squeal in protest. As I make a mental note to lubricate them when I get home, I wipe the perspiration from my forehead with gloved hands. A car horn beeps and I wave to my neighbor as he drives by. Old man Landry has been trying to set me up with his grandson, who works on Wall Street in New York. But I’m just a small-town girl and that’s a whole different world for me. I sigh, tug off my gloves, and pull my phone from my back pocket to check the time.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I mumble under my breath. Loading all those plants took longer than anticipated. My buddy Eli, who usually helps me with this task—and hires me in the winter during my dead time—is out sick, and everyone else was too busy with other customers. I move a little faster. No way can I be late.

      Mrs. Henderson asked me to be there before eleven—before she had to leave for her spa treatment—and wants to talk to me regarding some landscaping changes. She’s highly regimented, cranky on the best of days, and does not tolerate tardiness for any reason. I can’t lose this gig. Not if I want to keep a roof over my head, food in my cupboard, and continue to pay for my ailing grandmother’s care.

      I step off the curb in our one-horse town, meaning all the businesses line Main Street, everything from Greenleaf Landscaping, Foodland groceries, to Café Coco. If you need it, you can find it.

      I slide into the driver’s seat, press down on the clutch, and turn the ignition over. The car in front of me parked a little too close to my old truck—yeah, I probably should have retired her years ago—and since I don’t want a fender bender, considering I have the barest of insurance, I put my vehicle in reverse, and start to back up. But suddenly I lurch forward, my head hitting the steering with an undignified bang.

      Wincing, I put my fingers to my head, and lightly touch the lump already forming. Nausea wells up inside my stomach and the world spins around me as I put my truck into first, set the parkin break, and turn it off.

      “What the hell?” I lift my eyes to my rearview mirror and spot a guy jumping from his car, which looks a heck of a lot older than my vehicle, but thanks to duct tape and prayers, my girl is still road worthy.

      Someone yanks on my door but it doesn’t open. Why would it? This guy doesn’t know Moxie’s tricks—yes, I call my truck Moxie, because she’s tough and tenacious, and will not go down without a fight. Plus, why would she open for him when he just rear-ended us? That is no way to treat a lady.

      Wait, maybe that didn’t come out right.

      “Are you okay?” the guy asks. He tugs on the door a few more times, but his efforts prove fruitless. “I can’t get your door open.”

      “That’s because you don’t know how to handle her,” I mutter, and wait for my brain to stop spinning.

      “What?”

      “Never mind. Hang on.” I take two deep breaths and when I’m no longer seeing triple, I reach for the door handle and yank it upward, giving it just the right amount of pressure to release the latch. The door opens and the next thing I know a man is leaning into me and I’m staring into the darkest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. Holy crap. Talk about swoon worthy. Then again it’s possible my vision is simply wobbly because I’m close to fainting—the possibility of a concussion and all. Still though, his big brown eyes are like a steaming mug of hot chocolate, and the specks, like mini marshmallows, if they were gold, of course.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, worry in those eyes as they move over my face with real concern.

      “I banged my head.”

      “We need to get you to the clinic.”

      “Oh, hell no,” I say, not only because I don’t need a big medical bill, but because I need to get to Mrs. Henderson’s house like five minutes ago. He opens his mouth to protest but I speak first. “Is there much damage to my trailer?” I put one leg out, and push from my seat, but when I do, I sway a bit.

      “Whoa,” he says and wraps strong arms around my waist. “You okay?

      “Just give me a minute.” I let him hold me for a second longer, but only because I’m dizzy. It has nothing at all to do with the nice way his hard chest is pressing against mine or the way his strong arms are so sure and supportive. Yeah, nothing to do with those sweet sensations coursing through my body at all.

      Good God, I am so pathetic.

      “I’m okay,” I say and reluctantly escape the circle of his arms. He follows me to the back of my vehicle, and I examine the dent in my trailer. No big deal. The lights are still intact, which means it’s drivable, so I’m good to go, and go I must. I turn to look at his car, and there is a nice buckle to his bumper.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I pulled in and didn’t realize you were backing up.”

      I shade the sun from my eyes and glance up at him. My God, he’s like one tall snack. “Your car has more damage than mine.”

      “I’m not worried about my car, I’m worried about you.”

      My legs wobble again, but not because of the accident. Wait, did he just say he was more worried about me? I almost laugh. It’s been a helluva long time since anyone has worried about me.

      “I want to take you to see a doctor.”

      I turn and look at the plants in need of soil and water. “What I really need help with is getting to Mrs. Henderson’s on time and getting these trees planted,” I say under my breath, my stomach tight. If I don’t make it there before she leaves for her spa appointment, I won’t know what changes she wants, and chances are she’ll fire me if I can’t make her deadline. I have so few contracts on the go, I can’t lose this one.

      He takes his ballcap off and readjusts it over his head as he stands before me in a navy T-shirt and jeans, city boy written all over him. Did he take a wrong turn or something? Meanwhile, I’m standing here in dirty coveralls. I guess it’s a good thing I’m not trying to impress him.

      “I can do that,” he says.

      “Wait, what?” I stare at him, and he stands there like he’s waiting for me to say something. Dammit, he probably is. Maybe I do have a concussion. Or maybe I should be paying attention to what he’s saying instead of admiring his six feet of perfection. “You can do what?”

      His eyes narrow. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “We’ll have to discuss this later. I need to go.” I make a move to step around him.

      He blocks my path with all his deliciousness. “Fine, but you can’t drive.”

      “You’re not the boss of me”

      Really Alyssa? You’re letting this hot guy reduced you to a love-struck teen?

      Apparently.

      He scratches his face, like he’s trying to cover a grin. Are you kidding me? I glare at him. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “No, you’re just kind of stubborn, and you kind of reminded me of my niece when you said that.”

      “I have a job I need to get to.” I head toward the driver’s seat, but my stupid vision blurs. I grasp for the side of my truck, but the big jerk catches me before I stumble.

      “I can’t let you drive like this.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “You’re too dizzy to drive, and I can’t let you go just yet, anyway.”

      “You can’t?” I ask, my gaze dropping to his nice mouth, to those kissable lips. Is he feeling this pull between us every bit as much as I am? Is that why he can’t let me go just yet?

      “We didn’t exchange insurance information,” he says.

      Guess not.

      I take in the state of his sorry, banged up bumper. “It’s okay. I’m not worried about it.”

      He frowns, and looks at me like an apple tree might have just sprouted from my head. “You can’t be serious.”

      I sigh. “Sometimes we just need a break, you know.”

      His eyes narrow in on me. What, has no one ever given him a break before? Maybe not, which makes me want to give him one all the more.

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Listen can we discuss this later,” I say, having no intentions of exchanging information and making him pay. “I really need to go.”

      “Only if I can drive you.”

      “Your car is banged up and I need my truck.”

      “I can drive you in your truck.”

      “Moxie doesn’t like strangers taking her wheel.”

      “Ah, what?”

      I shake my head and instantly regret it when it throbs. “Nothing.”

      “Wait, you call your truck Moxie?”

      Instead of answering, I ask, “Do you know how to work a stick?” Shit, that doesn’t sound right. “I mean⁠—”

      “Yes, I know how to work a stick.”

      Dammit, I was hoping to snag him up with that one.

      I’m about to protest again, all the while struggling not to think about him working a certain stick—clearly I need to get out more often—when he says, “What kind of a guy would I be if I let you drive after I hit you, and just so you know, I’m responsible for the accident, and I’m not taking no for an answer. I can be stubborn, too.”

      “Fine,” I say, and circle the truck, climbing into the passenger seat. The clock is ticking and I have no more time to argue with this city boy, and when it comes right down to it, I have a killer headache and probably shouldn’t be driving. “Let’s just hurry.” He fusses with the door some more, and now it’s my turn to laugh.

      “Something funny?” he asks after he finally manages to get it open.

      “Moxie can be temperamental. You have to know how to handle her.”

      His gaze slides my way as he starts the vehicle. “Oh yeah?” he asks, a smirk toying with the corner of his mouth.

      “Clearly you don’t have the magic touch.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize how sexual they sound, I’m guessing from his smirk, he does too.

      He arches a brow. “You don’t think?”

      I briefly shut my eyes. “I think I might have bumped my head harder than I realize.”

      “After we get you to Mrs. Henderson’s I want you to get checked out.”

      “Yeah sure.”

      Not.

      I stare at him. “Can we go?”

      “You want to tell me how to get there?”

      “Right, you’re not from around here.” I point. “Go left at the second set of lights.”

      He pulls onto the road, and I take a peek at his strong profile. He turns my way and catches me staring. Dammit. I quickly shift my focus back to the road.

      “How did you know I wasn’t from around here?” he asks.

      I lift my chin an inch. “You would have known where Mrs. Henderson lives.”

      He chuckles. “I guess in a small town everyone knows everyone.”

      “Something like that. What are you doing here, anyway? Passing through?”

      His jaw stiffens as he stares straight ahead. That’s when it occurs to me that I don’t even know his name. I could have just handed my keys and control of my truck to some out-of-towner with the intention of harvesting my body parts.

      As he hesitates, like he’s trying to figure out how to answer my question, I worry that I could be locked in my vehicle with an axe murderer.

      I really need to stop watching scary movies.

      “Who are you?”
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      Now, isn’t that the question of the century? I don’t want to lie to this woman. I kind of really like her, but I also like her not knowing who I am. I’ve never had this kind of anonymity before.  Normally when I go somewhere, people are clamoring for autographs and pictures. I love my fans, I really do, and I wouldn’t be where I am without them, but this, what’s going on right here, even though she seems to have zero patience for me, it’s kind of…nice.

      I steal another glance at her, my gaze going from her dirty coveralls and mud-streaked face, to her mess of curly auburn hair all tied up into a loose ponytail. It’s a gorgeous color, and up until a few minutes ago, I never knew it was my favorite.

      I study the dusting of freckles around her nose, a few scattered on her forehead. Could she be any more adorable? Honestly, she’s the antithesis to the women—or as we like to call them, puck bunnies—who travel in our circles. She’s actually a refreshing break and I don’t even know her name.

      Nor does she know mine.

      I suddenly realize she’s gripping the door handle like she’s ready to tug it and jump from the vehicle. Shit.

      “Are you going to tell me?” she asks again.

      I take in the worry in her eyes. My God, she’s all hunched up in the corner acting like I might have just escaped an asylum. “My name is Alek Matthews,” I say quickly, wanting to put her at ease, yet hoping that name doesn’t ring any sort of bells. “I’m actually staying at my buddy’s place. He’s out of town and asked me if I wanted to house sit. He has a dog.” I jerk my thumb in the opposite direction. “He lives in that big house, just on the other side of town.”

      Her eyes narrow in on me. “Are you talking about Tyler Phillips?”

      I turn back to the road, and slow when the light turns red. “Yeah, you know him?”

      “Everyone knows him.” Her freckles bunch when she crinkles her nose, like she’s deep in thought. She waves to the elderly woman crossing the street in front of us and says, “He’s kind of a recluse, though.’

      I tap the steering wheel. “Millionaire at the age of twenty-eight, thanks to the app he created.”

      “Yeah, but that was some popular app. He changed the dating game for women. Gave us all the control.”

      The light turns green and I accelerate. “You use the app?”

      She snorts, like that’s the most ridiculous idea in the world. “Nope. I just know about it.”

      I consider that for a minute. A girl like her must be taken, which is why she clearly has no need to use the app. Yeah, that has to be it.

      “He rarely comes to town. I never see him around much.” She eyes me. “Wait, how do I know you didn’t murder him in his sleep and this is a cover story?”

      I grin at her overactive, yet cautious imagination. “Call him if you want.” I pull my phone from my pocket and hold it out to her.

      “No, I’m good.” She waves my hand away. “You could have arranged a fake call, and I’m not making it my business. After today, I’ll probably never see you again anyway.”

      Not if I have anything to do with it.

      I set the phone down beside me. “Suit yourself.”

      “Does he get lonely all up in that big house by himself?”

      “I think he likes it that way. I guess all the media attention got to him and he just wants to fly under the radar. That’s understandable, don’t you think?” I ask, curious about her answer, because that’s why I’m here in small town Vermont. I need a break from the chaos and cameras, not to mention my parents. I love them, but after my brother got married and gave them a grandchild, they’ve been down my back to do the same. Apparently, they don’t like my lifestyle or my on ice/off ice handle. The Puck Charmer. Jesus, I could kill crazy Cason Callaghan with a mean right hook for starting that one. Although, I do love the guy like a brother. I love all the guys like family.

      Her ponytail bounces around her shoulder as she nods. “I guess I never thought of that before.”

      I shrug. “Why would you? You don’t have cameras shoved in your face every day, right? Never able to be yourself. People wanting something from you all the time.”

      “Nope, I would actually hate that.” She goes quiet for a long time. “I feel kind of bad that I never really considered his situation before. Do you think he might like a burning bush?”

      My head rears back. “What?”

      “You know a burning bush. I have a couple extras. Maybe he’d like one for his yard. I notice he doesn’t really take very good care of it, other than mowing it once in a while.”

      I grin. Clearly this woman is naïve and innocent and has no idea how things sound when they come from that kissable mouth of hers. A woman with red hair as lush and vibrant as hers probably shouldn’t be talking about offering anyone a burning bush.

      “I was thinking it might be a nice conversation starter,” she says.

      “Yeah, a burning bush is always a great conversation starter.”

      “Wait.” She stares at me and her face turns as red as her hair. “Oh, my God. I didn’t mean—” She shakes her head. “What is the matter with me?”

      “You banged your head, hard.” I say, giving her an out. “Things are coming out wrong.”

      “Yeah, that must be it.” Her smile is so sweet, so warm and grateful, my stomach tightens. The last time I met a woman as genuine as her was…never.

      “Do you know you have…” I brush my thumb over my cheek, and her eyes go wide. She pulls down her visor and groans when she sees the streak of mud on her face.

      “Typical,” she mutters.

      She brushes it hard with her hand. “Your day’s been going well, huh?” I tease.

      She puts the visor back up and checks the time on her phone. “Yeah, best day ever.”

      It might not be her best day ever but it sure as hell is shaping up to be a spectacular one for me, save for my hitting her trailer and her bumping her head. But I never would have met her otherwise. I’ll have to take extra good care of her to make up for it. Although she doesn’t strike me as the kind of girl who lets other people do things for her. Like I said, she’s different from the other women I know.

      She gestures for me to take another turn. “Just around the corner here. Big house, pillars in the front.” I take the turn and she continues with, “How do you know Tyler, anyway?” She gestures with a nod. “Right here.”

      I pull off the road, and head up a long, paved driveway, lined by shrubbery. “We both actually grew up in Boston.”

      “Oh wow. Do you still live there?”

      “My parents and brother are still there,” I say, hedging. When I’m not on the road, I spend most of my time in Seattle training. My summers are spent traveling or at my cottage on Wautauga Beach. A bunch of us all bought properties there. I’m supposed to head back to Boston for a week, but I’ve been putting it off. “What about you? Your family all still here?”

      She goes quiet, her face paling a bit. “Yeah,” she says quickly. “Park around back.”

      Okay, I’ve clearly hit on a touchy subject. Leaving it for the time being, I drive around the mansion and park. I glance around the massive yard. “This place is gorgeous.”

      She sighs. “It is, isn’t it?”

      “You’re redoing the backyard?” I take in the huge swimming pool, the shrubbery, and the trees.

      “I’ve done most of this. I have some trees to plant, and some shrubbery to prune, and…” She glances at her watch, her eyes wide. “I’ll be right back.”

      She jumps from the cab of the truck and in the rearview mirror I catch sight of her darting around the house. I grin as I watch her go, and while those coveralls shouldn’t be sexy, somehow they are on her. I chuckle slightly and turn off the vehicle.

      I hadn’t planned on bumping into anyone today—literally. The only thing on my agenda was to explore Main Street, grab a few groceries and keep a low profile. Damned if my day isn’t looking up.

      I adjust my ballcap and climb from the truck. The warm afternoon sun shines down on me and the water in the pool is a welcoming sight. I walk toward it, guilt niggling at me. Should I come right out and tell her who I am? I’m not used to people not recognizing me. Bending, I sniff the rose bushes and tension leaves my shoulders. This is exactly what I needed to help me relax today.

      I wander around for a little while longer, and just when I think my new friend—she still hasn’t told me her name—has abandoned me, she comes around the corner.

      “Everything okay?” I ask when I see the frown on her face.

      “Yeah, I just...” She wipes her brow. “I have a lot to do. Mrs. Henderson changed her mind on where she wants her trees, and now I have to dig new holes.” I glance past her shoulder to see a big Rolls Royce cruise down the driveway.

      “That would be Mrs. Henderson?”

      “Yeah. Listen, I can call you a cab or something?”

      “You think I’m leaving you?”

      Her face scrunches up, like I just suggested we cook bacon in the nude. Although us being nude is not such a bad idea.

      “Why would you stay?” she asks.

      “I’m responsible for you banging your head. I’m not about to abandon you out here, in the heat…” I pause and wave to the trees in her trailer. “Carrying heavy shit like that.”

      “It’s not shit, it’s trees.” I’m about to protest when she grins. “I spread the shit, or as we call it in the landscaping world, manure, down earlier.” We both laugh and then she goes serious. “You don’t have to stay, Alek. I’m sure you have much better things to do.”

      “You would think, wouldn’t you?”

      “What is it you do exactly?” she asks, her big green eyes narrowing as she scrutinizes me.

      “I’m sort of in between things.” Again not a total lie. I’m in between hockey seasons. “So it looks like I’m free and I don’t have anything better to do than help you. We do have one problem, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t know your name.”

      “That’s because I didn’t tell you.” She walks to the back of her trailer and opens the gate.

      “You didn’t want to exchange insurance information and you’ve yet to tell me your name. Are you in the witness relocation program or something?” I take in the wide expanse of yard and the greenery for miles. “Buttfuck nowhere is usually where they send people.”

      She laughs and whacks me. “This is not Buttfuck nowhere, and I’m here because it’s home.” She tugs on a pair of gardening gloves. “If you don’t like it here, then what’s keeping you. Move along, city boy.”

      “Captain Jack,” I say, leaving out the part where I’m seeking solitude. “He’s kind of counting on me.”

      “Captain Jack?”

      “My buddy’s Jack Russel terrier.” Other than my teammates, no one has really counted on me or expected much, and I’m not about to let Tyler, or Captain Jack down.

      She laughs, and the sound fills the air. “Clever name.”

      She tosses me a pair of clean gloves. “What are these for?” I ask.

      “If you insist on staying, you’re working.”

      I step up to her and touch her arm. Her gaze jerks to mine. “Seriously, are you okay to work?”

      I lightly brush her hair from her forehead, and wince as I take in the swelling. “You have a bump on your head.”

      She shakes her hair back into place and shakes off my concern. “I’m okay,” she says and I’m not sure I believe her. She reaches for the heavy tree, and I stop her.

      “At least let me do the heavy lifting.”

      “Alek,” she says, her voice so steeped in concern my stomach tightens. I turn back to her and note the uneasy way she’s shifting from foot to foot. “I can’t really pay you for this.”

      Shit, does she think I’m doing this for a paycheck? Then again, why wouldn’t she. I’m driving around in a beater I purchased a few days ago. I wasn’t going to drive around in my sports car when I’m incognito. Besides, I have enough of my own money. I don’t need hers, and from the looks of things, she doesn’t have any to give.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not doing this for the money.”

      She angles her head. “Why are you doing it?”

      “Because I want to.”

      She goes quiet for a long time, like she doesn’t know what to make of me. After a while, she gives a slow shake of her head. “One more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “My name is Alyssa.”

      “Alyssa,” I say, trying it out on my tongue and liking the way it sounds. It’s soft and sweet like her. “Can I call you Aly?” I ask.

      Her grin is cute, innocently seductive when she arches a brow and flat out says, “No.”
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      I steal a glance at Alek as he wipes his forehead with his forearm and puts his hat back on, covering his sexy mess of dark hair. His muscles flex and relax again as he wrestles the heavy apple tree from the pot and plants it in the ground. I totally get the appeal of a hot guy doing manual labor. There should be an Olympic category for this kind of perfection.

      Even though it’s my job, he sort of took over the second we arrived, refusing to let me lift anything or do any of the heavy work. Apparently, he’s still worried I might have a concussion, and more than once this afternoon, I caught him standing a little too close, his gaze roaming my face like he was checking for signs of a head injury. For a girl who’s always done everything herself, always took care of everyone else, his concern is throwing me off my game. I’m not saying I don’t like it, though…it’s just that it’s confusing the heck out of me.

      I lean on my shovel and grin as I watch him work. It’s not my birthday, and it’s certainly isn’t Christmas—not even Christmas in July—so I can’t help but wonder what I did in a past life to deserve this kind of help—from a smoking hot stranger.

      He’s also cute, funny, and strong—and so far, he’s not really showing any signs that he might be a serial killer, not that I’d know the signs anyway and there is something about him that’s trustworthy and puts me at ease. Strange really, as I’m not one to trust easily. The truth is, if I were in the market for a guy, I’d be all over that deliciousness. It’s odd really. Rolling up the sleeves to help is the kind of thing I’d expect from country folk, not city boys. Maybe chivalry is still alive outside of Bridgetown, or Alek here is just an anomaly.

      “How does this look?” he asks, and lifts his head to catch me staring at his broad back. I turn my focus to the fruit tree he’s holding upright in the big hole he insisted on digging, while I filled in the others. When a client has a change of heart and wants to move things around, you move things around, despite the fact that you’d already spent hours digging up the backyard.

      “The trunk is crooked. Move it a little to the right.” I say. He readjusts the tree. “Mmm, I think you’ve gone too far. A little to the left now.” He does as I ask, and I think it’s still off kilter a bit. “Right again.”

      He casts me a quick glance. “If you’re fucking with me,” he grumbles, a playful look in his eyes as he gives the tree a little nudge.

      I’m not normally flirty with guys, but I decide to play along. “What if I am?” I ask, and plant my dirty gloved hand on my coveralls. “What are you going to do about it?”

      What do you want him to do about it, Alyssa?

      “You really want to know, Aly?”

      He’s pushing my buttons to get a reaction out of me, and I have to say, I never liked it when people shortened my name—until now. “Yeah, I want to know.”

      His grin is so deliciously naughty my heart pounds a little harder. “Come on over here and I’ll show you.”

      “I’m coming over there, but it’s to plant the tree, and you can’t show me anything with your hands full.”

      “Wait until they’re not,” he says, the promise in his voice teasing the needy spot between my legs.

      I chuckle, loving the easy comradery between us, and toss the shovel aside. I hold his gaze as I drop to my knees in front of him. His eyes go wide and his throat makes a sound as he swallows. It’s so damn loud it drowns out the bird chirping in the tree a few feet away.

      “What…what are you doing?” he asks.

      “Putting soil around the trunk.” What the hell is the matter with him? Those gorgeous brown eyes look like they’re about to pop out of his head. I shuffle on my knees. “What did you think I was doing?”

      “Um…well…”

      He swallows again and I instantly realize that I’m on my knees in front of him, my mouth perfectly aligned with his…trunk, I groan, and back up an inch.

      “Oh, my, God,” I grumble and grab fistfuls of the soil and start filling the hole.

      Don’t think about his parts, Alyssa. Concentrate on the job at hand.

      Great, now I’m thinking about parts, and hands, and jobs, or rather hand jobs. What the hell is the matter with me? When was the last time a guy threw me off like this?

      Down on all fours, I fill the hole quickly. I can only imagine I look like a dog digging for a bone. How’s that for attractive? Not that I’m trying to impress this guy. He’s a city boy who will be gone soon enough, leaving this town and everything in it in his rearview mirror. I pat down the soil until it’s tight around the tree trunk. When I finish, I glance up at Alek, and catch his gaze moving from my ass to my face.

      “You can let go now,” I say.

      “It won’t fall?”

      “It shouldn’t. It’s packed tight.”

      He lets go and stands back, giving his head a slow shake. “How the hell do you do this job alone?”

      “With great effort,” I say, and flex my biceps as I push to my feet. “And these.”

      He gives my muscles a squeeze and his grin is sexy when he says, “Impressive.” I look over his body, but I’m the one who’s impressed. Whatever he does—or did—for a living, must have been labor intensive. He glances over his shoulder. “What time is Mrs. Henderson supposed to be back?”

      “She went to the spa, so a couple hours.”

      He arches a brow. “Want to jump into the pool?”

      I give a fast shake of my head. “No, we can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” He tugs off his gloves, and shoves them into his back pockets, giving zero fucks that their dirty.

      “That’s trespassing.”

      He grins. “You’re a rule follower.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Usually,” he says, “But you look like you could use a dip, and I sure as hell need to cool down.”

      “Even if we were allowed,” I say, and walk back to my truck. I open the cooler in the back and pull out my water bottle. “We don’t have bathing suits.” I hand the bottle to Alek. “It’s the only one I have. You don’t have any cooties, do you?”

      “Cooties?”

      “You know, like germs.”

      “I know what cooties are, Alyssa, and no, I don’t have them.” He eyes the bottle before taking it from me. “Not anymore, anyway. Not since the antibiotics.” His grin is playful, when he asks, “How about you?”

      “No.” How could I? I haven’t been with a guy in forever.

      He takes a long drink and hands it to me. I tip it and take a mouthful, and it’s so oddly weird how intimate it feels to be drinking from the same bottle. The cool liquid coats my parched throat, but it instantly dries again when he tugs off his T-shirt to reveal hills and valleys that draw the eye down to the waist of his jeans—and a little further south, if I’m being totally honest with myself.

      He turns from me, and I enjoy the view from behind equally as much, until I realize he’s headed to the pool.

      Panic invades my stomach. “Alek, don’t.” I hurry toward him and capture his arm. “I can’t lose this job.”

      His face softens as he glances at me. “Hey, don’t worry. I won’t do anything to jeopardize your business, Alyssa.”

      When I realize my hand is still on his arm, I jerk it back. “Oh, okay.”

      He steps up to the house, and cranks the faucet until water pours from the hose. His grin is mischievous, and teasing as he glances my way.

      I back up. “Don’t you dare.”

      He turns the hose on himself, and his eyes drift shut as he soaks his body. His moan fills the air and I stand there like an idiot, jealous of the water dripping down his athletic frame. Once he’s soaked, he takes a drink from the end and shakes out his wet hair.

      He holds the hose up. “You sure?” he asks.

      Dammit, he does look refreshed. “Let me wet my hair.”

      He steadies the stream, and I bend forward, letting him wet my head. The water drips over my face, and down my clothes, cooling my overheated body—which might have more to do with Alek than the hot afternoon sun.

      “That feels good,” I say, and stand. I take off my gloves, wring out my ponytail, and wipe down my face. “A swim would have been nice, but…”

      “My buddy has a pool.” He shrugs. “Do you have any other jobs after this?”

      I look around the backyard. “No, actually. This is it for the day. Tomorrow I have to trim the hedges and mow.”

      “You want to come for a swim?”

      “Actually, no that’s probably not a good idea, and I do have somewhere I need to be later tonight.” I pull my phone from my pocket. “I should probably get you back to your car.” I head back to the garden area and collect my shovels and rakes as he turns the hose off and coils it. With everything loaded back into the trailer, I’m about to slide into the driver’s seat.

      “Nope, I’m driving,” Alek says.

      I fold my arms. “I’m quite capable of driving.”

      “I’m sure you are, but that bump on your head hasn’t gone down any, and until it does, I’m responsible for you.”

      “You just assigned yourself as my…”

      “Doctor.”

      “Are you a doctor, Alek?”

      “No, but I’ve taken enough hits to the head to know you shouldn’t be driving, or lifting heavy things. You should be resting.”

      “Hits to the head? Are you a fighter or something?”

      “Yeah, or something,” he says, clearly not wanting to talk about what he does for a living. Is he embarrassed by what he does? Heck, he doesn’t have to be ashamed around me. I dig in the dirt to put food on my table, and I admire a guy who works hard for a living. But if he doesn’t want to discuss it, I’m going to leave it alone.

      “How about this?” I say. “I’ll let you drive me back to your car, and then I’ll go home and rest.”

      “Do you have anyone at home to keep an eye on you?”

      “No.”

      He jabs his thumb into his chest. “Then you’re coming home with me.”

      “I am not going home with you,” I blurt out. His face goes so serious, my blood slows in my veins. “What?” I ask.

      “My friend has a huge house. Like huge. Let me make you dinner while you have a swim, and stay one night, just so I can make sure you’re okay. You’ll have your own bedroom and the door locks.”

      “I don’t know anything about you.”

      He nods. “I don’t know anything about you either, other than you’re tough, smart, and run your own business.” I open my mouth to protest, even though my chest puffs at the compliments. I like that he sees me that way. “It’s either that or let me take you to the doctor.”

      I give it some thought. I really don’t have the money for a visit to the clinic and would one night spent in luxury really be so hard? “Fine, I’ll come for dinner, and a swim, but I’m sleeping in my own bed tonight.”

      He nods, and looks at his feet. I can almost hear the wheels spinning. He glances back at me, like he’s come to some conclusion. “I guess I can stay at your place.”

      “You are not staying at my place, and I do have somewhere I have to be later.”

      “I can take you.”

      My God, this guy is so damn annoying!

      Sort of.

      Or not.

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you are a pain in the ass?” I slide into the passenger seat and slam my door shut.

      “All the time,” he says, looking quite pleased with himself as he gets in beside me. He starts the truck and carefully negotiates the long driveway. I cast him a glance as he drives me back to his buddy’s place. “What?” he asks, his peripheral vision far too good.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask.

      “You gave me a break, and maybe I wanted to give you one too.”

      “I still don’t get it. You accidently hit my trailer, then spend the day helping me. I don’t know any guy who would do that.”

      “Then maybe you haven’t been hanging around with the right guys.”
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      Alyssa’s eyes go wide, scanning my buddy Tyler’s yard when I pull into the winding driveway, and park her truck outside the three-car garage. I can just imagine she’s redesigning the yard in her mind’s eye. Honestly, what she does is hard work, and I admire that about her. Still though, I am a little worried about the bump on her head, and if I’m being completely truthful with myself, it’s not the only reason I wanted to bring her back here.

      I like spending time with her. She’s open and honest and while I should probably tell her who I am and what I do—and I will—right now I’m just enjoying the ease between us.

      Her smile is bright when she aims it my way. “This place is gorgeous.” She unbuckles. “I’d love to get my hands on it.”

      There’s a lot of things I’d like to get my hands on, too, but I’m not about to try anything with her. I so rarely spend time with a woman outside of bed. We usually hook up, and I offer her up a serving or two of the Puck Charmer special and disappear before sunrise. I don’t want to do that with Alyssa and jeopardize our budding friendship. Outside of my buddies’ wives, and Tyler’s annoying sisters, I’ve never been friends with a woman. It’s kind of…nice.

      “Want to see the inside?” I ask.

      “Oh, yeah.” She slides from her truck and frowns. “Wait, what about your car? We can’t just leave it in town.”

      “Why you think someone might steal it?”

      She laughs. “You’re right. I think it’s safe.”

      I gesture with a nod and fish the key from my pocket. “Come on.”

      She follows me up the walkway, her gaze still scanning the yard, and I open the front door and stand back for her to enter. Captain Jack comes barreling down the hall, barking and excited.

      “Oh my God, he’s adorable.”

      “He knows it, too. He’s a real player, Alyssa.” I take my ballcap off and set it on the hallway table. “Has his way with the ladies, and if you’re not careful, he’ll have you rubbing his belly for hours.”

      “Do you like belly rubs, boy?”

      He drops to his back, and spreads his legs.

      “Captain Jack,” I scold, and hold my hand up to block the view. “Cut it out, she’s a lady.” I wink at her. “At least he has good taste in women.” She chuckles and stands back up. Captain Jack rolls over and whines. “You hungry, buddy?” I ask.

      He barks and runs to the kitchen, coming back with his bowl in his mouth.

      “He’s so smart,” Alyssa says.

      “Actually, I think he’s a bit of a smart ass.”

      “No, he’s smart. You’re the smart ass,” she jokes and pokes me in the chest.

      The gesture is innocent, but goddammit, I really like when she touches me.

      I take her hand in mine. “Hey, I resemble that comment.”

      She laughs and when I let go of her hand, she smooths a few loose tendrils of hair from her forehead and glances around. Jack darts away and this time he comes back with one of his balls. I pick it up and toss it down the hall and he runs after it.

      She’s clearly impressed with the mansion, judging by her expression. “This place is huge,” she says, and takes in the wide front entrance and long curved staircase with the dark wood handrail.

      I put my finger to my lips. “Don’t talk too loud, or your voice will echo off the walls.”

      She grins. “Will not. You’re making that up.” She whacks me in the stomach. I let loose an exaggerated oomph, and the sound does echo in the hallway. Her eyes go wide.

      “Told you. Come on, I’ll give you a tour.”

      “Wait, I can’t look around. I’m…” She glances down at her coveralls. “dirty.”

      I expect another whack, when I say, “I think there’s a hose out back.”

      She purses her lips, but there’s a quirk of humor in the corners. “Not funny.”

      “A little funny?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, how about a real shower?”

      She crinkles her nose. “You don’t think Tyler will mind if I use his shower?”

      “Of course not. Besides for now it’s my house and I’m allowed to have friends over.”

      “We’re friends now, are we?”

      “I mean after I rear-ended you, how could we not be? In fact, we might actually be engaged.”

      She nibbles her lips, like she’s trying to keep herself from laughing at the sexual comment. “I don’t have any clean clothes to change into.”

      “As they say in Jamaica, we don’t have a problem, we have a situation, and that can be fixed by me lending you some of mine. We can toss yours into the washer.”

      I take Captain Jack’s ball from his mouth and toss it down the hall again. He races after it.

      “I’ve always wanted to go to Jamaica.” She breathes deeply and lets it out slowly, her eyes dim, like she’s dreaming of a different place.

      “You should go sometime.”

      “It’s on my bucket list.”

      “Yeah, I’d love to hear more about your bucket list, but first I need to feed Captain Jack here, and we need to shower.” She stiffens…I kind of do too as I imagine the two of us naked under the hot spray. “Separately, of course.”

      She goes quiet for a moment like she’s thinking about that. “I guess I could shower here.”

      “Hang on.” I run to the kitchen and fill Jack’s food and water bowl, and hurry back to find her kicking off her boots.

      She looks uneasy about traipsing through the immaculate house—the housekeeper came this morning—and goes up on her tiptoes to follow me up the steps. I guide her into one of the big bedrooms. “This one has its own shower. You’ll find shampoo and conditioner and all the hair product you need. Hair dryers and curling irons, too. Tyler keeps the place stocked.”

      “He has a lot of female visitors, does he?” she asks with a grin.

      “He actually has five sisters, and they visit often.”

      She takes in the feminine touches in the room. “I figured there was a woman behind this room.”

      I laugh as I think about Tyler’s big family. I always wanted a lot of kids myself. Not that I give marriage a whole lot of consideration. My friends are all getting married, but I don’t see that in my near future, especially with the women I hang out with. But I have a big house in Seattle, much like Tyler does here, and I have to admit, at times it does get lonely. At least Tyler has his sisters who invade all the time, bringing their husbands and kids and filling the place with love and laughter. He jokes that he moved to a big house in the middle of nowhere to get away from them, and says he bought a mansion as an investment, but I know otherwise. He loves having his family around, and they’re all vacationing in the Caribbean together right now.

      “You’re smiling. What are you thinking about?” she asks.

      “Tyler’s sisters.” I roll my eyes. “They’re so annoying.”

      “I sense a few stories.”

      “Many, but you need to shower.” I step up to the window and she glances out before I pull the curtains shut to give her privacy, even though the house is completely secluded. “This room has a nice view of the pool.”

      “The pool is gorgeous, and that bed is bigger than my apartment.”

      I laugh at that. “You should be nice and comfortable in it tonight.”

      She plants a hand on her hip. “Alek, I am not staying here.”

      God, she’s cute.

      “Right, I forgot. I’m staying at your place. Do you have two bedrooms?”

      She frowns and looks down. “Well, no…”

      “A sofa?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll sleep on that then,” I say.

      “Why would you do—” she stops talking abruptly, and shakes her head. “You know what, I’m just going to shower. We’ll argue about it later.”

      “You know, I’m really good at arguing. I was on the debate team in high school.”

      “I believe you,” she says.

      “Jump in the shower. I’ll grab some sweats and a T-shirt and leave it on the bed for you.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      I look her over. “You okay, Alyssa? You don’t feel faint or anything?”

      I expect the death glare, but the sweet smile I get instead squeezes the air from my lungs.

      “You’re sweet to worry about me, Alek. But I’m good. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”

      “I kind of figured that.”

      Her forehead crinkles. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Go shower.”

      She walks away, and I dart into the room I’m using and riffle through the dresser. I gather her up some clothes, and set them on the bed for her. Then I jump in the master bath shower myself.  I scrub the dirt from my hair and body, and once I finish and dry off, I tug on a pair of clean jeans, and a T-shirt.

      I listen outside Alyssa’s door, and when I hear movement downstairs, I take the steps two at a time and find her in the kitchen, glancing at the pool.

      “Hey,” I say, and she turns to face me, but the second I see her in my clothes, I nearly bite off my tongue. Jesus. My T-shirt hangs to her knees, and my sweats are so big, I could climb in there with her. Her coveralls did a good job of hiding her body, and until this moment I never knew how tiny she was.

      “You’re kind of like an ant?” I say.

      “Excuse me?”

      I chuckle at her puzzled expression. “That’s a compliment.”

      “Yeah, I thought it was,” she says and laughs, the sweet sound wrapping around my dick and squeezing. “Who doesn’t want to be compared to an ant. They’re a…oh what’s the word…nuisance.”

      “I mean, you’re just…” I motion with my hands, trying to say she’s small. “You’re little.” She cocks her head and waits for me to continue. “And you’re strong. You know like an ant, they can carry more than their body weight.” Her lips turn up at the corner and I hold my hands up, palms out. “It’s a compliment, I mean it.”

      She shakes her head, but her eyes are full of laughter. “I’ve been called a lot of things before, Alek, but an ant was never one of them.”

      I exhale a breath. “Can we start again?” I ask.

      She puts her hand on my arm, and my dick twitches. “After today and all your help, you can call me whatever you want.”

      “Even Aly.”

      “Even Aly,” she says. “But just so you know, that privilege doesn’t go out to just anyone.”

      “I’m honored. Come on, I’ll give you a tour.” We leave the kitchen and I take her into the ginormous dining room, a table that seats twelve. “So why don’t you like your name shortened?” I ask.

      “Stupid boys at school. They used to call me Alley Cat.”

      “You didn’t like that?”

      “I don’t think they meant it in a flattering way, Alek. Alley cats are animals that have been abandoned because no one wanted them.”

      “Okay,” I say, and my chest tightens, because I suspect she’s telling me something very personal. “I promise never to call you that.”

      I stand back as she runs her fingers over the long table, and glances at the pictures on the walls. “Oh my God, is that you?” she asks and steps up to a pic of Tyler and me, dressed in our swim shorts, no front teeth, and ice cream stains on our faces. She chuckles as she looks back to me. “It is you, isn’t it?”

      I groan. “I was seriously hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      “You were adorable, Alek.”

      “Ah, what do you mean were?”

      She laughs. “Was your ego big back then or did you grow into it, like you did your teeth?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “It was a compliment,” she teases.

      “Yeah, it sounded like one.” She examines all the photos. “Tyler’s sisters were always taking pictures of us. One of these days I expect a blackmail letter. They were huge pains in my ass.”

      “You guys sound like you are so close. I love that.”

      “Did you miss the part where I said they were a pain in my ass.” She grins at me. “I take it you didn’t have siblings?” I ask. “If you did, you’d see things differently?”

      Her smile falls and she turns from me. “No, just me,” she says. “Do you have brothers and sisters?” she asks, and I don’t miss the redirection of conversation.

      “Big brother, also a pain in the ass.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I remember you saying something about a niece.”

      “That’s right. Trevor is married, and they have a daughter. She’s sweet, unfortunately.”

      “What?” she asks, as we walk through the house, going room to room.

      “It’s a problem because now my parents are down my back, wanting me to settle down and give them a grandchild, a boy preferably.”

      “Ah, I see, and that’s not something you’re interested in?”

      “Not really.” Maybe if the right woman came along, but I don’t come across those kinds of women every day. The kind I come across want the honor of sleeping with a professional hockey player. “I’m not really in one place very long either. Not many women would put up with that. What about you?”

      “Well,” she says. “I’m single, and that’s by choice.”

      “Oh yeah?” My sweats hang on her body as we circle back to the kitchen. “Not my business, but I get the sense there was a douche-bag in your past.”

      She laughs at that, like really laughs, and I can’t help but grin at her animation.

      “I don’t know if he was so much a douche-bag, but we just wanted different things.” She looks out the window for a second. “Wait, no. You’re right. He was a douche.”

      Laughing, I open the fridge to see what’s inside and that’s when I remember I was out on a grocery run when I literally ran into Alyssa. “Your folks still here?”

      “No, actually. They’re gone.”

      I lift my head from the fridge at the hitch in her voice. “I’m sorry.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      Her comment about alley cats makes me want to ask if gone means they died, or if they up and left her, but I don’t know her well enough to ask, plus I don’t want to dredge up painful memories.

      “That doesn’t make it any easier, Aly.” I sort of feel like an ass now. I’ve been going on about how much my family gets on my nerves and she has no parents.

      “Everyone leaves,” she says quietly, and crosses her arms across her chest in a defensive move. I’d be lying if I said I know a lot about the opposite sex. I grew up with a brother, and have no idea how women think, and I can’t even begin to understand how they deal with deep emotions, but everything in that gesture makes me think she’s trying to protect her heart. Who the hell hurt her?

      “My grandmother raised me,” she says. “That’s where I have to be later. I visit her every night in the nursing home.”

      I nod. “Nice. I can’t wait to meet her.”

      She shakes her head, like she’s unable to process what I just said. “What are you talking about? Why would you meet her?”

      “I’m kind of driving you around, remember? I’m responsible for you for twenty-four hours remember.”

      I expect a fight, but instead she rolls one shoulder and says, “If being responsible means you’re going to feed me, then I’m agreeing. I’m starving.”

      “We might have a problem. I sort of don’t have any groceries. That’s what I was doing when I hit you.” I pull my cell phone from my pocket. “But I’m a problem solver, so tell me, what’s your favorite take out in this one-horse town.”

      “It’s funny you put it like that. I was thinking the same thing earlier today.”

      “It’s a nice town, though. I can see why you like living here.”

      She nods, but I get the sense there is more going on with her.

      I run through a list of food choices. “Pizza, Chinese, Thai, seafood?”

      “What do you like?” she asks.

      I rub my stomach. “I like food, Alyssa. All food.”

      “Well, Benny’s is known for their ribs, and mac and cheese.”

      “You had me at ribs.” I do a fast Google search and pull up their menu.

      “I’ll go splits on it with you.”

      I gesture toward the fridge as I punch in our order. “Grab me a beer and we’ll call it even. There’s red and white wine too. Like I said, Tyler keeps this place stocked for his family.”

      “Beer is good for me. Oh, and they don’t do delivery. We’ll have to go pick it up.”

      “I’ll go.” I double check the order. “Okay, any other requests?”

      “Apple pie.” She moans, and I seriously wish she hadn’t. The sound teases my dick, and while I want her in my bed—hello, I’m a twenty-seven-year-old guy—I also don’t want her in my bed. I’m not sure how to explain it, and I don’t even know if it makes sense, but she’s different, and I just want to be with her.

      “You got it,” I say. I finish punching in the order, check the pick-up time and shove my phone into my pocket.

      “I’m splitting it with you,” she says.

      I wag my eyebrows playfully. “Or…you could find another way to pay me back.”

      Her eyes narrow in on me, and I can only imagine what she’s thinking—that what I want in return is sexual. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Get our laundry going while I run out.”

      Wait, is that disappointment on her face? There’s a definite pull between us, and an undeniable attraction, but she doesn’t strike me as the kind of girl to jump into bed with a guy, and with her I don’t want to be that guy.

      Which is all kinds of fucked up, because I am that guy.

      “Of course.” She looks around. “Just point me in the right direction.”

      After I show her where the washer and dryer are, I grab her keys from the counter and toss her a grin. “You’re not going to report your vehicle stolen, are you?” I tease.

      “Are you bringing back food?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then no.”

      I laugh at that, liking her sense of humor.

      “Feel free to make yourself at home, Alyssa. I shouldn’t be long.”

      “I think Captain Jack here and I are going to walk the grounds, have a look around and find the perfect spot to plant a burning bush.” She drops to her knees. “How do you like that idea?” she asks the dog, and he licks her face.

      “Dude,” she says. “You have to buy me dinner first.” As soon as the words leave her mouth, her gaze jerks to mine.

      There’s nothing I can do to stop my mouth from twitching. “Ah, so that’s what it takes for a kiss. Well then, I’ll hurry back with your dinner.”

      “I didn’t…I wasn’t…”

      I tug on my ball cap, not wanting any of the locals to identify me. “Oh, but you did,” I tease and she lifts Jack’s bone and aims it my way. I dart outside and laugh at the sound of the bone hitting the door behind me.

      I start her truck and head to town. I pass by my car, which is still in the same spot. I could call a truck to tow it back to me, since I don’t want Alyssa driving just yet, but I’m pretty sure it’s secure overnight in this town.

      I park behind it and head to Benny’s to pick up our order. The girl behind the counter eyes me, like she’s trying to place me, so I tug my hat down a bit more. She goes to the back and comes out with a big brown paper bag.

      “Thanks,” I say, her eyes roaming my face. I get out of there before she recognizes me, and jump in the truck, strangely excited to get back to Tyler’s place, strangely excited to know Alyssa is there waiting for me.

      Makeup-free Alyssa with the cute freckles, gorgeous red hair pulled back in a ponytail, and coveralls that hide her body. A sweet, girl next door type who insisted on splitting the cost of dinner, didn’t want to exchange insurance papers, and has no idea how sexy she is, and is not trying to impress me.

      There’s nothing I can do to wipe the smile from my face as I park and hurry to the front door. I push it open, and call out, “Food’s here.”

      My voice is met with silence, so I close the door with my foot and head to the kitchen. I drop the food on the table, when outside I hear Alyssa’s voice and I follow the sound. I catch her in the pool, swimming the length and talking to Jack, who’s watching from the edge. She reaches the shallow end and stands, wearing nothing but my T-shirt. She wrings out the hem around her knees as the rest clings to her soft curves and round breasts, and messes with my ability to think clearly. My God, I’m just as bad as Captain Jack. We’re both watching with our tongues out. When one working brain cell kicks in, there is only one thought rattling around in my lust-filled head.

      I like everything about this woman.
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      I gasp when I turn and find Alek standing there, staring at me with heat and hunger. I fold my hands over my chest, and dip lower into the water. But I have to say, I kind of like the way he’s looking at me. When he suggested I do the laundry I thought for sure he wasn’t interested in me, and while I don’t want him to be, nothing could ever develop between us, there is a part of me that wants to stop being a rule follower, and just have a good goddamn time with a hot guy for once in my life.

      “I didn’t hear you come back,” I say.

      “Sorry,” he says. His chest is rising and falling quicker, and I’d have to be a fool not to understand why. I’m in this pool in his shirt. My breasts aren’t huge, but I could hold my own in a wet-T-shirt contest, and the man obviously likes what he sees. I like what I see, too.

      “Did you find Benny’s okay?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I glance at his empty hands. “You got the food?”

      “Yes.”

      “I should get out now,” I say, more of a statement than a question.

      “Yes.”

      I can’t help but laugh as I take the three steps until I’m standing on the pool walkway, soaking wet and dripping on the tiles. Any other time, any other man, I’d cover myself, feel embarrassed about my near naked state, but the fact that I’m not, the fact that I’m actually standing here, letting him look is fill, is completely uncharacteristic of me. I mean, I hardly know the guy. What is it about him that makes me want to leap out of my comfort zone?

      “Can you say more than one word?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      I laugh, hardly able to believe I’ve reduced this smoking hot guy—who could have any girl in the world and probably has had many—to one syllable sentences. I like it. A lot.

      “Can you toss me the towel?”

      He reaches for the towel and brings it to me. I wrap it around myself. “I really hope you don’t mind me jumping in. Captain Jack and I were playing and it looked so refreshing.”

      “Don’t mind at all.”

      I put my hand on his chest, and his warmth curls through my blood. Am I purposely flirting with him, teasing him? Yeah, I think I am. “Ah there you go, you can talk in full sentences.” I look past his shoulders. “Now where is all that yummy food?”

      “Inside,” he says and follows me in. Captain Jack traipses in behind us, and starts sniffing and drooling at the delicious aromas filling the kitchen. He’s not the only one. I breathe in all the delicious smells, and glance over at the bags. “How much did you buy?”

      “Like one of everything.”

      “A big ego and a big appetite,” I tease.

      “I have a big everything.”

      He’s grinning at me, and before I can stop myself, my gaze drifts down to take in the bulge behind his zipper. Dear God, what am I doing? He clears his throat.

      “I think you need to get changed, Alyssa. Put on something dry.”

      His eyes are blazing hot and lock on mine. “Yeah, why?”

      “I’m going to be honest with you here. You’re giving me a hard on.”

      I chuckle, but do love that he’s being straight forward, and there is so much tension between us, sparking off the kitchen appliances, denying it would be pointless.

      “You change, and I’ll dish up the food.”

      I walk from the room and dash upstairs to pull on a dry T-shirt, and tug the sweats back on. I make a quick trip to the laundry room and toss our clothes into the dryer. In the kitchen, Alek is nursing a beer, and the sight of him swallowing a mouthful gives me pause. My nipples tighten, as I imagine those lips wrapped around them, pulling on my peaked buds the way he’s pulling on that beer. He sets it down when he sees me.

      “Drink?” he asks.

      “I’m a lightweight and I don’t want to be tipsy when I visit Grandma.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      “This looks amazing.” I sit across from him and look at the pile of food on my plate. “I’ll never finish this.”

      “Just eat what you want.”

      I dig into the macaroni and cheese and don’t miss the way Alek is squirming in his chair when I give a long, appreciative moan. I do it again with the ribs. When the hell did I become such a tease, but more importantly, am I doing it because I want something to happen between us?

      Yeah, I think I am.

      Get it, gurl.

      Okay, who’s voice was that and where did it come from? I chuckle and Alek’s head lifts.

      “What’s funny?”

      “When did you arrive in town?” I glance around the immaculate home. “Just today, or are you a neat freak?”

      He laughs. “Last night, actually.”

      I nod. “How long are you staying?”

      He glances at his food and puts his fork down, like he’s suddenly lost his appetite. What did I say?

      “You don’t have to answer,” I say. If he wants to keep things impersonal, I can too.

      “No, it’s just that I have to be back in Boston in a couple of weeks for Kaylee’s birthday.”

      This time it’s my appetite falling off the cliff. “Oh, your girlfriend?” I ask causally as I fork coleslaw into my mouth. Wait why is he grinning at me like that.

      “You sound jealous.”

      I make a ridiculous snorting sound. “That’s crazy. I don’t even know you.”

      Oh, but you want to, Alyssa.

      There’s that weird voice again.

      “Kaylee is my four-year-old niece, going on sixteen and I have no idea what to get her. She kind of has everything.”

      “She sounds like a handful.”

      “Oh, she is, but she’s so sweet.”

      “Why don’t you want to go back, then?”

      He groans. “My folks. They’re going to be on my case if I show up alone. Like I said, they want me settled and giving them grandkids.”

      “Ah, I get it.” Marrying and having kids is not on his bucket list. I’m not sure if it’s on mine either. The only eligible men in this town are scooting around in electric wheelchairs, or are sporting canes.

      “For the record, Aly, I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      It’s a shocker really, considering how good looking he is, but looks aren’t everything. Truthfully, I could see him being single if he was a complete jerk, but I’m not seeing that side to him either. Maybe he was hurt in the past and is off relationships.

      “So this bucket list of yours,” he says. “What else is on it?” I study his face, as he nibbles on a juicy rib.

      “It’s a big one. It’s all written in my journal at home. Do you have one?”

      “Actually, no. I never really think that far ahead into the future.”

      “There are so many places I want to see.”

      “Can I read the list?”

      I shake my head. “It’s kind of private, and you’ll probably think some of the things are stupid.”

      “It’s nice to see you have a high opinion of me,” he teases with a smirk.

      “That’s not what I mean. You actually seem really nice.” I glance at the food. “I’m being treated like a queen here, and after you helping me today, I feel like I owe you.”

      “You’re under my forty-eight-hour watch, remember.”

      “Forty-eight? You said twenty-four.”

      “You’re misremembering,” he says, but we both know I’m not. He touches his head. “That’s likely from the bump. I might have to up the watch to seventy-two.” I’m about to protest when he says, “So what did you write that I would think is stupid? Swimming with dolphins?”

      “Do you think that’s stupid?”

      “No, I think it’s inhumane. We shouldn’t be harnessing mammals for our enjoyment. I’m sorry if that offends you, Alyssa. I’m not going to go into a debate on it, or delete anyone from my social media because they have differing opinions, but it’s just how I feel.”

      My heart does a little happy dance, and I really like how honest he is. That’s so important to me, especially after my ex hid the fact for months that he was planning to stay in New York after college. I thought we were going to do long term. I should have known better. As a computer scientist, there’s little to no work for him in this town, so why would he come back?

      Oh, maybe because I was here.

      But you’re not enough to keep anyone around, Alyssa.

      “I agree with you, Alek. I think it’s cruel to keep them in an enclosure and make them perform.”

      “We agree on something anyway,” he mumbles.

      I laugh, knowing he’s talking about his self-imposed doctor duties of watching over me. “I think we can both agree this food is awesome.”

      “Yup, and don’t think this change of subject is getting you off the hook. I eventually want to hear all the stupid things on your list,” he says. “Also, you have more food on your face than in your stomach.”

      My eyes go wide. “I do not.”

      He makes an exasperated face. “You’re a hot mess, Alyssa. Go look in the mirror.”

      Still not sure I believe him, I say, “You have sauce on your face too. Right here.” I reach across the table, and swipe his face, but when I do, he captures my hand. He glances at the sauce on my finger.

      “So I do.” My heart jumps into my throat when he takes my finger and puts it in his mouth, moaning as he tastes the sauce—or maybe it’s because he’s tasting me.

      Holy hell.

      A storm of need roils through me as we stare at one another, and I’m pretty sure neither one of us are breathing. His touch lights up my body, awakens every sleeping desire in me. Jesus, I’m pretty sure no man, not even my ex, has ever looked at me the way Alek is right now, and I’m also sure I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want him.

      Captain Jack barks, no doubt confused by all the sexual tension, and I pull my hand back. I grab one of the napkins from the stack and wipe my mouth.

      “So…uh,” he begins and clears his throat. “You have to visit your grandmother?”

      “She’ll be expecting me,” I say and wondering if he’s thinking the same thing I am. We blow her off, and head right upstairs so I can blow something else off.

      Good Lord, girl, who are you?

      “Then we don’t want to disappoint her,” he says.

      “You really don’t have to go.”

      “You keep saying.”

      “And you keep ignoring.”

      He leans toward me. “Alyssa, I’d like to drive you to your grandmother’s and I’d love to meet the woman who raised you to be such an…”

      I arch a brow as he looks up and to the left, like he’s searching for the right word.

      “Amazing woman,” I supply.

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a stubborn, pain in the ass, ornery…”

      “Ornery. Are you like a hundred? Even my grandmother doesn’t say ornery.”

      “Well, if the shoe fits.”

      “Speaking of shoes. We’ll need to stop at my place before heading to the nursing home. I can’t wear my rubber boots in there.”

      “We’ll.” He points a finger back and forth between us. “As in you and me?”

      “Yes, Alek, you can come. I want you to meet her now. When my hair turns gray after twenty-four hours, this way my grandmother will understand Why.”

      He laughs, and I love this sound as it trickles through me. When was the last time I had such a fun and easy conversation with a guy? “You mean ninety-six hours, and I love the color of your hair by the way.” His compliment silences me, as he stands and eyes my plate. “Did you have enough?”

      “More than enough. Do you think I could give Captain Jack the meat from a rib?”

      “That would only make you his very best friend, and we can all use a friend, right?”

      He’s right. We could all use a friend, and I’m pretty sure I made a very good one today. Tonight, however—and this is so not like me—I might want to change that relationship to friends with benefits.
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      “Just up ahead, take a right.”

      I flick on my signal light and take the turn. Alyssa leans into me—back in her clean overalls—and I catch the scent of her skin. Still lightly soapy from her earlier shower, despite her swim in the pool.

      “That’s my parking spot right there,” she says, and I ease Moxie into the big spot that also accommodates the trailer.

      I take a look at the apartment building. “How long have you lived here?”

      “Not that long. Just one year. After my grandmother went into the nursing home, I didn’t want to stay in her old house alone.” She reaches for the door handle. “It was big and lonely and always made weird creaking sounds.”

      “Maybe a pet would have helped.” I bought my house as an investment, and the thrill of hearing my echo wore off in about thirty seconds.

      “Then I’d be that old cat lady at twenty-five.”

      As I laugh at that, she looks off into the distance, her expression soft and…sad. “It’s been on the market for a while.”

      “You don’t want to sell it, do you?” I ask.

      Her shoulders shrug in a non-committal way. “Just so many memories.” She gives a humorless chuckle. “I used to think I’d always live in it, and raise my family there, and pass it down from generation to generation. But the upkeep is expensive and with Grandma in a nursing home…”

      I get the sense she needs the money from the sale. “I’m sorry you have to sell it.”

      I slip from the vehicle and an elderly lady comes from the apartment, holding the door for us.

      The lines around her blue eyes crinkle when she sees us. “Alyssa, darling, how are you?”

      “I’m good, Theresa, how are you?” she says in a loud voice, but Theresa’s attention is no longer on Alyssa. Nope, it’s on me.

      “Who might you be?” Theresa asks.

      I chuckle. You have to love a woman who gets right to the point, and I guess at her age, why bother beating around the bush. “I’m Alek,” I say, raising my voice to match Alyssa’s. “A friend of Alyssa’s.”

      “Oh,” she says and doesn’t bother hiding her approving smile. “We’re all having trouble with the internet today,” she says. “I think you’ll have to nix the Netflix and just chill.” My jaw drops, as her cane hits the pavement and she moves along the sidewalk. “Say hello to your grandmother for me.”

      “Did she just say what I think she said?”

      I turn back to Alyssa, and her cheeks are fiery red, her jaw hanging open in much the same way as mine. Theresa whistles as she walks away.

      “Yeah, she did, but I have a feeling she doesn’t really know the meaning behind it. She probably thinks it just means hang out.”

      “I don’t know, but I want to erase that from my memory.”

      Alyssa laughs. “You’re not the only one. Come on.”

      I follow her inside her building, and we take the stairs to the third floor. She opens her door, and the warmth and coziness of her place washes over me. I grin as I take in the papers on the table by the front door and the scattering of shoes. It’s like organized chaos and it instantly puts me at ease.

      She kicks off her boots and I step a little further in to take in her living room and the stacks of books. “I take it you like to read.”

      “No, those books are just to impress guests.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Then it’s working.”

      “I’ll wait here while you get some clothes and your toothbrush.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “You said you had a sofa, Alyssa. That’s a loveseat. I’d have to sleep with my knees around my ears.” I catch her grin. “You think that’s funny?”

      “I’d kind of like to see that.”

      “Go. Pack a bag.”

      She takes two steps down the hall and disappears into a room that’s likely her bedroom. “This is a small town, Alek. People are going to start talking if we stay together.”

      “From what I’ve seen so far, ninety percent of the population needs hearing aids, so they can talk all they want. No one is going to hear it.”

      Her chuckle reaches my ears, and she sticks her head out to see me. “Be nice.”

      “I’m always nice.” She disappears again, and that gives me pause. I never stopped to consider her position. “Seriously though, are you worried about that?”

      “No, I’m a big girl. I can do what I want.”

      She comes back into the hall with a backpack over one shoulder. “Did you pack enough for ninety-six hours?”

      “I am not staying for four days.” She puts on a pair of flat shoes. “Now can we go. Grandma is going to wonder what’s keeping me.”

      I take her bag from her and open the front door. “After you, milady,” I say and wave my hand for her to enter the hall. My chivalry gets me a big fat eye roll. We get back in her truck and I back out of the lot. “Where is the nursing home?”

      “Take a right at the lights.”

      She jacks the music as I take the turn and I crank down the window to get a breath of fresh air. “It’s so quiet here,” I say.

      “It’s not for everyone.” She turns away from me, but not before I catch a pained look on her pretty face.

      “What do you do for fun, besides beautify people’s yards?” I ask, wanting to bring her smile back and lighten her mood.

      “I do love beautifying yards, and I was serious about the burning bush,” she says. “I’d love to plant one in Tyler’s yard. I bet Captain Jack would love⁠—”

      “To relieve himself on it?”

      She laughs, and rolls her window down to create a cross breeze. It blows her hair across her face and all I want to do is touch it, rub it between my fingers as I place my lips on the pulse beating at the base of her throat.

      “Okay, I wasn’t going to say that, but you’re probably right.”

      “So fun?” I ask, bringing us back to my original question. “What do you do?”

      She breathes out and relaxes against the seat. “I don’t have a lot of free time in the summer, but I love to…wait, you won’t make fun of me, will you?”

      “I can’t guarantee it, Alyssa,” I say with a straight face.

      “Fine, I actually love to fly fish. My grandfather taught me when I was young.”

      My jaw drops. “You’re shitting me.”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re serious? You fly fish?”

      “Yeah, do you think that’s strange?”

      “I think it’s awesome. Will you teach me?”

      “Sure, if you want.” She reaches over, puts her hand under my chin and nudges it up until my teeth click. “But you can’t have your mouth open like that. Otherwise you’ll be the one catching all the flies.”

      I grin like a kid who just got a puppy on Christmas morning. I can’t believe I ran into this woman, and she fly fishes. That’s like the neatest thing ever. “What else do you do?” I ask, a measure of excitement going through me.

      “There’s a farm not too far from here. I actually love spending time with the goats, and sometimes I help out making the soap.”

      I stare straight at the road and shake my head. “You’re full of surprises.”

      “In the winter, I ski, downhill and cross country. I make preserves from the berries my grandmother’s friends give me.  My grandfather used to have a snowmobile, and I loved taking it out. My friends and I would all go. Jonah’s parents had a cottage…” Her voice falls off, like she’s remembering happy times.

      “I might never leave,” I say, knowing that’s impossible. My life is in Boston and Seattle and I’m on the road more than I’m not.

      “What do you do for fun?” she asks and when I playfully wag my eyebrows in a sexual manner, she whacks me and says, “Besides that.”

      “I like hockey,” I say, and gauge her reaction.

      “I’m not a fan.”

      No shit, otherwise, she might have recognized me.

      “It’s barbaric,” she adds.

      “You’re not wrong,” I say.

      “What did you plan to do while you were here?” she asks. “Netflix and chill?”

      “My thought process is this,” I say without missing a beat. “If that fails me, there’s always fishing and making soap. I’m sort of a goat whisperer.”

      She laughs, hard, and whacks my stomach again. “You probably wouldn’t know a goat if you tripped on it.”

      “I’ve had mutton before.”

      “Eww, I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Anything but eating cute goats.” Her gaze drops to my mouth, and I suddenly get the feeling that Netflix and chill is an option. On one hand, I want that—I want it so fucking bad my nut sack aches—but on the other I don’t want to fuck this, whatever this is going on between us, up.

      “Right here,” she says when I come across a colorful building with beautifully kept grounds, and elderly people sitting on benches.

      I park, and we exit the vehicle. She frowns when I circle the truck to meet her. “What?” I ask.

      “Grandma, she has dementia, so she might not recognize me at first. I just don’t want you to be alarmed.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Her smile is in place when we step inside and sign in at the front desk. “She would have loved to talk hockey with you, though. She and granddad were fans.”

      I adjust my ballcap, but I’m sure I have nothing to worry about. I’ve only been playing five years, probably long after she stopped watching. With my head tipped, I follow Alyssa down the long hall and into her grandmother’s room.

      The TV is on, some game show playing, but her grandmother looks like she’s fast asleep. Alyssa checks on the flowers in the vase and plucks a few dead petals before sitting down. She gestures for me to take the chair by the window. I sit, and my heart pinches as I watch her. Her grandmother was obviously a very important person in her life, considering the fact that she visits every night, whether the elderly lady knows it or not. It’s the sweetest goddamn thing I’ve ever seen. Alyssa takes her grandmother’s hand, and I shift my chair just to be a little closer.

      “What a day I had, Grandma,” she says and smiles at me. “This city boy who barely knows how to drive hits my trailer. But no worries. No damage done to me or the vehicle.” Her grandmother stirs a bit. “Then he actually helped me plant some fruit trees. He’s a bit bossy and what an ego.”

      “Vincent, is that you?”

      She gives me a pained look. “Vincent was my grandfather’s name,” she says quietly.

      I put a supportive hand on her shoulder, and she tenses for a brief second before giving me a smile full of appreciation.

      “It’s me, Grandma. Alyssa.”

      Her grandmother’s eyes open, and a smile touches her mouth when she gazes at her granddaughter. “Alyssa,” she says. “I was just thinking about you.”

      “How’s your day?” she asks.

      Cloudy blue eyes shift from Alyssa to me, and I swear to god, I see a measure of recognition in them when her gaze zeroes in on me.

      “This is Alek,” Alyssa explains. “He’s the one who accidently hit my trailer. Alek, this is my beautiful grandmother, Rose.”

      “As pretty as your name,” I say and Alyssa leans toward me.

      Rose chuckles.

      “He’s a real charmer,” Alyssa says, and as soon as the words leave her mouth, Rose frowns, her gaze narrowing in on me.

      “I know you,” Rose says.

      “Yes, it’s Alek,” Alyssa explains.

      “Alek. The charmer,” she says and looks down, like she’s going back inside herself, searching for recognition, and my heart lodges somewhere in my throat. This is hard on Rose, but it’s as equally hard on Alyssa, and while I don’t know her, I know enough that I want to make this easier for her—let her lean on me a bit. Not only because I sense she’s as alone and as lonely as her grandmother, but she’s been lifting the load herself for far too long.

      “Would you like me to read to you?” Alyssa asks, and reaches for the book on the nightstand.

      “Yes dear, I’d love that.”

      Alyssa gives me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I ask, completely confused.

      She holds the book up. “This might be a while.”

      “Alyssa,” I say quietly, moving closer. “Take all the time you want. I have nowhere to be, and I can honestly say, there’s nowhere else I’d rather be. I saw a vending machine in the lobby. Why don’t I grab us a couple of coffees?”

      “That would be nice, thank you,” she says and the sweet look of pure gratitude on her face fucks me over a bit. Leaving her alone with her grandmother, I fish change from my pocket and walk through the nursing home. A few heads turn my way, but I stare at the floor, and only lift my eyes when I reach the machine. I grab a couple of coffees and head back.

      Surely to God, her grandmother didn’t recognize me. Didn’t put Alek and charmer together to come up with my nickname The Puck Charmer. I shake my head. It has to be impossible. She barely recognized her own granddaughter, and even if she was still watching hockey, playoffs were over months ago.

      I quietly slip back into the room and Alyssa doesn’t miss her stride as she accepts the steaming cup of coffee. I sit back and cross my foot over my leg, closing my eyes as I follow along, but soon realize she’s reading a romance. I grin at that, finding this whole situation completely adorable. After about a half an hour, Rose’s soft breathing sounds fill the room and Alyssa sets the book down.

      “Ready?”

      “Only if you are. I don’t mind staying longer.”

      “She probably needs her rest.” I stand, and Alyssa fixes the flowers in the vase before she leaves, and I follow her out. She’s quiet on the walk to the car, and barely says a word as I drive her back to my place.

      “You’re a good granddaughter,” I say when we reach my front door.

      She smiles. “She was always so good to me.” She places her palm on my cheek. “You were sweet to stay for so long.”

      That’s a funny thing for her to say, considering I never stay anywhere for very long. Eventually I’ll move on. I always do. This town won’t be different from any other I’ve been in.

      Why then, does that idea bounce around inside my stomach like a runaway puck?
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      I awake to a bird chirping outside my window, and my mind instantly goes back to last night, and the way I tossed and turned restlessly in the most comfortable bed I’ve ever had the privilege of sleeping in. I couldn’t settle down after a hard day’s work. Likely because the hottest guy on the planet was in the room next to me, and my imagination was on hyperdrive. The only way I could finally get to sleep was to give in to my imagination and touch myself beneath the warm sheets.

      Seriously though, long before we visited with my grandmother, I had every intention of seducing Alek. Neither of us were hiding the fact that we wanted each other—heck, he told me I gave him a hard on—but when we returned back to his friend’s house, his mood shifted to mellow, and he grew quiet, so different from how he was all day.

      The guy is definitely a contradiction, and I was a little confused by the shift in his behavior, so I left him to his thoughts and called it an early night. Maybe he doesn’t want to start something with me because he’s leaving. Maybe he thinks I’m the type of girl who’s looking for long term. He’d be so wrong about that. Been there done that, and I know better than to expect anyone to stay.

      I roll and wince at the sun streaming in through the crack of the curtain. I might as well get up and get an early start of it. I make a trip to the bathroom, tie my hair back and climb into a fresh pair of overalls. I gather all my things, and plan my escape, figuring I’ll never set eyes on Alek again. I should probably be happy about that. Do I really want to get mixed up with a guy like him? Yeah, I do. But it’s not wise.

      My door creaks when I open it and I wait a second. With the all-clear, I tip toe down the stairs. Before I leave, I dig a few bills from my purse and put them on the table. I search for a notepad and pen and leave him an old-fashioned note. This is better than texting, and I don’t have his number anyway.

      Once finished, I head outside and jump into Moxie. I don’t know why I have this strange sense of betrayal tugging at me. Maybe because I told him I’d stay for twenty-four hours and I’m sneaking out. But my head is perfectly fine, and I’m no longer dizzy, and he is not responsible for me. I’ve been taking care of myself for a very long time, although I have to admit, it was rather nice having someone care. I head home, and drive past his abandoned car on Main Street. It’s a bit of a walk for him, which is why I left cab money.

      Back at home, I head to the kitchen for a much-needed cup of coffee. As I drink, I make a list of things to do, and print off a few more fliers to hang at the garden center. While they’re printing, I head to the kitchen to make a sandwich, and when I do, I spot my journal peeking out from underneath a stack of papers I keep forgetting to recycle.
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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