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            FIND YOUR NEXT SMALL TOWN ESCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to my world of steamy small-town romance, where rugged heroes fall hard and happily-ever-after is always worth fighting for.

      Pick Your Escape

      Small Town Romance

      All I Want

      Annapolis Harbor

      Ever After

      Second Chance Harbor

      Mountain Romance

      Mountain Haven

      The Wilde Brothers

      Beach Romance

      The Kingston Brothers

      Holiday Romance

      The Monroe Brothers

      The Calloways

      The Sterling Brothers

      Blind Date with a Small Town Romance

      Let fate choose your next steamy small-town romance. Each blind book is a surprise love story waiting to sweep you away.

      Go on a blind date

      Most Loved Tropes

      Fake Fiancé Love

      Best Friends to Lovers

      Gruff Single Dad

      Protector Small Town Heroes

      Second Chance Love

      Enemies to Lovers

      Shop the tropes

      Lea Coll Books

      Strong heroines.

      Protective heroes.

      Unforgettable love stories.

      Steamy

      HEA

      No cheating
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          BELLE

        

      

    

    
      “Happy grand opening!” Clara hugged me.

      The shelves and display tables were full of books, and the walls were adorned with hand drawn pictures I’d made of the building and upcoming renovations.

      I unlocked the door, greeting people as they came inside.

      As soon as my childhood crush, Maverick arrived, Angela's daughter, Ayla, grabbed his hand and led him to the children's section.

      He crouched down to talk to Ayla.

      When he glanced up at me, I quickly looked away.  My heart was racing as if I'd just gone for a run. Unfortunately, Maverick had always had this effect on me.

      He was the bad boy I couldn't stop thinking about when we were in school. We'd had a few flirty encounters before he asked me out and then stood me up.

      The pain from that night took up permanent residence in my chest, but he was the man renovating the outdoor space of my shop.

      It was my dream to add onto the existing shop to create a four-seasons room and an outdoor patio, complete with a garden feel and a fountain. I could see people sitting outside on the wrought-iron chairs, sipping their lattes while perusing the latest bestseller.

      To fulfill that particular dream, I had to work with Maverick, who was broody on a good day and grew irritated whenever I was nearby.

      But he was the best contractor in the area for outdoor spaces and detailed stonework.

      Desperate for a distraction, I went to the front counter to help Clara check out customers.

      Meg was handing out hot chocolate, and Reina was distributing pastries. It felt like the whole town had come out to celebrate the grand opening.

      Eve and Natasha had recently bought Christmas Town. There was concern that they'd shut it down, but they'd vowed to revitalize the area and bring in new customers. Their enthusiasm was one of the reasons why I chose this location over something in Telluride. Here, I was the only bookstore, and the only requirement was that I maintain holiday-themed books year-round.

      It was a busy night, greeting customers and talking about the upcoming plans for the renovations.

      When there was a lull, Clara leaned over and asked, "Why don't you take a break?"

      "That's a good idea." My favorite spot was the back of the store where French doors led to a grassy area where my soon-to-be patio would be constructed. When it was done, there would be stone pavers, a water fountain, and tables and chairs. Maybe even a few cushioned couches and a fire pit. I couldn't believe I was so close to fulfilling all my dreams, and I hadn't let my parents stop me.

      "I came here to get away from people."

      I startled at the sound of the gruff voice. My head swung to the side where Maverick leaned against the building.

      "What are you doing here?" I asked.

      He raised a brow. "I could ask you the same question."

      I straightened to my full height, determined not to let him get to me. "It's my store."

      "I would have thought you'd be inside, absorbing the attention," he said snidely.

      "I'm grateful that so many people came out for the grand opening, but I'm an introvert." Surely, he remembered that from school. The first time he’d talked to me, he’d asked why I was sitting alone, reading a book.

      He grunted.

      "I'm grateful that the shop is open." I gestured at the space. "This is everything I ever wanted."

      He gazed into the darkness. "I have a feeling you're used to getting whatever you want."

      I distinctly remembered the night we were supposed to go out on that date. I'd gotten dressed up, and then waited, my heart sinking when he didn't come. My parents had made comments about how I wasn't enough to keep a guy's attention. "I think we both know that isn't true."

      "You graduated top of our class with more than enough money to go to that fancy private school⁠—"

      "I won't deny that some of us have more advantages than others, but that doesn't mean that everything was great." I remembered his family being there for him and his siblings at every school event. I bet they didn't make excuses about having to work or insisting that something else was more important. My family had money, but I didn't have my parents' love and attention. Maybe we didn't hang out long enough for him to get to know me.

      I was intrigued by his broody bad-boy teenager persona. He got into trouble and seemingly hadn't worried about the consequences. Maybe he knew his parents would love him no matter what. I didn't have that luxury. I had to be perfect to get any kind of reaction out of them, but their approval seemed to be elusive.

      Majoring in English was perfectly acceptable, but opening a bookstore was not. Thankfully, my grandmother's trust didn't have any restrictions on how I could use the money I'd inherited.

      Maverick shook his head. "You seem to have gotten everything you've ever wanted—a fancy degree, a bookshop on the corner⁠—"

      I rounded on him. "And you haven't gotten what you wanted? A successful business and now a major collaboration with your brothers?"

      His face was pinched. "It's not the same."

      "You don't need a degree to have a successful business, and you're well on your way, if not already there."

      He grunted again, and I wanted to scream in frustration. "Now I remember why you used to drive me crazy. You always had a chip on your shoulder. Everyone else had it better than you." I folded my arms over my chest. "Did you ever think the problem was you?"

      He pushed off the wall, striding toward me. "You want to find a new contractor?"

      I resisted stepping back, even though his proximity forced me to look up to keep his gaze. "You know you're the best, and Eve already signed the contract."

      His muscles tensed. "Are you going to make my life difficult?"

      I tipped my head to the side. "And how would I do that?"

      "By being a pain in my ass," he muttered.

      Electricity crackled between us, stronger and more potent than when we were kids. I thought it had been first love or something like that. But I never felt anything like it with anyone else. Finally, I said, "You do your job, and I'll do mine."

      He raised a brow. "You won't get in my way?"

      For some reason, I wanted to be a problem for him. I wanted to drive him as crazy as he drove me.

      "And when the work is done, we won't have to see each other anymore."

      I narrowed my gaze. "I don't have any problems working with you."

      He stepped so close I could feel the body heat emanating off him. "Are you sure about that?"

      My breath caught, because now that he was this close, all I could think about was kissing him. I wanted to chase that reckless feeling I got whenever I was with him.

      The door opened. "Belle? Someone's asking for you."

      "I'll be right there." I stepped back and out of Maverick's vortex. He'd always been prickly. When I was a teen, it was what drew me in. But I was older and smarter now. I deserved someone who treated me with respect, who showed up when he said he would. Not someone who infuriated me.

      No matter how attracted I was to him, I wouldn't fall for him again. Even though my body was humming with desire and was overheated despite the chill in the air.

      He inclined his head toward the shop. "You'd better get back to your party."

      I turned my back on him and headed toward the door. I paused with my hand on the door handle. "If I'm so spoiled, why aren't my parents here celebrating my big day? Shouldn't they want to see what their money paid for?"

      He cleared his throat. "I didn't know your parents aren't here."

      "That's because you don't know me at all." I opened the door and walked inside, pleased that I'd had the last word. But at the same time, I felt vulnerable. I'd told him something I never shared with anyone. Our family appeared normal to everyone else, but behind closed doors? We were anything but.

      I'd been able to create distance from them but only because I had the trust fund from my grandmother. Maybe she knew I'd need it to establish my independence. I appreciated the support, but I missed her. I felt more alone than ever. I didn't have any siblings, and the friends I'd made in high school weren't the sort that stuck by me.

      But one thing was certain; I didn't need Maverick.

      He was the best contractor for outdoor spaces. And when the work was completed, I'd never have to see him again. I felt shaky as I walked toward the front counter where Clara was waiting for me with a smile.

      She hugged me. "Congrats, girl. You had an amazing turnout."

      "Thanks for coming." The other shop owners were newer friends, people who I'd met recently while I was waiting for my shop to open. And Clara was one of the best.

      "Enjoy this moment. You deserve it."

      After my talk with Maverick, the praise felt empty. I hadn't earned the store. I'd used the money my grandmother had given me, but I couldn't tell her that. "Thanks."

      "I'm going to run out and grab some wine and snacks. We'll celebrate once everyone is gone."

      "That sounds perfect." Normally, I'd want to go home and be by myself, but after that encounter with Maverick, I felt off center. I didn't want to be alone.

      Clara left, and I greeted the next person in line, asking if they'd gotten everything they wanted. I hoped that Maverick left. I didn't want another run-in with him.

      I couldn't avoid the Sterling family. Not only were they the town’s contractors, but Ford had rekindled his high-school romance with Natasha, who was part-owner of the town with her sister, and Hudson was dating lingerie-shop-owner, Angela. After her shop flooded, I carried her products in my store. It was a little unconventional, but readers loved the combination of themed panties and books.

      I paired them with the blind dates with a book. They received a surprise panty design and romance book. Tonight, it was my most popular offering.

      The shop owners worked together, and we'd grown close.

      Once everyone left, Reina and Meg stuck around to help me clean up. Angela had to take Ayla home for bed, so she wouldn't be celebrating with us.

      Once everyone left, Reina pulled out a bakery box. "I brought a little something for us."

      "You didn't have to go through all this trouble."

      Reina rolled her eyes as she handed me a cupcake with pink frosting. She'd garnished it with a book. "The grand opening was for everyone else. This is for you."

      I took the offered cupcake. "This looks amazing. Can I take a picture for social media?"

      "I'd be upset if you didn't. I made a bunch of them."

      She opened the box, revealing the various cupcakes covered in books. I snapped a few pictures, and then Reina insisted on getting one of me holding a cupcake. To be silly, I took off the wrapper and took a bite, the icing on my nose.

      Reina came close. "You have to post this one. It's hot."

      I rolled my eyes. "Eating a cupcake is hot?"

      "Take a look." Reina sent the picture to my phone.

      Apparently, I made eating a cupcake appear sensual. Then I caught a glimpse of her screen. "Are you posting that on my social-media page?"

      Reina grinned. "Absolutely."

      I sighed. "I don't have a choice, do I?"

      Meg pulled me into her side. "Girl, we've got your back."

      I chuckled. "By posting silly pictures of me eating cupcakes?"

      "Yes," she said.

      Clara opened the door, carrying a charcuterie board. "I have food and wine."

      Reina put down my phone and rushed to grab the bag Clara held.

      She pulled out a bottle of wine and glasses, then poured everyone a glass as we sat on the overstuffed leather chairs and couches that I'd arranged facing each other by the fireplace.

      A fire still burned, and music played over the speakers, but I'd dimmed the lights since it was just us.

      Clara lifted her glass, and we did the same. "To Belle's bookshop, may you have never-ending success and sell tons of books."

      "To Belle's bookshop," everyone murmured. Then we clinked glasses, sipping the white wine.

      I settled into the cool leather, content to be off my aching feet.

      Reina raised a brow. "What were you talking to Maverick about earlier? I saw you two when I went outside to get you."

      I swallowed hard, not realizing anyone else had seen us. "We were talking about the renovation."

      Meg leaned forward, cradling her glass. "He's handling it?"

      "He's supposed to be the best," I said simply by way of explanation.

      "I'm a little jealous that you're going to see him working just outside your window every day. It will make for some nice eye candy. His forearms rippling with those tattoos. Yum."

      I shrugged. "It's winter. I doubt I'll be able to see much skin."

      Reina tipped her glass back. "One can only hope he gets hot when he works."

      My body flushed. I hadn't considered what it would be like to be around Maverick with this attraction. I'd have to avoid watching him work through the windows. It was going to be a long few months.

      Clara laughed. "I bet he'll bring in more customers."

      I licked my dry lips. I wasn't sure how I felt about women coming to the store to catch a glimpse of Maverick working. I couldn't blame them, but I wasn't sure I'd be able to watch anyone flirt with him.

      The fact was that he'd made up his mind about me years ago. I wasn't the woman for him, and I couldn't forget that.
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          MAVERICK

        

      

    

    
      After the run-in with Belle, I needed to get out of there. I only attended the party because Cooper thought it would be a good idea since I was doing work on the patio. To avoid my family, I had walked behind the buildings to the parking lot where my truck was parked.

      Everyone seemed excited for the bookstore to open. I was more interested to work on a project that had the potential to be unique. Belle had given me her ideas, but I'd added more detail.

      The idea of expanding was a good one. Not that I'd ever tell Belle that. It maximized the footprint of her store and allowed customers to linger. When it was done, it would be the perfect destination for tired shoppers.

      I'd harbored a grudge against her since high school, and I couldn't seem to shake it. At first, I had been attracted to her. She'd been content to read while the popular girls she sat with, chatted and giggled.

      I invented excuses to talk to her, asking her why she read so many books.

      Eventually, I asked her out, but as the night approached, I couldn't help but think about all the reasons why we didn't make sense. She was a straight-A student who never got in trouble. She was friends with the popular girls who bordered on mean, not that I'd ever witnessed her be that way.

      When I drove by her house, I realized how much money her parents had. Not that my family was poor. But we were definitely more blue-collar to their white. There was no question that she'd go to college and that her parents would fund it.

      I was the bad boy who disappointed everyone. I had so much potential but chose to get into trouble. I hated school and everything it represented. The social groups, the dating rituals, the sporting events. I wanted nothing to do with it. And dating someone like Belle meant being part of that world.

      There had been a small part of me that questioned why she'd ever want to go with a guy like me. I hadn't done anything to deserve her attention. I'd done her a favor by not showing up that night. She'd deserved so much better.

      But now we were working together; I had to get my shit together. I prided myself on being professional, on delivering exactly what the client wanted.

      At home, I pulled out a beer and started a fire. When there was a knock on my door, I ignored it.

      "I know you're in there. Open up," Morgan yelled.

      I groaned as I got up and opened the door. I didn't bother waiting for him to come inside. I just walked back to my spot on the couch and picked up the warm bottle of beer.

      Morgan grabbed another beer from my fridge. "Why did you sneak out?"

      It irritated me that he acted like he lived here. "I didn't sneak out."

      He raised a brow as he settled on the couch across from me. "You never returned after you said you needed air. Ayla was worried about you."

      My heart clenched at the idea that I'd hurt Ayla. "I was going to come back, but there were too many people."

      He knew how much I hated crowded spaces and large events. "I thought you were going to make an effort. This is a big job for us."

      "I wanted to." My shoulders felt tight.

      He scrutinized me for a long minute. "Is it going to be a problem working with Belle? You don't seem to like her."

      Oh, I liked her well enough. All I'd been able to think about when we were alone behind her store was that I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to press her against the brick wall of her building and show her all the ways we were different. My hard to her soft. My bad boy to her good girl. I was the dark to her light. The gruff to her sweet.

      In no world did we make sense. I did her a favor when I stood her up when we were teens. There wasn't any reason to backtrack now. We were too different.

      "I'll get the work done."

      "You're planning on avoiding her, aren't you?"

      "It's not a bad plan."

      He just gave me a look. "How do you ignore the client on a project that big? You're going to have to run things by her, give her updates. Ensure her that dirt and noise won't interrupt her business."

      A muscle in my jaw ticked. "Eve's the client."

      "Eve's the owner of the building, but Belle is the designer. I saw the picture she drew of the renovation. She framed it and put it on the wall of her store."

      I'd been the one to suggest she frame it, and I was pleased she'd done it. She was a good artist, not that she'd ever done anything with her talent. I remembered that her parents hadn't liked her drawing in her spare time. I couldn't understand why they'd given her money to open a bookstore. "I can avoid her."

      "What's your deal with her, anyway? She's sweet, attractive⁠—"

      I held up my hand to stop him there. I didn't need to hear what he thought of Belle. "She's a client. She's off-limits."

      His eyes widened, and then he let out a guffaw. "You like her."

      "I don't," I said curtly.

      "What happened? Did you ask her out, and she shot you down?" he asked, amusement evident in his tone.

      Of course he would think that. I swirled the liquid in my bottle. "It was the opposite."

      A crease appeared between his brows. "You turned her down?"

      "I asked her out, and she said yes. I just didn't show up to take her out."

      His expression turned sober. "What did Mom tell us? Never stand a woman up."

      But I wanted to do what was best for Belle. I assumed she'd want me to be a different guy, and back then I was entrenched in being the troublemaker. I took satisfaction every time the principal called my parents. My plan worked. She never looked my way again.

      I was public enemy number one, and I relished that role. I'd never get the good girl. I didn't deserve her.

      He dropped his head. "Fuck. That complicates things. Are you sure you're going to be able to do this?"

      I set my drink on the coffee table and stood to pace. "I can be professional."

      "I heard that you're gruff with her. You sure you don't want me to handle the finer details?"

      I paused, irritation climbing up my spine. Did I want my brother handling Belle? Fuck no. "I can handle my job."

      "This project is important to us. Ford is renovating the inn. Hudson is replacing the pipes in all the buildings, and now you're doing a massive patio project for the bookshop. This is huge for you and the business."

      "I know what's at stake." But the fact that Belle had been in my head since I saw her earlier wasn't a good sign. Morgan had a reason to be concerned. I could screw this up. It was a big job, and everyone was relying on me. "It will look amazing when it's done."

      Morgan nodded. "I'm not doubting your work. It's your judgment when it comes to Belle that I'm concerned about. Your track record is bad. If Mom finds out what you did⁠—"

      I raised a brow. "You're not going to tell her."

      He let out a breath. "You know I won't."

      We'd made a pact when we were kids never to tell on each other. We'd formed an alliance, and we'd been close ever since. At some point, Cooper had been added.

      "Keep things professional."

      "Trust me, that woman wouldn't give me the time of day." She'd been surprisingly cordial, but underneath, I'd hurt her. She'd waited for me to pick her up, and I'd bailed. The one thing that helped was that I knew she hadn't told her friends about me. They would have thought she was crazy for dating someone like me. My friends certainly had.

      So she wasn't embarrassed by my decision to stand her up. Maybe she was hurt for a little while, but she got over it. As soon as she realized how wrong we were for each other.

      He raised a brow. "I'm assuming you stood her up because you didn't like her."

      "That's right." The lie felt hollow on my lips.

      "Then other than a little animosity, I don't have to worry about you screwing around with a client."

      Ford had reunited with his high school sweetheart when he renovated the inn, and Hudson had met Angela when the pipe burst in her shop. But generally, we weren't supposed to hook up with clients. "You don't have anything to worry about."

      He nodded, setting the empty beer bottle on the coffee table. "Good."

      "I'll get my work done and steer clear of Belle.”

      He stood and walked toward the door. "Be sure that you do."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was at the bookshop early on Monday morning with a backhoe. The first stage of the project was digging up the area and leveling it. It was early enough that the store wasn't open yet.

      I was there to doublecheck on the measurements for the patio and give the go ahead to start digging. As soon as I was satisfied that we'd staked the right dimensions, I waved for the driver to get started. The powerful engine started up, and I stepped back to supervise.

      I wouldn't normally stay for this part of the project, but it was the biggest one I had at the moment, and I didn't want anything to go wrong.

      The bucket picked up dirt and moved it. The side door to the building opened, and Belle stepped out in a pale pink nightie with tiny straps.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      I could see the dark outline of her nipples, and the lace hem teased her thighs. Was she wearing panties, or was she bare?

      I was hot all over, moving toward her before I could second guess myself.

      Belle waved her hand. "What are you doing? What's all this noise?"

      "I'm working." My voice was gruff, and my brain was a little slow to react.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, blocking her nipples but pushing up her breasts. Her feet were bare on the pavement, and her nails were painted a light pink. She was soft and delicate, and I wanted to push her inside the door and press her against the nearest wall.

      "At seven in the morning?"

      I was more than a little concerned that my crew could see her like this. "That's when we're allowed to start work due to the town's noise ordinances."

      Her skin pebbled with goose bumps, and I couldn't take it anymore. I pulled off my sweatshirt and shoved it over her head. It would cover her—a shame—and keep her warm. Once it was over her head and blocking that poor excuse for pajamas, I put my hands on her shoulders and directed her back inside where it was warm.

      The door closed behind us. We were at the bottom of a staircase that went to the second floor. "Do you live on the second floor?"

      She bit her lip. "Yes."

      "I didn't know that. I thought no one would be here." But I should have suspected it. Angela lived above her shop before her pipe burst, and I thought I'd heard that Clara did too.

      Now that she was covered in my sweatshirt, I could think clearly. Or at least that's what I hoped.

      "Are you going to be here every morning at seven a.m. making a racket?"

      I let go of her shoulders and stepped back. I couldn't touch her, because I'd press her against the nearest wall and kiss that curl off her lips. "You want a patio?"

      She sighed. "I didn't think about the noise or the disruption."

      "I'm sorry I'm interrupting your beauty sleep," I said, not sounding sorry at all. I felt oddly energized to be sparring with her before I'd even had coffee. Her hair was piled on top of her head as if she hadn't had time to brush it or to put shoes or a jacket on before she ran outside.

      She sighed long and hard and took a few steps, her hand on the railing. "We're just going to have to adjust to working together."

      I grunted because I had no intention of getting used to anything. I couldn't see a world where I interacted with Belle on any level. Unless it was me putting my hands on her and getting to know her intimately.

      She turned slightly, her foot on the step; it caused my hoodie to slide upward.

      All I could see was long legs and that pale pink polish on her toes. She was irresistible. I squeezed my neck. "You always walk around half naked?"

      Her gaze narrowed on me, and her forehead creased. "What are you talking about?"

      This was how I liked her: angry. When she was mad, I couldn't think about how much I wanted to kiss her and slide between those soft thighs of hers. "You might want to rethink your wardrobe. My crew isn't as nice as I am."

      She scoffed. "Nice? I wouldn't call you nice."

      "Ayla didn't seem to have a problem with me the other night." That little girl was an anomaly. She gravitated to my brothers and me. She wanted to play games with us and tell us about her day. I was completely entranced by her.

      Her nose scrunched. "She's a kid. She doesn't know any better."

      "And how's that?"

      "Growly. Mean. And most certainly not a man of his word." She waved a hand in my direction as if she couldn't even bare to look at me. Then she turned and sashayed up the stairs.

      I was momentarily stunned by the way her hips swayed as she moved. The hem of my sweatshirt rode higher on her thighs. Would I catch a glimpse of her bare pussy?

      I gripped the railing and held on for dear life. There was no reason why I should follow her up the stairs to find out.

      Then my brain rewound her words. She'd said I wasn't a man of my word. That pissed me off, but what could I say? I'd asked her out and stood her up. She was right. She should stay away from me.

      "Next time you want to talk, wear more clothes," I ground out, determined to have the last word.

      When she reached the door to her apartment, she gave me a haughty look, lifted her nose, and turned the knob. Then she slipped inside.

      There was zero chance I was getting that sweatshirt back. And a small, primal part of me liked that she was wearing my scent and basking in the warmth of my body.

      But then I stepped back and pushed open the door, the air cooling me down. Belle wasn't for me, no matter how much I wanted to kiss that snooty expression off her face.

      It was a good reminder that we were from two different worlds. Women like her didn't go for men like me.
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          BELLE

        

      

    

    
      On my bed, I curled my legs underneath me, still ensconced in Mav's sweatshirt. I lifted it to cover my nose, breathing in his scent, something masculine and spicy. He was all man, and I'd never done more than kiss him that one time. It had been hot because it happened at school where kissing was forbidden.

      It had been cliche, the good girl kissing the bad boy underneath the bleachers, but it had been so much more. He'd been sweet, and at the same time, I'd felt the same electricity I felt whenever we were near each other. It was like I was drawn to him.

      As much as I told myself I wouldn't let him get to me, he always did. But this time, I hoped my words landed. He wasn't someone I could trust, and that was a long list after my parents and high school friends. None of them had been there for me. It was more about what I could do for them.

      Outside my window, Maverick stood sentry, watching his men work. It should have been exciting that they were finally breaking ground on my patio, but I was more wrapped up in Maverick and everything he'd said.

      My heart rate picked up as I remembered the commanding way he'd covered me with his sweatshirt, then walked me inside. His hands had been huge on my shoulders, heating me more than his hoodie ever could.

      The skeptical part of me said he didn't want to see my bare skin, but the other side of me said he'd done that because he couldn't resist me. It might have been to shield me from his coworkers' leering eyes. I didn't even know if anyone else had noticed me. I only had eyes for Maverick.

      He was gruff and growly, had hard edges and cutting words. But underneath that bluster, I suspected he was soft. It was the same assumption I'd made in high school that had turned out to be a mistake.

      Maybe Maverick was a jerk, and no amount of wish casting could change that. I was in the same position as I had been when I was a teen, wishing for something different.

      I read books to escape the harsh reality of life. And now I brought that same escape to anyone who came into my shop.

      When Maverick looked up at my window, I ducked down. I couldn't let him see me watching him. It would only make his ego worse.

      I rolled off the bed and out of sight. I had a bookstore to open and a dream to live. I'd have to ignore Maverick and his broody stare.

      From the sound of things, it was going to be noisy. But it would be worth it when the work was completed, hopefully in time for summer. Patrons could enjoy the outdoor space and warm weather.

      In the bathroom, I turned on the water, waiting for it to heat. Hudson had replaced the pipes in my building right after the bakery and the restaurants since Eve was eager for me to open.

      Reluctantly, I removed Maverick's sweatshirt, carefully folding it and setting it on the shelf. The sweatshirt meant something; I just wasn't sure what yet. I stepped under the stream and allowed the pressure to soothe my tense muscles.

      I wanted Maverick, despite the logical part of my brain that reminded me that he couldn't be trusted. Hadn't I learned to avoid bad boys? They were nothing but trouble.

      With the memory of his hands on my shoulders and that intense look in his gaze, I filtered out his words and let my imagination take over. What if he'd said he couldn't let anyone else see me in that lingerie? That he couldn't resist me?

      He couldn't wait one more second to take me against the wall of the stairwell, his cock slipping inside my wet heat before either of us could even think about a condom. It was so naughty, so decadent, that I slipped my fingers between my legs, and let the fantasy take over.

      Dream Maverick was still growly and commanding, except he told me to take my clothes off, not put them on. With the thought of him taking me roughly against a wall, I shattered into a million pieces.

      It was a one-time indulgence. I couldn't afford to pretend that Maverick was anyone other than who he was, a grouchy guy who didn't want me. I bit my lip as the tremors passed through my body. I ached inside. It wasn't enough.

      I turned, tipping my head back, so that the water washed away the thoughts, the desire, everything inside me that yearned for something different.

      I quickly washed my hair and then my body. I stepped out of the now-cooled water to get dressed for work.

      I refocused on work. I was officially open for business, and I hoped I'd get some of the stay-at-home parents today for story time.

      I'd posted advertisements for groups that wanted to meet here in the bookstore. So far, a knitting club and a book club had expressed interest. I wanted to make Belle's Bookshop the meeting spot in town. And I didn't accomplish my goals with my head in the clouds, dreaming that Maverick Sterling was a good guy underneath all that bluster.

      I had to be realistic. He'd never wanted me. You were supposed to judge a person by their actions, and he'd done nothing but reject me. He didn't want me, and that's all that mattered.

      I was determined to ignore him. I dried my hair, then walked down the stairwell, ignoring what happened earlier, how close he'd stood, how he'd touched me with a familiarity that we didn't have, the way I'd melted under his scrutiny.

      I was putty in his hands, but I didn't want him to know that. I had to be strong. I had to resist him.

      I had to be the only woman who was turned on by a gruff voice and broody look. On the sidewalk, I stubbornly refused to look in his direction. I heard the noise of the machine working, but I kept my gaze fixed ahead of me.

      My stomach growled. I needed food and coffee, not necessarily in that order.

      At Reina's, I opened the door to a tinkle overhead, the bell that indicated she had more customers. The line was long, but Reina's eyes lit up when she saw me.

      She pointed toward the pickup shelf where there was a small pink bakery box and a to-go cup of coffee with my name and a heart drawn on it. Someone had my back, and it wasn't Maverick.

      I grabbed the food, vowing to repay her later because I hadn't ordered ahead. There was a Post-it on the bag that said, Congrats on your grand opening! Enjoy!

      Reina was the sweetest. I waved at her as I slipped outside and onto the sidewalk. I sipped the coffee, determined to have a good day despite how it started, waking up to the sound of a machine, and running outside in my skimpiest pj's. I hadn't even thought about what I was wearing.

      My face flushed just thinking about how I'd flown outside, ready to confront whoever was making the racket.

      It was impulsive and stupid. I couldn't afford to be seen by Maverick when I was caught off guard. I always needed to be ready for him and covered. My nipples betrayed me outside, but under a thick covering of a sweater and a puffy jacket, I was protected against Maverick.

      I was immune to him. Or at least that's what I told myself as I unlocked the front door to the shop and turned the sign from Closed to Open.

      I’d held a grand-opening party months after my soft opening. I hadn't wanted to do something before the holidays. No matter how well you advertised, there were always people who didn't know that a shop had opened. So it had made sense to throw a party now, in the slower season.

      I needed to make this place a success so my parents couldn't make snide comments about how they'd wasted their money on an English degree I didn't use. Their acceptable use for a degree involved academia. According to their standards, I should have a PhD in Literature from some prestigious school and be working on my tenure as a professor.

      Even though I'd majored in English, I'd snuck in as many business classes as I dared. Those classes got my blood stirring. I wanted to share my love of reading with everyone.

      Despite the current racket outside, I was living my dream. I turned on music, hoping to counteract the construction noise, and opened the cash register for the day.

      I sipped my coffee and nibbled on the blueberry muffin, the sweetness of the fruit bursting on my tongue. It was the perfect way to start my day, except that's not how I actually started my day.

      Instead, I'd run outside in my pj's and into growly Maverick, who didn't want me half naked on his construction site. Not an unreasonable request. But all I could think about was how I'd wanted to kiss him while his mouth moved.

      Every time the door opened, I lifted my head, my heart skipping a beat as I wondered if it was Maverick. Except he was working at the back of the property and wanted nothing to do with me. I was tired of my traitorous heart wanting something I couldn't have.

      When it was story time, there were a few parents with kids who joined me in the children's section. I'd arranged small, round cushions for the kids to sit on. I sat on the rocking chair by the window to read a book about spring.

      I'd arranged a few more books with the same theme on a nearby table that a couple of parents were perusing.

      I read slowly, ensuring that everyone in the room could see the pictures, and used different voices. I closed the storybook; kids scattered throughout the store to play with the toys and thumb through the board books.

      I was finally doing it. I'd opened a bookstore, just like I'd always wanted. And I'd done it without my parents' approval. Their disapproval stung, but I hoped over time they'd grow to respect my decisions. If the store was a huge success, then maybe they'd come around.

      I forced myself not to look outside. When the noise disappeared, I figured the work ended, and I could breathe a sigh of relief.

      There was a lull at this time of day, when the parents with young children headed home for naps and dinner before the evening crowd crept in. I took the time to wander around the store and pick up anything that had been moved or dropped.

      I'd just leaned down to grab a book that was left on the floor when the back door opened. I stood and placed the book on the shelf, surprised to find Maverick.

      I tried to keep my voice steady. "I thought you were done for the day."

      "I made sure everything was cleaned up. We don't leave a mess."

      That was something that I'd learned about the Sterlings; they worked hard to build a reliable and competent reputation. After this morning, I wasn't going to make things easier for him. "Do you need something?"

      He cleared his throat and stepped into the children's section. He looked large and out of place among the colorful books and stuffed animals. "We had a successful start. There shouldn't be any problems getting the patio installed by the end of April."

      "That's good," I said, feeling a little breathless.

      He looked around and, not seeing any customers, said, "Don't come outside. I don't want you to get hurt. In fact, you should probably lock the back door so that no one wanders out."

      That was actually a good idea. I didn't want a curious child slipping outside and getting hurt. "How will I get in touch with you if I need to ask a question?"

      He raised a brow. "You don't have my number?"

      "I deleted it."

      When he'd stood me up, I'd stared at his contact information for hours, willing him to call me and apologize for an emergency. But he never had. There was no explanation, and when I went to school that Monday, he turned his head away from me, refusing to meet my gaze. I thought the act of deleting him from my phone would feel good, but it hadn't.

      "You'll have to give it to me again," I said, pulling out my phone. I worked hard to keep my heart rate and breathing in check. I didn't want him to know that he affected me.

      He recited his number, and I dutifully inputted the digits, then named his contact Bad Boy Contractor. It would be a good reminder every time we talked not to trust him.

      When I lowered my phone, he asked, "So I won't see you on my job site with bare feet and in silk again?"

      I tipped my head to the side, thinking about how he'd said silk instead of something else, like pj's. "Was that a hopeful tone I detected?"

      "Why would I want a half-naked woman getting hurt on my construction site?" He scowled, then turned on his heel.

      I followed him toward the back door. "Why would you be happy about anything?"

      He stopped abruptly, and I almost ran into him. He reached out to steady me, his hands on my shoulders like they had been this morning.

      My chest was tight, and it was difficult to draw in a breath.

      Then he let me go as if I'd burned him. "Let's stay out of each other's way."

      I swallowed hard at his declaration. Was it that easy for him? He could just ignore the sparks that flew whenever we were near each other?

      He seemed to be attracted to me, but then he'd put space between us. It was confusing and felt a little like whiplash. "That sounds like a good plan."
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