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      A small piece of pink paper stuck out from under the windshield wiper of the car I was about to tow, and it said READ ME in cutesy cursive letters.

      So, of course I pulled it open.

      PLEASE DON’T TOW ME YET. I just had to get a snackie. I’ll be right back. Promise!

      I raised my eyebrows at the note. What the fuck?

      A snackie?

      I was definitely not in the mood for this nonsense because one, it was cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey, and two, I had half a dozen things to catch up on at my auto repair shop. Waiting for a woman I could never be with to get a “snackie”? Not in my schedule.

      I glanced up toward the diner across the street, searching through the windows for her familiar mane of curly red hair. I instantly spotted her, curls spilling from a pink beanie.

      She was chatting with the cashier, making him laugh.

      My jaw clenched, and I crossed the street, taking long strides to get there faster. But just as I reached for the door covered in town flyers, she came out and smacked into me, slopping hot chocolate all down my front.

      “Oh no!” She frowned down at the brown liquid steaming on my coat. “I’m so sorry! Are you burned?”

      My jaw clenched. “Just annoyed. I don’t like to be kept waiting.”

      She looked up at me with apologetic pale green eyes, framed by dark lashes. “But I got you a hot cocoa for your trouble... although I spilled it.” She gestured at my coat. “You can have mine, though!” She offered the cup that was still intact. “Extra whipped cream.”

      I shook my head, turning to walk back toward her car across the street. “I don’t drink that shit.”

      “Excuse me?” She trailed after me. “You don’t drink hot chocolate?” It was like I told her I hated puppies or something.

      “No.” I crossed Main Street, which was empty, to the tow truck, checking the winch again to make sure it was set up right.

      She caught up to me and said, “You’re joking, right? Everyone loves hot cocoa. Especially when it’s this cold out.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “Does it look like I’m joking?”

      Even though I was focusing on the chains, I could hear the frown in her voice as she said, “But I even asked for marshmallows.”

      “More useless shit to go on top of a useless drink,” I muttered as I finished hooking it up. I knew I was being an ass, but it was a way for me to keep my distance from her. She was my sister-in-law’s best friend, which made her completely off-limits. Even if her full pink lips distracted me as much as her curvy body.

      She folded her arms across her chest, making her slick coat swish. “Christmas has been over for a few months now. You don’t have to be a Grinch anymore.”

      Ignoring that comment, I said, “Get in the truck while I lift this up.”

      “Grinch,” she muttered, walking toward the front of the tow truck. I pushed the button to start the lift. But then she called over. “A little help? I can’t carry my cinnamon roll and my cocoa up the steps.”

      I smirked at her. “Sounds like a personal problem.”

      “Hayes!” she chastised. “My best friend is married to your brother. Doesn’t that earn me a little special treatment?”

      “You don’t want to know what would earn you that.” I sent her a wicked grin where she waited by the passenger side door.

      “I’m feeling less and less sorry for spilling hot chocolate on you,” she retorted.

      I watched out the corner of my eye while she set her cocoa on the sidewalk, then struggled to open the truck door in her mittens and climbed in.

      Yes, mittens.

      Why a grown adult was wearing those things, I didn’t know.

      After two trips up and down the steps in her mittens, she had her cocoa and “snackie” in the truck.

      Satisfied the car was hooked up correctly, I went to the driver’s side and got in, shutting the heavy door behind me.

      Della greeted me with a major side-eye. “You’re a real piece of work, Hayes Madigan. Not liking cocoa...” She shook her head with an air of disappointment.

      Why did her annoyance amuse me so? I shouldn’t be feeling anything for her other than that of an acquaintance. Of two people who lived in the same small town. Of the mechanic about to take care of her car. “What’s the deal with your ride anyway?” I asked as I fired up the truck. The diesel engine rumbled to life, making our seats vibrate.

      With a heavy sigh, Della said, “The heater’s on, but it’s not blowing any air.”

      I stared at her, my hand still on the gear shift. She called a tow truck... because it’s not blowing hot air?

      “What?” she asked over a bite of cinnamon roll. She had a fleck of frosting on her pink upper lip that I ignored.

      “You can drive a car without a heater!” I protested. “You could have brought it by the shop without taking me away from other projects.”

      She shrugged, completely unbothered. “Technically, I could have driven it to your shop... but my insurance pays for a tow to get it fixed and I get a ride in a warm truck with fabulous company.” She winked at me.

      I let out another groan and put the truck in gear. “Okay, Moonshine. Let me get you home... and out of my truck,” I added under my breath.

      “Heard that,” she sang back, completely unaffected. “But you know, most people don’t utilize all the benefits their car insurance companies offer. In fact, I’m doing the world a service with this tow ride.”

      I turned down the street toward her house and sighed. “I’ll take the bait. How are you doing the world a service?” I was actually interested to hear her take. It was sure to be wild.

      “Because, you towed me on Main Street. Everyone in the diner’s going to be talking about it. When they ask me what happened, it’ll be easy to start a conversation about the services our company offers to its clients. Boom, more clients, more business for you, too. It’s a win-win.”

      I studied her in my periphery. There was a fine line between genius and crazy, and it was sitting right next to me sipping hot chocolate in mittens. “You should get paid to make Super Bowl ads,” I teased. “Marketing genius like that.”

      She proudly brushed invisible lint off her shoulder. “Just another day’s work.”

      “I was being sarcastic!” I groaned. “Call an Uber next time, Moonshine.” I parked in front of her house, eyeing the pink siding and white trim. It looked like a damn dollhouse.

      She took a bite of her cinnamon roll and said, “And deprive myself of a few minutes with you? Not a chance.” She gave me a peeving grin as she opened the door. “Have a great day! Although I don’t know how you will without hot cocoa.”

      She got out and walked toward her driveway, and I shook my head as I towed her car away, fighting the small smile tugging at my lips.
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      The tow truck’s engine idled until I was safely inside my home. Once the door closed, I heard it rumble as Hayes drove away.

      Interesting. For all his rough edges, it was pretty chivalrous to make sure I was inside safely before leaving. Or maybe that was a coincidence. I imagined him getting out his phone and giving Woody’s a one-star review online for serving hot cocoa and giggled to myself.

      It was totally something he would do. And probably with that salacious smirk on his face. It was too bad he wasn’t into relationships because damn, did he look good in that dangerous I could rip your heart into a million pieces and have you screaming my name while I did it kind of way.

      Shaking my head, I set my drink and snack down on the side table, shucked my gloves and coat, and went to the kitchen to get ready for dinner with my parents tonight.

      We ate together and watched The Great British Bake Off every Wednesday. But today, I had news for them, and I knew they wouldn’t like it.

      But it was time to tell them what was going on with me—the truth and not the happy façade I’d been putting on for longer than I cared to admit.

      With the sense of dread growing in the pit of my stomach, I got out the lasagna ingredients and got to cooking. Experimenting in the kitchen was one of my favorite things to do, and I couldn’t wait to hear what my parents thought of this new recipe, made by rolling the noodles up with ricotta cheese and spinach then covering it with a creamy alfredo sauce mixed with shredded chicken. A little sprinkle of mozzarella on top would make it look pretty coming out of the oven later.

      I just wished I could figure out how to make a sourdough loaf to go with it, but so far, all my attempts turned out like frisbees.

      A knock sounded on my front door, and before I could respond, it swung open, letting a gust of cold air and my parents inside.

      “Hurry in!” I called from the kitchen. “It’s freezing!” This springtime cold front was unusual for these parts of Texas, and I was ready for it to go away.

      Mom and Dad rushed inside, my mom tugging a hand-knitted cap from her mop of blond curls. Dad stood behind her, holding on to her shoulder for balance as he kicked off his boots.

      The sweet little gesture had my heart twisting with a pinch of jealousy. My parents had the kind of partnership I’d always admired and hoped to have for myself one day. But with my fortieth birthday coming up and no love interest in sight, the odds were looking slimmer and slimmer all the time.

      With their outer gear off and hanging on my vintage coat tree by the entrance, Dad shut the door. It squeaked a little on the way, and he said, “Where’s your WD-40? I’ll take care of that for you.”

      I barely said “garage” before he was on his way to handling it, his dusty white socks slipping over my hardwood floors.

      Mom came to join me in the kitchen, rubbing her hands together. “I can’t remember the last time we got a chill this bad in March.”

      “Come sit on the couch,” I said, steering her back to the living room. “I’ll start the fire for us.”

      Mom blew on her fingertips while I pushed the button for the gas fireplace and grabbed a throw blanket for her. Dad walked back behind us, and I could hear the whoosh of the WD-40 can being sprayed and the latch of the door coming open.

      Soon, there were no squeaks at all. “Got it,” Dad said.

      I smiled over at him. “Thank you. I keep meaning to do that but never get around to it.”

      “That’s why I’m here, sweetie.” He smiled at me and then asked, “Need help with dinner?”

      “I just need to prep a salad. Everything else is in the oven,” I said.

      Soon, Dad and I were at the table, slicing lettuce and tomatoes and chatting about work. He was a great listener, and he didn’t just ask questions for the sake of conversation. He actually cared about my answers.

      Which was making this really awkward.

      I’d never kept a secret from my parents before, and it was eating me up inside.

      Dad used a pair of forks to toss the salad as he said, “I heard you got towed today. You know you could have called me.”

      “It’s okay. Hayes gave me a ride in the tow truck.”

      Dad grunted his disapproval. “Wish there was more than one mechanic in town.”

      Mom and I both gave him curious looks. “What do you mean?” Mom asked. “He always does a good job for us.”

      With a reluctant nod, Dad conceded, “He does a fine job, but he’s such a womanizer. He’s been by the co-op to see the receptionist. And the branch manager. And the janitor! I don’t want people to think I’m condoning that kind of behavior.”

      My eyebrows raised. “Tell us how you really feel, Chuck.”

      Dad rolled his eyes at me. “It just gets me riled up is all. There’s a way to treat a woman, and ‘disposable’ isn’t it.”

      Some small part of me felt defensive for Hayes, but I didn’t have a chance to stand up for him before Mom chimed in from her perch on the couch.

      “We’ve all got our faults,” she said. Which was her way of changing the subject. Dad replied, “I’ll get the silverware and drinks for everyone.”

      While he did that, I went to the oven and pulled out the lasagna. The cheese was just beginning to crisp on top, and the scent of thyme and oregano had my mouth watering. I carried it to my table in potholders and then set it out for us to eat.

      There wasn’t much talking as we served ourselves and took the first few bites. But then Mom said, “Your car must really be worrying you... You’re usually talking our ear off at dinnertime.”

      I shook my head, setting down my fork. “It’s not my car. It’s... something else.”

      That had my parents’ attention. They both looked at me—Mom with her pale-green eyes. Dad with his light blue. And I took a deep breath. It was time to tell them...

      “I’m moving away from Cottonwood Falls.” The words tumbled from my mouth in a rush, wrecking the mood like a bowling ball into the kingpin.

      Mom’s fork clattered to the table, and a dip formed between Dad’s eyebrows.

      “What?” Mom asked first while Dad kept watching like he was trying to understand some alien language. “Your job is here. Your friends. I don’t understand.”

      “I was offered a job in Dallas,” I said. Despite practicing my explanation a million times, the words still sounded wooden coming out of my mouth.

      “What job?” Dad demanded, brow still knit.

      So I explained that Griffen Industries needed an in-house insurance expert, and Gage Griffen (the founder and a friend from Cottonwood Falls) thought of me.

      “But why?” Mom asked. “Your life is here.”

      My cheeks flamed, and I had to remind myself to breathe. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Is it about the money?” my dad pressed.

      I shook my head. It wasn’t about money—although the bump in pay would be nice. There were other goals I hoped to reach in my life. Ones that weren’t happening here.

      My breath shook, and so did my hands, so I wrung them in my lap. “I’m almost forty, and I don’t have any relationship prospects in sight. Everyone in this town is paired up, not interested, or an ex. And I want what you both have with all my heart. I want a husband, a family. I want a happily ever after. It’s just not finding me here.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes. Of embarrassment. Of loss. It was hard to feel like there wasn’t something wrong with me, being passed over for love all these years.

      If twenty-year-old me could see my current self—still single with no prospects in sight—she’d be devastated. And to tell the truth, current me was devastated too. I was running out of time to have a family of my own.

      Mom and Dad exchanged a silent conversation, and then Dad said, “When do you start?”

      “In three months.”

      I had three months to pack up my entire life, say goodbye to my friends, and start all over.

      Dallas, here I come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            HAYES

          

        

      

    

    
      The office phone rang on my desk, but I ignored it. No business calls past six—unless it came through the emergency line. I put my feet up on my desk and started my nightly routine of scrolling through the long list of women in my phone.

      What did I want tonight after the kind of day I’d had?

      Kinky to distract me from the monotony?

      Vanilla to comfort me from a stressful workload?

      Loud to drown out all my thoughts?

      Efficient to get the job done before I got too tired?

      Every option was there in the list of names and numbers.

      But then a new message came through on my phone, interrupting my search.

      
        
        Unknown Number: Sorry I’m running late! Be there in five! – Della

      

      

      My eyebrows drew together.

      
        
        Hayes: How’d you get my personal number?

        Della: Liv gave it to me.

      

      

      “Fuck,” I muttered, making a mental note to have a chat with my sister-in-law. Della may have been Liv’s best friend, but that didn’t mean she needed special access to me too.

      In a small town, you learned to set up boundaries. Otherwise you’d have random farmers calling you at four a.m. because they couldn’t stand waiting until the shop opened at eight. Anyone who I wasn’t related to or fucking got my business line. Or the emergency line. Not mine.

      
        
        Hayes: Shop’s closed.

      

      

      I tapped away from the thread, but her response was immediate.

      
        
        Della: I’m almost there. See you soon!

      

      

      Frowning, I thumbed out a response.

      
        
        Hayes: Do not come. I won’t open the door for you.

        Della: This is about to get real awkward...

      

      

      I was about to say bring it on, but then I heard a knock on the office door.

      Fine, she could knock all she wanted. Didn’t mean I’d let her in.

      
        
        Della: I know you can hear me.

      

      

      I smirked at my screen.

      
        
        Hayes: Hayes can’t come to the phone right now. Leave a message after the tone.

      

      

      The knocking stalled for a moment.

      
        
        Della: You can’t pretend to be an answering machine by text message. It doesn’t make sense.

        Hayes: BEEP

      

      

      I was chuckling to myself at my own damn joke when the knocking stopped again. I leaned back in my chair, basking at the sound of blissful silence—no one needing me, no calls coming in, no one banging on tires or cursing at a stubborn bolt.

      As the owner of Madigan Auto, I had to be “on” all day. Dealing with customers, handling delayed orders for parts, making sure my employees were satisfied... it took a lot out of me. And I learned early on if you didn’t set boundaries with your customers, you’d run yourself ragged working all hours of the day and night.

      Della was gone and could get her car in the morning. I knew her parents or my sister-in-law would help her out if she really was in dire straits. No need to stress, I reminded myself.

      And then a new text came through on my phone.

      
        
        Jessica: Baby, I’m outside. We can hook up on the tire stack again. ;)

      

      

      That had me standing up and rushing to the front door. I unlocked it and opened it up, looking for Jessica, but then a mess of curves and curly red hair brushed past me, carrying a big red cooler inside.

      “The fuck?” I muttered, following the determined woman into the lobby.

      She set her cooler down on the coffee table, giving me a happy smile. “Don’t be mad. I come bearing gifts.”

      My eyebrows drew together, and I went back to the door, poking my head outside and looking for Jess.

      “She’s not here,” Della sang wickedly.

      I stormed back to her, incredulous. “What the fuck is going on here?”

      Della smirked as she opened up the cooler. Inside were several thermoses, along with Ziplock bags of different food items and a can of whipped cream. “I knew you and Jess had a thing. She owed me one.” She shrugged before squirting some whipped cream in her mouth and licked her lips.

      My mind went dirty places, but I folded my arms across my chest, the corner of my name tag rubbing against my forearm. Della is off-limits. “I’m holding your keys hostage all damn weekend.”

      “That’s fine. I have a spare.” She took a paper cup from the cooler and started opening one of the thermoses.

      Now I full-on gaped at her as she seemed to be making herself right at home. “Then what’s all this about? Why are you here?”

      “Well, I keep thinking about how you hate hot cocoa and how miserable your life must be without it.” While talking, she poured a drink into the cup, then used the can of whipped cream to add an obscene pile atop the brown liquid. “So I wondered if you just had a more bougie palate than everyone else. To test my hypothesis, I brought a few different flavors and toppings for you to try out. This one’s dark chocolate.” She passed me the cup with shining, expectant eyes.

      I stared at her. She was like a puppy following you around the kitchen, not realizing its food was in the dog bowl in the corner. “I think I’ll pass.”

      “If you try it, I’ll get out of your hair,” she tempted me, wiggling the cup.

      “I don’t do sugar unless it’s in alcohol or off a woman’s body.” I folded my arms across my chest, eyeing her up and down. “Maybe we could try a body shot?” I arched a brow.

      Della’s cheeks flushed red in a way that made me want to touch her skin and see if it had heated. But I shook the thought just like she shook her head at me. “Stop trying to rattle me,” she said. “I’m not leaving until you try this.”

      “So if I drink this, you’ll get out of here?” Why did I feel like this was a trap?

      “This... and the four other flavors I brought.” She nodded resolutely.

      I groaned, knowing her well enough to know she wouldn’t be giving up anytime soon. That’s why she and my sister-in-law were such great friends.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t be such a sourpuss. I’m trying to help you.”

      I dragged my hand over my face, about to explain that she could help me by leaving, but I had a feeling that would fall on deaf ears. “Fine, I’ll try it, and then you’ll leave.”

      “Great.” She handed me the cup and watched eagerly as I took a cautious sip.

      The bitterness of the dark chocolate actually improved the flavor a lot, but there was no way I’d give her the satisfaction of saying so. “Next,” I said.

      She frowned. “Really? I thought that would do it. Okay. Next one...” She opened another thermos, and I took a covert taste of the first one while her back was turned. Dark chocolate was really growing on me.

      But I set the cup down when she had another one ready. This time, she handed me a drink topped with foamy milk and a grid of caramel sauce.

      “This one is salted caramel,” she said. “So good.”

      I took the cup and sipped it, maintaining a poker face. It definitely was a level up from regular cocoa, but dark chocolate was still in the lead.

      She rubbed her hands together, a light shining in her pale eyes. “Tell me you love it.”

      “Want me to lie to you?” I murmured.

      “Ugh.” She turned and had to dig through the cooler. My eyes trailed to her backside, the jeans gaping at her waist and revealing a thin strip of black lace.

      That had my eyebrows rising with appreciation. Curiosity. The dark fabric was such a contrast to her pale skin...

      But then she turned back to me with another cup. This one had a mint leaf atop a swirl of whipped cream. “Mint hot chocolate,” she explained.

      I absently wondered if it would taste like Thin Mints as I drew it to my lips. That was my favorite Girl Scout cookie. The only one worthwhile, really, if you asked me.

      My lip ring butted against the cup as I sipped the best fucking hot chocolate I’d ever tasted. But I was careful not to drink for too long before handing it back with a bored expression. “Do I really have to suffer through another one?” Damn, I should have gone to acting school. I was that good.

      Undeterred, Della said, “That’s okay. I know you’ll like this one.” She bent over again, and I took a moment to appreciate her curves without her looking. Without my sister-in-law reminding me that her best friend was strictly off-limits.

      I bit down on my lip ring to keep myself from reaching out for her round waist before Della turned back around. My eyes trailed the constellation of freckles across her cheeks as she said, “Irish cream.” Her eyebrows waggled like I was in for a treat. As if I hadn’t just gotten one.

      I took the drink from her, a frothy light brown color, and drew it to my lips. The whiskey was strong, just like I liked, but the hot chocolate didn’t really add anything. “Better with coffee,” I muttered.

      “It’s decided then.” She folded her arms across her chest, and it took all I had not to stare.

      “What’s decided?” I asked.

      “You’re from another planet. Are you sure your house isn’t secretly a spaceship?” she deadpanned.

      “Come home with me. I’ll probe you on my ship.” I was only half teasing.

      But she laughed dismissively, turning to gather up her hot chocolate supplies.

      I tried not to be bothered by the brush-off, even though nothing could ever happen between us. I had a phone full of women, after all. Women who wanted to come over and do more than shove sugary drinks down my throat.

      So why the fuck was I bothered?

      Knowing I needed a distraction from the strange reaction to this woman, I said, “Leave the whipped cream.”

      She turned back to me, red eyebrows drawing together. “Why?”

      I smirked. “Shall I show you?”

      Della’s breath caught, and she fumbled with the lid of the cooler, but only for a second before getting it shut and latched. “Hayes Madigan, you tease.” She shook her head at me like I was exasperating to her.

      She had no fucking idea I wasn’t teasing.

      That my self-restraint had worn thin after all these years.

      She picked up the cooler and left, taking the whipped cream with her.

      Pity.
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      Saturday afternoon, I drove my car—with its now-functioning heater—through the country to my best friend’s house just outside of Cottonwood Falls for a get-together. The cold front had thankfully left the area, leaving us with pale-blue skies, soft-yellow sunlight, and the beginning tells of springtime passing out my window.

      Just as I crested a hill on the dirt road, a gorgeous white farmhouse came into view. I smiled at the sight of it standing out amongst miles of rolling meadows. The picturesque home was the personification of Liv’s happily ever after with her childhood friend. Hard to believe they’d gone from neighbors growing up to husband and wife with three children between them.

      They’d had a whole tumultuous love story and made multiple humans while I remained single.

      It was like I was sitting in this car, watching life blur by out the windows but never really getting anywhere.

      A heavy ache settled in my heart as I slowed and pulled into their gravel drive. I hoped this impending move to Dallas would give me a chance at the same happiness they’d found together. Even if it meant leaving the town I loved.

      Once my car was parked behind Liv’s truck, I turned it off and took a look around at all the other vehicles outside. Both Liv and Fletcher came from big families. Her with three siblings, and him with four. So there were plenty of people here—most of them married with children of their own.

      I took a few deep breaths to brace myself for the cookout today.

      This would be one of the last times we all got together before I moved away. And even though I wanted what they had... I’d miss my friends beyond comprehension.

      The roar of an engine broke the silence. I twisted in my seat to see an old black-and-gray Ford rumbling down the driveway, Hayes Madigan at the wheel.

      And since he clearly hadn’t noticed me yet, I let myself stare.

      Tattoos covered every spare inch of skin, curling up his neck and only pausing at his face, all hard lines and edges with a silver ring curling around his bottom lip. Shaggy, dark blond hair dusted over blue-green eyes—the kind of gaze that caught you like a mouse in a trap.

      So with every inch of him screaming danger, why was I still staring?

      Maybe because he fascinated me.

      The human version of a massive red button that said DO NOT TOUCH.

      His truck stopped next to me, and the abrupt pause of the engine’s roar had me jumping.

      I scrambled for my phone, pretending to be busy texting until I heard his truck door open and shut. Dad would have needed an entire can of WD-40 to fix those hinges.

      After what I hoped was enough time, I opened my door and got out of my car, grabbing the pan of yeast-risen rolls I brought for a side. The sun hit my face, nice and warm, but a brisk breeze followed it up, making goosebumps rise on the back of my neck.

      Shivering, I shut the door and turned to walk around my car, slamming into a wall of muscles and tattoos. I nearly spilled the pan of rolls, but he caught it, covering my hands with his own.

      “Not again,” I groaned, having flashbacks of hot cocoa and his grumpy face.

      “Anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?” he asked, his voice low.

      His hands still covered mine, holding me in place. There were hints of his job on his skin, oil stains and calluses marked each hour in the shop. I looked into his eyes and found him staring right back at me. Unabashed. His jaw muscles flexed, and I realized he was still waiting for my answer.

      I finally remembered to breathe. Better to play his game and tease him than let him discover how his simple touch affected me far more than it should. “Where did you attend charm school?” I retorted. “So I can leave them a one-star review online. Or possibly send you back for a do-over.”

      But my comment didn’t deter him one bit, and my body wouldn’t listen. My skin hummed underneath his, vibrated with electricity. A slow smirk tipped his lips as he said, “They wouldn’t take me back.” He took the pan from me and started walking toward the house.

      I took a few seconds to gather myself, then walked beside him to the backyard. It was sunny back here and just warm enough to be comfortable in my jacket if I didn’t stand too still.

      Liv and Fletcher’s little girls came toddling up to us. “Uncle Hayes! Aunt Della!” they cried. Maya followed behind her sisters with her cousins, Emily and Jackson. It was like a whole parade of children running up to us.

      Hayes held the pan in one hand and easily scooped the four-year-old, Leah, into one of his arms. He held her close, tattoos contrasting with the white of her sweater. And then kissed her cheek. Leah giggled happily at the scratch of his stubble. And when he set her down, she came over to me, arms in the air.

      I picked her up, relishing the soft feel of her cheek against mine. “Hey, sweet girl.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Hayes greet all his nieces and nephews who looked up to him like the hero in their favorite movie. And that grumpy guy I saw in the body shop? Completely gone. This tatted guy had eyes shining with happiness. Tender hands that tickled and hugged and carried. And damn, my ovaries needed to remember that he reserved this special brand of warmth for select people in his life. I was not one of them.

      “Della!” Liv came over, glowing with her pregnancy. I let Leah down so I could give Liv a big hug. I definitely needed it.

      “Let’s go inside,” she said, leaving her arm around my shoulder. “All the ladies are in there. What’s new?”

      It was a simple question, but it automatically had my gut sinking. “Oh, um...” I still hadn’t told her about the new job. And word would surely get out soon, especially since they all knew the people I’d be working for.

      We went into the house, and I saw our best girlfriends sitting around the island. This was where we hung out while the guys spent their time outside around the grill trying to find the perfect char of meat.

      Henrietta, Maggie, and Larkin all waved and said hello. I smiled back at them thinking with the five of us here, we felt complete somehow.

      Hen was married to Liv’s brother, Tyler. She had gorgeous dark skin and natural curly hair and a smile that could brighten even Hayes’s dark mood. Maggie, the brunette with pretty brown eyes, was married to Liv’s other brother, Rhett. Larkin was the most recent to marry into the Madigan family, living her own happily ever after with Knox after a nasty divorce.

      And here I was, sliding into a barstool at the island, the old maid. People had married, divorced, and remarried in the time it took me to change the wallpaper in my living room.

      I took my time with decisions, big and small. I made fewer mistakes that way. But maybe taking so long with my decisions was a mistake all its own.

      Hen poured wine into a glass for me and passed it my way. I took a long sip, relishing the warmth that filled my mouth and drained down my throat. “Why has it been so long since we’ve had a girls’ night?” I asked them.

      Liv pointed at her belly. “All-day sickness.”

      Maggie said, “The salon has been crazy busy.”

      And Hen answered, “Tyler and I have barely been in town the last month.”

      I nodded, trying to ignore the pang of jealousy that went through me.

      But then Larkin said, “What have you been up to lately?”

      This was the perfect chance to tell my friends about my move, but I couldn’t... So I simply said, “I found out Hayes hates hot chocolate.”

      They all looked at me, incredulous, and Liv said, “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “I brought him some for towing my car the other day, and he acted like it was liquid manure in his cup.” I left out the part where I spilled it all over him. Minor details.

      Liv tilted her head in confusion, making dark hair fall over her shoulder. “But he ordered mint chocolate hot cocoa for the party tonight... Had it shipped here yesterday.”

      A smug smile formed on my lips. “I freaking knew it.”

      Hayes Madigan wasn’t as tough as he’d seemed. Maybe I’d gotten under his skin as well.
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      “Left, right, left, scoot,” my teenaged niece, Maya, ordered, showing my brothers, dad, and me the moves to the “Boot Scootin’ Boogie.” She had been learning it in dance class and insisted the whole family learn it, too, for the Cottonwood Falls Spring Festival. Her class would be performing and their families were encouraged to join in.

      I swore this girl would run the world one day. Just under a month ago, she and my other niece Emily were giving a presentation on why I should finally settle down and pick a girl to marry. They had bullet points and everything. Never mind that the list included impractical options for a partner, like their teacher, my brother’s sixty-year-old nurse, and my sister-in-law’s best friend—Della Dwyer.

      Immediately at the suggestion, Liv had said, “Absolutely not,” reaffirming my reasons to stay away from Della.

      It should have been easy to steer clear, with billions of people on the planet. But something about her was magnetic. Or maybe I was just as stupid as a bug drawn to a light.

      “Hayes!” Maya groused. “That’s not how you scoot!”

      While my brothers snickered at me, I arched an eyebrow. “I can scoot on outta here.”

      Maya was undeterred by my smart-assery. “Like this.” She squared up in front of me, lifting one knee so she did a half-skip to the side. “Now you try.”

      I did it as she asked, exaggerating the movement.

      Her little lips pursed. “Good. But without the attitude next time.”

      That had everyone cracking up.

      I gave my brothers a look and said under my breath, “Sorry, I do my best dancing with a partner.” Then I winked.

      Knox shoved my shoulder. “Stupid.”

      But Maya soldiered on. “From the top!”

      She yelled out the moves, no doubt in a perfect imitation of her music teacher, and we all followed along. My brother Knox was a great dancer and probably knew the moves already. Our oldest brother, Fletcher, followed the steps like a robot. And Dad surprised me with how well he kept up. My other brothers, Ford and Bryce, couldn’t make it today since they lived out of town. Lucky bastards.

      When we made it through the song a couple times with minimal errors, Maya squealed. “I have to show Livvy!” That’s what she called her stepmama. “Stay right there.”

      The blood drained from my face—the last thing I needed was an audience. Especially knowing Della was among them. Oblivious to my panic, Knox elbowed Fletcher and said, “Maya could start a cult.”

      Fletcher made prayer hands and closed his dark brown eyes. “Please, God, let her use her powers for something productive.”

      I shook my head. “So far we have a PowerPoint on why I should get hitched and a choreographed dance. I’m not convinced.”

      My dad and brothers cracked up at my joke. But then the door swung open, and we glanced over to see Liv coming outside with Maya... followed by all the other women.

      I bit down on my lip ring to keep myself from saying something stupid. Especially since I’d soon be performing for them. Usually, I wasn’t shy. But something about Della’s eyes on me felt different.

      I could feel her stare just like I could earlier.

      And it bothered me that I even noticed.

      Why the hell did I notice?

      Women staring at me was part of my everyday life. When you lived in a small town and had as many tattoos as I did, had a reputation like I did, you drew attention.

      But Della’s attention felt different.

      Probably because she got under my skin—especially lately. Why was she so intent on making me like hot chocolate? I used to be fine with plain black coffee, but now that shit was like a drug. And unreasonably hard to find. I ordered over fifty bucks worth just to get free shipping.

      But Maya’s performance went on, regardless of my spinning thoughts. The song started playing over speakers attached to the back of the house, and she shouted out the moves.

      The women hooted and hollered their support, and... Della’s eyes were still on me.

      If she was watching...I might as well put on a show.

      I ran through each step, easily following the beat. Between spins, I sent her a wink that had her pale cheeks flushing with color, her eyes darting away. Some part of me was satisfied that I could fluster her like she distracted me. Even if nothing could come of it, at least I wasn’t on an island of my own destruction.

      When the song ended, everyone was cheering. Hell, maybe I was even smiling a little bit, despite being voluntold into dancing.

      Maya walked up to me, holding out her hand for me to shake. “Good job, Uncle Hayes.”

      I shook her hand. “Good job, squirt. I better vote for you for governor one day.”

      She grinned easily. “I’d prefer a vote for president.”

      “Done,” I said. “Lord help the other countries with you at the helm.”

      Giggling, she went off to her dad and stepmom, who praised her teaching skills. As I watched after her, Knox patted my back and said, “Pull those moves at the bar and you’ll have the ladies all over you.”

      I scoffed at him. “I don’t need moves for that to happen.”

      Someone snort-laughed nearby, and I found Della flushing bright red under all her freckles.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      Knox’s eyes darted between us.

      “Nothing,” Della said, humor crinkling the corners of her eyes. “Nothing at all.”

      “Enlighten us,” I drawled.

      She shrugged, despite the teasing smile playing on her lips. “I’m just thinking you may need those moves when you lose your hair.”

      Instinctively, my fingers went to my scalp, and Knox cracked up laughing. A sly smile formed on Della’s lips, and I flipped off both of them before going to get some grub.

      Why was she so good at getting under my skin?
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      For the rest of the evening, we sat around the firepit outside—eating, drinking, and shooting the shit—while little kids ran around like seagulls, picking food off peoples’ plates and playing games with each other.

      But eventually the kids got tired and people started heading home. Liv, Fletcher, Della and I were the last ones around the fire when Liv glanced through the glass back door to the house and let out a sigh. “Looks like the movie’s over. Better tell Maya to get some sleep.”

      Della stood up and gave Liv a hug. “I’m going to head home. It was great seeing you.”

      That was my cue to leave, too.

      While Liv and Fletcher went inside, Della and I walked around the side of the house to the driveway where our vehicles were waiting for us.

      We were almost to our cars when she said, “Hayes?”

      It was a tentative question, the way she said my name. Color me intrigued, because I leaned up against my truck. “What’s up?”

      Her eyes darted in every direction but never landed on mine. “Never mind... It’s embarrassing.”

      “More embarrassing than the Boot Scootin’ Boogie?” I cracked a wry smile.

      She chuckled. “No, nothing’s more embarrassing than that.”

      My hand went to my chest, wounded.

      “Kidding,” she replied. But something was off about her tone. It was falsely light. Something was going on. And I might be a grump, but I’m not a dick. “What is it?” I pressed.

      She bit her bottom lip, and my gaze lingered there a moment longer than it should have. “I just wanted to know... How do you do it?” she asked, her words halting and shy. So unlike her.

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “How do you stay single? How do you... enjoy it?”

      I tilted my head, examining her. What a strange question, considering our interactions had never gone very deep, even in years of knowing each other. “What makes you ask?”

      She glanced down quickly. “Reasons.”

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting for more.

      Extra color started at her neck and wound its way up her cheeks. “Forget I said anything.” She turned back toward her car.

      But the thought of her driving away from me when I didn’t know what was behind her question had me saying, “Follow me.”

      Now it was her turn to be surprised. She spun back toward me. “What?”

      “Get in your car and follow me. It’s easier if I show you.”

      I got in my truck, half expecting to see her headlights go another direction, but when I made the turn, she was right there with me.
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