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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            WILLA

          

        

      

    

    
      "Oh my god, it's huge."

      Ash's eyes go wide on the other end of our video call.

      "Willa," she drawls, a warning note in her voice. "Whatcha talking about?"

      I throw the rental car in park and gape up at the massive estate before me.

      "Sorry. It's just Dash's enormous…house."

      I turn the phone around to show her.

      She shakes her head. "Not cool, girl, baiting your best friend like that."

      I laugh and gaze up again at the home that looms like a magnificent citadel on the mountainside.

      Dash McCafferty's mansion is all aged wood, stone, and giant windows, surrounded by tall pine and spruce that is green and lush in the height of spring. It's older and more rustic than my dad's place on the other side of Deepwood Mountain, and has a certain wildness to it—a riot of different textures and shapes, mixed with natural, earthy components. It dominates the landscape while still blending seamlessly with it. Larger than life, just like the man who owns it.

      "Lucky for you that your dad's place is being remodeled yet again," Ash snarks good-naturedly.

      Dad is forever changing his mind. That means more renovations to the place he wants to make his permanent home here in town. It's not remotely in a habitable state right now, but he's in Hong Kong on a consulting job, so he doesn't really care. I, however, need a place to stay while I get settled into my new job at the library. His best friend, Dash, offered to put me up at his house. His truly enormous house.

      Growing up, I lived with Mom in L.A., and then went to college to get my Master of Library Science degree. Between school and visiting Dad while he was working abroad, I rarely came to Deepwood Mountain, this small town in western Montana where Dad and Dash were raised. When I did make it out, Dash was either off filming his former reality TV show or customizing a motorcycle for some celebrity somewhere.

      I've known Dash since I was a baby, but the last time I saw him—besides on TV, of course—was when I was sixteen.

      So why is my belly filled with butterflies?

      "Earth to Willa. Earth to Willa. Come in, Willa."

      I startle, having nearly forgotten she's there. "Sorry." I turn the phone back to face me and her dark eyes study mine.

      She presses her lips together with that all too knowing look of hers. "You're thinking about him again."

      "Am not," I mumble, slumping down in my seat.

      "Are too. You're nervous."

      I sputter. "Of course I'm nervous. I'm going to be staying with a TV star and starting a new job. It's all a little…overwhelming."

      "Come on, babe. What have you got to worry about? Dash is a former reality TV dude. You know I love my reality TV, but he's not a movie star or anything. Like, Timothée Chalamet he ain't. Besides, you told me yourself he's completely down to earth." She peers at me. "Second, you're going to ace the new job. You're an actual librarian. I can't remember you ever wanting to be anything else. How many people can say they have their dream job?"

      "I guess…" I sigh, glancing again out the window.

      "Yeah. So let's talk about the real reason you're on edge."

      I give her a skeptical look.

      "You're worried that crush you had on Dash might still be lurking around."

      Ugh. Why did she have to know me so well? And have such a flawless memory? Because, yes, years ago, I used to be obsessed with Dash. So sue me, I was a teenager with raging hormones, and he was famous, and charming…and smoking hot.

      "Okay, fine! I don't want to make things weird or embarrass myself if..."

      "Your panties get soaked when you see him?" she finishes with a wink.

      "Ash!" I frantically thumb the volume on the phone lower. She laughs. "You're a menace," I grumble, and get out of the car, looking around to make sure no one heard her.

      "Just chill, will ya? Even if you discover when you see him that you're still smitten with this guy, he'll probably just find it cute and move on. Don't make drama out of nothing."

      I take a deep breath. She's right. I can handle some awkward moments. What's he going to do—throw me out? No way. My dad would kill him. Maybe I won't even feel anything when I see him anyway—and all this fretting will be for nothing. I'm a grown woman now with different priorities. Books over men, for a start.

      "Yep, I can do this." I straighten my shoulders.

      Ash smiles at me. "That's my girl." She glances at her watch. "Shit. I gotta run or I'll be late for yoga."

      I nod sadly, remembering our regular yoga classes back in L.A.

      "Enjoy cobra pose. Talk to you later." I wave into the phone. "Miss you already."

      Ash blows me a kiss. "Me too, babe. Me too."

      The screen blinks back to my wallpaper as she hangs up.

      Lowering my phone, I admire the chunky cobblestone driveway and lanterns lining the edge of the drive.

      Then I hear the purr of a motorcycle and turn to peer at the rider backlit by the afternoon sun. I can't tell who the big man in full gear and helmet is, but I'd recognize that bike anywhere: Blue Steel. A big metallic blue speed bike that Dash customized for himself. His pride and joy. I can't believe he still has it after all these years.

      The garage door opens and he pulls in to a stop, then turns the bike to face toward the street. He quickly tears off his shiny slate helmet as he dismounts.

      "Hey, stranger," he calls. His voice is deep and rough, like water rushing over river stones.

      The world tilts on its axis as I gaze at him, and the air wrenches from my lungs in one big breath.

      He's…ravishing…a word I never thought I'd use to describe a man, but in this moment it's the only one that does him justice.

      A muscle works in his perfectly square jaw as he ruffles his short, jet black hair, with gray scattered at the temples and through the top. His ice-blue eyes, two arctic lasers, pin me to the spot. He could be Henry Cavill's long-lost twin. Superman, for heaven's sake! Yet more rugged, more sexy, more…everything.

      My knees wobble.

      I'm doomed.

      "Hey," I finally reply, my voice barely above a whisper. My heart is lodged somewhere between my chest and mouth, and it's pounding like crazy.

      He's staring, and I self-consciously push up the corner of my glasses.

      "One sec. I'll help you with your luggage!"

      It gets worse. He takes off his motorcycle jacket to reveal a pale blue Henley that clings to his toned body. Paired with worn jeans hugging him in all the right places, I'm instantly sweating.

      Jesus.

      He strides over to me, and before I can react, he's hauled me into his arms, lifting me clear off my feet in a tight bear hug.

      I should be scrambling to get down. I don't. Instead, I close my eyes and melt into his strong, protective embrace. His scent surrounds me—motorcycle leather, pine, and warm sunshine—and I inhale against his neck like I'll never get the chance to breathe in again. Our clothes do nothing to mask his sculpted frame. It's almost obscene how clearly I can feel every cut of his chest and shoulders, every hard ridge of his abs, even the steely bulge of his⁠—

      "How long has it been, Willa?" he asks, stopping my train of thought. My name spoken by his ragged voice sends an unholy shiver down my spine.

      In a daze, I reply, "It had to be back when I was in…high school?" On the words "high school," he sets me down almost comically fast, leaving me on unstable legs.

      "Are these your only bags?" He quickly moves to grab the two bigger suitcases.

      I nod, taking my small carry-on and purse. "The rest of my stuff was sent to Dad's place. Things I won't need right away."

      "Makes sense."

      I follow him up the driveway as he effortlessly carries my bags—you'd think they were empty.

      "These are filled with books, right?" His grin is cheeky.

      I stammer, "N-no! Why does everyone assume I lug tons of books around?!"

      Just then, one suitcase bursts open and my books come tumbling out like so many little traitors. Fantastic. I scurry to pick them up while Dash lays the bag down and opens it flat for me.

      "So I like having my books with me," I mumble.

      Dash gives me a wry smirk. "I didn't say a word."

      He squats down to help and reaches over to grab a book at random. "His Burning Desire," he reads. His eyebrows shoot up as he takes in the cover of a half-naked man embracing a busty woman. Then he flips through it, stopping at one page: "Kendrick pressed his aching⁠—"

      My cheeks ignite in flames, and I snatch the book from him before he can continue. "It's a romance!"

      "I noticed. I mean, Kendrick?" Dash chuckles. "But hey, nothing wrong with enjoying…reading."

      "Now you're making fun of me." I punch his rock-hard bicep. It nearly bruises my knuckles.

      He winks before closing the bag. "Never."

      I grin and we continue into the house. It's beautiful: impossibly high ceilings, warm wood beams, natural variegated floors covering the entire space. The sun floods into the living area, illuminating every nook and cranny with its golden light, almost dreamlike. Everything screams "Dash", from the charcoal and blue color scheme to the chrome accents. Swanky automotive-chic bachelor pad meets lumberjack's log cabin.

      "This place is stunning." I run my hand appreciatively over the smooth wood of the staircase railing as we ascend.

      "You like it?" He turns back, throwing me a proud smile and emphasizing that sweet dimple on his left cheek.

      The sight still sends an electric current straight to my core. "It's very you."

      "I'm glad you think so. We can explore more after we drop off your, ah, reading material."

      I cringe momentarily as he leads me down a hallway and into a gorgeous bedroom overlooking the valley below. There's a big wall-mounted flatscreen TV, stone fireplace, gargantuan bed, and an ensuite bathroom.

      "It's lovely." I put down my things and Dash drops my other bags neatly off to the side.

      "Thanks. It's not as sleek or hi tech as your old man's setup, but I like it."

      "Dad's place is way too modern for my taste." I eye the oversized, knotted wood headboard. "Almost sterile. This place has character."

      He grins broadly. "You know, I forgot how much I liked you." He bumps his shoulder against mine, firing up every nerve in my body. He claps his hands together and adds, "Now—how about that tour?"

      I bite my lip. "Do you mind if I take a quick shower first?" Honestly, I need a moment to get hold of myself if I'm going to be around Dash for any length of time.

      "Oh, sure." He gestures to the ensuite. "Towels, toiletries and all that's in the bathroom closet. And if you need any help with the shower—I mean—you know what I mean—just let me know." A blush creeps over his stubbled cheeks and he rubs the back of his neck. "I'll be down in the kitchen. Hungry?"

      I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. "No, thanks. I ate on the plane."

      "Well, if you change your mind and need a snack, you know where to find me." Then he bolts for the door, waving once before closing it hastily behind him.

      Holy shit. I can't believe my awkwardness has made even Dash uncomfortable around me.

      I remove my glasses and face-plant into the sea of pillows on the bed. An alert sounds on my phone, and I roll over, fishing it out of my pocket.

      Dad.

      Guilt over these wicked thoughts about his best friend twinges in my gut. I really hope Dash doesn't tell him how much of a hot mess I am. Dad will know for sure something is up then.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you make it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yep, safe and sound at Dash's place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Great. How do you like it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I glance around the room, checking out the hipster/goth vibe, between the iron wall sconces and slab wood nightstands.

      
        
          
            
              
        It's unique.

      

      

      

      

      

      (Utterly perfect. Just like Dash.)

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicer than my place?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No comment.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: enraged face][image: face with symbols on mouth][image: loudly crying face][image: face with symbols on mouth][image: enraged face][image: winking face with tongue]

      

      

      

      

      

      I stifle a chuckle.

      
        
          
            
              
        Listen, I'm really sorry I can't be there right now, honey.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Soon, though.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        It's fine. Dash is great.

      

      

      

      

      

      (It's me that's the problem.)

      
        
          
            
              
        He's the best, isn't he? There's no one I trust more with my little girl. Talk later. [image: face blowing a kiss][image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Night, Dad [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll onto my back, and stare up at the ceiling.

      Oh, Dad, if only you had any idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            DASH

          

        

      

    

    
      This must be my punishment.

      Payback for all the stupid things I've done in the past. That's the only explanation why I'm suddenly smitten by Willa Layne.

      When did my best friend's daughter go from an awkward teen with braces and pigtails to this tantalizing creature in sexy, adorable glasses? All grown up with a body that begs to be worshipped. No plastic or fillers or inches-thick makeup like most of the women from my past.

      The moment I first saw her standing in the street, it felt like time had stopped. Her amber gaze stripped me bare. And in my arms, she just felt so right—her body molded against mine, bringing to life every, and I mean every, dormant part of me.

      As if. Gavin would bash my brains in if he knew what was running through my head about his daughter—his twenty-three-year-old daughter, if my math is correct.

      I turn forty next year.

      Christ! I'm officially a dirty old man.

      At the kitchen sink, I splash ice-cold water on my face. I should be pouring it down my pants. Burning with…desire. Just like that goddamned romance novel that fell from Willa's suitcase. I know exactly what ache Kendrick (Kendrick!!!) was talking about.

      Willa strolls into the kitchen and I stifle a groan. Her honey-blonde hair is up in a messy bun, a few stray tendrils that couldn't be contained curling along the column of her slender neck. She's wearing neon yellow joggers and a tank top that's much too big for her small frame, but her clothes can't conceal the sexy curves underneath completely.

      "You okay?" she asks, an uneasy crease on her brow.

      Nope, not in the least. "Fine. Enjoy your shower?" I try to forget how I embarrassed myself earlier in her bedroom. It's almost like the more I try to keep my filthy thoughts from surfacing, the more my mouth decides to make a fool of me.

      "It was great." She pulls at a few strands of hair near her shoulder. "Super luxurious."

      Images of her body, naked and wet, soapsuds cascading down her slick skin as she lounges against the shower bench, accost my brain⁠—

      Shit. I open the fridge quickly and grab a cold beer bottle. "Do you want something? Wine maybe? Food? I'm having a beer." Shut up, Dash. You're babbling.

      "I'm good, I promise." Her fingers drum absently on the island countertop.

      "You're welcome to anything in the house, Willa, remember that." Including me.

      She smiles. "Thank you. That's very kind of you."

      I wave a hand dismissively and take a swig of beer. "Ready to see the rest of the joint?"

      "Sure." She adjusts her glasses.

      I loosen up a little as I take her around the house, the conversation easier now that I'm talking about my friends and how we built this place. I explain that around five years ago, me and my best buddies, who had all grown up in Deepwood Mountain and had created multi-million-dollar businesses out of our blue-collar roots, started work together on the McCafferty home.

      Willa already knows our group of six well, since we're all super close and go back years. Nick's our contractor, Logan does the woodwork, Sully handles plumbing, Reece supplies labor (and food from his ranch), and Gavin's the electrician. Every one of them has a home here that we pitched in to build together. We've also made a point to give back to the community that made us the men we are today.

      Willa and I take a tour around the ground floor, passing through the games room, mudroom, outdoor kitchen, and pool and spa area. She laughs at all my dumb jokes, and I find myself wondering if she'd laugh like that when I'm kissing her most ticklish places. I bite the inside of my cheek to stay calm as we go down another hallway.

      "This place is enormous, Dash." She looks around, eyes wide. "And it's really only you?"

      I knew she had probably seen my reality show, where the footage was edited together to make me look like some sort of womanizer always on the prowl. It wasn't true—sure, I had dated a fair bit in the past, but I was never really interested in anything serious, and I was always honest about that right out of the gate with the women I went out with.

      Suddenly, I wish Gavin had told her how much I've changed over the past few years. I no longer fill my nights with meaningless dates, even for the cameras; instead, I've started focusing on becoming a better man.

      "Just me," I finally murmur, leading her into the den.

      "Do you ever get lonely?"

      Her question catches me off guard. I want to answer honestly, but part of me is embarrassed by the truth. In the past, yes, those meaningless dates would have been what filled the emptiness. But now? "Sometimes." I shrug, avoiding her gaze. "But I have Gavin and the rest of the crew. And this town has some great people who are incredibly welcoming. I'm sure you'll find that out for yourself soon enough."

      I flip on the lights and her eyes drift around the den.

      She's smiling softly, yet there's something sad about her expression. "I hope so. I miss my mom and my friends back in L.A., and I'd rather not be lonely here."

      I reach out and squeeze her shoulder, then pull back when she flinches. "Sorry, I didn't⁠—"

      She waves off my apology. "All good. It's just nerves." She wraps her arms around herself as if for comfort.

      I can only imagine how alone and afraid she must feel now, so far away from home. "It's a big change," I agree, taking another sip of beer. "But you're smart and capable, Willa. You'll be fine."

      Her face flushes. "Thanks, Dash."

      I nod and gesture to the room. "This den is where I spend most of my time."

      "It's definitely the coziest space I've seen so far."

      "Wait until you see my bedroom." As soon as the words fly out of my mouth, I wish I could jam them back in. What is my problem? "I didn't mean…" I rub the back of my neck as heat rises to my cheeks, words failing me.

      Instead of taking offense at my inappropriate comment, Willa simply grins and shakes her head, her own face reddening. "It's okay."

      I take a deep breath and gesture for her to follow me up the stairs. We explore the second floor—the study, my home office, and various guest bedrooms. I hesitate only briefly before I usher her into my room. She immediately heads to the floor-to-ceiling windows. She stops and puts a hand over her heart. "That view is spectacular."

      "Sure is…" I say. But I'm focused on the angel in front of me, not the massive trees or the sun setting over the sprawling mountain outside.

      Against my better judgment, I drift toward her, unable to control the need to be near her. I shove my hands into my pockets to avoid doing anything reckless.

      Eventually, I'm close enough that she can lean into me gently to rest her head against my shoulder. She used to do this as a kid, though she only came up to my ribs then. I'm hoping she feels just as safe with me now. She smells like vanilla and the fragrant spring vines planted in my yard—the ones with pale pink flowers as delicate as her lips. I want to wrap my arm around her and press her body against mine, but I resist.

      "I'm really glad you're here, Willa," I say. "I need you to know that."

      "Thanks. Me, too." Her voice is sleepy, with an underlying hint of uncertainty that makes me wish I could prove just how much having her here means to me. But I choose to leave that for another time.

      We watch the sky transform from bright yellow and fiery orange to the deep violet and indigo of night, the stars twinkling into view.

      She finally lifts her head and yawns widely.

      "Am I boring you?" I ask.

      "I swear, it's not you." She chuckles. "It's just been a long, exhausting day and I don't want to be struggling tomorrow at the library. I should probably get to bed."

      "Understandable."

      She turns toward me, and every cell in my body reacts when she places her hand on my forearm, her touch searing right through my shirt.

      "Good night, Dash. Thanks again."

      "Of course." I'd give anything on the planet to pull her into my arms right now. "Night, Willa."

      As she walks away, my eyes are drawn to her achingly sweet backside.

      Jesus, I need a shower.

      An ice-cold one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later, back in the den, I idly flip through channels on the TV to keep my mind off Willa. What's wrong with me? It's only been a few hours, but she's taken over my world. So many times I've had to rein in an impulse to "go check on her", knowing that if I did, I'd want nothing more than to crawl into bed next to her and make her mine.

      Gavin texted earlier to say Willa let him know she arrived. What else did she tell him? That his best friend is a creepy weirdo? That he can't stop acting like a nervous teenager? Is she secretly laughing at the pathetic old man who's way too old for a young, beautiful sprite like her?

      I hear footsteps coming down the stairs and look over to see Willa, hair disheveled and eyes hooded, like a damned wet dream.

      "What's wrong? Everything okay?" I jump up quickly from the couch.

      She shakes her head. "All good. I just couldn't sleep, so I made some chamomile tea." She lifts the mug in her hand, the one Nick got me for my last birthday: Never Underestimate an Old Man with a Motorcycle. He's such an asshole.

      I slump back onto the couch with a wave of relief. "I'd sing you a lullaby, but that might do more harm than good."

      She pushes up her glasses. "Um, yeah. I heard you sing on McCafferty Customs. You should seriously never do that again."

      I laugh. "You actually watched the show?"

      "My best friend Ash is obsessed with reality TV. It's not usually my thing, but I made an exception in this case." She avoids looking at me.

      "It's not really my thing either." I think back to some of the ridiculous stuff we did on the show and how they wanted me to keep up that playboy persona with a different woman on my arm every week. "You do know that most of it is made up by the producers, right?" I glance up hopefully.

      "That's what Ash tells me." She sips her tea quietly, and shame fills my gut at what is left unsaid. I can't take any of those shenanigans on the show back, no matter how much I'd like to.

      She moves over to scan the photos on the wall.

      "You customized a bike for Ryan Reynolds?" Her voice is filled with awe.

      "Sure did." My chest swells with pride. "Gave him the sweetest ride. Super nice guy, too."

      I watch her eyes light up when she sees another photo. "And Pink?!"

      I grin. "Her ex-husband is a former motocross star. They were a blast."

      She worries her lip as she continues to browse my memorabilia. "Wow. You've worked with some amazing people." She glances over, leaning on the arm of the couch. "So… What's next for you?"

      I pause, rolling the question around in my head. "Probably going back to doing what I did before the show—helping people build their dream bikes. Not necessarily celebrities, but regular people. It makes me happy. And that's what matters, right?"

      "Yup." She nods. "You won't miss the fame or the traveling, though?"

      "Nah." I scratch my arm. "I'm not against taking jobs abroad every once in a while, but constant travel actually gets to you after a while." My eyes meet hers. "I'd much rather settle down and put down some roots."

      "R-really?" she sputters, choking on the last of her tea.

      "I'm thinking about it real hard."

      She blinks, clearly taken aback.

      Finally, she says, "Well, maybe you're right. I mean, Dad travels a lot, and meeting him in exotic places is fun, but…yeah. I can't imagine doing that all year around." Her eyes turn soft and a little sad. "I really miss him."

      "Me too," I agree. "Hopefully after this renovation is complete, he'll stick around in Deepwood."

      Willa smiles and I gesture toward the couch. "Have a seat. I don't bite." It rolls off my tongue without a thought and I wince.

      Dammit. Any more stuff straight out of an after-school special you'd like to share with the class?

      She just laughs softly, her cheeks slightly pink and, god, do I ever want to bite her gently…all over…as she moans my name…

      Down, boy.

      I swallow back my arousal and she takes a seat at the far end of the couch.

      Smart girl.

      We pick a show on the wildlife of the Serengeti, which is fine, but I hope the animals won't start humping. Awk. Ward.

      "What about you?" I ask. "Your dad tells me you're here to revolutionize our ancient little library."

      She snorts adorably. "He's such a big talker. But it's true, one of the reasons I was hired was to bring the Deepwood Mountain Library into the 21st century. It's a great opportunity."

      Her intelligence and modesty only make her more attractive. "That's impressive."

      "I think I still need to get Mrs. Holloway on board with some of my ideas. She's been head librarian here for over thirty years, can you believe it? I've been warned she's not fond of change or upsetting the status quo."

      "Change is hard for us old fogies," I say with a healthy dose of self-deprecation.

      She rolls her beautiful amber eyes at me playfully. "Please. Don't call yourself old. Your few gray hairs only make you look distinguished."

      I raise my eyebrows skeptically. "You mean haggard."

      She scrunches up her nose. "How about well-seasoned?"

      "That makes me sound like a chicken pot pie." She giggles.

      "Well-worn, then? Like a favorite pair of jeans?"

      Hell, I'd love to be her favorite pair of jeans—close enough to feel every inch of her softness and curves against me. I clear my throat and say gruffly, "I think I can handle that."

      She bites her lush lip and sighs. "I just want to make Mrs. Holloway's life easier, you know? While making books and library programming more accessible to the community. You'd think she'd be overjoyed."

      "You're young, smart, energetic, and full of innovative ideas. That can feel threatening to someone in her position."

      She ducks her chin. "Thank you, Dash. I honestly have no intention of taking her job; I want to learn from her and be her partner. I hope she realizes that. Mrs. Holloway is the Deepwood Mountain Library. She knows it like nobody else."

      I sigh. "You have a good heart, too."

      She blushes. "You're biased. That's my dad's fault."

      Not exactly, but I'm not going to say anything. "Maybe."

      Willa sets her mug on the coffee table and we settle into a comfortable silence, focusing on the program.

      After a while, she snuggles into the sofa, resting her head on a cushion. Her eyelids droop. It's sweet and innocent and makes me want to wrap my arms around her. Protect her. Claim her, like some wild mountain man. The fierce possessiveness bubbling up out of nowhere catches me off guard and I scrub my face.

      Christ, Dash. You need to back the fuck off. You're acting like a lunatic.

      I watch Willa drift off, and it's not until her slow breathing fills the air that I dare get up and drape a blanket over her. She moans quietly when I brush her temple as I remove her glasses. Sensations roar through me so hot and deep as to set my groin on fire.

      I hurry away after turning off the TV and lights, hard enough to split a tree.
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      I hear the clink of a mug on the table, and register the heavenly aroma of freshly made coffee before I even open my eyes.

      "My god, I love you," I purr, sitting up and stretching awake like a cat. I turn to see Dash standing behind me, smiling in amusement.

      "Oh." Heat blooms on my cheeks. "I forgot where—I—I thought you were Ash. She's my best friend—my former roommate." I fumble around, feeling for my glasses near the mug. Dash slides them quietly into my hand and I mumble my thanks. Can't I go one day without embarrassing myself in front of this gorgeous man?

      He laughs softly. "No big deal. Now I know how to stay in your good books. Get it? Librarian? Books?"

      I laugh, turning to look at him. "How did you know what kind of coffee I like?"

      He grins. "I have…sources." He holds up his phone. I can see Dad sent him a screenshot of my usual Starbucks order.

      "But... There's no Starbucks here."

      He snorts. "It's just an Americano. I've got an espresso machine. It's not that hard."

      I breathe in the aroma and take a sip. Delicious. "This is perfect, Dash. I'm impressed." Hmm. If he can make espresso this good—maybe I do love him.

      Before he looks away, I swear I see a faint blush on his face as he stammers a hesitant thanks. I'm not entirely sure what to make of it. That's more my usual reaction to compliments. I wouldn't have thought it would have been his.

      He clears his throat as I set the mug down. "I just thought you wouldn't want to be late on your first day."

      Late?! I spring off the couch. "What time is it?" I step forward and yelp as I slam my toe into the table leg. "Shit!" I collapse back, cradling my foot. "Ow ow ow ow oww."

      "Jesus, Willa." Instantly, Dash is at my side, kneeling and prying my hands away from my toe. "Let me see."

      His rough hands feel really good against my skin, even though there's a bit of pain as he examines the appendage.

      "There's no bleeding, but it'll probably bruise. I'll get you an ice pack." He rises to his feet. "It's only 6:30. The library doesn't open until 9, right? But I wanted you to have enough time to get your day started off right. Now relax and try to enjoy your coffee."

      I breathe a sigh of relief, far too aware of his closeness. "Okay. Thank you. Again."

      He grins down at me. "I'll be back with that ice pack and your breakfast."

      My eyes widen. "Breakfast too? You don't have to do that."

      His voice is thick with amusement. "Too late. I already did."

      "I should walk with you, then." My toe throbs, and I can't help wincing from the stinging sensation that shoots through me when I try to flex it.

      A trace of a smirk plays around Dash's lips. "No, you rest," he orders. Then he tilts his head. "Unless you want me to carry you, that is."

      My my stomach flip-flops at the thought of being carried in Dash's arms like a damsel in distress, no matter how silly or embarrassing it would be in reality. And no way would I be able to control myself.

      "No, I'll stay," I squeak out.

      Dash chuckles deeply. "Good girl." Oh my god. Those two words set fire to my veins and spread through every inch of me like a low electric hum, waking me up better than any caffeine hit ever could.
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        * * *

      

      I slowly push open the heavy library doors, my stomach still full of my delicious bacon and egg breakfast. It really was unnecessary, but Dash wouldn't take no for an answer. He insisted breakfast would "set me up for success"—especially when dealing with Mrs. Holloway—and I had to admit I was pretty sure I'd need all the help I could get there. He was adamant I take a packed lunch as well. When I told him he didn't need to do any of this, he said he kind of liked it. The comment made my insides go all jumpy and squiggly as I considered its implications.

      Stepping into the small library feels like entering a moment frozen in time. Despite its age, the vintage furniture is well-maintained and cozy, the comfy overstuffed armchairs beckoning me to take a seat and lose myself in some fictional world. Bookshelves of old polished oak, packed with volumes of every size and color imaginable, line the perimeter. Berber carpets, worn in some places from years of use, are still soft underfoot. The scent of ink and paper hangs in the air, a tantalizing hint of all that lies within these brick walls.

      It's exactly as I remember it from the few times Dad brought me here as a child. However, it lacks some much-needed updating. I can only see one ancient clunker of a computer at the circulation desk. One!

      "Hello! How may I help you?" A small brunette with cherry-red lips and dark eyes smiles at me from behind the desk, which wobbles on two slightly uneven legs when she stands.

      "I'm Willa Layne⁠—"

      "Oh! Our new librarian!" She hurries over to me, taking my hand in both of hers. "Miss Layne! Wonderful to meet you. I'm Ms. Alvarez." She leans closer and lowers her voice. "Please call me Eden when we're not at work. It's just that Mrs. Holloway prefers we address each other and the patrons formally here."

      "Of course." Formality from Mrs. Holloway doesn't surprise me at all. "I'm thrilled to meet you too, Ms. Alvarez."

      Eden's age is impossible to guess. She has a delicate face and bone structure and wears her makeup in a retro style. She could have stepped out of an old movie. Her colorful floral dress matches her cheerful personality, and the way she carries herself makes her seem friendly. I feel instantly at ease with her.

      "Mrs. Holloway asked me to show you around when you arrived." She points to my lunch bag. "We'll start in the break room so you can leave your lunch in the fridge."

      For the next half hour, Eden takes me through the maze of bookshelves, reading rooms, study areas, and multimedia racks. I ask a ton of questions to get a better feel for the place.

      Noticeably missing are computers, places to plug in your own laptop, and other modern amenities. Directly in the center of the main space, flanked by tables and chairs, is a relic in dark wood, gleaming with brass plates and hardware.

      "Yes, we still have our original card catalog," Eden says, running her fingers along the first plate where the edge meets the table. "Mrs. Holloway insists on keeping it as a backup."

      I blink. "In case there's a library emergency because the digital system goes down?"

      "Don't joke about such things, Miss Layne. It's a very serious concern," Eden says in a stern voice. Then immediately she breaks into giggles. "Sorry, I couldn't resist giving you my best Mrs. Holloway impression."

      I laugh along with her, until we both clap our hands over our mouths, remembering we're in a library. But the few patrons milling about don't seem to mind.

      "This would be the perfect space for new computer workstations," I say in a lowered voice, tapping the stained wood thoughtfully.

      "I agree. However, you'll not only need to convince Mrs. Holloway to get rid of the card catalog, you'll have to find the money for the tech and the furniture. Plus someone on call for IT issues."

      I nod. I knew going into this that it would be a challenge to implement any changes. I'll make sure my research is rock-solid before I meet with Mrs. Holloway to go over my proposals.

      Eden leads me to the children's section, where the bookshelves are lower to give the little ones better access. Child-sized tables and chairs in colorful, sturdy plastic are nestled amongst cushions and bean bags; a cork board with playful drawings in crayon and marker runs the length of the back wall. It's adorable.

      Eden reaches out, adjusting a piece of artwork featuring a giraffe stretching his neck up high to eat an apple. "Storytime's at ten-thirty. Anyone can volunteer to read to the kids." She fluffs up a cushion automatically as we pass. "Though it's mostly parents." She points to a sad little clipboard on the wall near the main entrance with a stubby pencil attached to it with string. "They just need to sign up."

      I knit my brows. "They have to physically sign up in person? Can't you just have them fill out an online form?"

      "Ha!" she barks. "Have you seen our website?"

      "Oh. Good point." I have. With its clunky interface, garish colors, and outdated animated images circa 1995, the website is another project on my long to-do list. "I've never seen that much comic sans serif in one place."

      Eden smirks. "Yeah, it's rough."

      I sigh. "We definitely need an updated website with fillable forms. We'd get much higher engagement with all of our programs and events."

      "Hey, you're preaching to the choir here." I follow her to a row of offices off the lobby. "This is you." The door squeaks loudly as she opens it. The room is small, but perfectly functional. I'm sure I can make it my own with a few personal touches—artwork, a photo here and there, a couple of knickknacks. A new computer sits on the desk, the one I asked for in my contract. It looks sorely out of place.

      Finally, Eden takes me to the office across the hall from mine. The door is ajar, and she knocks softly. "Mrs. Holloway?" she murmurs. "I have Miss Layne here."

      "You may come in," a voice calls back, and Eden and I enter.

      Seated behind a plain wooden desk is a woman with a withered and worn face, her hazel eyes magnified by thick horn rim glasses as she looks up from her newspaper. The paper rustles in her hand as she sets it down, her movements rather graceful. I can't help but wonder when I last saw someone reading an actual print newspaper.

      Her gray hair is pulled back into a tight, sleek bun, revealing a high-collared lavender blouse—clearly starched and pressed—and her face is etched with lines like intricate spiderwebs, a testament to years of experience and wisdom. She glances at me through lips that are pursed, whether due to the ravages of time or a sour mood I don't know. Maybe both? She looks exactly as I had expected, even though I'd only talked to her over the phone for my interview. No Zoom calls for Mrs. Holloway, no sir.

      "Miss Layne." She stands, posture ramrod straight. Her charcoal-colored skirt is form-fitting on her thin frame. "I expect you to be on time."

      I furrow my brow. "I believe I walked in at 9…?"

      She clasps her bony hands in front of her. "You did not. It was 9:02."

      Okay, then.

      Her eyes drift to Eden. "I trust Ms. Alvarez has given you the tour." She frowns at me.

      "She has, and I'm excited to get to work in this charming library." I hope a little flattery will help smooth things over. "It's obvious a lot of love goes into looking after it every day."

      Mrs. Holloway's face softens for a moment, but it's gone so quickly I could have imagined it. At least she's not glaring at me anymore.

      "Let's keep it that way, please."

      Already starting off with an unspoken warning. Terrific. I give her my most winning smile. "Of course." I'm definitely not going to pick a fight on my first day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I get settled into my office, already on a mission even as I feel Mrs. Holloway's eyes on me everywhere. I want to be ready to go with my prioritized list of projects to discuss with her when we have our first meeting tomorrow. Then...bam! I'll hit her with my proposals that'll knock her right out of her ancient pantyhose and into the 21st century.

      I'm furiously typing away at my computer when Eden walks in.

      "Already penning your resignation letter?" she jokes, and I'd playfully chuck something at her if I had anything besides a pen and pad of paper on my desk.

      I shake my head. "No way! I'm just getting started here."

      "I have a good feeling about you, Miss Layne," she says, standing at attention, doing another Mrs. Holloway impression.

      "I'm glad someone does," I reply with a smile.

      She grins. "Let me take you to lunch. I like to stretch my legs during my breaks, especially when it's so nice out."

      I consider the lunch Dash so generously packed for me; it would keep until tomorrow, and a chance to see some of the town would be nice.

      "Sure," I reply. "It's okay with Mrs. Holloway? Does she want to join us, since Janette is here?" Janette is the part timer who, I've been informed, comes in three days.

      "I always ask her, but she continues to say she wants to stay and watch the children read."

      "That's sweet."

      Eden's brow raises skeptically. "Yeah, or creepy." She gives me a wicked grin and we laugh.

      The sun is out and the air is warm, with a subtle hint of fresh soil and wildflowers, as we walk to Marge's Diner. Eden mentions that it's the only restaurant in town besides the pizza parlor. Well, and the Rustic Ridge Bar, but "it's a ways down off the main drag and doesn't open until four". Over the three blocks Eden gives me the rundown as we pass a bunch of Deepwood Mountain staples, pointing out a general store, beauty parlor, and post office. A dozen or so people are out and about, but it's mostly quiet, except for the occasional soft sound of tires rolling over asphalt and country music drifting out of cars, along with the cheerful conversations of those heading down the sidewalk.

      The parking lot of the diner is full, mainly with pickup trucks and older sedans. The place is busier than I imagined, but I guess when you're the only restaurant in town you get a decent lunch crowd. The bell over the door jangles as we enter and Eden introduces me to the others gathered around the entrance. It's strange, being new in a town where everyone knows one another.

      A faded red vinyl booth near the back opens up as an older couple leaves, and Eden pulls me toward it. As I slide in across from her, I can feel everyone's eyes on me. I attempt to hide behind my menu.

      "Afternoon, Eden. Who might this be?" A large man with a long gray beard and wearing a stained apron stands before us with a notepad and pen. He rests his hand on the booth behind Eden, obviously tired of standing.

      "T, this is Willa Layne. She's working at the library now."

      "Oh right, the fancy-pants librarian from Los Angeles with a degree and everything. Gavin's daughter."

      I blush. Have people here really been saying that about me?

      "T" pats my shoulder with his meaty paw. "Mrs. Holloway mentioned it when I ran into her at the general store the other day."

      Oh boy.

      "You waiting tables today, T?" Eden asks.

      "Angie needed some help. Only one server today."

      Eden nods and her gaze drifts around the room. "The lunch crowd seems to be growing. You might need to hire someone else soon."

      "I know, I know," he grumbles. I get the sense this is the hundredth time this has been mentioned to him. "Anyway, welcome, Willa. I haven't seen your pa around lately?"

      "He's in Hong Kong on a job."

      T whistles through his teeth. "Man sure gets around for an electrician. Well, I'm glad you're here. New blood will do this town some good." He winks. "Now, what can I get ya?"

      We order—turkey on rye for both of us, as per Eden's recommendation—and T hustles off to another table.

      I realize my expression must've given me away when Eden says, "Don't you worry about Mrs. Holloway, by the way. That's her way of bragging about you!"

      "Yeah, right." I give her a glum side-eye.

      She taps my arm. "Seriously. I know I joke about her being uptight and stubborn as a mule, but she's not a bad person. Honestly. I wouldn't stay at the library if she was. You'll see."

      I sigh and give her a skeptical look. "Okay. I'll give her a chance. It's just this is all so new to me. New town, new people. Some are nicer than others."

      "You'll fit in just fine." Her brows wiggle up and down. "Now, important stuff: tell me what it's like living with Dash McCafferty."

      Even hearing his name makes my heart skip a beat. But, wow. Everyone really does know everyone else's business in this town.

      "Oh. Um. I'm only staying with him until my dad's house is finished with renovations." Why am I mentioning this? She probably already knows everything about me, my dad, and Dash.

      She rolls her teeth over her bottom lip. "I bet that house gets a lot of action. That man is fine with a capital F, and I've never seen him without a hot model, actress, or bombshell fawning all over him."

      My heart plummets into my stomach with I swear an audible plop, and I'm hit with a whirlwind of emotions—anger, jealousy, disappointment. I'm not sure why. This isn't exactly news. The entire world knows Dash's playboy history. They were witness to it every week on tv! Sure, Dash said last night it was fake, but all of it? Regardless, what does it matter? Dash has no interest in me.

      I shrug, trying to keep my facial expression neutral. "I haven't seen any of that since I've been here, but it's barely been a day."

      Eden is peering at me a little too hard when a middle-aged waitress slides glasses of water in front of us. "Hello there, Miss Willa." Her graying hair is piled up on her head, held in place with a clip that looks like it's made from a western belt buckle. A pencil sits behind her ear. "I'm Angie, T's wife. Nice to meet you."

      I shake her hand. "Thank you for the warm welcome."

      She nods. "Say hi to your pa for me. And tell Dash I've got a piece of pecan pie with his name on it." She grins and scuttles away.

      "There is no way in hell Dash eats pecan pie," I whisper. "You can see each ab of his six-pack through his shirt, for god's sake."

      Eden drinks, then raises her eyebrows and licks her lips. "Can you see anything else through his clothes?"

      I spit out my water.

      "I'll take that as a yes," she says, handing me a napkin.

      I shake my head, chuckling. "You're so bad." Then I let out a long sigh. "He is one of the sexiest men I've ever seen, though."

      Eden laughs. "I knew you weren't dead."

      I clear my throat. "Please. I think even Mrs. Holloway would find Dash attractive."

      We both have a good cackle at that.

      The rest of our lunch goes well—the food delicious and the conversation lively. By the end, I didn't even mind all the stares or whispers from the diners eager to know all about the "fancy-pants librarian from Los Angeles with a degree and everything".

      I spend the remainder of my day getting ready for my meeting with Mrs. Holloway tomorrow. I have to be well-prepared if I want to get anything worthwhile out of it.

      As I'm packing up, Mrs. Holloway begrudgingly hands me the keys to lock up and bids me good night with a curt nod before leaving. I walk out with Eden a couple of minutes later and we get into our respective cars before she drives off with a friendly wave.

      I press the ignition button. Nothing happens.

      I press it again. And again. No lights, no sounds. Nothing.

      Perfect...

      I sigh and look around for anyone who might still be here, but the parking lot is deserted.
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