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        Meet the men of Buffed & Polished, a small-town cleaning service with maximum charm and minimum clothing. This steamy romcom series features black cat/golden retriever pairings, heroes who fall first and hard, and adorable pets that will win your heart. Each book is a standalone with its own HEA.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to my husband, who always tells me I’m beautiful, especially when I don’t believe it.

      

      

      

      
        
        And also: FUCK BEN.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Bailey Bangs Her Brother’s Best Friend

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two little words that will forever change the way I see my best friend’s sister: boudoir session.

      

        

      
        Bailey Price earns the big bucks in New York City, while I’m cleaning houses as a side gig in our hometown. I love the town, but Bailey only comes home when she has to.

      

        

      
        Then she shows up at my photography studio asking for a boudoir shoot and suddenly I’m the one exposed. Every click of my camera reveals another reason why I can’t look away: her curves, her wit, her defensive edge.

      

        

      
        I can’t play it safe. Not when she’s looking at me like I’m the only man who’s ever really seen her. Not when every photo taken becomes foreplay.

      

        

      
        I have to face the truth: I’ve been in love with her since we were teens.

      

        

      
        There’s just one problem: her brother. My best friend. The guy who’s protected Bailey with his fists ever since childhood, who trusts me not to cross that line.

      

        

      
        But Bailey’s making it really hard to remember why I ever resisted in the first place.

      

        

      
        The question is: how long can a good guy resist his bad ideas?

      

        

      
        Bailey Bangs Her Brother’s Best Friend features forbidden love, small-town romance, and a patient hero who’s been head over heels since childhood. Expect high heat, emotional depth, a curvy heroine’s journey to self-acceptance, and an HEA that’s worth breaking all the rules for. This steamy stand-alone romance is book one in the Buffed & Polished Small Town Romcom series.
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      BAILEY

      Asking your brother’s best friend for a professional favor should be simple. Unless the favor is something you can never, ever tell your brother about.

      It’s that awkward time of year in the Catskills between the fall foliage and the winter snow, where the trees are bare and it’s cold and gray and days like today when it’s raining are even worse. I scrape my boots against the welcome mat before staring at the plaque listing businesses in the old Victorian building that’s been turned into office spaces. Silas Montgomery’s name is second from the top. Real estate agent and photographer. It leaves off his third job: a risqué cleaning service that I’m certain has raised some eyebrows in this little town.

      What it also doesn’t say is everything else: that his smile makes me forget I live hours away in New York City, that his flannel shirts are somehow both practical and unfairly attractive, that he’s been my brother’s best friend since forever—and my secret crush for almost as long.

      And I’m about to ask him to do something ridiculous for me. His response could be anything from speed-dialing my brother to letting me down gently and never being able to look me in the eye again.

      Hunter can never know about this. Ever.

      There’s a laminated sign by the door handle that says “If It’s Unlocked, Come On In!” I turn the antique knob and the door gives a bit. I have to put my shoulder into it to get it all the way open.

      “Hello?” I call, closing the door behind me. I’ve never been here before, and I’m not sure where Silas’s office is. “Hello?” I call again.

      “Coming!” shouts a voice from upstairs. The stairway in front of me turns twice before the second floor, so I can’t see whoever is approaching, but my heart races because I recognize the speaker.

      It’s him.

      There’s a stained glass window on the left that casts red light on Silas as he turns the first corner and leans over to catch sight of me. I get to watch his handsome face contort from curiosity to surprise to delight.

      “Bailey!” He gallops the rest of the way down the stairs and throws his arms around me.

      I go stiff for half a second before reluctantly hugging him back. “Okay, okay, enough,” I mutter, but he just squeezes tighter, because he knows I don’t actually mean it.

      In New York, people have the decency to keep their hands to themselves. Here? Everyone acts like a golden retriever who hasn’t seen their owner in years.

      “Hunter didn’t tell me you were coming,” Silas says, still holding on.

      “Yeah, well, I’m here now.” I let myself have one more second, knowing this might be the last normal hug we ever have. Then I pull back.

      He pushes his glasses up his nose. It’s adorable.

      Before I can answer, a door slams shut down the hall. Another tenant, probably disturbed by our conversation. Silas’s smile only widens. “Wait, wait. Let’s go up to my office.” He takes the first two stairs in one leap and then jerks himself back, almost bumping into me. “Oh, you want a coffee? I’ve got hazelnut. We’ve got a fancy machine in the old kitchen, and I can have it ready in two minutes.”

      He remembers my favorite coffee? I accept, grateful for anything that delays what I’m about to ask him.

      “Sweet, okay. You can head on up. Do you know which office is mine?”

      I shake my head.

      Silas gives me directions and trots off to get coffee. I continue up the stairs, the old treads creaking under my feet.

      The first door on the left is Silas’s. There’s a big desk in the center, some IKEA-ish thing, with a nice office chair behind it. One wall has three large photos—landscapes that Silas must have taken based on what he posts on Instagram. They’re moody, artistic shots that prove he sees beauty in unexpected places. That’s what I’m counting on—not the engagement photos and headshots that pay his bills, but this. I want to see myself that way too.

      I ignore the two upholstered chairs in front of the desk, clearly for his real estate clients, and approach the shelves in the back.

      There are binders and notebooks and other business accouterments, but I’m drawn toward the pictures. Photos of Silas with Hunter and two other friends, Morgan and Kit, after they rescued a skier on the local mountain—my brother has a copy of the newspaper article in his living room. A bigger group at the summit during peak fall that includes several other people I recognize. Pictures of Silas’s cat, Echo. His parents.

      I lean in to look closer at a picture of Silas and my brother at the summit of the mountain. My brother’s now the general manager, so while the mountain is closed outside of ski season, this photo was taken in the summer, the green valley stretched out behind the two men. There’s a lot I hate about this place, but it sure is beautiful.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out—a text from my assistant. We’re hiring a new manager to handle a big new contract we got in Western Massachusetts, and she’s sent me three potential times to interview one of the candidates. I scan the messages, check my calendar, and fire off a response. Ninety seconds, done.

      I pocket my phone as footsteps sound on the stairs. Back to the negotiation that actually terrifies me. I’ve got to spit this out, because I’ve already rented the venue for a weekend in February. Which means I need Silas to say yes. Today.

      I turn as Silas walks into the room. He’s carrying two steaming cups of coffee and closes the door with his foot.

      “I was just admiring this picture of you guys.” I look back at the photo. If I had to guess, the picture was taken about four or five years ago.

      “Those hooligans? I don’t know if admire is the right word.”

      I scoff. “Sure, sure. Play down the town’s man candy role.”

      “You including your brother as man candy?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Ew. Hard pass on that mental image.” Though if I’m being honest, Hunter’s friends are unfairly attractive. Especially the one sitting across from me.

      Not helpful, Bailey.

      I take the cup Silas offers me and clasp my hands around its warmth.

      “So,” Silas begins as I take a seat. He sits in the chair next to me instead of the desk chair, resting one ankle on the opposite knee. “What brings you to my office? Are you looking at buying a house? Oh my god, you’re buying a house, aren’t you? Hunter’s going to flip his shit.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not buying a house.”

      “So, not moving back home. Bummer.” He does look genuinely disappointed, which makes my chest feel warm and gooey.

      Ugh. Stop it. This is not why you’re here.

      I just need to ask him. Get it over with before I lose my nerve. “I need a favor. I’ve been working toward this for a year, and I’m finally ready, but I need someone I can trust, and that’s you.”

      He looks at me with confusion. “Okay . . .” he draws out.

      I fiddle with the zipper of my fleece. Rip the Band-Aid off, Bailey.

      “I want to do a photo shoot with you.” That’s the easy part. I keep my voice flat, businesslike. “Before you ask, yes, I’m serious. And yes, I’ll pay your professional rates, plus more if you have to reschedule anything. Because I’ve already reserved the venue.”

      He tilts his head. “Like, headshots?”

      “No,” I say. “Like a boudoir session.”
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      SILAS

      Coffee goes everywhere—literally everywhere: up my nose, out my mouth, onto the desk and the blotter, the back of my laptop. Hell, there’s coffee snot on Bailey.

      All because she just said the word boudoir in my office.

      I didn’t realize I could coffee-burn the inside of my nose, but you learn something new every day.

      Bailey’s up immediately, pulling tissues out of the box on the side cabinet. I’m choking on coffee or spit or, I don’t know, the fact that Hunter’s hot sister just said boudoir in my office.

      She hands me the tissues, and I cover my mouth. Her hand pats my back. “Should I whack harder? That’s just if someone’s actually choking to death, right?” Her eyebrows have drawn together, the V in them deep with concern.

      “I’m fine,” I say, but it’s wheezy and anemic. I clear my throat, cough again, and repeat myself.

      Bailey looks at me with worry, biting her lip, but I can tell she’s dead serious about this.

      I put my head in my hands. Oh my god, this woman is going to kill me.

      My water bottle is on my desk, so I reach for it. Bailey’s quiet while I gulp it down, clearing my throat a few more times and testing out my vocal cords.

      “Why me?” I croak. There’s more to my question, like why not a photographer in New York or why not someone who specializes in these types of shoots, but I don’t think I can manage a sentence that long without losing my dignity.

      Hell, I guess my dignity is already out the window with the coffee snot.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Bailey says and pulls a tablet out of her bag. She’s all business now, like she’s presenting a work proposal. That’s Bailey—whenever she’s nervous or vulnerable, she gets sharp. Efficient. Puts walls up.

      I’ve known her long enough to see through it.

      With a few touches, she finds what she’s looking for and holds up a finger. “One. You are an excellent photographer. I’ve seen so much of your work, and you make everyone look beautiful.”

      “My work? As in, like, headshots and engagement photos and children’s Easter pictures?” There’s not much money in artistic photography, so I do whatever pays the bills.

      She glares at me, then glances down at her notes. There’s the Bailey I know. Prickly when she’s scared. I want to tell her she doesn’t need to be defensive with me, but that would only make her more defensive.

      “Two. This isn’t just going to be boudoir photos. This is a fuck-you to all the people when I was growing up who made fun of my weight. I want to do this right under their noses. Not that they’ll ever see the photos, but you know what I mean. Three. I could find a photographer in New York, but they would be a stranger. Four.” Bailey pauses and takes a deep breath. A hitch in it that makes my senses sharpen, makes me sit up straighter. “I trust you not to make fun of me nor tell anyone else about it.”

      I can’t argue that one. I definitely don’t want Hunter to know about this. He might punch me in the face again. And I can see why Bailey doesn’t want people to know about it—people in this small town, even though it’s a wonderful place, would make it a thing.

      It wasn’t always a wonderful place, and it still has a lot of room to grow.

      I take a deep breath and lean back in my seat, staring at the ceiling. Bailey is quiet, waiting for me to absorb this.

      “Why a boudoir session?”

      I hear the click of the tablet case closing. When I roll my head over to look at her, Bailey’s eyes are focused somewhere else, holding herself carefully as if afraid she’ll break.

      “I’ve worked really hard the past few years, in a lot of ways. Especially around how I feel about my body.”

      When she glances at me, I nod. Bailey’s beautiful. She’s always been beautiful. But even from a young age, she was a bigger girl, and that left her ripe for unwanted attention from bullies and society.

      “Basically, I set a goal for myself and a reward. And that reward is this photo shoot. In Here. With you.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      A flicker of excitement crosses her face, though I haven’t said yes yet. She turns her tablet toward me.

      “I have an idea board.” The screen shows a woman standing at open balcony doors. She’s wearing a sheer robe, and every single curve is showcased by the moody lighting and filter.

      I swallow hard, instantly imagining Bailey like that.

      On the left is white space with some text:

      -something sheer? A robe?

      -nighttime shot? String lights?

      -or dress shirt?

      Bailey swipes, showing me more photos. They all have notes on the side, suggestions for what to wear. Lace bodysuit. Dramatic shadows?

      Swipe. Thigh highs.

      I nearly swallow my tongue.

      Okay, moment of honesty? I was going to say yes from the second she asked. The coffee-snorting was just my brain short-circuiting. But thigh highs? THIGH HIGHS? Hunter is going to murder me and honestly, at this point, it might be worth it.

      I take the tablet from her, turn the screen off, and—for good measure—set it facedown on my desk. I can’t think about anything other than Bailey in lace and stockings and . . .

      “Did you make a PowerPoint presentation?” I accuse, trying to break the spiral.

      “It’s called being prepared, Montgomery. Some of us like to have our shit together.” She folds her arms, and I recognize that same steely set of her jaw she gets when she feels like she’s being teased.

      Of course she made a PowerPoint. This is Bailey we’re talking about. The woman probably has a spreadsheet tracking her spreadsheets. And yes, before you ask—it’s extremely hot. I’m not proud of how much the organizational skills are doing it for me right now.

      “Of course you have your shit together,” I soothe. “Considering you made one to convince your parents to let you move to the city for a summer job at seventeen, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Where would you want to do it?”

      “The Taylor house.”

      “Ah. Pricey.” It’s the nicest home in Here, not far from the lodge, and has five bedrooms. I’ve been there a few times with Kit, whose parents own it. They have a variety of rentals that were grandfathered in when the town limited short-term rentals a few years ago, essentially eliminating all Airbnbs owned by out-of-towners.

      She holds my eye with a smirk. “I’m single. I have a management job at a successful renewable energy start-up. While I live in an expensive city, I have a small apartment, but no kids, no pets, no spouse. And I work sixty-hour weeks and haven’t taken a vacation in fifteen months. Money is not a problem.”

      She reaches over and flips the tablet back on. “There’s more I want to show you⁠—”

      She swipes, and this time I see the words black thong.

      “Nope.” I snatch it out of her hands for good this time.

      “I don’t think I’m the right person for this, Bailey. It would be . . . it would be . . .” About twenty descriptors come to mind, and none of them fit right. It would be sexy, but is that a good thing? I’ve held off my crush on Bailey for years. It would be weird because I’d have to keep a secret from Hunter, but I don’t want to say that and have her think her body is weird. Anything I choose is fraught with hazards.

      “Silas,” she says. “Look at me.”

      I blink. I’ve been staring at the coffee-stained tissues on my desk.

      Bailey’s eyes are big and bright. She’s holding the tablet like a shield.

      When she speaks, she sets it down—nothing between us.

      “I’m doing this for me. I’ve spent years listening to other people’s opinions about my body, and I’m done with that. This is about taking control back. I’m not a size two, and I never will be.”

      My chest tightens. She’s sitting there, showing me a crack in her walls, asking me to help her see what I’ve always seen. And she has no idea—absolutely no idea—how beautiful she’s always been to me.

      Or maybe she does know, and that’s exactly why she’s asking me. Because she thinks I’ll be kind.

      Damn it. That’s a fucking good reason for me to do this. It’s going to kill me, but the idea of anyone else taking these pictures and not treating her tenderly is even worse.

      In my silence, Bailey speaks again with more vulnerability and softness than I’ve ever heard from her. “I just . . . I want to see myself the way someone else might see me. Someone who doesn’t have all the baggage.”

      I pick the tablet back up, letting the professional photographer part of my brain kick in. The lighting is window-lit, late afternoon based on the warmth. They’ve used a reflector to bounce light back and create that glow. The Taylor house has those west-facing french doors in the master bedroom. We could replicate this, maybe even improve it if we timed it for golden hour.

      I mentally calculate: forty-five minutes before sunset, reflector, maybe a sheer curtain to diffuse . . .

      Stop. Stop planning this. You haven’t even said yes yet.

      I look back up at Bailey and she looks so hopeful.

      One time when we were kids—maybe I was eight? That would have put Bailey around eleven?—Bailey refused to go to school. Nothing her parents or Hunter did worked, and she actually ended up staying home for a few days. Her parents talked to a child psychologist, but before they could get her an appointment, one of the girls at school told the teacher Bailey was being bullied.

      Fucking Ben Hartly had been running around calling her Big Willy.

      When the school didn’t do anything about it, Hunter and I took care of it ourselves. I held Ben down while Hunter bloodied his nose. We both got suspended.

      Worth every single second.

      Bailey cried when she found out—not because Ben got hurt, but because we’d stood up for her. Like she couldn’t believe someone would.

      That’s the look she’s giving me now.

      It was easy to defend Bailey against Ben. This time, I can’t defend Bailey against herself. She has to do it on her own, and if I can give her the tools to do it, then I will.

      Even if it’s self-torture.

      I meet her eyes. “I’ll do it.”

      Her whole face lights up. “Really?”

      “Really. When were you thinking?”

      “February 14.”

      “Valentine’s Day?” I raise an eyebrow.

      She shrugs. “A gift to myself, since I’m single. I’ve already booked the Taylor house for the weekend.” She pulls her tablet back, protective now. “It should be plenty of time to plan.”

      “Absolutely.” Sure, a little less than three months is plenty of time to plan a boudoir session. But it’s definitely not enough time to come to terms with the idea of seeing Bailey like that and remaining completely professional.

      I’m so fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Three: Slutty Little Glasses]
        

      

      BAILEY

      I should not be this excited to see Silas again. It’s been three hours since I left his office. Three hours since he said yes. Three hours of trying not to think about what I’ve set in motion.

      And yet my heart gives a shimmy when I open the door at On the Rocks. The cowbell above me jangles. The bar is the only part of the ski lodge that’s open year-round, and tonight it’s full of Herevians. Granted, the only other options in town are the nicest restaurant—Kinnara, a Vietnamese place—and Schmidt’s, the biker bar and pool alley just outside of town.

      “Holy fucking shit,” a familiar voice says. At the far corner of the bar, Kit Hutchinson straightens and starts striding toward me. He’s a lean, blond white guy who grew up spending a ton of time with my brother.

      Across the bar, Morgan Law spins around from where he was restocking beers and catches sight of me. Morgan’s hair is darker, his skin tanner, and the bump on his nose gives him a rough edge. The bartender’s face lights up in a grin that matches Kit’s and he dashes to the pass-through.

      Kit and Morgan bump into each other. Then Morgan grabs Kit’s shoulder, pushing him backward so Morgan can get to me first. Kit retaliates by grabbing Morgan’s red flannel pattern and pulls.

      The two men squirm and wrestle each other for a chance to get to me first. Somehow it ends with Morgan’s shirt coming off and Kit’s too-long hair sticking straight up.

      Kit makes it to me first and pulls me in for a big bear hug. It’s not as long as the hug Silas gave me earlier and doesn’t feel as good, but it lifts me off my toes with its exuberance.

      “Okay, okay, down,” I say, smacking his shoulder when he sets me down. “Save some enthusiasm for later.”

      Then I’m hugging a shirtless Morgan, and just as he pulls away, I hear, “Bailey Emmaline Price.”

      The noise level in the bar dips as my brother stands up from one of the back booths.

      “Oooooh,” Kit and Morgan say at the same time.

      “You are so in trouble,” Morgan says. “You got middle-named.”

      “Dad’s gonna give you a lecture,” Kit adds.

      “Shut up.” I reach for Morgan’s nipple to twist it but he ducks and protects himself. I swear to god, these guys are the Peter Pans of Here; they’ve never grown up.

      My brother reaches us and despite the teasing glower on his face, he swoops me up in a hug that’s bigger and longer than even Silas’s.

      “Okay, Dad, let go,” I say, but he just squeezes harder.

      “Missed you too, grump,” he laughs.

      I am NOT grumpy. I’m just surrounded by overly affectionate puppy dogs.

      When he finally lets go he leans back to look me in the face. His hair—brown like mine—falls over his forehead. It’s gotten long since I last saw him, and while we have the same brown hair, Hunter’s eyes are much lighter than mine—our dad’s eyes instead of Mom’s. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming to town?”

      “I told Mom and Dad,” I say defensively.

      Hunter rolls his eyes. “I’m assuming you’re staying with them, then?”

      “Of course. And I’m guessing I’m going to hear multiple times about how you don’t answer their calls.” Hunter and our parents don’t get along very well. I’ve had it easier since I moved away years ago, but Hunter still lives in the same small town.

      “You should be staying with me,” Hunter says firmly, but before I can respond he wraps an arm around my neck and calls to Morgan, who’s slunk back behind the bar (and has also put his shirt back on) to get me a beer.

      My brother leads me back to the booth where he was sitting. His beer bottle is next to Quinn, another familiar face, leaving me to slide in beside Silas with a “hey.” Quinn is an electrician who has an office in the same building as Silas. She’s athletic and tall, with fair skin and blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. We were in physics together in high school and she was always nerdy but kind.

      They both smile at me, and my cheeks heat, probably in a way that matches Silas’s pink-tinged ears.

      He’s going to see you in your underwear.

      Ugh, shut it, brain.

      Our thighs are almost touching in the cramped booth. I shift slightly away, then worry that’s too obvious, so I shift back. Silas clears his throat and suddenly becomes very interested in peeling the label off his beer bottle.

      Great. Now we’re both acting weird.

      Hunter stares at me after I’ve settled into the booth. “Morgan and Kit rush to give you a hug and all these two get is a hey?”

      Uh-oh. “Well, I was . . . I already saw them today.”

      “She came by the office,” Quinn adds. I saw her on my way out, since she has an office space in the same building as Silas.

      “Wait, what?” Hunter’s head whips toward me. “Are you looking at buying a house?”

      Morgan whistles from the bar, and Hunter holds up a finger in his direction.

      “Are you moving to Here? Oh my god, that would be so fucking sweet.” Oh my poor brother. Like there’s a chance in hell that I’d move back here.

      Morgan’s whistle is sharper this time and Hunter’s wait-a-minute finger turns into a fuck-you finger. “Bailey’s moving here!”

      There’s a general ruckus around the bar and I have to shout to get anyone to hear me. “I AM NOT MOVING TO HERE.”

      Hunter sags, giving me puppy dog eyes. Patrons who looked our way at Hunter’s pronouncement turn back to their drinks with a grumble.

      “I was just walking past,” I explain. Quinn gives me a look because she was parked next to my rental car when I left, digging something out of her van, and we had a chat, but thankfully she doesn’t call me out.

      Silas shifts beside me. I can feel his eyes on the side of my face but I refuse to look at him. Hunter huffs and stalks away, swiping my beer off the counter and delivering it to our table.

      I take a swig of the Call of the Wild IPA and sigh. I can’t get the local craft beer in the city, and there’s just something about it that hits the spot, making me nostalgic for a place I don’t even like.

      Quinn asks about my trip up and Hunter expresses disgust that I’d rented a car in Hudson instead of called him for a ride. They catch me up on the latest drama between Herevians: Collin and Heather, a couple that’s been together since high school, are on the outs again; Miss Mullins is campaigning for a Pride parade; a vegan food truck passed through town and nearly a quarter of the Herevians showed up.

      The first one is no surprise, but the last two are. I had known that the town had changed its slogan to “You Belong Here” a couple of years ago, but it’s a small town that never really had the pull of the other, more queer-friendly towns. Coming from New York, where I saw my first Pride parade at seventeen, it’s hard to imagine our town doing it justice.

      As to the food truck, while there aren’t many food options in Here, the only place that has vegan dishes is Kinnara, owned by the Tran family for over twenty years. It’s the nicest place in Here, and it survives because Sirens Valley Lodge draws just enough people in the ski and leaf-peeping seasons.
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