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      Baker

      I always thought I’d return home to my small Texas town as a hero after a long and glorious career as a professional pitcher. Instead, I sneak back into town, late at night, after a career-ending injury. Only one person could get me back here under these circumstances. Imagine my surprise when I find her asleep in my bed. She thinks she just wants me to teach her a few bedroom tricks, but Olive Herrington needs to understand that once I claim her, she’ll be mine forever.

      Olive

      I haven’t seen Baker Rhodes since I left Texas for London after my seventeenth birthday. One look at him, and all those old feelings come rushing back. So I pretend I have a list of carnal skills I want him to teach me. It’s an excuse to feel his touch because I know this won’t last. Everyone knows you can’t trust what a man says in the throes of passion.
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      Baker

      

      My phone rings, saving me from doing another round of one-armed pull-ups. Stupid, fucking torn labram. I drop from the bar and answer the phone.

      “Hey big brother,” my sister, Harper, says on the other end of the line. “You said to call if I ever needed you. I need you.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      I grab a towel and wipe off the sweat and look at the boxes that have more or less been packed up in my house for the better part of a year. Since shortly after I tore my labrum and the doctors told me that surgery would give me some motion, but I’d never pitch another game.

      I’ve been done with Dallas and ready to move home since then, but for whatever stupid reason, I just haven’t made the move. I’m not sure what I’m waiting on.

      “This weekend is PeachFest,” Harper says.

      “And?” We grew up in the small town of Saddle Creek, which is surrounded by peach orchards. PeachFest is the biggest tourist weekend of the year. And since our family owns an ice cream shop in the center of town, it’s our single biggest money maker of the year.

      “Mom’s gonna freak out, but I’ve left town.”

      I start to ask her what the hell she’s thinking, but she stops me.

      “I know you’re wondering what the hell I’m thinking leaving the shop on such a busy weekend and frankly, I’m not ready to talk about it yet.”

      “Are you in danger?”

      “No. I’m safe.”

      “What do you need?”

      “I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you go home and work the shop? Also, you can be there to greet Olive when she gets in town. I feel terrible for leaving before she arrived, but I had to get out of town.”

      My entire body has gone still. “Did you say Olive is going to be there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Olive? From England?”

      “Do we know another Olive?” Harper snaps.

      “No. At least I don’t. Olive is coming back to Texas?”

      “Oh my God, did you get hit on the head? Pay attention, Bake. Yes, Olive is coming back. Can you go home to help at the shop? Please?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Because now I know what I’ve been waiting for.

      Or rather whom I’ve been waiting for.
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      Olive

       

      They say everything is bigger in Texas. I have firsthand proof this is true.

      Even though I’ve lived most of my life in Bromley, England—which is more or less in London—I spent one, unforgettable year when I was fifteen in the small town of Saddle Creek, Texas.

      My mum grew up not far (by Texas standards) from here in Houston and it was her dying wish that I spend some of my formative years in Texas. After she passed, my dad was … not okay for a while. So my mum’s best friend from uni brought me home with her to Texas for a year. It was what my mum always wanted and it gave dad a chance to figure out what kind of man he could be without her.

      As it turns out, he is a very good man without her, even if he was a bit lost for a while. But that is how I ended up with all this firsthand experience with Texas and all of its expansiveness. As it turns out, of the things that are bigger in Texas, the one I’m most worried about is my hair, which is already a bit bushy to begin with.  

      Still, it felt so good to be back in Texas. Back in Saddle Creek. This had only been home for a short time, but at the time it was everything I needed. Everything I didn’t know I was missing from my life. It had been a difficult time in my life having just lost my mum, but despite that, I’d found such a welcoming and loving community. Saddle Creek felt like the home I’d always wanted.

      It had been a life changing year for me in many ways. One, I’d met my very best friend, Harper Rhodes. Two, I’d learned how to bake cookies, which as it turned out was my life’s passion.

      There was a third, but it was silly and ridiculous to even consider. I might have considered myself mad about Baker Rhodes, but he and I might as well have been from different planets. Even back in high school, when I’d been a sophomore and he’d been a senior, we might have gone to the same small school, but we were living very different lives. He was on the edge of starting his professional baseball career, already looking very much a man, sporting a tattoo he’d gotten without his parent’s permission or knowledge.

      Whereas I’d been painfully awkward and hopelessly bookish. Back then, I hadn’t known how to deal with my thick, natural curls, or dress to flatter my abundance of curves. Honestly, I’d been in denial, hoping my “puppy fat” would just fall off someday or that I’d grow another six inches and transform into a willowy goddess. Needless to say, I had not. To make matters worse, we Brits are not quite as obsessed with orthodontia for our teens and my teeth had been gapped and too large for my face.

      Suffice it to say, my new American classmates calling me Hermione was not unwarranted.

      I’ve since tamed my curls and grown into my teeth. There are plenty who’d probably call me unflattering names like plump or fat or a podger, but I’ve lived in my skin long enough to appreciate my bumps and swells. Finding a man with the same appreciation hasn’t been as simple which is likely why I’m still a card-carrying member of the V-card club.

      I shove aside all thoughts of my V-card (and the depressing lack of hot men available and interested in punching said card), and focus on unpacking my luggage.

      When I stayed with the Rhodes in high school, they’d owned a sprawling ranch house in town, which Harper said they sold as soon as she turned twenty. Since then, they’ve bought acreage in the rolling hills outside of town and developed them into a tiny “village” of cottages. Marybeth and Bobby live in one, Harper in another, and the remaining five are rental properties for tourists. Since I’m just in time for PeachFest, one of the biggest tourist weekends of the year, I’m set to bunk with Harper until one of the other cottages frees up.

      Harper, however, is nowhere to be found.

      As if the mere thought of her conjures a call, my phone rings with a video call and I see Harper’s smiling face. I plop in the middle of the bed and slide to answer.

      “Where the devil are you?” I ask.

      “Please don’t hate me. I know we had plans to conquer the world, but you’ll have to do it without me for a bit. I just had to get out of town.”

      Harper’s big brown eyes are swimming in tears.

      “Oh no, love, what happened? Where are you?” I ask.

      She sniffs and wipes her nose on a tissue. “Do you still read the Saddle Peek?” she asks, referring to the town’s online gossip site.

      I lean over and grab my tablet to pull up the site. “I haven’t checked it in a while,” I tell her. I had to cut myself off. Once Harper told me about her brother’s career-ending injury, I had obsessively checked the page for tidbits of details.

      The page loads and I scour looking for something with Harper’s name, but I see nothing. “What am I looking for?”

      “The piece about Rory being knocked up,” she says.

      I find it and quickly read.

       

      
        
        Rory Reynolds is expecting! The owner of the small hobby farm and traveling petting zoo has been knocked up by one of the two remaining Crawford brothers. But just who is the father-to-be? Did Rory catch the eye of the elusive playboy, Hayes, or the heart of the youngest, Johnny?

      

      

       

      “Oh damn,” I mutter. I chew at my thumb nail. Johnny is Harper’s best friend. She might be mine, but Johnny is her ride or die. It makes sense. Until he started college, they lived in the same town together. “Have you asked him?”

      “No! We don’t talk about that stuff.”

      “What stuff?” I ask, looking for clarification.

      “Sex stuff. I don’t ever want to know who he’s hooking up with. How many there are. Or whatever. I know my feelings for him will never be returned and I need to just get over myself. So I had to leave. I needed to give him space so that he can do the right thing by Rory.” Harper’s tears start in earnest again.

      “Who is this Rory person? She wasn’t here when I was. Do we like her or hate her?”

      “We like her because she’s so great. I mean older than him, us, whatever. But great.”
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