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      For all the Moms…

      Step-Moms, Mom-Moms, adopted Moms, my mom, kinda Moms, Dad-Moms, neighborhood Moms, and any other kind of Mom.

      Thanks for being there, and to Mama Rea, thanks for always keeping peanut butter Cap’n Crunch stocked in your pantry for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From internationally bestselling author, Greta Rose West, enjoy this steamy age-gap romance between a weathered sheriff's deputy and a feisty librarian…

      

        

      
        Sheriff’s Deputy Frank Sims has had his eye on the spunky new librarian since she stepped foot in the stacks, but the grump’s not much of a talker, just ask him—he won’t answer. Plus, there’s a glaring age gap between them, and everybody in their small town seems to have an opinion about it, but he couldn’t care less about gossip.

      

        

      
        Until it’s his name on Samantha’s lips.

      

        

      
        Sam Russo loves the rural ranch town she spent summers in as a kid, and when she moves there to take a job at the library, it feels like home. Now, while she can admire the good deputy’s boulder-like shoulders, thick, tousled gray hair, and the secret smile he gives her that’s as warm as sunshine on a cold spring day, she’s trying to keep her distance.

      

        

      
        What would an older man like Frank Sims want with her anyway?

      

        

      
        Frank dreams of something Sam can’t give him, and that sets them apart more than any age difference. A compromise could solve the problem—if they can keep their hands off each other long enough to see it.

      

        

      
        The third book in the Wisper Dreams series is a warm-hearted small-town Western romance about the sexiness of give and take and learning to accept the love and family you’ve been dreaming about when it shows up in the most unlikely of places.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        TRIGGER WARNING:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        There are themes of miscarriage/pregnancy loss and infertility in this book. If this is something that has affected you in your life, or you are sensitive to it, please read with caution. Of course my characters get their HEA in the end, but if you’ve read my other books, you know it’s a struggle to get there.

        There are also brief descriptions of parental loss and abandonment, a result of illicit drug use.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          FRANK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A WHILE BACK…

      

      

      “This cabin should be in a damn magazine,” Max said. “What’re you gonna do now?”

      We’d just finished the last task on our renovation list—installing new gray and white granite countertops with rock edges.

      I shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “Any other projects you wanna work on? We could start plannin’ the barn you were talkin’ about? Get you a horse? You got enough room on the property for it.” He patted me hard on the back. “Turn you into a real cowboy? You’re from Texas; you should already be one. You got the hat.”

      I laughed. “Naw, man. Thanks, but I think I need to sit with this place for a while. Get used to it. We pretty much overhauled the whole thing.” I’d only lived in the house for a month before Max and I’d started ripping shit up.

      I wasn’t one to make friends easily, but through his generosity and his willingness to work for beer, Max Gordon had wormed his way in. I knew now, if I ever needed help with anything, all it would take was a phone call. It went both ways. Friendship like that wasn’t something a man took for granted.

      I could count on one hand the people I held in a similar regard. My boss, Carey Michaels, the sheriff of Teton County was another. My partner, Abey Lee, made the list too, but I would never, ever tell her that.

      “Yeah, we sure did,” he said, looking around, appraising all the work we’d done on our evenings off and weekends for the last nine or ten months. Max had his hands full out at Milson Ranch every day as the ranch foreman, and he’d given up plenty of side gigs on the weekends as a carpenter to help me. I was grateful.

      The stone fireplace and the foundation of the fixer-upper I’d bought a year ago were the only parts of the house that didn’t feel different. New drywall, new reclaimed wood floors, new kitchen and bathroom. Almost everything was new.

      But that old fireplace was a thing of dreams.

      As a younger man, I’d pictured long nights cozied up on a couch in front of a fire, snuggled up with a woman, drinking a beer, maybe watching a movie, our kids making a mess on the floor with Lincoln Logs or a highly contested game of Monopoly. Christmas stockings hung over the edge of the mantel, with twinkling lights from the tree in the window, casting the whole room in a warm glow.

      Unfortunately, in order to have that family, I’d need to find a woman to share it with. And that definitely wasn’t part of my plan.

      It’d taken me a long time to get here—to reno the house, but more importantly, to get to a place in my life where I didn’t look at every woman I met with distrust. Didn’t automatically assume they would take what they could from me and then hightail it out of Dodge.

      It was too late for me now anyway. Surveying the cabin, appreciating the sturdy beams, new windows, the built-in bookshelves, and all new appliances—it was my biggest fear that I’d die alone in this house. It was also what I’d already accepted would happen.

      Two more years, and I’d officially be an “old man.”

      Max lifted his hat from my side table next to the couch. “Alright, well, take it easy. Stop by the bunkhouse out at Milson’s for a beer here sometime soon, before the weather gets bad. Buckey keeps bitchin’ about the money you owe him for that poker game. He plans to rob you blind next time, although you could probably just arrest him.”

      I laughed, offering a hand. “Thanks, Max. This house is… It’s a thing of fuckin’ beauty. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.”

      At least I could die in peace in a house that was well built and clean. It suited me. And I’d chosen my new home carefully—far enough outside town so I wouldn’t be bothered by people knocking on my door all hours of the night.

      “It was nothin’. You did most of the heavy liftin’. All I did was hammer a nail or two.” He shook my hand. “Enjoy it. That’s all the thanks I need.” Looking over my shoulder, he added, “You better get some books for them built-ins. Place looks empty without somethin’ to break up all that dark wood.”

      My phone rang on my kitchen table, and when I closed the door behind Max and grabbed it, I saw it was my adoptive mom calling.

      “Hi, Mama K.”

      “Hi, Frankie. How are you, honey?”

      I tried not to scoff at the nickname. I wasn’t thirteen anymore. In fact, when I was thirteen, I’d hated when she called me “Frankie.” It was too personal, too intimate, something my mama would’ve called me, and Mama K wasn’t my real mama. At least, that was how I’d seen it back then.

      “I’m fine. How are you and Eugene doin’?”

      “Oh, can’t complain too much. Listen, I wanted to ask you about the invitation I sent to Krista’s party. Do you think you’ll make it this time? We’d love to see you.”

      I had been hoping to avoid this phone call. I was sure she knew I’d sent her to voicemail the three times she’d called about it before. “Don’t think I can get the time off work.”

      “Hm. I guess that Carey fella works you to the bone, huh?”

      “We’re a small outpost station. If we need time off, we have to bring in guys from Jackson to cover our shifts. It’s just not a good time.”

      “Oh, well now, I understand that. I’m sure you’ve mentioned it before. But maybe you could ask? Just in case? I know Dad and your brother and sister would love to see you.”

      I hated breaking her heart, and from the crack in her voice, I knew I was, but it was easier for me to stay away from my adoptive family. The only thing going back to Texas had ever done for me was break my heart. I couldn’t step foot in the state without thoughts of the parents I’d lost rambling around in my head. And I never let myself think about them or of how I’d had to figure out how to fight this world on my own.

      Mama K chattered on about my little brother, Aaron. He was set to marry his high school sweetheart in the spring, and my sister, Krista, had earned herself a big promotion at her job, and Mama K and Eugene wanted to celebrate. My adopted siblings were both years younger than me, and we’d never been close. Going down to visit now would only be uncomfortable for them. Besides, I was better off alone. Always had been, and it wasn’t about to change now at almost half a century old.

      I didn’t mean to, but I zoned out on Mama K, looking at the built-in bookshelves Max had suggested I fill. The longer I looked at the empty space, the more I knew I needed something to put in it. Suddenly, my life felt empty without books to fill it.

      Maybe a trip to the library before my shift could fix that, and it gave me something to do so I didn’t have to lie to Mama K about needing to get off the phone.
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        * * *

      

      What kind of books does a nearly fifty-year-old man read? What was a subject I wanted or needed to know more about?

      The library in Wisper, Wyoming was small and set up in an old house in the middle of town. I doubted it had the resources most libraries did, and I was betting a lot of the books were old and out of date, but they’d be good enough for me. What was so wrong with old shit anyway?

      I had no clue what I’d want to read, but before I spent a fortune on a bunch of books I wasn’t sure I’d like, I figured it’d be better to check some out, take them home, and see if I could get into reading as a way to pass time. A way to relax. Alone time was something I figured I had a lot of in my future.

      If I found something I liked, I could ask the librarian to order more.

      I walked the aisles, thumbing through the books on the shelves. The covers gave an indication if they might be my kind of thing or not. Avoiding anything cartoony or too… pink, I picked one out: A Mountain Man’s Guide to Home Décor. The title was ridiculous, but the picture on the front showed a living room in a log cabin that had been decorated in a style I didn’t hate. I checked the year of publishing. Eh, well, it was fifteen years old, so maybe not the most up-to-date, but I just needed an idea about the direction to go in since I’d never really furnished a living room on my own before. Maybe seeing what others had done would spark some ideas.

      Or maybe I could ask the librarian if there was a newer version or a better book.

      Where was the librarian? I hadn’t met the new guy yet. After Adalaide Fraser, the woman who’d been here since I was probably in diapers back in Texas, suffered a mild heart attack and decided to retire, the county had hired a new librarian—Sam somebody, probably some young kid fresh out of school. Maybe his work ethic leaned to the lazy side, and that was why he hadn’t come out to greet me. The front door needed to be planed. It stuck in the frame, so you had to give it a good push to open it. There was no way he hadn’t heard me come in.

      A black-and-white picture of a Panzer tank caught my eye on the front of a book facing out from the bookshelf. Hm. A book about World War II strategies: The Blitzkrieg Attack: Yay or Nay? I pulled it from the shelf to read the description on the back. Could be interesting.

      As I flipped the old, dust-covered book in my hand, noticing the rip in the shiny paper jacket, I heard a humming. Not a humming sound, but a person humming a song. It was a female voice for sure. Kind of a pretty sound, but I heard a bass thumping quietly. It sounded like a rap song was coming from the ceiling.

      “Hello?”

      No reply.

      “Hello? Who’s there? Sheriff’s Department.” I’d learned my lesson about not announcing myself as law enforcement when I’d nearly sent Mr. Brooks to the hospital with a stroke when I walked up behind him to offer to help him jump his truck. It was something to do with the gun on my hip.

      Walking to the end of the aisle I was standing in, books in hand, I scanned the next aisle, but I found no one. Slowly, I made my way along the end of the aisles, and the humming became louder.

      Finally, in the very last aisle against the back wall, a young woman balanced on a spindly wooden ladder, trying to fit a book on the highest shelf. She was listening to her music through earbuds, so she must not have heard me. The ladder’s legs were uneven, and it teetered, but she used her thighs, adjusting her stance to counteract gravity. The feet of the ladder evened out, settling on the floor beneath her, and the satisfied tilt to her lips had me looking harder at the side of her face.

      Her long skirt was blue, and so was her hair. It had been pulled into a bun on the top of her head and secured with a—was that a pencil stuck in there?

      I cleared my throat.

      Nothing.

      “’Scuse me.”

      Still nothing.

      Did this woman not have peripheral vision? Or was she ignoring me? Or was she just that lost in her song and the books? Kids these days.

      I raised my voice. “’Scuse me, ma’am. You know it ain’t safe for you⁠—”

      Her head whipped in my direction. “Shit!”

      The ladder wobbled again, tilting to one side, and she lost her balance and tipped to the other while it hovered in the air for a second. She reached through the slats, trying to find some control. Her hand connected with the bookshelf, but the ladder had other plans as it leaned the opposite way she had intended, and books rained down around her. Dropping the ones in my hand to the floor, I took three steps forward and caught her like a sack of potatoes when she fell.

      Her breath came out in an “oof,” and then she was glaring at me from the cradle of my arms. “You scared the crap out of me,” she griped loudly over the sound of the music in her ears, gasping and clutching at her chest. Her glasses were too big for her face, and they’d been knocked crooked. She looked at me with one eye over the top of the pink frames, yanking on the cord connecting her earbuds to her phone in her skirt’s pocket. The earbuds fell out and dangled over my arm. “Thank you, but did you have to yell at me like that? You could’ve spoken in a normal voice.”

      “Pretty sure I tried that.”

      I stood there, holding this woman in my arms and looking in her eyes, having just saved her from breaking her arm or a leg, and she had the nerve to complain about my efforts to prevent exactly what had just happened? “Lucky I was here,” I said, “or you’d probably be on your way to the ER right now with a broken tail bone.”

      She wiggled, hinting she wanted to be put down and pushing on my shoulder with her small hand, until it slid over my polyester work shirt to my neck. “If you weren’t here, I’d still be upright.”

      Her skin was soft, and I caught a whiff of her perfume, or maybe it was just the way she smelled. It was a clean, fresh scent with a hint of… cookies? No, cake. I knew the smell since I hadn’t allowed myself to eat that crap for a long time, but occasionally I dreamed about eating it. Usually, for a good day after the dreams, I smelled cake everywhere I went.

      “Can you put me down, please?”

      I could’ve. I didn’t though. The warm feel of her body pressed against my chest was… nice. My hand flexed involuntarily around her waist, and with her eyes locked on mine, she licked her lips.

      “Who are you?” I meant it to sound like a question, but it came out of my mouth as more of a demand. And how old was she? Suddenly, the question was burning my tongue. I didn’t voice it.

      She was definitely shaped like a woman, behind her eyes she was all woman, but the blue hair and the lack of age lines on her face told me she was a hell of a lot younger than me. Her skin was perfectly smooth.

      “Sam Russo. Samantha but Sam,” she said. “The new librarian.”

      Oh, Samantha… but Sam. Definitely not a guy. “I was expectin’ a man.”

      An annoyed laugh escaped her lips. “Of course you were.” She pushed again, and I let go, and she landed on her feet in front of me, her heavy black boots thunking on the floor.

      She swiped at her skirt, adjusting it, and righted her glasses. “Who’re you?”

      Lifting my hand, I pointed a finger at the rank patch on my uniform, but we’d just gotten new shirts, so my name patch hadn’t been sewn on yet. “Frank Sims.”

      She squinted through her glasses, then looked up. “You’re a deputy?”

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure what to say, so I went with, “When you get yourself together, I wanna check out these books.” Bending forward, I picked up my books, and when I tried to straighten, blue skirt and birthday cake invaded my face. I inhaled. It had been a long time since all my senses had been flooded with femininity.

      What man of my age got turned on just looking at some young thing? Well, they probably all did, but I shouldn’t have.

      She turned, walking out of the aisle as she wrapped her earbuds around her phone and dropped them into her pocket. Her skirt swished behind her, and I followed.

      “Do you have a library card?”

      “Sure don’t.”

      When we got to the checkout counter, she stepped behind it, grabbing a square card and a pen as she leaned over an antique secretary desk against the wall, balancing on one leg. She twirled around to face me. “Alright, well, I’m overhauling the system. New memberships should be done online, but I just got here, so fill this out.” She pushed the card across the counter. “I’ll have to send it to the main county library in Jackson, and they’ll mail you your card. Then you can check those books out.”

      “When?” I asked, amused at her annoyance, realizing it had been a long time since I’d felt the urge to laugh at anything.

      “I don’t know. Probably, like, a week. Maybe ten days.”

      “You want me to wait a week?” What a crock. By then, I could’ve bought and had both books delivered. Probably could’ve read them already.

      “That’s how this goes, buddy. Don’t blame me. This library is as old as dirt. Everything is ass backwards. It’ll take me some time to get it all organized and running smoothly.”

      Grabbing the pen in front of her on the counter, I completed her form, shielding it from her with my hand.

      “Oh, please. I’m going to have to look at it anyway.”

      “You said you were sendin’ this to another library, so technically, it’s my mail. If you read it without my permission, I could arrest you.” No, I wouldn’t, but she didn’t seem to know that, and her indignation was kind of adorable.

      “You— What?”

      I signed the ridiculous information card and shoved it at her. Crossing my arms over my chest, I cocked my head to the side, daring her.

      “Funny,” she said, crossing her arms too.

      Oh yeah. That was me. A regular ol’ comedian. If I told a joke at the station, my co-workers would probably drop dead from shock.

      “Samantha but Sam” looked like she came from a different era, a made-up one with her long skirt and pink cat-eye glasses. Her top was old-fashioned, too, like something from some frontier TV show. It was a white, short-sleeved getup, with frills around her upper arms and pearl buttons ascending the soft curve of her neck. Her eye makeup was accented with a black flip at the edges of her eyes. Except for her blue hair and combat boots, she looked completely different than any other woman her age, whatever that was.

      I was still wondering.

      Whatever number, it was too young for me. And I was too old for her. That was clear. My vision was going. I’d barely been able to read the damn library card application she’d made me fill out. Shit was getting all fuzzy when I tried to see things up close.

      If that wasn’t a definitive sign of old age, I had no clue what was.

      As I contemplated the age gap between us, trying to remind myself that I wasn’t interested in getting involved with anyone, never mind if she was beautiful or not, a group of little kids poured through the library door, their parents following behind, chatting and laughing with each other, and Samantha smiled.

      Whoa.

      She pulled the pencil from her bun, and the hair uncoiled and slipped down her back, like water, and I watched her gaze at the kids as they ran around like rabid monkeys, chasing each other and giggling. Her smile lit the whole place up. It changed the shape of her face and made her seem like a wholly different person than the one I’d just been holding in my arms.

      She had me rethinking this whole library thing. What was the harm in coming back again? Once I’d gotten my card, I’d need to come back to get my books anyway. And when I’d read those, I’d need more, right? Not a lot of people used the library in Wisper, so maybe if I did, it would start a trend.

      Yeah, right. Frank Sims, a trendsetter? But still. I’d be back. I knew that for sure as she blinked and one lone dimple deepened on her right cheek.

      “See you Tuesday,” I said.

      Her eyes darted up to mine, and she threw that smile my way finally. “Okay. Thanks for… you know, saving me, even though it was your fault I fell.” She was joking. The little smirk in her eyes told me so.

      Nodding once, I knocked on the counter and left the library, thinking, But how old is too old, really? There’s no law about it. Well, okay, there were a lot of laws about it, but if she was running a library, she had at least graduated college. If I wasn’t wrong, she was in her late twenties, maybe even early thirties. Technically, I was still in my forties.

      That wasn’t so far apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          SAMANTHA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONE YEAR AND, LIKE, FOUR MONTHS LATER…

      

      

      “Does there have to be so much”—Mrs. DuBois lowered her voice as she flipped through the paperback copy of a steamy contemporary romance I’d handed to her—“sex in every book we read?” She stopped in the middle, focusing on whatever scene she’d landed on, and her eyes went wide, her mouth forming into an O.

      An odd group of women occupied various mismatched chairs in the reading room at the Wisper, Wyoming public library, my new favorite place since I’d taken the job here over a year ago. I was a little nervous. I’d never been a part of a large group of friends like this. Technically, we weren’t friends yet, just acquaintances, but I was hopeful we’d get there.

      The last few years hadn’t been a picnic.

      Who was I kidding? They were hell.

      Getting pregnant in grad school had been unexpected, and then losing the baby in a whirlwind of bleeding, ambulances, and surgeries wasn’t exactly a day at the boardwalk.

      There were several months when I could barely get out of bed. I couldn’t find a reason to, and I cried most of the time. At one point, I wondered if I’d even finish my graduate degree in library sciences, the thing I’d been chasing for more than eight years.

      Finally, I’d pulled myself up by my bootstraps, made myself shower and eat on a semi-normal schedule, and graduated. I took the job in Wisper and moved on a whim, but what I’d left behind in Florida was still like this big neon sign in my mind, flashing: You’re hurt! Don’t forget! You can’t have that thing you really wanted, the thing you thought would make you happy for the rest of your life.

      I could’ve used a big group of friends to help peel me off my sofa. But after a lot of soul searching, I was trying to move on. And if I could find some girlfriends who liked to read and then talk about the books? What more could a librarian want? But I’d been in Wisper for a while now, and the friends I’d made were still few and far between: Brady, who I’d known since childhood, Theo, Juneau, and Vern. Vern was really technically more like the library’s occasional handyman, but he was nice to me, so I counted him. He’d fixed the front door for me once when it got so stuck in the doorjamb I’d had to crawl in through a window.

      My gramps was my friend, too, probably my best friend, and looking back, I wondered why I hadn’t come to Wisper sooner. Being around him was like sunshine on a cloudy day, which was fitting since he’d nicknamed me Sunny the day I was born. Short for Sunshine. Unfortunately, Gramps was recharging his own sunny disposition at my parents’ house in Clearwater while they were working on a project in Norway. At least, that’s where I thought they’d emailed they were going this time. They rarely called. Why bother when email is so efficient?

      But it wasn’t just Gramps I missed. Giving up the dreams you’d once thought you couldn’t live without was… lonely.

      There was no one to blame for what had been taken from me, though, so I couldn’t really call it “giving up” because I’d had no say in the matter. And if I could’ve continued to blame my ex-boyfriend, Tyler, I would have. He deserved some of my anger, especially because of his “This is really messing up my plans for the future, Sam” comment before I’d even been released from the hospital, but none of what had happened was actually his fault.

      Sure, he could’ve handled it loads better. I mean, come on. He was five years older than me, with perfect credit and a pristine health insurance policy and, by the time we’d started dating, had already begun to thrive in his career as a project manager at a new tech startup. Now, while I was struggling to find myself, to force myself to adopt new dreams, he was off living the life he’d promised me before things had all gone to shit, with a wife and two kids, a swing set in the backyard, and yearly summer trips to the Adirondacks. But still, I couldn’t blame him.

      Sometimes, that made it harder. Harder for me not to blame myself.

      But books? Books were the things I knew I could count on to take me away, to get me out of my head so I’d stop focusing on the blinking sign.

      So I could breathe.

      “This is a romance book club.” Carly Eaton, another member of our fledgling club, was perusing a second copy of the same book Mrs. DuBois was still looking at like it offended her, but Carly seemed to be reacting much differently. An excited smile was spreading across her small features. She couldn’t have been more than four foot, ten inches tall, but she was gorgeous, with her mahogany bob and bangs and deep brown eyes.

      “No, Mrs. DuBois.” I needed to interject before the older, more discerning member of our new group ran away with her knickers in twist. “Just because it’s a romance club, that doesn’t mean every book we read will have open-door sex scenes. There are lots of romances without any sex at all.”

      “Yeah, boring ones,” Aislinn Burroughs said. She and her best friend Billie Cade had shown up for the meeting, but I hadn’t known they were coming. “We should read a shifter romance. Those are the best.”

      Mrs. DuBois made a face like someone rubbed sulfur under her nose. “What’s a shifter?”

      “Oh,” Billie drawled, “you’re in for a proper education. Ace here reads all kinds of kinky stuff. A shifter is a dude who changes from a man into an animal, like a bear, dragon, or a wolf. Wolves are Ace’s favorites.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Mrs. DuBois clutched at the neck of her red cashmere sweater, throwing a doubtful look at Billie. “Oh my.”

      “Yeah, apparently it’s uber hot.”

      Now Aislinn was the target of Mrs. DuBois’s silent judgment, but she was oblivious to it because she was visually impaired. If she wasn’t allowing Billie to lead her, she used a walking cane. It was funny to me that Aislinn liked to read such explicit stories because of her prim and proper demeanor, with her perfect posture and long skinny legs, always crossed at the ankles. Sitting next to Billie, who was lounging in her armchair like this was her house and not the county-owned public library, Aislinn was the picture of poise. It seemed funny that they were best friends because they were complete opposites.

      “But how is that”—Mrs. DuBois dropped the book into her lap and scrunched her fingers in the air, whispering—“sexy?”

      “It’s like super alpha-masculine or something,” Billie answered, draping a thigh over her chair’s arm, purple high-top dangling over the side. “How many people have signed up for book club, Sam?” she asked.

      Ticking the names off on my fingers, I counted out loud. “Well, let’s see. You, Aislinn, Mrs. DuBois, Carly, Juneau. Oh, Mrs. DuBois, is your sister joining us?”

      She winced. “I think this is way too much feminism for Myrna.”

      “Okay,” I said, kind of offended. I mean, did she think I couldn’t come up with some good romance classics? I would’ve handed out Pride and Prejudice for our first book if I thought any of them would finish it. “Well, I think that’s it then. Oh, wait. I can’t forget Phil.”

      “There’s a man in our romance book club? I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Mrs. DuBois complained. “What self-respecting member of the male species would read one of these anyway?” She held the book up in the air, shaking it from side to side.

      “Philomena Beasley,” Billie said. “A woman. And why couldn’t a man read a book like this? Men like sex and romance too.”

      She gasped. “Well, I never.”

      “Oh, I bet you have,” Billie joked. “C’mon, tell us all how you wooed your husband. It’s one of my favorite stories ever. It involves what Mrs. DuBois refers to as an ‘aubergine.’”

      Mrs. DuBois scoffed. “You really are insufferable, you know that? And of course I know Philomena. Who doesn’t know that old bat?”

      “Old bat? Look who’s talking,” Billie said, and she smooched a kiss in Mrs. DuBois’s direction. They argued like mad cats, but they were weird friends somehow. Mrs. DuBois was teaching Billie to sew, and Billie was teaching her how to make TikTok videos. Mrs. DuBois even had a little bit of a following. People seemed to like her “uppity granny” schtick, though I wasn’t sure how much of a schtick it was.

      “All right,” I said. “That’s six. I was kind of hoping we’d get more people to join, but six is a solid start.”

      “Seven,” Carly said, “including you.”

      “Oh, right.”

      The bell rang on the desk in the library’s main room, and I excused myself to see who it was. The library was never really “busy,” so we were having our preliminary book club meeting during regular hours. I wanted to gauge the ladies’ interests and get to know them a bit better so I could find books that might challenge them or at least interest them. But they were all so different. I was suddenly doubting myself, wondering if I’d be able to find a book they’d all like.

      My cell phone buzzed beneath my bra strap under my T-shirt because my skirt didn’t have a pocket, and I ducked into the bathroom to pull it out. Hadn’t I just said the library was never busy? Jeez. Now it was like a Costco all of a sudden.

      “Hi, Gramps. Can I call you back? I’m hosting the first book club meeting right now.”

      “Sure, Sunny. But did you make an appointment with that doctor I told you about? My friend’s daughter says she’s the best reproductive doctor in Jackson.”

      I whispered, “Gramps!”

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to talk about reproduction with you.”

      “I know, but Samantha, you haven’t been to the doctor since the last surgery. I think you need a checkup, and I know you still have questions. So why don’t you just go ahead and make the appointment? I’ll come home and go with you, if you want.”

      God, he was the best grandpa. “Thank you, but you don’t have to do that. I’m a big girl. I can go to the doctor by myself. I’ll make an appointment, I promise, but right now, I gotta go.”

      “I’m gonna hold you to it, Sunny.”

      “Okay. I love you. Bye.”

      I regretted being tense with him as soon as I hung up. At least he cared to know what was going on with me, not like my parents, who I still hadn’t even seen since before everything happened in Florida. The same parents who’d reacted to my miscarriage over the phone like it was a black mark on their shared calendar. Who has time to comfort their daughter when there were movies to be filmed?

      Carrying my phone in my hand this time, I snuck out of the bathroom and headed toward the main room when the bell rang again. I turned the corner and saw Wisper’s only female sheriff’s deputy standing on the far side of the check-in desk.

      “Hi,” I said. “Is everything okay?” Oh gosh, what is her name? Ally? Abby? Ugh. I couldn’t remember.

      “Yeah. Uh, Ms. Moonlight told me to come. Juneau Moonlight?”

      “To come to the library… why?”

      “For the book club.”

      “Oh! You’re not here in an official capacity?”

      “No. Why’d you think that?”

      “Um, ’cause your—” I motioned to her stiff brown uniform under a matching canvas coat. She was wearing a brown cowboy hat, and her white-blond hair had been pulled back into a quick bun at the back of her neck, but strands of it had fallen loose, and they framed her face. “Never mind. Come on. The ladies are in the back room.”

      “Is Juneau here yet?”

      “Not yet. I’m hoping she’s on her way. Come on back.”

      She followed after me, but I stopped and turned before we got to the reading room, noticing that she was armed with handcuffs and her gun. Yeesh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t introduce myself. I’ve seen you around town, but I don’t think we’ve ever properly met. I’m Sam.”

      She shook my hand, smirking. “Nope. We haven’t, but I know who you are. I’m Deputy Abey Lee. I work with Frank.”

      “Oh, um, right. That’s nice,” I said, my cheeks heating and blushing. She was referring to her partner. Wait, did deputies have partners?

      Whoever he was to her, he was also the man who came to my library every Tuesday. The same man who sat in an armchair and read a book he barely seemed interested in. And when he wasn’t reading a book, he was reading me. Silently. He rarely spoke.

      In fact—I checked my phone for the time—he would be headed here in less than an hour.

      I looked down at my clothes. Ugh. My usual skirt and T-shirt would have to do, but maybe I’d have time to freshen my eyeliner before he got here. I mean, not that I was interested.

      Although, he was extremely handsome, I may have noticed on occasion. But he had to be way older than me. His hair was graying, like, a lot, and he had kind of an old-guy air about him. Not like “grandpa old guy,” but like, a distinguished older guy.

      Fine. He was hot. Super macho, protective, law-enforcement hot. Tall and built like a mountain, if he could shift into a bear, he’d fit right into one of Aislinn’s stories.

      With a wave of my hand, I motioned for Abey to follow me again, trying to fan my face discreetly with the other, but she chuckled under her breath, and I blushed harder. Did everyone know about the crush I had on my most regular patron?

      We entered the back room, and I introduced her. “Everybody, this is Abey Lee. She heard about the book club, so she’s joining us.”

      Abey removed her hat and pushed it out in front of her. “Yeah, but Juneau promised we’d read some LGBTQ books. I don’t mind readin’ about dudes and chicks, but I would also like to put my vote in now that we read some chick-on-chick love stories. Or dude-on-dude. I’m an equal-opportunity lesbian.”

      Mrs. DuBois squeaked, and Billie said, “I’m down. Right on, copper.”

      Abey sat next to Billie, and Billie spun in her chair, swinging her legs over the other arm. “How’ve you been? We haven’t seen you since that whole Carey/Frannie drama. It’s a good thing they tied the knot and started popping out babies. The angst was killing me.”

      Ouch. I tried not to show the wince on my face, but it was hard. No matter that it was a perfectly common thing for people to talk about. Pregnancy and babies always hit home like a punch to the stomach. Or more to the point, it was a punch to my barely functioning uterus and ovaries.

      Abey laughed. “Can’t complain.”

      Mrs. DuBois tsked, eyeing Abey’s gun but trying to hide it. “Do you always wear your uniform, Deputy Lee?”

      “Uh,” Abey hesitated. “Yeah? Most the time, I guess, unless I’m sleepin’, and then I’m naked.”

      Mrs. DuBois’s face turned red, and the unintentional comedy helped the rush of sadness in my chest ebb a little. I stifled a giggle.

      I’d assumed they would all know each other since Wisper was such a small town, but it was occurring to me that maybe they didn’t. “Does everybody know everybody, or should we do introductions?”

      “Wait,” Carly said. “Where’s Juneau Moonlight? I thought we were gettin’ to meet a real romance author today.”

      “Oh, well”—I checked the clock on the wall—“she should be here any minute. She must be running late.”

      Billie raised her arm in the air, then let it flop back down to her chair. “I’m no romance author, but I’m Billie. I married Jay Cade, and I know you all know the Cade brothers. And this is Ace.” She nudged Aislinn’s leg with her shoe, and Aislinn swatted at it. “She’s gonna be my sis-in-law soon. She’s marrying Finn Cade.”

      An appreciative moaning sound came from Mrs. DuBois. Everyone looked at her.

      She balked. “What, because I’m old, I can’t think a man is handsome?”

      “Not my fiancé, you can’t,” Aislinn said, and Mrs. DuBois arched a challenging eyebrow.

      Carly giggled, then spoke up. “I’m Carly Eaton, and I have my own cowboy too. Buckey.” She practically had hearts and flowers in her eyes when she said his name. “He works out at Milson’s. We have three kids: Dora, Derek, and Drew. Seven, five, and two.” She patted her chubby but still mostly flat stomach. “Here’s number four. If it’s a girl, we’re namin’ her Delilah. Deli for short.”

      Abey mouthed, “Deli?”

      Billie snickered.

      I panicked for a minute. I wanted to get to know these women, but I hadn’t anticipated one of them being pregnant. I should have. It made me feel like a jerk. A person should be happy for a friend if they were having a child. And I wasn’t unhappy about it, but⁠—

      “Good Lord,” Mrs. DuBois said. “You and your husband certainly have been busy.”

      “Oh.” Carly laughed, flapping a hand. “We’re not married. He knocked me up in our junior year of high school, and we kinda just kept goin’ from there. We keep sayin’ we’re gonna bite the bullet, but you know.” She shrugged. “Life.”

      “What about you, Mrs. DuBois?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation away from the baby subject.

      She threw a pointed look at me. “I’m Callie DuBois, but my friends call me Cal.”

      Smiling back, I let her know I’d taken her hint and would use her nickname from now on, instead of her married surname.

      “I’m from Calgary, in Alberta, Canada, originally, but I married a cattle rancher and lived up near Billings, Montana for years. My husband Herbert died a few years ago so I moved here to be closer to my sister, Myrna. She also married an American. We spent a lot of time at the rodeos in Alberta when we were teenagers.” She looked around the room, tapping the book in her hand with her long red acrylic fingernail. “And just so you know, I have never read a book like this.”

      Billie snorted. “Mmhm. Sure you haven’t. Oh, before I forget, my mom-in-law is joining book club, too—Daisy—but she has to work today at the diner. She’ll be at the next meeting.”

      Everybody nodded. Everyone knew Daisy because she worked at the only diner in town with her husband, José. And everybody knew José because he’d owned the diner for years and was an exceptional cook. My mouth watered just thinking about his signature fried chicken.

      The front door slammed open in the other room, and then we heard, “Girls? Girls! Where you at?”

      “That will be Phil,” Aislinn said, shaking her head.

      Phil appeared in the doorway, breathless and disheveled. “Oh, there ya are.”

      I understood Aislinn’s reaction. Phil was very kind, but she was a whirlwind of a woman. She drove her rusted pickup around town, blasting Fleetwood Mac and Simon & Garfunkel, and she was loud, as in decibels, but also, she was a loud dresser. Today, she was sporting worn-out jeans with a bright yellow Jimmy Hendrix T-shirt under her black, shaggy faux-fur coat. Her gray hair was braided down her back, and she had purple reading glasses perched on top of her head. And I couldn’t remember ever seeing her wear any other footwear besides her black and white checkered muck boots.

      “Am I late?”

      She was also the first resident of Wisper to welcome me back to the town I’d come to when I was a little girl to visit my grandparents. Phil had remembered me, and she’d made me yellow cupcakes with chocolate whipped-cream frosting on my first day as the new librarian, which, coincidentally, was also the first day I’d met sexy Deputy Frank—not that that mattered in the slightest. But Phil was an avid reader, and she was also a farmer, so she’d call me every couple of weeks to ask me to round up books for her to dive into at night, when she had a few minutes of downtime.

      I kind of loved her, and I’d slowly been steering her closer and closer to the romance genre. She’d never read a romance book before she met me.

      “Well, if it isn’t Cal DuBois,” she said in a tight voice, which was really unusual for Phil. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      Cal responded through teeth clenched so tight, I thought they might crack, “Philomena.”

      Yikes. There was definitely some history between those two.

      I intervened quickly. “Moving on. As you all probably know, I’m Sam Russo. I’ve been here at the library for a little over a year. Before that, I lived in Florida, but I came to Wisper a lot as a child. My gramps is Jessup Anderson. He used to run the Wisper Gazette, and my grandma, Josie, used to bring me to this library three times a week when I spent summers here. I’m really happy to be back, and I’m even more excited to find women I can talk to about books. The romance genre is my favorite, so I’m hoping I can find a lot of books that you’ll love too.”

      Picking up another copy of the first book on my list from a small table set against the wall, I held it up in front of my chest. “If you haven’t yet, grab a copy from the table. There’s enough for everyone.” When everyone had a copy in their hands, I said, “This one is really popular right now. It’s on The New York Times Best Sellers list. It’s a contemporary story, and it’s all over Bookstagram, so I think it will appeal to a broad audience. I thought it would be a good choice for our first read. Then, we can get into more niche parts of the romance genre, like Aislinn suggested, and I hope you’ll enjoy reading some of the classics too.” Hugging the book to my chest like a dork, I said in a dreamy voice, “I love them all.”

      “What’s Bookstagram?” Phil asked.

      “I’ll show you later, Phil,” Billie said as an aside. “It’s just Instagram, but the part that talks about books.”

      “There ain’t one bit of that sentence that made sense to me except for the word ‘book.’”

      Billie snorted.

      I tried not to laugh. I was really excited to have two older women in the group. If they could get along, they could add a whole different perspective to the stories we’d read. I was grateful they were putting themselves out there, jumping into the book club even though every other member was years younger than they were and some of the subject matter might feel questionable to them.

      “Aislinn, I emailed you a link to download the audiobook. There’s a coupon in the email, too, so it should be free for you. If anyone else wants the audiobook, let me know. And ladies, if there’s a book you’d like the group to read, I’ve started a list out at the front desk. Just jot it down for me. We have to make sure it’s available in more than just print to allow for our members to listen to on audiobook or read on their e-readers, if they prefer, but other than that, the only rule is that it has to be a romance. Oh, and no politics. Make love, not war.”

      Cal frowned, and no one else said a word.

      Oh jeez.

      I kept talking, hoping they’d just forget my joke. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s meet back here in a week or so, then we can better gauge how much time we’ll need before we meet again. Really, this is informal. I want to set tentative dates so we can plan around our meetings, but we can be loose about them. The first thing you should know about me is that making a schedule gives me hives.”

      Really? Was no one going to laugh?

      “That’s fine for me,” Carly said. “I’ll be done in two days. Seriously, books are how I get through dealing with three kids every night, and then, when the big kids are at school and the baby’s sleepin’, it’s my reward.”

      “Me too,” Aislinn said. “My fiancé and I don’t have children yet, but I’ll probably finish in four or five days. It takes me a little longer because I listen to audiobooks, and if I set the pace too fast, I miss details.”

      Women after my own heart. It would probably only take me a day to finish the three-hundred-page book in my hands. Granted, I’d already read it, but I didn’t mention that books were my escape too.

      Carly lifted her purse from the floor. “We done for today? I gotta get back home. My mama’s watchin’ baby Drew, but he’s in his fascinated-with-poop-and-boogers phase, and she can only last about an hour.”

      Cal made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat, and Phil laughed.

      “Yep, we’re done,” I said, “and on that note, see you in a week.”

      The women all stood, chatting to each other and gathering their things, and I waited off to the side, hoping for the whole friendship thing to happen magically.

      Of course it didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          FRANK

        

      

    

    
      “Frank, you have to touch him.”

      Dr. Masterson was staring at me, waiting for me to respond while my overgrown puppy rubbed circles around her legs, drooling on her. Six months old and he was already tall enough to set his paws on the vet’s shoulders if he stood on his hind legs.

      “You know? Like, pet him.” She scratched his fluffy yellow head. “Listen, I don’t see anything wrong with your puppy, so if you want my help, I’m gonna need a little more information. The dog can’t actually give that to me, you know, so you’re gonna have to.”

      Running my fingers through my hair, I felt naked without my hat, but I didn’t want to be rude and wear it indoors. “It won’t eat. I don’t think it likes me.” I didn’t like the sound of my own voice in the quiet examination room. The low timbre reminded me that I hadn’t been alone with a woman in a long time. Dr. Masterson was married to a local rancher and had kids. I wasn’t attracted to her, but my awareness of her because she was an attractive woman, combined with her younger age, had my mind wandering to the library.

      The look on the doc’s face got a little more severe. “He won’t eat, and you don’t think he likes you.” Reaching behind her, she grabbed a bone-shaped dog treat from a blue ceramic jar on the counter. She held it out for him, and it disappeared. Just like that. “Well, he ate for me. Why don’t you think he likes you? Puppies usually like everyone.”

      “He just sits there, lookin’ at me. If he sees a squirrel or somethin’, he likes that, and he runs around like a normal dog, but then when it’s just me and him, he stares at me. And when I put his food down, he takes a few pieces and puts ’em in a pile he’s been makin’ by the door, then he just sits down again.”

      Now the doc looked like she might be losing her patience. “Frank, do you take him for walks? Do you play with him?”

      I shrugged. I mean, I let the damn dog out to do his business, and he’d run circles around my yard. Wasn’t that exercise? And I took him to work with me occasionally. My partner liked to take him for walks sometimes.

      “Oh c’mon, Frank. You have to play with him. Throw a ball for him or take him for a hike. Puppies love to expend energy. He has a lot of it. You need to help him get it out.” She looked me up and down. “You exercise every day, right? Take him with you.”

      I’d never had a puppy before. Dogs, sure, had a few, but never a pup. Older dogs were lazy. And I couldn’t “take him with” me. I worked out at home, in my spare bedroom on a rowing machine and with a boxing bag. If I let him in the room, he’d probably break the rower and eat the bag. “Think he’d like to go to the library?”

      “The library? Um, are animals allowed inside the library?”

      Okay, so maybe that hadn’t been my brightest idea, but I didn’t want to have to take the damn dog all the way home and then drive back into town. Yesterday, he made me late for work ’cause I had to clean up remnants of the pillow he’d decided to steal off my couch and then rip to shreds in the night. He’d figured out how to escape his crate in my extra bedroom and had destroyed my living room. And he ate a loaf of bread off the kitchen counter. I hadn’t found any wet spots, but I wasn’t convinced he hadn’t pissed on my rug too.

      “If you have Doc Whitley fill out a form, you can claim him as an emotional support animal, and then you could take him to the library, although he might knock over the bookshelves. Maybe wait till he grows into his body a little and calms down a lot.” To prove her point, the dog jumped at her. It looked like he was trying to dunk a basketball, he jumped so high.

      Dr. Masterson laughed.

      “I don’t need a therapy dog.”

      “Okay, well, it was just a suggestion,” she said. “Look, he’s perfectly healthy. He’s had all his shots, so you need to stop bringin’ him here unless he gets worms or needs stitches, okay? Play with the damn dog, Frank. And for pete’s sake, give him a name!”
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        * * *

      

      When we were in my truck, waiting for it to warm up and watching snow falling lightly outside, I looked down at the dog, sitting shotgun on the floor and staring up at me. “What’s your problem?”

      He tilted his head.

      I held half of my organic chicken wrap in the air above him, and he lunged, trying to get to it, but he couldn’t reach without climbing on the seat next to me, which he wouldn’t do ’cause he wasn’t sure about me yet. The feeling was mutual.

      “You want this? Here.” I stuck it directly in front of his nose, and he scarfed it down. Took him about two seconds. “How am I s’posed to like you if you make me look like a liar to the vet?”

      I’d had a dog who’d loved me, a rat terrier my ex-wife had named Boopers, but I lost him in the divorce. When my ex took him, there was no discussion. She just left, and the dog went with. I hadn’t missed her once in eleven years, but I missed that dog every damn day, despite his name.

      So I decided to get me a new one. I’d been called out to serve a woman with foreclosure papers south of Barton, and as luck would have it, she had a litter of goldendoodles. Well, maybe luck was the wrong word. Those poor dogs. The old woman hoarded dogs, and she hadn’t paid her mortgage in two years. She knew she was up shit creek, so she gave the litter to me.

      They were cute, and my quick internet search told me they weren’t quite hypoallergenic, but they were good for people with allergies and didn’t shed a whole lot, so I could take one to the station. The biggest one licked my hand and followed me around, so I took him home and dropped the rest at the no-kill shelter in Jackson. Thankfully, they were still young enough, and they’d all been adopted out quickly. The shelter’s receptionist had texted me with the news, along with a not-so-subtle hint that if I asked her out, she’d say yes. I didn’t respond. I wasn’t interested in a quick romp in the hay with a random woman who liked the look of my ass. Been there, done that. Married that.

      Besides, I had my sights set somewhere else.

      That was four weeks ago, and this creature was still a mystery to me. He was a goofy, curly-haired pain in my ass, and I wasn’t sure if his tongue could stay inside his mouth for longer than ten seconds, but he was nice enough, at least when he wasn’t ruining my property. But we hadn’t bonded yet.

      “Never mind what the doc said,” I told him. “Wanna go to the library?”

      He yipped and tried to jump again, tangling himself in his leash, and I figured that was probably a “yes.”

      “Good,” I said, shoving my cruiser into gear. “There’s a woman there, and I go on my lunch break to see her on Tuesdays. I bet she’ll like you. She likes anything cute and cuddly. She reads these old romance books, and she’s always got a dreamy look in her eye.” When I peeked down at him, he was gazing up at me with his head cocked again. I thought he might be smiling. Could dogs smile? I wasn’t sure, but it looked like he was, and I took that as a good sign.

      “She’s a little younger than me,” I said, wincing to myself as I admitted out loud, if only to a dog, the thing I was worried would stop Samantha Russo from agreeing to go on a date with me. But first I had to ask her. That was the preliminary hurdle. Today was the day.

      Shelley’s voice came through on my shoulder radio. “Come in, Frank.”

      “Yeah, I’m here. Relay.”

      “Aubrey called to report a break-in over at the bookstore. Carey and Abey are both out, so you better get your butt on over there.”

      “First,” I told him, “you’re gonna have to wait in the truck. I gotta take this call.” Pressing the speaker button, I waited for the static to clear. “10-4. En route.” Flashing my annoyance to the dog, I said, “Maybe you can use the alone time to think up a name for yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      I left him in the back seat of my running truck with the heat going and a window cracked for fresh air. He looked happy enough, licking his balls clean and listening to pop country on the radio.
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