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      Librarian Karen Hartley is not looking for a cowboy. And she’s most definitely not looking for a jock. So when ranch-owning, football-coaching Myles Wylder enters the scene with his inquisitive blue eyes and impossibly broad shoulders, as well as an offer to help save the town library, of course she says no. Just like she does when her heart begins to whisper that maybe there’s more to this cowboy than meets the eye…

      

      Too bad he doesn’t check off any of the boxes on her future Mr. Right list.

      

      …but maybe it’s time for a new list…

      

      Myles knows he’s not what Karen’s looking for in a partner. But with plans to save the Sweetheart Creek library he figures he can show her there’s more to life—and him—than what’s on her checklist. There’s only one problem, he has a secret that might become a deal breaker.

      

      Will this cowboy find a way to win and keep the librarian? Or will his secret ruin everything as opposites attract in this small town sweet romance?
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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      As a writer you just never know when something from your life will find its way into a story.

      Such as going on a county agricultural tour with friends and getting to talk to some avid beer brewers who are experimenting and having fun with their jobs by creating Lambic beers. This is definitely where I got the idea for Ryan’s Lambic beer—I am pretty sure the real thing tastes better than Ryan’s!

      Or maybe it’s a past job such as my time as a librarian. Although, the libraries I’ve worked in didn’t end up with a dog like Karen did. But I still think it’s a good idea. (And I do like the illustrated version of The Da Vinci Code. It’s pretty cool, and the students thought so, too.)

      Or it could even be moving out of my comfortable zone and joining the local ladies league despite not yet knowing the rules of golf, or really even which clubs to use when.

      All of these things have somehow wound their way into what I think of as the sweetest couple’s story from my The Cowboys of Sweetheart Creek, Texas series.

      I hope you enjoy these slivers of real life woven into the pages of Myles and Karen’s story.

      
        
        Happy reading,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To the Gull Lake Golf Course and the ladies from the 2019 league who taught me everything I know about golf and allowed me to play on their teams while I figured out the game. And as for that time I managed to reach par before I even left the tee box… I thank my team for their enduring kindness and patience.
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      Myles Wylder sat on a square hay bale outside the old converted barn, country music filtering out into the cool Texas October night. Another family rolled up in their four-door pickup, ready to dance and raise some funds for Alexa McTavish’s local horse sanctuary set outside of Sweetheart Creek. Myles stood and shifted the donation jar on the nearby table so its label faced the approaching group.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he watched family and friends through the barn’s open doors. His gaze connected with the bright eyes of Karen Hartley, the local librarian, and he quickly looked away. She hadn’t danced all night. And so far, neither had he.

      Just like at last weekend’s community barn dance.

      “Hey, Myles. Looking sharp tonight.” It was Mayor Travis Nestner, his wife, Donna, and their triplet daughters. “The boys are looking promising out on the field. This the year you win State?”

      “We’ll see. The boys have a lot of potential.” Myles had been coaching the high school’s football team with his younger brother, Ryan, for several years, and they’d narrowly missed winning their division’s state championship as many times.

      “I enjoyed watching you play all those years ago.” The mayor had been a few classes ahead, and played football himself. He’d even caught the attention of a few college scouts, but a shoulder injury late in his senior year had knocked him out of contention.

      “Yeah, I still miss it,” Myles said. He’d been the team’s enforcer. The brute. The heavy. The protector. The brick wall. And somehow that had become his full-time identity even years after he’d left the field as a player.

      Myles glanced into the dance hall again. Even in her Western wear, Karen looked like the intellectual she was. Maybe it was the glasses, or the simple white blouse absent of fringe, its subtle pattern designed to blend in. She was laughing at something Jackie Moorhouse had said, and her head was tipped back, her long white throat exposed. He wondered what had made her laugh so openly and with such abandon. Around him she acted reserved, guarded, and almost as though she expected him to pick her up and carry her off somewhere.

      Maybe she had special talents as a mind reader.

      Travis shoved some bills into the donation jar. “For the horses.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We get to dance again this weekend!” one of the girls said to Myles. She clicked her small cowboy boots together and lifted her pink cowboy hat as if about to break into a dance routine.

      “I know, right?” he said. “How’d we get so lucky to have an extra barn dance this month?” The girls beamed and Myles asked Donna, who was carrying a white casserole dish for the potluck supper, “Are those your famous hot wings?”

      “My secret recipe. Fresh from the frozen food aisle and hot from the oven.”

      “Save me a few.”

      “I’ll do you one better and bring you a plate.”

      “Thanks.”

      The Nestners went inside the barn, the girls racing onto the floor to join their friends in a line dance.

      Myles turned to find Wade Ross standing in front of him, grinning like he’d fallen too far into the whiskey again.

      “This is a dry event, Wade.”

      “Hey, it’s me!” He laughed, pretending to throw punches at Myles’s gut. Myles watched, unamused. The man didn’t seem to comprehend that Myles could flatten him with one quick left hook should he try.

      “Seriously. It’s a dry event.”

      Wade lifted his hands, his tone exasperated. “I know, I know. You tell me that every time.”

      “And they call me the slow learner. I hope someone gave you a ride.”

      “I walked.” The man hiccuped.

      Myles surveyed the grassy area where people parked behind the barn, which was located a few miles from Sweetheart Creek. He didn’t see Wade’s blue pickup. He took a few steps farther from his post to look around the corner of the barn. In the distance, near the road, a green tractor was parked at an angle in the ditch.

      “Driving your tractor while under the influence is still drinking and driving.”

      “I walked!” The man staggered two steps, then spun around and swung, his right fist missing Myles’s nose but knocking his black cowboy hat into the dirt. Myles dodged as he swung again, then widened his stance, ready to protect himself in case Wade was one drink beyond making wise decisions.

      Behind Wade, Donna was exiting the barn, her attention on calling out a hello to someone still inside while she brought Myles his promised plate of wings.

      Wade swung again, coming close enough to knocking into Donna that Myles grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back. “That’s enough. Ladies are present.”

      The mayor’s wife came to a halt, realizing she’d almost been hit.

      “I was just playing around. Don’t be so dumb.” Wade yanked his arm free of Myles’s loose grip.

      Myles clenched his hands. “Speak for yourself.”

      “Wade Ross! You nearly made me drop my wings,” Donna drawled, with a look of disdain. She handed the plate to Myles and flashed him a smile. “Enjoy, honey.”

      As she headed back inside, Wade muttered, “I hope your high school football career was worth the cash you paid me to tutor you in English, because I sure enjoyed buying that Chevy Charger with your hard-earned money.”

      Myles let out a slow breath to calm himself. He would never have allowed his coach to set him up with Wade as his tutor if he’d known how often the man would find a way to throw it in his face.

      “And I can see your high grades set you up for the good life,” Myles said, keeping his cool when Wade made a fake lunge at him, then turned to enter the dance with a scowl.

      Myles bent to retrieve his hat, wondering how good hitting Wade would feel, and if it would be worth it. Ryan, inside the dance hall, wandered past the entrance and Myles tipped his head toward Wade, receiving a nod from his brother. Ryan would keep an eye on him, and if this Saturday night was like most others, Myles would end up driving a barely conscious Wade home around ten.

      Maybe a smarter man would call the sheriff to take care of the drunk man, not look out for him each time the community held a barn dance. But at the same time, Myles understood that having your wife leave you the same month you lost your family’s eighty-year-old business due to changes in the global economy had a way of turning someone upside down.

      Myles sat on his bale again as more vehicles turned off the dirt road and into the grassy parking area. Unable to help himself, he turned to glance inside the barn once more, catching Karen watching him with a look that made him cringe. She’d made it clear she wasn’t into men displaying how much testosterone they had, and jousting with Wade had likely earned him that frown.

      Myles sighed and focused on savoring his wings while welcoming the newcomers, thanking them as they made donations or added a scoop of whatever they were taking to the potluck onto his plate. He really didn’t know why so few people volunteered to work the door. You got to see everyone and you got first dibs on most of the food, too.

      “Hi, Myles.” A sticky-sweet female voice made him cringe.

      Uh-oh. Here was one more reason for Karen to frown at him: Daisy-Mae Ray. The woman had made a career of fawning over him, and until recently he’d never minded one bit. He turned to the bleached blonde sashaying toward him in sparkly cowboy boots. Her hair was as large as her ego and her denim shirt so short she probably couldn’t lift her arms without revealing something round.

      She was his type. Or at least had been for a very long time.

      But as Myles approached his thirtieth year he found himself looking for more in terms of conversation, and he knew from experience it wouldn’t come from Daisy-Mae. She wasn’t slow-witted, but she wasn’t interested in changing her world, other than possibly adding a husband to the mix.

      She sat beside him on the hay bale, her hand landing on his thigh with a firm squeeze that made him tense. Angling close, she ran a finger down the front of the light sweater he was wearing under a blazer.

      “Did you just come from a funeral?” Daisy-Mae leaned her chest against him as though ready to provide comfort should he say the word.

      “No.”

      He had chosen something a bit dressier tonight because apparently he was into being obvious. Normally he wore a Sweetheart Creek Torpedoes football jersey, or a T-shirt that showed off his muscles. Or if he was feeling particularly dressy, a Western shirt. But never a blazer.

      Daisy-Mae was petting him now and he gently extracted her hands, clasping them between his own. “I’m okay. Really.”

      “I’ve been lonely lately,” she said, those glossy pink lips of hers pouting in an open invitation to kiss them, to get lost in her for a while.

      “You know, Brant is single.” He might as well throw his middle brother under the bus. He liked to play rescue hero for the women around town, stepping in as a fake boyfriend whenever they needed one to ward off suitors. Daisy-Mae didn’t need to ward anyone off at the moment, but Myles did.

      “We used to have fun times, you and me.” Her fingers were tangling in the neckline of his sweater, stretching it. He felt she might be one second from ripping it over his head. “What went wrong?”

      He scooted away, then stood. “We did have fun. You know, Brant thinks you’re hot.” Which was true. Pretty much every man in town found Daisy-Mae attractive on some level.

      “That’s adorable.”

      “But?”

      “I took my princess, Ella, to him the other day because she was acting funny, and he said she was just fine.”

      “Maybe she was?”

      Brant was down-to-earth and empathetic, and his career as the town veterinarian worked like an ever-present wingman in the dating arena. Women took their pets to him for the strangest reasons in hopes of landing a date or an engagement ring. So far everyone seemed to be striking out.

      “Will you dance with me tonight?” Daisy-Mae batted her lashes, giving him a helpless, innocent look that used to work on him like a charm.

      “Sorry, I’m stuck on the door shift.” He gestured to the donation jar. “For the horses.”

      She turned toward the open barn. Inside, the dance floor was filling up, lit by bare bulbs hanging on strings above, while the tables along the edges were crowded by people enjoying the community potluck. Ryan was walking by again, and Daisy-Mae hustled forward, snagging his sleeve and pulling him out the door.

      “Ryan, honey, we have a problem.”

      “What’s that?” he asked, looking distracted. He took a sip from his bottle of root beer.

      “I need to dance with Myles, but he has to watch the door.”

      Behind her, Myles shook his head and dragged a finger across his throat.

      “I would be happy to solve that problem for you, Daisy-Mae,” Ryan said all too graciously. “Let me take over so Myles can spin you around the dance floor for as long as y’all would like.”

      Daisy-Mae wiggled with happiness and, beaming, took Myles by the hand and hauled him into the barn.

      “I owe you one,” Myles said over his shoulder, his tone flat and emotionless.

      “Enjoy yourself,” his brother called back, settling onto the hay bale with a self-satisfied grin before finishing off Myles’s last hot wing.

      On the dance floor Myles held out his arms and sucked in a deep breath as Daisy-Mae skittered closer. Her skimpy outfit meant he was either going to have to put his palm on some of her exposed skin or a little too low on her denim skirt to be polite.

      Why did country dancing involve having the man’s hand on a woman’s waist, anyway? Because when it came right down to it, there was only one woman he wanted to have his hands on, and he was pretty sure, judging from the way the librarian had just turned her back, that she wanted nothing to do with him.
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      Karen Hartley found her gaze drawn toward Myles Wylder as he twirled Daisy-Mae Ray on the dance floor, spinning her out in a swift, sharp move that nearly left the woman stumbling. She frowned. Something was up. Myles was a better dancer than that. And what was with the fitted sweater and blazer tonight?

      Myles pulled Daisy-Mae back in again, and she tumbled against his broad chest, beaming up at him. Karen turned away in disgust. The woman was so obvious. Didn’t that bother him?

      Karen tried to focus on something else in the barn, but found herself catching sight of a small cluster of women she often noticed at the Torpedoes football games. They were smiling at Myles from the edge of the dance floor, sending him little waves whenever he glanced their way. Just like when he was coaching, he was polite, giving a tip of his hat, a nod, a smile, or a quiet hello. Watching him be fawned over always left Karen feeling drab, plain and about as sexy as a cardboard box.

      Unable to help herself, she peeked again at Daisy-Mae, who was currently pressed tight to Myles’s body as they moved across the floor. What would it feel like to have a strong man hold you with such assurance, his large hand cupping yours? The warmth of his palm on your waist? The promise of his virility and passion on a level where there was no thinking, no contemplating, just acting on instinct?

      “Karen? Hello?” Jackie Moorhouse was waving a hand in front of Karen’s face. She was wearing a sympathetic, yet understanding smile. “Sorry to say it, honey, but you’re the furthest thing from his type.”

      Karen snapped into focus, dropping her hold on the antique gold chain she was wearing. “Whose type?”

      “I saw you visually undressing Myles Wylder.”

      Oh no. Now she was imagining what that would be like. All that muscle and bare skin. So unlike her past boyfriends, whose only overdeveloped parts tended to be their brains. And why, whenever she was around Myles, did she have to remind herself she was looking for brains, not brawn?

      “You have a thing for him in a blazer?” Jackie asked.

      “Was he at a funeral?” Karen hurt at the thought of him being in pain.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Her gaze drifted toward the broad-shouldered man once again. When he wore his typical jersey, jeans and plain brown cowboy boots she thought he was sexy, that casual, confident air about him always catching her attention. But tonight in those black boots, dark wash jeans that fitted as though the designer had had him in mind… The thin sweater that hugged his pecs before clinging to his tight abdomen, and the blazer overtop, which made him look as though he was…

      Words failed her. Not even a thesaurus could help her tonight, because there were no adjectives in the English language for a man who looked as delectably perfect as he did. Sexy didn’t even begin to cover it. With that black hat he looked like every fantasy, the kind of guy who could shake your world with one hot, smoldering look.

      She shook her head, clearing away the unexpected haze of lust that had come over her.

      “He looks very handsome tonight,” Karen said primly, smoothing her white blouse against her ribs. “He is also everything I am not looking for in a man.” She gave Jackie a serious glance over the tops of her glasses. She felt her cheeks heating up, but didn’t quite understand why. The men she dated were PhD candidates, book nerds, and the type that listened to NPR and discussed current issues at length over espressos. She wanted a man who challenged her and her assumptions, who preferred to use his brain, not his fists. She wanted someone who was constantly learning and growing, curious about the world—not looking to settle down with the first pretty thing to happen along. And even more, she wanted one who didn’t wrestle with other adult men as if he was still on the football field.

      Myles Wylder was a cowboy, ex-football-player, and coach who was currently allowing Miss Sweet Hills County to stroke her fingers over his chest.

      Karen turned away in disgust. Why did she keep watching them?

      “I caught him looking at you earlier,” Jackie whispered.

      A ripple of chills ran down Karen’s spine. She breathed out slowly, saying calmly, “Probably because he saw me staring at him, trying to figure out what was different about him tonight.”

      “And?”

      “He got a haircut.”

      Jackie laughed. “A haircut? He is the sexiest cowboy in the entire barn. He has women drooling over him, he’s wearing something completely out of character, and you notice his hair?”

      Her friend shook her head with a knowing smile that made Karen want to hide for the rest of the night.

      “It’s not as shaggy around his collar."

      “You have it bad, sweetheart. Bad. But I get it. If Myles asked me to spend the night with him, I wouldn’t say no.”

      That thought sobered her up. She’d known since her first day in town almost eight years ago that the Wylders were off-limits. Jackie Moorhouse wanted a Wylder, and she would get one. Karen valued Jackie’s friendship way more than some ill-thought-out anything with Man-Candy Myles.

      Their friend April MacFarlane joined them, balancing three plastic cups of sweet tea. Motherhood had rounded out her figure, something she fussed about, saying she wished she could lose the fifty pounds she’d gained, but Karen envied how voluptuous she had become. The woman had some serious va-voom going on.

      “Jackie, honey, Karen wants Myles, so give him up.” April handed out the sweet tea.

      “I—I don’t,” Karen sputtered.

      April’s four-year-old son, Kurt, stood beside his mom, adorable in his cowboy boots and hat. He was holding a half glass of sweet tea and looking very serious with his crystalline blue eyes and wavy brown hair. He looked like April and Heath, but could also pass for Myles’s nephew.

      “Karen is in what’s called denial.” Jackie turned to the little boy. “Right, Kurt?”

      He nodded soberly, his bright eyes focused on her.

      “But enough about the Wylders,” Jackie said, surprising Karen. She turned to April, asking pointedly, “How are things?”

      April had recently confessed she was considering pulling the cord on her marriage to Heath Thompson, a former rodeo star and now rodeo stock contractor. She said if she did, it would be in one sharp, quick move, and she’d sworn them to secrecy.

      However, the couple had arrived at last week’s barn dance looking happy. They’d laughed and danced, seeming like a perfect little family. Tonight, though, April was alone again, the dark shadows under her eyes having returned.

      “We had a long, honest chat and last week was pretty good.” April glanced down at her son before carefully saying, “But it didn’t last, and I can’t keep arguing about what I need every single week like it’s something new to him.”

      Jackie gave April’s arm a supportive squeeze.

      “Hey, look what I found,” Brant Wylder said, coming up with a tabby kitten.

      “A cat!” Kurt grinned and lurched forward, almost spilling his drink in the process.

      Karen reached over and quickly righted the plastic cup.

      “Can we go play with it while you gals chat?” Brant asked.

      April nodded. As he left with the small child, Jackie’s gaze followed him.

      “Brant’s pretty sweet,” Karen said.

      “He’s amazing,” April stated.

      “I heard he bought someone a house,” Jackie whispered, and Karen instinctively leaned in to hear the latest on the house mystery.

      Jackie looked to April in question and she replied firmly, “He’s the best friend a gal could ask for.”

      “And maybe a little bit more?” Jackie hinted.

      “I’m married.”

      “Why don’t you finally snag him?” Karen asked Jackie.

      “I have a feeling someone might be holding out for Cole,” April said slyly.

      “Enough about the Wylders,” Jackie said for the second time that night, making Karen wonder what was going on. She was always happy to talk about the five brothers and how she was crushing on all of them. Well, just the four now, seeing as Levi had recently found true love with fashion model Laura Oakes.

      The band playing in the corner of the barn picked up its tempo and a couple came spinning by, nearly crashing into the trio of friends. The woman was beaming at her dance partner in a way that made Karen wish she could find someone who would cause her to light up like that.

      Not that any of her relationships had been bad, and she was sure there had been love in at least one or two, but there hadn’t been that spark that lit up everything from the inside out. And the older she got, the more she longed to see if that was something that could happen to her.

      “How are things at the library?” April asked. “Sorry we didn’t make it to story hour last week.”

      “It’s totally drop-in,” Karen said, taking a sip of her sweet tea.

      “How did the last budget meeting go?” Jackie asked.

      “Not too well.” The library was in trouble and the recent cuts across town had put her job at risk. Her hours were sure to be cut to almost nothing by year’s end.

      Currently, Karen worked three days a week at the town library, with the occasional Saturday thrown in, alongside two other part-timers and several volunteers. On Fridays she filled in at the elementary school library, and on Monday and Wednesday evenings she tutored high school students—all in hopes of meeting her financial goals of retiring sometime before the age of ninety-nine. If she lost her job at the town library, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. She couldn’t see herself serving tables at The Longhorn Diner, drinks at The Watering Hole, or Jenny Oliver needing her to help sell cowboy boots at Blue Tumbleweed. Those were the top three local employers for anyone in her weight class, seeing as she wasn’t strong enough to wrangle cattle.

      “Are you going to put on a fundraiser?” Jackie asked, referring to the idea Myles had come up with a few days ago, while helping Karen carry a box of books. She’d told the girls about it, still dazzled by his sudden appearance, his help with the heavy box and the way she’d felt when he’d looked at her as if he’d wanted to kiss her. Her friends had thought his idea was brilliant.

      Raising money was a good idea, but working with Myles? How could they—two opposites—possibly make a good team? They’d have completely different viewpoints on everything, and she was fairly certain he’d drive her to drink—or distraction.

      “I can help,” Jackie said. “Just say the word.”

      April nodded, agreeing.

      “It was just an idea,” Karen said, focusing on her sweet tea.

      “An idea from Myles,” Jackie pointed out, “and you’re afraid what working together might lead to.” Her tone turned more serious as she added, “You know he’s on my list, but if he makes you an offer, you go for it. He’s a catch and you’re a good friend.” She winked and gave a nonchalant shrug. “I’m willing to cut a Wylder loose for a friend like you.”

      Karen almost choked in surprise. “It will never be that kind of offer.”

      “So then? What’s the holdup? Why not work with Myles?”

      “It’d take a lot of effort to raise that much money. If we took on the project I might as well put my résumé online now.” She gave a sharp nod, feeling the truth of her words. “We couldn’t save the library together if our lives depended upon it.”
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        * * *

      

      Myles managed to extract himself from Daisy-Mae after several dances and found himself standing in front of Karen Hartley. She looked at him with her large dark eyes as though waiting for something. Wordlessly, he held out his hand.

      She hesitated a beat, received a none-too-subtle nudge from her friend Jackie, then placed her small, cool hand in his. It was at that moment he realized he was going to be reckless. He knew nothing about literature, and as further proof of their differences she had shot down his suggestion to work together to save the library. And if he really needed to feel bad about himself and think about how different they were, he simply had to remember the time in early September after a football game when he had been goofing around with his brothers, April and Jackie out on the field. They’d been tossing the football, laughing and yelling, chasing each other down. Uncharacteristically, Karen had appeared on the sidelines wearing a sweatshirt—one that sported the team’s name—with that look he’d noticed she often got when watching the game or the cheerleaders. It was half cool assessment and half longing. He had immediately recognized her feeling of being excluded, and without thinking, he’d sent her the ball, putting a perfect spiral on his pass. But she hadn’t moved into position to receive it, and in a panic, he’d called out her name just as the pass angled downward and she’d looked up, getting clocked in the nose.

      He’d been mortified when she’d stumbled backward, landing on her butt. She’d recovered quickly, sprinting off the field, clutching her bloody nose. While Myles had stood frozen in shock, Jackie had hurried after her with a dirty look and a “Really, Myles?”

      He was pretty sure Karen had never forgiven him for that. Not even after he’d heard Rhonda, the cheer coach, moaning about organization and how she needed a manager, and he’d mentioned the librarian’s many skills. Karen had taken to the managerial role like a fish to water. But he still felt as though there was something unresolved between them, and that he had something to make up for.

      The band changed songs, moving to a slow one just as Myles placed his hand on Karen’s waist to lead her into the throng of dancers. She froze as the tempo changed, as though unsure how to proceed.

      He knew how.

      He placed his left foot just outside her right one, then curved his hand around her slender waist, allowing his fingers to slide almost to the small of her back as he moved into dance position. Her free hand was light on his shoulder, as though she feared touching him.

      And yet there was something in the way she looked at him combined with how he felt around her that seemed like a recipe for recklessness. He wanted to travel down her road to see what was at the end, even though he was certain there would be a fatal crash somewhere along the way.

      He was taller than she was by at least eight inches and he crooked his neck to check her expression. “Ready?”

      She straightened her spine in that defiant way he’d seen her do only around him. “I was born ready.”

      He quelled the urge to smile and gave a brief nod as he moved her onto the floor, adoring her moxie. There was more to her than the serious librarian persona she touted like a badge, but he sensed that in order to find the real Karen, he was going to have to play along until she was ready to drop her outer shield.

      “Read any good books lately?” he asked, moving slowly from foot to foot.

      “Seriously?” Her eyes twinkled with amusement, and her tone was one of disbelief. She was a smooth dancer despite her apparent discomfort with how he’d moved in close. He had expected this to become an awkward, stumbling dance, but she was surprisingly comfortable to dance with.

      “So you’ve read more than one good book lately?”

      She rolled her eyes and he tamped down his urge to laugh. She looked so disgruntled by his attempt at conversation.

      “Let’s move along to your next pickup line,” she said, and he wondered if her sass was a form of self-preservation. “Are you going to ask if I’m a library book, because you’d like to check me out?”

      This time he didn’t hide his mirth, but allowed laughter to vibrate through him. “Too late. I’ve already checked you out.” When he smiled down at her, her cheeks flushed pink, and then redder.

      She lifted the hand that had been hovering lightly on his shoulder and gave him a sharp but painless smack. “Myles Wylder, you are officially a brat.”

      “I’m glad you finally noticed.”

      “Oh, I noticed a long time ago. I just don’t find your brattiness as charming as you think I should.”

      “I see,” he said slowly, determining his next approach. She was endearingly flustered, her sass quite possibly flirtatious, and after this amount of arguing with a woman he’d usually be kissing her. He had a feeling people didn’t tease or banter with Karen very often, which was a shame as she was quick-witted, with a tongue that was sharp yet gentle.

      “Have you read any good books lately?” She gave him a sweet smile.

      The question felt like a barb and he debated not replying.

      “I’m reading a book right now,” he said cautiously, half expecting her to laugh.

      “Really? And when did you start it?”

      “Is that important?” he asked in confusion. Her tongue was sharp, and maybe not as gentle as he’d assumed.

      “So the book you’re reading is sitting on your bedside table collecting dust, and has been for several years?” Her tone was knowing, slightly haughty, as though she expected she was catching him in a fib.

      “It’s a book on coaching football. And I started it a few weeks ago.” It was busting his chops, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “Hmm. Football?” She seemed to think that over for a second before dismissing it.

      “That’s right. Football.” He wanted to tell her about his online courses, and how he was upgrading his skills in hopes of increasing his pay as a coach, so he would be less financially dependent on the ranch and its income. But he kept his mouth shut.

      She wasn’t focusing on him any longer, and he searched for something that might show her they weren’t as different as she thought—even though they probably were even more so.

      “I also enjoyed The Da Vinci Code.” Well, he had found it interesting when his brother Ryan, a teacher, had talked about it. Ryan had spent an entire two-hour bus ride to a football game going on about various aspects of history touched upon in the book, and how his students had enjoyed finding hidden clues within the text and referenced artwork.

      “It was a very popular book.”

      “You didn’t like it?”

      “It had its charm.”

      “Unlike me?”

      “You have yours as well.” She gave him a smile that had a hint of wickedness.

      They continued to dance while he savored the idea of her thinking he had charm. As soon as he figured out which part she liked, he’d bring it out to play more often.

      “I’m not embarrassed that I enjoyed the way the author pulled old art into the book,” he said, deciding Karen might be a verified book snob, and the only way to get her to notice him would be to play along.

      “You liked that?” She was considering him now, her dark eyes taking him in, and he felt emboldened.

      “So what if not everyone enjoys the author’s writing style? It got a lot of people reading. Isn’t that the purpose of books?”

      She made a pensive humming sound, her lips pressed into a fine line. Her eyes glittered with approval and he could feel himself reaching, searching for more ways to extend that acceptance. “You’re not the mindless football player everyone makes you out to be.”

      She definitely wasn’t as gentle as he’d thought.

      “Is that why you don’t want my help saving the library?” he said finally, fearing it was the truth.

      She inhaled sharply, stiffening in his arms.

      “You fear I’ll be too slow to keep up with you, or to be of any help.” He’d stopped moving, and her gaze had dropped, no longer darting to snag his.

      He removed his hands from where he’d been cradling her warm body. “I guess if you don’t care enough about our community to try and save a program that matters, then that’s your prerogative and none of my business.”

      He tipped his hat, his heart hard and full of hurt. “Good night, Ms. Hartley. See you around.”
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      Karen had really stepped in it with Myles last night. She had seen it the moment she’d referred to him as a mindless football player, and then had been too mortified by his expression and response to defend herself. She’d become tongue-tied, waiting for the verbal lashing she so richly deserved.

      He was not brainless; she knew that from watching him coach his team out on the football field. It was clear he understood his players’ strengths and weaknesses as well as those of their opponents. She should know. Being on the sidelines with the cheer squad she received exclusive insight into what the coaches were saying and doing. She had grabbed at the insult as though it could shield her against how good it felt to be in his arms, and she had blurted out the hurtful words without considering the man she’d aimed them at.

      When she’d gone home from the dance, noting that Myles had left earlier than usual, she had headed to her bookshelf, finding an old gift from a teacher to use as a peace offering—assuming she didn’t chicken out after Tuesday night’s practice and fail to give it to Myles. As insurance against future excuses for not making the gesture, she’d put the book in her car’s backseat pocket so it would be handy wherever she went.

      As she swung her car toward Jackie’s house, Karen took a detour past the high school to see if Myles’s truck was parked there, his familiar form jogging around the track like he often did on Sunday mornings. Today the lot was empty, the track looking as dusty and dry as usual for mid-October.

      Feeling disappointed as well as relieved, Karen pulled up at Jackie’s, where her friend chucked her golf clubs in the backseat with a clatter, knowing Karen’s were hogging the trunk. Karen had been cajoled into joining the Texas Meadows Golf and Country Club mixed league, thirty miles from Sweetheart Creek, as part of her friend’s stay-fit-and-meet-a-man plan.

      Jackie threw herself into the passenger seat, looking slightly out of place in her golf garb instead of her usual Western wear.

      “Why did we choose golf again?” Jackie asked, as she tugged at her cute golf skirt.

      “Because I’m not athletic and you promised me a lack of coordination wouldn’t matter.”

      As she said it, Karen felt her lips twist into a frown. She’d basically been reliving her worst high school gym class fears each time she stepped on the green. Every week, teamed up with someone new, she’d preemptively apologize, trying to make light of the fact that her performance would keep them out of that day’s winners’ circle. So far, though, nobody had mocked her with quite the same finesse and expertise as Duncan Small had in high school gym class.

      One year she’d gone so far as to fake a myriad of injuries as a way to avoid the daily reminder of all her shortcomings, satisfying the teacher—who claimed she needed to do something gym-like—by reading up on various sports, her nose happily in a book each fourth period of the day. Naturally, Duncan had managed to “accidentally” hit her book with a basketball, dodge ball, badminton birdie, volleyball or soccer ball during class.

      “You forgot a reason!” Jackie said brightly. “You’re not marrying a cowboy, and cowboys don’t play golf. Aka, it’s a good way to meet the right kind of men.”

      Karen laughed. “Yeah, too bad Texas Meadows is nothing but a bunch of cowboys swinging sticks.” The hypothesis that they’d meet a bunch of CEOs had been a dud.

      “Maybe next year we can try tennis. Their skirts are shorter. And are you sure about adhering to your no-cowboy-boyfriends rule? There are some pretty nice cowboys around.”

      “Not my type.”

      “You mean you might as well reject them before they reject you, because they’re not nerds and you only want a nerd?”

      Karen let out a huff of air to express her disagreement.

      “Maybe it’s not the kind of man you need to focus on, but sending out the right vibes.”

      “What?”

      “You know, undo a couple of buttons on your blouse. Show them you’re available.” Jackie laughed. “Quit frowning.”

      Karen sighed and put on her turn signal as she steered her Honda onto the highway through town. Jackie was likely right on more levels than Karen wanted to admit.

      “I’ve gotten better,” she muttered.

      “That’s true,” her friend mused. “You do leave the top button open sometimes. You vixen.” She gave a playful growl and swiped at the air as though she had claws, making Karen laugh and nearly strike an armadillo ambling across the pavement. She hit the brakes, allowing the animal to pause, hiss at her, then safely waddle off the road as though insulted.

      “Seriously, that thing has a death wish,” she muttered.

      “You know what kind of animal Bill is?” Jackie asked, referring to the well-known local armadillo she’d just about hit.

      “A mammal.”

      “He’s a military-grade possum.”

      Karen gave an amused snort. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Save that one as a conversation starter. It makes men laugh, and it’ll help overcome…this.” She waved a hand at Karen’s outfit.

      “Hey! I am not all prim librarian today.” She looked cute. Her Nike shorts were fitted, her golf shirt brought out the dark blue in her eyes and, she felt, also showed off her physique. “And what does it matter? I don’t go for jocks or cowboys, and that’s all that show up for league.”

      “Honey, you ironed your shorts.”

      “The club has a very strict dress code.”

      “Your top button is done up.”

      Karen fingered the neckline of her shirt. “So?” The idea of doing something against the rules and getting called on it was mortifying. If you couldn’t play the game well, you might at least look as though you belonged.

      Jackie had shifted so she was leaning against the passenger door, her focus solely on Karen.

      “What?” Karen asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      “I’m trying to figure out what you’ve got going on here that makes Myles drool over you like a prime cut of steak.” She gave a playful wink and Karen felt her face flush with heat.

      “He does not.”

      “Aw, you’re blushing! That’s so cute. Imagine what would happen if you undid a button. Or two. Or even three.”

      Karen rolled her eyes. Jackie was a good friend and always knew what to say, but she was off base with the whole Myles-drooling idea.

      By the time they reached the golf course, the two friends were laughing, Karen’s worries long forgotten.

      As they drove through the gates of the country club, Jackie said, “If you want a nice man, come to a football game with me.”

      “I don’t think so.” Her friend had a reputation for hooking up friends with the love of their life at football games. Laura Oakes being the latest, although many argued that it hadn’t actually been Jackie’s doing. However, the first time Laura and Levi had kissed had been after the game Jackie had taken her to, so most people said it counted.
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