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      She’s convinced love is a lie. He’s determined to prove her wrong.

      She’s been burned too many times to risk her heart again. Between working nonstop and dealing with her father’s betrayals, romance isn’t even on her radar.

      But Nash has already decided that Scarlett is his. The moment he saw her, he knew, and if proving it means tearing down her walls brick by brick, he’ll do it.

      He’ll fight for her. He’ll protect her. And he’ll never let her face her demons alone.

      Even if the biggest threat is the one man Scarlett can’t turn her back on—her own father.
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      Scarlett

      

      “Mondays are the absolute worst,” I groan as I lean on the coffee shop counter.

      Mr. Roby sighs softly, turning the page of his newspaper as he glances over at me. I want to ask him where he even finds real, actual newspapers but decide against it. He’s a regular here at The Happy Bean coffee shop, and as sad as it might be, seeing him is always a bright spot in my day.

      He comes in most mornings and orders an americano and a slice of the cinnamon coffee cake before he heads to his favorite royal blue chair in the corner to read his paper. He's a good guy who always tips well and asks how I'm doing. He's actually one of the only good things about working here.

      “Is that a scientific statement? Do you have evidence or studies?” my best friend, Emilia, asks. She smiles as she clears away some cups and spoons littering the counter.

      “No one has ever bothered to test it. It’s just widely agreed upon,” I inform her primly. Emilia grins.

      “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t know if that would pass the scientific method,” she says as she turns the water off.

      Mr. Roby snorts in his corner and I see him smiling as he starts to fold his newspaper.

      “You agree with me, don’t you, Mr. Roby?” I call out to him. He nods.

      “I was never much of a scientist but yeah, that sounds about right,” he muses, much to my friend’s dismay.

      “See,” I tell Emilia, lifting an eyebrow and giving her a smirk. She rolls her eyes and tosses me a towel, but I don’t miss her little grin. She loves me so much.

      I sigh as I turn back to the register and start to wipe down the counters. Mr. Roby is gathering his things and I know it won’t be long before he leaves to start his day.

      As if on cue, he gathers his cup and plate and heads up to the counter.

      “Are you headed out already?” I ask him as he sets his used dishes down for us.

      “Yeah, I should be getting down to the hardware store.” Mr. Roby tells us about a new shipment of tools coming in, and while his excitement is obvious, I’m just too dang tired to feign enthusiasm over hammers. Besides, we all know he’s not really there for the new hammers.

      Mr. Roby is best friends with the owner, and the two of them sit outside and people watch most mornings. I’m not saying they like to gossip. I’m just saying they could give the church ladies a run for their money if it ever came down to it.

      “Tell Mr. Hunley we said hi,” Emilia says. He nods, giving her a friendly smile.

      “How’s your young man?” Mr. Roby asks her. My friend blushes while I grin.

      Emilia just started seeing Rex a few weeks ago but news has already spread around this small town. I’m over the moon happy for her and Rex. My bestie deserves a man who adores her and worships the ground she walks on. I didn’t think men like that existed, but Emilia snatched one up.

      “Really good,” she tells him, a smitten smile curving her lips.

      She’s been doing that a lot lately. It’s not that she was somber before meeting Rex, but her smiles are deeper now. More genuine. It’s like she’s smiling with her whole dang heart.

      I’d be lying if I said it didn’t get to me sometimes. I’m not jealous over Rex, not by a long shot. He’s sweet and handsome, but not at all my type. No, I’m more… envious that Emilia is able to trust someone enough to love them.

      But that’s a whole can of worms I’m not ready to open today, or possibly ever. So, I have to get over myself.

      “Good, good,” Mr. Roby says. “You two ladies take care. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He waves as he shuffles toward the door, then slips out to go visit his friend.

      “See you!” we call, watching him walk out the front door.

      "I wish he was our boss," I sigh. Mr. Roby strolls down the sidewalk, a twinkle in his eye as he waves hello to a mother walking by with her baby in a stroller.

      “I know, right?” Emilia agrees. “When is Robert supposed to be here for his shift again?”

      I roll my eyes so hard at her question that I think I might have pulled something.

      “He was supposed to be here at eight.”

      We both glance up at the clock and yep, it’s already close to eleven. It’s sad how predictable our boss is.

      “How did he get promoted again?”

      “He’s fucking the owner,” I tell her flatly.

      “He’s fucking us over,” she complains.

      I laugh at that, but it comes out sounding bitter because, well, it's true. He’s always late, and that's on the days he actually shows up at all. Honestly, most times it's worse when he deigns to clock in. The guy hasn't picked up a broom or a cleaning rag since his promotion, because apparently, it's beneath him now. He can, however, complain about how everything is always a mess. Robert is seriously the worst.

      "We should quit."

      I nod at her statement, but the truth is that I can't afford to quit. Not until I find another job to replace this one anyway. I'm already working here and at Teasers, but I'm starting to feel like I'll always be drowning in bills. At what point do I stop merely surviving and start living life?

      “I wish I could,” I admit, leaning back against the counter and watching the cars drive by outside the windows.

      “I’m thinking… I might…. Well, I was thinking about going back to college,” Emilia says quietly. I straighten immediately, turning to look at my best friend.

      “That’s great news, Em!” I tell her. “Seriously, I’m so excited for you. This is the best!”

      “I’m just thinking about it right now,” she’s quick to follow up. I know what she’s going to say before the words come out of her mouth. Worrying about her brother, Spencer, no doubt. “I need to make sure that Spencer is okay. I wanted to set aside some money for him, too.”

      “Maybe you both can get scholarships? Plus, if you put it in a savings account, it will earn some interest,” I point out. I absolutely love my bestie, but she needs to start putting herself first sometimes. She’s done so much to make sure Spencer has been taken care of, but now it’s her turn. I know Rex feels the same way, which is why I won’t push her too hard.

      “I still need to apply. Maybe I won’t get in,” she says and I snort.

      Emilia is so smart that I’m sure that she’ll get in. She was at NYU for one semester, but then her mother abandoned her younger brother, Spencer, and she had to drop out when she came back to raise him. Spencer has cystic fibrosis and Emilia really struggled to pay for his medicine and make sure he had everything he needed.

      Her mom showed up last month out of the blue, and that’s when she found out her father hadn’t died when she was a baby like she originally was told. In reality, he died a few months ago and left everything to Emilia. She became rich overnight and used some of that money to make sure she got custody of Spencer.

      I can’t imagine what that would be like. Maybe it wasn’t a big surprise for her. Emilia’s mom was a piece of work even before she came back and admitted that she lied to her children about their father.

      Even after everything went down and Emilia got custody of Spencer as well as secured her inheritance, she’s continued working with me at the coffee shop. She ended up quitting her waitress job at Teasers, the strip club where I also wait tables in the evenings.

      I was actually the one who got her the job, and I’m not saying I’m a matchmaker, but that’s where my bestie found Rex, so at least the job wasn’t for nothing. Watching them fall for each other was so cute that it almost made me want to try dating.

      Almost.

      I’m missing one key element to having a relationship. Trust. I don’t give it easily, especially when it comes to men. I spent my childhood watching my dad spin pretty lies for beautiful women. And I was there when everything unraveled, time and time again. We’d move to a new town, I’d get a new stepmom, and we’d both listen to new lies while waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      I shake my head of those thoughts, focusing back on my friend. Emilia deserves all the happiness in the world, and I’m thrilled that she’s getting her fairy tale ending with Rex.

      “You’ll get in,” I assure her. She gives me a grateful smile.

      "I've been looking at it more and more. If I want to enroll for the next semester then I need to apply soon."

      "Do it today!"

      "We'll see," she hedges.

      I hop up onto the counter, letting my sore feet get some rest. I worked at Teasers last night and had to deal with several bachelor parties. I was running around the whole time and then had to get up bright and early this morning to fill in for Robert.

      “I’m going to go grab a sandwich from the deli. Do you want anything?” Emilia asks me.

      “Turkey Club, please!”

      I reach into my pocket for some money but she waves me off.

      “I’ve got it. Be right back,” she says as she takes off her apron and heads for the front door.

      I watch her as she heads down the sidewalk and out of sight before I let out a deep sigh. It feels like everyone around me is doing new and exciting stuff and meanwhile, I’m just… stuck.

      I’ve lived in this small Kentucky town for the last ten years and not much has changed in that decade. After a childhood of bouncing around from town to town, we settled in Kentucky when I was in middle school. My father met a new love interest, of course.

      I didn’t realize until we stayed put here that most families don’t uproot their lives every few months to chase relationships. It’s always been just my dad and me. My mom died when I was three, which is when this all started.

      My dad has a cycle. He meets someone, starts dating them, and treats them like a princess. Then he proposes, they get married, he cheats on them, and they get divorced. Then he repeats the whole cycle all over again with his new girlfriend. I tried warning one of them off, but it didn't work. My father told her I was lying for attention.

      Usually, the relationships only last about three years, but for whatever reason, his marriage to Kathy lasted close to five. By then, I was almost out of high school and I fought to stay here to graduate with my friends.

      My dad has moved on and been married again, though I didn’t attend. Truthfully, I haven’t really spoken to him in a few months, and it’s been a pretty peaceful existence.

      Our relationship wasn’t always like this. He was a good dad when I was younger but somewhere along the way, he changed. I remember going on adventures with my dad, whether it was hiking in the woods or setting up a tent in the backyard to watch the stars. But that wasn’t enough for him. I wasn’t enough for him. Or maybe he was always this way, and I just finally started seeing the real him.

      Either way, I’m a cliché. Too many daddy issues to trust a man with my heart, let alone my body. Yeah, I’m inexperienced in pretty much every way when it comes to relationships, and I don’t see that changing any time soon.

      The bell above the door goes off and I jerk out of my memories, pasting a smile on my face as I turn to greet the new customer.

      “Welcome to – oh, it’s you.”

      “Nice to see you too, Scarlett,” Nash says, an easy smile on his face as he comes up to the counter. Why do his eyes have to be so dang blue? And why is his grin the highlight of my day every time I see him? Could Nash have just one flaw on that perfectly proportioned face and chiseled body?

      Stop staring at the man like a creeper, I tell myself sternly.

      “What will it be?”

      “Cup of coffee and an everything bagel,” he says, nodding to the bagels.

      Nash is Rex’s best friend. He comes into Teasers sometimes to hang out with his friend. so I’ve gotten to know him over the last few months.

      Aside from being wildly attractive, Nash is charming, smart, and easy to get along with. He makes me feel comfortable, which is something I don’t have with many other people. There’s just one problem.

      Nash is always flirting with me.

      He’s a smooth talker, and I don’t have any room for that in my life. Who’s to say I won’t take Nash up on one of his offers for drinks, have him woo me into bed with pretty words and soft touches, only to have him leave me the next morning? My heart couldn’t take that. Especially since he’s the only man I’ve ever harbored a crush for.

      “Busy day?” I ask as I ring him up and move to get his food for him. The quicker he leaves, the better.

      My heart riots in my chest and my stomach flips at the thought of sending Nash away, but I have to push through. I have to keep my head on straight. Yes, Nash makes my knees wobbly and my palms sweaty, but I’m sure he has the same effect on half the town. It doesn’t mean anything.

      “Not really,” he says, pulling me back into the moment. He sounds bored with his job.

      “Is being a lawyer not as exciting as you thought? Because I think the coffee shop might be hiring. I could put in a good word for you if you want!”

      He gives me a little smirk, and holy hell, I feel it tingling down my spine, stroking my nerves before settling between my thighs. This man is dangerous.

      “What are the benefits like?”

      “Not great,” I admit.

      I pass him his to-go cup of coffee before I grab a bagel and cut it in half.

      “Things are just slow today,” he says as I put it in the toaster.

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, not just today. There’s not much work here for a lawyer. Certainly not for four of them.”

      “Are you going to quit the law firm?” My tone is nonchalant, but inside, my stomach is twisted in knots. If he quits, he’d probably move.

      “I don’t know. Maybe? I was thinking about starting my own firm in Nashville. I’d get more business there.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a dry throat. My voice comes out scratchy, so I clear it and try again. “And the commute wouldn’t be bad either. Maybe half an hour?” Am I being obvious that I don’t want him to move? It’s crazy. I know this. I can’t be with Nash, or anyone, and I certainly don’t want him to be with anyone else, either. I also don’t want him moving.

      Nash just needs to stay here, stay single, and keep visiting me at my jobs. Yes, that’s safe. Selfish of me, but safe.

      He nods and the toaster pops. I add cream cheese and put the bagel in a to-go bag, passing that to him, too.

      “How are things going here?” he asks, changing the subject.

      “Slow, but it is almost noon.”

      “Hey, Nash!” Emilia says as she walks back in with our sandwiches.

      “Hey, Emilia. How’s it going?”

      “Pretty good,” she says, looking away from us as she digs in the paper bag in her hands.

      "I'll see you guys later," Nash says, his brilliant eyes lingering on me. I count the shades of blue, marveling at the depth of his gaze. I try averting my eyes, but I can't. Instead, I wave my hand like a giant dork and watch as he grins and walks out the door.

      “See you.”

      I try to tear my eyes away from his attractive form, but I can’t. I watch as he heads back to his car and opens the door. Before he slips inside, Nash glances up and our eyes lock for one second. I swear I see a flash of longing, so deep it’s almost painful to hold eye contact. Could he really want me that much? Would I believe him if he said he did?

      I blink and the spell is broken. Nash gives me a grin, winking at me before he slides behind the wheel. I turn away, wishing that he hadn’t caught me checking him out.

      Nothing can happen between us. I come with enough baggage and trust issues to fill up his giant house on the outskirts of town. Plus, he’s best friends with my best friend’s boyfriend. I see him all the time and it would be so awkward if we dated and broke up. My heart couldn’t take it.

      I try to list all the reasons why being interested in Nash is a bad idea but as I watch him drive away, my heart speeds up at the thought of seeing him again.
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      I spin around in my chair, wondering if it's too early for me to just head home. My corner office zooms around me as my chair continues to spin, and I take in the floor-to-ceiling window, my oak desk, and the couch in the corner before starting the cycle over again.

      We haven’t had anyone come in all day, and I already finished what little paperwork I had this morning. And by paperwork, I mean I took a few online quizzes to see what kind of coffee drink I am based on my astrological sign. Apparently, Libras should drink Cafe Au Laits, as it suits their need for harmony and balance.

      So, yeah, things are going great around here.

      I knew being a lawyer in this tiny Kentucky town wouldn’t be the fast-paced, high roller lifestyle of some of my law school counterparts in New York or LA. These last few months have been miserable, though. It’s not just the lack of new clients getting to me, it’s this restlessness in my soul.

      It started out as a tightness in my chest, then turned into more of a gaping hole. I’ve been walking around with an aching heart for what felt like years, and it was only recently I discovered the cure.

      Scarlett.

      Too bad she keeps avoiding me or brushing me off. Doesn’t she need me too? She has to feel this intense pull between us, right?

      “So, this is what a bigshot lawyer does all day,” Rex says as he wanders into my office. I startle a bit, then hold my hands out, stopping myself on my desk as my chair comes back around.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      “I finished my errands early and was going to see if you wanted to grab a late lunch with me.”

      I’m not really that hungry after the bagel I had earlier but it’s not like I’m doing anything here. If I stare at my screen any longer, I might be tempted to take another quiz about which Marvel hero I’d be in an alternative timeline. Thor, obviously. No need for a quiz.

      I look at the clock and see that it's close to three. That’s pretty much five in my book, especially when things are this slow.

      “Yeah, just let me log off.”

      “Cool,” Rex says and I notice he’s on his phone.

      Probably texting Emilia.

      Rex and I have been best friends since birth. In fact, I’d say we’re more like brothers. We both grew up here in Kentucky and we were both raised by single mothers. My dad died in a car accident when I was just a toddler and Rex’s dad left before he was even born.

      We grew up at each other's houses, spent summers hanging out every day all day, and even roomed together in college until we graduated. Rex headed back to our hometown and I headed off to law school before moving back a few years later.

      “Slow day?” Rex asks as we head outside. I nod.

      “Incredibly slow,” I admit as I loosen my tie and undo the top button of my dress shirt.

      We walk to my car and I toss my suit coat and briefcase into the backseat.

      “Where were you thinking of going for lunch?” I ask him.

      Before he can answer, a familiar face spots us and waves.

      “Hey, guys,” Max Mason says and we both shake his hand.

      “Hey, Max. What are you doing down this way?” I ask him. He shrugs, but there’s a smile pulling at his lips.

      “I came to see my girl,” he admits.

      I should have guessed that. The Mason men are all crazy about their women. There’s even a myth in town that it’s a curse. They all see their girl for the first time and BOOM! They’ve met their match. Come hell or high water, these men are loyal and protective of their women.

      Rex says the same thing happened to him when he saw Emilia for the first time.

      I’d like to say that I’m too practical or analytical to believe that you could lay eyes on someone once and know that you were meant to be. But the same damn thing happened to me the first time I walked into Teasers and saw Scarlett.

      She was just finishing wiping off a table in the bar section. I watched her tuck the rag into her back pocket, my eyes glued to her every movement. Scarlett stretched her arms and rolled her shoulders, looking exhausted and incredibly sexy and adorable all at the same time.

      Everything and everyone around me faded into the background. The lights dimmed, the world became blurry, and all I could see was her. My woman.

      I still get a little buzzing shockwave in my chest when I think about that night. She looked over her shoulder, right at me, as if she felt my gaze. Sparkling blue eyes met mine, a deep sapphire glow emanating from them. For one brief, magical moment, we were both on the same page. I was ready to get down on one knee for her, without so much as a proper introduction.

      But then her blue eyes dimmed, a cloud of doubt passing through her mind. I watched, helpless, as the beautiful woman curled in on herself. She crossed her arms over her chest as if she needed to protect herself. From me? Never. I’d never hurt her. It’s not possible.

      Jesus, even now, the thought of anyone intimidating her or saying one disparaging word has my blood pressure rising. I take a breath and try to focus on the conversation my friends are having. If I ever want Scarlett to trust me, I need to slow down.

      My woman claimed me without so much as speaking one word, and I’ve thought of no one and nothing else ever since.

      I don’t know how I missed her around town before that fateful night. Maybe it’s because I was trying to throw myself into work and prove that I could be a successful lawyer. She was a few years younger than me in school, so we never had any classes together, but still. For someone as stunning and perfect as my Scarlett, I thought for sure I would have run into her sooner.

      Her red hair stands out like a flame, drawing me closer and closer. I want her heat, her fire. I’m not afraid of getting burned, but I think Scarlett is. At least, that’s what I’ve gathered these last few months.

      “Tell Violet we said hi,” Rex says to Max. I nod, though I missed pretty much everything Max said.

      “Will do. Are you helping out at the Smith’s house next week?” Max asks Rex. I let them talk business for a minute as I roll up my shirt sleeves.

      Rex is an artist but he used to work for the Mason brothers painting houses. He still helps out now and then when they're short-staffed.

      “See you guys,” Max says. I wave as he heads down the street to meet Liz.

      Rex and I teased Max and the other Mason brothers when they became utterly smitten with their women, but no one is laughing now. Rex finally has his girl, now I just need mine. Scarlett needs a little more convincing before I declare my eternal love for her, however.

      “Where did you want to go for lunch?” I ask my friend.

      “Pizza?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I leave my car there and we walk down the block to the pizza place on the corner. The restaurant has been here as long as I’ve been alive, and for good reason. It’s the best pizza I’ve ever had, hands down. The crust is an old family recipe that’s been handed down over the generations. No one else knows it except the owners, who still make fresh dough every morning.

      I wonder if Scarlett likes pizza. She must with how often Spencer requests it for dinner. What are her favorite toppings? Meat? No meat? Extra cheese? Is she one of those people who wants fruit on their pizza?

      I want to know everything about her and give her whatever she wants. Even if it means getting pineapple on a pizza. I could learn to like it. Or pick it off and hide it for the rest of my life. As long as I get to sit across from Scarlett for dinner, I’d do pretty much anything.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


