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      “I’ve been online dating all of one day, and I already have three dick pics in my inbox,” I said to my sister, Taylee, who was stifling laughter on the side of my tablet screen. I adjusted the device in its protective case shaped like a dinosaur, feeling so opposite from my sister.

      Even though all I could see behind her were gauzy curtains and white textured walls, I easily pictured her view of the Seine from her apartment balcony. Meanwhile, I was surrounded by boxes in the world’s smallest two-bedroom house in an equally small Texas town.

      Even though she was in her late thirties and I was five years behind her, I’d always looked up to her, from her string of French suitors to her beautiful Parisian apartment and her job as a professor at a university there. I could live vicariously through her.

      “It’s all a numbers game,” she said, ever the math professor. “If you meet enough men, there is sure to be a diamond in there somewhere.”

      I gave her a look and held up my phone with one of the offending pictures. “I’m deleting this app. Dating in my condition isn’t a good idea anyway.”

      “You’re a single mom, Larkin, not dying of syphilis,” she retorted.

      I laughed. “I don’t think you can die of syphilis.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe Seth can test that theory.”

      “You’re bad,” I said with a laugh. “I’m trying to be nice about him, for the kids’ sake. He’s taking this move pretty hard.”

      “He’s a piece of shit who doesn’t deserve the benefit of the doubt,” my sister replied. “Leaving you and those precious babies for another woman.”

      My lips pressed together, and I tried not to be bitter about the small, shabby house we were renting in the small town where I’d never planned to settle down. But I needed support, even more so now as a single mom, and I didn’t have enough of it in Dallas or make enough money on my own to hire help there. For all Seth’s flaws, his parents loved our two children to death and offered to babysit them for free. “I will admit, it was the most awkward month of my life, living in the house with him after the divorce while I waited for this place to open up.”

      Tay pointed at her mouth like she was going to be sick. I couldn’t blame her. The whole situation was not one I would have chosen for myself, but here I was.

      “I gotta go pick up the kids,” I said. “I told the grandparents I’d be there at five so they could go to their church dinner.”

      “I should probably grade these papers,” she replied. “You’ll get through this and land on your feet, Lark. I know you will.”

      I lifted a corner of my lips, thankful for her faith in me but not feeling quite as confident in myself. “Love you,” I replied, clicking out of the call, and then taking a couple deep breaths before standing up.

      I’d spent the day unpacking, but it felt like I’d hardly made a dent in the place, other than setting up the room Emily and Jackson would share for the time being. But it was important to me that my children felt at home here, especially Emily. Jackson was only one, but at four years old, Emily had taken the split so hard, crying more nights than not over the last month. She used to be such a lively and playful four-year-old, but she’d changed into a reserved, quiet little girl, and it broke my heart. Hopefully having all her things set up would help her feel more at home here.

      With a sigh, I grabbed a cookie from the plate one of our new neighbors, Mrs. Halstead, had brought over earlier with a smile that made the wrinkles deepen all around her lips and eyes. The gesture was so kind I’d almost cried. Probably shouldn’t mention that on the dating app.

      Not that signing up for it had been my idea—my sister encouraged it, saying that a rebound was exactly what I needed to get Seth off my mind. With the onslaught of dick pics, I wasn’t sure a good rebound was in my future. I’d have to heal the old-fashioned way—with time.

      I crossed the small living room to the front door, grabbed my keys from the Command hook on the wood paneled wall, and went outside. There were two steps down to the cracked sidewalk that stretched to the street. The lawn had been mowed but consisted mostly of weeds. I stepped slightly off the sidewalk and into the “grass,” sending small grasshoppers and other insects fluttering up before falling back down to the ground. Ugh. I hated bugs. Luckily there was a small park just a couple blocks away I could take the kids to.

      Reaching my minivan, I opened the door and got in. I hated the car now—it had been a “push present” from Seth after having Jackson, a reminder that we wanted to have a big family together with at least four kids just months before I found out he’d been cheating on me while I was still pregnant and on bedrest.

      Maybe it was because I was mad, but I lost track of my speed, and suddenly, I saw red flashing lights behind me as I drove out of town toward their grandparents’ house. And when I looked down, I realized I was driving ten miles over the speed limit.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit,” I muttered. A speeding ticket was the last thing I needed right now with money so tight. I was half tempted to turn onto the next dirt road and see if I could ditch him. But who was I kidding? I wasn’t some hot-rodding teen. I was a thirty-four-year-old mom in a minivan.

      I sighed and pulled off to the side of the highway, putting the car in park and taking out my license, registration, and proof of insurance. I glanced in my rearview mirror, noticing a man getting out of the cop car.

      He was tall—had to be over six feet—with a taut body and strong arms with tattoos winding down from his uniform sleeves.

      My mouth went dry.

      My marriage may have been dead, but my libido was not. In a quick glance, this man was doing more for me than any of the explicit pictures I had received on my phone.

      If I hadn’t been terrified of getting a ticket, my imagination may have run away with me, thinking up all the things he could do with that pair of handcuffs dangling from his hip. I swallowed, hard, and prepared myself for his approach.

      He reached my vehicle and spun his finger for me to roll down my window. My chest heaved with the force of my breath.

      “Ma’am, do you know how fast you were going?” he asked, all stern voice, aviator glasses giving nothing away.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said quickly. “I’m running late to pick up my kids from their babysitter’s. I really can’t be late. Is there any chance you’d let me go if I promise to drive the speed limit from here on out?” I may not have been as cute as I once was, but I batted my eyes in what I hoped would be an effective display of outright begging.

      He lifted his aviators, revealing a set of deep blue eyes and long dark lashes that would have taken my breath away if it weren’t for the outright skepticism in his pursed lips and arched eyebrows.

      Looking pointedly at my back seat, he said, “If you have kids at daycare, where are their booster seats?”

      Did he think I was lying? Why would I drive this vehicle if I didn’t have children? “I had to leave them for the sitter, in case she wanted to take them somewhere.”

      “Uh huh,” he deadpanned.

      “Do you not believe me?” I asked, incredulously.

      There was a spark of amusement to his voice. “How about this? If you really are late to get your kids, I’ll personally offer you a police escort so you can make it on time.”

      My jaw dropped, just the expectation of embarrassment coloring my cheeks. I could only imagine what Seth’s sharp-tongued mother would say if she saw me pulling up with a police officer flashing his lights. “No, I⁠—”

      “Or you could take a ticket.” He shrugged, reaching for a pocket notebook. “Up to you, darlin’.”

      Something about the way he said darlin’ made my shoulders snap straight with defiance. “Fine,” I huffed. “After you.”

      “What’s the address?” he asked.

      I rattled off the street name and number, and he nodded. “Follow me. With that lead foot, you should have no problem keeping up.”

      My jaw dropped open in indignation, but he didn’t notice, already turning back to his car.
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      I muttered more than a few choice words as I followed the annoying officer in his police car with its flashing lights driving far faster than the speed limit. At least I wouldn’t be late. Even if it felt like every single person was staring at us and memorizing my car so I would be even more of an outcast in this tiny, one-stoplight town.

      We reached my former in-laws’ house, and I parked behind him in the driveway. I got out of the car, indignant. “Happy?” I asked him as he stepped out, coming my way. When he got closer, I realized he was a good eight inches taller than me. I hated that I had to lift my chin to meet his eyes. Or how hard I had to work to pull my gaze away from his tatted biceps.

      “Thank you for the escort,” I said. “You’re free to go now.”

      He chuckled silently. “How am I supposed to know you’re not just going to a friend’s house to get me off your case?”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Fine, wait here.”

      But he didn’t need to wait because the front door opened, and Emily came running out, followed by her grandma, Nancy, holding Jackson in her arms.

      “Mommy!” Emily said, jogging a few steps forward. But she stopped a couple feet short of me, still on her grandparents’ wraparound porch, eyeing Knox.

      “This is—” I began.

      He stepped forward and got on his knee in front of her and stuck out his hand. “I’m Knox Madigan, and I wanted to welcome you all to town! What’s your name?”

      Emily answered softly, “Emily Cappes.”

      “Nice to meet you. Would you like a badge, Emily Cappes?”

      She gave a tentative smile and shook his hand, nodding.

      He let go of her small hand and then reached into his pocket, still kneeling on the ground in front of the porch so he could be at eye level with her. I could feel Nancy giving me a quizzical look, but I couldn’t take my eyes away from the interaction.

      Knox reached his large hand into his pocket and pulled out a shiny golden badge. “It’s got a little poke on the end. You might want to have your mama help you put it on, okay?”

      She nodded dutifully, taking the badge from him.

      “What do you say?” I asked her, not wanting to get on this guy’s bad side my first day in town.

      “Thank you,” Emily said.

      He grinned back at her. “You’re welcome.”

      He stood back up and smiled at my mother-in-law. “Nancy. Nice to see you. Didn’t know you were watching your grandkids nowadays.”

      She smiled back at him. “Just started today,” she said with a smile that belied her upset at the divorce. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?”

      Knox tilted his head toward me, and I internally cringed. Nancy would not like the sound of me speeding. But he told her, “Ran into Larkin here, and she said the kids might enjoy seeing police lights.”

      A sense of relief swept through me. Nancy might have been supportive of the kids, but I was on thin ice.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, giving Jackson a little wave.

      “Jackson,” Nancy and I answered at the same time.

      He grinned at my son, who was eyeing him curiously.

      Emily said, “Can I ride in the car?”

      “Oh, honey,” I said, “I’m sure Officer Madigan has important things to do.” Like pulling over other moms on their way to pick up their kids.

      “Nope.” He popped the p. “If your mom tells me where to go, you can ride with me.”

      Emily jumped up and down in front of me. “Can I, Mommy? Please?”

      I hesitated, but Nancy said, “He’s a local hero, Larkin.”

      I had to hold back a roll of my eyes. But because Emily looked so happy and hopeful, I couldn’t say no.

      “Fine,” I said. “But we need to put your car seat in his car first.”

      Nancy took Jackson to the shade of the front porch and sat in her rocking chair while I went to get the car seats. Jackson giggled happily as he held on to his grandma’s hands, pushing himself up to stand in her lap. He still had yet to walk, but at least he was using his legs.

      With those two occupied and Emily asking Knox all sorts of questions, I took Emily’s car seat from Nancy’s Oldsmobile first, carrying it to the cop car, hoping this was the first and last time my daughter would be riding in the back of one. When I reached the car, where Knox was showing her all the equipment inside, I said, “Can you unlock the back door so I can put this in?”

      “No need,” Knox said, turning away from the car and giving me a smile. His teeth were perfectly straight and white like he was secretly a model instead of a small-town police officer.

      But even his charm couldn’t distract me from car safety. “Yes, there is a need. She’s safest in a harness, and I will not have her riding without one, even with a ‘local hero.’”

      He tipped his chin down so I could see his eyes narrow playfully behind his glasses, like he was amused by me instead of annoyed like I was with him. “I took a training on installing car seats. I can put this one in. Trust me, I wouldn’t risk a hair on your daughter’s head.”

      The fiercely protective way he said it caught me off guard. I was used to Seth being annoyed that Emily wasn’t at least in a booster seat.

      I handed the seat to him, watching as he properly anchored it into the vehicle. I had to admit, he’d done it perfectly.

      When he noticed me watching, he explained, “I have some nieces who like to ride along from time to time, so I became a certified car seat safety technician.”

      Damn my ovaries for getting too excited.

      It was just all this talk about rebounds with my sister. After all the garbage I’d seen on the dating app already, the thought of a man who was interested in caring for children and actually knew how seemed like a fairy tale.

      “Why don’t you get buckled in, Emily?” Knox said, oblivious to my inner dialogue. “We’ll wait for your mama to get the little guy loaded up before we go.”

      Emily got situated in her car seat and started talking his ear off. “That’s my baby brother, Jackson. He’s a year old. He doesn’t talk yet. Mostly eats and sleeps. He does crawl now...”

      I listened for a moment, gauging how Knox engaged with her. He didn’t act bored like most guys my age did with little kids. Or like he was just placating her. He actually appeared interested in hearing what she had to say.

      I couldn’t hear them while I walked over the concrete driveway to Nancy’s car and took out the other car seat for Jackson. We kept the base in Nancy’s car since she was getting older and it was easier for her to use, and I set it in the back of my car before going to get him.

      Nancy kissed the top of Jackson’s head, leaving a ring of red lipstick before passing him to me. “That Knox really grew up well. It was touch and go there for a moment.”

      I glanced over at the car where he was standing, talking with my daughter, who had buckled in. “What do you mean?”

      Shaking her head, Nancy replied, “Always pulling pranks around town. Saran Wrap over the pool, sombreros on the Sinclair dinosaur, you name it, he did it. About got in serious trouble.”

      “And now he’s the one in charge of town safety?” I observed.

      She shrugged. “Someone’s gotta do it.”

      I shifted Jackson to my hip, holding him tight and looking him over, from his short soft brown hair to his dark blue eyes, pale skin, and rosy cheeks. “I’m so happy to see you, sweet pea.” I pressed a kiss to one of his full cheeks then blew a raspberry, and he giggled happily.

      Nancy said, “Getting settled in at the new place?” There was a tinge of sadness to her voice. She was way more disappointed in the divorce than her son.

      “Trying to, at least,” I said. “Thanks for watching the kids today.”

      A frown tugged at her lips. “Too bad you and Seth couldn’t make things work like some couples do after a slip. I know a marriage is hard but⁠—”

      “I know it is,” I said, trying to hold back my frustration. He was the one who cheated, not me. It was too bad. But this was reality. I wasn’t going to stay with a man who could sleep around on me while I carried his child. “You’ll watch them for my first day at work on Monday?” I asked.

      She nodded, pushing up from her rocking chair. Then she called over to Emily, saying, “See you soon, Em!”

      Emily waved back before Knox shut the door.

      Then I carried Jackson to the minivan and put him in his seat. He instantly started fussing and fighting. I swore no one was stronger than a toddler who didn’t want to be put in a car seat or have a diaper changed.

      When I was done, I pushed the button to slide the door shut and looked over at Knox, who stood at the open door of his cruiser, forearms resting on the doorframe.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      I told him the address, and a look I didn’t quite understand spread on his face. “I know that place.”

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      His grin turned into a smirk. “I’m your new neighbor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            KNOX

          

        

      

    

    
      Her full pink lips parted as annoyance and shock warred in her pretty green eyes. Her nose, dusted with freckles, scrunched, and she said... “Neighbors?”

      I nodded. “You rented from Dustin Jenkins, right?”

      A frown was all the confirmation I needed.

      “Trust me, I don’t bite.” I had to wink.

      She groaned and walked to her minivan with me chuckling silently behind her. Before opening her driver’s side door, she said, “Drive my daughter safely, okay?”

      I held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      “And stay away from Sinclair dinosaurs,” she retorted.

      That was the first time a woman had surprised me in quite a while. I was about to ask her where she’d heard about my high school escapades, but she got in the van and slammed the door.

      When I glanced at Nancy, she wore a pinched look on her face under a head of salt and pepper hair. “Have a great day, Mrs. Cappes,” I said.

      “You too, dear,” she replied with a wave.

      I got into my seat and buckled up. I knew Emily’s dad, Seth, in high school and heard from the grapevine about his divorce—I just hadn’t known his ex was moving to town. Maybe the rumors had been wrong. Glancing to the back seat, I asked Emily, who had her mom’s wavy brown hair and freckles and her dad’s brown eyes, “All buckled in?”

      She nodded seriously. Apparently, she’d gotten that from her mom.

      “Wanna use the police radio?” I asked her.

      Her brown eyes lit up, and she nodded quickly.

      “Okay, tell your mama we’re getting ready to go.” I opened the window between the front and back seat and then passed her the mic. When she held it in her hand, I pushed the button that activated the speakers outside the car. “Push the button and let her know.”

      “Mommy, we’re getting ready to go!”

      I smiled at the excitement in her voice and kept smiling when I saw Larkin’s expression soften through the passenger window. “Now tell your grandma goodbye.”

      “Bye, Grammy!”

      Nancy waved from the front porch.

      “Should I turn the lights on?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes!” Emily said.

      I smiled, pushing the button to make the lights go, and then began driving away from the Cappeses’ house. Then, I switched the radio to talk with our daytime dispatcher, Whitney. “Officer Madigan to dispatch,” I said.

      “Copy,” she replied.

      “I have a little kid in the car, Officer Emily Cappes, and will be busy for the next half hour. Let me know if anyone needs backup.”

      “Sounds good. Have fun, Officer Cappes!” Whitney replied.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror, seeing Emily shimmy happily.

      With the speaker back on its rack, I said, “Tell me, Miss Emily, what brought your family back to Cottonwood Falls?”

      Despite being so happy just moments before, her features sagged. It was like seeing a light dim. My heart squeezed before she even spoke in a small, sad voice. “My daddy and my mommy divorced.”

      “Oh no. I’m so sorry,” I said.

      She looked up and then back down again, brown hair falling across her face. “My daddy’s with his new girlfriend in Dallas, and Mommy and Jackson and me moved here.”

      My lips parted as I tried to wrap my mind around it. Seth was in Dallas with his new girlfriend while his family moved here without him? Larkin wasn’t from around here, but I guess it made sense if Seth’s parents were babysitting.

      And I hated to say it, but Seth was always a blowhard growing up. He loved to show off when he got the chance and oftentimes flirted with girls from multiple towns in the area at the same time. Sucked he hadn’t changed much, especially with two babies.

      Finally, I said, “I’m sorry, Emily. If you and your family ever need help, I’m right next door, okay?”

      She nodded and then looked out the window.

      “What’s your favorite thing to do for fun?” I asked her, trying to perk her back up.

      Her expression lifted slightly. “I love to go swimming and do crafts. With glitter.”

      I chuckled. “I have a niece I think you’d love.”

      “I wanna meet her!”

      “Let me ask your mama.” We pulled up in front of the house, and I noticed it in a way I never had before. Chipping paint, weedy yard. That was no place for a child to kick their shoes off and play. But I schooled my expression as I got out of the car and went to open the door for Miss Emily.

      “Can you unbuckle me?” she asked.

      “Sure thing, chicken wing,” I said.

      She giggled. “My name’s not chicken wing.”

      “Ohhh. I gotcha.” I unclipped the belt and she slid out of the car, running over to her mom, who was bent over the back seat, pulling out her baby. I had to look away to keep from ogling her curvy backside. And then a fresh wave of frustration rolled over me. What kind of guy cheated on a woman? Especially one who carried his children?

      From what I could see, she was good-looking and had enough spark to burn down half the prairies in Texas. Was there something under the surface I hadn’t noticed?

      “Can we, can we?” Emily begged.

      Larkin approached with Jackson on her hip, wearing a confused expression. “What is she asking about, ‘local hero’?”

      Oh, she was a feisty one. If only that didn’t intrigue me more. I held my hands out, trying to make her more at ease. “I’m having some family over for dinner tomorrow night, and I think Emily would love to meet my niece. Well, nieces, but one of them’s just a toddler, so they might not have much to talk about.”

      Larkin chuckled, as if despite herself, while Emily tugged at her shirt, revealing more of Larkin’s ample cleavage.

      Good God, I need to keep my eyes above her damn shoulders.

      Pulling back up at her shirt, Larkin said, “That’s awfully nice of you, but don’t feel like you have to invite us.”

      “No trouble at all,” I said. “I’m sure my sister-in-law would like to meet you too.”

      She shifted Jackson to her other hip, and he looked up at me with wide brown eyes just like his sister’s.

      “You’re welcome to come too, Jackson,” I said with a smile. “He’s a cutie.”

      Larkin’s smile seemed unrestricted now as she grinned down at her son. “We’re fond of him.”

      Emily tilted her head. “Well, I wasn’t so sure at first, but he’s okay.”

      I chuckled.

      “High praise from this one,” Larkin said, running her hand over her daughter’s wavy brown hair. “It would be great to meet some new people. What can I bring for food? Or do you and your girlfriend have that covered?”

      Most people might not have noticed the hint of color that tinged her cheeks or the way her eyes quickly glanced down before meeting mine again. But I was trained in reading people, and Larkin was curious about me.

      What I didn’t understand is why that thought had a light feeling bubbling up in my stomach. She was freshly divorced with two children. Dating me was probably the last thing on her mind. “No girlfriend, and no need to bring anything. I’m actually a pretty decent cook.”

      “Is that so?” She raised her eyebrows like she didn’t quite believe me.

      “When you lose your mom young, everyone has to learn to pitch in,” I said. The wave of sadness that came along with that fact was a regular part of my life, but Larkin’s features fell since it was news to her.

      “I’m so sorry, I—” she began.

      “No need to apologize,” I said quickly. “Just bring your appetite and your kiddos. We’ll have a grand old time.” I gave a little wave to Jackson, saying, “See you tomorrow, buddy. See you later, Officer Cappes.”

      Emily grinned and waved, and I swore, I saw a small smile on her mother’s face as well.

      I walked away and got in my car. As soon as I was out of sight, I pulled over along the curb and got out my phone, sending a text to my family’s group chat.

      Knox: You’re all coming to my place for supper tomorrow night. Bring something good to eat.
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      I set my curling iron down and checked my phone again, hoping for a response from Seth.

      Larkin: Emily misses you. Can you please make time to video call her today?

      Three hours had passed since I sent the message and still nothing, and it was getting to be time to go to our neighbor’s house. I knew it would be harder for him to stay connected to the kids when I moved two hours away, but I didn’t know he would act like the kids were his last priority.

      We’d been in this house for three days now, and nothing. No phone call, no texts. Emily cried for him every night before bed, and I had to make up excuses for him, saying he was busy working, that they would talk soon. It broke my heart for her every time and made me feel guilty that I chose him to be her father. I thought he was better than that.

      Taking a breath to calm myself down, I left the bathroom to check on the kids. Jackson was hopping in his bouncer while Emily watched an episode of PAW Patrol. They both seemed content, so I went back to the bathroom to put the finishing touches on my look, my hands shaking with nerves.

      I normally kept my makeup simple and opted for a ponytail, but I wanted to make a good impression in this town. It may have been too late for Knox, but it wasn’t for his family. I was alone here, unless you counted Seth’s parents. But I always got the feeling from them that I was just the wife, the parent of their grandchildren, not a true part of their family. I wanted to have a real community for my children and me. Especially if Seth wasn’t going to be a constant for them.

      I texted him again.

      Larkin: We’re going to be busy for the next couple hours. Any chance you could talk with her now?

      I looked at the screen, a read receipt coming up.

      Hope fluttered in my chest. Not for me, but for Emily. She loved her daddy. But as the minutes passed, that hope fell away.

      I might not be willing to talk shit about Seth out loud, but a million and one insults went through my mind. I didn’t understand how he could act like we were just out of sight, out of mind.

      With a sigh, I set my phone down and looked at myself in the mirror, checking my appearance one last time. I’d gained so much weight during my pregnancy with Jackson. Hardly any of my pre-pregnancy clothes fit me, and I hadn’t bought a ton of nicer, newer clothes in the last year, hoping I could lose the weight. But it had been a year, and it didn’t look like the weight was going anywhere. And with my new job as a nurse, I’d spent most of my clothing budget on scrubs.

      Today, I wore one of my nicer tops, olive green with short sleeves and buttons up the front to show a slight amount of cleavage. I stepped back to see my full outfit in the mirror. The shirt went well with some distressed jeans and leather sandals.

      I was determined to be confident in myself for my daughter’s sake. I didn’t want her to grow up stressing about the insane physical judgment I had felt from my ex and from society.

      I grabbed my phone from the vanity, tucked it in my back pocket, and went out to the living room to get the kids.

      “Ready?” I asked Emily as I went to pick up Jackson. He fussed a bit as I pulled him out of his bouncer.

      “I know, you could do that forever,” I said to him. Then I looked to Emily, who was still glued to the TV. I went and used the remote to turn it off, and she groaned at me.

      “I asked if you were ready,” I said. “You didn’t say anything.”

      “Can I talk to Daddy?” she asked, her eyes lighting up.

      I hid my own disappointment and said, “No, we’re going to Knox’s house.”

      She whined, “But I wanted to talk to Daddy.”

      “I know you did, but he can’t right now,” I said. “Let’s focus on meeting our neighbors. Maybe you’ll make a new friend tonight.”

      She nodded, pushing herself up from the chair. “Can I bring a toy?”

      “Of course you can,” I replied.

      She ran off to her room and came back carrying her Dallas Diamonds football.

      “Are you sure you want to bring that ball?” I asked. “What if they’re not Diamonds fans?”

      She held it tightly to her chest. “Who doesn’t like the Diamonds? Ford is the best quarterback in the league.” For being a little girl, she knew more about football than me. She and Seth watched the games every Sunday before the divorce, and he explained the ins and outs to her in a fun way that kept her invested.

      This was one battle I did not think was worth the fight.

      So I grabbed the diaper bag, and the three of us trekked around the sidewalk to the house next door. Unlike mine, this home had fresh paint, a lawn full of actual grass, and even a small bed of petunias up front. This man had to be some kind of special specimen to be a bachelor with such a nice-looking house.

      I reached for the doorbell, but Emily screeched, “I want to ring it!”

      “Try again,” I told her, glancing around to see if anyone else’s ears were ringing. There were already several cars parked along the street and in the driveway, and I had to wonder: How big was his family?

      Emily looked up at me. “Can I please ring the doorbell?”

      “Sure,” I said, taking a deep breath to ease my nerves.

      She reached out, pressing the button, and we heard the bell muffled from inside the house. She jumped up and down as if she could possibly reach the decorative window at the top of the door. I smiled at her excitement.

      The front door opened, and Knox stood there, grinning at us. Instead of his police uniform, he had on a heather-blue T-shirt that hugged his muscular arms and drew out the blue in his eyes. I almost didn’t notice the jeans he wore, which fit him just right—not too tight or loose.

      “It’s great to see y’all,” he said with a smile. “Come on in.”

      We followed him into the house, all of us looking around curiously. And again, I was pleasantly surprised. The home opened up to a dining room and kitchen. The counters and table were loaded with pans of food. Then we walked through the house, seeing nice leather couches in the living room, a basket full of throw blankets, and a TV mounted above a gas fireplace.

      “Everyone’s out back,” Knox explained. “You can follow me.”

      We did, my eyes inadvertently glancing to his backside. Damn. I needed to stop checking out my neighbor. That could get messy real fast.

      But then again, my mom always used to say the phrase “look don’t touch” applied to more than store items.

      There was a hallway to what I assumed were bedrooms and then a utility room with a washer and dryer, a rack of coats, sporting equipment of all kinds, and a table.

      Knox tapped on a door in the corner of the utility room. “This is a bathroom you can use.” Then we followed him through the screened back door. The smell of the grill filled my nostrils as we stepped onto the shaded cement patio.

      I could see all the people in his backyard that came with the vehicles parked out front. All fifteen or so of them looked at us as we stepped outside. I wondered what Knox had told them about us—if he’d said much of anything at all.

      Knox put his hand on Emily’s shoulder, saying, “I want you to meet my nieces.” He led her to a small sandbox shaped like a turtle off to the side, and I followed along, feeling eyes on me as I went.

      A girl who seemed around ten with long, caramel-colored hair played with a younger girl around two. Next to them, a fluffy dog that looked to be part Australian Shepherd watched dutifully.

      “This is my niece, Maya.” Knox gestured to the older girl. “And this is Leah.” He tickled the stomach of the little girl with dark brown pigtails. “And this is their dog, Graham. Girls, this is Emily. I’m sure you’ll be great friends.”

      Maya smiled and said, “Wanna play with us? We’re building sandcastles.”

      Emily gave me a questioning look, and when I nodded, she set the football down and got into the sandbox with the other two.

      “Do you like the Diamonds?” Emily asked Maya.

      “Yeah. My uncle’s the quarterback.” She said it so matter of factly, I almost believed her.

      “No way,” Emily said.

      “Yeah,” Maya replied. “He’s right over there.”

      All of us spun our heads in absolute shock where Ford Madigan was standing, drinking beer with a couple people I didn’t recognize. Emily jumped out of the sandbox, sprinting over to him and yelling, “HI, FORD!”

      “Oh my gosh,” I muttered, following her, Jackson fussing in my arms at the change in pace. “Sorry,” I said over my shoulder to Knox.

      If he replied, I didn’t hear him. No, I heard the star quarterback for Texas’s pro football team, saying, “Nice to meet you, Emily.”
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      So I might have the hots for my neighbor.

      And I may have made up an entire event to get to know her better.

      Inviting over my pro-football-playing brother was just the cherry on top. But now that he was here, I realized it could have been an amazing or a horrible idea, depending on how this went. Either she was impressed by my cool family, or he fell in love with her instantly and swept her away to his mansion in Dallas. And with how beautiful Larkin was, there was a good chance he’d be enamored with her too.

      But her eyes were mostly on her four-year-old daughter, who was chatting up the best quarterback in the league like he was just another kid on the playground.

      “Will you throw less interceptions this season?” she chided him.

      Everyone around her chuckled, and Ford’s cheeks tinted pink as he drew his hand through short brown hair. “That’s the goal.”

      “And I think you should run more on the fourth down instead of kicking it away.”

      He folded his arms over his chest. “You think so?”

      She nodded. “You gotta take a risk sometimes. And I⁠—”

      Larkin put her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. She’s a big fan.”

      “I guess there’s a fine line between fan and critic,” Ford teased with a chuckle.

      Larkin blushed hard. “Yes. We watch a lot of football in our house. And of course we cheer for our local team.”

      Emily piped up. “Do you know Alex Hill?”

      “He’s my best friend,” Ford replied.

      Emily grinned like she’d died and gone to heaven. “I have some things to say to him too.”

      Larkin shook her head at her daughter. “Let the man enjoy his party. You go play with Maya.”

      “But, Mom,” Emily whined.

      “Three... two...”

      “Fine,” Emily piped off, spinning on her heel and marching across the grass to the sandbox.

      “Sorry about that,” Larkin said to Ford. “She’d probably act the same way with Blippi if she ever met him.”

      Ford tilted his head. “Which team does he play for? I thought I knew all the quarterbacks in the league.”

      Everyone else cracked up, including me.

      My sister-in-law, Liv, stepped closer, explaining, “He’s the star of a kids’ TV show.”

      “Right,” Ford said, shaking his head. “I’m getting a drink. You want a drink?” he asked Larkin.

      She nodded. “A beer would be great.” Her eyes lingered on my brother for a moment as he walked away, then she looked back at me, hitting my shoulder with her free hand. Baby Jackson copied her, and she held his hand. “How could you not tell me someone famous would be here?”

      I chuckled, shying away, and said, “Guess he’s just ‘little brother’ to me.”

      Liv rolled her eyes at me and then extended her free hand to Larkin. “I’m Liv, married to Fletcher.” She gestured toward my oldest brother standing next to her.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Larkin,” he said, shaking her hand. “And you too, Jackson.” He gave a little wave to Jackson, who waved back.

      I breathed a sigh of relief that Liv didn’t mention all of this had been thrown together last second or that I had to promise Ford I’d cook according to his dietary plan to get him to come.

      Liv asked Larkin to go sit with her at the folding table and started asking her all sorts of questions. I went with them, listening intently while trying not to act too invested.

      Larkin had grown up in Houston, moved to Dallas with her mom and sister when her dad passed in her teenage years. She worked as a nurse and had been hired to work at the local retirement home but was thinking about working in a school setting when her kids got older so they could be on the same schedule. Her sister lived in Paris, her ex was in Dallas, but her former in-laws were so supportive of the kids she decided to move here for free babysitting.

      When Ford brought her beer out and Larkin was thanking him, I whispered to Liv, “You should be a detective.”

      Liv laughed, tossing dark brown hair over her shoulder. “I already have my dream job, being a stay-at-home mom.”

      “Wait a couple years for Maya to be a teenager and being a detective will sound a lot more attractive.”

      “True,” she replied, then she focused her attention on Larkin, who was trying to keep her beer away from her grabby baby.

      “Mind if I hold him?” Liv asked. “I love a squishy little babe!”

      “Are you sure?” Larkin asked. “He’s a handful.”

      “Of course.” Liv reached for Jackson, and even though he fussed for a second, she soon had him laughing by making silly sounds and faces.

      Larkin rolled her shoulders before sitting back in her folding chair and taking a sip of beer. Her eyes trailed over to the sandbox where Emily, Maya, and Leah were balancing sand toys on their heads. Her eyes formed a soft smile to match the curve of her lips.

      When she looked at me, her smile turned a little shy, like she knew I’d been watching her. She took a quick sip of her beer and asked, “So there are three of you Madigan boys?”

      I smiled at the phrase. I’d spent my whole life in Cottonwood Falls being one of those “Madigan Boys.” I explained, “There are five of us. My youngest brother’s in college. Fletch, Hayes, and I live here—Fletcher’s the doctor in town and Hayes owns the body shop—and Ford lives in Dallas.”

      “Hayes?” she asked, looking around.

      “Late,” I said, “As usual.”

      She arched a brow. “Does that bother a... rule-abiding citizen such as yourself?”

      I couldn’t help my smirk. “You’ll get it when you see him. He makes his own rules.”

      “Ah,” she replied with a smile. “Sounds like my sister. She never did what was expected of her.” There was something more to her tone that had me curious.

      “Do you wish you hadn’t done what was expected of you?” I asked. The shock in her eyes was apparent, and I added, “It’s my job to read people.”

      “Get out of my brain,” she said with a nervous laugh. “And no. I love my kids. But I wouldn’t mind a view of the Eiffel Tower right now either.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I think this view’s pretty great.”

      I wasn’t sure what I expected from her, but it was definitely not the laugh that fell off her lips.

      “Are you flirting with me, Officer Madigan?”

      I hadn’t realized we still had an audience until Liv laughed heartily, and Fletcher stifled a chuckle of his own.

      “She got you,” he mumbled.

      “I hate you.” I replied.

      Then I heard a loud engine approach. “Thank God,” I said, pushing up from the table. “Hayes is here.”
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