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      "You have that book for me?" Chance stood in front of the children's counter of the library in his uniform.

      His voice zapped through my body like an electric charge. "Chance."

      He moved to sit on the counter, and my cheeks heated. Did he know the affect he had on me? I was on high alert anytime he was nearby, aware of his every movement. I breathed in his scent, a combination of leather and the outdoors.

      He cocked a brow with an amused expression. "You had a book reserved for me? You thought I'd like it."

      My face flamed hotter as I fumbled around under the counter for the book I'd reserved for Chance St. Claire, my best friend's older brother. I'd carefully written his name on a Post-it and fixed it to the cover of a thriller. It wasn't my preferred genre, but I'd read it to ensure it would be a good recommendation. "I already checked it out to you so no one would take it."

      Chance winked at me as he accepted the book. "The guys are relying on me to pick a good one."

      "Good books are subjective. But it got an average of four and a half stars on the review sites," I said, my words running together. As a police officer, he had to know when someone was nervous. If it were anyone else, I would have assumed it was the uniform that had me on high alert. I was a rule follower after all. But I'd crushed on Chance since I'd turned thirteen, before I even understood what the butterflies were swirling in my stomach.

      Chance covered my hand with his, and my heart stuttered. "You researched the reviews for me?"

      I blinked up at him. "You wanted a book recommendation. That's how I determine if a book is worth reading. The blurb, cover, reviews, and word-of-mouth recommendations."

      Thankfully, he removed his hand because my heart was racing out of control. "You take your job seriously."

      "Don't you?" I shot back, knowing some men thought my job wasn't worthy of their respect. I wasn't in academia like my parents, nor had I ever published anything myself. I was just a librarian. I'd heard that more times than I could count.

      "There's something hot about a woman who can talk books." Chance stood then, one hand clutching the book, and the other ran down the front of his uniform shirt.

      What would it be like to unbutton them one by one, knowing there were still several layers to go through to get to his sculpted chest and chiseled abs? He'd taken his shirt off enough over the years when I was at his house with his sister, Scarlett, that the image was embedded in my brain forever. My eyes narrowed on him. "Are you messing with me right now?"

      Chance barked out an amused laugh. "Not at all." Then he sobered. "Why? Did someone say something to you?"

      I shrugged. "Guys I've dated in the past haven't looked too favorably at my job choice."

      "They're obviously idiots."

      "Did your ex-girlfriends like to read?" I searched my mind for names but couldn't think of anyone beyond his high-school girlfriend. Chance was private about his personal life, but rumors indicated that he only dated outside of town since he was the sheriff. "Shelle Taylor?"

      Chance scoffed. "Wow. I haven't heard her name in forever."

      "She's married with three kids and lives right here in town." She was the quintessential popular girl. She was tall and blond. All the boys wanted her, and Chance had dated her all through high school.

      "Yeah, but—I haven't thought about her since we broke up. She didn't want to date someone who wanted to be a police officer. Not that I was interested in anything long-term with her. But thinking back, I don't remember seeing her with a book."

      I stood, gathering my things because the library was set to close in a few minutes.

      Chance glanced at the cover of the book on top of the neat stack I'd made. "You're reading children's books?"

      "It's for the school's Battle of the Books competition. I read the books and create practice questions."

      Chance smiled. "That's a great program."

      "You know about it?" I asked him.

      "We organize security for it, and I've worked the event myself. I like to be seen in the community as much as possible."

      I settled the strap of my bag on my shoulder and picked up the books. When I came around the edge of the counter, Chance held his hands out. "I'll get those for you."

      "You don't need to do that." I was a little flustered that he wanted to carry them for me. I loved men who were chivalrous, but I'd only read about them in books. No guys I'd dated held doors or even paid for the check. They all expected me to pay half. Not that I wouldn't offer, but I wanted a man to take care of me in that way even if I had money in the bank. Good manners were attractive.

      Chance frowned. "I'm not going to let you carry ten books to your car."

      It was sweet that he'd offered, but I routinely hauled books back and forth between my house and the library. It wasn't like he could be here every day to lighten my load. What would it be like if we were dating? Would he stop by every night at close to walk me to my car? My heart contracted.

      We passed the empty circulation desk. "Are you alone here?"

      "I'm usually the last one to leave." I was the only employee who didn't have a family to rush home to.

      "Do they lock the door when they leave?"

      "I do that when I walk out."

      Chance frowned, glancing at the clock. "But it's after closing."

      "I don't mind."

      "I don't think it's safe. Especially if you're tucked into the children's area and can't see the front door."

      "You don't have to worry about me."

      Chance stepped in front of me to push open the door.

      There was a homeless man at the corner of the building. He stopped by every evening, probably because I saved food for him.

      I moved toward him, pulling out the cheese and crackers I'd saved from my lunch and a bottle of water. "Here you go."

      Darren held out two hands to accept the package. "I appreciate that, ma'am."

      I frowned at his shabbier than usual state. "Are you staying in the shelter tonight? It's getting cold already."

      "I'll make my way over there eventually."

      "The doors close at nine," I reminded him gently.

      "Thank you." His eyes darted toward Chance. "I'll do that."

      I frowned when he disappeared into the alleyway. "Darren usually sticks around to talk to me. I think you spooked him."

      "You always stop to talk to homeless men?" Chance asked as I led the way to my small SUV.

      I'd bought one with four-wheel drive. It was necessary living here. "Darren has been hanging around the library for a while. Sandra doesn't like him to come inside, so I take food out to him."

      His forehead wrinkled. "Do you know anything about him?"

      "His wife left him a few years ago after he lost his job. He hasn't been able to find one since. And you know how it is. You have to have an address to apply for a job. The longer you stay on the streets, the harder it is to get out. I told him about the county programs, but he's too proud to accept help. I can only get him into the shelters because it gets dangerously cold at night."

      "It's not safe to be alone with people like that. He's hungry and desperate and might need money for drugs or alcohol."

      "I'm willing to take the risk." I couldn't walk past someone who was hungry and cold and do nothing.

      "Aren't you worried for your safety?" Chance asked when we reached my SUV.

      "I'm not worried about Darren. We're friends." I clicked the locks and took the books from him, setting them in the back seat.

      When I turned back to him, he was scanning the empty lot. "I don't like you walking out here alone at night."

      "There's plenty of light."

      "It would be easy for someone to follow your routine, knowing you're the last to leave, and hide in wait for you."

      A shiver ran through my body. "This is Telluride. There hasn't been any crime like that⁠—"

      "There's a first time for everything." He opened the front door for me and gestured for me to get inside. "Turn on the car."

      He wanted me to be warm and safe. He was always so nice to me and Scarlett growing up. He never acted like we were too young, and he always looked out for us. When I was younger, it made me long for an older brother of my own. Later, it morphed into something different, something more like hero worship. But Chance would never look at me as anyone more than his sister's friend. He had a strict code of rules he lived by.

      I turned on the engine, adjusting the heater temperature to high.

      Chance leaned on the roof of the car so that his head was inside the vehicle. I couldn't breathe; he was so close. "I wanted to thank you for what you did to convince Scarlett to move here."

      "I wanted her to stay as much as anyone. But I'm fairly sure Eli was the hook." Scarlett was my best friend and now, Eli's girlfriend. After high school, she'd traveled the country with a theater group. She'd recently returned home when she lost her job, and I convinced her to lead a children's theater class, which led to directing a play. When she got a job offer in Tennessee, I worked on a plan with Chance and Eli to convince her to stay in Telluride instead.

      Chance shook his head. "I still can't believe my best friend is dating my sister when I asked him to protect her."

      "I thought you'd be happy she was staying in town and building a life here."

      "It took me by surprise. I didn't realize that Eli wanted to settle down. Then the next thing I knew, he was in love with my sister."

      Oh, so it wasn't so much that it was his sister, but that he'd moved onto a different stage of his life, and Chance wasn't ready for it. "You could meet someone too. There's nothing stopping you."

      Chance chuckled without any humor. "I can't make any kind of commitment because of my job. My parents' relationship was strained when my dad was working long hours. I saw what it did to my mom. Not to mention how much she worried about his safety."

      My heart contracted for him. It was obviously something he'd thought about a lot, and it did nothing to diminish my attraction to him. It only made me like him more. "We're not getting any younger."

      "Scarlett mentioned something about you wanting to date."

      "I haven't had much luck with local guys, so I'm throwing a wider net, joining an online dating site."

      Chance's brow furrowed. "Those aren't exactly safe. How do you know if the men you meet are good guys?"

      "I want a family and kids, and I can't wait forever." My parents were rarely home or emotionally present when they were. I wanted the perfect family: the doting husband, the rambunctious kids filling my home with joy, and maybe even a dog. I hadn't lost hope that there was someone out there for me.

      "Just be careful." Chance turned away as if he was going to leave. Then he snapped his fingers.  "I almost forgot. The guys and I want to create a book club."

      "I'm sorry. What did you say?" I couldn't have heard him correctly. The library and the local book store sponsored numerous book clubs, but I couldn't remember any groups of younger men forming one.

      "We need a dedicated time to meet and discuss books. Otherwise, we get to talking about work or something else."

      "You could schedule a meeting room in the library. There's a nice one with leather couches and a fireplace on the top floor. Then you could advertise for other members or keep it exclusive to you and your friends."

      Chance nodded. "I think we'd like to keep it exclusive for now."

      I raised a brow. "Are you worried about what people would say?"

      He dropped his head slightly. "Maybe. I don't know."

      I knew what kind of conclusions people made about those who preferred reading, say, to real life. But I suspected most women would find a men's book club sexy. "Let me know a date and time, and I'll reserve the room for you."

      "If you'd help us with more book recommendations, that would be great too. I don't know what's good, and I don't want the guys giving me a hard time because the book I picked is awful."

      "I can do that." I was excited to have another reason for us to see each other. I enjoyed collaborating with him when we both wanted Scarlett to stay in town.

      "You're the best, Marigold." Chance tapped the roof of the car. "You have a good evening."

      "Thanks. You too." I said as he closed the door, enclosing me in the warm space that now smelled like him. The way he'd said I was the best told me he only saw me as a friend. He didn't experience the quickening of his heartbeat when he saw me or find it difficult to breathe when he was in my presence.

      I preferred reading to going out, and I enjoyed devoting my spare time to charities. I wasn't someone men were instantly attracted to, and there was no reason for Chance to see me in a different light.

      I sighed as I backed up the car and waved at Chance. He'd waited for me to exit the parking lot before heading to his department issued SUV. It was just the kind of guy he was. Too bad he'd never be mine.
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      Tonight was our first book club meeting. I wasn't sure any of the guys were talking about it or calling it that. Any time we tried to meet at a bar or one of our houses, we inevitably talked about anything but the assigned book.

      Marigold fed me book recommendations, and now she'd found us a place to meet where it was quiet.

      I was off duty for once, and it felt strange to walk into the community building out of my uniform. I approached the children's desk, but Marigold wasn't in front of her computer screen where I'd usually spot her.

      I searched the stacks until I found her kneeling next to a child. The mom stood nearby with a soft smile playing on her lips.

      Marigold's hand traveled over the blue spines of a row of books. "These are the books you were looking for. This series is popular. Do you know which one you want?"

      The boy began pulling one after the other out of the row and stacking them on the floor. "This one. This one. Oh, this one is good."

      Marigold exchanged an amused look with the mother. Then she spotted me. She stood, pulling down her skirt that had ridden up from her position. I forced myself to keep my eyes on her face and not her legs.

      Since when did I check out my sister's best friend? When I'd graduated, I saw Marigold occasionally on visits home from college.

      I never understood why Marigold hung out with Scarlett. She seemed like a good girl, and Scarlett was the opposite. My parents thought she was a good influence on Scarlett.

      When Marigold graduated from her master's program and moved home to fill the open position in the children's section, I was a deputy. I'd made my vow not to date women in Telluride. It would be too complicated since my plan was to run for sheriff. I kept any relationships to flings with tourists or women who lived in the next town over.

      "Did you need something?" Marigold asked me.

      "I didn't mean to interrupt." I nodded toward the boy and his mother.

      "Thank you," the mother said to Marigold.

      "Happy to help." Marigold moved to stand in front of me.

      "You reserved a meeting room for us, but I wasn't sure which one." That wasn't exactly true. I remembered it was on the third floor, but I wanted Marigold to show it to me.

      "I'll get the key."

      I followed her to the circulation desk. I was used to making small talk. I shouldn't have felt off-kilter speaking to Marigold. I'd known her since she was in grade school. "Has it been a busy day?"

      "It usually is in the morning, then again after school lets out for the day." Marigold bent down to get something under the desk, and her cardigan gaped open slightly, giving me a peek at the very edge of lace bra. I forced myself to look away.

      "Just follow me," Marigold said as she straightened, heading toward the staircase. I was behind her, my gaze drifting lower to the view of her ass in that pencil skirt.

      On the third floor, she opened the door. "You'll like this room. It's nice and private."

      There were floor-to-ceiling windows on this level with views of the town and the mountain range in the distance.

      Marigold clicked on the overhead lights, then turned on the gas fireplace. There were several leather, overstuffed chairs and end tables. "You can bring food and drink if you'd like to in the future. Just clean up before you leave."

      "I can do that."

      "Who all is coming?" Marigold stood next to the fireplace, her hands smoothing her skirt.

      Was she nervous to be alone with me? "The Wilde brothers and me. We tried to convince Dax to give it a shot, but he's busy at work."

      "I'm actually surprised the rest of you are serious about a book club. I don't think we've had a request like this from a younger group of men."

      I winked at her. "Are you stereotyping people?"

      Marigold flushed. "I didn't mean to."

      I sat in the leather chair with an ottoman and threw my feet up. "It feels good to get off my feet." I gestured at the chair next to me. "Have a seat."

      Marigold glanced at the door. "I should get back to work."

      "Just sit for a minute. You get breaks, don't you?" I suspected that Marigold didn't take many because she enjoyed her job.

      Marigold sighed and sat on the leather couch. "I can spare a minute."

      "It's nice, isn't it?" The room was quiet except for the crackling fire.

      "I suggested this room because it's quiet and away from the busiest areas. Not many people venture up here."

      "I didn't even know this was here until you mentioned it."

      "This is where I come on break to read."

      She did take breaks to read. Imagining Marigold in her cardigans and skirts reading a book in front of the fireplace was attractive. "You’re allowed to use the meeting rooms on break?"

      Her cheeks flushed pink. "I've never asked permission."

      "I thought you followed all the rules." I didn't know what the head of the library required of her employees, but I was enjoying teasing her.

      Marigold scoffed. "How many times did you pick me and Scarlett up at a party where there was underage drinking going on?"

      I set my feet flat on the floor and leaned my elbows on my thighs. "Why did you put yourself in those situations? You know what happens at parties like that."

      Marigold looked away. "I was sober. I went to look after Scarlett. She would attend regardless if I was present."

      I sucked in a breath. "I never knew that."

      Marigold's brow furrowed. "How could you? We didn’t exactly talk back then."

      "Scarlett could have gotten into trouble if our dad wasn't the sheriff."

      "I suspect she did it to get attention from your dad."

      I tipped my head in her direction. "Thank you for looking out for my sister."

      The door opened, and Xander’s voice boomed into the cozy space, "Is this the room we're meeting in?"

      I waved a hand. "No need to yell."

      Marigold jumped to her feet, smoothing her skirt. "It's a library, after all."

      Xander grinned when he saw her, moved close to where she stood, and pulled her in for a side hug. Were her breasts brushing against his chest? Why did I care?

      Marigold pushed him away with a grin. "I'll let you get to it."

      "Wait," Xan called to her before she could slip out. "We need a librarian here to lead the discussion."

      Marigold's forehead wrinkled. "It's a men's-only book club, isn't it?"

      Xan grinned. "I'm sure we could make an exception for a beautiful woman like you."

      I groaned at his blatant flirting. "I'll walk you out."

      I opened the door and waited for Marigold to step past me. I selfishly breathed in her floral scent. Everything about her appeared to be soft and sweet. I wondered if she'd be like that in bed or if she'd be passionate.

      Just then, Eli reached the top of the stairs. "Thanks for getting us this room."

      Marigold smiled at him. "I thought you'd like it."

      A slow smile spread over Eli's face as his gaze moved from me to Marigold. Then he went inside the room.

      At the steps, Marigold said, "I can handle it from here."

      "Thanks again for the room, and your book recommendation."

      "Did you like the book?" Marigold placed her hand on the railing.

      "It was more of a mystery, and I couldn't put it down until I knew what happened."

      Marigold's eyes widened. "You read it in one sitting."

      "I had to find out what happened. When I got to the end, I remembered the title of the book."

      "None of this is true."

      I shook my head, a rueful grin on my face. "I have no idea what happened and what was a lie."

      "I thought some of it was true."

      "Did you read the book?" I asked, surprised.

      Her cheeks pinkened. "I wanted to make sure it was good. You were trusting me to make a good choice."

      I stepped closer, and she looked away.

      "Marigold." I waited for her to look up at me. "I can't believe you went through that much trouble."

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "It was no big deal."

      My brow furrowed. "You read all the books you recommend?"

      She frowned. "I read the reviews online and can usually get a good idea."

      Why had she done more for me? I could say it was because we were friends. She'd helped me and Eli with Scarlett. I'd have to stew over that one for a while. I stepped back because she seemed uncomfortable with me in her space. "I thought as a police officer, I could see through the lies, but the author was good at creating doubt."

      Marigold smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "You should have a lively discussion."

      "I hope everyone read it. I need to talk to someone about it." I edged away, moving backward toward the door to the meeting room. I didn't want to miss any of her facial reactions. She was so expressive.

      "I'm happy to talk to you about it if you'd like," Marigold said, then ducked her head.

      I wanted to spend more time with her, and in this moment, I couldn't remember why I shouldn't. "That would be great."

      "Have a good meeting," Marigold said as she headed down the stairs.

      Eli popped his head out of the room. "Are you coming? I thought you were in charge of this meeting?"

      Marigold's laughter drifted up the stairs to us, and I couldn't help but smile at the sound.

      "Come on." Eli ducked inside, and I followed him.

      The guys made themselves comfortable on the couch and chairs. Xan took my spot, which was typical. He wanted whatever anyone else had. It had been that way since we were kids.

      Eli stood in front of the window, squinting into the darkness as if trying to see how much of a view there was of his family's ski resort.

      Oliver sat on the couch with his glasses perched on his nose and the book in his lap. He always came prepared.

      "You can't spreadsheet your way out of this one," Xan said to Oliver. "That story was messed up."

      Oliver lowered his glasses. "Joey wanted to know what it was about. I had to tell him a very watered-down version of the facts."

      I had a feeling Joey clung to Oliver because his mother wasn't around much. Tina was usually traveling around, playing gigs in various bars. It was no life for a kid. At least she'd admitted that Oliver would be the more stable parent. It was smart of her to realize that, but it came at a cost for Joey.

      Eli turned around. "It was boring in the beginning. I didn't think I'd get through it. I was questioning Chance's choice."

      "Marigold recommended it after she read it."

      "When the main character started talking about her life story, it got good," Xan added.

      "What was the deal with her wearing all that denim? Does that make her a psychopath?" Xan asked me.

      I was impressed that the guys had read the book, and we jumped into the discussion. I'd planned to go through the discussion questions in the back of the book, but maybe I wouldn't need to. "I don't run into a lot of psychopaths."

      "Thank God for that," Oliver said.

      My job was small-town sheriff. I dealt with complaints, property disputes, and the occasional domestic violence case. Serious crime was rare. It didn't mean that I didn't work long hours.

      "I knew something was going to happen to the other woman's husband. I had a bad feeling." Eli moved to sit on the couch. "Scarlett kept asking me what I was reading."

      "Did you tell her?" This was supposed to be a men's-only kind of thing. As much as I liked my sister, I didn't want her intruding on guy time, even if she was dating my best friend.

      Eli sighed, lifting his book to show me the cover. "I read paperbacks. I couldn't exactly hide it."

      "You get a chance to read the whole book, Xan?" I knew he'd had difficulties reading growing up. A teacher suspected, dyslexia, but it wasn't something they treated back then.

      "Nah. I got to the part where she confessed about dating a man twenty-eight years older than her, and I was a little freaked out, to be honest."

      Xan might have been a bit of a player, but he was genuinely a good guy.

      "Have you tried listening to the audiobook?" Oliver suggested.

      Xan leaned back on the couch. "That's not a bad idea."

      "You have to finish it, because I'm not so sure he lured her into a relationship," I said.

      "I think it was the opposite," Eli added.

      We talked more about what we thought was real. Then I went through a few of the discussion questions.

      "What's the consensus? Should we do it again?" I liked bonding with my friends over mountain biking or climbing, but there was something about reading the same book and discussing it together that was also enjoyable.

      "Scarlett thinks it's hot." Eli looked around the room at us.

      "What?" I asked him, not sure I wanted him to repeat his comment about my sister.

      "Scarlett thinks that men sitting around discussing a book is hot." Eli threw up his hands. "I'm just putting it out there."

      Xan leaned forward. "Seriously? I would think being the best skier in town would do it."

      "Killian's the best skier," I said, absentmindedly used to his competitive ways.

      Xan pointed at me. "But Killian's not here."

      Eli stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing one over the other. "He mentioned coming home for Christmas."

      "Are your parents coming home too?" I asked Eli, remembering they were traveling the world for their retirement.

      "They'll be here if the prodigal son returns," Xan said.

      Xan insinuated that Killian was the favorite, but I think it had more to do with him being absent since he was a teenager. He'd left home to train for the Olympics and rarely visited.

      "You know Mom and Dad love you," Oliver said.

      Xan was easy going and lovable. Eli was the responsible one who took over the ski resort. Oliver was the smart one, and Killian was the Olympic-level athlete. Each brother was exceptional. I'd always thought my job was important. But now that Eli and Scarlett were settling down, I was questioning everything.

      Who would have thought that Scarlett would be the first St. Claire to get serious with someone? My parents held out hope for me to marry and have kids. Now that Scarlett was on that path, I should have felt relieved that it took the pressure off me. Instead, I felt unsettled, and I didn't like that feeling.
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      I stuck around after closing because the guys were still meeting upstairs. After that encounter with Chance, I was nervous to see him again. I should have snuck out to avoid him, but I had to lock up the library after they left.

      I kept checking the clock, even though I could hear the one on the wall ticking away. The lights were dimmed, and everyone else had already gone home. I locked the front door because Chance was so concerned about my safety.

      I could read here or at home just as easily. I was slowly working my way through the Battle of the Books selections for the year and typing up the questions for the school's librarians to distribute to their teams.

      I tried to focus on the book, but I noticed I'd read the same paragraph three times before I leaned back in my chair. That's when I heard the thumping of feet on the steps and laughter.

      The Wilde brothers were always teasing each other. For as long as I could remember, I was envious of the St. Claire and Wilde families. They didn't go home to empty houses after school. They didn't make and eat dinner by themselves each evening.

      I shook my head, determined not to feel melancholy when my life was good. I'd always wanted to work in my hometown as a librarian. The only thing missing from my dream was a family. But I was working with Scarlett to make that a reality.

      The guys came into view.

      Xan spotted me and walked over to the counter as I gathered my things. "What are you still doing here?"

      "Someone has to lock up."

      Eli looked around. "I didn't realize the library was closed."

      I shrugged. "It's not a big deal. I didn't mind waiting."

      "You should have said that we went over time," Chance chided.

      "I didn't mind. I was reading." Wow. Great way to show your crush that you have no life outside of work. I should have been talking about the hot date I missed by having to stay at work late. Would Chance care if I went on a date?

      "You ready to head out?" Chance asked, his gaze roved over the space as if he was used to checking security everywhere he went.

      "I am." I tucked the book I was reading into my bag. I didn't have a stack of books today.

      The other guys moved toward the front door ahead of us, and Chance hung back.

      "How was your meeting?" I asked, my heart fluttering. This ridiculous crush on Chance was growing the more time we spent together.

      Chance's lips turned up. "It was good. Everyone but Xan read the book, and we had a good discussion. I think it helps that the book was more of a mystery. There was a lot to talk about."

      I nodded. "That was a good one."

      "Do you regularly read thrillers?" Chance asked me as we made our way past the displays of books and movies.

      "Not often but, whenever I do, I enjoy them. The only problem is that they are hard to put down. I have to know what happened at the end."

      The guys were loitering around the circulation desk.

      "And then, when you get to the end, you have no idea what actually happened. Do authors do that on purpose?" Chance asked as he waited for me to unlock the door.

      "The book certainly sticks with you longer when you're left with questions."

      Chance pushed open the door, and I ducked under his arm. I hoped the rest of the guys didn't notice the faint flush on my skin. I couldn't control my reaction to Chance. He was either oblivious or ignored me so as not to embarrass me. I hoped it wasn't the latter. I didn't want to be pitied. On some level, it was safe to like Chance from afar. There was no risk of getting hurt.

      The guys scattered, calling out goodbyes and reminding Chance to pick a good book for next time.

      Chance walked with me to my SUV, and I wondered if the guys would think he was being nice or if something else was going on between us.

      "You have to pick the next book too?" I asked him once we'd reached my SUV, and I clicked the locks. This time, I slid inside, and turned on the engine without prompting.

      "Apparently I did such a good job, I have to continue picking books." Chance leaned on the door frame, bringing his face entirely too close to mine.

      "I'm happy to help you again."

      He sobered. "I don't want to add to your work load."

      My heart flip-flopped. "It's literally my job to make book recommendations, and I love reading."

      "You bring your work home."

      I shrugged. "Reading isn't a hardship."

      "You were always doing that when we were kids," Chance murmured as if he was replaying a memory.

      "I was alone a lot." It wasn't anything he probably didn't already know. But whether he'd processed what it meant was a whole other story.

      The rest of the guys had driven out of the lot, leaving us alone.

      Chance cleared his throat. "What are you doing for Thanksgiving this year?"

      The St. Claires often invited me for their holiday celebrations, but I always declined when Scarlett wasn't home. There was no reason for me to be there otherwise. "My parents always travel over Thanksgiving. They started doing that when I was in high school."

      Chance frowned. "You haven't been at our house."

      "I usually make a small turkey breast, stuffing, and mashed potatoes. If I'm feeling particularly in the mood, I'll order a freshly made pie." It was one of my favorite days of the year. But I hadn't spent it with anyone in ages.

      His brow furrowed. "You have to come this year. Scarlett's home, and Eli will be there."

      "I'll think about it." I didn't want to be a charity case, and I wasn't sure I wanted to see how happy Scarlett and Eli were together.

      "I don't like the idea of you being alone on the holiday."

      I laughed without any real humor. "I've been doing Thanksgiving on my own for years."

      Chance frowned. "I'm not sure my parents knew."

      I touched the side of Chance's face and froze. "I'm perfectly content doing my own thing. Don't worry about me." I returned my hand to my lap, my palm still tingling from that brief contact.

      Chance cleared his throat and stepped back.

      I probably made him uncomfortable. I'd never touched him like that before. We never hugged or did anything more than make small talk. We were spending too much time together, talking about books. Not only was it my favorite topic, but it was causing my crush to spin out of control. Chance wasn't interested in settling down with anyone, much less me.

      This wasn't one of my favorite romance reads where the hero would suggest a no-strings fling, and then we'd fall madly in love. Anything happening between me and Chance was a fantasy. He probably saw me as a younger sister, not a woman he could be physically attracted to.

      "Thanks for the book rec and the meeting room. Have a good night, Marigold." He closed my door before I had a chance to respond.

      Chance was a nice guy. He wouldn't want anyone to spend Thanksgiving alone. It had nothing to do with him worrying specifically about me. It was his job to worry about everyone in town. I was just one more resident he felt obligated to help.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scarlett paced the stage. "I don't know which one to choose."

      Eli sat on the edge, his feet dangling while he ate a slice of pizza.

      Scarlett stopped and rung her hands. "You've written too many good plays."

      I rolled my eyes, not believing her words for a second. I wrote plays with lessons for kids. I never imagined anyone would ever act them out. It was something fun I did to fill my time and a chance to work on my writing skills.

      "If it were one of your theater groups, who would make the choice?" Eli asked, ever the business man.

      "The theater itself would make the choice, whether it's a traveling production or in-house."

      Eli smiled. "Well, then. It's up to me."

      Scarlett stopped and crossed her arms over her chest. "But you're not qualified to make a decision this big."

      Eli raised a brow.

      "Just because you run a successful business doesn't mean that you're trained to do this. You don't know how it will look performed on the stage, or how many people will be interested in the storyline."

      "It's a children's play," Eli said unhelpfully.

      I winced at his characterization that it was any less important than any other production. "We have to make a decision soon, and this isn't helping."

      "We should take a break." Eli stood and went over to Scarlett. He wrapped his arms around her and whispered something in her ear.

      This was a frequent occurrence now. I'd walk in on them giggling in the office or kissing in a dark corner. I didn't want to know what else they were doing around here. But it only highlighted how very alone I was.

      I needed to engage Scarlett in my plan to start dating again. I wanted a partner, someone I could come home to at the end of the day. Someone I'd share my thoughts and feelings with.

      I hated the idea that I'd never find anyone in this small town. It was my dream to live here and raise my children in the same town I grew up in. Unlike my parents, I'd be involved with my kids' activities. I'd be there when they came home from school, with encouragement and love. No child of mine would ever question my love. Unfortunately, a relationship and kids didn't seem to be in my future. At least, not any time soon.

      The doors to the front of the theater opened, bringing with it a gust of wind. Our papers ruffled as Chance walked down the aisle in his uniform. "Practice running late?"





OEBPS/images/wd-title-author-blk.jpg
okl

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/monroebrother20offtree.jpg
Use Coupon Code:
MB20 to get 20% Off

r

7N

LEACOLL

FORE!







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.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png






OEBPS/images/wd-ecover-copy.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LEA COLL





