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      The entire bathroom Avery left behind in Atlanta was smaller than the shower she was standing in now. She'd come back to Hickory Hollow a year ago to help save her parents' business, but working with family definitely wasn't all rainbows and kittens. She let the hot water wash away the tension of a long, frustrating work day. When the water cooled, she wrapped herself in her favorite fuzzy towel and tried to relax.

      The bedroom smelled of honeysuckle, carried in on the breeze, through her open fifth-floor balcony door. Another perk of being back in Hickory Hollow. No air freshener needed.

      A blur streaked from the bed to the open door, out onto the balcony.

      "Hey!" Avery ran over and yanked the curtain back just in time to see a floofy gray cat abscond through the wrought-iron railing that connected her balcony to the neighbor's… with her favorite bra. "Come back here!"

      The cat ignored her and slipped through the neighbor's open glass door, pulling the undergarment inside the apartment.

      Avery threw her towel on the floor, yanked on a tank top and yoga pants, then stomped next door, barefoot, and loudly knocked on the door. No answer. "Hello? Anybody home?" she yelled at the door.

      "Can I help you?" A man's voice from behind her startled her, which only irritated her more.

      "You live here?" she demanded, thrusting her thumb in the direction of the door.

      "Yes." He held up the key in his hand and eyed her suspiciously. "Why? Do I know you?"

      How had she never noticed him before? He was taller than her, which was notable since she clocked in at almost six feet herself, athletic build, had a stylish amount of scruff on his face, crystal blue eyes… She almost forgot about the thieving cat. Almost. She jerked her head toward her apartment. "I'm your next-door neighbor. 5B."

      He stepped around her to unlock the door and go inside. "I'm not sure why you're yelling at me. Or is this how you always introduce yourself to your neighbors?"

      Oh, so he was a comedian. "Funny. Your cat snuck into my place and stole my—There it is!" She shoved past him and charged at the cat, who had just deposited her bra on the floor and looked rather pleased with himself. Snatching it from the floor, she shook the pink satin and lace at the neighbor. "Keep your cat away from my apartment."

      The corner of his mouth twitched in amusement. "Keep your undergarments away from my cat."

      A woman's voice prevented Avery from answering.

      "I knew it! I told your father you had a new girlfriend."

      Horrified, Avery spun, the bra dangling from her fist. The short, matronly woman looked exactly as she sounded. Very momish in her khaki capri pants and white sneakers with a plain T-shirt and cardigan with a butterfly embroidered on the lapel.

      Her neighbor wore a dismayed expression that mirrored her own. "No, Mom—"

      "Come here, it's so nice to meet you." The woman set a basket on the small table beside the front door and pulled her down for a massive hug, then pushed back, studying her face as she gripped her arms. "You're just lovely. So natural. Much better than—oh, never mind. Anyway. What's your name?" The woman beamed up at her and gently patted her cheek.

      "Uh, Avery." What had she walked into?

      "Avery. What a pretty name. I'm Dolly, of course. It's so nice to meet you. Alex has been so busy lately, I just knew there had to be something to it." She grinned and hugged Avery again. "I can't tell you how relieved I am that he's dating again. Where are you from, Avery?"

      "I live next door?" What was happening right now? At least now she knew the hot neighbor's name was Alex. And apparently he was single. Not that she cared. Useless trivia.

      "Mom, this isn't—"

      Dolly's hands fluttered as she talked. "I guess I shouldn't have dropped by unannounced. We were on our way home and wanted to bring you pie." She gestured to the basket that was apparently home to a pie.

      "Pie?" Alex was immediately distracted from explaining their non-relationship.

      "Your dad and I were at the farmers' market and one of the Amish ladies had homemade apple crumb pies and strawberry cream pies. Avery, do you like pie?"

      "Love it." She tried stuffing the bra into the waistband of her yoga pants, but it was no use.

      Dolly pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped at the screen. A moment later, she spoke into it. "Come up here. I just met Alex's new girlfriend. Yes, I know. She lives next door. Uh-huh. Okay." She ended the call and looked up at Alex. "Your dad has to move the car, then he'll be up."

      "Oh. Mom, she's not—"

      Avery wasn't sure this woman would ever believe they weren't together.

      Dolly kept talking. "The strawberries looked really fresh, so we bought ten quarts. I'm going to make preserves. Do you like strawberry preserves?" She directed the question to Avery.

      "I guess?" Preserves? Is that like chunky jelly? She wasn't going to ask.

      "I'll bring you a jar the next time I come over."

      Avery looked at Alex and lifted her shoulders in a what-should-I-do expression. He gave a slight shake of his head that said, "I have no idea."

      A slight rap at the door sent Dolly to open it and let in a man, Alex's dad. He was slightly taller than Dolly, slightly wider, and slightly less enthusiastic. He held out his hand and grasped hers. "Nice to meet you…?"

      "This is Avery," Dolly announced excitedly.

      A warm smile stretched across his face. "Avery. Bert. I'm Alex's dad."

      "Nice to meet you, Bert."

      "Sorry to interrupt. We didn't know Alex had company."

      Dolly shook her head. "She's not company, she's practically family."

      Avery coughed, still clutching her bra, probably bending the underwire. "That's very… nice?"

      "Presumptuous," Alex corrected. "Mom. Dad. Avery's my neighbor." He stretched the last word out for emphasis.

      Dolly and Bert exchanged some sort of knowing look. She pretended to concede. "Okay, dear. Let's have a slice of pie so we can get to know your neighbor Avery a little better. Bert, grab that pie and take it in the kitchen."

      His parents went into the kitchen, an open room around the corner.

      Avery grabbed his arm. "You need to fix this," she hissed.

      He lifted his hands in defeat. "Sorry, I don't know how to stop this freight train. We'll figure it out after pie."

      The lure of fresh strawberry pie was too much to resist. Besides, Alex owed her at least a nice helping of sugary goodness after his rotten little cat burglar's stunt. "Fine."

      They sat around the kitchen table while Dolly dished out generous slices of pie. "So, Avery, Alex hasn't told us a single thing about you. What do you do?"

      "I work in my parents' hardware store. I moved back last year to handle their marketing and stuff like that." She'd been handling everything, but no need to share that with strangers.

      Bert perked up. "You mean Hannigan's?"

      "I do."

      Dolly's eyebrows lifted halfway up her forehead. "Oh."

      Bert shot her a look and said, "He was laid up in the hospital around the same time I was." He tapped his chest. "I had some blockage and got a couple stents put in around the old ticker. How's your dad doing now? He had a stroke, didn't he?"

      Avery swallowed hard, then poked at the last bit of pie with the tines of her fork. "He's much better, thanks. Yes. It was a mild stroke, thank God, so he's recovered very well."

      Bert did an abrupt subject change. "How long have you and Alex been an item?"

      Avery looked at Alex for help. His parents must reeeeeeally want him to have a girlfriend. He pushed his empty plate back and said, "We're not. I've been trying to tell you. She lives next door. We aren't dating. We just met."

      "Oh." Dolly seemed disappointed. Hopefully that meant she finally got it through her head they weren't a couple.

      The cat, wretched beast, chose that precise moment to leap onto the table and deposit one of Avery's thongs in the center. He turned and gave her a look of smug satisfaction, then leaped out of reach and dashed under a chair in the living room, where he sat, watching and smirking as he licked his paw. It was the cat equivalent of giving her the finger.

      Avery snatched the underwear off the table. They were red, which undoubtedly matched her burning face. "I… Um, itwasreallynicetomeetyou." It came out as a single word as she shoved the chair back and hightailed it to the door, keenly aware of the low-pile carpeting under her bare feet.

      The cat hissed as she sped past, and she responded with, "Satan!" under her breath before she escaped into the hallway, the slamming of the door echoing behind her.

      Safely in her own apartment, the first thing she did was run to the bedroom and slide the balcony door shut and lock it. No way she was allowing the devil cat to have access again.

      Once the door was secure, she threw the bra and thong with the clothes to be washed. The brat had gotten into the closet and rummaged through the basket of clean clothes she hadn't bothered to put away. At least he hadn't dug anything dirty out of the hamper, which would have leveled this situation up about a hundred points on the scale of humiliation.

      Avery sat on the edge of the bed and shook her head. What a surreal experience. If it wasn't for the red strawberry stain—awesome—on the front of her white tank top, she might chalk it up to being a dream. Her mind flitted to Alex. Her next door neighbor. Who was tall, dark, and handsome. And apparently single.

      No! The last thing she needed was to get involved with someone—anyone—especially someone whose front door was barely ten feet away from hers. Can we say awkward breakup?

      She was still contemplating the universe, or at least trying to decide if it was too early to go to bed to end this dreadful day when a knock on the front door startled her out of her thoughts.

      Checking the peephole, she was surprised to see Alex in the hallway. After that experience, she figured he'd want to avoid her. She undid the chain and opened the door. "Hey."

      "Hey." He held out a foil pie plate with the second, untouched, strawberry pie. "Peace offering?"

      She chewed her lip, looking at the pie, considering. "Sure." She pushed the door open.

      Alex stepped in and looked around. "Nice place."

      Avery tried to see it through his eyes. Almost everything was in its place and fairly pristine. The couch rarely hosted a single butt cheek, but her recliner was worn and well-used. The small side table held a stack of books. Nothing remotely interesting, just a pile of accounting principles and management slash self-help business books.

      She led him into the kitchen, not that she would have had to, since her apartment was laid out in an identical mirror image of his. "You don't have to share your pie."

      He handed her the pie. "I feel bad. I gave Poof a stern talking to after my parents left. Sorry about that, too, by the way."

      "Poof?"

      The corner of his mouth lifted in an embarrassed half-smile. "Technically, his name is Empurror Poofington J. Poof."

      He said it so earnestly she tried not to smile, but failed. "Empurror Poofington?"

      "J. Poof. Yes. My niece Sophie named him. She was seven at the time, and I didn't have the heart to change it."

      "Poof fits well enough. He's got enough fur." And he did. Objectively, Poof was a gorgeous cat. Shades of gray stripes in his long hair, with a long, poofy tail. Gorgeous, but rotten.

      Alex was hesitant. "I think I got it through to my parents that we're not dating, but I can't be sure. Mom just kind of nodded and gave me that side-eye as she said she believed me."

      "She totally didn't." Avery wasn't sure what it would take to convince Alex's parents they weren't an item.

      "Probably not. Anyway, enjoy the pie. Sorry for the awkwardness. And sorry for Poof stealing your stuff. I swear I had the balcony door shut, but he opened it somehow."

      "It's okay."

      He walked back to the door. "See you around."

      "Yup." This was rapidly becoming as awkward as the meeting with his parents. "I should put the pie in the fridge. Thanks. Again. For the pie."

      "No problem. Well, good night, Avery."

      "Okay. Good night. Alex." She swallowed hard, wondering why she got butterflies when he said her name.

      He gave her that lopsided smile and it took a minute to realize she was still standing in the open doorway, watching his butt as he walked to his apartment. She slammed the door shut and bonked her forehead against it, cursing herself for noticing the fact that he was attractive. And tall. Heaven knew she had a hard time meeting men who she had to look up at.

      "But his cat is a thief," she reminded herself. "It would never work out with a guy who has a cat like that. Especially a cat named Poof. Who names a cat Poof, anyway?"

      Or rather, who lets their seven-year-old niece name a cat Poof? Only a kind, devoted uncle would do something like that. Someone great with kids.

      Oh, crap.
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      "I hope you're happy," Alex said, as he crossed his arms.

      Poof looked up at him, his expression completely unrepentant.

      "Stop stealing from the neighbor. Don't go to the neighbor's apartment again. In fact, don't leave this apartment again."

      Poof sat and wrapped his floofy tail around his legs, then proceeded to lick his front paw.

      "Are you listening to me?"

      Poof finished licking his paw, then turned and flounced out of the room.

      "Wow. Rude," Alex called after him.

      In the kitchen, he wiped the drips of strawberry from the table and put the last piece of pie in the fridge. He'd polish it off later. From the counter, his phone lit up and vibrated.

      "Hey, Mom."

      "I think I left my glasses on the table."

      He turned to check. "Nope."

      "Oh. Oh, well. Is Avery there? I wanted to apologize. Your dad says I put her on the spot and now I feel bad."

      He was sure she did feel bad, but this call was just another fishing expedition for details about a relationship that didn't exist. No matter how much his mom wanted it to. "No, she's not here. I already apologized to her."

      "Was she upset? I hope she wasn't upset. I didn't mean to upset her."

      Alex could tell his mom was bothered when she started repeating herself, so he reassured her. "No, she was fine. Just embarrassed that Poof dropped her underwear on the kitchen table in front of everyone."

      "Hmm."

      "What?"

      "Nothing. She seems nice."

      "Yes. She seems nice. But I don't know for sure, since we just met." He knew what she really wanted. Confirmation that he was completely over Chelsea.

      "Hmm."

      "Mom. We. Just. Met. Literally five minutes before you showed up."

      "I believe you."

      "You don't. But you should." Alex pinched the bridge of his nose. Obviously he wasn't getting through to her.

      "In any event, I think I might make those preserves tomorrow and bring her some so I can apologize. Do you think she'd like that?"

      "I just met her. I have no idea what she'd like."

      "Hmm."

      "Mom," he tried a stern tone, knowing it was no use.

      "I'll drop by tomorrow evening, then. Do you think she'll be home?" Before he could answer, she continued, "I assume that since you live next door, you probably hear her in her apartment around the same time each evening."

      "I don't. The walls are pretty thick." It was true. He couldn't hear anything from Avery's apartment, or the one on the other side, so either he had super quiet neighbors, or the building was nicely soundproofed.

      "Oh."

      "I don't know if she'll be home, but I'm sure if you bring her some preserves and apologize and leave it at that, I bet she'll appreciate the gesture."

      "Okay. How was work today?"

      If there was one topic he didn't want to discuss more than his non-relationship with Avery, it was his crappy job. "About what you'd expect for a Monday."

      "Did you get the contract you were hoping for?"

      "The firm got it." Alex hoped his generic answer would appease her. Of course, it didn't.

      "The firm? Does that mean you aren't getting credit again? Oh, Alex."

      He could imagine her face, a mix of anger and disappointment, furrowed brow, pursed lips. Not at him, mind you, but at the company who made a habit of taking credit where credit wasn't due, and assigning contracts to people they wanted, rather than the people who brought them in.

      "I wish you could find another job. They don't treat you very well."

      "Yeah, I know."

      "The benefits aren't even that great."

      Alex appreciated the support, but he didn't need to be reminded of the many shortcomings of his employer. To be fair, maybe he shouldn't have shared them all with his mom if he didn't want her to bring it up.

      "I keep checking the want ads to find something for you."

      "Nobody reads the newspaper anymore."

      "Obviously somebody does."

      He heard an obnoxious crinkling sound as she rustled the newspaper against the phone. "You win this round."

      "Of course I do. And you know, you can always come work for your dad and I. I know it's not exactly your dream job, but it's always an option."

      "Thanks, Mom." He appreciated the offer, but working in his parents' insurance agency wasn't something he was the least bit interested in. His parents were semi-retired – which meant almost entirely retired, they worked when they felt like it – and his sister Holly ran the business. Working with her would be great. Selling insurance would not.

      "We updated our wills. If anything happens to us, you and your sister will split the business down the middle. I'd suggest at least having a conversation about how that will go. We aren't going to live forever."

      He shuddered at the thought of his parents not being immortal. "We already talked about it."

      "You did? When?" She wasn't believing anything he said today, apparently.

      "Last year. After Dad got out of the hospital and you guys told us about the wills."

      "What's your plan?"

      "Well, if Dad dies first, we're shoving you in a cheap nursing home and selling the business on Craigslist."

      "Alex!"

      He chuckled. "You already know this. Holly will keep running it day to day, and at some point, she'll buy out my half."

      "If that's what you want…" She punctuated her words with a long-suffering sigh. "I do wish you'd think about looking into another job, though. Surely there are other security places you could work."

      "I'm sure there are. I promise I'll keep my eye out and if anything comes up, I'll look into it." He hoped it was vague enough.

      She screeched. "Oh shoot! My strawberries are boiling! Loveyoubye."

      Alex had to chuckle as he put his phone into his pocket. In spite of her not-so-subtle meddling, he knew how fortunate he was to have her as his mom. He thought briefly of his birth parents, like he did every so often, and wondered who they might be. Not that it mattered. Even if they were the Rockefellers, he'd gotten the far better deal being adopted by Dolly and Bert Myers.

      Poof wound around his ankles and deposited a catnip mouse at his feet.

      Alex reached down to scoop him up. "No more stealing stuff. Got it?"

      Poof purred and rubbed his head on Alex's chin.

      On the upside, and he'd never admit this to his meddling mom, he was kind of glad Poof introduced him and Avery. She was really tall – he guessed close to six feet – and she was gorgeous, smart, personable with his overzealous parents, and adorable when she blushed.

      Too bad he had zero interest in dating anyone.
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      Hannigan's Hardware was busier than the average Tuesday. Avery plucked a dusty box of nails from one of the upper storage shelves and came back down the ladder.

      "Those are supposed to be two and a half inches."

      She managed to control her face and not roll her eyes. Doug Fletcher had clearly said he needed three-inch nails. Which was the only reason she was up on the ladder in the first place. There were plenty of two and a half inch nails on the shelf.

      "You said three."

      He made a rude snorting noise. "That's why women shouldn't be working in a hardware store. Can't tell the difference between two and a half and three inches." He laughed at what he clearly thought was a witty comment, while the guy standing beside him in the aisle ignored him. Apparently, Doug assumed he hadn't heard. "Ain't that right, buddy?"

      Avery put the nails back atop the shelf and climbed down the ladder. She reached the floor and rolled the ladder out of the way, pleased she had resisted the urge to make a comment about Doug and his two and a half inches. "Two and a half inch nails are right there, Doug."

      He smirked. "I need the three inch nails."

      "You know what, Doug?" Avery stood straight, using every bit of her five-foot-eleven-and-a-half inch height. She rarely did anything to call attention to her height, but towering over Doug, who couldn't clock in at more than five-two, and making him look up at her, was pretty satisfying. Especially since he pulled this crap almost every time he came in. "Go get your nails someplace else."

      He at least looked shocked before he got angry. "What did you say to me?"

      "Something wrong with your hearing, Doug? I said you need to leave."

      He sneered. "You don't own this place—"

      "But I do."

      Avery felt a fair amount of glee that it was her mom, and not her dad, who'd come to back her up. Girl power.

      "Ginny, you can't kick me out. I got a job I need to finish up. I don't have time to run to Lowe's." He honest to goodness whined.

      "Then I'd suggest you head out now, because you were asked to leave."

      Doug's eyes narrowed, then he spun toward the front of the store. "You'll regret this, bitches!"

      "HEY!" Young Ernie Goyer, owner of the local junkyard, not young under even the most generous definition, and frequent flier at the hardware store, moved faster than he probably had in a decade. He stepped in front of Doug and poked a meaty finger into his chest. "You don't talk to ladies that way." He punctuated every word with another hard poke.

      Doug pushed past him and shoved out the front door, his shouted curses mixing with the cheerful jingle of the door chime.

      Deputy Branson came in just as Doug stormed out. He raised an eyebrow and said to Ginny, "There a problem here?"

      As Doug's truck peeled out of the parking lot, Ginny answered, "Not anymore."

      "That guy's an idiot," another customer offered.

      Ginny waved a hand as she walked back around the counter to the cash register. "Sorry to hold you up. Did you find everything okay?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      She scrunched up her face and laughed. "You call me 'ma'am' again and I'll come over this counter."

      Avery opened the second register and they got everyone checked out, Doug and his crappy attitude forgotten.

      Or at least, she thought it was, until her dad came in to bring lunch for her and man the counter while she ate. She'd finished her sub in the back room when her parents both came back and sat down at the rickety table. Furious tension radiated from her mom.

      "What's going on?" Immediately suspicious, she wrapped up her trash and took a sip of soda.

      "Honey," her dad began. "Your mom told me about Doug."

      "Okay?"

      "That's the sort of thing you shouldn't have to worry about."

      "Meaning what?" She already knew what he meant but she needed to hear it out loud. Her dad and grandfather thought the hardware business was just too hard for a poor little woman to handle. Let's ignore the fact that she came in and saved their asses, even without the guiding wisdom that came equipped in a penis.

      "It's just that your granddad has some input and he thinks this might be too much for you."

      Avery stood up and pushed her chair in. "The store's too busy to have this conversation right now."

      Her parents exchanged a look. Her dad looked like he was pleading for help, while her mom had a raised eyebrow and straight face, her arms crossed. He'd find no assistance there.

      She tossed her trash in the can and grabbed the doorknob.

      "We're putting Jimmy in charge of the store."

      Her idiot brother? Wow. Avery blinked a few times to keep the angry tears at bay. They would only serve to make her father think she was too emotional to handle the job, which he would promptly report to Grandpa. "Well. At least I didn't quit my job, move back here, and uproot my entire life for nothing."

      "Avery…"

      She heard her mom's voice, but didn't stop. Instead, she went back out on the floor, relieved their part-timer from the register, plastered a smile on her face, and waited on customers.

      An hour before closing, Rick Lauder came in and leaned on the counter. "Hey, Avery."

      He was one of her favorite customers. Funny, friendly, with a dash of harmless flirting thrown in for good measure. "What can I do for you, Rick?"

      "I need to order six more cases of those fluorescent bulbs."

      Avery typed into the computer to pull up his account and scanned down over the orders. "Forty-eight or ninety-six inch? Looks like you've ordered both in the last few months."

      "Shoot, hang on." Rick poked at his cell phone and moved to the side while Avery waited on another customer.

      A few minutes later, he came back to the counter. "Ninety-six."

      Avery gave him a big smile. "You got it. Six cases. They should be here…" she tapped on the screen, "… first thing Friday morning. Truck'll get here around seven. You want those invoiced to the account?"

      "Yup. You're the best, Avery."

      "Of course I am." She winked at him and typed a note into the computer.

      The last of the customers finally left and Avery turned the lock with her right hand while she switched off the electronic "Open" sign with her left. She wanted nothing more than to flee to her car and avoid her parents. While she'd been busy, she hadn't had time to be angry and frustrated at their announcement. Unfortunately, she had paperwork to do.

      Or did she? If they were letting Jimmy run the store, he should do it. Jimmy, who hadn't set foot in the store all day.

      She finished counting the cash drawer, but had no idea how much money she'd just counted. Stifling a curse, she started over.

      "Avery?"

      "Counting."

      From the corner of her eye, she watched her mother approach. She finished counting the money, added up the checks, filled out the deposit slip, and put it all in the cash bag to be dropped in the bank's night deposit. That done, she could no longer avoid her mother. "Yes?"

      Ginny leaned on the counter across from Avery and looked her in the eye. "I know you're upset, and I don't blame you."

      Avery slid the bank bag to her mom. "You and dad can drop the deposit. I have paperwork to do. Unless the new GM is going to get off his ass and do it?"

      "Avery."

      "Mom. You know this is bull. Jimmy can't manage his own checkbook, how is he going to run the store?"

      "We'll help him." Ginny sighed. "You know this wasn't my decision."

      "I'm going to the office." She was glad her voice didn't quiver.

      Her mother's footsteps followed her. "We need to discuss this."

      The urge to leave was overwhelming, but she knew that if she left, her parents would be stuck doing the work. She sat behind the desk in the office and shoved the mouse to wake the computer up. She began clicking and typing and updating while her mother dropped into the chair on the other side of the desk.

      "Avery."

      She stopped clicking and finally met her mom's eyes. "Please stop. There's nothing to discuss."

      "Honey, we still want you here to help."

      "You want me here to help? Help Jimmy? You asked me to come here. You asked me to leave my job, break my lease, walk away from everything I had and come back here so I could help you. I lost my security deposit. I lost my PTO. I just got out of my freaking gym membership last week! I work my ass off, get us back in the black, while Jimmy strolls in a couple of times a week, then you spit in my face and expect me to put on a smile. I'm here to help you and dad. I'm not here to help Jimmy." By the end of her speech, she was yelling. She felt bad for it, but she was yelling more to her mom than at her.

      Ginny wore a tired, patient half-smile. "You know I don't agree with this."

      "Wow, that makes me feel so much better." She didn't bother covering up the sarcasm. "I need to get this done." She felt bad snapping at her mom, because she was right – she didn't agree with the decision, but she only owned twenty-four percent of the store, not enough for her opinion to matter. No, the decisions lay partly with her dad, twenty-five percent owner, and mostly with her grandfather, fifty-one percent owner and a firm believer in passing things from son to son to son like a bucket being passed along a penis brigade.

      Ginny stood and hesitated as if she had something else to say, but in the end she simply sighed and left the office.

      Avery heard her parents leaving, and bitterly called out, "You wouldn't trust Jimmy here alone. Think about that!"
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      Tuesday after work, Alex held the fridge open with one hand– hoping something edible would manifest itself while he watched– and holding his phone with the other. "I have no idea." Alex rolled his eyes, glad his mother couldn't see him.

      "I guess we'll head over and if she's home, I'll give them to her."

      "Sure."

      "Did you eat? I have leftovers if you want them."

      That piqued his interest. "What is it?"

      "It's that southwestern beef casserole with the jalapeños."

      He closed the fridge. "Yum." Heck yeah, he'd take some southwestern casserole.

      Her warm chuckle came across the line. "It's already packed up. Should I bring enough for Avery?" She didn't wait for an answer. "I'll make her a plate, too. Just in case she hasn't eaten yet."

      "That's nice, Mom, but don't be offended if she doesn't want it." He quickly added, "Since a lot of people don't eat spicy stuff."

      "Of course I won't be offended. Your dad's ready to leave. We'll see you in a little bit." Which meant she already had a plate ready for Avery before she even asked. Typical.

      Alex shook his head as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. Poof strolled into the kitchen and wound around his legs, then cast a meaningful look at his food dish.

      "It's half full."

      Poof was unimpressed.

      "Fine." Alex filled the dish.

      Poof rewarded him with a purr as he dropped a mouthful of vittles onto the floor beside the dish and daintily ate one piece at a time.

      Alex left his apartment to knock on Avery's door and warn her about his mother's impending approach, but Avery was just stepping off the elevator. He closed his door behind him. "Hey."

      "Hey." Her voice was flat.

      "Rough day?"

      She jammed the key into her lock and shook it, to no avail. Pulling it back out, the keyring fell to the floor and split open at the hinge, sending a handful of keys bouncing in every direction. Avery's shoulders slumped. "That. Right there. That sums up this whole lousy day." She bent to pick up keys.

      Alex got on his hands and knees and gathered up the keys that had scattered in his direction. "That's a lot of keys."

      "Half of them are junk," she grumbled.

      "So why—" He knew the question was a mistake before he got any farther.

      "I don't know! Okay? I don't know why I keep all these stupid keys! No need to interrogate me about my obsessive need to hang onto this old useless shit!" She shoved another key into the door and twisted it. The door opened and she pushed inside like she was trying to get away.

      Alex paused in the doorway. "Avery?"

      Her back was to him, her shoulders raising and lowering as she breathed hard. "Please go away."

      "Okay." He set the handful of keys on the table beside the door. "This probably isn't the best time to tell you, but my mom's bringing those preserves."

      She hadn't moved, one hand still clutching loose keys and the other holding her purse awkwardly against her body.

      "I'll tell her you aren't home."

      Avery finally turned. Her mouth was down-turned. She looked defeated. "Has your family ever done something really awful to you?"

      Alex considered the question.

      "I mean, like, something so awful you just want to walk away and never come back?"

      "No. Sure, we've had our differences, but I've never wanted to walk away."

      Avery came over and scooped the keys from the table into her hand. She poked through them. "This one goes to my grandparents' cabin." She laughed a little. "Well, it used to. They sold it more than fifteen years ago. This one is to my old apartment back in the city. I don't know why I keep them." She dropped her purse onto the table and fiddled with the key ring. "No wonder it broke, huh? Probably wasn't designed to hold seventeen keys."

      "Probably not." He wasn't sure what to do.

      "I'm so sorry I yelled at you. Again. Ever have one of those days where the entire universe is conspiring against you?"

      "I take it today's your day?"

      "It must be." She gave another little laugh. "I ran out of gas and had to walk home."

      Whoa. She was having a crap day. "Where's your car?"

      "I coasted into the McDonald's parking lot." Her eyes filled with tears. "I called my dad to bring me gas, but he was out to a celebratory dinner with Jimmy – my idiot brother."

      Alex didn't miss the way the last words were bitten out. "I'll take you to get gas. It'll only take a few minutes."

      "I hate asking people for favors."

      "You didn't ask. I offered."

      She looked uncertain.

      "It's really not a big deal. Let's go before it gets dark. I just have to grab my keys." He pointed to the handful she was still holding. "Unless you happen to have one in there that'll start my car."

      His dumb joke was rewarded with a smile. Just a small one, but it was genuine.

      "Afraid not." She dropped the loose keys into her purse. "I really appreciate you helping me out."

      "What are not-boyfriends for?"

      That earned him a laugh. Progress.

      Alex grabbed his keys and phone and met Avery at the elevator. Outside, he got a gas can from the maintenance shed and put it in the trunk of his car.

      "You're putting a gas can in a brand new car?"

      "That's what the mats are for." He pointed to the rubber liner in the trunk of his new Ford Fusion sedan. More than once he'd been glad he'd spent the money for upgraded custom liners.

      On the way to the gas station, she repeated, "I really appreciate this."

      "Remember that when my mom's plying you with strawberry preserves and refusing to accept that we're not dating."

      "Your mom seems pretty awesome."

      "She's the best." He was glad to see her smile.

      He pulled up to a pump and Avery swiped her credit card while he got the gas can out of his trunk. Once it was full, he carefully set it back in the trunk and slowly drove the mile and a half to McDonald's.

      They didn't say anything as Alex poured the gas into the tank of Avery's Rav4. When he'd secured the cap and closed the door, she slid into the driver's seat and pushed the ignition. The engine sputtered like it wanted to start, but couldn't quite get there. She tried the button again and the car roared to life. "Oh, thank goodness. I was afraid it would have gotten all messed up and not started."

      Alex breathed his own small sigh of relief. "I'll follow you home, just in case you have any trouble." He got into his car and waited for her to pull out. The ride back to the apartment building was thankfully uneventful. Parking in his spot, three spaces down from hers, he glanced over. She held her cell phone up and shook her head. He saw her squeeze her eyes shut for a second, then run a hand down her face. The light blinked off and she

      jumped out of her SUV and slammed the door.

      Alex got out of his car and caught up to her on the sidewalk.

      Before he could say anything, she whirled around and planted her fists on her hips. "I should have known since the car started that something else would happen, just to make sure I didn't get cocky and think this crap day was done being crap." Her purse vibrated and she yanked her phone out, then threw it back in. "You should take the gas can out of your trunk so it doesn't make your car stink."

      He lifted his index finger in a "wait" gesture and got the gas can.

      "I'm sorry. I don't need to contaminate your day with my crap."

      "It's fine." He put the can back in the maintenance shed and pulled the door shut. "You want to talk about it?"
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      "No. Yes. Maybe. I don't know where to even start." The entire day landed on her shoulders like a mountain. Taking deep breaths to calm herself, the last thing she wanted to do was cry in front of the nice new neighbor who probably thought she was always a hot mess. Just in case, she moved to root through her purse for a tissue. Surprising to no one, the flimsy handle chose that exact moment to break and dump her bag onto the sidewalk.

      Oh, yeah, shit icing on this shit cake of a shit day.

      All she could do was stare at the assortment of crap scattered across the concrete. Three Chapsticks, those freaking keys, her wallet, two tampons, cell phone, a lipstick that wasn't even a nice color, a screwdriver, a hopelessly tangled set of earphones, a pack of gum, and probably six dollars' worth of change. It would be the Mondayest Monday ever, except that it was Tuesday.

      Alex practically dove to the ground to pick her things up and the sweet gesture pulled her out of her stupor. She bent down and started picking the coins off the sidewalk. She grabbed for a quarter and her fingernail hit the concrete at exactly the wrong angle and snapped. Below the skin line. A hysterical laugh bubbled up, and a split second later, she was sitting back on her knees, holding her bleeding finger and laughing like a deranged lunatic while Alex shoved everything back into her purse. Including the tampons.

      A moment later, a bit of laughter caught in her throat and turned into a sob. She felt Alex's hands on her upper arms, helping her to her feet. Without meaning to, she leaned into him and his arms circled around her. He held her until the sobs finally died down.

      A new voice materialized. "Oh, honey, what's wrong?"

      Avery groaned into his chest and pulled back to wipe her face.

      Alex said, "Mom…"

      "Here, hold this," Dolly said to someone, and a second later she wiped Avery's cheeks with a fistful of tissues and wrapped a Band-Aid around the tip of her finger. "There, sweetie, it's okay." She turned her attention to Alex and demanded, "What happened? Are you two fighting?"

      Avery was quick to defend him. "No, not at all. It's…" she trailed off before the words could turn back into tears.

      "Let's get you inside," Dolly said kindly.

      Alex held the traitorous purse with one arm, and had the handle of a large basket looped over his other. "Yeah. This is heavy."

      Avery let herself be shuffled into the building, then the elevator. She didn't muster the energy to object to being pulled into Alex's apartment instead of her own.

      Dolly steered her to the kitchen table. "Did you eat supper?"

      "Not yet." She'd have sworn she wasn't even hungry, but her stomach rumbled just a little.

      "Do you like jalapeños?"

      "Yeah?" Jalapeños? How did the conversation turn to peppers?

      "I brought a casserole but it has jalapeños in it. Alex, warm up the plates."

      "That's not – you don't have to—" The objection was cursory at best. This probably wasn't helping to set the record straight about her relationship with Alex, but it was nice to be fussed over a little bit, to be taken care of for a few minutes, instead of always being the one holding everything together.

      "Nonsense. There's plenty."

      Alex set the basket on the counter and started taking plates out and removing the foil covering. He put one in the microwave and set the timer.
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