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CHAPTER 1


Honky-Tonk Hottie


Ava


“There’s gonna be cowboys there, right?”


I may roll my eyes at my sister Bee’s ridiculous question, but I still smile. None of us have lived on our family’s small ranch outside Killeen for years now, but clearly our teenage obsession with the guys who worked our cattle hasn’t gone anywhere.


Despite the growing crowd that packs the sidewalks lining 6th Street, Bee is busy applying lip gloss, peering into the tiny mirror tucked into her palm. She’s only a year and a half younger than me, but you’d think there was at least a decade between us for how much, ahem, energy she has when it comes to seeking out the opposite sex.


“You would ask that.” I loop my arm through hers and give it a tug, the two of us narrowly avoiding a run-in with a slow-moving couple absorbed in sucking each other’s faces. “I haven’t been in Austin in years, so I can’t say. But it is a honky-tonk, so…”


“Who wouldn’t ask that?” Bee pops her lips before snapping the mirror shut with a succinct clap. “Cowboys are a thing for a reason. And that reason is—”


“They ride like the motherfucking professionals they are.” My older sister Dottie smirks. “They also look really good in hats.”


“Really good,” Bee adds, dropping her gloss and mirror into the tiny bag slung over her shoulder. “There’s just something about a man who works with his hands.”


Dottie nods. “A man who knows what he’s doing with those hands.”


“They’re all yours, ladies.” I slow my steps to look up at the neon sign glowing above a nearby door. “I’m just here for the music and the whiskey. Bonus points if we get to dance too.”


“But if you have enough of that whiskey and just so happen to see a cute guy…” Bee nudges me with her elbow. “I mean, c’mon. Now that you’re getting back in the literal saddle, don’t you wanna get back in the proverbial one too?”


“No, thank you.”


Meh is the word I use most often to describe my post-divorce sex life. While I have absolutely no interest in ever getting married again—being a wife once has cured me of the desire to ever do it again—I was open to having fun with someone new after my divorce was finalized a year ago.


Commitment is out. The freedom to do whatever the hell I want without worrying about a man’s needs or expectations is in.


Only the two tipsy hookups I had didn’t turn out to be very fun or liberating at all. They left me with hangovers from hell and the depressing sense that sex in my late twenties is just…not that great.


I have no regrets ending my marriage to Dan. Just like I have no regrets about becoming a mom. I’ve wanted to have kids for as long as I can remember.


But I hoped my sex life would get a boost. By the time we separated, Dan and I hadn’t slept together in over a year.


I was aching for sex. And even then, it was a disappointment. I just couldn’t be myself during those brief encounters. Couldn’t find my groove, I guess.


“Whatever. Third time’s a charm, right?” Dottie shrugs. “You have to kiss a lot of frogs to find a prince.”


“I don’t want a prince. I want sleep.”


“Not even a prince in a Stetson? With a big—”


“Bank account?” Bee finishes the thought.


I laugh. “Not even then, no. I will take a shot of Jim Beam with a beer back, though.”


Dottie nods. “Let’s manifest that shit. Both the Jim Beam and the cowboy prince, I mean.”


Bee holds up a finger. “I’m on it.”


I roll my eyes for what feels like the fiftieth time today. “Y’all, please, please don’t.”


“We’re just fucking with you.” Wagging her brows, Dottie stops in front of a wooden door with a big brass handle shaped like a horse head. “Or maybe we’re not. You of all people could use some good old-fashioned stress relief. C’mon, y’all, let’s go have some fun.”


Dottie opens the door, and I step inside the infamous Blue Stallion. I’m immediately hit by the scent of stale beer and cigarettes, the smoke likely drifting in from the smoking patio that’s out back. The thump of a bass line echoes inside my breastbone. It’s a Chicks cover, one the band across the room is absolutely slaying.


Closing my eyes, I take a deep inhale and smile. Hello, lover.


As a single mom, I don’t get out much. To be honest, I’m too tired to miss getting dressed up and going out. The lackluster sex I’ve had with mediocre men certainly doesn’t help matters. But I will always, always love dive bars and live music. Especially when I get to experience them with my best friends in the world—my two sisters.


Bellying up to the bar, I do notice there are lots of guys in cowboy hats here.


Lots of cute guys in cowboy hats.


Some of them have to be real cowboys, right? Not like it matters. I don’t want to waste a precious night of freedom on another subpar guy. I’m here to let loose with my sisters, pure and simple. If getting a divorce has taught me anything, it’s that my relationships with women are a lifeline. I have so much more fun with them than I ever did with guys.


So, no cowboys for me.


I pull some cash out of my wallet and order a round of shots with beer backs, which the bartender slides across the sticky wooden counter.


Bee holds up her glass of Jim Beam. “A toast, to my big sister Ava and the start of her new life as the best damn trainer in barrel racing history.”


“Giddy-the-fuck-up.” Dottie holds up her shot glass too. “Proud of you, A.”


Smiling, I carefully tap my glass against theirs. “Thanks. I’m proud of me too.”


I mean that. My marriage and my career fell apart not long after I had June, and I’ve been working my ass off to rebuild my life from scratch ever since.


It’s been a journey. A long, often-terrible, sometimes-chaotic journey, but I’m finally in a place where I feel excited for the future.


I finally feel like I’m giving Junie the kind of life she deserves now that I landed my dream job as a trainer at the prestigious Wallace Ranch. June and I are moving into a cute carriage house apartment on the Wallaces’ property next week. I start my job shortly after that.


Not only is rent covered as part of my compensation package, but June and I also get our first taste of freedom after being under my ex’s thumb. He agreed to the move because Wallace Ranch is somewhat close to where we all lived near Killeen.


Technically, he and I split custody fifty-fifty. But Dan agreed to only take Junie every other weekend now that I’m moving to Hartsville. I have no idea if that will change when June gets into the cute little preschool in Hartsville, the closest town to the ranch. Despite it being a teeny-tiny place, there’s currently a wait list for the three-year-old class because we’re applying a couple of months after the school year started back in late August.


My chest tightens. My daughter is in good hands—Mom and Dad offered to look after her this weekend so I wouldn’t have to mess up my schedule with Dan—and I was long overdue for a break. But I still miss my little Bug.


I’m also really happy to be away this weekend. I have no responsibilities other than drinking the occasional water between whiskeys. Motherhood has shown me that many things can be true at once—you can love being with your kid, and you can love getting a break from them too.


“You should be proud. You’re gonna kill it, Ava.” Bee brings her shot glass to her lips. “Cheers, y’all.”


We knock back our whiskey. I close my eyes to savor the familiar, slightly sweet burn of the liquor as I swallow. The band is playing the Garth Brooks classic “Friends in Low Places,” and I start to tap my heels to the beat.


Opening my eyes, I grab my ice-cold beer, take a long sip, and keep smiling.


I’m here.


I’m alive.


I made it through hell, and now I get to celebrate in my own version of heaven.


“I don’t know about y’all,” Bee says, sipping her Shiner Bock, “but I think the lead singer of that band is cute.”


Dottie glances over her shoulder. “Should we take a closer look?”


“I’m happy to play wingwoman,” I reply.


She meets my eyes, judgment written all over her face. “Where the hell is your main character energy?”


“June’s the main character,” I say, shrugging.


Bee gives me the same exact look, right down to the arched brow and pursed lips. “Have you ever read a romance? There can be more than one main character in a story.”


“I’m good with that. As long as one of those characters—”


“Isn’t a man. Got it.” Dottie glances out across the dance floor. “What was it that Cher said? Something like, yeah, you don’t need men, but life is more fun if they’re in it?”


“I’m here to have fun with y’all.”


I mean that. Fun was in very short supply toward the end of my marriage. Dan would never approve of me being out on a Saturday night to go dancing with my girls. Much less me being gone for a whole weekend.


What an idiot I was to think that would be my happily ever after, waiting hand and foot on a man who never took it upon himself to return the favor in any meaningful way.


If I learned anything from being a wife, it’s that commitment inevitably leads to disappointment. Men don’t carry their fair share of the load, and loving them ends up trapping you in a never-ending cycle of housework, childcare, and loneliness.


Men just don’t care.


The disappointment happens bit by bit. Death by a thousand paper cuts. Dan and I were head over heels in love when we got married, even if he disapproved of the free-spirited Pisces side of me. I would ask him every night how his day went. Not only that, I genuinely cared about his answer. He’d ask about me too early on in our relationship. But every so often, he’d come home without saying a word to me.


Eventually, he stopped asking me about my day, or my thoughts, or my feelings altogether. He’d tell me I was crazy for expecting that level of intimacy. Even crazier for asking him to pick up around the house or make a meal. Didn’t I get that he had a big, important, stressful job as a pharmaceutical sales rep? The implication being, of course, that he made more money than me, so obviously he didn’t have to talk to me or do anything around the house. That was my job.


So was taking care of our baby. And that imbalance, along with the fact that Dan put a lot of pressure on me to tone down my fun-loving, spontaneous nature, was ultimately what led me to ask for a divorce. I could handle all the cleaning and the cooking and the scheduling when it was just me and Dan. But add a newborn to the mix, and bam. I drowned.


I was done.


I’ve been single ever since. Am I open to dating? Sure. Falling in love? I’d consider that too. But I never, ever want to live with another man again, and I never want to marry one.


Bee shrugs. “If you say you want fun, let’s go have fun. I call dibs on the lead guy.”


“I’ll take the drummer,” Dottie replies, slipping her arm through mine. “Let’s see who wins at eye-fucking, shall we?”


Laughing, I let my sister lead me to the dance floor. It’s late—well, late for me, anyway, considering my bedtime is shortly after my daughter goes down at seven thirty—and the place is already packed.


But Dottie, being Dottie, cuts through the crowd and finds us a spot right in front of the stage. The music is loud here, so loud that I can’t hear anything but the song and the pounding of boots on the beat-up hardwood floor.


The whiskey hits, and I throw up my arms when the band plays a rowdy version of an old Tim McGraw song. My sisters and I dance, moving with the crowd as we all sing along at the top of our lungs to Tim, and then to an Alan Jackson cover, and then a Shania Twain cover, followed by several George Strait songs.


When the band’s modified version of “It Just Comes Natural” ends, Bee cups her hands around her mouth and shouts at the band, “I don’t know who y’all are, but I love you!”


The lead singer laughs too. “Howdy, ma’am. My name’s Hank, and this here is our band The Mighty Longhorns.”


“Terrible name!” the guitarist shouts, drawing laughter from the crowd.


I turn to Bee. “We need some Johnny Cash, don’t we?”


“Hell yeah, we need some Johnny Cash.” Dottie digs a twenty out of her purse and hands it to me. “Ask the band to play your favorite song.”


Grinning, I hold up the cash and drop it into the red plastic bucket beside the lead singer’s microphone.


He leans down. “What would you like to hear?”


“‘Ring of Fire,’ please.”


He grins. “You got it, darlin’.”


The bar erupts in cheers and whistles when the band plays the song’s first thumping notes. Bee hollers. Dottie stomps her feet, the two of us shouting the lyrics together at the top of our lungs.


Closing my eyes, I let the music guide me to exactly where I want to be—here, now. Wholly present. I focus on the feel of the smile on my face, how my cheeks hurt and my heart throbs. I sing and I dance, aware of the people around me dancing too. There’s a lightness in my belly and legs from the whiskey. Bee—I know it’s her from the sound of her cackle—bumps her hip into mine.


All the while, I sing Johnny’s lyrics, a little breathless the longer I move my body.


Burns, burns, burns.


God, does the burn in my belly and my heart feel good.


I feel good. I’m…holy shit, I’m happy, aren’t I?


It’s been so long since I’ve experienced happiness that I forgot what it feels like.


Thanks to Junie, my life’s filled with plenty of joy. But I’ve learned joy and happiness aren’t the same thing. To have both within reach after years of feeling trapped and miserable—well, it’s the best gift ever.


Throwing my arms up again, I lean back to let out a loud yell. At the same time, Bee bumps me again, only this time she hip-checks me hard enough to send me careening into the person behind me.


My eyes fly open as I hit a solid wall of man. Beer spills everywhere, soaking my shirt as a hand—big, warm, grip firm—curls around my upper arm.










CHAPTER 2


Handsome Strangers and Serial Killers


Ava


“Oh, God, I am so”—glancing over my shoulder, I lock eyes with a very tall, very hot guy wearing a backward baseball hat—“sorry.”


My stomach takes a nosedive at the look of genuine concern in his cobalt-blue eyes.


“You okay?” he shouts above the sound of the music.


I nod, pulse taking off at a sprint. “You? I’m so sorry.”


This guy is the kind of handsome that makes it hard to breathe. He’s sporting dark scruff, thicker along his upper lip. His facial features rival Brad Pitt’s in masculine beauty—straight nose, square jaw, full mouth.


He releases my arm before his eyes flick to my torso. A pair of indents appear between his brows. “Your shirt. Here, I have some wipes—napkins. I’ll get you some napkins—”


The way he stumbles over his words is adorable.


Also, did he just say wipes?


“I’m okay, really—”


“You’re soaked.” He tilts his head toward the bar. “C’mon, let’s clean you up.”


Without waiting for a reply, he heads off the dance floor. I take the opportunity to shamelessly check him out.


He’s gorgeous. He’s well over six feet tall, with broad shoulders and big arms that fill out his dark green checkered button-up to perfection. He’s wearing Levi’s that are somehow fitted and broken in at the same time. Square-toed cowboy boots complete the ensemble, along with that backward hat that reads Bellamy Brooks Boots.


Is he a cowboy?


As a girl who grew up on a ranch—albeit a small one—that’s my first thought. I’ve always had eyes for cowboys. Who doesn’t? But everyone tells you they’re trouble, so I never pursued one. Didn’t help that I started dating Dan at seventeen.


Everyone, men and women, ogle this guy as he moves across the room.


Dottie appears at my elbow. “I think you’re supposed to follow him.”


“I’ll hip-check you again if you don’t,” Bee says.


I glare at her. “Did you do that on purpose?”


Knitting her brows together, she shrugs. “No?”


“Bee—”


“What? I saw him checking you out. He’s hot. You’re hot. I could tell he wanted to say hi, so I did y’all a solid and broke the ice. Remember, the more frogs you kiss—”


“Right.” My heart skips several beats.


Mr. Mustached Maybe Cowboy was checking me out? I didn’t even notice.


Dottie’s eyes bore into mine. “Follow him.”


I glance across the bar. Somehow my eyes find his. My stomach does that nosediving thing again. He holds up a stack of square bar napkins.


His mustache looks more prominent from far away. I like it.


A lot.


My shirt is soaked. And why not flirt a little, enjoy myself a bit? If it’s awkward or weird, I can just come back to dance with my sisters.


He is so much cuter than, well, every other man in existence.


Finishing what’s left of my beer, I head for the bar. It’s not quiet over here, but it is quieter.


Quiet enough that I can hear Mustached Maybe Cowboy say as he looks me up and down, “Aw, man, I got you good, didn’t I? I’m real sorry.”


His words drip with a honeyed drawl. I resist the urge to bite my lip. Okay, the accent is hot.


Really freaking hot.


“Don’t be. I’m the one who bumped into you.”


He holds out the napkins. I set my empty bottle down on the bar and take them, blotting self-consciously at my shirt.


“Or, really, I was pushed. Seriously, I’m so sorry about that. My sister—”


“Is an enthusiastic fan of Johnny Cash.” A dimple pops in both cheeks as he grins. “I don’t blame her. ‘Ring of Fire’ will get anyone riled up.”


“That’s why I requested it. Although now I kind of regret that decision.”


“Regret Johnny?” He makes a psssh sound. “Never. I was about to drop some money in that bucket myself, but you beat me to it.”


I grin, looking up. Our eyes lock again, and my internal organs all somersault in unison. There’s an intensity to his gaze that makes the sounds and sights of the bar sort of…fade away.


Maybe because his eyes are so, so blue? I’ve never seen a color like that before—the deep, vibrant cobalt of brand-new denim.


“That so?” I’m practically staring at this point. “What song were you going to request?”


His dimples deepen. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”


I blush so furiously that it feels like my face is on fire. I still know how to flirt, right?


I sincerely hope I do.


Looking down, I notice the sleeves of his shirt are rolled up, revealing impossibly huge, deeply tanned forearms. One of them is tattooed with a line of large, elegant script—Ella. His mom? Maybe his kid?


“Are you asking me to body-slam you again?” I nod at the dance floor. “I know I’m hard to resist out there.”


He laughs, the sound rich and real, and a rush of warmth moves through me. “Didn’t bother me. I have lots of experience being body-slammed.”


“You do?” My turn to laugh.


He shrugs. “Four brothers.”


“Ah.”


“Being body-slammed by a girl, though…” His eyes dance. “Way different experience.”


“Was it as good for you as it was for me?” I pluck at my shirt, holding up the beer stain.


He’s laughing again, and the warmth inside my skin notches up a degree. Mustached Maybe Cowboy is surprisingly easy to talk to.


Logically, I know not all men are moody grumps. But I was with one for so long, I think my nervous system might take some convincing.


A bartender appears, holding out a white towel and a glass of what looks like club soda. “Towel’s clean, but no dice on the Tide pen. Sorry, boss.”


Cowboy takes the towel and water. “Appreciate you checking. Thanks.”


My knees get this weird, tingly feeling when he offers them to me.


I put a hand on the bar to steady myself. “What’s this?”


“Told you we’d get you cleaned up. Sorry about the Tide. I usually have a pen or two on me, but…yeah, if it’s just beer, club soda should do the trick. I’m kind of an expert in getting stains out.”


“Of course you are.” Blinking slowly, I take the towel and club soda. My heart drums inside my chest.


In addition to being obscenely hot, is this guy also helpful? Considerate? Thoughtful? Honestly, I couldn’t care less about my shirt, but this cowboy—


He definitely cares.


“Thanks.” I dip the towel in the water and get to work on my shirt. “That was really kind of you.”


The bartender returns with a pair of Shiner Bocks.


“Took the liberty of ordering you another beer too,” Cowboy explains.


My right knee wobbles precariously. Holy shit, am I in the midst of a legitimate swoon? “Stop.”


“Stop what?” He sets a beer on the counter in front of me.


“Who are you, and what are you planning to do with my lifeless body after your little ruse to charm and abduct me works?”


He grins. “So it is working.”


“Hell yeah it’s working.” I grab my beer and take a long, slightly panicked sip.


Laughing, he holds out a hand. “I’m Sawyer.”


I look down at the huge mitt of his hand. Look up at him and let out a little chuckle of disbelief.


He cocks a brow.


“It’s just…a nice name.” I slide my hand into his, my body igniting at the warm, dry feel of his palm pressed against mine. I give it a solid squeeze and look him in the eye, just like my dad taught me, and I don’t miss the way his gaze flickers when he squeezes back.


One side of his mouth kicks up. “‘Nice’?”


“Don’t make me say it.”


“Say what?”


I let out a huff. “Fine. It’s a hot name. Like, a hot guy name.”


He keeps his hand wrapped around mine. “Do I fit the bill?”


A smile, big and broad, breaks out on my face. “I’m Ava.”


“Hmm.”


“What?”


“Nothin’.” He squeezes my hand one last time before dropping it. “It’s just, yeah, a hot girl name. You definitely fit the bill, Ava.”


Oh God oh God why does my name sound so sexy when he says it?


“Are all serial killers so smooth?” Dropping the towel, I give up on my shirt.


His lips twitch as he sips his Shiner. “You from Austin?”


“I’m not. We’re in town for a girls’ weekend.” I point a finger toward my sisters, who are trying, and quite clearly failing, to look like they’re not watching my every move. “You?”


“My brother Cash”—he points to a tall guy in a white cowboy hat—“just got engaged. We’re here to celebrate.”


“Bachelor party. Gotcha.”


“Kinda. One of my brothers couldn’t come, so…” Sawyer lifts a massive shoulder, tucking his free hand into his front pocket. “I mean, Cash wasn’t into the idea, so we pitched the trip as a team-building thing. We all work together.”


“Really? That’s cool. What do y’all do?”


He sips his beer. “Ranchers.”


My pulse skips. “Cowboys?”


“Born and raised, yeah.”


I hung out with plenty of cowboys when I lived on the ranch, and then again when I was on the barrel racing circuit in my late teens and early twenties. They can be wild, sure, but maybe…


I don’t know, maybe wild is what I’m looking for? Maybe it’s what was missing from the hookups I had.


“Very cool.” I tip back my longneck, trying not to gulp the beer. I need to slow down. Now is not the time to get sloppy. Not when a cute, considerate cowboy is looking at me like that.


Like he very much wants to know more. Do more.


“What about you?” His eyes trail down my neck and chest, sending a pulse of heat through my center. “What do you do, Ava?”


“I just got a new job, actually.”


The skin at the edges of his eyes crinkles. “Sounds like that’s a good thing?”


“A very good thing.”


“But you’re not gonna tell me what it is. The very good new job.”


I push off the bar, straightening so that my elbow grazes his stomach as I lift my beer to my lips. “I have to make sure you’re not going to dismember me or my family first. The less you know, the better.”


He grins. I have the sudden urge to stick my tongue inside his dimple, the one on his right cheek.


“Am I allowed to know if you’d like to body-slam me again?” He glances at the dance floor.


I blink, realizing the band is playing a Shenandoah cover, “Two Dozen Roses.” How did I miss that?


Looking up at Sawyer, I have my answer. Right. The super-hot cowboy who keeps flirting with me.


“Sounds kinda dirty when you say it like that.” I step forward.


He steps forward too, so that our faces are mere inches apart. “I’ll make it as dirty as you want, Ava.”


We burst out laughing at the same time.


He runs a hand over his scruff. Is that a pink flush working its way up his neck? “Sorry. That was…really bad, wasn’t it?”


I give him a nudge. “Bright side, I know you’re not a serial killer now. They can’t be that cheesy.”


They can’t be that endearingly, adorably embarrassed.


“I’m just a little rusty.” He holds up his hand and pinches his fingers together. “I don’t really go out anymore.”


“Sawyer, I haven’t been out to a bar in… Lord, I don’t even know how long. If anyone is rusty, it’s me.”


He smiles. “So you’ll body-slam—I mean dance—you’ll dance with me, then?” He holds out his hand.


I take it. How could I not? Dan didn’t dance. He didn’t want me dancing, either. A man encouraging me to do my thing on the dance floor is a really nice change of pace.


“This is one of my favorite songs, so yeah. I’d love to.”


Without thinking, I swipe my thumb across the back of his hand. I’m not sure why I do it. I’m just…feeling this, I guess. Feeling us, and touching him this way feels like a small, safe admission that I want more of whatever it is he’s giving me.


Maybe three times really is a charm. What do I have to lose?


“I’d love to body-slam you. Let’s do it.”


Burns, burns, burns.


My entire being burns as Sawyer leads me to the dance floor.










CHAPTER 3


Thirsty


Sawyer


The second Ava takes my hand, I know I’m in trouble.


It’s the good kind of trouble. I think. I hope. Been so long since I asked a pretty stranger to dance, I forget how this shit goes down.


All I know is, I fucking like it when she arcs her thumb over the back of my hand. The movement is quick, gentle. Barely noticeable. Except I’m a single dad who’s simultaneously touched out and touch-starved, so of course I notice it.


All of a sudden, my skin feels two sizes too tight. That all it takes?


It’s been a minute since I got laid. Or been on a date. Not for lack of trying. I just haven’t hit it off with anyone back home in Hartsville. I always felt like there was something missing whenever I went out with a girl. Couldn’t put my finger on it, but eventually I just stopped going out. Trying to date, find a real connection with someone, took too much time and energy I didn’t have.


Long story short, maybe this is just some kinda, I don’t know, frustration working its way to the surface. Even before Ella was born three years ago, I was never one to run around with random girls. Just wasn’t all that interested in meaningless hookups.


Which is how, at twenty-five, I ended up getting one of my good friends pregnant. But that’s another story for another day.


Point being, I’m not a player. But even for me, my current dry spell is bordering on epic. If I’m being honest, I think part of the reason Cash agreed to this trip is because he knew how much I needed a break—how badly I needed to cut loose.


What better way to cut loose than to dance to Shenandoah with a hot blond?


Because Jesus Christ is Ava hot. The kind of hot that had half the place staring as she was dancing earlier. She’s tall, with striking green eyes and a head of long, lush hair. The kind you want to dig your hands into. The kind you could wrap around your fist once, twice, three times, giving you a nice, solid grip.


Duke, my younger brother, noticed me watching her, so he took it upon himself to nudge me closer and closer until I was right behind her. I was thinking of ways to get an opening—the line I’d lean in and say when the band was between songs—when her sister provided that opening for me by giving her a hard shove.


I’m still annoyed I didn’t have a Tide pen on me. Ava’s shirt is probably gonna be ruined. Unless I get my hands on it, of course. In the literal and figurative sense.


Don’t hate that idea. I’ve only known Ava for all of ten minutes, but the sharp-edged attraction I feel for her is something I haven’t experienced in a long-ass time. She’s gorgeous. She’s also funny. Self-deprecating in a way I like.


Kind too.


Ava stays close as I lead her to the dance floor, our hands linked. The honky-tonk gets more crowded by the minute, and I quickly give up on my mission to join my brothers and her sisters up by the stage.


People press in on us from all sides. When Ava leans into me, touching her breasts to my back in an attempt to remain close, my body pulses so hard that I worry I’m going to black out.


Immediately, I think about doing the smart thing. The practical thing. It’s a knee-jerk reaction, an impulse forged in the fires of fatherhood.


I should get her back to her sisters. Close my tab and take my brothers to that brewery we passed earlier. It’s near the hotel, so we could walk home and get to bed at a decent hour. We need to be on the road by noon tomorrow, and I don’t want to be too hungover when I get back to the ranch…


But then I remember I came to Austin to do the exact opposite of what’s practical. In my life back home, I’m always thinking ahead. Always anticipating what needs to happen next so the day, and the day after that, can run smoothly. That’s how my mom and dad were as parents, and our home was a happy one because of it.


I want Ella’s home to be happy too. It’s work I don’t mind doing, but it’s still work. Some days I feel like all I do is complete task after task on a never-ending to-do list. Easy to forget to have fun when you live that way.


Which is why I’m determined to have fun while I can here in Austin. Gotta strike while the iron is hot.


While the girl you’re with is hot, more like it.


Keeping her hand in mine, I turn around to face her. We’re close enough that I can smell her perfume. It’s a scent I can only describe as springtime, bright and flowery. She tilts up her chin to meet my eyes. The green in hers is lit up, her lips curving into a small but potent smile.


She didn’t laugh at me when I was a dork at the bar. Instead, she laughed with me, making fun of herself in the process. Makes me feel safe.


Safe enough to just go for it, even if I am a rusty, awkward mess.


I guide her hand up to my shoulder, pulling her close as the band plays a Dolly Parton cover. Ava is holding her beer in her other hand, but she still curls that arm into my chest. Awareness blooms to life south of my navel, a flush of weighted warmth that moves through my abdomen and settles in the front of my thighs.


Guess she ain’t afraid to put herself out there, either, because she begins to move. A slow, rhythmic swaying of her hips that has her pressing against me, her legs gliding between my own.


I really like that.


Slipping a hand around her waist, I spread my fingers on the small of her back and pull her closer. So close that our bellies are flush. I slip my leg between hers, moving my hips in time to the music. Ava digs her teeth into her bottom lip.


Aw, yeah, she definitely likes that.


We find our rhythm with surprising ease. When the song ends, Ava lets out a holler, but she doesn’t take her hands off me. The band plays a Kenny Chesney song next, Darius Rucker after that. All the while Ava and I keep dancing. She finishes her beer and I finish mine, and I quickly set the bottles on a nearby ledge.


Now her hands are all over me. She runs them up my chest and circles my neck with her arms, shaking the hair out of her face before looking up at me. The happiness I see in her eyes—the little lines at the edges, the flash of heat in the pupils—makes my breath catch.


Leaning in, I brush my scruff against her cheek. “You’re a fuckin’ knockout, you know that?”


In reply, she slips her hand into the hair at the nape of my neck. My pulse seizes, a bolt of pure lust cracking down my middle as she gently glides her fingertips over my scalp.


“My wild’s not turning you off?”


“Hell no. Your wild is the hottest thing about you.”


She grins. “So is yours.”


It’s all I can do not to lean down and drag my lips over her neck. She’s pulling me closer, pressing her tits against my chest.


Speaking of wild—I wanna howl like the goddamned animal I am.


Instead, I put my hand on her back again, but lower this time. Low enough that my fingertips brush the back pocket of her jeans.


She’s got a really cute ass. I’d like to see—feel—more of it.


So I hold up my arm and spin her around, making her laugh. I really get into it, losing myself to the beat of a Brooks & Dunn song. I shake my own ass, then she shakes hers, the two of us heaving with laughter when she breaks out an adorable version of the sprinkler—one hand behind her head, the other extended in front of her, moving in time to the music. I do the shopping cart, Ava letting out a loud yell of approval as I place invisible items in my invisible buggy.


God, it feels good to laugh like this.


Grabbing her by the waist, I pull her against me again. She tips back her head and sings along to a Trisha Yearwood cover, and suddenly I’m singing too while simultaneously keeping my dick in check as Ava grinds against me.


Her forehead shimmers with sweat. My sides hurt from laughing.


I feel my brothers watching us. I keep waiting for them to come over and say something stupid. I’m glad Wyatt isn’t here, because he’d definitely pull some shit. He made some excuse about not liking “city life” in Austin, but I know he’s too lovesick over his newly returned best friend Sally to leave Hartsville.


So yeah, Cash, Duke, and Ryder shockingly leave Ava and me alone. More than once I catch Cash smiling at us. Duke too, but he’s smiling all the time now. Makes me think he’s crushing on someone new.


Not gonna lie, feels good knowing my brothers are happy for me. I feel like I’ve caused a lot of unnecessary heartache in our family over the past few years. Ella’s mom and I decided we were better off as friends, which meant I was a single dad from day one.


I don’t regret having Ella. How could I? She’s the light of my life, and quite possibly the cutest fucking kid to ever exist. But if I could do it over again? I’d wait until I was settled down with the right person before having a baby. That way, my brothers wouldn’t have to fill in for the wife I don’t have. I’d also be able to give Ella siblings. I was one of five kids, and I loved every minute of it. Sucks knowing there’s a good chance Ella won’t have that same sense of belonging—of being known—that I did growing up.


My chest twists. I hope Ella went down okay tonight—Wyatt is staying at my house with her. She’s been an absolute bear at bedtime. The pediatrician said it’s a common enough occurrence in three-year-olds. But Lord, am I ready for her to stay in her own damn bed for more than twenty minutes at a time.


“Thirsty?”


I blink and see Ava looking up at me.


“Yeah. Another beer?” I ask.


“Sure.”


Twining her fingers through mine, she turns and bends her elbow, draping my arm over her shoulders. I keep her tucked into my side as we head for the bar. The music fades, and my heart begins to pound.


I don’t wanna mess this up. So far, I’ve managed to be decently charming. Charming enough to keep Ava around, at least. But one wrong line—one stupid joke—and she could roll her eyes and walk away.


I do not want Ava to walk away. In fact, I’d very much like her to stay. Possibly in the ridiculous suite I was upgraded to at the swanky hotel nearby.


A hand grips my heart and squeezes.


Ah. So that’s what I’m nervous about. How the hell do I ask her to come home with me? She joked that she was worried I was a serial killer. It’s been so long since I propositioned someone. Is it totally out of line to ask her if she wants to get out of here? I’m pretty sure she’s into me, but there’s a big difference between dancing with someone and going home with them.


I don’t know how this works anymore. All I do know is that I’m going to be real disappointed if the night is about to end.


I see Duke hanging out at the end of the bar. I steer Ava toward the other end of the counter, but I’m too late. Duke’s eyebrows pop up when he sees us.


Smiling, he saunters over. “Well hey, y’all.”


Ava glances up at me. Her brows are pulled together in question.


“Ava, this is my younger brother Duke,” I explain.


Duke holds out his hand. “I’m the handsome one.”


“The cockiest for sure.” I roll my eyes.


Ava just smiles as she shakes his hand. “Nice to meet you, Duke. I see the resemblance.”


“You should see me next to my twin, Ryder.” He points to a man who—wow—looks exactly like him, just with slightly longer hair. “Yes, we’re identical. And the pleasure’s all mine, Ava. Your shirt looks much better. Did my brother get the stain—”


“Don’t look at her shirt.” I curl my free hand into a fist, Mom’s admonishment passing through my head. Don’t punch your brother. You know how he bites.


“Jesus, since when do you growl?” Duke has a shit-eating grin on his face. “I thought that was Cash’s signature move.”


I stare him down. He stares back. Why can’t he take the hint? He needs to get gone, now.


Ava watches us, still smiling. “Tell me something, Duke.”


He tilts his head, lending her his ear. “Yes, ma’am?”


“Can you vouch for your brother?” Her eyes glint with mischief as they meet mine. “I’m a little worried he’s a serial killer.”


Duke grins. “Well, now that you mention it, he does exhibit some suspicious behavior—”


“Not funny.” I’m growling again.


“Oh, come on, Sawyer, you couldn’t be a serial killer if you tried. You’re more of an overgrown puppy. Like a basset hound with big, floppy ears and those droopy eyes.”


Ava smiles. “I see it.”


“Really?” I tease. “Ouch.”


“A very cute basset hound puppy,” she corrects. “Better than a murderer, right?”


I laugh, curling an arm around her waist. “Guess so.”


I don’t miss the way Ava leans into me, running her hand up my chest. Just the boost of confidence I need.


She’s feeling me. Same way I’m feeling her. Excitement blooms in my chest at the increasingly likely prospect of getting this girl naked. Hits me just how much I need the release.


Just how much I want her. The kind of want that makes my stomach hurt in the best way.


“Basset hounds are kinda slobbery, though.” Duke curls his lip.


“So are the drunk guys at this bar.” I give him a death stare.


Chuckling, he glances over his shoulder. “I best get back out there. Ava, it was a pleasure meeting you. I assure you there are no killers in our family that I’m aware of, aside from the lady-killer variety—”


“Not. Funny.”


My brother holds up his hands. “Fine, fine. I’ll get out of y’all’s hair.”


“He’s a character,” Ava says as we watch him disappear onto the dance floor.


“That’s one word for it.” I run a hand over my face. “Would you like another Shiner, or—”


I’m interrupted by the lead singer, telling us their set is over. The crowd claps and whistles, and a beat later Waylon Jennings starts playing through the speakers above our heads.


“That’s a bummer. They were really good.” Ava drums her fingers against my chest. “What do we do now?”


My heartbeat marches in my ears. It’s the perfect moment to ask her to get out of here. We’ve been dancing for hours. Neither of us is wrecked. I’m so turned on that I could scream.


I’ll be crushed if she says no. But goddamn it, what if she says yes?


“We could go somewhere else?” I look down at her. “Try another spot—”


“Okay.”


My pulse riots. Okay.


Ava just said okay.


“Any spot in particular you have in mind?” she asks.


The bed in my hotel suite.


I shrug, like my dick isn’t causing me serious grief right now. “I have an idea or two.”


“I like those ideas.”


“You don’t know what they are.”


“I think I do.” The frank lust in her eyes sends my pulse into a tailspin.


“You sure?”


She digs her teeth into her bottom lip. “Yeah, cowboy, I’m sure. But hold on.” She digs her phone out of her purse and holds it up to take a selfie. “I’m going to send your picture to my sisters. You chop me into little pieces, you bet they’re gonna come find your ass. Smile.”


I slide a hand into the back pocket of her jeans. “How could I not after that little speech?”


Snaking her free arm between us, she mimics the motion, dipping her fingertips into the back pocket of my Levi’s. She looks up at the screen. “Wow, we’re cute.”


“We’re hot as fuck.” I give her ass a squeeze. “Now take the picture so I can take you home.”


“Home is…”


“The Market Hotel.”


“Fancy.”


“Yep.”


Her eyes sparkle. I smile at the screen, and so does she. The camera clicks. She texts the photo to her sisters.


Then I grab Ava’s hand and lead her out of the bar.










CHAPTER 4


A Party: Or, Two Bottles of Champagne, Some Condoms, and a Pack of Parliaments


Ava


I don’t even pretend to want to go anywhere but Sawyer’s hotel room.


So much for having fun with my girls. That idea went out the window somewhere around the time this man showed me just how well he could dance. He’s so unself-conscious, always ready with a laugh or an encouraging smile.


As for Sawyer, he doesn’t pretend to slow down. Instead, he twines our fingers as we stalk out into the night, nudging me toward the inside of the sidewalk and away from the street.


I’m a little breathless from trying to keep up with him. This urgency, this hunger, is ridiculously sexy.


My body lights up at the don’t-fuck-with-her vibe he gives off. A couple of guys check me out, and Sawyer glares at them, dropping my hand so he can grip the nape of my neck. He draws me even closer, practically curling his big body around mine.


My scalp prickles, the throb between my legs blaring to renewed, vibrant life. Is it wrong that I like being claimed this way? Protected?


No one, not even Dan, ever made me feel this safe, even though Sawyer is practically a stranger.


I feel safe, and most of all, I feel sure.


I have never been surer of anything in my life: this guy’s not a frog, he’s totally a prince. One I want to sleep with. Right now. All night. Because I have a very strong suspicion he’s going to be very good in bed. He’s hot, he’s funny. He likes my wild side. He’s a great dancer. And he’s a cowboy.


He’s also not a serial killer. Really, what more could a gal ask for?


My phone keeps buzzing in my bag. It’s my sisters, no doubt, freaking out—in a good way—over the fact that I’m the one going home with a guy. Especially this guy. I’ll have to thank Bee later for pushing me into him.


“You see a drugstore, let me know.” The deep, even tone of Sawyer’s voice sends a shiver up my spine. “I need to get a few things.”


“You don’t have—”


“Told you I don’t get out much.”


The fact that Sawyer doesn’t have condoms is actually kind of endearing. Makes me wonder what his story is. I feel guys who go to bars to pick up women are always prepared. But Sawyer isn’t. He did say he doesn’t get out much. Why not?


I’m tempted to ask him, but I don’t. Part of me likes how anonymous this encounter feels. I don’t know Sawyer’s last name and he doesn’t know mine.


This is a one-night stand, and I want to keep it that way. I want to have fun. And yeah, maybe forget my responsibilities for a little while. Pretend I really am this carefree and impulsive all the time.


I nod at the gleaming tower that comes into view. “Bet the hotel has what we need.”


“Let’s hope they do. Otherwise I’m about to spend a shit ton on a delivery service. Wonder what they’ll think of the sinner’s chest I’ll order?”


I laugh. “Bet they’ll think you’re a lot of fun.”


“Guess I am.” His eyes flash when they meet mine. “But only when I’m with the right people.”


My stomach dips. God this man is gorgeous. The scruff, his prominent Adam’s apple. And that mouth. It’s lush, all soft lips and white teeth.


Something tells me he knows how to use it.


Also, he just complimented me in a way he hasn’t before. Yeah, he made me feel like a million bucks when he told me back at the honky-tonk that he was turned on by my spontaneity. But now he’s saying I’m rubbing off on him—making him wild—and that just might be the best compliment of all.


That makes me feel powerful.


Alive.


I’m not dead. Getting divorced didn’t kill me, didn’t destroy my spirit, even though the process was an eye-watering expense that nearly bankrupted me.


But I’m still here, and apparently I can still be a good time. I’m proud of that fact.


Squeezing my neck, Sawyer reaches for the door. “After you.”


But a doorman beats him to it. “Welcome back, sir.”


“C’mon, Bobby, how many times I gotta tell you to call me Sawyer? And y’all don’t have a little shop inside, do you? Someplace I can grab some beers to bring up to the room?”


Bobby is good at his job. The guy doesn’t blink as he smiles politely at us, holding open the door. “Of course. The Mercantile is just past the check-in desk. It’s open until midnight on Saturdays.”


“Excellent.” Moving his hand to the small of my back, Sawyer gently pushes me inside. “Have a good evening.”


“You too, sir. Y’all enjoy.” Bobby dips his head at me as I pass.


I’m holding back a giggle as Sawyer follows me into the lobby.


“What’s so funny?” Sawyer’s hand is back on my nape. He’s squeezing it again. “The fact that Bobby knows exactly what I’m about to do to you?”


“What are you about to do to me, sir?”


His eyes flash. “Told you I got ideas.”


“I do too.”


“Oh yeah?”


I dig my teeth into my bottom lip. “Yeah.”


“But you’re not gonna tell me what they are.”


“Nope. Not yet.”


“Maybe you’re the serial killer, being all secretive and shit.”


“Maybe I am.” I wag my brows. “But think of it this way, you’re gonna die happy. You did say I’m a good time.”


“I did.” His eyes flick to my mouth. “Let’s be quick.”


He keeps his hand on me as we walk into the Mercantile. It’s tiny but cute, an insanely expensive convenience store covered in subway tile and filled with branded sweatshirts and fourteen-dollar cups of freshly squeezed orange and grapefruit juice.


Standing in front of the cooler, Sawyer surveys the selection. “What are you feelin’? Should we stick with beer? Try wine? They have champagne.”


“The champagne is really good.” The girl behind the counter nods eagerly at him.


I can’t help but smile. Seriously, how did I end up with this guy? How is he taking me home when he clearly can have anyone he wants?


The only explanation I can think of is that maybe the universe finally took pity on me and sent a cowboy my way. One worth spending time with.


“Let’s try the champagne, then.” I grab the bottle, then laugh when I see the price tag. “Just kidding. It’s a hundred and fifty bucks.”


Sawyer grabs another bottle. “We’ll take two.”


“What the hell are we celebrating?”


“My final night on earth, of course.” His dimples pop when he smiles, and I get that weak feeling in my knees again.


“You’re funny.”


“And you laugh at my jokes, which I appreciate.”


“Just doing the Lord’s work.”


“Amen.” Sawyer sets his champagne on the counter. He drops his hand from my neck to take my bottle and sets it beside the other one. Then he’s digging into his pocket and pulling out a money clip before thumbing through a wad of cash.


“And some of those too.” Briefly looking up, he nods at the box of Trojans behind the counter.


The girl at the counter blushes. “Just one box?”


“Make it two.” He smirks. “One for each bottle.”


The throb between my legs becomes acute. I’m smiling so hard that my face hurts.


“And a pack of Parliament Lights.” I point to the cigarettes. “Only one, though.”


Sawyer chuckles, a deep rumble that draws my nipples to hard points. “I like you, Ava.”


“I like our sinner’s chest.”


The girl drops everything into a shiny plastic bag. Sawyer throws out four hundred-dollar bills and grabs the bag, telling her to keep the change.


He puts his hand on my neck and steers me to the elevators. No words. Just the sound of his boots on the marble floor, his footsteps sounding a steady, if slightly hurried, beat that coincides with my pulse.


Holy shit, I’m about to have sex with a hot, and apparently loaded, cowboy. Only in Texas would you find a man with rough hands and deep pockets.


What other surprises does he have up his sleeve? To be honest, I’m not sure how much more I can take before I really do swoon. I can’t remember the last time someone turned me on like this.


Then again, I don’t think I’ve ever been out in Austin on a Saturday night with nothing to do and nowhere to be. I don’t owe anyone a damn thing. Not my time, my energy. My attention. This isn’t real life.


This kind of freedom doesn’t exist in my world.


Except it does tonight. And that could very well explain why I’m gripped by such ferocious need.


Or maybe that’s what I have to tell myself, because I’ve learned that insane chemistry only leads to insane complications. That’s the last thing I need. I’m finally standing on my own two feet, and I have no plans to let anyone knock me down.


The elevator doors open with a ding. Another couple joins us inside, which is kind of a bummer because I was planning on attacking Sawyer the second the doors closed.


He pushes the top button, then guides me to the back of the car. He moves his thumb down the slope of my neck, applying the faintest pressure to the muscles there.


I suck in a quick, quiet breath at just how good it feels when this man puts his hands on me.


Sawyer lets out a dark, gravelly chuckle. “You’re tight.”


I look at him. There’s a very dirty joke in there.


He looks back. Oh yeah?


“You’re really going to make me say it?” I ask.


His eyes crinkle at the edges. “Yes ma’am, I am.”


Laughter bubbling up inside my chest, I glance at the couple at the front of the car. “I won’t do it.”


“We’ll see about that.” He works his thumb into the knot between my neck and shoulder blade. “I’m pretty persuasive when I wanna be.”


His accent gets thicker when he flirts. I love it.


I am going to devour this man. If, of course, he doesn’t devour me first.


The couple rides all the way to the top of the hotel with us. They exit first, and then Sawyer moves his hand to my nape and, grip tight on my neck, guides us out of the elevator.


I like the way he leads, turning me right, then left, our footfalls quiet on the carpet. It’s nice to have someone else take charge for once. He’s the one with the plan, and I’m all too happy to be taken along for the ride.


We stop at a pair of doors all the way at the end of a long hall. Digging a key card out of his pocket, Sawyer waves it in front of the reader and the lock clicks.


He shoves open the door and holds it for me, nodding. “C’mon in.”
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