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      Two horses were too many for this town. That’s what my dad would have said if he’d been alive to see me driving through this tiny little mountain town in western Virginia. It was one of a thousand country adages he used so regularly that, even though I’d grown up in the suburbs of New England, I could spew them like any southerner.

      In this case, though, his words rang true. Grayson County, or the parts I’d driven through so far, was as country as it got. Between the cow pastures and dilapidated barns I’d driven past, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see an honest-to-goodness tumbleweed blow across the road.

      Then again, steam currently pouring from underneath the hood of my old Nissan was probably obscuring the view. Squinting through the smoke, I huffed out a breath, letting the bangs left over from my last salon trip ruffle and settle. At the same time I felt them fall over my brows, the engine gave a final wheeze and died.

      “Dammit,” I muttered.

      I managed to coast the old beater to the shoulder before it finally came to what I had a feeling would be its final resting place—especially if the smell and smoke were any indication.

      And not a house or car in sight.

      Great.

      I double-checked the map I’d brought—a paper map, which the gas station clerk had offered when he’d pointed out how horrible cell reception was out here. Glad I listened. I was still about ten miles out from my initial destination where I’d meet with a client tomorrow. Another twenty-five or so after that from my second—and real—reason for leaving my home in Connecticut for this tiny little hick town in the middle of nowhere, and … well, I hadn’t really intended to go there today.

      In fact, if I could’ve avoided John and Sharon DeWalter forever, I would do so gladly. But I’d made a promise. To the one person I knew I could never let down. Still, I didn’t intend to make the rest of this trip on foot.

      I re-folded the map and glanced around at the country road currently surrounded by corn fields on both sides.

      “Here we go,” I said on another sigh.

      I got out of the car, trying my best to ignore the oppressive sunshine that seemed way too hot for mid-May and way too concentrated for the northern tip of the south, and popped my hood for a look at anything salvageable. As I did, steam rose, escaping in thin tufts between cracks until the moment I pulled the sheet of metal upward. The heavy cloud thickened and encased me like the aftermath of a mini-bomb. Or, at least, that’s what it felt like as I coughed and hacked the smoke back out of my lungs.

      “You okay?”

      I whirled, the surprise of another voice causing me to gasp, which only made me inhale more smoke. As a result, I coughed directly into the face of the hottest guy I’d ever seen.

      “Whoa.” He jumped back, golden hair fluttering and piercing blue eyes widening sharply as he ducked to avoid a direct hit from my hacking.

      “Sorry.” I cringed, taking a full step back to show that I wasn’t a threat.

      The smoke billowed between us, but through the haze, I found myself captured by the handsome stranger’s gaze. To my surprise, rather than being offended by my horrible manners, his mouth quirked up, which only made it look more delicious, and his brow arched.

      “You want me to call the fire department?” he drawled.

      Yeah, a drawl. A country one to be exact. How had I missed that before? Oh yeah, because I was busy suffocating.

      “No, I think I’ll live,” I managed.

      “Good because Cole is off today, and he hates being called in on his day off.”

      I waited a beat, trying to decide if he was serious. “You only have one firefighter in this town?”

      “We have two,” he said as if that made all the difference. “But Mina’s on vacation.”

      I stared at him then shook my head as I realized this town was exactly what I’d been dreading. And this guy, no matter how hot, was exactly the sort of person I expected to live in it.

      “You sure you’re all right? You look a little flushed.” He propped a hand on the open hood, displaying a muscled bicep. His light blue tee rode up with the movement, offering a peek of tanned, toned abs beneath.

      My mouth went dry for reasons that had nothing to do with the smoke inhalation. My attraction pissed me off. Back in the city, I’d managed to steer clear of anything resembling a relationship, and I wasn’t about to break my streak now—not even for a quick fling with a delicious golden boy. And a country one, at that.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, breathless and hating myself for it.

      This guy wasn’t my type. At least, that’s what I kept repeating over and over to myself.

      “Well, thanks for stopping,” I said briskly, “But I’m going to head back to my car and call a tow truck.”

      He chuckled, a low sound that grated along every nerve ending in me, especially the lonely ones.

      “Sorry, babe, but you’re not making any calls on this road. Route Six is what we call the dead zone. And, as for the tow truck, I happen to know where to find the only one in town, so you’re one warm body removed from what you want.”

      He winked, and my insides turned to jelly.

      Warm body, huh?

      How about two—sandwiched?

      I cleared my throat, reminding myself I wasn’t here for…this. “I see.”

      He shut the hood for me, which I hadn’t actually asked him to do. Nor had I given him permission to call me babe. Another reason this guy wasn’t my usual.

      Yeah, he was hotter and much more capable, judging from the calloused hands and scuffed work boots.

      Ugh. The voice inside my head really needed to shut the hell up.

      “Frank’s place is on the hill,” he said, wiping his hands on his worn jeans. “First building as you come into town.” Jeans that clung in all the right places. I forced my eyes back to his gorgeous face. “His is the best garage around,” he went on. “Maybe they can revive it.”

      I didn’t bother telling him that was unlikely considering this car was already well past its ninth life.

      “Thanks.”

      “Can I give you a lift?”

      “Uh, no, I’ve got it. I think my legs could use a stretch anyway.”

      Good-looking or not, girls didn’t get into pickup trucks with strange men. I could practically hear my mother lecturing about that one.

      “You sure? It’s just over a mile from here.”

      “That’s one city block where I’m from,” I tell him, unable to keep the smugness from my voice. “I think I can handle it.”

      “I bet you can.”

      His smirk only fueled my decision to go it alone.

      Cocky asshole.

      I could outwalk his pickup-truck-driving ass any day of the week. In heels. Not that I was wearing those today, but these strappy little sandals weren’t exactly broken in, either.

      Still, I refused to back down now. Not with him looking like he’d already decided I’d melt long before I finished that mile. Doubling back to my car, I grabbed my purse before locking the doors and heading up the road.

      Behind me, the too-hot-for-his-own-good stranger cleared his throat.

      “It’s that way,” he said, nodding in the opposite direction of the one I’d started in.

      Shit.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled and marched past him.

      I didn’t turn, but I could feel his eyes on me as I marched along the side of the road. He still expected me to change my mind on that ride. Clearly, he had never met Jordan DeWalter.

      Finally, I heard the rev of his truck as he pulled out onto the road. As he passed me, he hung a tanned, toned arm out the window and waved. From anyone else, the gesture would have been friendly, but coming from him, it just felt smug. Like he was rubbing it in that his car ran. Jerk.

      Hot jerk but still.

      As I walked, I found myself replaying my conversation with the local hottie. He was handsome and friendly enough, but I wasn’t in the mood for either of those things—not in a town like this one.

      Ugh. I needed a distraction to stop my mind from wandering.

      Despite his earlier caution, I fished my phone out of my purse and dialed Gavin. It actually rang, which brought relief and then irritation. The asshole had claimed no reception, and here I had a perfect signal. Had he just wanted to see me walk this mile to town?

      “Hey,” a male voice said.

      “Fourth ring. I thought I had you that time.”

      “I told you I’ll always answer for you. What’s up? Did you find the place?”

      “Sort of,” I told him, already breathless and baking in the heat. Damn, it was muggy out here. “Or, the outskirts anyway.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s exactly what I expected.” The phone was already sweaty against my ear.

      “One horse?” he asked.

      I snorted. “Half a horse.”

      Gavin chuckled. “I’ve always wondered what half a horse looked like.”

      I didn’t bother responding. I was too busy focusing on not passing out. Since when was May in Virginia the seventh circle of hell?

      “You okay?” he asked. “You sound winded.”

      “The Nissan might’ve gone to car heaven. I’m on my way to the local mechanic to get a second opinion.”

      “Well, shit, Sis … You loved that car.”

      I kicked at a rock, hating how the loss of my car brought up other feelings. Like losing Dad six months ago to cancer. How did a car possibly compare? And why did I always want to cry at the worst times?

      “I know,” I mumbled, not trusting my voice.

      “Too bad you build houses, not cars, or you could fix it yourself.” Someone spoke on Gavin’s end of the line, the voice decidedly female, but Gavin shushed her. “You need me to come there?”

      I ignored Gavin’s companion, too used to it by now. Gavin was a great brother, but he was definitely not a great boyfriend. Not that he let any of the women he slept with call him that.

      “No. It’s fine. This doesn’t change the facts. I’m here to work and to see Sharon and John and … put it to rest.”

      As I finally reached the mechanic’s parking lot, I sucked in a deep gulp of air and resisted the urge to bend at the waist or wheeze. “I’m here. I’ll call you later.”

      Gavin hesitated. “All right, but keep me posted. You know if you need me, I’ll put in leave and be there before you can say ‘your favorite brother.’”

      “Gav, you’re my only brother.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not the best.” I rolled my eyes at that, but Gavin lowered his voice to add, “Seriously, just stay in touch, okay?”

      “Okay.” My stomach cramped at the thought of doing this alone, but I shoved it aside like I’d been doing. I was here—to see a family that hadn’t wanted me to begin with. And I was doing it alone because that’s what Dad had wanted, though I had yet to figure out why he’d insisted on such ridiculous terms.

      “No matter what, I love you. Don’t forget it.”

      “Ditto.” I disconnected and squared my shoulders, determined not to be beaten—at least on day one.

      Tucking my phone into my back pocket, I regarded the garage called Frank’s critically and decided the handsome, golden stranger couldn’t be trusted. Not about cell service and not about whether this place deserved to be called a garage.

      The roof sagged in the middle like the weight of the center was too much and had bowed it into a pathetic half-moon shape. The red paint—now faded to a pleasant shade of rust—was peeling and, from the looks of it, had been applied directly to the rough plywood nailed to the front as a finishing layer. A couple of small windows, too murky to see anything through, were cut into the front on either side of the doorway, which was barred only by a thin screen on hinges. Apparently, “summer camp” was the architectural theme.

      Sudden banging sounded from inside the garage followed closely by the whir of a power tool of some kind. I flinched at the unexpected noise cutting through the silence of midday.

      A bay door was open around the corner, but I couldn’t see inside from where I stood. And I decided right then and there I didn’t need to. No way was I letting this place anywhere near my car, deceased or not.

      Unfortunately, a quick glance past the garage revealed only a few small storefronts with minimal traffic. Nothing that suggested even an auto parts store. And where were the townspeople? Didn’t places like this have a lot of pedestrians out and about? Where were the nosy old ladies snapping peas on the porch and men chewing on hay or whatever?

      My mother’s voice echoed in my mind, scolding me for that last one. But I couldn’t help it. All of the small-town stereotypes I’d ever seen in movies were already feeling true, and I hadn’t been here five minutes.

      Inside, the power tool went suddenly silent, and in the following silence, I caught the sound of a low buzzing coming from the other end of the shack. I searched, and my eyes lit up. A window AC unit hung from a sad wooden frame, the window glass propped open by the boxed machine itself. A steady drip-drip of water fell from the bottom where the condensation gathered.

      Cool air. Inside. Dammit, they had me.

      I walked up to the screen door, and with a screechy tug on the metal handle, I pulled it open and stepped inside.

      Two things hit me at once. The first was the lazy whine of country music leaking from an honest-to-God boombox behind the counter that had probably been a nice system in 1987. The second was the God-blessed air-conditioning.

      For a moment, I just stood there, soaking in the reprieve of cool air as it washed over my bare legs from ankle to thigh. I contemplated pulling my shorts up a few more inches just to let the air touch my skin.

      Huh. Maybe this was why those cowgirls all wear booty shorts.

      “She’s only sexy when she’s saaad…” More startling than the sudden addition of a man’s voice to the faded lyrics on the radio was finding him standing bent over the front counter, a toothpick dangling from his lips and his sharp though aging eyes trained on me.

      I stopped tugging on the hem of my shorts.

      “Can I help ya?” he asked.

      “Um, my car died on the way into town. I ran into …” I trailed off, realizing I never got that smug bastard’s name. Not that I wanted to remember him. “Someone who told me to come find Frank to arrange a tow truck.”

      He gave me a once-over and then said, “Where you from?”

      “Connecticut.”

      “Huh,” he grunted.

      We blinked at each other. The gray hairs sprinkled in at his temples moved with the pull of skin around his eyes.  Something in his expression softened, minutely friendlier. Not that it had been hostile before but … curious. Nosy. That was it.

      Small towns. Mom had always warned me.

      Rather than continue our staring contest, I looked around at the otherwise empty front office area. We were surrounded by low shelves of oil and a couple random tires but otherwise, not a soul to be seen.

      “Are you Frank?” I pressed when the man didn’t say anything else. “Or is that a euphemism for your brand of service?”

      The man let out a short laugh, rolling the toothpick along his bottom lip as his mouth hung open. “I’m Frank, in the flesh. I can look at your vehicle, Miss…?”

      “Jordan. No miss. Just Jordan. And that’d be great. It’s parked about a mile down the road.”

      He paused. “You get a ride from whoever recommended me?”

      “No, sir. I walked.”

      He eyed me critically. The toothpick rolled back and forth between his lips. “Lemme grab some bottled water. Then we’ll go.”

      Okay, fine, not nosy. Just perceptive.

      Frank returned, tossed me a bottle of water, and led the way to a newer model pickup. “Thanks,” I said, hurrying to follow him while uncapping the water. I downed over half the contents before coming up for air.

      “You have friends out this way?” Frank asked, and underneath the amiable tone was that same curiosity again.

      “Nope.”

      He waited, but I didn’t elaborate. And he didn’t press it.

      We climbed into the truck, and Frank headed down the road in the direction I pointed. I looked around again as we drove out of the lot. Just like on the way up, no one was about on the sidewalks although there were several cars parked at the curb in front of the shops.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “Staying inside where it’s cool if they’re smart,” Frank grumbled. A sheen of sweat already lined his brow. With one hand on the wheel, he used the other to take a swig of water.

      “Aren’t they used to it by now?” I asked.

      “Humidity is a funny beast. You never quite get used to it,” he said, and I didn’t disagree. “But, you’re right; most everyone’s down at the fairgrounds today on the other side of town. Strawberry Fest this weekend.”

      He didn’t look nearly as old now that he was moving around, just weathered. Tough. Maybe my dad’s age. The similarities made the space behind my eyes sting. That made twice in ten minutes. Get it together, Jordan.

      I took another swig of water.

      When we reached my car, I waited while Frank made googly eyes with all the important parts underneath my hood. He jiggled this and tapped on that. I bit my lip to keep from asking too many questions and simply waited, bracing myself.

      “Well,” he finally said, pausing to let the hood fall back into place. It slammed closed, and I flinched as he dusted his hands together before wiping them on a rag he produced from his back pocket. “She’s out of commission, that’s for sure. Looks like a belt and a hose from where I’m standing. Probably more, but I’d need to get her on the lift to know for sure. How do you want to play it?”

      “Do you think you can fix it?”

      He frowned at the car. “I’m sure I can. Question is whether you’ll want to. She’s no spring chicken.”

      I caught myself mid-sigh. Swallowed it. My bangs feathered back to my forehead and stuck there. “I understand.”

      “How about I tow it up and have a look,” Frank said, jerking his head back toward the garage. “Diagnostic fee gets applied toward labor on any work done.”

      He named his fee, and I nodded slowly. It wasn’t like I had a choice. “All right.”

      “You staying close by?” There went that piercing look again. Perception. I was the new girl in a town where everybody knew everybody. Mom said it’d be that way. Isn’t that why I’d picked this town instead of the one next door where my namesake lived?

      “Planned to. Hadn’t nailed down the details yet,” I said. Both honest and vague.

      Frank’s expression softened, again his combination of age and wisdom reminding me weirdly of Dad. Lots of things did, though. “I’m not trying to pry. Just want to make sure you’re square. It’s Strawberry Fest weekend, so all the motels are booked for miles. Don’t want you sleeping outside. Or,” he gave me a pointed look, “running off before you can pay for the car repairs.”

      That last part wounded my pride enough that I caved. “I’m not running off,” I promised. “I’m actually here for a job. I have a final meeting tomorrow. If all goes well, I’ll be sticking around for a couple months. I figured I’d do a motel for a day or two, and then, if the job sticks, I’ll see about an apartment.”

      “Huh.” Frank gave another grunt, same as before. I still had no idea what the sound meant, but this time, there was a flash of something in his eyes before it disappeared again. “No apartments available this time of year,” he continued. “All the kids just got back from college. You need a room rental, Casey’s got one up for grabs if you’re not picky. Although short-term stuff is best kept over at the Holiday Inn in Windsor.” His lips twitched, and he added, “Your sanity is best kept there too when faced with those two choices.”

      He chuckled at what I assumed was an inside joke since I had no idea what he meant. Was this Casey chick crazy? But I did need a room. And Windsor was not an option. Besides, the job I’d come to consult on was at least in this same town, so maybe I could walk to work for a while. Or buy a bicycle or something. Hell, if this heat kept up, maybe I’d buy an ice cream truck instead.

      I shrugged. “Tell whoever Casey is, as long as it’s clean and roach-free, I’ll take it.”

      I spent the next thirty minutes at the shop, waiting for Frank to arrange the tow. Even though it was only up the hill, it was a bitch of a hill, especially in this humidity. Given the choice, I’d pay for the truck to drag it rather than have to push it myself. Not that Frank gave me the choice. And for that fact alone, I was warming up to him.

      Frank stood behind the counter, jabbing at the keys on an ancient, faded keyboard with a frown that somehow still managed to hold his toothpick inside his lips. “This damn computer will be the death of me. Can’t hardly look up a simple parts list without reloading the page sixteen times,” he muttered.

      I would’ve offered to help—but technology and I didn’t much get along either. Even my phone was basic. For a city girl, I sure was behind the curve of “modern.”

      “Sorry, I’d help if I could, but anything with a cord and plug is allergic to me,” I admitted.

      Frank chuckled. “I thought all the young people had the magic touch with machines.”

      I shrugged. “I was too busy with Legos and blocks to care much for electronics.”

      Frank grunted, and I finally realized the sound was meant to be an agreement. Or approval. “I like that. You and I will get along just fine. Too damn many kids with no imagination anymore.”

      He was friendly, I realized, as I leaned against the wall next to the window unit and listened to him chatter. Perceptive as hell, a quality that put him just this side of nosy. Still. He didn’t push.

      “So, what brings you to Grayson?” he asked.

      I hesitated, and his eyes flicked to me before settling back on the ancient computer screen whose keyboard he was plucking away at. I played with the cap of the second bottle of water I was nursing, going over my prepared story once mentally before I spoke out loud.

      “My dad grew up a couple of counties over,” I said carefully. “I had some time between jobs back home, and when the project posted for this job, I thought I’d spend some time here, see small-town livin’, as he called it.”

      Frank’s brows drew together, his expression forming a question. Before he could ask the only one I didn’t want to answer, I pushed on in a different direction. “I grew up in Hartford. Big city compared to all this,” I said, waving a hand.

      “I guess it is, isn’t it? What sort of work do you do, then?” he asked. Eyes back on the computer. Good. Dodged it.

      I relaxed. Let more of my weight fall back against the wall. This I could talk about all day. “I studied architecture and design, but I’ve recently branched into building restoration. Old houses mostly, although I’ve done some urban planning and development as well.”

      I fell silent as a pang went through my chest. The restorations had been something Dad and I had fallen in love with together. In fact, I’d taken the new construction here in Grayson on purpose. Nothing to remind me of the way he and I used to spend hours watching the Home & Garden channel and arguing over how we would’ve done the restore differently—and better—than the hosts.

      “That right? You should talk to Ford. He’s looking to build a place up on the hill. His fiancé says she wants southern classic.”

      The hill. This place was so small he’d called it “the hill” like there was only one. It made me smile. “Sounds like a fun project. Coincidentally, the job I’m here to consult on is a southern classic design. Antebellum with a dash of contemporary, the email said.”

      Frank chuckled. “Yep. That must be Summer. She’s particular enough to be doing the legwork although her daddy, Dean, is footing the bill. Wedding present.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Dean Clifford, that’s the one.” I wasn’t even surprised he knew them. “The project sounds interesting. The proposal had a nice mix of the traditional and modern. I like Summer’s vision. Hopefully, I’ll get to work on it.”

      He nodded, glancing over. The gleam was back. “That room of Casey’s might be perfect after all. It’s not far to the Cliffords’ place at Heritage Plantation. More than likely, you’d be able to catch a ride up the hill in the mornings. Then again, I guess it’s a doable walk to the hill itself if you’re sturdy.”

      “I’m not fragile.”

      He eyed me. “No, I imagine you’re not. I’ll take you over when we’ve finished here then.”

      Something about his sharp eyes made me shift. I wanted to ask what he’d meant about my sturdiness but couldn’t bring myself to voice it. For the first time since leaving Hartford, I wished Gavin had come with me. But no, I told myself, he needed to be with his unit. Besides, this was for me. I’d made Dad a promise, and since that promise was all that I had left of him, I intended to see it through.

      The tow driver showed up with my car, and ten minutes later, Frank had it stored in the garage in an open bay. I stood outside and watched Frank pull the bay door closed, and then he did the same with the heavy front door. It stuck, and he gave it a final yank to secure it in place before turning toward an old pickup.

      “You’re not going to lock up?” I asked.

      “It’s secure,” he assured me. I waited for him to elaborate with details about an alarm system I’d failed to notice, but he didn’t. Maybe if my car had been worth more than the deductible, I’d care. As it was, he had more to lose than I did. So, I let it go.

      Frank chattered as he drove. Anytime he asked me a question that aimed for personal, I redirected with a topic change about building design and Grayson town history. It worked but made me wonder if I was really fooling him or if he was just trying to be polite. That look in his eyes earlier had said he didn’t miss much.

      “How long have you been running the garage?” I asked when the town gave way to trees and I ran out of buildings to question him on.

      “I’ve owned it since my pop passed it to me. But I only work it one or two days a week as needed. Most folks go to Windsor, to the big dealerships nowadays. The rest of the time, I’m foreman over at Heritage Plantation, Dean’s place. I’m not too bad with a wrench, but I’ll take a spade and soil over engine grease any day.”

      I smiled because, based on his wistful tone, he meant it. And I knew exactly how he felt. It was the same warm fuzzies I got when I restored an old house or designed a new concept from scratch. Gavin always teased me for being so logical, but the truth was architecture was emotional for me. Always had been.

      “What sort of plants do you grow there?” I asked.

      Frank slowed to take a hard left onto a dirt road I would’ve missed on my own. The truck jostled as the pavement ran out underneath its tires and gave way to packed gravel and dirt.

      “Everything from a corn crop to chrysanthemums to experimental herb remedies.  My green thumb falls somewhere in the middle. I like the sort of thing that can dress up a space, be it greenery or color, but I’m not too picky as long as it keeps me out in the fresh air.”

      I snorted. “Whatever this air is, I wouldn’t call it fresh.” Stale, oppressive. Heavy. Not fresh.

      Frank chuckled. “Hartford doesn’t have humidity.” It was somewhere between a statement and a question.

      I shook my head. “Not like this.”

      “Not many places in the world are quite like this,” he agreed, and this time, there was pride in his words.

      I shifted tactics again. Best to keep the conversation jumping around. “So, about Casey and this room. Maybe we should’ve called first. Or texted. Is it all right to just show up?”

      “Nah. It’s fine. Casey’s more of the show-up kind anyway. And”—he paused to give me a once-over—“you’re definitely going to have more of a shot at the room if you show up.”

      I opened my mouth to ask about that one, but Frank continued, “Casey doesn’t normally do roommates outside of Heritage employees. Bad experience way back, I think. But the room is empty and, well, a little help with the mortgage doesn’t hurt. I think there’s a certain Yamaha dirt bike that’s beggin’ to be bought.”

      “Casey’s into dirt bikes,” I said, surprised.

      Frank chuckled. “Casey’s never not been into dirt bikes.”

      I sat back and pictured that. I couldn’t help but be impressed by a girl who rode. Maybe this roommate thing could be cool.

      The truck jostled over several potholes where the gravel had been rubbed away, and then Frank pulled up to a small house nestled within a break in the trees. It was in good condition with solid, inexpensive framework. Not cheap, though. That was good. The roof looked fairly new, and the porch was a cute little thing with the perfect corner for a swing and—

      Shut up, Jordan. It’s not like it’s yours. Who cares?

      A garage painted in deep red to match the shutters sat to the right. Parked off to the side was a beat-up truck that could’ve been an older sibling to Frank’s if not for the ugly brown color. Frank’s was at least a respectable shade of gray.

      “End of the line,” Frank said. He didn’t move to get out, so I assumed he meant end of the line for me. I got out and grabbed my bag from the truck bed. As I stood there in the dirt, a twinge of uncertainty twisted in my gut.

      I was in the middle of nowhere. No car. No friends for hundreds of miles. No one even knew where I was, not exactly. Shit, why hadn’t I texted Gavin on the way here to let someone know? And, in a moment, I’d be stranded with no way back to civilization. What if this Casey chick did, in fact, turn out to be crazy?

      Frank leaned toward me and spoke through the open window. “Truck’s there, so just knock on the door, and you two can work it out. Casey doesn’t bite. But if you want a ride to the Holiday Inn, just call me, and I’ll come and get you.”

      I nodded and typed in his number as he rattled it off. “Thanks,” I said, feeling slightly better to have a contact out here.

      “No problem. I’ve got to take a look at a sick tractor, or I’d walk you in.” He looked genuinely concerned now. Was my expression that terrified?

      You’re a grown-ass adult, Jordan. Geez.

      “No, no. I’m fine.” I forced a smile. Forced myself to mean it. “Really. You go ahead. I’ll call you if I need you. And I’ll talk to you soon about the car.”

      Frank nodded. “Yep. We’ll chat soon. Good to meet you, Jordan. Good luck.”

      “Thanks. For everything,” I added.

      Frank smiled and gave me a sort of wave-salute.

      I stepped back and watched him swing wide into a U-turn before heading back to the road in a gravelly cloud of dust.

      When the truck was gone, I turned back to the little house. No time to rethink it. You’re here. Daddy’s voice was so clear in my head it made me smile: The only move is forward.

      I took a deep breath. And made my move.
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CASEY

        

      

    

    
      My back ached and itched all at once. I’d been down here too long, and the angle coupled with the heat was making my job as the tractor whisperer for Heritage Plantation pretty fucking miserable today. Something wet and black dripped from the pipe above me and landed square-center on my forehead.

      “Donkey balls,” I muttered, my mood darkening even more when I realized the drip had come from a leak in the seal I’d just replaced.

      “What’s that?”

      I jumped at the unexpected sound of company. The black liquid smeared as my forehead dinged against the underbelly of the tractor, otherwise known as Goose. A second later, Frank’s boots appeared.

      “Donkey freaking balls!” I said loud enough there’d be no mistaking it this time.

      “Oh,” was all I heard from Frank.

      The closest thing to a dad I had, Frank was still a lone bachelor at heart. Rough around the edges despite his soft center—which meant we both enjoyed a colorful range of verbal expression. I appreciated it, along with everything else he’d ever done for me, including raising me after my own parents had died in a car crash when I’d been barely out of diapers.

      I squeezed my eyes shut against the thudding reverberating across the front of my skull and slid free of the tractor.

      “What do you need?” I snapped, getting to my feet.

      “Didn’t realize you’d still be here.” He frowned.

      “Yeah, well, Goose doesn’t have enough sense to coordinate with a proper quittin’ time.” I slammed a screwdriver down on the workbench and ran a hand over my pants, trying to wipe off some of the dark stains.

      Frank wasn’t exactly the rightful target of my irritation seeing as he wasn’t made out of metal, but he was convenient. Instead of getting irritated back—Frank was way too used to my here again, gone again temper for that—he gestured to my forehead. His brows knitted, either in concentration or uncertainty as to whether he should mention it. “You’ve got, uh, something on your…”

      “I know.” I swiped at the oil staining my skin. My forearm came away with a layer of sweat and engine grime streaked across it.

      I sighed.

      “It’s like that, huh?” Frank asked.

      I opened my mouth to tell him exactly how it was—damn hot for spring and damn mystifying when it came to this ornery tractor—but the clock drew my attention before I could let loose. It was like a polar attraction between it and me. All day long, I couldn’t care less the hour or minute. But come quittin’ time, when the hour hand moved past that five, it was like an ocean siren callin’ my name. Especially on days I ended up in here with Goose.

      Why couldn’t Dean just buy a new tractor already?

      “Beer?” I asked, giving up on my rant in favor of a cold beverage from the small fridge I’d convinced Dean to put out here. I didn’t wait for Frank’s answer before I tossed him one and grabbed one for myself.

      He grunted, cracked it, knocked back a swig. I loved Frank’s versatile vocabulary. In answer, I mimicked him, tossing in a grunt of my own. We were both silent for a moment as we contemplated the hunk of metal before us and how it all related to the meaning of life.

      “Goose’s getting more ’n more stubborn,” he said at last.

      “She’s a beast,” I agreed.

      “I should talk to Dean. Suggest a replacement, I guess.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that. Nor could I agree outright. This tractor had been a fixture of Heritage Plantation for as long as I had. If we chucked it, well, there were some days I was afraid it and I were tied. A package deal. Not that they’d chuck me but—

      “There you are,” said a smooth female voice. Hers was familiar and also a fixture here for as long as this old tractor.

      “Summer,” I greeted.

      The bright-eyed brunette, who’d been more a sister to me than anything, smiled a hello and planted a cheery kiss on Frank’s weathered cheek. “Uncle Frank. Thought you’d gone for the day. You boys getting the weekend started early?” she asked, nodding toward our liquid ode to five p.m.

      “Seeing the work week off right,” I said, raising my can in salute.

      Summer laughed, a bright and airy sound that had become more frequent in the past few months. Watching her and Ford together was always a toss-up for me. One minute, I was thrilled for the girl who I knew deserved every happiness under the sun. The next, they’d be so sickly sweet that they made me wanna hurl. Nobody wanted to watch their sister make out.

      Summer caught my menacing glare and the direction it was aimed in. “Goose giving you problems again?” she asked.

      “She’s taken it up a notch to physical abuse,” I said, rubbing my forehead again. Summer laughed—and quickly covered it with a cough when I glowered at her. “This pile of bones is useless,” I added with a nod.

      Frank leaned toward Summer. “Which, in Casey-speak, means the problem eludes him.”

      I resisted the urge to defend myself, opting instead to carry my ass to the mini-fridge and crack a new beer.

      “Twenty bucks says it’s the master cylinder.” Summer’s tone was smug. And challenging. She knew how to get me.

      I looked at her with narrowing eyes. “Twenty is all, huh? You must not be very confident.”

      Summer’s smile widened. She knew she’d won; wasn’t about the money. “Fine, thirty,” she said.

      “Thirty and dinner,” I challenged.

      “Thirty and a six-pack. Final offer.”

      I sipped my beer as we faced off. Summer’s grin never wavered. “Deal,” I finally said.

      We spit and shook.

      Frank rolled his eyes.

      “I’m going to dinner with Ford. Don’t cheat while I’m gone,” Summer warned.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. If you’re worried, Ford can take me to dinner, and you can stay and diagnose Goose.”

      “Nice try, but you would never fit into my dress.” She kissed Frank’s cheek again as he laughed. “I’ll see you later.” Her hair swung as she left, and I sighed, not even sure what to call the unsettled feeling it gave me to see Summer so happy when I was …whatever I was.

      I hated that Summer’s recent happiness had put a dark cloud over how I felt about my own life. It wasn’t fair to her, which was why I kept my mouth shut.

      “Now look, as exciting and pressing as this wager is, it’ll have to wait until Monday,” Frank said.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Because.” Frank looked at me with a smirk of his own. That particular expression on him always made me edgy. “I rented that room out for you.”

      “You rented the room? As in, the one in my house?” I asked, forgetting the sip of beer I’d been about to take.

      “You’re welcome.” Frank beamed.

      “Why the hell would you do a thing like that without asking me?”

      “Because you were here, fiddling around, and your potential roommate was standing in front of me with nowhere to go. Jordan needed a room, and you have one so—”

      “Simple as that, huh? Hell, Frank, is this Jordan even normal? Or how would you know since you’ve known the character less than five minutes.”

      Frank glared. “More normal than I can say for you right now.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? I’m the same as I’ve always been.”

      “You’ve been sulky for weeks,” Frank shot back.

      The fact that he’d noticed when I thought I’d hid it so well grated on me, but I refused to admit he was right, especially when he was busy using it against me.

      “I’m not sulky. We’ve been busy getting the machines ready and doing the spring planting.”

      “It’s been since before that,” Frank argued.

      “Before that was winter. Everyone’s sulky in winter. Winter’s sulky.”

      “You haven’t been yourself since Ford moved out.”

      “Maybe I miss the asshole.”

      Frank snorted. “Nice try, but we both know that’s not it.”

      I remained stubbornly silent.

      “You need to get yourself together,” he said quietly. In that voice. The one that, even though he hadn’t birthed me, was every inch my parent.

      Well, shit. What did that even mean? Had he found out what I was doing in my off-time? I’d been pretty careful about keeping the side work bit to myself, but maybe he’d found out after all. Either way, this was not a conversation I wanted to have.

      “I am together, Frank,” I said carefully. “I’ve got a job, a place, friends, family. How much more ‘together’ do you want?”

      Frank frowned. “Maybe together wasn’t the right word. I want you to be … fulfilled.”

      Now it was my turn to frown as I chewed on his words. I was fulfilled, wasn’t I? I had all those things I’d just named off. Plus the side bit with the dirt bikes that he didn’t even know about, which was technically my dream job. If I wasn’t fulfilled, something was wrong with me.

      “And you think renting the empty room in my house will fulfill me?” I asked.

      Frank’s lips twitched. A gesture so quickly there and gone I wasn’t sure I’d actually witnessed it happen. “Maybe. It’ll shake things up, anyway. You need to be shaken.”

      “I am fulfilled, Frank. Remember my date with Lyla last month?” I tried going for the joke. “I mean, not that you want me sharing the details with you. But if you insist, I’ll tell you exactly how fulfilling it was.”

      Frank continued to bore holes into me with that “parent” gaze. It was a little scary that he was so good at it considering he’d technically adopted me. But then again, he was my dad’s brother, so maybe he’d come by it honestly. And Lord knew he’d had enough practice with all my shenanigans.

      “Case, don’t make me throttle you. I know you’re grown, but I’ll do it if it’s the only way to get your attention.”

      “You have my attention,” I said wearily, suddenly tired of this … intervention. Tired of this damn tractor and this conversation. And this day. I was tired of a lot of things lately. And therein lay the problem. “And I am satisfied. I’ve just had stuff on my mind,” I added before either one could argue it further. “So, I’ll be sure to take the weekend and get it together. And in the meantime, I’ll see about renting the room. You got an address for this Jordan person?”

      “Yours,” Frank answered.

      I stopped moving. “What?”

      “I may have included a ride to your place in the roommate offer,” he said slowly. For the first time since the conversation began, he had the decency to look contrite.

      “I don’t believe this.” I dropped my empty beer can into the trash, heading for the door. I didn’t even bother asking Frank to lock up behind me. I knew he would anyway. He always made the rounds after hours to make sure everything got stowed properly.

      “I saw your truck there. I thought you were home, or I never would’ve—” Frank fell silent as I strode off.

      I’d ridden the bike over, opting to leave my pickup at the house, which was damn perfect because, right now, I wanted speed. I wanted power underneath me. I wanted to make a statement. And nothing said “go to hell” like spinning tires across my front yard as a greeting.

      After I went for a long, satisfying ride to calm down, of course.

      No sense in rushing home.

      I went for the Suzuki parked beside the shed without a backward glance. I yanked the dirt bike off the stand and threw a leg over, bringing my knee up and then dropping my heel hard on the kickstart lever. The engine stuttered and then fell silent.

      Uh-uh. You better fire up, sweetheart. We have a point to make, you and me.

      I dropped my heel again. This time with more of my weight underneath it. The engine stuttered and growled, then sang. I centered myself on the seat, yanked in the clutch, and stomped on the gears. Neutral to first with a satisfying click. Time to spit dirt.

      With a screech and a jolt, the bike shot forward. Over the wind, I heard my phone ring. To drown it out, I dropped a gear, revved the engine hard, and shot off, leaving a trail of dust and Frank’s meddling intentions in my wake.
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      By five, I’d already mentally cussed this Casey chick about sixteen times. One involved a particularly creative version of the word lady-whore combined with the f-bomb. Gavin would’ve liked that one. Too bad I had negative cell bars out here, or I could’ve called him and repeated it aloud.

      And why not say it out loud, anyway? Hell, why not yell it?

      I looked around. Other than my butt holding down the top step of the porch, there wasn’t another soul within earshot. In fact, I was pretty sure, if I listened hard enough, I’d hear the paint peeling on the barn across the way.

      I wasn’t usually a potty mouth—Gavin was my family’s resident sailor, and he definitely cursed like one—but desperate times…

      Screw it. I sucked in a breath, and when I let it out, a string of inventive curse words came with it.

      “Not bad for a city girl.”

      The unexpected voice had me jumping up, caught between a fight and a flight stance. I whirled and found a pretty brunette smiling at me from the corner of the house. She came forward slowly, apparently realizing I’d reacted like a cornered animal. I forced my shoulders to relax and told my conscience to shut up. No way was I going to feel bad for cussing this chick out when she’d taken almost two hours to show.

      “Any of that aimed at anyone in particular?” she asked, still wearing the friendly smile.

      I stood, brushing the dirt from my butt. “I might have a list going.”

      Her expression softened to one of sympathy—and understanding. “You been out here long?” The question sounded a bit rhetorical, which meant she knew exactly how long I’d been here.

      “Long enough to get hot and thirsty and tired of waiting,” I said, keeping the words clipped. Just this side of “bitchy.” It was a tone I’d often heard Mom use with us kids when she wanted to make us feel three inches tall. And it always did the job.

      “Yeah, Frank called me and told me he’d dropped you off here before he knew no one was home.” She sighed. “Sorry about that. Come on, I’ll let you in. See what Casey’s got in the fridge.” She pushed past where I sat, headed for the front door, but I hung back, my brows knitting.

      “Wait. You’re not Casey?”

      She laughed and shook her head, her honey highlights rustling this way and that. “Not even close.” Why was that funny? “I’m Summer. I live down the road.”

      She extended her hand, and I shook it slowly. “Jordan,” I said, unsure whether to be disappointed or relieved hers wasn’t the neck I wanted to ring. “But you have a key?”

      As proof, Summer twisted the key in the lock and opened the door. “Yeah, Casey and I are family. Wait, you think—” She spun and stared at me, a slow smile spreading over her face before quickly disappearing in favor of a very blank expression. What the hell?

      “I think what?” I prompted.

      “You thought I was Casey?” The blank expression remained, but a glimmer of something flashed behind her eyes. Amusement? Whatever it was, it put my back up.

      “So?”

      Summer shrugged. “Frank told you what you needed to know I guess.”

      She went inside, flicking on switches for lights and fans as she went. I followed her down a short hallway that offered a glimpse of a sagging but comfortable-looking couch and a big-screen TV in the living room. Not much in the way of décor, but hey, not everyone was into that. And what little was there wasn’t bad. Just … basic. At least, it was clean.

      We turned right and ended up in a bright kitchen with an L-shaped counter and yellow wallpaper with tiny sunflowers bordering the room. It wasn’t bad—not counting the pile of dishes in the sink or the two slices of pizza sitting inside an open cardboard delivery box on the stove, of course. I didn’t want to think about how long it might’ve been there, but at least, it wasn’t moldy.

      “Frank didn’t tell me jack,” I said, picking up where we’d left off outside. I folded my arms and planted my feet in the center of the room so she couldn’t escape. “Including the part about having to wait on the porch in the heat all afternoon.”

      “Right. Again, sorry. Miscommunication on Frank’s part. He doesn’t always think ahead. Casey got held up, which is why he called me to let you in. You can help yourself to anything in the fridge while you wait.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she opened the fridge and snatched two cans of soda from inside. “Here,” she said, pushing one into my hands. “Come on, I’ll show you the room. If you don’t like it, I’ll take you back to town. No harm done.”

      It was better than sitting on the porch. With nothing else to do, I cracked my soda and followed.

      Halfway down the back hall, the AC finally penetrated the layers of my skin and cooled my brain enough to process the conversation. She’d said her name was Summer. Frank mentioned her earlier. And I remembered the name from our emails now that I was thinking clearly. Shit! The girl I’d almost accosted was my potential client for the new build I’d come here for. And she was family to Casey?

      Dammit.

      I couldn’t be rude now. Even if I didn’t take the room.

      Summer stopped at the end of the hall and gestured to the open doorway in front of her. “Room’s here,” she said.

      “Thanks.”  I stepped into the space, surprised to find it clean and blessedly cool. The furniture was minimal, a full bed, a stained-wood dresser, and a comfy-looking chair near the window. It was furnished down to sheets and pillows, a good thing considering the only thing I’d brought was a single bag of clothes and toiletries.

      “It’s … not bad,” I said, unable to hide some of my surprise. After hours of waiting and then the state of the kitchen, I’d expected a lot worse.

      “Don’t get excited yet. The bathroom’s shared,” Summer said with an apologetic look.

      I shook my head. “I had to share with my brother growing up, so I’m not worried.”

      Summer’s expression sharpened and quickly became unreadable. What was it with these people and their reactions? It was like every thought became written on their face. Except it was all in German or something. I decided to change direction. Level the playing field.

      “So, I don’t know what Frank told you about me, but I’m Jordan DeWalter, the architect. We have an appointment tomorrow about your new construction project.”

      “Oh, right. Jordan!” Summer’s smile lit her face, completely erasing whatever preoccupation she’d been harboring behind the scenes. “Of course! I thought your name sounded familiar, but I wasn’t even thinking about…” She made a waving motion with her hand. “Lots of plans going at once,” she said with a laugh.

      I frowned. Had my last name sounded familiar for a different reason?

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, shoving away suspicion.

      “So, you’re planning on staying in the area then? After our consultation tomorrow?”

      Oh boy. Sticky-icky. “Well, yeah, I guess I was banking on it turning into a longer project,” I admitted. “And I have some personal business in the area.” Ugh. I hadn’t wanted to admit that part, but I couldn’t have her thinking I was so cocky I’d assumed she’d give me the job.

      Summer smiled brightly. “Gotcha. Well then, this works out pretty well.”

      I searched her words and tone for any trace of sarcasm and came up empty. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

      “In that case, I hope you take the room.” Her eyes widened a bit, and she rushed on, “I mean, obviously I can’t officially say that until after tomorrow’s meeting, but I mean, off the record. Your portfolio is impressive, and the suggestions you sent in your emails were spot-on with my vision. I’d love to have you around longer than just a single consult.”

      Summer smiled, and I knew she meant her compliments.

      My frustration cleared, and I smiled back at her, genuine for the first time today. “Thanks, I love all the ideas you sent over and am looking forward to talking to you both officially. In the meantime…” I cast another look around, my spirits lifting a few inches. If it meant getting to work on the project, I could at least see this through. Meet the infamous Casey and go from there. “I guess I’ll just hang out here and wait for Casey. See what’s what.”

      Summer nodded. “Sounds good. I’ve gotta run. Dinner plans. But if you need anything at all, just follow the path around the corner by the garage. It’ll take you to Heritage Plantation, and someone’s always around.”

      “Garage?” I echoed, confused.

      “Barn,” she clarified, and I nodded.

      “Thanks.” Apparently, the two were one and the same out here. And it was good to know help was that close. Frank had told me to call him if I needed a ride, but with no service out here, that hadn’t been an option.

      “No problem. See you tomorrow.”

      “See you.” I walked Summer as far as the kitchen and waved as she let herself out.

      I watched her go, considering making myself at home inside with the AC while I waited, but manners had me finally opting against it. This wasn’t my place just yet. I couldn’t just take up residence on a stranger’s couch, no matter how angry I was at being made to wait. I drained the last of my soda and smiled to myself, remembering how Summer had said I could help myself to whatever was in the fridge.

      I trashed the empty soda can and returned to the fridge, this time opting for a beer. Then I went back out to the porch to wait.
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      The short bike ride helped. A burst of wind in my hair, dust at my heels, the quiet cleared my head enough to see past Frank’s meddling. I needed that room rented. Since Ford had moved into Dean’s old camper to get some alone time with his fiancée—damned hippie and his love for roughing it—I’d missed the extra income and the easy way it fueled my bike-building hobby.

      And in the months since he’d moved out, what had been only a hobby before had captured my interest so fully that I had a mind to turn it into a business. For now, the side work was nothing more than oil changes and tire replacements and the occasional rebuild. But maybe one day, it could be more. If I had a place for it… and the time.

      I’d already packed my barn to the brim with spare frames and tires and project materials. I’d even stashed a bunch of parts in an unused shed on Dean’s farm. It was a gamble keeping it a secret, but since I had the only key and we didn’t store anything else there, I’d kept it under wraps so far, only going there on weekends to grab things and bring them home.

      I knew, if I told Frank, he would just invite me to piggyback off his shop in town again, but that wasn’t what I wanted. If I were going to do this, it would have to be mine. Not an add-on or space-sharing over at Frank’s place. A dedicated garage. A sign hanging out front with my name on it. The whole nine yards.

      An idea like that was big, especially for me. But it would mean leaving Dean in the lurch at the farm and Frank high and dry at the shop. I didn’t know how to quit family. So, I kept it to myself. They wouldn’t have taken me seriously anyway. Half the time, I didn’t take myself seriously.

      I knew what they’d say if I brought it up. Just like the time I’d wanted to start a Go-cart business or the mobile swimming pool venture … Yeah, that had gone over real well. I’d been talking about various projects and ideas for so long that they all just smiled and nodded now. Summer encouraged me, but I knew she didn’t really expect me to go through with any of it.

      This one felt different, though. A custom dirt bike shop with some motocross race builds on the side. Maybe even an employee down the line for general road bike repairs. I already had the contacts from my early high school years when I’d raced Motocross. And after years of side work hustling on my part, I also had a built-in customer base just waiting for me to get brave enough to go public.

      It was a solid idea. One that made me excited. I’d even spent some days off crunching numbers, setting up a budget, and cataloging my spare parts. If Frank knew that, he’d probably have a coronary. But I didn’t want to spoil the follow-through with a bunch of empty talk. So, for now, I’d rent out the room and save my pennies. Which meant I needed to get home and face this Jordan character. And make this roommate thing work.

      The screen door was cracked open, the main door swung wide. That was the first thing I noticed when I pulled up in a cloud of dust. I slid to a stop, skidding sideways as I pulled up alongside my pickup. Then I cut the engine and leaned the bike against the giant oak on my left.

      No helmet to remove. Probably stupid. Okay, definitely stupid. But I’d stuck to dirt roads and grass fields as I took my time getting home. And sometimes, I just needed the wind cutting across my face.

      I squinted in the angled light at a slender figure on the porch. Probably Summer waiting to confront me about tearing out of work and leaving Jordan hanging. I braced myself, but the figure I saw as I approached wasn’t a familiar head of hair, though it was decidedly female.

      I dismounted and whipped back for a second look. And stopped dead.

      Definitely female.

      Dark blonde with a few lighter shades streaking through. Pale skin with a tint of pink on her cheeks. Long, smooth legs stretched the length of the porch step, soaking up the rays. The setting sun had absolutely nothing to do with it. This chick was scorching hot.

      She was also familiar, considering we met this morning on the side of the road. Well, well, maybe fate was on my side after all. She’d brushed me off earlier and maybe had a change of heart since.

      I strode toward the house, a curious half-smile on my lips, a “hello there” on the tip of my tongue. As I neared, I saw that the pink tinge coloring the fair-haired beauty’s cheeks was more of a red flush. There was a beer in her hand—a fact that somehow made her more attractive—and I spotted two more empties cast aside nearby.

      Shit, how long had she been out here? And why was she out here? Was she a friend of this Jordan person? Hell, was she his girlfriend? God, please don’t let this beautiful woman belong to my new roommate. That would just be mean.

      Suddenly, the girl’s eyes swung my way and narrowed viciously. The hello I’d been about to offer was chased away by her heated stare. Very deliberately, she raised a beer to her lips—my beer, I realized with a jolt as I recognized the label—and took a swig. I watched her throat contract as she swallowed and, against all conscious intention, I felt my jeans tighten.

      “Can I help you?” she asked coolly.

      I raised a brow at that. “I live here. Can I help you?”

      “You…?” Her death-ray stare turned confused then horrified. “What do you mean? Who are you?”

      “I’m Casey Luck. This is my house,” I said.

      Her horrified expression intensified to something like outrage. “You’re Casey?” She jumped up, crumpling her can of beer in her fist. Impressive. I hoped it was empty, though. What a waste. “You’re Casey?” she repeated. “You’re sure?”

      “Uh, yep. For about twenty-five years now. So, yeah, pretty damn sure.”

      She stared at me in a way that made me shift my weight and question my own identity for a split second. “Is there something wrong? Are you here with…?” I trailed off as I spotted a single duffel bag behind her. I did a quick check of the yard. Empty other than the two of us.

      “Wait … where’s your boyfriend?” I asked, swinging back to her intense blue eyes.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.” Her tone could’ve cut steel.

      I stared at the single bag again. It was gender-neutral save for the small pink ribbon tied to the handle. My eyes widened, and I realized I’d read this all wrong.

      No, wait. I’d been played.

      “You’re Jordan?”

      “Obviously,” she snapped.

      “Huh.” I eyed her again and decided it was safer to stare down the bag.

      Instead of being angry at her condescending tone, I was intrigued. You little rascal, Frank. I hadn’t seen this coming, not one bit. It wasn’t like I took on female roommates. As a rule, I avoided it. Ever since college when my roommate, Kevin, had let his sister stay with us and then he’d found her and me conserving space by sharing a bed. One thing led to another, and I left with a black eye—and no home to go back to. Never again, I’d said to myself.

      I narrowed my eyes as that memory faded into this moment. Was Frank trying to fix me up? He had to know that never ended well in a roomie situation. Or maybe he didn’t. Frank was from the “do what’s proper era” and hadn’t fit in then either. Who knew what he’d been thinking?

      “Huh,” I said again.

      “Stop grunting. You sound like Frank,” she said. “Ugh. I can’t believe I sat out here all freakin’ afternoon just so Frank could fix me up with his redneck son.”

      “Whoa, whoa, sweetheart,” I said, catching her elbow before she could stomp off.

      Her indignation was too much. I couldn’t help myself. I put my most backwoods drawl in my words and narrowed my eyes at her. “Rednecks don’t do it for you, fine. No need to go name-calling. I’m just as surprised as you are about this.”

      She sighed, her hair fluttering along her lashes before sticking to her forehead again. “Look…” She shook her head, and again, I was mesmerized by the way her damn hair moved. “I’m grumpy from the heat. And my car died. And now you’re here, and I don’t have a place to go and—”

      She broke off and descended the steps, shoving her half-crumpled beer can into my hands. Her eyes, the color of a crisp mountain spring, found mine and bored holes. I could almost taste the mad rolling off her. And I would’ve felt bad for being partly responsible for her anger if I hadn’t been so busy inhaling the scent of her perfume. It was a musky scent that was somehow fragile and fancy all at once. The evidence of perspiration and the trace of beer only added to the assault on my senses.

      I drank it in, wanting nothing more than to lean closer and drown myself in it. In her. My jeans tightened again, and I blinked myself back to the present. Dammit, she was speaking, and I had no idea what she’d just said.

      “What?” I asked, trying to get my bearings.

      “I said I drank your last beer.” Her tone had gone from apologetic to accusing again, and I’d somehow missed what had brought on the change. “It’s the least you could do for leaving me stranded out here.” She whirled and retrieved her bag from the porch, stomping down the steps, and headed for the edge of the house.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, confused and determined to catch up. Damn, this girl had mood swings.

      “Anywhere but here,” she snapped without turning back.

      Her attitude alone probably made her too much trouble, but watching the curve of her ass as she made her exit made it impossible to let her go so easily. Besides, the sun was already setting, and if I remembered correctly, she didn’t even have a car.

      “Wait,” I called.

      She didn’t. I hadn’t expected her to.

      I jogged to catch up and then finally stepped in front of her, blocking her path.

      She scowled. “What?”

      “Did you see the room?” I asked. She didn’t answer, but she didn’t stomp off, either. I held up the beer. “I’m assuming someone came by and let you in.”

      Her chin jutted out. More attitude. Defensiveness. “I didn’t break in if that’s what you’re asking. Summer unlocked it, showed me around.”

      So Summer knew. And she hadn’t called to warn me. She’d pay for that.

      I kept my expression neutral and nodded. “What’d you think?”

      Her anger dialed back. She regarded me with a wry look. “I think you need to do the dishes.”

      I bit back a snicker or the urge to tell her I was hoping that would be her job. Something told me that wouldn’t go over well. “About the room? What’d you think?”

      She sniffed. “It’s fine.”

      I hesitated. Girls for roommates were trouble. I knew that. It could go south in the best situations. And by best, I meant platonic. Nothing muddying it up. A girl like Jordan wasn’t ever going to feel platonic. Not to any guy with a pulse. Certainly not to me if the straining muscle in my jeans was any indication. Shit. When was the last time a girl had made me hard by yelling at me?

      But I needed that money if I wanted to continue my secret side projects. And despite Frank’s underhanded attempt at matchmaking, I knew he’d only done it from a place of caring. He wanted to see me doing something with myself. Jordan made me want to do all sorts of somethings. I shook that image away before it could sharpen. Not a good time.

      At any rate, Jordan was carless. Homeless. I wasn’t sure of her reason for coming to Grayson, but I wasn’t going to send her away just before dark. Or worse, chase her away. What kind of asshole would that make me?

      I decided to take a shot against my better judgment. Against any sort of judgment, really. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

      “It’s yours if you want it,” I said. “The room, I mean. And I’m sorry I left you stranded here. I didn’t know until a little while ago that you were here. Frank sort of sprung it on me and,” I smiled an apology, “he wasn’t exactly forthcoming with the fact that you were…”

      “A female?” she finished.

      “Yeah,” I admitted.

      Her eyes, which had cleared to marginally friendly, narrowed again. She crossed her arms, which only made it harder not to look at her ample chest. I forced my eyes up. “So, you would’ve been here sooner if you’d known I was a girl?” she asked. “Because if you think for one second that me rooming with you is going to get you laid, you are sadly mistaken.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, holding up a hand in surrender. “That’s not what I meant. I just, geez, I’m trying to apologize. Obviously, you didn’t know I was a guy.” Now it was my turn to eye her. “Would you have come out here or waited for me if you’d known?”

      She pursed her lips.

      “Ha! Exactly. Double standard.”

      “It’s different,” she muttered.

      I felt the smile coming and tried to rein it in. I was enjoying knocking her sideways a little after all that attitude.

      “How about we call it even instead? Besides, from the looks of it, this is your best option.”

      “I don’t know,” she said finally. There was something heavy going on behind that expression. I had no idea what. This girl was hard to read.

      “So, how about you come inside with me and think about it over a six-pack and a pizza? If you don’t want the room, I’ll take you to a hotel myself.”

      “You’re going to drink and drive?” she asked, one brow raised in a delicious arch that disappeared into her bangs.

      “No. You’re going to drink. And then, hopefully, no one’s going to drive.”

      I took her bag and slung it over my shoulder. She didn’t object, so I took that as a sign to head for the house. She fell into step beside me, and I let out a breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. Hell, why did it even matter so much? She was just a girl. Pretty as hell, but just a girl.

      “Oh,” she said, slowing her step and looking sorry for the first time. “I drank your last beer earlier, remember?”

      I shook my head and sent her a smile. Without saying a word, I veered toward the truck and plucked out the case I’d bought the previous night and hadn’t brought inside.

      I sent her a wink, putting an extra drawl into my words. “Darlin’, a real redneck always has backup brew. Come on, I’ll even let you watch me do the dishes.”

      She laughed—a low, sensual sound that came from deep in her throat. Even this girl’s laugh was sexy as hell, and the way she brushed against me as her shoulders shook lightly ... I knew then I wasn’t just in trouble; I’d met it face to face and invited it inside.
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      It should be illegal for hot guys to do the dishes. Especially when said guy was ripped and shirtless—he’d claimed it was to keep the water from splashing on his clothes—and currently number one on my list of irritating people. Casey might’ve had a point outside: I needed the room more than he knew. But after waiting around all afternoon, being right only made him more annoying. Or maybe it was the fact that he was sexy to the point of distraction. I couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything when his biceps flexed like that.

      “See something you like, slick?”

      Heat crept up my neck as I realized I’d been caught in the act. I put a little more punch into my scowl than necessary. Crossing my arms a little tighter,  I leaned against the pantry door.

      “Slick?’” I repeated.

      Casey shrugged, feigning disinterest, but I could see that he’d enjoyed finding me checking him out. “You’re a city girl, aren’t you?”

      “Did Frank tell you that?”

      “Didn’t have to,” Casey said, turning his attention to a casserole dish with a layer of mystery-brown coating the bottom.

      I grimaced as he submerged it in the soapy water that filled the sink and began scrubbing away. My gaze dropped lower and caught on the way his jeans hugged his hips just so.

      “It’s written all over you like a neon sign at happy hour.” He gave a lopsided grin at his own joke.

      “You would use a small-town reference as a metaphor,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” He glanced my way, but I didn’t answer.

      He let go of the casserole dish and turned to face me with narrowed eyes. “You have something against small towns?”

      I snatched my open beer from the windowsill beside me. The snark poured out before I could stop it. “Not at all. Without small towns, country music lyrics wouldn’t survive, which are, I’m sure, of value to someone somewhere. And I like buying farm-raised poultry, so there’s that.”

      Casey’s expression took on a sharp edge before he abruptly went back to the caked casserole dish. “Don’t forget the most important one,” he said, intent on his scrubbing. “Without small towns, you’d have no one left to ridicule in your spare time.”

      “I wasn’t…” I scowled. “Okay, maybe I was. A little.”

      “What’s the big deal? A redneck spit in your lemonade or something?”

      “No one spit in my lemonade,” I mumbled, staring down at the beer bottle I held loosely in front of me.

      I’d made the mistake of letting my mind wander too far, to all the reasons I had for disliking towns like Grayson. And the people in them. None of that was Casey’s fault, and here I was, taking it out on him. My mom would have lectured me to hell and back for my manners, but I couldn’t bring myself to apologize for how I felt.

      “You’ve got to admit, places like this are so … ancient,” I said. “It’s like the word progress doesn’t exist here. People get stuck in their ways, and there’s no changing the way they think. You’re either right or you’re wrong, and heaven forbid you’re wrong.”

      I fell silent as I realized how personal my rant sounded.

      When I looked up, Casey was watching me, dishes forgotten once again. “Are we talking about places or people?” His hands were propped on the counter, bracing himself and making his biceps flex and tighten. My train of thought evaporated at the sight of his bared muscles. I forced my eyes back up to his face and found him smirking at me—dammit, busted again.

      “Both.” I opted for a long swig of my beer in lieu of a longer answer, and Casey went back to the suds with a self-satisfied smirk. While I drank, I shoved aside my real reason for being here. And for hating every minute of it. Mentally, I put it all into a drawer right next to how hot Casey Luck was when he did domestic chores. Neither one deserved my attention just now.

      Then again, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d found a guy this hot. Or been distracted so fully from my feelings—a constant ache that felt more like anger and always seemed to simmer just underneath my forced smile. Still, Casey was a local, and that was the exact opposite of my type.

      The silence stretched, and I stared out the window at the long shadows of dusk. A bird sang in a nearby tree, but I couldn’t spot it among the thick branches. All I saw was a lawn that would soon need cutting interrupted by a worn path carved out between the house and the barn. He must spend a lot of time in there, I thought idly. Wonder what for?

      “So, which Ivy League was it?”

      Casey’s question jarred me back to reality.

      “What?” I blinked, ruffled, but Casey was looking down at the baking pan he was scrubbing. Even so, I could hear the challenge in his words. He was offended.

      “Ivy League,” he repeated. “College. It must’ve been one of those top-tier schools that educated and enlightened you until you were so high above the rest of us, you could easily look down on the world.”

      Okay, I deserved that one. “University of Pennsylvania,” I answered.

      “UPenn? Really?” Casey asked, surprise coloring his words.

      “You’ve been there?” I asked warily.

      “I have a friend who went there before law school. Nice place.” He cast a sideways glance at me, one brow lifted. “Is it so shocking to think I’ve left Grayson and seen the rest of the world?”

      My cheeks heated at how easily he’d read me. I stared absently at my beer, unable to look up while I tried to think of something to say. But for reasons I couldn’t fathom, he let me off the hook.

      “What did you study?” he asked instead.

      I found him studying me with no trace of judgment and realized I’d been way too hard on him. I was a guest—standing in his kitchen, drinking his beer—and I’d done nothing but insult the guy and his whole town. My dad would have tossed a dishrag at me by now and muttered about being raised better than this. I decided to make more of an effort. “I graduated with a Bachelors in Architecture last spring.”

      “Architecture, huh? Any kind in particular?”

      “I studied and interned at a firm that did residential design, but I really love restoration. In fact, I’m working on starting my own place that specializes,” I said. And because I knew he’d find out anyway, I added, “I’m here to consult for Summer Clifford’s new build. We have our first meeting tomorrow.”

      “No shit? Wow,” Casey said. “Summer’s been a broken record about this project for months. Glad she’s finally getting started.”

      I smiled at the thought of how excited Summer had been earlier when she’d realized who I was. Practically promised me the job. I had to admit there was a certain level of self-satisfaction, not to mention relief, in that. “It sounds like a fun project.”

      “And it’ll get Ford out of the big house.”

      I almost spit out my beer. “You mean he’s in prison?”

      Casey rolled his eyes. “Summer’s family plantation house, otherwise known as the big house around here. He moved in to be closer to her instead of asking her to move in here.” He shook his head.

      “Right, I was just kidding.” My cheeks flamed with heat, and I resolved to stop prejudging everyone here until I climbed out of the hole I’d dug for myself. “They’re engaged, right?”

      “Wedding’s this September. Hopefully, just in time to see your handiwork,” he said, pointing a soapy hand at me.

      “No pressure,” I joked.

      “I have a feeling you’re a girl who thrives under pressure,” Casey said.

      I didn’t answer.

      I wasn’t sure if he was flirting again or if he’d just insulted me. Just in case it was the latter, I tried searching for some common ground.

      “Did you go to college?” I asked.

      “I did two years in Philly at Mechanics Institute of America,” he explained.

      “That’s right, you and Frank have that shop in town,” I said, thinking again of my deceased car.

      “That’s all Frank,” he said, and there was a trace of something—resentment? —before it cleared quickly. “I help out when he needs me, when I’m not down at Dean’s, beating on that damned tractor.”

      “I see.” I wanted to ask him why he did all of that when it didn’t sound like he enjoyed it very much, but I wasn’t about to pry right now.

      Casey went back to washing, and I went back to pretending not to notice his broad, bare shoulders and the muscles that bunched and rippled along his forearms when he lifted a dish, dripping wet, and set it aside for another.

      When had doing the dishes become foreplay?

      A minute later, he startled me by suddenly turning away from the sink and opening the fridge beside me. He snagged a fresh beer and held it up.

      “Refill?” he asked.

      I swallowed hard. “Sure.”

      He took the empty one out of my hands, and I took the fresh one without opening it. This close, there was a sudden charge in the room. Like an electric current or live wire. It was … uncomfortable, considering how unlike my type Casey happened to be.

      “Look, I’m not disagreeing with you about small-town thinking,” Casey said in a low voice that did things to my belly. His piercing eyes held mine in a sort of trance that made it impossible to look away. “Thing is… that sort of closed-minded mentality can exist anywhere. In my mind, limiting it to residents of places like Grayson is actually closed-minded in itself. And I don’t think you are. So, something must’ve happened.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, to tell him it wasn’t his business, to … something, but he plowed ahead.

      “Whatever it was, it’s none of my business, so let’s just leave it at friendly for now. I’m not asking for more although anything less would make the whole roommate thing pretty awkward. What do you say?” He dropped his eyes to my mouth for an instant, which I was pretty sure completely contradicted his friendship comment, and then met my gaze. “Can we agree to be friends?”

      “I haven’t agreed to the room yet,” I pointed out, my mouth suddenly dry. My heart pounded at his closeness, and I forced my eyes not to roam the smooth expanse of his tanned chest and broad shoulders on display right in front of me.

      Slowly, he reached for my beer, cracked it, and took a long swig. I stared—I tried not to, I really did—at the way his pecs stretched when he raised the can to his lips and lowered it again and how his Adam’s apple dipped when he drank.

      A ball of heat formed in my stomach, dropping lower and lower until it settled between my legs.

      Casey’s grin was a little teasing and a lot smug. “If you didn’t want it, you’d have left already.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he handed my beer back and returned to the sink, leaving me with my mouth half-open and my thighs tingly.

      Why did I suspect he wasn’t only talking about the room?

      I thought about telling him no, just to prove a point. But, in this moment, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what that point would be. And I did need a place to stay. At least until I knew if I got the job with Summer. If that didn’t work out, maybe I could make my appearance in Windsor a quick one. In and out and on the road again. Not that the road held any sort of destination on the other end. But this, a furnished room to sleep in, a place to unpack a little, and far enough from Windsor they wouldn’t be looking over my shoulder sounded nice.

      Screw it. At least, I had a yummy view in the meantime. Even if he was made up of everything I’d sworn to avoid.
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      I finished the dishes in silence. After our little tiff about Jordan’s ridiculously prejudiced comments regarding small-town folks, I was sure she was going to storm out. Hell, at one point, I considered telling her to. I recognized bitterness when I heard it, though, so I let it go. Chalked it up to a bad experience. Obviously, someone had burned her. An ex-boyfriend maybe. Not my business.

      But the idea of her walking out, of never seeing her again, wasn’t a thought I enjoyed. This girl was sexy and mysterious and the first interesting thing that’d happened to me in a long time. Her outer shell was hard to crack, but the glimpse I’d caught underneath her armor intrigued me. I wanted more. Of what, exactly, I didn’t know yet. But I damn sure wanted the time to figure it out.

      So, I’d resorted to flirting. Shameless, unfiltered flirting. And I’d laid it on thick too. It was probably too much. But the look on her face when I’d chugged her beer was priceless. And the fact that she didn’t know what to say after was just as good. I had to bite my lip to keep from grinning while I finished a month’s worth of dirty plates. Her eyes remained glued to me while I worked, which made it all worth the trouble of such a dismal chore. Hell, if she wanted to watch, I’d do the damned dishes all day.

      When the last of the pans were washed and set aside, I dried my hands and wandered into the living room. By then, Jordan had settled on the far end of the couch—a clear message. The set of her shoulders said she was in deep thought. I knew better than to interrupt. Curiosity was killing me, though. And she still hadn’t given me an answer about the room.

      I sank onto the center cushion and punched the remote until the TV powered on. Sports channel. Good as anything else. I wasn’t really paying attention anyway. But I leaned back and propped my feet up on the coffee table all the same.

      It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen a stunner before. But shit, girls like Jordan didn’t exactly find their way to Grayson often. Or, more specifically, to my front door. I couldn’t help but shake my head at Frank again.

      Did he really think he could deliver me a beautiful girl for a roommate and I’d what? Fall in love? Settle down? Was that his idea of happiness for me? I definitely needed to set him straight because that was absolutely not happening. Especially with a city slicker like Jordan. Beauty. Brains. Ambition. Nobody like that would ever be interested in small-town life—a fact she’d already made clear.

      The TV droned on, and I snuck a glance over at her. She stared back at me in a way that suggested she’d been doing it for a while now. Her bottom lip caught between her teeth, and when she let go, she blew out a breath. I didn’t miss the rise and fall of her ample chest. Eyes up, Case.

      “Fine,” Jordan said as if I’d just now asked her a question. “We can be friends, and I’ll take the room. But it’s temporary. Just for a few weeks, and I pay cash.”

      I muted the TV and turned in my seat until my eyes met Jordan’s. Clear blue framed by wispy blonde hair. I could be all sorts of friendly with that face. “Friends. Just a few weeks. Cash,” I repeated, nodding. “Sounds good.”

      “Two conditions,” she said.

      “All right.”

      “One, we are not the sort of roommates who walk around half-naked.” She eyed my bare chest pointedly.

      I grinned. “Clothing is mandatory. Got it. And the second?”

      “No more personal questions.”

      I’d seen this one coming from her reaction earlier and already knew I’d have to agree, like it or not. It should’ve made the whole deal even sweeter. Hot blonde sleeping across the hall, doesn’t want to get personal. Anything could happen. But this girl was obviously on a mission to stay platonic, and she wasn’t taking any chances. The problem was that some part of me was disappointed at her shutting it down before it even began. Part of me wanted to know her story, an extra layer I usually left out of my relationships when possible.

      Growing up here, dating the girls in a small town like this, you couldn’t escape knowing someone’s story, baggage and all. So, when someone came along whose dirty laundry I didn’t know, I usually opted to keep it that way. No strings. No stories.

      But Jordan was different. She made me want to know what lay underneath the surface. What brought her here and what made her hate country folks so much. And for the first time in my life, I was determined to earn those answers. I’d have to be sneaky, though. She clearly wasn’t in the mood to share it willingly.

      “Only public questions then?” I asked innocently.

      “What?”

      I twisted so I could get a better look at her—or give her one last good look at me—and swung my arm over the back of the couch between us. “Public. You know, as opposed to personal.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      My fingertips extended just shy of her shoulder, and I itched to lean in and let my hand brush her hair. “For example, do you have a boyfriend?”

      She frowned. “That’s personal.”

      “Not true. I need to know if you’re going to be bringing strange guys into the house. Maybe we should create a system. Like a sock on the door or a special knock, or you take Mondays, and I’ll—”

      “I told you earlier, I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Great, just wanted to clarify. In case you’re wondering, I don’t have a girlfriend. See how easy that was? That settles it. Public questions only.”

      I grinned and went back to the TV. She scowled, but when I glanced over a minute later, I caught her staring at my bare chest—again. Hell yeah. This was going to be so much fun.
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      The next morning, the stillness inside the house was a direct contradiction to the chaotic aftermath I found in the kitchen. Dirty dishes and spilled egg yolk littered the counter and stove. I stepped cautiously, careful to avoid anything liquidy or spongy underfoot, and grimaced when my foot landed in something soft and not made of tile.

      “Yuck,” I muttered.

      And I’d thought the kitchen was bad last night before Casey had tackled the stacks of dishes. That was nothing. Girl, be careful what you wish for. Clearly, this guy could cook. But cleaning was a whole different—and obviously foreign—concept. The dishes he’d done last night had evidently been for my benefit only.

      I managed to find the still-warm coffee pot and a clean-looking mug. Between that and the plain toast I snagged and heated inside an ancient—albeit mostly clean—toaster, I was fed and ready for my interview.

      I made it all the way to the front door before I remembered my lack of transportation.

      “Shit.”

      I did not have time for this. Or energy. Or patience. Or—why was I here? Sure, I’d given up my apartment already and my job at the firm where I’d worked since graduation, but I could go home to Hartford. After Dad’s funeral, I’d announced my decision to start my own firm. Mom had immediately offered my old room, but I’d turned her down, not wanting all the reminders of him. Now I was rethinking that option. At least, she had a car that worked.

      Besides, I didn’t need all these complications. I could put my plans for my own firm on hold for now and just concentrate on one foot in front of the other. One sensible, reliably-transported foot—

      “You going somewhere?”

      I jumped, and coffee sloshed along the edges of my mug.

      Casey stood in the hallway, looking way too at ease in his low-slung jeans and ratty T-shirt. I bit back a smile when I spotted the giant hole in the fabric. “You’re breaking rule number one,” I said.

      Casey looked down at his clothes and then back up to me. “No way, shirt, pants, I’m covered. I even have socks on.”

      My lips twitched. “I can see your entire left rib cage.”

      He smirked. “Not my fault that you’re looking.”

      I pretended not to hear him. Or notice his cocky smile. Or the way his eyes just begged me to give in to his shameless flirting and banter right back again. Were all country boys this transparent? Or hot? I wasn’t much for teasing or flirting, but Casey made it so easy…

      Instead, I took a long sip of the coffee. Not bad. “I was going somewhere,” I corrected. “Now I’m not.”

      “Wow, the shirt worked better than I thought.” Casey’s brows lifted suggestively, and my belly jumped.

      “Not even close. No wheels. And bad timing too. I’m supposed to meet Summer about that job.”

      Casey hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Heritage Plantation is just through the trees in the back.”

      “I’m meeting her at the site. Up on the hill,” I said, using his same vague description from last night.

      “Right. Well.” He flicked something shiny and metal into the air. I barely managed to snag it and cup it in my palm. Keys. “You can take the truck for as long as you need. But if you crash it, you owe me fifty thousand dollars.”

      “Fifty thousand?” My eyes bulged. The coffee in my mug threatened to spill over. “But it’s not worth that much.”

      “Maybe to you,” he scoffed. “Delilah means the world to me.”

      I snorted. “You named your truck Delilah?”

      “What’s wrong with Delilah?”

      I decided it was best to ignore the question. “I don’t have fifty thousand,” I said instead.

      He shrugged. “Fifty grand or a date. Your choice. Drive careful.” He turned and sauntered down the hall.

      It wasn’t worth the time or oxygen to argue. I took the keys.
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      Casey’s truck motored up the hill with quiet diligence. It wasn’t going to win any speed races, but it ran. More than I could say for my Nissan across town. Part of me was still surprised Casey had offered it to me just like that. Not many people would loan out their truck to a stranger, small town or not. Truthfully, I was grateful for the gesture, not that I would admit that to him. I had a feeling a simple “thank you” to a guy like Casey was the same as an invitation.

      Maybe I could wash the truck in exchange. Something that showed my gratitude without having to actually utter the words.

      A date, he’d said…

      Not happening. No matter how yummy that strip of exposed flesh had looked underneath the sad fabric of that ratty shirt. I wondered if it’d already been ripped or if he’d done it on purpose just to egg me on. Either way, it’d worked. I couldn’t stop thinking about the tanned planes of his smooth abs. And to make matters worse, the cab of his truck smelled like him. Well, there was also a faint whiff of engine grease and gasoline, but underneath it all was an earthy musk that was hard to expel once it invaded the senses. It was sexy in a rough, unpredictable kind of way. I never would’ve expected it to attract me in the first place.

      I tended to go for clean-cut guys. Bookish, smart, ambitious. White-collar stuff. Anything that remotely resembled down-home, farm-types was off the radar faster than a stealth plane. It was too risky. Too close to home. I owed it to my parents, to myself, to end up with someone better. To be someone better.

      When I was a kid, Mom had always insisted growing up in a small town hadn’t held her back. “I’d met your father,” she’d pointed out. “And he’s a country boy. What’s not to love?” She’d laugh then, and I’d laugh with her, but inside, I’d always made a mental note about how she left out the part that her current life didn’t really start until she’d moved to the city. Love, growth, a happy family—all of that had come after leaving a town like this one behind. After leaving behind the people who tried to take it from her in the first place.

      I didn’t intend to get caught up in something like that, no matter how much I felt drawn to Casey Luck.

      Following Summer’s emailed directions, I pulled into the grass and parked the truck next to a powder-blue pickup that had probably been vintage the year I’d been born. The cab was empty, so I grabbed my sketchbook and portfolio and headed down the worn path I recognized from the pictures Summer had sent. It led through a small outcropping of pine and oak. The leaves were bright green and small, still new-looking from a late spring, although the morning air already had a thick, summery layer of humidity to it. Without some rain soon, those leaves didn’t stand a chance. Then again, rain wouldn’t be great for business.

      I made it through the trees, and when I emerged on the other side, I stopped short and stared. The email had said the path led to a grassy knoll that extended a couple hundred feet before dropping into a gentle cliffside on one end. That part was right. What the email hadn’t done justice to was the breathtaking view.

      To the right were soft mountains, gentle and rolling from one tree-covered hillside to another. I scanned left and watched as the trees gave way to grass and then freshly planted fields. Rich dirt that left the scent of earth in the air even way up here where the wind caught and carried everything to you in a single smell.

      As soon as I’d soaked up the scenery, I turned back to the site. My mind raced ahead to images of structure, foundations, positioning—seeing a sunset over the mountains would be amazing—columns and antebellum accents and—

      “Oh, good, you made it,” a friendly female voice interrupted my daydreaming and mental planning.

      I blinked and found Summer headed my way across the grassy yard. Shorts and boots and honey-brown hair flying free in the wind, Summer Clifford looked completely … belonging. And for the first time, a small-towner didn’t put my back up.

      “Miss Clifford.” I stuck my hand out, switching to professional mode automatically.

      Summer scrunched her nose. “I’m not that much older than you. Just Summer or it’s weird.”

      I laughed. “Got it. Then it’s just Jordan for me.”

      Summer smiled, and we shook.

      “Is Ford here?” I asked.

      “I’m so sorry. He was supposed to be, but Dad called him down to the house to help with some plan emergency.”

      “Oh, should we reschedule then?”

      “Please, no. They’ll be wrapped up in the greenhouse for hours,” she said with a good-natured eye-roll. “Besides, he’s already told me the design decisions are all mine. As long as he gets a greenhouse of his own, he’ll be happy.”

      “Got it. I’ll make sure we do it justice then.”

      She smiles. “Did you make it up here okay then?”

      “Casey let me borrow his truck. And I found it just fine with your directions.”

      Summer nodded, an apologetic smile already forming on her lips. “So, you decided to take the room then? I wondered if I’d hear from you last night.”

      “I…” I hesitated for a second, unsure how much to admit. Summer was close to Casey, and I didn’t want to overstep. But she’d clearly been in on Frank’s little trick and knew I’d been pushed blindly into the whole thing.

      I settled for vague but honest. My specialty. “I’m taking it one day at a time. But for now, I’m taking the room.”

      “Always a good strategy where Casey’s concerned,” she agreed. “I know Casey can be … a bit much sometimes. Glad to see you can handle him.”

      “I don’t plan on handling him at all,” I said, snapping the words out before I could stop them.

      “Of course,” Summer said, nodding. “Look, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about not telling you. I’ve learned to trust Frank and, honestly, to stay out of it when he decides to pull something like this. I hope it doesn’t ruin things between us or the project.”

      My shoulders relaxed, and I shook my head. “I appreciate it. I was surprised but it worked out. I have a place to stay, and Casey has some extra income. I just … I’ve been a little unbalanced lately. A lot of personal changes and my manners—and temper—are a little off. This project has been a great distraction.” I smiled brightly, knowing full well she saw it for the forced cheer that it was.

      Summer, to her credit, ignored it all and smiled back. “Well, let’s talk about this project then, shall we?”

      I grabbed onto the subject change like a lifeline and ran with it. “Sure, I’d love to show you some sketches I did just based on our emails and the specs you sent. Now that I’ve seen the space, I can make some changes to enhance your property and positioning, but here’s the basic idea.” I held up my sketchbook and the printed schematics I’d brought.

      For the next hour, Summer and I went back and forth on my sketches and ideas and mapping out a clear plan for a design and the timeline of work to follow. Any grief or lingering stress I’d brought with me fell away, and I became absorbed in describing my vision and fielding Summer’s questions.

      This was my element. Nothing else could touch me here.

      The sun rose higher, and by the time we’d finished, my brow and back were lined with sweat. I swiped at my forehead, and Summer smiled. “Come on, I’ve got water in the truck.”

      We made our way back down the wooded path just as a third pickup rolled to a stop beside Summer’s. Two men got out of the cab and came around.

      “Looks like we missed all the hard work,” one of the men said. He was older with flecks of salt and pepper in the hair that peeked out from beneath his cowboy hat.

      “Perfect timing as always,” Summer said, making the introductions as she handed me a water.

      “Jordan, this is Ford, my fiancé.”

      “Hey, Jordan,” Ford called, offering my hand a friendly shake.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      Summer leaned in to plant a quick kiss on her fiancé’s cheek. When she pulled back, they lingered a moment, staring into each other’s eyes, and I found myself touched by their obvious connection. “And this is my dad. Dean Clifford, owner of Heritage Plantation.”

      Dean Clifford stepped forward, his weathered face an older and more masculine version of Summer’s. The resemblance between them was undeniable.

      “Pleasure, Mr. Clifford,” I said, shaking his outstretched hand. He smiled back at me with the same friendliness his daughter exuded.

      “Pleasure’s mine,” he said. “I hear you’re a genius with design. Summer can’t stop talking about your ideas.”

      “Genius might be a little strong,” I said, shifting under the praise.

      “I don’t know,” Ford said, slipping an arm around Summer’s waist. “If you’ve found a way to put up with Casey, maybe you’re smarter than the rest of us.”

      Summer laughed, and Dean shot me a smile that twinkled all the way into his eyes. I tried to match it but averted my gaze. I did not want to talk about Casey, but I couldn’t exactly tell them to back off, not when I was still trying to lock them in as clients.

      Thankfully, Mr. Clifford seemed to understand I didn’t want to talk about it. “Well, I know my vote doesn’t count for near as much as Summer’s, but I’d like to have a look at the house my daughter plans to live in. Let’s have a look at those plans, shall we?”

      I shot him a grateful smile and stepped up. “Sure, I think both of you will really like some of the ideas Summer came up with earlier.”

      Ford lowered the tailgate on the truck, and I spread the sketches out for everyone to see. Within moments, any apprehension or self-consciousness faded. Summer’s lit expression matched my own excitement as we laid out our grand plans for the two men. Ford expressed his enthusiasm for the large greenhouse we’d made room for, and I could practically feel Summer’s dad nodding over my shoulder in approval as I described the overall vision. And I knew, deep down inside me, this house was going to be the best thing I’d ever designed.
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        * * *

      

      By afternoon, the sun’s rays slanted sideways through the budding leaves and narrow branches at our backs.

      “Thanks again for today,” Summer said, and my smile spread at the sight of her anticipation—enough to match my own.

      The men had left an hour ago, leaving us girls to continue brainstorming and daydreaming about the finished product. Summer was particularly excited about my idea for a porch swing—which made me like her even more.

      “I’m thrilled to be chosen,” I told her, “And honestly, it’s great to see a client so excited about their project.”

      Summer’s brows dipped. “Isn’t everyone excited to design their own place?”

      “You would think, but no,” I said with a shrug. “And not even just the commercial builders I’ve dealt with but some private owners too. Strange, right? Spend all that time and money and be so blasé about it, but that’s New England money, I guess.”

      Summer nodded knowingly. “My mom used to have these country club friends over. Really ... aloof, I guess you’d call it. It’s like the more money they had, the less emotion they were capable of showing. Everything was ‘acceptable,’” she finished in a nasally voice.

      We laughed, and Summer reached for my arm, squeezing it. “I’m glad you came out. And I really am sorry about the thing with Casey. If you don’t like it there, you can always come stay with us. We have plenty of room at the farm.”

      “I’m fine at Casey’s,” I assured her. And because I could sense her about to ask something more, I pressed on, bringing it back to the work she’d hired me for. “And I’m looking forward to getting started on all of this. I really love the designs you’ve chosen.”

      “Thanks. Me too. Ford thinks it’s fancy, but then he wants to live in the greenhouse, so … I’m glad someone gets it.”

      “Definitely,” I said. “Well, I better get going. It’s getting late.”

      “Sure.” Summer reached for her handle and turned back. “Oh, wait. We’re doing dinner tonight at the big house. Everyone’s invited, staff and families. You’re welcome to come too if you’re free. Meet a few local faces.”

      Right. The big house. My chest tightened at the thought of all the questions that were sure to accompany a roomful of strangers. “I think I’m all booked up, but thanks for the offer.”

      “You have plans tonight?” Summer asked, clearly surprised.

      “Are you kidding? After the day we put in, a bubble bath and a glass of wine are calling my name.”

      Summer smiled, but her brows dipped in concern. “Fair enough. If you change your mind, stop by. I think you’d have fun. The staff is pretty entertaining when you get them all together.”

      Her genuine smile and obvious affection for these people she’d grown up with tugged at me. My chest ached for Gavin, for my mom—or dad, for someone familiar to share an evening with. But I shook my head. Familiarity, friendship—these were not the real reasons I was here. And just like that, my own elation at being hired was eclipsed by the familiar, aching loneliness. Dad. He was the reason I was here. I’d lost him, and in his absence, I’d agreed to meet the two people I hated most in the world.

      Suddenly, going to dinner with Summer and her friends was the last thing I wanted. “I’m sure they are. I just don’t think that’s the kind of fun I’m looking for tonight.”

      Summer softened, and I caught a glimpse of sympathy before it disappeared. I hadn’t told her anything about me, and already, she felt sorry. Pity was the last thing I wanted right now. “If you change your mind, you know where to find us.”

      That was the problem. In a town like this one, someone always knew where you were. Right now, all I wanted to do was hide.
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      My trigger-happy finger scrolled channels while I pretended to consider my on-screen options. Instead, I was considering my off-screen options with the concentration of a bomb tech. I was supposed to have been down at the farmhouse half an hour ago for dinner. Instead, I was inventing reasons to stay put on my couch.

      Music—light indie rock from what I could hear over the television—leaked out from behind Jordan’s closed bedroom door. So did the damn scent of her—that bubble bath earlier almost killed me. She was driving me crazy. Was this what it was like living with a female? Damn feminine smells lingering about all the time?

      She’d been here all of twenty-four hours, and already, my head was spinning. I’d never been in close quarters like this with a woman before—not for this long and not with one I wasn’t sleeping with. Everywhere I looked, she’d already left a mark. Shoes by the door, a jacket thrown over the kitchen chair, an open wine bottle on the coffee table along with the receipt from the corner mart detailing the bubble bath she’d purchased—I’d never let any girl leave more than a toothbrush, so this was a huge step.

      I tried to recall exactly what I’d been thinking—other than getting laid without leaving my own house—but I came up empty. My knee bounced along in time to my nerves. I clicked through another channel.

      In Jordan’s room, something heavy landed with a thud, and I scooted to the edge of the couch and waited.

      Silence.

      “You all right?” I called.

      Nothing.

      I clicked the TV off and went to Jordan’s door, hesitating. We hadn’t exactly laid out any ground rules for privacy—other than Jordan’s one rule about keeping clothes on. Which I intended to break at some point. Why did I feel like a creeper just for standing here then?

      I knocked. “You okay in there?” I asked, and the music shut off.

      There was a long pause, and then soft footsteps shuffled closer. The door swung open. Jordan blinked back at me, frowning. Even with the less-than-thrilled reception, my pulse quickened at the sight of her all fresh-faced with damp hair hanging over a white tank and a pair of shorts that revealed smooth, silky legs for days.

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      I averted my gaze, hoping to hide the fact that she screamed sex right now. And my body was happy to scream it right back. Behind her, the room was a mess of clothes strewn about. The sparse furniture had already been rearranged with the full bed shoved against the opposite wall.

      My brows rose. “Redecorating?”

      “Changing the vibe,” she said, turning back to her messy room. She left the door hanging open, and I hovered, uncertain whether it was an invitation or just a slip on her part.

      “What’s wrong with the vibe?” I asked.

      “Nothing yet,” she said, scooping up a pile of T-shirts and dumping them into a dresser drawer. “But the next time you decide to have a party, I don’t want my walls vibrating …or thumping or whatever.” She shrugged, and I stared at her, eyes narrowing as her meaning became clear.

      “Do you pre-judge everyone this quickly, or is it just me?”

      She looked up, and her jaw fell open a little. “What? No, I didn’t mean…” Her face flushed, contrasting with her blonde hair in a way that made my irritation harder to hang onto. “I didn’t mean it like that … I wasn’t going to ask you to change anything about your life, so I was thinking I’d make it easier on me to … never mind.”

      Gone was the judgy city girl. In her place was a blushing, fumbling version that I wanted to kiss pretty damn bad all of a sudden.

      Instead, I folded my arms over my chest and smirked. “I told you before, I don’t have a girlfriend.”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t know if that mattered or not for you when it came to…” she trailed off, reddening again. Clearly, she’d spent some time thinking about how I might have wanted to bring someone back here. And how that might make her feel.

      Oh, yeah, this was going to be fun. “If you wanted to know that bad, you should’ve just asked.” I took a step forward, but Jordan shook her head.

      “It’s none of my business—”

      “Sex in general or sex with me?”

      Jordan glared, and I grinned, enjoying the way she turned embarrassment into a death-stare competition. “I’m not going to bring girls over while you live here,” I added.

      “Well … you can,” she finally blurted.

      I took a step closer, watching her visibly tense at our closeness. “Thanks for the free pass. But I’d be an idiot when I’ve already got the hottest girl in the county sleeping across the hall.”

      Jordan’s chin went up. “I told you I’m not looking for a hookup. I need a room while I do my job. That’s it.”

      “And I’m a redneck—not your type. I get it.” I threw up my hands in defense.

      “I never said that.”

      “Didn’t have to. Doesn’t matter,” I added before she could argue again. “I’m not trying to hook up.” Yet, I silently added. “I’m just trying to be friendly. That was our agreement, remember?”

      I winked, and Jordan looked less than impressed. She propped a hand on her hip. “And that’s how friends act down here? Flirting in each other’s bedrooms every night?”

      “It’s not night yet, technically.” I nodded at the fading daylight through her window, earning a tiny smile. “And if you told me something about yourself, you wouldn’t be a stranger.”

      She sighed, wisps of blonde hair sent flying as she huffed. “All right,” she said, and I almost fell over. I hadn’t actually expected her to give in and warm up. In fact, I was all set to turn on my heel and leave it alone for the night. Quit while I was ahead or whatever Frank was always saying.

      Jordan sat on the edge of her bed and nodded at me. I slid to the floor right where I was, my back propped against her newly placed dresser. If it was conversation she wanted, it was best for me to keep out of reach.

      “What do you want to know?” she asked.

      “Well, I know your name’s Jordan DeWalter since you changed your mind on the paperwork,” I said. Jordan rolled her eyes, and I knew why. I hadn’t asked for or needed a written lease, but she’d insisted the moment I’d gotten home earlier. We’d argued over it for an hour. Unsurprisingly, she’d won, and we’d both signed something she’d written up herself, complete with house rules.

      It had taken me all of five seconds to place her last name and even less time to realize I wasn’t going to ask about the possible relation until she willingly divulged it. It made me wonder, though, if the DeWalters I knew over in Windsor had anything to do with the angry look Jordan wore whenever she mentioned people from a small town. If so, I couldn’t blame her.

      But I still wanted to know her. And here she was; apparently going to let me try.

      “Where’d you grow up?” I asked.

      “Connecticut. My dad was an IT guy for a government contractor after retiring from the Navy a few years back, so he did a lot of work for the base nearby.”

      “Was?” I asked.

      Jordan’s expression immediately went blank, and I regretted even asking, already knowing what was coming.

      “He died six months ago,” she said, her voice suddenly hoarse. “Cancer.”

      “Shit, Jordan, I’m sorry.” I cussed myself for not recognizing the grief. She was disguising it as anger, but now that she’d told me, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t picked up on it before. It was that gooey center I’d suspected all along. Only, it wasn’t armored over because of an ex. She’d lost a parent.

      “It’s okay,” she said.

      “No, it’s not. When I said I wanted to know about you … I didn’t mean to pry.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. I didn’t want to say it. The words always sounded like an invitation for pity. But I needed to even the playing field. “My parents died when I was a baby. I can’t remember them. Uncle Frank raised me as his own, so I got a good deal, but I get it. Anyway, I’m sorry.”

      I got to my feet, headed for the door—suddenly, mindless television didn’t sound so bad comparatively—but Jordan jumped up. Her hand closed over my wrist, and I turned back to see her eyes blazing with something that resembled desperation.

      “Don’t go,” she said.

      It wasn’t the words that froze me in place. It was the look in her eyes. Tears swam in her sapphire blues, and behind them, the wall came down just long enough for me to see the pain. The real Jordan—the one she was bent on covering up.

      “I’ve been a real bitch to you, and I’m sorry,” she said, looking up at me through thick lashes.

      I stared at her for a moment longer, and then I let a smile form at the corners of my mouth. “I probably deserved it,” I said and earned a quiet laugh that ended abruptly.

      Her expression fell, her brows creasing in concern. “How did they die?”

      “Car accident. They went out for a date night, the first they’d managed to schedule after having me, and a drunk driver sent them over the guard rail on a mountain road.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, and her hand tightened on my wrist. I slipped it free and held it in mine.

      “Me too,” I said.

      Tension, thick as a humid August, hung between us. I didn’t dare move, not even to lean closer. I ached to kiss her, but I knew it’d be a mistake.

      Not yet, I told myself.

      Okay, maybe just a hug…

      My phone rang, and I cursed out loud at the timing. Jordan smiled wryly and stepped away while I scowled at my caller ID and then pressed the phone to my ear as I answered. “Frank, this better be life or death.”

      On the other end of the line, Frank sighed. “Well, kid, it’s the second.”

      “What?” I asked, alarmed.

      Jordan stared at me, brows raised in question while Frank went on. “I had a chance to look at the Nissan and … well, tell Jordan I’m really sorry for her loss.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Uh-uh. You can be the messenger on this one,” I told Frank, and before he could argue, I held out the phone to Jordan.

      “What?” Jordan asked, biting her lip.

      I just shook my head and shoved the phone at her. “Frank for you,” I said simply.

      Jordan took the phone, and I waited while she talked to Frank, mostly listening and murmuring, “I see” between long pauses.

      When she was done, she hung up and handed the phone back. I tried to read her expression, but it was curiously blank.

      “Cars down here run a little cheaper,” I began. “If you want, I can check out the lemon lot over by my friend’s store—”

      She ran a hand through her hair, looking almost as shaken as she had when she’d talked about her old man. “No, thanks, I’ll—I’ll figure it out.”

      “You have that car a while or something?”

      Her smile wobbled. “My dad bought it for me.”

      I nodded, at a loss. For all her bravado and attitude, she looked damn fragile when she talked about her dad. They must’ve been close. I took a deep breath and hoped whatever truce we’d struck earlier still held. “You like burgers?”

      She blinked, the unexpected question no doubt distracting her from whatever trip down memory lane she’d been on. “Yeah.”

      “Good. I’m shit in the kitchen, but I’m not bad with the grill.” I waved at her to join me as I headed for the hall. “Come on. I’ll let you make a side dish with vegetables in it or something.”

      I didn’t wait. I wanted to see if she followed. For a moment, I was the only one walking through the hallway, and my chest tightened in worry that she’d called my bluff.

      But a second later, I heard her footsteps behind me.

      I exhaled and went to fire up the grill.
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      Over burgers and sweet potato fries, we ran the gamut of childhood memory highlights. It seemed like safe territory for both of us, and my stories of me and Summer trying to pull one over on Frank and Dean made Jordan laugh. Afterward, we ended up back in Jordan’s room while I hung a couple of her framed design pictures. When I finished, Jordan sat cross-legged on her bed, and I lounged across from her, feet hanging sideways off the mattress, as we both sipped the wine I’d discovered in the pantry.

      Somewhere in the midst of it all, Jordan had thawed and opened up, joking and talking like we were just a guy and a girl hanging out. I tried not to look too damn pleased with myself over it.

      “Wait, you actually got pantsed in front of the entire basketball playoff crowd—willingly?” Jordan asked, disbelief clear at the story I was currently telling her.

      I topped her glass off with the last of the bottle and handed it to her. I had cold beer in the fridge but damn if I was leaving this room for any reason right now. We were finally getting along.

      “A bet is a bet.” I shrugged.

      “That’s crazy,” she said.

      “If you want proof, ask anyone you meet on the street in Grayson,” I said. “Unfortunately, they’ll corroborate.”

      “I’m sure it’s something they’ll never forget.” Jordan laughed and raised her glass. “And that makes you the winner of the most embarrassing moment. I can’t top that.”

      “Let me guess, popular crowd? Never picked on?”

      “Ha. More like, my brother would kick your ass if you tried,” she said.

      “Sounds like a good deal for you.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Not when he also scares away all the guys.”

      “Ah. Double-edged sword. Summer used to say the same thing.”

      “You two are close,” she said, tilting her head in curiosity.

      It was a question I heard often. “Sibling close,” I agreed, with emphasis on the sibling part. “Frank and her dad, Dean, are buds from way back. She and I grew up together, so we fought like cats and dogs but protected each other against anyone else. Us against the world, I guess.”

      “Sounds exactly like siblings,” she agreed.

      “What about you?” I asked. “Just one brother?”

      Jordan snorted. “One’s enough. But yes. Just us now. And my mom…” A shadow passed over Jordan’s face, and I could guess where her thoughts were headed.

      “Do they ride dirt bikes in Connecticut?” I asked, changing the subject before the mood went dark again.

      “Uh, that’s a definite no,” she said.

      “So, tomorrow morning. You and me. Dirt bike ride.”

      “No way. Not happening,” she said, leaning away as if to ward me off.

      “I won’t go fast,” I promised, already knowing full well I planned to break that promise straight off.

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      I shrugged. “I make my own hours, like you.”

      “Speaking of hours, I’m supposed to meet with Summer and finalize the blueprints for the house. We start on permits next week.”

      “Rain check then.”

      She nodded, and I knew she was just humoring me as she echoed, “Rain check.”

      Our eyes met and held. Once again, her energy seemed to eclipse everything else in the room, including coherent thought. I found myself leaning closer before I’d even made the conscious decision. Just one more foot of space separating our mouths and—

      Jordan stood up abruptly, the mattress shifting underneath me so that I had to catch myself before face-planting in the space she’d left behind. My wine glass tumbled precariously and I grabbed it at the last second.

      “I better get some sleep. Early meeting, like I said.” Jordan scurried to the door and held it open.

      It was a tactic I recognized all too well. A clear message.

      I didn’t argue or try to prolong the evening. I’d learned enough about Jordan in the short time since we’d met to realize I’d pushed her too far too fast.

      “Sure thing.” I stood and made my way to the hall, stepping over a pile of clothes on my way. Feet just over the threshold, I turned back and met Jordan’s stare, but she looked away before I could read what was there.

      “Thanks for tonight. It was fun,” she said.

      I hooked a hand in my belt loop and nodded. “We’ll do it again sometime.” I waited to see if she’d ask me when or suggest something specific. But she didn’t reply.

      Instead, she tilted her head in a good night and, at a loss, I did the same. I recognized the distance for what it was: her armor hardening around her once again. Behind me, the door clicked shut, sealing me out and Jordan in. Just like she’d done with her heart.
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      Two weeks of steady planning and applying for permits and I finally knew what it meant to chase my tail. My days were full of paperwork and applications and polite requests to the employees down at the city planning office, all to no avail. No matter how many times I filled out their forms, I still didn’t have what I needed. And I didn’t have anyone around to ask for help either.

      Casey and Summer, and even Ford, had all disappeared to finish the last round of what Casey had vaguely called “spring planting.” I barely saw them, communicating the next steps for the house with Summer mostly through emails and texts.

      Casey and I, on the other hand, barely spoke at all. He’d backed off since that night in my room when I’d rejected the kiss I saw coming. In the days that followed, he’d also stopped strutting around in ripped clothes and confident smirks. In fact, he’d been decidedly distracted when we were together. He still flirted, but it was almost half-hearted, like he didn’t expect me to take him up on any of it—or maybe he just no longer cared if I did.

      That was good, I told myself. His attempt to kiss me had been tempting, but at the last second, my grief had stolen my desire. It was too soon. Or my heart was too broken. I didn’t know which.

      Either way, Casey’s absence gave me plenty of time to settle in—and with some peace and quiet to boot. Even Mom had calmed down and stopped blowing up my phone. I guessed she was finally convinced I wasn’t doing this out of some nervous breakdown or a vendetta to seek some sort of twisted revenge on my grandparents. I assured her I didn’t think it was their fault Dad died, but in my opinion, they didn’t deserve credit for his life either.

      “I’m not mad that you didn’t tell me when you were going. I just want to make sure you’re okay, honey,” Mom had said when we’d spoken last week, and I suspected that was her pain point. Not that I’d come here without telling her first but that I still hadn’t talked to her—or anyone—about Dad’s death.

      I knew Gavin was in her ear, telling her how worried he was, which only made it worse. Brothers were good for something; I just wasn’t sure what. Mom had come around, though, and I was glad. She’d taken Dad’s death harder than anyone. I’d kept my presence here a secret from her on purpose, half-terrified she’d want to come with me. That wouldn’t have ended well.

      Now, with Mom pacified, my phone was quiet. None of my former coworkers had contacted me since I’d left the firm. I’d stopped answering weeks ago for my friends back in Hartford. They all wanted to cluck their tongue and insist I talk about my feelings. Screw that.

      Before coming here, I’d just wanted some distance. Now, for the first time in months, everything felt quiet.

      All except for those damned permits. I was pretty sure Grayson’s city planner’s office was giving me the runaround for being an outsider. Wrong forms, right forms filled out incorrectly, wrong fees paid, wrong survey submitted. Everything that could hold me up did.

      Casey’s truck jostled as I rolled off the main road and onto the packed gravel road that led to the lone ranch-style at the end I now called home. Overhead, the blue sky and white puffy clouds were so misleading. It was almost wet outside with humidity. Sticky, gross humidity. And I’d just gotten another permit back. Denied for incorrect survey submitted. Apparently, it was supposed to be notarized? My ass…

      My phone rang, and I glanced over at the caller ID. I bit my lip, debating whether to answer. I wasn’t in the mood for another lecture. After the fourth ring, I turned down the volume on the radio—country, the only station that came in strong enough to hear past the fuzz—and answered my phone.

      “Hi, Gav,” I said, one hand on the wheel.

      “It’s Friday.”

      “Did you call me to state the obvious?” The reply came out harsher than I’d intended.

      “Whoa there, tiger. Ease up. I’m calling to tell you it’s the weekend and I’ve got some time off … so if you want some company to do your big reveal over at Sharon and John’s, I can swoop down and escort you.”

      I sighed. “I’m not a chickenshit, Gav.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I just meant that you might need a ride. You know, since the Nissan is no longer with us?”

      “I have one,” I said, tapping the steering wheel even though he couldn’t see me.

      “Right. Your generous roommate offered to let you borrow their car. Speaking of which, you mentioned your roomie situation, but the details have been a little hard to come by.”

      I grimaced but kept my words teasing and light. “Maybe you just weren’t listening.”

      Not exactly true. I just wasn’t ready to divulge the fact that Casey didn’t have a vagina. Gavin had assumed it—like I had at first—and I hadn’t corrected him. A lecture on male roommates wasn’t something I wanted to hear, especially from my overprotective brother.

      “That must be it.” Gavin chuckled. “What gives, little sis? You sound frazzled.”

      “It’s this job,” I said finally. “I know I’m getting the run-around, and I know it’s because I’m from out of town, and that’s so stupid. They aren’t better than me or—or— allowed to do that just because of where I’m from.” I huffed and Gavin was silent so long I wondered if the line had gone dead. “Hello?”

      “I’m here,” he said, and I frowned at whatever he wasn’t saying.

      “What is it?” I prompted.

      “Well … I mean … You’re pissed they’re treating you differently because of where you’re from,” he said slowly.

      “So?”

      “Well … Aren’t you doing that with your judgment of small-town people? Specifically, our grandparents? You weren’t even born yet when they had the falling out with Mom and Dad. You’ve never heard their side of the—”

      “Point taken. Pot. Kettle,” I said sharply and swung the truck into the driveway before stomping on the brake. I pulled up a little faster than I intended and rocked back into my seat as I came to a full stop.

      “Look, it sounds like you’re just letting this whole thing get to you before you’ve even faced it. I think it’s time, and I think you’ll feel better for it. But if you don’t want to, you don’t have to.”

      “You know I do,” I said, suddenly exhausted. “This is for me and me alone. Dad wanted it that way, and I’m going to honor his last wish. But you’re right. I’ve put it off long enough. I’ll go tomorrow. I swear. And I’ll call you after.”

      Again, the silence, and I knew he didn’t believe me.

      “I said I swear,” I repeated.

      He didn’t answer, and once again, I could tell he didn’t want to say whatever he was thinking.

      “What, Gavin?” I stared out the windshield to the barn as I pictured Gavin hesitating, biting his lip like he did when he was lost in thought. I could almost see the expression he wore now, that one when he knew he was about to say something to piss me off.

      “Just … Don’t swear when you go there, okay? Might get you off on the wrong foot.”

      “You’re impossible,” I groaned and ended the call.

      I tossed the phone onto the seat and immediately reached for the ignition again. The car sputtered and then turned over. I didn’t even bother with reverse as I did a wide donut back out of the yard. Tomorrow was the day I’d been dreading for months, and I didn’t even have to check the fridge to know we didn’t have nearly enough booze for tonight.
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      The moment I killed the dirt bike’s engine, the music hit me. I looked up and found my kitchen window and front door hanging wide open with indie rock pouring through the exposed screens. Jordan’s voice filtered out in a low whine that lilted heavily on the high notes. God, she was kind of terrible. I grinned and headed for the house.

      On the porch, I stomped my boots and did my best to brush off the worst of the day’s loose dirt—but it didn’t do much good. Spring planting was over, thank baby Jesus. These long days had been more torture than usual even with the midafternoon trips to the shed where I’d been hiding my latest project. Farming was not my thing, but to top it off, the county’s hottest new resident had sat in my house without me night after night.

      I was either an idiot or really loyal to Dean Clifford.

      Probably both.

      The screen door’s hinges screeched lightly as I entered. It clacked shut behind me, but Jordan’s off-key sing-along didn’t break stride. A quick scan of the living room brought it up empty—except for the three empty beer bottles that decorated my coffee table.

      Day drinking. Huh. An unexpected turn of events.

      Even more intrigued, I crept carefully to the kitchen doorway and peered inside.

      Jordan stood over a pot on the stove, stirring and shaking her ass in time to the brooding beat of the cranked music. Her blonde hair hung in loose waves down her back, and if not for the small slivers of fabric peeking through her locks as she swayed, it might’ve looked like she was naked from the waist up. Not to mention from the thighs down … Her honey skin shone in the dull light, her frayed jean shorts drawing attention high up where strands hung loose from the hem. My erection tightened in my jeans at the sight of her.

      Maybe I’d been safer working late after all.

      What she lacked in a singing voice, she more than made up for in the way she moved her hips.

      As I watched, Jordan dropped the spoon and twisted, grabbing a beer off the counter and tipping it back in a generous swig. Her head swiveled, and I saw the moment she spotted me. Her eyes widened, and I was surprised she managed not to choke on her beer.

      “You’re dirty,” she said then immediately flushed as she realized the innuendo. My jeans tightened at the sight, and it was all I could do not to grab her and take her right here against the counter. “I mean dirt,” she clarified. “You have mud on you.”

      “Spring planting,” I explained, enjoying this exchange a whole lot more than my signed roommate contract probably allowed.

      “What are you doing here?” she blurted, blue eyes still wide and a little bit glassy.

      “I live here,” I pointed out, crossing to the fridge and yanking on it. I grabbed a beer—bottles, fancy—and kicked the door shut, popping the top. All the while, Jordan stared at me, dumbfounded. And all the while, I pretended not to have a raging erection hanging between us. Maybe she was too drunk to notice.

      “Right, but…” Jordan blinked. “I mean, I thought you’d be working late again,” she said and then reached for her phone. The music shut off.

      “You could leave it. Good song,” I said on a shrug and downed some of my beer.

      Jordan tapped the screen, the song restarting at a lower volume as she went back to stirring. The music filled the dead space between us. Even from here, I could see her biting her lip, evidently trying to concentrate herself into soberness.

      My mouth twitched.

      “What are you making?” I asked, coming closer to sniff appreciatively.

      “Dinner,” she said, shoving me back, but her hand slipped and she brushed my bicep instead. I planted my feet and raised a brow at her, pretending my heart didn’t pound at the slight contact. God, almost two weeks of trying to put her out of my mind and one pair of booty shorts later…

      Then, I finally noticed her expression. She looked pissed. I ran through a quick mental check and came up empty. I’d done nothing. Hell, I hadn’t been home long enough to piss her off. Which meant, for the first time since meeting her, Jordan’s wrath was directed at someone other than me.

      “What’s the occasion?” I asked.

      “For what?”

      I nodded to the beer.

      Her lip curled. “Can’t a girl drink for no reason at all?” she demanded. “In fact, can’t a girl come to a small town in the middle of nowhere for no reason? Stay for a while with no plans, no ties, nothing to hide? Huh?” She ran a hand through her hair, tucking it away from her face. “Can’t a girl do that and not tell everyone her business?”

      “Um, yes?”

      “Damn right. I don’t have to do something just because Gavin said it’s time. Or because my dad decided to make my life miserable even from his grave. He can’t control this, not anymore. I do what I want when I want.” She nodded like that made it official, and I didn’t argue.

      Who the hell was Gavin?

      And how was her dad making her life so bad from his grave?

      She went back to stirring the mystery dish on the stove and swigging her beer. I stood watching her for a minute, sipping my own bottle and wondering what kind of shit storm I’d walked into.

      “So … how was your day?” I asked, wary now that I could see what bubbled under the surface.

      She sighed before her face contorted again. “My day was useless. This town is full of prejudiced … conniving … underhanded …”

      “Whoa,” I said, holding up my hands and backing away slowly. “I did not mean to challenge the bull.”

      She stalked toward me, brandishing the spoon at me, red sauce dripping as she came. “I am not a bull. I’m a fucking ray of sunshine. And all those women—even men, even when I flirted a little though I’m not proud of it—they’ve all got it in their heads that, just because I didn’t grow up here and don’t know everyone’s middle name or goddamn favorite color, I deserve to be shut out—”

      “Okay, calm down. Take a breath. Who is shutting you out over middle names?”

      “All of them!” The spoon did a wild arc above her head, landing a speck of red sauce in her hair that went unnoticed. Over her shoulder, I caught sight of the pot on the stove bubbling more than it had before. Dangerously close to the rim.

      I met Jordan’s heated glare. “Do they have first names that we know of?” I asked, desperate now to figure this out. If for no other reason than to save dinner.

      Her brows drew together in some fascinating combination of concentration and irritation. “Harriet something-or-other is the one at the desk every damn time. But Lyle Hendrickson is the one in charge.” Her lips thinned until her teeth were bared. “He’s a real piece of work,” she muttered until it all digressed into imaginative cursing.

      “Okay, Lyle, Harriet, I know them,” I began, putting my hand up higher to try to ward off the spoon’s splatters. Then again, what was a little marinara over the layer of soil I currently wore?

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you know them. You all know everyone—except me.” Abruptly, her anger died, and her expression crumpled. She lowered the spoon, and a chunk of tomato fell on the floor. “If I get fired because I can’t get the damn permits, what the hell am I going to do then? I can’t leave yet. Not until I visit them.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to spout off a flippant response, but then she sniffled, and I stopped short. Was she crying? What the fuck was I supposed to say to her now? I had no idea how to come back from tears. Sarcasm. Anger. Cynicism. Those I could do in my sleep. But this was uncharted territory.

      And if my hunch was right, I knew exactly who she meant by them.

      “Look … Harriet can be a beast, so I’m sorry about that,” I said, approaching slowly. But she didn’t move. Didn’t even look up. Just sniffled again and let her shoulders hang limp. Her hair fell into her face, and I seized my opportunity.

      I took one giant step and landed in front of her. In one move, I snatched the spoon away as gently as I could and put my other arm around her, pulling her to me. “I’m sorry they’re giving you the run-around up there. Nobody has anything better to do, apparently.”

      Jordan’s hands came around me, and she leaned into the hug, resting her cheek against my chest. “Apparently,” she mumbled, and I almost smiled at the way her anger held on even in defeat.

      Without pulling away, I managed to work my phone out of my pocket and dial Harriet’s home number. She picked up after the first ring. I could just picture her wide eyes as she recognized my number on the caller ID.

      “Casey Luck, is that you?” she said by way of greeting, her voice coming through the phone overly loud. I suspected she’d taken her hearing aid out again.

      Jordan yanked herself away and stared at me in muted horror.

      “Yes, ma’am, sorry to bother you at dinnertime,” I said, winking at Jordan.

      She glared.

      “No bother, Casey. You call anytime. Everything all right? You wreck that dirt bike in my woods again?”

      “No, ma’am, calling about a permit I could use some help with,” I said, cringing at the memory of the full afternoon I’d spent with her last month. I’d accidentally taken out a portion of Harriet’s back fence after I’d landed wrong and ate shit on that latest jump I’d built.

      Three cups of tea and twenty million questions about Frank’s love life later—I rebuilt my course in the other direction. Frank had laughed for twenty minutes straight when I told him.

      “What kind of permit you need?” Harriet asked, her curiosity practically oozing out of the phone.

      “Not for me. For Summer’s new place. Jordan, the architect from New England, is handling the job. Heard she might be having some problems getting the paperwork through.”

      Jordan clenched her fists and scowled.

      I was glad I still held the spoon.

      There was a pause where I could practically hear Harriet’s wheels turning. “Well, now, I think she misfiled her reports and surveys on that one, but we’re working hard to get it fixed for her.”

      “Uh-huh, good to hear. She’s new to Grayson, and I’d hate to give her a rough impression of us right off,” I said. And before Harriet could argue, inspiration struck, and I went with it. “Matter of fact, Frank’s taken her under his wing. Says she’s the best building designer he’s ever seen this side of the Appalachians. He’d be disappointed to know she was getting stuck behind paperwork holdups.”

      “We’re in the middle of the Appalachians, genius,” Jordan muttered.

      I ignored her and waited.

      “Frank said that, did he?” Something rustled in the background, and Harriett rushed through her words. “Well, Frank, well, yes, of course. You tell Frank I’m fixing her papers right as rain first thing tomorrow. It’s all set, and we’re happy to help Miss Jordan with anything she needs. You tell her to come see me. Matter of fact, if Frank likes, he can come on down with her and see for himself. Tell him I said so.”

      I smiled, knowing full well Harriet’s voice carried without the need for speaker-phone. Jordan eased up and propped a hand on her hip, still eyeing me.

      “Will do, Harriet. And thanks, Frank will be happy to know it,” I said.

      Harriet responded with some sort of tinkling laughter, and I hung up.

      “Did she just titter?” Jordan asked, one brow cocked, arms folded.

      “She did.” I pocketed the phone.

      “Over Frank?”

      “She may have a crush.”

      “What’s not to crush on,” she said with a shrug, and I wasn’t sure of a safe response, so I left it. “Dirt bike accident?” she questioned.

      “I crashed on a jump and took out her fence a few weeks back. As penance, I spent an afternoon with Harriet, getting caught up.” I shuddered, and Jordan snorted. “Hey, it’s not funny. It taught me a valuable lesson that I think an architect like yourself can appreciate,” I said solemnly.

      “What’s that?” Jordan asked.

      “Be careful where you build.” I shuddered again.

      Jordan laughed.

      “Uh-huh, laugh it up. Especially when I just solved all your problems with a simple phone call.”

      “And Frank’s name,” she added.

      “Frank’s name carries weight in this town,” I agreed.

      “Damn.” She shook her head.

      “What?”

      Her eyes gleamed and her scowl turned to a smirk. “Apparently, I moved in with the wrong guy.”

      Before I could formulate a response, she grabbed her beer off the counter and swaggered out. Now it was my turn to scowl.

      “You meant thank you,” I called after her.

      I waited for her to reply.

      No answer.

      Just when I’d given up on her, she appeared in the doorway again, grinning. She strolled up and planted a quick kiss on my cheek. “Thanks, Case. I owe you one.”

      Her hips swayed as she spun and doubled back for the door, her ass lifting in a way that made it hard to concentrate. My mouth opened, but no sound came out. By the time I found my voice, she was already gone again.

      “What about the sauce?” I called just as the screen door creaked.

      “You’ve got the spoon,” she yelled back, and the door shut behind her.

      I looked down at the spoon hanging limp in my hand and scowled. Motherfucker. She was right.
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      I spent Saturday morning nursing a small hangover and trying to remember why I thought it’d be a good idea to drink in the first place. I didn’t even like beer—or not as a first choice anyway. But that’d been the only choice at the corner store yesterday, and I’d been determined to drink my problems away.

      Casey was up and gone with the daylight along with his dirt bike. I wasn’t sure if he’d gone to work or just out with some friends. Curiosity pricked at me over the possibility that any of his friends might be female. Not that I had a right to ask.

      Despite my promise to Gavin about today, I wasn’t sure if borrowing Casey’s truck included using it for free time or just work. So, I stayed put. Getting caught up on emails and laundry and the rest of the unpacking I hadn’t done. I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but somewhere along the way, I’d accepted that I was going to spend some time here in Grayson.

      And I wasn’t nearly as broken up over it as I’d been that first day. In fact, Casey’s place was starting to feel downright comfy. And Casey himself … well, at least, he’d stopped walking around half-naked with a pickup line on his tongue.

      Then again, last night, I’d been the one to cross lines.

      Embarrassment had flooded me when I’d first woken remembering the way I’d literally cried on his shoulder. Not to mention how I’d obviously ogled him when he’d walked in all dirty and smelling like fertilizer—how was that even hot?

      Then, Casey had gone and called Harriett, without judgment or making me feel silly or stupid. If I was being honest, it felt good to have someone on my side. Gavin was the only one I had for that, and with him stationed in Virginia, having Casey go to bat for me had lessened the ache of loneliness.

      With the permit situation cleared up, and Casey and me finally in a solid place, I was thinking maybe it wouldn’t be completely awful to spend some time here. Except for seeing my grandparents. And if Gavin asked me one more time if I’d gone over there…

      A knock on the front door startled me, and I dropped my armload of clean clothes in front of the dryer. I left it behind and found Summer on the porch, smiling through the screen.

      “Hey, neighbor,” I said, ushering her inside.

      “Oh, good, you’re home,” she said, twisting her fingers together nervously.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked, stepping back as she entered.

      “What? Oh, yeah, fine. I was just hoping … well, to be honest, I was planning to take advantage of the fact that you probably didn’t have anywhere else to be and enlist your help with something.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Tonight is the annual bonfire. Well, we do a couple bonfires every year actually, but this first one is always after the spring planting is done and everyone can go back to normal working hours.”

      “Sounds fun,” I said, though I had zero idea what a bonfire party entailed.

      “It is. We do s’mores, drinks, music. Nothing too fancy. Casey and Ford usually help me set up, but Ford’s in Roanoke all day for a horticulture seminar, and Casey’s…” She paused to look around pointedly at the otherwise empty house.

      “He’s out,” I finished.

      “Right, so I was hoping…” Summer trailed off, wiggling her eyebrows until I laughed.

      A refusal sat on the tip of my tongue, so even I was surprised when I heard the words come out of my mouth, “Okay, consider me hired. What do you need me to do?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hefted the last bale of hay from the back of the flatbed trailer and let it roll into place along the row I’d created for seating. A few yards away, Summer was setting a red-checkered tablecloth over a folding table. A keg sat on ice nearby, but I averted my eyes, unable to enjoy the sight of alcohol just now.

      Country music floated around us from the speakers we’d already set out. Girl bands singing radio hits all about female power and country love. I laughed to myself. Country love, hay bales by the fire, a keg party outside by the woods. I was a walking redneck cliché.

      If Dad could see me now…

      He’d probably enjoy it. And Gavin too. I was the only DeWalter still holding onto that well-deserved grudge against small-town living. Even Mom had decided to let bygones be bygones. Well, mostly. She wasn’t exactly planning a family reunion, but she didn’t live with a chip on her shoulder either.

      I, on the other hand, didn’t plan on letting go of it anytime soon. But Dad had made his final request to me clear: Come here, see the grandparents who had disowned us all twenty-five years ago, and hear them out. And I had to do it alone.

      All that stood in the way of getting on with my life, including heading back to New England and opening the doors of my own design firm, was a short drive to the next county over … Yet, here I was, wasting time hefting hay bales.

      “Well, I think that’s it.” Summer finished setting the red Solo cups out and rejoined me, her hands hooked in her back pockets as she surveyed the rows of hay I’d set out. “Not too close to the fire, good,” she said, nodding at my handiwork.

      “Looks like we’re all set,” I said, and we headed for the ATV we’d used to pull the trailer up here.

      Halfway there, I caught sight of the view and slowed my steps. Beyond the hilltop, we stood on lay fields and fields all still barren of growth until the first sprouts. To my right, Summer’s future home site rose, the tallest of the peaks that enclosed Heritage Plantation’s borders. At the edges of it all, woods, heavy with leafy, green branches, stood tall against the open blue sky above. I took a deep breath and held it before letting it go again.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      I found Summer watching me with an understanding smile.

      “It is,” I agreed, breathing deep. “And such fresh air.”

      “A lot cleaner than the city,” she agreed as she climbed into the driver’s seat and strapped in.

      “You went to college in the city, right?” I asked, climbing in beside her.

      “Yep. Four years.” She shook her head. “It’s so funny when I think back to how badly I wanted to get away after high school. How much I hated coming back here last year. And now,” she looked around appreciatively as she turned the small key in the ignition. “I could never imagine being happy anywhere else.”

      “You think life is better in the country?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      Summer didn’t answer for a moment. I looked over and found her lost in thought, her eyes slightly narrowed as she contemplated. “I think life is best lived where you can be close to your roots,” she said finally.

      I didn’t respond to that.

      Her words sounded too much like the ones my dad had always told me his parents had uttered the last time he’d seen them. Right before they’d disowned him for wanting to leave in the first place—and kicked him out without a penny to his name or any piece of family left. Those kinds of roots could kiss my ass. And I intended to tell them so just as soon as I saw them.
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      Standing on the grassy hillside near the unlit pyre, Jordan looked like a Greek goddess come to life. Blonde hair loose and swinging, tanned skin glowing in the sunset, and cropped jean shorts revealing more legs than any one female should own. The longer I looked at her, the more I knew for completely fucking certain I was totally screwed.

      The regular faces were all here already, so I veered off before I would have reached her, a little too worked up to have a casual conversation just yet. She was here, this northern angel with a devilish temper, at my bonfire. On my hill. In my county.

      I wasn’t sure when I’d begun thinking of her like some apparitional love goddess, but the longer I tried to resist, the more I wanted her.

      And there it was.

      I wanted Jordan DeWalter. Shit, she was already in my head. But I wanted her in my bed. The matter of her “strictly platonic” mantra wasn’t going to faze me tonight.

      I’d watch her, and I’d wait; just like with a faulty motorcycle engine, I’d listen for her weakness. And when I found it, I’d make it work for me.

      I made my way into the hay bale setup and headed for the guys and the keg—both in the same place.

      “What’s up, man?” Ford clapped me on the shoulder at the same time Josh, a buddy from high school, handed me a red Solo cup, foam dripping down the side.

      “Thanks.”

      “Summer said she went by your place for setup. Said you were MIA today.” Ford nodded at the girls gathered ’round the stacked wood in the center of the seating area. Leslie, a longtime friend of mine and Joe’s wife, knelt at the base, ready to light it, while Joe kept an eye beside her.

      “Had some things to wrap up,” I said vaguely and went to work on the drink, hoping they wouldn’t press it. I’d spent the day driving to meet a motocross friend in West Virginia about a rebuild he wanted, and traffic had been a bitch. I’d hoped to be here and back before anyone noticed, but clearly, I wasn’t that lucky.

      “Worked out, I guess. Jordan ended up pitching in,” Ford said.

      I swallowed hard and took a second look around. “Jordan did all this?”

      “She’s been here all day,” Ford said. “Hefting hay bales and setting up the keg with Summer.”

      I stared at Jordan’s profile, watching her talk to Leslie and Summer. She laughed, her blonde hair shaking freely as it spilled down around her shoulders. She looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her. And those shorts again … Damn. I could almost picture her out here, hauling hay bales to some George Strait.

      “For a northerner, she sure has the country-girl-next-door look down,” Josh said, watching Jordan over the rim of his beer.

      I frowned. “She’s not the girl next door,” I said, adding a warning to my tone. “She’s the girl rooming with me. And she’s off limits. Besides, aren’t you just visiting?”

      “Whoa,” Josh said, throwing up his hands. “I surrender, relax. Ford’s already informed me you’re interested. I only introduced myself and then backed off.”

      “Interested?” I repeated, heat rising to my neck. I cut a glance at Ford, who shrugged and looked away.

      Fucking Summer.

      I turned back to Josh, rolling my shoulders. “I’m just saying she has a lot going on. She doesn’t need a lawyer grilling her with twenty million questions about her life,” I said. “It has nothing to do with being interested. We’re just friends.”

      Her rules, not mine, I silently added.

      Josh nodded and winked at Ford. “If you say so.”

      Behind me, the stereo came to life, and a Blake Shelton song poured out.

      A few more people arrived, mostly temp guys from the planting crew. A few more girls. Dean wandered up the hill with Frank, and they got a game of cornhole going. Josh wandered away to talk to one of the girls whose name I never learned. They were transient. College kids and sometimes hikers who wandered down from the Appalachian Trail for cash before returning to the woods when Dean no longer needed the extra bodies.

      My eyes were on Jordan.

      “You going to go talk to her or just stare like a sad puppy all night?” Summer nudged me, and I swiveled to glare at her.

      “I’m not a sad puppy,” I said.

      “Right.” She grabbed my beer and gulped the remaining contents before handing it back.

      I scowled. “That’s a party foul.”

      “You still owe me a six-pack for Goose’s diagnosis a couple of weeks ago.”

      I shook my head and headed for the keg. “It doesn’t count if she broke down again two days later,” I said over my shoulder.

      Summer followed. “Of course it counts,” she shot back, voice rising. And I knew I’d riled her. I grinned, also knowing I’d effectively changed the subject from Jordan and puppies. “All’s fair in friendly wagering,” she said.

      “Wagering on what?” Jordan strode up, an empty cup in hand, and I went to work, refilling her glass.

      “Ha!” Summer snorted. “Anything. Casey’s a sucker for a bet.”

      “Really? I thought that habit would’ve died with your middle school pantsing exposure,” Jordan said with a sideways smile.

      Summer’s eyes widened. “He told you about that?”

      Jordan stared at her, disbelieving. “So, it’s true then?”

      Summer laughed. “Unfortunately, yes. Everyone in the gym saw a full moon that night.”

      Both girls laughed, and suddenly the story didn’t feel nearly as funny as it had the night I’d told Jordan. I caught Jordan’s eye, and she fell quiet, a small smile on her lips. She sipped her drink, still watching me.

      Summer shifted. “Well. I need to help Leslie get the s’mores going,” she said and then darted off. Real subtle.

      Jordan and I watched each other.

      Something rippled between us. Tension. Electricity. Usually by now, Jordan was walking away or changing the subject—something to diffuse the tension. But she just stood there like she was waiting for me to do something.

      I knew what my normal move would be … but something told me my usual wouldn’t work here. Flirting, banter, sexy innuendos—something about Jordan seemed to demand more than that.

      “I heard you helped Summer out with all this,” I said finally, nodding at the setup without actually looking at any of it.

      “I guess you could say I was you for the day. Hefted hay bales. Set up a keg.” Jordan smirked. “You’re welcome.”

      “Huh. Well, I guess that means I get to be you one of these days. You know, to keep it even.”

      “That’s fair. How about now?” She raised a brow in silent challenge, and that did it.

      “Fine, I’ll be Jordan. You be Casey.”

      “All right, I’ll go first,” she said, and before I could say another word, she chugged her beer. I could only watch in silence as she finished it off, swiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and burped loudly.

      “What the—?” I began.

      She stepped closer, a playful smile on her lips. “You want to watch me do the dishes?” she asked in a deep voice.

      I fought a smile, curling my lip and looking down my nose at her. “No, thanks. You’re not my type,” I said, my voice high-pitched. “Your muscles are way too big and your smile is way too sexy for me.”

      I paused, waiting for her to yell or stomp or cuss me—all expected Jordan reactions. But she giggled.

      Fucking giggled.

      “Okay,” I said, letting the character fall away. “Who are you, and what have you done with Jordan?”

      “What?” Her brows crinkled in genuine confusion, and it was the most adorable she’d ever looked. I was sorry for not letting our game go on longer.

      “You’re laughing,” I explained. “With me? At me? I don’t know, but you’re laughing. And drinking. And wearing … that,” I said, unable to describe those damned shorts any other way in this moment.

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” she asked, suspicious now.

      “Nothing,” I assured her. Even if we didn’t finish the night this friendly, I definitely didn’t want her rethinking her wardrobe choices. “I just mean that I don’t recognize this side of you. You’re having fun.”

      “I know how to have fun,” she said, and her bottom lip poked out. God, I wanted to kiss that lip. “I decided to pretend that … I’m trying to be open,” she finished, and even though I knew there was more to it, I let it go.

      Near the fire, someone hooted as the music changed to something more upbeat. The volume cranked. My mouth twitched as I looked back at Jordan, who was bobbing her head almost imperceptibly. “I think it’s well past time,” I said. “So, this Jordan drinks, laughs—”

      “Don’t forget my Casey impersonations,” she put in.

      “Spot-on, actually. But what about dancing?” I pointed to a few yards away where Leslie and Joe were dancing to the quick beat, both of them laughing. As we watched, Summer joined them. Then Ford. And if that guy could get out there, I wasn’t going to sit out.

      “Dancing to country music?” Jordan bit her lip, looking more thoughtful than offended.

      I waited.

      “I think I can do that,” she said.

      “Only one way to find out.” I grabbed her drink and set them both aside before leading us out onto the grass.

      Three songs later, I wondered if a guy could fall in love watching a girl fail at two-step. Jordan was awful. I couldn’t complain, not when my fingertips kept brushing the bare skin where her shirt rode up along the edges whenever she twisted away.

      I caught Summer watching me from the fringes. She winked, and I could only grin back at her. When Jordan stepped sideways again, we both huffed, and I released her. She laughed, spinning away.

      “Okay, so I’m awful,” she said, returning to my side and pulling me back toward the drink table. “Let’s have another drink and see if I improve.”

      “I’ll take that deal.” I followed her and refilled our cups, leading us in the opposite direction of the cranked music. We ended up on a hay bale on the opposite side of the fire, separate from the crowd, most of which was either dancing or running around with sparklers. Joe ran by, chasing Leslie with a water balloon, and Jordan cheered Leslie on.

      The twilight was heavier now, crickets and cicadas chirping as the stars began twinkling to life. I breathed in the scent of soil and grass and sighed.

      “This is fun,” Jordan said, her thigh grazing mine as she settled beside me.

      I couldn’t help a sideways glance at that. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair windblown from the spinning. She looked beautiful and open and friendly for once. Frankly, it was confusing as hell.

      “Can I ask what brought out the fun Jordan tonight?” I asked, keeping my voice light.

      Jordan shrugged. “I was just thinking…” She trailed off, staring at the ground, and I knew it wasn’t something simple or easy.

      When the silence stretched, I backtracked. “Forget it. You don’t have to—”

      “No, it’s cool. I owe you an explanation, I guess.” She turned to face me, and in the growing darkness, her cornflower-blue eyes shone. “That night in my room, I was right to apologize. I was a real class-A bitch to you at first. I’m really sorry. We just got off on the wrong foot, and then it was easy to take my anger out on you. But it wasn’t right. I meant what I said about being friends with you. Starting tonight.”

      “So, we’re friends now,” I repeated slowly.

      “If that’s still an option,” she said.

      “Friends is one option,” I said pointedly.

      Jordan’s expression darkened, and she opened her mouth to reply. Before she could beat that dead horse, I went for it. I closed the distance, and my mouth landed hot and hard against hers. For a split second, I regretted the move, only because I’d meant to be smoother about it. But a second later, Jordan relaxed, and her lips moved against mine.

      I deepened the kiss, my lips nudging hers to mold to mine. And she complied without hesitation, leaning in until our knees pressed together. My hand came up to cup her cheek, brushing her hair back and tilting her head for better access. When that was no longer enough, I reached for her and pulled her into my lap.

      She jerked at my touch, yanking away, both of us panting. She looked like a deer in headlights.

      I struggled to keep it light. “Why stop now?” I whispered, still inches from her face. “The fun’s just starting.”

      Jordan shook her head, and I watched as she collected herself, morphing right back into the flirty girl she’d been a moment ago. “Which is exactly why I’m leaving it there. Any more fun and we’ll explode.” The fear in her eyes was gone, replaced with teasing, but I knew better now.

      I stared at her, daring her to be the one to retreat. “Babe,” I said. “Exploding is the fun part.”

      Jordan’s sapphire eyes flashed in impatience, a lightning bolt against the night falling around us. She straightened and stood, brushing stray pieces of dirt and hay from her legs. “Casey, I like you—”

      “So, what’s the problem?”

      She glared down at me. “The problem is that you’re from Grayson. And I…” The temper leaked away, and she stared at her feet, her bottom lip showing the barest hint of a tremble. “I’m not what you’re looking for.”

      Before I could argue, she walked off, leaving me holding a beer that tasted a lot like defeat.

      This girl had obviously been through hell losing her dad. She was clearly still grieving and pretty fucked up about it all. But the small-town bullshit was really starting to grate on me. What the hell was so wrong with the damn country? I didn’t know why it stopped her from giving in every time we got close to acknowledging what was between us. But damned if I was taking it.

      I spent the next hour making small talk with some hiker named Alice. She’d spent two months on the trail before wandering into Heritage and working the spring planting. Tomorrow, she headed back to the trail and would head north.

      I knew why she was telling me that part.

      We only had tonight.

      That was usually my favorite line. But tonight, all I wanted to have was Jordan.

      She was scared. I’d seen it when she’d ended our kiss. It wasn’t about wanting a platonic friendship. She was just as attracted to me as I was to her. But she was scared. Of what, I didn’t know. Country guys, maybe. She’d attached whatever it was that had happened in her past to me, to us. But I couldn’t go back to friends, not after a kiss like that.

      Someone clicked on one of the floodlights, and I blinked into the sudden glare.

      “…and that’s why I have to do this on my own,” Alice was saying.

      Shit. She was still talking. I needed to end this.

      “I’m going to see if Ford needs help with the firewood,” I said, rising and making for the edges of the circle before she could argue.

      I found the dwindling pile of firewood but no Ford. In case Alice was watching, I kept going, beyond the light of the gathering, stopping to pick up wood as I went.

      I heard her voice before I saw her.

      She stood off to the side, in the shadows, talking about the architecture firm she used to work for. I crept closer, trying to find a graceful entrance into the conversation, but then I heard Josh’s voice, and I froze.

      “…pretty impressive. Most girls I knew in Philly would’ve given up with that kind of pressure in the workplace. Not many female lawyers in the firms I interned at either. I think it’s a shame. Women have a lot to offer the corporate workplace.”

      Fuck you, Josh.

      Jordan replied with something about determination and using it all as fuel for starting her own firm. All I could hear was Josh’s smooth comebacks and the sound of my chance with Jordan slipping further away.

      I dropped the wood in a heap, startling them both.

      Jordan’s rounded eyes met mine in the firelight. “Casey?”

      “What’s up, man?” Josh said, wary.

      “Can I talk to my roommate for a minute?”

      Josh muttered a goodbye and walked off.

      Even in the dark, I caught Jordan’s glare. “That was rude. What the hell is wrong with you?” she hissed.

      “Not me. You,” I said, stepping closer and trying my best to curb my temper. But just the sight of her was making me crazy. “So, a country boy like me is immediately thrown into the friend zone. But a city boy like Josh, white collar type, and you’re available for whatever, right?”

      Somewhere deep down, I knew I sounded like an asshole. Maybe I could’ve put it better, but I wasn’t wrong. And Jordan knew it.

      “Kiss my ass, Casey. I’m not interested in Josh. And it has nothing to do with the color of his collar.”

      “Really? Then what’s your deal? You have a sad sack of an ex lying around somewhere? A flannel-wearing cattle farmer or a Monster Truck driver?”

      “No.” That one word was a warning, but I was too pissed to heed it.

      “Then I don’t get your problem with small-town guys.”

      “My ‘problem’ is none of your business. And I don’t have an asshole ex in the past, and I don’t plan to. Country or not,” she added.

      “Is that what you see me as?” I demanded. “An ex waiting to happen?”

      “No—”

      “Why are you so scared of me?”

      “Look,” she said, her bangs feathering with her heavy breath. “I know you don’t understand. I don’t expect you to. But I have no interest in flings that result in someone getting hurt in the end. I’m doing what’s best for me. I’m keeping clear of the … baggage that comes with relationships that aren’t compatible.”

      “Compatible, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you think we aren’t compatible? Because that kiss was compatible as hell. You can’t tell me you aren’t attracted to me.” Jordan opened her mouth then closed it again. I smirked, though I was anything but happy. “That’s the part you can’t stand, isn’t it?”

      Jordan huffed. “Fine, I’m attracted to you. But that doesn’t change what this is.”

      I stepped closer. “Which is?”

      “Convenient.”

      She fell silent, clearly bracing herself for an argument. And I knew, if I tried to have it out over this, it wouldn’t move her except to make her back even farther away from me. I bit my tongue on the rest and simply nodded.

      “Fine, this is convenient. So what?” I asked finally. “I mean, don’t most attractions start with: We’re both here, and we’re both attracted to each other. Let’s see where this leads?”

      Jordan crossed her arms. “What’s your point, Casey?”

      “My point is—we’re both here, and we’re both attracted to each other—”

      “Seriously? That’s the line you’re going with?”

      “Fine. My lines are lame.”

      I stepped closer, and when she leaned away, I just leaned with her. My eyes bored into hers, searching for the answer to a question I’d yet to ask aloud.

      “Casey…” she began, and I was sure she was about to tell me to go to hell. To turn and march off, leaving me hanging less than a breath away from a kiss. Instead, she said, “Wait.”
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      Casey hovered in front of me in the darkness, close enough for me to smell him; gasoline and earth and soap. The combination was sexy as hell and a complete distraction right now.

      He was asking me to sleep with him.

      The word “no” was on the tip of my tongue, but instead of speaking it, what came out was, “Wait.”

      “I’ve been waiting since the second I saw you. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

      I searched for another argument, another excuse.

      Truth be told, I wanted him. I wanted his hands on me, his mouth, his lips, his tongue … I wanted to know what it felt like to press my skin against his bare chest and run my hands down the sharp planes of his abs—

      “Let’s make a wager,” I blurted.

      He blinked at me. “A wager?” I’d clearly caught him off guard. That made two of us.

      “A bet.” I smiled now as the idea fully formed. It was an evil grin, but then it was an evil idea. “You said yourself that you couldn’t resist.”

      “What sort of bet?”

      I hesitated. Steering clear of lost causes and dead-end relationships was one thing. Betting against my own success was another. But … I couldn’t help myself. I knew enough about Casey by now to know how he operated. It was either this or walk out and never come back.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “I bet the cost of my car’s repairs that, if we go through with what you’re proposing, we’ll disappoint each other in the end.”

      Casey’s jaw went slack. “Are you being serious?” He stared back at me with disbelieving eyes. “You’re going to bet on our ... failure as a couple?”

      “Maybe…” My confidence sagged. Bad idea, Jordan.

      I braced myself for his explosive reaction. For fuming and stomping, maybe even cussing. Instead, he tilted his head thoughtfully. “Your car is deceased,” he said. “Can’t be fixed.”

      “No, it’s not worth fixing,” I corrected. “At least, not according to my bank account. But yours…”

      “How much?” he asked.

      I winced as I told him the figure.

      “What the hell? It would be cheaper to buy a new one!”

      “I like that one,” I said. “But if you don’t want to—”

      “Let me get this straight, woman. If I take the bet, you’re willing to be in a relationship with me—”

      “No, not a relationship,” I cut in. “That’s the whole point. This has to be no strings attached.”

      He frowned, and I thought for sure he was about to refuse right here, but then he said, “Fine. You’re willing to sleep with me as long as you get to bet against your own happiness, all because you think, in the end, I’ll screw it up?”

      I shrugged, pretending I hadn’t just felt a shudder of anticipation when he’d said the words sleep with me. “Basically. I mean, not just you. I might just as easily screw it up too—”

      “What the hell, Jordan? That’s … morbid. And crazy.”

      My chin came up. “Those are my terms. Take it or leave it.”

      Casey backed away from me and paced the small space where we stood. He watched me, eyes blazing, the entire time. I knew I’d crossed a line with my crazy idea. It was selfish and awful and all about getting what I wanted out of this, Casey’s feelings be damned. But I was desperate. For a distraction. For something that made me feel good after months of nothing but darkness. I couldn’t bring myself to take it back.

      I held my breath while I waited for his answer, my nerves jangling. Why the hell did I care this much what answer he gave?

      He did a couple more laps, muttering to himself as he paced about things like “lost cause” and “Frank’s hand in everything I do anymore.”

      Abruptly, he circled back and shoved his face in front of mine. “Did Frank put you up to this?” he demanded.

      “What? No. This is all me.”

      He sighed, dramatic and long. “What do I get if I win?” he asked quietly.

      A ripple of equal parts shock and pleasure shot down my spine. I fought back a smile. “Um, I don’t know. I guess I hadn’t thought about that possibility,” I told him honestly.

      He scowled. I’d pissed him off again. But he was still here, so that was something. In the back of my mind, guilt poked at me like a sharp stick. Contrary to my initial impression of him that first day, Casey had turned out to be a nice guy. A pleasant surprise compared to the stereotype I’d constructed in my mind. He probably didn’t deserve this.

      But there was something in me—the broken and betrayed granddaughter or whatever it was—that compelled me onward. And that brokenness screamed for at least the small comfort of smug rightness when, inevitably, one of us pulled the rug out and the dust settled.

      I bit my lip. If I ever said that out loud, Gavin would beat me over the head. I was probably the only girl in the history of relationships to ever bet against her own happiness.

      Casey’s eyes locked tightly on mine. His mouth parted, and a light flashed in the depths of his deep-brown pools. “If I win, I get you.”

      I tore my eyes from his mouth. “Wait, what?”

      “If I win, if I don’t do anything to disappoint you by the end of … your project with Summer, I get you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “It means you stay.”

      “Are you serious? For how long?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      “Casey, you’re being vague. That’s not how a bet works. You have to define clear-cut parameters—”

      “Jordan, I don’t know how to be clearer. I want you, all right? I’ve wanted you since that first night when you were hot as hell and pissed as the devil at me for keeping you waiting. There’s something between us, and I know you feel it too, but you’re not making it easy.”

      He was right, but I didn’t know how to give in—even though I felt this thing between us more than he realized. “Casey, I … I’m going through a lot right now. There are things I haven’t told you about my family and what I’m dealing with.” I bit my lip and met Casey’s eyes, heart pounding. “I don’t have the capacity to fall in love right now.”

      He huffed. “But you’ll make this bet to be with me?”

      I hesitated, hating how mean it sounded, but in the end, I was honest. “It’s how I know I won’t lose,” I whispered.

      He leaned in, brushing his lips over the tender spot where my jawline met my earlobe. Goose bumps raced from my neck to my toes and every other tender spot in between. “I’ll make the bet if it means I can have you—even just for now. And if I win, I get to keep you.” A couple more brushed kisses and then he whispered, “Those are my terms. Take it or leave it.”

      I shuddered, and goosebumps broke out along every surface he touched. He was playing dirty, and he knew it.

      My resolve wavered, and I caught the words just before they left my lips. I stepped back, shook my head to clear it. “I’ll think about it,” I heard myself say. What? That wasn’t the answer I’d planned.

      “Fine,” Casey said, stepping close once again, his breath hitting my face as he bent low. “You have twenty-four hours to consider.”

      “Then what?” I challenged, but I swayed toward him, completely giving away how badly I wanted to just agree and get on with it. “If I don’t decide either way, what happens?”

      “You’ll decide,” he said, and the threat in his words shot straight to my insides until I squirmed with arousal.

      My breath caught, and it took everything in me to turn on my heel and stride off. Wagering with Casey Luck was a gamble, and the stakes were too high for my own good.
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      The memory of my own words woke me before my alarm the next morning. They’d played on a loop even in my weird-ass dreams. If I win, I get you. What the hell did that even mean? Was I trying to own her now like some sort of modern-day slave trade? No wonder she’d looked at me like I’d grown three heads.

      Fuck. I’d had my chance and blown it. Just like five years ago when I’d graduated from Mechanics Institute of America. I’d never even told Frank about the elective motorcycle course they’d let me add on during my last year there. To this day, he had no idea I’d received the Excellence Award because it had been in the motorcycle division only. Then, I’d graduated and come home and gone to work for him without a word mentioned about bikes. I blew my chance then, and I’d blown it now with Jordan.

      Instead of manning up and telling her I wanted to date her for real, I’d panicked and said some dumb shit about wanting to own her. Then I’d gone and agreed to her stupid wager. And now, even if she agreed to the terms, I’d never get a real shot. The entire thing hinged on our eventual failure.

      Who the hell bet on her own unhappiness?

      This girl was not normal. And that was the exact reason I felt drawn to her, of course. She wasn’t like anyone I’d ever met.

      I rolled out of bed in nothing but a pair of boxers, still confused and cursing myself for my own idiocy at the bonfire last night. I stretched, rubbing absently at my bare chest before shuffling toward the bedroom door.

      The smell of bacon drew me halfway down the hall before I remembered our clothing rule. I doubled back, pulled a clean shirt out of the drawer, and yanked it over my head before returning to my mission: breakfast.

      Jordan stood over a pan of bacon, her back toward me as she worked. I stood in the doorway and took in her black leggings that hugged every line and curve of her thighs and the oversized tee that cut off at her hips. It wasn’t even revealing, but somehow, on her, it enticed to the point of aching. She reached into the overhead cabinet for salt, pulling the fabric of the shirt higher and higher. At the sight of her exposed back and hip, my mouth went dry. Hello, morning wood.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Morning,” Jordan said, half-turning.

      I muttered a greeting and slinked to the fridge, hoping she wouldn’t notice my full mast. “What’s on the agenda today?” I asked, skipping right past the “about last night…” conversation. I wasn’t ready to revisit that just yet.

      Jordan moved the bacon around and checked the eggs in the pan beside it. Damn, girl was cooking a full spread. I was already in love, and it was barely nine a.m.

      “Today,” Jordan repeated uncertainly. “Well, I was hoping to borrow your truck.”

      “Sure. I already told you it’s yours for as long as you need. Are you and Summer going to work some overtime on those house plans?”

      “Um, no, it’s a … personal errand,” she mumbled.

      I watched in confusion as she busied herself with scrambling half-cooked eggs. “A special rendezvous?” I joked.

      Jordan reddened, and a streak of jealousy shot through me as I remembered the easy way she’d talked with Josh last night.

      “It’s just … never mind, I’ll rent a car or something,” she said, turning away to scroll through her phone.

      “No, don’t do that,” I said. “In fact, I need to run into town and pick up some stuff. I’ll just ride with you.”

      “Oh. Well. It’s not … in Grayson,” she said carefully, her blue eyes practically begging me to let this go.

      Not happening. I opened my mouth to ask what she meant—was she planning on driving all the way back to New England today? But her phone rang, cutting me off.

      Jordan spun away and answered it, her voice clipped from the first, “Hello.”

      A quick pause and then, “No, I’m going today.”

      I drank my orange juice and checked the bacon, refusing to leave my own kitchen just because she’d taken a call in a lowered voice.

      Jordan wandered toward the window, her back to me. I stood over the eggs and bacon that sizzled as it finished up, and underneath that, I caught the sound of a male voice coming through Jordan’s phone. Jealous heat washed over me, and I clanked dishes as I grabbed a bowl and scooped the eggs into it. I set it down harder than necessary and whirled for the coffee. Suddenly, I was no longer hungry. Not that Jordan had offered to share.

      She clearly didn’t have an interest in sharing much with me.

      I poured coffee, added cream, and stirred, ready to slip out and leave her to her damned secret conversation. But Jordan hung up and turned, her mouth set. I didn’t wait for an explanation.

      The keys jingled as I yanked them from the hook and tossed them onto the counter beside her eggs. “Here. I’ll do my errands another time.”

      Jordan’s head snapped up, and she jerked clear. “What the hell?” she demanded. “You don’t have to throw them at me. I said I can rent a car.”

      My temper flared, and words tumbled out without thought. “Don’t bother. You can use the truck as long as you need. I have other choices,” I said, and the words hung in the air between us.

      “Why do I feel like we’re no longer talking about cars?” Jordan asked, head tilting.

      “Look, last night was…” I tried to find words that wouldn’t piss her off even more. Or me. “The bet was stupid. You don’t have to—”

      “Thank God. What a stupid idea thinking we could bet on no-strings sex.” She exhaled.

      “We could change the terms,” I said. “Bet on making it work.”

      Her gaze softened, but it wasn’t agreement. More like a combination of guilt and determination. “That’s not what I want,” she said quietly.

      “And what do you want, Jordan?”

      “I want … to feel good,” she admitted. “You make me feel good. With you, I can forget about how sad and angry I am at everything that’s happening. Which is why I proposed the stupid bet. To make it fun. Keep it light. But I know it was awful to bet against us.”

      “I’m a distraction,” I said, shaking my head as I finally understood why she’d brought up the whole thing. Grief made people do some crazy shit, but damn…

      “You want a good time, fine. But betting on heartbreak—”

      “Who said anything about heartbreak?” she challenged, and I opened my mouth and promptly shut it again. “We said we’d have a good time while it lasted—no relationships and no heartbreak.”

      I sighed. For someone so smart, she was oblivious. This girl was hooking me. Every time she challenged me, argued, and put me in my place, I only wanted her more. Wanted to know her. Not some silly no-strings distraction. And I had a feeling she wanted more too; she just couldn’t admit it to herself. But I saw it in the way she looked at me. The way she stayed when she claimed she only wanted to walk away. The way she’d kissed me back.

      I don’t have the capacity to fall in love. That’s what she’d said. And a bet was just what I needed to prove otherwise.

      “Fine, your twenty-four hours stands.” I crossed my arms over my chest, my mind made up. If this was the only way to get Jordan’s attention, so be it. “You have until tonight. But you don’t get to run off and spend the day with some other guy while you weigh your options. That’s not how this works.”

      “Other guy? What are you talking about?”

      “The guy on the phone, the truck—I’m not sitting on the sidelines while you shop around,” I said.

      “Shop around? What the hell are you talking about?” Her cheeks flushed red, and I knew I’d crossed a line. She stomped up until she was in my face. “For your information, the guy on the phone was Gavin. My brother.”

      “Your … brother?” I repeated.

      “Yes. He was calling me—again—to see if I’d done the second thing I came here to do. Visit my grandparents. They live in Windsor, and I’ve never even met them, but I promised my dad I would just before he died, so here I am.” She broke off and growled, stomping back to the stove to snatch the bacon, and I went quiet, replaying it back in my mind.

      The guy on the phone, Gavin, was her brother.

      And she had family in Windsor. Grandparents that she’d never met.

      Fuck me. My guess had been right.

      No wonder she was all riled up and pissed off. She was probably already nervous enough, and I’d come stomping in and made it worse. And if the rest of her family tree was any indication, it wasn’t going to make her life any easier once she’d met them.

      “Shit, Jordan. I’m sorry,” I said, my shoulders sagging.

      “Forget it,” she said flatly. “It’s not a big deal. I just have to meet them, spend a few dinners making small talk, and then my promise to my dad is fulfilled. It’s not a big deal,” she repeated.

      “Sounds like a pretty big deal from where I’m standing. And I’m sorry for being an ass about it. I mean it,” I said, stepping closer.

      She put up a hand to stop me, her usually pouty lips drawn tight in a hard line. “I don’t want your sympathy,” she said quietly. “Just your truck.”

      I picked up the keys and put them in her hand, curling her fingers gently around them and hanging on. “Well, too bad,” I said. “You’re getting both.”

      Jordan’s bottom lip trembled once before she sucked it between her teeth. I didn’t let go of her hand, too afraid any movement would spook her. She slowly withdrew, and I let her even though I wanted to grab her and tuck her into my arms. I couldn’t. Not yet. Not when she didn’t trust me with her secrets much less her tears.

      “Thanks,” she said finally, her voice once again clear and steady. “I’m going to grab a shower. I’ll see you later?”

      I nodded and watched her stride out.

      She’d be seeing me for sure. No way was I letting her do this alone.
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      The truck smelled like French fries, and there was a layer of mud caked into the floor mat that hadn’t been there on Friday. Apparently, Casey had used the truck after I’d left with Summer yesterday, though he’d been cryptic about where he’d gone. I wondered how long it had been since Casey cleaned this thing. I missed my old Nissan as I glanced over the worn upholstery with a wrinkled nose. The sight of old burger wrappers on the passenger floorboard almost changed my mind about doing this today. I could go back inside, change into sweatpants, borrow Casey’s couch instead, and spend the day watching movies.

      But I’d made a promise to two people that meant more than anything in the world—and I was running out of time to fulfill it. So, I begrudgingly put the truck in drive and rolled over the gravel driveway and out onto the road, written directions on the seat beside me.

      I glanced back at the house once in the rearview, half-expecting Casey to come barreling out. I’d waited until he was in the shower to sneak off. He’d insisted on coming with me when I’d broken down and told him where I was going and why. But I couldn’t let him see this. Even if it went well, this meeting was not something I could do with him watching me the way he did. Not when he always seemed to see farther inside me than I wanted anyone to.

      So, I’d taken the chickenshit option—Gavin was right after all—and snuck off while Casey was otherwise occupied. There’d be hell to pay for it later, but it was better than trying to survive my fucked-up family AND my annoying attraction to the hot guy who slept across the hall now, trying to also be my … what did one call a fling? A booty call? Friends with benefits?

      By tonight, he expected an answer about this stupid bet idea. God, what had I been thinking last night? I snorted because the answer to that was nothing. I blamed it on one too many refills from the keg. Tipsy and horny were not a great combination for making sound relationship decisions. I’d only had a drink to cure the rest of my hangover, but then Casey had shown up and kissed me, and I’d kept going. Still, if I was honest, even today, sober … I wanted to take that bet. Badly.

      And it had nothing to do with the breakup I knew would inevitably happen at the end. I wanted to touch the sexy country boy who slept across the hall. I wanted to do very dirty, very improper things with him. I wanted to see him naked. And I almost didn’t care how we got there. Almost.

      Too bad he’d decided to make it about more than that. Why couldn’t he just want sex? That would make it so much easier.

      The fact that he’d pulled the truth about my family out of me held me back. I had no idea how to handle that part of him. He made me talk about things I didn’t want to talk about. But somewhere deep down, I knew, if I said no, I’d ruin whatever small friendship we’d found. And I suspected I’d hurt him, although it seemed ridiculous. We barely knew each other. He and I were from two different worlds.

      The drive took longer than expected, first due to getting stuck behind a tractor for a winding stretch and then being forced to stop for a cow crossing. A legit cow crossing. I stared as they meandered across the narrow pavement, and when the farmer tipped his hat, I could only smile and wave at him.

      Forty minutes and two wrong turns later, I found a prim mailbox that looked like a miniature red barn sporting the correct house number. I swung in and stomped the brake, stopping abruptly to take it all in.

      Set far back from the road on a straight and narrow paved drive, the house was like something out of Gone with the Wind with a dash of King Arthur. At the front of a massive porch, columns rose like a castle gate—a mixture of medieval royalty and Southern Belle—and propped up a balcony on the second story that overlooked a yard dotted with weeping willows and crepe myrtles. Massive oaks bordered the yard on both sides like a natural wall shutting out the rest of the world—or shutting my grandparents in.

      It should have been intimidating, some sort of architectural warning to turn back.

      I hated that I loved it on sight.

      My stomach flipped. I took a deep breath, rolled my shoulders back, and eased forward on the gas. The tires rolled over the smoothly paved drive, the house growing larger as I got closer, until concrete gave way to grass. I parked beside another pickup, this one much newer and probably better smelling than the one I was stuck with. Farther down, a three-car garage sat quietly, the white paint glistening in the warming sun.

      My heart thumped wildly, and I braced my hand on the door handle, sucking in deep breaths. But it only made my hyperventilating worse, so I gave up, resolved not to think too much.

      Just do it, Gavin would say if he were here.

      But he wasn’t. Apparently, whatever inner peace he’d made with our grandparents had satisfied Dad. It was me who still held on to the anger.

      I got out slowly, on edge at how exposed I was against so much empty space between me and all those windows looking down on me. A soft squeaking grabbed my attention, and I froze, squinting up at the house. Between the thick columns, I caught sight of a porch swing sliding lazily back and forth.

      Halfway up the steps, I stumbled when I heard a voice.

      “You with those Jehovah’s Witnesses from Calvert?”

      I caught the railing just in time to right myself and looked up into the weathered face of a man, his eyes sharp and discerning and not particularly friendly as he studied me.

      “No, sir. I don’t subscribe to organized religion,” I said.

      “Magazine sales?” he asked, still wary. I studied him right back, wary for other reasons, as I took in his worn flannel tucked into weathered jeans and thick-toed boots. My eyes caught on a rifle lying tucked up against the house beside him, and adrenaline rippled through me.

      “Not selling anything,” I assured him.

      He frowned. “Charity?”

      My chin came up. “I don’t believe in handouts.”

      He grunted, eyes narrowing, but I caught the smirk lying just out of reach. “Democrat or Republican?” he barked, but now there was a sparkle in his eye. Despite all of my fear and reservations, I found myself enjoying his little game.

      My lips twitched. “My daddy taught me religion and politics don’t get discussed until dinner’s over,” I said.

      His hard expression fell away, and he smiled until crow’s feet creased the corners of his eyes and mouth. “I’ve always said the same thing. Lemonade?”

      He didn’t wait for my answer before he gripped the glass pitcher on the table beside him and filled an empty glass. “This was supposed to be for my nephew, but he’s late,” he explained. “Early bird gets the worm, I always say.”

      I couldn’t help it; I smiled back as I took the outstretched drink. “Thanks,” I said.

      “Have a seat.”

      I sat, some of my nerves returning at being so close. Who was this man? Was he my grandfather? I saw traces of my dad’s nose shape and sharp cheekbones, but it didn’t prove anything. I’d never seen so much as a picture of these people—at my own angry insistence.

      In recent years, Mom had stopped offering, and then she’d stopped bringing it up altogether. It was my own fault I was so clueless.

      The man sipped his own iced drink and pushed off the floorboards with his toes, letting the swing squeak back and forth. I sipped my lemonade, very aware of the picture we made as we swung. It was so stereotypical. Lemonade on a porch swing in the south. But it was charming, nonetheless.

      The silence stretched until my curiosity won out over my nerves, and I couldn’t wait any longer. “I’m looking for John DeWalter. You wouldn’t happen to be him, would you?” I asked, trying for—and failing at—nonchalance.

      “I guess depends on who’s asking,” he said, staring off into the trees that bordered the property.

      I hesitated a second longer, but in the end, I decided to just rip the Band-Aid. I shifted until I looked him square in the eye and said, “His granddaughter. The one he disowned.”

      His lips parted in a slack “O” shape, but still, he only stared off into the distance. My nerve endings tingled until I couldn’t feel my feet. This part—the reaction—was the part I’d been dreading all along. Everything before and after was easy. Probably.

      The man put his toe down, and the swing jerked sideways then came to an abrupt stop. He turned to me. “You’re Jordan?” he asked, and the look in his eye resembled the jumpy feeling I was currently fighting.

      What the hell did he have to be scared of?

      “I am,” I said, my voice smaller than I wanted.

      But the man simply stared back at me, eyes searching the angles of my face. He grunted. “You’ve grown,” he said simply.

      I stared back, completely at a loss.

      A sound from inside the house broke the spell between us.

      He blinked at me and then blurted, “Go home,” before jumping up and darting for the front door. My jaw fell open, mostly at how fast a man his age could move, and then surprise gave way to insult.

      I shot up after him just as he tried slipping inside. “What the hell?” I demanded.

      He froze, muttering, “You’ve done it now.”

      “Really? That’s all you have to say to me?” I demanded.

      I slammed my lemonade down on the porch banister and turned to go, but a woman’s voice had me turning at the last step. “Jordan? Is that you?”

      A woman, age lines marking her eyes and mouth, stood in the doorway. She stood stiff, shoulders back, her sharp eyes and perfectly piled hair sending a regal message. Despite the vulnerability in her words, everything about her felt cold and absolute. If this was a castle, here was its queen.

      “Yes,” I said slowly, planting my feet and squeezing my keys in my fist. How did they know it was me? “Who are you?”

      Her expression softened and then retreated into some sort of pasted-on politeness. “I’m Sharon DeWalter; this is John.” She gestured to her husband, busting him for trying to slink inside. He straightened, shot me a look, and stepped back onto the porch, hands stuffed into his pockets. “We’re your grandparents.”

      I stood mute, unsure what to say to such an obvious and loaded admission.

      “Would you like to come inside?” Sharon asked.

      Meeting one, I told myself. No matter what happens next, I’d successfully completed meeting one. Only two more to go.

      I took a deep breath. “Sure,” I said and followed them both inside.

      The screen door banged shut behind me—the same exact sound it made at Casey’s. Another southern trait.

      The house was bathed in cherry wood stain; the hardwood floors, the furniture, even the mantel over the huge fireplace were all stained to perfectly match. I walked into the sitting room and chose an uncomfortable-looking armchair opposite my grandmother.

      My grandfather, John, kept walking straight through and disappeared into what looked like a mudroom. I heard a door open and then a sharp bark as paws scraped over the floor in a hurry. A second later, two beagles appeared, mouths open, tongues out, as they hurried straight for me.

      “John, you are not going to let those things jump all over her right now,” Sharon scolded.

      The two dogs jumped up, straining to land their tongues on my face and settling for my hands and arms as I reached out to pet them.

      “They’re family too, they deserve to be here,” John said.

      “What are their names?” I asked, smiling down at the pups. At least, someone in the house had greeted me warmly.

      “Butch and Sundance,” John said, and I laughed.

      Our eyes met, and I smiled then turned back to the dogs. “They’re adorable,” I said.

      “They’re drooling on you,” Sharon said in disgust. She pinned John with a look, and he frowned.

      “Come on, you two,” John said, adding a whistle. Butch and Sundance followed him out, tails and tongues still wagging as they disappeared. I listened as the back door opened and then closed again before everything went silent.

      I found Sharon watching me and suddenly wished I’d brought Casey with me after all.

      “Most people would have called first.” She frowned and, before I could form a reply, added, “Your hair is lighter than your pictures.”

      “My … you’ve seen my picture?”

      “Of course,” she said like this wasn’t the first time we’d ever met. Like she hadn’t kicked my parents out, disowning my dad years ago and banishing him from the family.

      “Why?” I asked, sincere in my curiosity—and in the outrage that was getting harder to hide.

      “You are my granddaughter,” she said again, her brows drawing together.

      “Am I?” I asked, heat rising along my neck. “Because I could have sworn you told my father—your son—that he was no longer a part of your family before I was ever born. Which would make me a stranger. A guest at best. But definitely not your granddaughter.”

      Sharon’s eyes narrowed fractionally, and her slender fingers tightened in her lap. Otherwise, she gave no reaction to my words, and I knew then this woman was a force. “If that’s what you believe, then forgive me for my confusion at why you’ve come here in the first place,” she said coolly.

      “Believe me, I’m at a loss about that same damn thing,” I muttered.

      Sharon’s mouth tightened into a white line at that. I plunged onward before she could snap back and break what little hold I had left on my temper. “Look, my dad wanted us to meet. Despite everything that happened between you, he … I needed to come here. I didn’t have any choice.”

      It wasn’t warm fuzzies, but it was the truth.

      Instead of offering up appreciation or admitting how hard this was for all of us, Sharon’s eyes lit with a gleam that made me even more uncomfortable than her aloofness. “I still don’t understand. Your mother made it clear you wanted nothing to do with us. So, the only reason I can think of for you sitting here is—well, I can’t think of one.” She tilted her head at me, a movement that made me think of a snake coiling to strike. “Unless this is history repeating itself?”

      “History repeating itself? What does that even mean?”

      She rubbed her temples and blew out a breath, her shoulders sagging as if I’d somehow just disappointed her. Except I had no effing idea what was even happening.

      “How much do you need?” she asked, standing and crossing to a two-tiered rolling desk. I stared at her back, uncomprehending, as she rummaged.

      “Need for what?” I asked.

      When she swiveled back to me, she held a checkbook and a pen poised over it—and that was all I needed to understand her meaning. If I’d had a plan in coming here today, this was not it.

      “Obviously, it is none of my business whether you decide to keep it,” she said brusquely. “But know that my gift today is just that. A gift. And it will only happen once, so if you think you can keep this child and I’ll stroke a check every time you hit a rough patch, you’re wrong. I told your father the same thing all those years ago.”

      “I bet you did,” I said, my teeth clenched as her words sank in, but she didn’t bat an eyelash.

      “I won’t have you walking in here after all these years just because you weren’t careful and taking the inheritance that dissolved the moment your—”

      “I can’t believe you. You think I’m pregnant?”

      Sharon looked down her nose at me. “Aren’t you?”

      The heat in my belly turned to nausea. I laughed, harsh and biting and with zero humor. “No. And even if I were, I damn sure would not come in here asking for your charity. I think we all know how that would turn out.”

      Sharon’s mouth tightened.

      I stood. “I don’t want your money. Trust me, after meeting you in person, I don’t want a goddamn thing from you. In fact, all I do want is to leave and go another twenty-five years without you in my life. I’ll see myself out.”

      Sharon didn’t move a muscle as I strode out, my keys still clutched tight in my fist. I saw red at the edges of my vision but managed to blink it back long enough to navigate to the front door. I slammed through it and stomped outside.

      John was waiting for me on the porch.

      “She’s just scared of you,” he said.

      I whirled on him, my breaths shallow and labored as I barely held back hot tears and an even hotter temper. “She’s a class-A bitch,” I hissed. “No wonder Dad left and never came back.”

      “It was a shock, having you show up,” he began, completely ignoring my comment.

      “The surprise is mutual,” I said. “I don’t know what the rest of your family is like, but mine doesn’t come sniffing around just to beg for money. My family has more class than that.”

      He nodded, but his eyes were sad as he said, “Our track record for prodigal returns isn’t great. Sharon and I have waited a long time for the chance to make it right with you. And with Roy. Especially since we couldn’t do it with Shelley.”

      I had no clue who Shelley was, and I didn’t bother to ask. At the mention of my dad, my temper left me. I strained to get it back, already knowing the anger was easier to handle than the gut-wrenching loss that panged through me.

      John stared out at the empty yard as if caught up in another moment. “I’ve always regretted my temper that day, you know.”

      “Then why didn’t you just apologize?”

      His expression fell into a frown that created deep lines around his eyes and mouth. He met my eyes and then looked away again. “It’s not easy for us DeWalters to express … feelings.” He said the last word as if it were a sharp-toothed animal, and even though I wanted to blame him for using an excuse, I kept silent.

      “Is he here with you now?” John asked, scanning the yard and then studying the cab of the truck hopefully.

      My heart sank into the soles of my feet, and I wondered if I was going to throw up.

      They didn’t know.

      How did they not know?

      Was this how far removed they were from their own son? Sure, they hadn’t come to the funeral, but I’d thought they’d just stayed away because of all the bad blood and the years of silence.

      God, where was Gavin when I needed him? He was so much better at the hard stuff than me. I cast a betrayed look at the sky. Fuck you, Universe, for putting this on me.

      “No,” I said, my voice strange in my own ears. “He’s not here.”

      “Is he in town then?” John pressed, and I caught sight of Sharon through the screen door, hovering in the hallway shadows, listening. The hope in her own expression was a clear match for her husband’s. Suddenly, I felt like the oldest one here.

      “He’s not here,” I repeated, sick with the words I was about to deliver. I hated saying it out loud.

      “Amelia always did have a tight chain on him,” Sharon said, and my eyes whipped up at that. Her lip was curled back in a sneer, and that did it.

      “My mother has nothing to do with it,” I said, icy and cold and no longer compassionate about this moment. “My dad’s not here because he’s dead.” At my words, they both flinched, but I wasn’t letting it go that easily. “His dying wish was that we all make it right, so this, today,” I said with a cutting gesture between us, “it’s on you. Not me. You should be ashamed of yourselves.”

      With that, I turned on my heel and marched away.

      Neither one called out or tried to stop me.

      I started up the truck, yanked the gearshift into reverse, and then hit the gas, spinning tires against the grass as I went.

      Hot tears blurred my vision, but I blinked hard against them as I navigated my way down the drive. It wasn’t until I hit the main road that I realized I hadn’t blinked them away at all; they fell in thick rivers down my cheeks, watering my jeans and hands until the wheel became slippery in my grip.

      When I couldn’t see or grip the wheel any longer, I swerved right, pulling onto a gravel shoulder, and came to a stop, giving in to the sobs that clung inside my throat. What a fucking mess that had been. If this was a family, I was going to pass.
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      I leaned into the curve, wind whipping past my shoulders as I pinned the throttle, only easing off when I straightened my line to match the road ahead. I had no idea where Jordan’s family lived; only a guess left over from high school, which wasn’t very promising right now seeing how my last three guesses had been wrong. But Windsor only had so many roads that boasted larger houses, and I knew that much about the DeWalter family at least.

      Mentally, I cursed myself for being so naïve earlier. Jordan had acted fine when she’d come out of the shower, even agreed to wait for me to ride with her after all. And I’d let myself be convinced she was telling the truth. Instead, the minute I’d stepped underneath the hot water, she’d taken off.

      I was pretty sure she hadn’t seen me bolt onto the porch in nothing but a hand towel. Side note: I needed to do laundry.

      It wasn’t until she’d left me high and dry that I’d stopped to think how on edge she must be about today. And, more than that, how much I cared if she was hurting. She didn’t need to tell me how hard it was to lose a parent. I had no intention of letting her do it alone. Or anything else, for that matter. I wanted Jordan. Not just in my bed but on my arm. In my ear. A relationship, someone to laugh with. To get to know. I had no idea why or when it had happened, but something had changed for me. I wanted Jordan—all of her—and I wasn’t messing around about it anymore.

      For once, I was going after what I wanted.

      I leaned into the turn then righted again and braked for the stop. Like a bat signal, my gas light blinked at me from the tiny dashboard between my handlebars. Shit. Guess I was going left instead.

      I knocked the shifter into first with the toe of my boot, barely stopping before preparing to hit the throttle again. But then a familiar fading pickup caught my eye on the far shoulder, and I pulled in both clutch and brake and planted my feet.

      The hood was angled toward the shoulder so all I saw was the truck bed and driver’s side door. Through the window, Jordan sat hunched over the wheel, her face in her hands. Even from here, I could see the way her entire upper body shook with her sobs.

      I gunned the engine, released the clutch, and shot forward.

      Gravel sprayed as I pulled up behind my pickup, tucking the bike near the rear wheel and leaning it against the closest tree as I hopped off. The next thing this baby needed was a kickstand. But working brakes had come first, and then I’d run out of time. I’d planned to work on her today but…

      I rounded the truck and stowed my helmet in the bed before opening the door and sliding into the cab on the passenger side.

      Jordan yelped. Her hands fell away from her face to stare back at me, startled.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “You were supposed to wait for me,” I said.

      She twisted toward the back window, her eyes narrowing on the dirt bike. “Did you follow me?” she asked, suspicion coating her words and doing nothing to tamp down the temper I saw brewing in her eyes.

      “No, although I wish I had. Would’ve saved me half a tank of gas,” I said.

      She looked at me like I’d just admitted to stashing a body somewhere. “You’re unbelievable,” she said. “Did it ever occur to you I left without you because I didn’t want your company today? That I just wanted to be alone?”

      Her voice shook on the last word, and it did me in. “It did, actually,” I said without any of my usual sarcasm.

      “And yet, here you are,” she snapped.

      I ignored the venom in her words and scooted closer. “Sometimes, what we want and what we need aren’t the same thing.”

      “You have no idea what I need,” she hissed, leaning away from me.

      I ignored that, grabbing her wrist and pulling her toward me. She resisted, but I only pulled harder. “Who said anything about you? I was talking about me. Come here, Jordan. I need to hold you.”

      I saw the conflict in her eyes, and I didn’t press it. Alarm speared through me as I thought about what I would do if she really and truly rejected me right now. But then she softened, and I felt her resistance go slack.

      She didn’t move toward me, but this was enough. I’d already had plenty of time today to think this through. I knew what I wanted, and I wasn’t letting her off the hook until I got it.

      I scooped her up and sat her in my lap, wrapping my arms around her until she was snug against my chest. She sat stiff for a second more like she didn’t know what to do, and I wondered if anyone had ever held her like this before.

      Then, she melted against me, her arms sliding up my shoulders and her face pressing against my neck. “They were awful.”

      And before I could ask who or why, she was sobbing again.

      I let her cry it out, rubbing her back and shushing her now and then. I flip-flopped between feeling honored that she’d let her walls down with me and completely at a loss about how in the hell I was supposed to respond. No girl had ever cried like this to me before. Well, once, Summer had cried to me when some boy in her class had told everyone she kissed like a golden retriever—so I’d kicked his ass during football intramurals the next week, and it had never been a problem again.

      I was pretty sure this was different.

      I thought about admitting what I knew about her family but decided against it. There would be plenty of time for that later. I wanted to let her talk first. Besides, anything I had to say would only make it worse.

      Finally, her shoulders stopped shaking, and the sniffling became less and less. When she straightened, her cheeks were flushed, but her eyes were clear. Black liner was smudged along one cheek. I decided not to point that out.

      “God, this is awkward,” she said, sniffling and wiping at her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      She sniffled again and pointed. “I ruined your shirt.”

      I shrugged and grinned. “It’s part of my master plan to get you to change your mind about my wearing clothes.”

      The corners of Jordan’s mouth twisted upward, and I felt like I’d just won the damn lottery.

      “Thanks for coming to find me. You didn’t have to,” she said, but her hands were still locked around my neck. I took that as a good sign.

      “Like I said, it wasn’t for you.” That earned me a quick laugh before her expression clouded over again. “Tell me what happened,” I said.

      She met my eyes, and my chest tightened at the pain I saw there. “I don’t … I’m not ready to talk about it. Can we do something else?”

      I nodded and slid her off my lap so that she was on the passenger side. “Be right back,” I said before climbing out.

      I ran back and did the best I could to haul the dirt bike into the truck bed. I’d just managed to get the front wheel propped on the tailgate when Jordan appeared on the other side of the frame. She lifted her brows, her cheeks still flushed and wet, and hefted the bike with me until it stood upright in the bed. I tied it down and secured it with the straps I kept in the toolbox.

      I jumped back to the ground, landing in the dirt just in front of Jordan. She didn’t move away at my closeness. I told myself that was progress. Instead, she cast her eyes to the sky. I followed her gaze and frowned at the dark clouds gathering above us.

      I nudged Jordan toward the truck. “Come on, let’s get going.”

      I held the door for Jordan, and she climbed in first with me on her heels. She settled herself in the center of the bench seat, legs straddling the shifter. I bit back a grin at what a picture she made sitting there and slid behind the wheel. Between her hauling a dirt bike into my truck bed and the way her thigh pressed against mine from the middle seat, I couldn’t help but think, for a city girl, Jordan was damn good at being country.

      “We better get home before it rains on your bike,” she said.

      “Not just yet.” I turned the key, firing up the engine. “Something else I want to do first.”

      “What is it?”

      I checked for traffic and then eased onto the empty road. “You wanted to do something else. My second favorite thing is driving.”

      The truck bounced across the gravel then settled as I cruised out of Windsor. I glanced over and found Jordan studying me. “What’s your first favorite thing?” she asked.

      I couldn’t help but give her a wicked smile. “Play your cards right, and I’ll show you sometime.”

      The heat that stole across her wide-eyed face made my insides curl with desire. I’d meant to distract her with that comment—mission accomplished. And then some.

      Jordan was silent but dry-eyed as we made the drive. She didn’t ask where I was headed, and I didn’t offer. In fact, I still wasn’t sure about my decision to take her there. I’d never taken anyone else before.

      The midday sun was slanting through the trees by the time we pulled onto the dirt lane, but so far, the rain had held off. Jordan sat up straighter as we bounced down the narrow path, cutting a look at me and then back at the road. I slowed as branches slid over the hood from where they’d grown over the path and then swerved to miss another pothole. The dirt was packed and smooth between dips, and I made a mental note to bring the dirt bike back here soon. This trail was perfect for testing out my new shocks.

      “Are you going to tell me where you’re taking me?” she asked finally, and I glanced over to find her pouting. With that expression and the attitude, it was clear she was already recovering from earlier. It made me happy.

      “I want to show you something,” I said.

      She raised a brow at me. “Does that line usually work for you? Because—”

      “Relax. I have no intention of making a move on you in this truck, not today anyway. I want to show you that,” I said, pointing out the windshield just as the trees gave way and the house came into view.

      “Oh.” Jordan stared.

      I rolled to a stop in the patchy grass and parked.

      Jordan craned her neck to get a view of the second story through the glass, and I took it as a good sign when she “oohed” quietly. When I got out and came around to open her door, she took my offered hand and joined me on the lawn.

      “What is it?” she asked, still studying the crumbling two-story Antebellum.

      “A project,” I said, and she jerked her head up at me.

      “Whose?” she asked. I could practically smell her excitement, but I ignored the question and led her to the porch. “We can’t,” she said, tugging me to a stop just short of the bottom step.

      “You don’t like it?” I asked.

      “I … it’s beautiful, but it’s not ours. We can’t just walk in,” she said.

      I smiled. “It’s no one’s. And yes, we can.” I let go of her hand and bounded up the steps, turning the knob on the peeling front door. It swung open with a creak, revealing sun-stained wood and slanted rays from a high window in the dining room.

      I stepped inside and tilted my head at Jordan until she reluctantly joined me in the foyer. I looked over at her, enjoying the way she studied the space uncertainly as dust motes danced between us.

      “You want to look around?” I asked, gesturing wide with my hand.

      Jordan crept forward a few steps, and I bit back a laugh. This girl was clearly not a rule-breaker. I pulled her into the empty living room and, from there, the kitchen, and then the mudroom. Jordan inched along behind me, peering around cautiously at the empty rooms lined with peeling wallpaper and battered drywall.

      Above us, aging rafters ran the length of the space. Light slanted in from the high windows that, according to Frank, my mother had been a fan of, but otherwise, the late afternoon was muted in here. The quiet was a presence that seemed to have a mood of its own.

      “It feels … full,” Jordan said, and I stared back at her, surprised. Not only because the house was empty but because she’d nailed the exact feeling I always got when I came here.

      “Full of what?” I asked.

      She did a full spin, taking it all in before answering me. “I don’t know. Memories. Potential. How in the world did you find it?” she asked, turning back to me, her eyes wide with wonder.

      “Luck,” I told her simply, and she smiled.

      I showed her the house, and with every room, her mood seemed to improve, the evidence of her ordeal earlier fading slowly from her eyes. She went on about craftsmanship in the wainscoting, which I didn’t understand half of but appreciated just the same. I was glad to see the spring in her step return, but more than that, I was happy she seemed to love this place as much as I did.

      I’d never shown an outsider before. It was too private. But Jordan, she got it.

      “…needs an alcove cut out for a buffet right here,” she said. And then with a brow arched added, “Do you even know what a buffet is?”

      “I know I’ve never met one I didn’t like,” I said. “Especially breakfast buffets. Matter of fact, let’s put a buffet in every room.”

      Jordan laughed and pulled me along.

      By the time we were done with the tour, she was back to normal.

      “Thank you, Casey,” she said as we walked back out to the porch.

      The afternoon sun had already dipped behind the house, throwing pools of shadow and light across her face and hair. “For what?” I asked, caught up in the way the shadows danced over her features.

      “For all of it. Showing up. Letting me cry on you. Distracting me.” She sounded sad.

      I thought about making a sarcastic comment, letting it all roll off like a joke. It was my programmed response to anything heavy. But this time, I didn’t.

      Instead, I caught strands of her sunlit hair in my fingers, stroking it softly. Then, I slid my fingertips up her arm until my hand rested lightly on her shoulder. Tension and attraction zipped between us, but I left it there, not egging it on like I normally would.

      For once, I didn’t want to skip the conversation. “You want to tell me about it?” I asked quietly.

      The refusal was there on the tip of her tongue; I could see it. But then she seemed to change her mind. She tugged my hand, and together, we sat on the porch step. She was going to talk. To me. About her day. It was the smallest thing—but for Jordan, I knew it was huge.

      “Everything was fine at first. When I drove up, I met my … John. My dad’s dad. He was nice, sort of. We bantered. He changed when I told him who I was, though. And then Sharon, his wife, invited me inside.” She spoke haltingly, and I could see she was still processing it all even now. I waited while she picked at her boot. “She wanted to know why I’d come after all this time. She accused me of wanting her money. She thought I was pregnant.”

      “What the hell?” I blurted, staring at her profile. I hadn’t seen that one coming. Judging from the rigidity in her jaw as she stared ahead, she hadn’t either.

      Jordan finally looked over at me then shook her head. “She said something about history repeating itself. I think…” Her brow furrowed. “My dad said that’s how it happened for him. The night he told them my mom was pregnant with me, they disowned him. Told him he was no longer a part of the family.”

      “Why would they do that?” I asked.

      “They didn’t like my mom. Thought my dad had married down or something. They fought over it a lot, according to Mom, and I guess getting pregnant with me was the last straw. They told him to get out and never come back. My parents moved to New England and never spoke to them again.”

      “Shit, that’s awful. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine… Family is supposed to support you, not judge you and punish you for how you live your life.”

      She sighed. “My parents understood that. They were great. In fact, my dad forgave them even though they never reached out. Mom says they wrote, asking about us kids. Gavin called them once right after he graduated high school, but I refused to talk. The past few years, my parents encouraged me to contact them, to try to establish some sort of relationship or at least make peace.”

      She shook her head, and I saw the familiar burn of anger on her cheeks. It was the same expression she’d worn the day we met. It was her wall, I realized. Her layer of protection against feeling whatever it was her family’s issues threatened to make her feel.

      “I refused to forgive them,” she said at last. “It’s not like they were actually apologizing. They never so much as sent a birthday card. And then today … with their assumptions and judgment … Obviously, they aren’t the kind of people I want in my life anyway.”

      “So, you’re done then,” I said, hating how those assholes had made her feel. They clearly had no idea who Jordan was, and they didn’t deserve to from the sound of it.

      “No. I have to hear them out over what happened with my parents in order to satisfy Dad’s request.” Her expression crumpled. “God, someone could have at least notified them he’d passed.”

      “They didn’t know?”

      She shook her head. “When they didn’t come to the funeral, I just thought they were being hateful again,” she whispered. “Anyway … they know now,” she added, and the heartbreak in those three words took a minute for me to understand. She’d been the one to tell them. And it hadn’t changed a damn thing.

      “Shit, Jordan, I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. I can’t believe Dad thought this would be a good idea.” Her voice wobbled then steadied again. “He was always my number one fan. As a kid but especially when I chose design. He said, when I was ready, he’d help me open my own firm. We would be partners. He was my best friend. But now … this promise he asked of me … I hate it. And I’m angry with him for asking it.”

      “And you feel guilty being angry when you should be sad,” I added.

      She nodded. “I wish I didn’t have to go back and do all of that again. I just want to move on. Stop being angry so I can just miss him.”

      “You could just give up,” I said, knowing full well what her answer would be to that. “Forget about them and move on. You tried. Your dad would understand.”

      Jordan didn’t answer. She leaned down, picking at a loose shard of wood on the porch step.

      “You think you’ll let him down if you don’t finish it,” I said finally. Jordan looked up at me in surprise. “I know a thing or two about it,” I admitted.

      “With Frank?” she asked, her brows scrunching.

      I nodded even though my pulse was racing. The only thing I’d never told my own family, and here I went spilling it to a girl. “After high school, I did a two-year program for auto mechanics. Frank paid for it. We both knew it was so that I’d use that knowledge to come back here and work for him at the shop and help Dean out on the farm. Cars, tractors, that sort of thing. What he doesn’t know is that I was accepted into a motorcycle program my last year on a full scholarship. I did that alongside the auto program.”

      I looked down at my hands, lost in thought as I recalled that final year of school. The hours I spent with my instructor after putting things together, playing with the factory schematics until I’d found my own way of building the bikes. And the months that followed as I came back home, secret diploma in hand.

      “You never told Frank about it?” Jordan asked.

      “Never told anyone.” I stared down at my hands. It sounded crazy to say it aloud after all this time.

      “So you what? Graduated with two degrees?” she asked.

      I nodded, my gaze darting around the yard. Why was it so damn hard to admit this? I’d kept quiet because I didn’t want to brag, but that wasn’t what it felt like now. Instead, I felt like a dumbass for waiting so long to tell someone. “One for auto mechanics and another, with honors, for motorcycle mechanics and design.”

      “Design? With honors?” she echoed, and I ducked my head.

      I sighed and stared up at the gathering dusk. “Top of my class actually.”

      “Casey, that’s great. Why aren’t you doing anything with it?” she asked, shaking my arm. “Surely you could find time for both, right? And Frank would understand. He’d—”

      “I have a history of great ideas … and a lack of follow-through. The mobile pool business was a highlight. A tarp lining the back of my pickup. Charge kids for a quick dip in the summertime.” I snorted. “The last time I came up with a new business idea, Frank just shook his head. I don’t want this to be a joke. Besides, I can see how happy it made Frank when I entered the family business.” She opened her mouth to argue, but I cut her off. “It’s not something I want to get into.” I gave her a wry smile. “That fear of disappointing the people you love—it’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

      Jordan softened, nodding and taking my hand in hers. I tried to hide my surprise, but the contact gave me a jolt I wasn’t expecting. Our eyes met, and I knew she’d felt it too, the electricity between us. Instead of pulling away, she hung on tighter.

      The urge to kiss her warred with my determination to take things slow. To make sure it meant something. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d turned down the chance to go fast.

      The waning daylight played across her bare legs, and I watched as she absently rubbed her free hand over her shins. “Come on,” I said, pushing to my feet and offering my hand.

      She took it, and I swore something shifted inside me.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as I led her back to the truck.

      I’d made it a couple of steps when I felt the first raindrop, cold and fat, land on my cheek. “Home.” I picked up the pace as the rain fell harder. “You get first dibs on the shower. I’ll even make dinner.”

      “What about your dirt bike?” she asked, her hand lingering in mine as she stared up at me with heavy-lidded eyes. Rain hit her hair and shoulders, and despite the chill of it on my arms and neck, my insides heated as I stared back at her.

      “It’ll be fine until we get home. From there, I can unload it myself.” I could have loaded it myself too, but I wasn’t about to tell her that.

      The rain had me ready to hoist her into the cab and run for the driver’s side, but Jordan didn’t move. She hadn’t even acknowledged the rain yet. Instead, she stared up at me, unmoving.

      Heavy drops splattered against her cheeks and the top of her head, seeping into her hair. We’d be soaked soon.

      Jordan’s hand squeezed mine. “Thank you,” she said. “For today.”

      “Anytime.” I fought the urge to reach for her and tangle my hands in her hair.

      Something strange passed over her face. “I agree to the bet,” she said, and I froze, realizing my hand had already started to rise toward her cheek.

      “What?” I shook my head to clear it.

      “The bet. My twenty-four hours is almost up. I owe you an answer, and I’ll agree, but I want to amend the terms.” She stepped closer until the toe of her boot was against mine. Water sloshed at our feet.

      I shifted my weight, confused at my disappointment. A heaviness settled inside my chest, but I shook it away. I wanted the bet, I reminded myself. “What’s your proposal?” I asked.

      “If I win, you have to do something about your dirt bike obsession.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, whatever it is you’re thinking of but are too scared to do. Start your own business. Open a dealership. At least, tell Frank.”

      I licked my lips, certain this was not what I had in mind when I’d spilled my guts to her just now. I’d just wanted her to know I understood. “Fine,” I said, irritated at being handled. “Then I will amend my terms as well.”

      “Name it,” she said.

      “If I win—”

      “You mean if I fall for you,” she put in.

      “Yes. If I become more than just a fling to you,” I said, jerking my head backward, “you take on this house as your next project.”

      Jordan’s eyes widened as she glanced behind me. “This house?” she repeated. “But we don’t even know who it belongs to or if they’ll let me renovate—”

      “They’ll let you. You’ll stay until the job’s done. Those are my terms.” I waited, certain she’d point out that a project like this could take months. If she did, I’d happily tell her that was the damn point.

      But she didn’t. Her eyes narrowed, and then slowly, her full lips curved into a secretive smile. Her blonde hair shone in the dying sunlight, and I wanted to fist it in my hands and kiss her until she couldn’t breathe.

      I leaned in, strangely out of breath.

      “You have a deal, Casey Luck.” Jordan licked her lips, her blue eyes trained on mine. “You want to shake on it?” she asked, close enough her breath washed over me. It was sweet, just like she’d tasted the other day—a taste I hadn’t been able to get out of my mind since. And dammit, I wasn’t holding back any longer.

      “Not a chance.” I hooked a finger into her belt loop and yanked her against me. “This one deserves to be sealed with a kiss.”

      My mouth landed hot and sharp on hers.

      And with that, our bet was sealed.
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      Five days after my first run-in with Sharon and John, I stood back in my little alcove at the edge of the woods, observing and studying the progress so far for Summer and Ford’s new house on the hill. The afternoon sun played strangely across the wooden beams that crisscrossed what would be the living room when Summer’s house was complete. Overhead, dappled light slanted in through thin, green leaves, and the branches above seemed to angle in as if they wanted to greet their newest friend. As if the house was already somehow a part of the natural order here. It was a reverential sort of magic to watch.

      As of today, the footers and foundation were already done. Apparently, Casey’s call to Miss Harriet had lit a fire. All of my permits had come through, and I had a direct line to call Harriet if I had questions about anything at all.

      Unfortunately, paperwork and construction were the only things moving fast. Since making the bet last weekend, Casey and I had agreed to let things proceed naturally, but so far, the only progress was not arguing over the remote every night. He hadn’t so much as held my hand. I was beginning to think he’d only been interested because he thought he couldn’t have it.

      But a lack of progress would only make it easier to win, I reminded myself. And honestly, more than ever, I wanted that. Especially now that it meant Casey would have to step up with his dirt bike business. After his initial confession at the rehab house, he’d spend the ride home telling me about the bike builds he’d done and the orders he still had to fill. His passion for the work shone through so clearly as he spoke. Maybe I could give him the push he needed to pursue it after I was gone.

      In the meantime, I was fighting with myself over how I felt at the snail’s pace of our … relationship? I’d counted on Casey as a distraction from my family problems. It was working. Maybe too well. So far, he’d spent the entire time since we’d made our bet talking. He’d barely touched me other than to pass me the salt at dinner, and it was really starting to fuck with my concentration.

      Now, Summer stood not far away, talking to the lead contractor, and I was tempted—for the billionth time—to talk to her about it. But it felt weird knowing their history. I wouldn’t want Casey talking to Gavin about me.

      I’d never had girlfriends back home. Not any I’d been willing to confide in anyway. Most of them were too busy falling all over my brother, and I’d never trusted anyone enough to share my secrets.

      So I left it alone.

      Instead, I pulled my phone out and checked for new messages. On Monday, I’d had a long conversation with Gavin about my trip out to Windsor. He’d cussed a lot when he found out no one had delivered the news about Dad ahead of time. And he’d pep-talked me for a while, but after that, it just got to be depressing.

      He still wanted me to go back over there and try again. For peace. Whatever that meant. The whole idea of walking back into that shit storm just made me want to crawl into bed and not come out until—never. So, I’d backed off from Gavin’s calls. He’d taken to texting instead.

      A new message blinked on my screen, and my heart sank a little when I saw it was Gavin again, not Casey.

      Mom called. Said you still haven’t checked in. Call her!

      I sighed and punched out a noncommittal response. Mom and I weren’t not talking, but we weren’t talking either. Especially since I found out she’d been sending pictures of me to Sharon. But I couldn’t confront her about that without having her give me the third degree about my grandparents or insisting I come home. And I wasn’t ready for that. Having Gavin breathing down my neck was bad enough.

      I tossed the phone on a makeshift worktable and sighed, rubbing my hands over my face. Someone brushed my elbow, and I yelped, automatically bringing my fist back.

      “Whoa. It’s just me,” Casey said, backing away and throwing up his hands. “I come in peace.”

      I glared to cover up the wave of delight that speared through me at seeing him show up here. No way would I act excited to see him here after days of him practically ignoring me. “I have a feeling, wherever you go, there is no peace,” I said.

      Casey’s brows rose. “Is that how we’re playing it today?”

      I sighed and let my shoulders fall. “No, we’re—I’m sorry. I’m just … I have a lot on my mind.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “Want to not talk about it?”

      Now it was my turn to glance over, brow arched. Casey’s grin played at the corners of his mouth, just a hint of mischief, but it was enough. My mouth curved. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Do you have a pair of jeans and boots?” he asked.

      “I…” This wasn’t where I thought this was going. “Yes, the ones I’m wearing—” I pointed down at my feet, but Casey shook his head.

      “No, a nicer pair. Fancier.”

      “Sure,” I said, eyes narrowing now. Definitely not where I thought he’d go with that invitation. “What are you cooking up?”

      Casey’s eyes gleamed as he backed away. “Oh, you’ll see, city girl. You just wait.”
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        * * *

      

      Country music, heavy on the guitar, hit me the moment I walked into the dimly lit bar. The stuffy air hung with the scent of whiskey and fried chicken. Two steps later, I felt something crack underfoot and found a crushed peanut shell on the floor. Just ahead, Casey beckoned me to follow, and I found myself entering my first country bar. Not that I could refuse with such a tight pair of jeans leading the way. I watched Casey’s butt in appreciation.

      Summer and Ford followed me inside—the other half of our double date.

      Both of them wore brown cowboy boots scuffed along the toes with fancy embellishments along the rim. Mine were nondescript, but if I had to name the style, I’d go with city snob. Casey hadn’t been specific when he’d told me to wear boots, and I realized now his definition of footwear and mine were miles apart. I hadn’t understood we were coming to a country bar until we’d driven up and parked under the neon sign that blinked the words “The Tipsy Cow.”

      True to its name, several cowboy hat-sporting patrons lining the bar already looked well on their way to tipsy. Smiles too big, laughs too loud, eyes too wandering. The whole place was right out of a country song. Gavin would have loved it.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Summer said in my ear as she pushed past me, Ford at her heels.

      At her words, I straightened and fixed my expression so I wasn’t scowling. Ford shot me a smile as he passed, and the two of them disappeared toward the far end of the bar.

      Casey hovered in front of me. “You want a drink?” he yelled over the band as he led me through the crowd.

      “Beer’s good,” I called back, turning sideways to fit between a heavyset man in dirty jeans and a thin man who reminded me of Jack Sprat from my mother’s nursery rhymes. Except for his rat tail. That wasn’t part of the story.

      Casey put in our order with the scruffy-faced man behind the bar and came away with two cold bottles. I took mine when he offered it and drank deeply. I was going to need a lot more of these to spend my Friday night in a place like this. Casey caught my eye and frowned.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re doing it again,” he said.

      “Doing what?”

      He watched me for a long moment, and I had to fight the urge to squirm. Something about his expression made me feel guilty, although I wasn’t sure for what. I looked away and caught sight of Frank leaning over a pool table across the space, lining up a shot.

      “Nothing,” Casey said finally, and I turned back in time to see his eyes flash once before he sighed and his expression went blank.

      Onstage, the music changed, one song melding into the next. I recognized this one from the radio. I bobbed my head, mouthing the words to myself.

      Casey smiled over the rim of his bottle. “You know this one?”

      I stopped lip-syncing. “It’s all they play on the radio around here.”

      His grin widened. “Come on.”

      He grabbed my free hand and led me to the dance floor. When I tugged back from him, he only pulled harder. We ended up on the fringes of the organized line dance happening out in the center of the raised platform.

      “No way,” I said, tugging harder now. “I am not going out there. I don’t know this dance.”

      “Obviously,” he said, ignoring my attempts to back away. He yanked my arm up to his shoulder and snaked his around my waist, pulling me close and trapping me there.

      “That’s not how you dance to this one,” I said, laughing before I could catch myself.

      “It’s how I dance to all of them,” he said. “Trust me, I am not going to let you try two-stepping again.”

      I laughed again, and when he pulled and swayed, I let him.

      The song ended, and Summer and Ford shouldered their way over from the other side of the dance floor, her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling. I smiled back at her, enjoying her obvious happiness without the usual trace of envy. Maybe because, for the first time in months, I was having fun too.

      “Casey’s wooing you with his dance skills, huh?” she said, and I snickered.

      Casey glared at her then me. “Jordan likes a guy with other skills,” he said, and my face heated.

      Ford chose that moment to look over, and I knew he’d caught on to my embarrassment. He winked at me, which only made it worse.

      “You caught me. I have a weakness for bad dancing,” I said, my voice coming out strangely light. Was I really shamelessly flirting with a hot country guy in a redneck bar—and enjoying it?

      “Well then, baby, I’m your man,” Casey said, yanking me against him in an exaggerated move. Summer hooted, and Casey spun us away until I couldn’t see them anymore through my own laughter.

      Casey, this night, even this bar was making me rethink how I’d always pegged people out here. We danced and spun to our own beat, and my skin heated everywhere Casey’s fingers skimmed. I let my head fall back, taking pleasure in the feel of Casey’s neck and hands underneath my fingertips. And the feel of his hands on me.

      Between sways, an image flashed into my mind of my parents. My mom probably would’ve worn jean shorts and a cropped shirt similar to my own. And Dad, well, if he’d been half as charming as I remembered, no wonder they’d chosen each other over his family. They must have had nights exactly like this one. And, for once, the conjured memories I had of them here all those years ago didn’t upset me.

      “You might want to calm down,” Casey said as he slowed us to match the sweet song playing now.

      I found myself caught in his arms, my cheek pressed against his in a slow dance. I didn’t know the song, but the words were romantic, all about new love being true love. All around us, couples swayed softly, but I barely saw them.

      “Why?” I asked, trying to concentrate on his words over the erratic beating of my heart.

      “Someone might look at that smile you’re wearing in this very redneck country bar and think you’re having fun,” he said, and his breath tickled my ear.

      I ran my fingers through the hair that hung at the back of his neck, enjoying the shaggy length of it. Guys back home were always so rigidly clean-cut. “I am having fun,” I said honestly and pulled back just enough to smile at him. “I had my doubts, but … this place is great.”

      His eyes went round in mock shock, and he clutched at his heart. “Did I just hear that right? Did the exhaustingly proper, rigidly prim New Englander, Jordan DeWalter, just admit to having fun in the best dive bar in Grayson County?”

      I smacked his arm, laughing. “I am not prim and proper,” I said. “Or exhausting.”

      He leaned in, brow rising suggestively. Desire rippled through me. “You’ll have to prove me wrong later. Although, personally, I hope you’re very, very exhausting.”

      Whatever indignation I’d mustered drained away. Between the music and the beer and his words …I was lost.

      “Casey…” I didn’t have a chance to finish before his lips grazed over mine, soft and tentative. I had to hold myself back from crushing myself against him, mouth, body, and all.

      When he pulled back, I blinked to get my bearings. Hadn’t there been something I wanted to say? “You’ve been different this week,” was all I could come up with.

      Casey’s mouth quirked on one side. His hand cupped my chin. “Just waiting for you to let your guard down, sweetheart.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, frowning. I’d already agreed to the bet; what more did he want from me?

      “I see now that, if I want your wall removed, I’ll have to demo it myself.” He winked, lifting the sexual tension tugging at me like a tether. “Starting with showing you how much fun it can be to party in the country.”

      He spun me suddenly, and I had to jump to keep from stumbling.  My hair whipped around—followed by my torso—and I hooted, double-stepping to keep up.

      The tempo raced ahead like a pulse, and by the end, Casey and I were both winded. He made a drink motion with his hands, shoulders heaving, and I nodded. He led the way and then split off for the bathroom, leaving me to order. I circled the bar, looking for a place to wedge in, but it was packed.

      When had it gotten so crowded?

      I ended up at the far end, past the pool tables where Frank was deep in a game, near the sad-looking pinball machine shoved into the corner.  I scooted in between an older woman with teased hair and pink lipstick and a lanky guy whose faded white tee was just this side of too small. He was speaking in a low voice to a pretty brunette girl with bangs in her eyes. She didn’t look up at him as he spoke, and her shoulders were hunched with the smallness of someone used to being lectured.

      Something about the tension between them set off my mental alarm.

      None of my business, I reminded myself.

      I shifted left. The older woman beside me caught my eye and smiled wide. I smiled politely back, catching her interested gleam a second too late. She opened her mouth, but the words were cut off.

      “What’ll it be?” the unshaven bartender interrupted.

      I handed over my card to start a tab and ordered two beers. The moment Scruffy sauntered off, the woman pounced. “Helen Meckelberg-Gresham, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      She held out a hand, and I caught sight of a diamond the size of a ferret lying across her finger. “I’m Jordan DeWalter,” I said, taking her hand for no other reason than simple manners.

      Behind me, the guy let out a harsh string of curses at his date before dropping his voice low again. I tensed, but then Helen’s reaction distracted me completely.

      “DeWalter?” she said, her smile faltering before blinking back at me at full wattage. “As in the Windsor County DeWalters?”

      Crap. I hadn’t meant to give my full name. “Yes,” I managed through tight lips.

      “Well, I’ll be … I’ve known Sharon and John for years. She and I plan the Labor Day parade together.”

      A sick feeling washed over me at her recognition. I’d known it was a small town, but dammit. I hadn’t expected to be recognized so easily. “Yes, ma’am,” I said, cursing my mom and her insistence on polite etiquette. “They’re my grandparents.”

      I sighed.

      Helen’s head tilted sideways, and she raised our still-joined hands, patting mine with her free one. “Relax. They don’t call me Helen Magellan for nothing, girl. Just because I know everything about everyone in this town don’t mean anyone else does.”

      I hesitated, unsure what to say to that. “Helen Magellan?” I finally repeated.

      She threw her head back and laughed. I barely noticed the bartender set two bottles in front of me and scurry away. “They think I don’t know about my nickname.” She leaned in close and whispered, “Honey, I invented it.”

      My mouth quirked. “People will always talk,” I said, repeating something my dad used to say.

      Helen nodded sagely. “The trick is to tell them what to say,” she added as if that were the second half of the adage.

      “You didn’t happen to … know my father, did you, Helen?” I asked.

      “Roy?” Helen made a clucking sound with her tongue. “Of course. Everyone knew Roy. And Amelia. Separately, they were the golden children around here. Together … they were something of a force. We all knew they were meant to be from the very first moment.”

      I was speechless at that. No one had ever talked about my parents that way. Then again, no one had ever talked about them period. We’d grown up cut off from anyone who might’ve known them back then.

      “And Amelia’s parents, Bob and Carol, where are they living now?” Helen asked.

      I smiled, softening at the memory of my Gran and Papa. “They lived in Wethersfield for years, but they’ve both passed on now,” I told her.

      Helen clucked her tongue. “Sorry to hear that. They were both such wonderful people. Very supportive of Roy’s military career.”

      Behind me, an elbow landed hard against my back, and my smile fell. I did my best to ignore it and planted my feet to keep from getting jostled.

      I leaned closer to Helen, desperate for more and at a loss for where to begin. I wanted to steal Helen away, take her home, and keep her until she’d told me everything there was to know about my parents. This woman was quickly turning out to be one of the most interesting people I’d met in a long time.

      “So, my dad,” I began. “What sports or hobbies—”

      “What the fuck, Jenny?” a male voice suddenly yelled. An arm brushed mine, and I was jostled again.

      I whirled, my temper finally breaking, and found the guy behind me red-faced and tense as he faced off with his date. The girl’s hair hid most of her face, but I could see her rounded eyes and darting glances as she looked back and forth between him and me.

      “Dude, keep it friendly,” I said, more worried about the girl than anything.

      The guy took a step toward me so fast I backed up at his unexpected aggression.

      “Mind your own fucking business,” he said in a low voice.

      I shot a look at the girl and saw fear written all over her timid expression. She ducked her head, letting her bangs obscure her face again, but I’d seen enough. Something inside me strained against whatever was happening here.

      “Your momma should have taught you to watch your mouth around the ladies,” I shot back. “No wonder your girlfriend looks so dissatisfied.”

      My smirk was wiped clean away as the guy’s hand fell on my shoulder—hard—and he shoved. Off balance, I stumbled backward into Helen.

      “Oh!” she gasped, and we both almost went tumbling.

      A hand caught my waist, managing to right me just before I nearly went heels over ass. I straightened and found Casey standing beside me, his furious gaze trained on the asshole who’d shoved me.

      On my left, Frank had rushed over from the pool tables and was steadying Helen. “I’ll find Bobby right now,” he said. He shot a glance at Casey and then me before disappearing into the crowd already gathering behind us.

      “Wayne, you’re a piece of shit, and that’s not new. But go be a piece of shit somewhere else,” Casey said. He took a step forward, angling himself in front of me, his hands fisted hard enough to raise the sinewy muscles along his forearm.

      “This doesn’t involve you, Luck. Move on.” Wayne’s angry eyes glinted, and I knew, despite his words, he’d rather Casey stay. And fight.

      Hell.

      I did not want my first night out in Grayson to involve a bar fight.

      “Jenny, everything okay here?” Casey asked, ignoring Wayne.

      Wayne growled, but Casey kept his eyes pinned on the girl—Jenny. I watched her again, and this time, when her gaze lifted, she held Casey’s without flinching. No fear. And the way he said her name … I looked back and forth between them, sensing a history there.

      She mumbled a few words that were lost to the music and low roar of voices.

      Scruffy, the bartender, wormed his way through the small group of onlookers and planted his feet between Casey and Wayne. “You two piss-ants better take it outside, or I’m calling the police. And Wayne, I’ll call your grandparents, you got that?”

      Summer appeared beside me just then, and I looked over at her, brows wrinkled. “Grandparents?” I echoed on a half-laugh.

      “Don’t knock it. Country boys ’round here do not like having their momma—or in this case, grandmomma—called on them any more than the law.” She stepped up to Casey, and I caught sight of Ford doing the same to Wayne from the other side. “Come on,” Summer said to Casey, but he didn’t budge.

      Neither did Wayne.

      Jenny looked at her boyfriend and then back at me.

      “Wayne, let’s go, man. You’ve had a few,” Ford said. “I’ll drive you home.”

      Wayne twisted away from him and glared at me. “I heard your name earlier, you know. I know exactly who you are, and you ain’t welcome in this town or the next.”

      I watched in surprised silence. Talk about a warm welcome.

      “I mean it, Wayne,” Scruffy yelled. “Git!”

      “Listen to them, Wayne,” Casey warned, chest puffing up as he squared off with Wayne. Seeing him so worked up was the only thing keeping my own temper at bay. That and my utter confusion over this guy’s dislike for me. Even if he somehow knew the story about my parents and took my grandparent’s side, how did he know anything about me personally?

      “You know me?” I asked, craning to see around Casey.

      “No, I don’t, and I’d just as soon keep it that way.” His lip curled in disgust. My cheeks heated even though I had no reason to be embarrassed. I couldn’t remember ever being so rudely rejected before. And in public.

      “Screw you,” I said, but my words were drowned out by Casey.

      He stalked forward, shoving the bartender aside, and pointed a finger into Wayne’s chest. “You have exactly three seconds to get the hell out,” Casey said. “I won’t tell you again.”

      “Casey, come on,” I said, tugging on his sleeve. But it was like tugging on granite. He didn’t move. “He’s not worth it; let’s just go,” I said, pulling harder to no avail.

      “Two seconds,” Casey said.

      Wayne took a deep breath, hocked something up from deep in his throat, and spit it at Casey’s feet.

      Someone in the crowd—I suspected Helen—gasped.

      “Fuck you,” Wayne said, and Casey’s fist reared back so fast I never saw it move.

      Apparently, neither did Wayne. The punch landed and sent Wayne’s face sideways. He stumbled backward, barely missing taking Jenny down as his back hit the wall. She squeaked and jumped aside.

      Casey stood stock still, his hands fisted, while he waited for Wayne to recover.

      “That’s it! The cops are on their way,” Scruffy shrieked.

      Summer slid in front of Casey, leaning close to whisper something I didn’t catch, and Casey blinked, finally breaking free of whatever fight club spell he’d fallen under. He let himself be jerked back and caught my hand in his as Summer propelled us toward the door.

      Ford stayed, still hovering near Wayne as Scruffy ranted about both boys being banned and not getting blood on his floor. Wayne’s hand came away from his nose, and a spray of red covered his top lip.

      “The beers,” I said, trying to turn back just before Summer ushered us outside. “I have a tab.”

      “Frank will get it,” Summer said. “It’s time to go.”

      The parking lot was starkly quiet compared to the chaos we’d left behind. Casey huffed as Summer led us toward her car. His hand held tight to mine, but he didn’t look over. No one spoke.

      By the time we’d reached Summer’s car, the silence was bugging me. I tried veering away and sitting up front, but Casey tugged me into the backseat with him.

      “Aren’t we waiting for Ford?” I asked as Summer cranked the engine and began backing out.

      “He’ll catch a ride with Frank,” she said, but her tone was flat, and her eyes flicked to Casey in the rearview.

      I looked over at Casey beside me in the backseat. “What the hell just happened?” I demanded.

      But Casey only pressed his lips together and stared out the window. Summer sighed. “Wayne’s not the nicest guy,” she said, and Casey snorted. “In high school, he was always talking shit about someone. Usually girls. Casey and Wayne didn’t exactly get along.”

      “And Jenny, his girlfriend?” I still didn’t understand why they were acting so strangely about the whole thing. Or why Wayne had already decided he hated me.

      “They’ve been dating about two years off and on,” Summer said. Again, her gaze flicked to Casey, but he didn’t look up. His hand tightened in mine, and I wondered what the hell for. Suddenly, everything was suspicious.

      “Did you guys go to school with her?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Summer said.

      “Did you date her or something?” I asked, whirling on Casey as pieces clicked and shifted in my mind.

      “What?” Casey finally blinked over at me, his brows drawn as if deeply confused—or deeply offended. “Yeah, we did. So what?” he asked, and it grated the way he cast it off.

      I yanked my hand free of his. “Was that you defending her honor, then? Because she didn’t ask you to, and I damn sure didn’t want my first memory of Grayson’s nightlife to be you—”

      “Me what?” he yelled, cutting me off. He sat up straighter, taking up more space between us, and I slid away. “Acting like a redneck? Embarrassing you?” he demanded.

      “Of course not! I was going to say using me to make someone jealous!” Only partly a lie.

      “Jealous?” Casey shook his head and laughed bitterly before meeting my eyes again, his expression hard as stone. “Jenny might’ve been my first kiss, but she won’t be my last.”

      Up front, Summer snorted, but Casey ignored her.

      “We dated in sixth grade,” he went on. “Not since. The people in this town know what Wayne is, including Jenny, but she still goes back. It’s sad, but if she wants out of that, she’ll have to ask for help. I punched Wayne for talking shit to you, not Jenny. Dammit. I don’t want to make you jealous, Jordan. I want to make you happy. If you’d put aside your judgments of small towns for five minutes, you might see that.”

      “I…” What could I say? He was right. My judgments were the exact thing keeping me from admitting that what he’d just said was actually the most romantic thing I’d ever heard.

      But there was still one problem with what happened back there that I couldn’t shake.

      “Wayne hated me like he knew me—and you weren’t surprised in the slightest.”

      Casey studied me for a long moment, and I almost crumbled under the disappointment he wore. I hated that I’d glossed over the nice things he’d just said, but I couldn’t respond. Not now. When I knew he was holding back on whatever had made Wayne hate me so much.

      I turned away from him and caught sight of Summer in the rearview. In the glow of the dash lights, I saw that her lips were pressed tightly together. I waited until she’d made the left that took us out of town toward home. I’d almost given up when she said, “Wayne doesn’t know you, but he knows your last name.”

      “So does everyone else,” I muttered.

      Up ahead, the road split, and Summer eased the brake and came to a stop at the four-way. She turned in her seat and met my gaze, wincing only slightly before she spoke again. “Wayne knows it because his last name is the same as yours.”

      “Wait. What?” I looked from her to Casey. He didn’t meet my eyes. “We’re related?” Summer nodded, looking pained. “How?”

      “I don’t know the whole story. Wayne’s mom left town years ago. Wayne mentioned in high school that he lived with his grandparents for a while … in Windsor. He went to school with us senior year only after he was expelled from his school. Anyway, if it’s true, that makes him your cousin.”

      “Cousin?” I repeated. Please, dear baby Jesus, say no.

      Summer shifted and turned forward again, easing the car down the narrow road. We sat in silence, Casey stiff and stoic beside me. I chewed my lip, hating the distance between us but hating even more that he’d known this and kept it from me. If he’d known Wayne in high school, why hadn’t he said anything?

      Summer pulled up in front of the house, and Casey slid out, holding the door open for me to follow.

      “I’m sorry for not warning you,” Summer said to me. “He doesn’t go out much, so I didn’t think we’d run into him, and then it was too late. But I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”

      I knew from the regret in her tone that she meant it, but I was too churned up to respond. I nodded once and climbed out of the car. As soon as the door closed, Summer drove off.

      I was halfway to the porch when Casey stopped me. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d judge them for it.”

      I turned slowly, taking in his haggard expression. It was more than just tiredness that lined his eyes as he stared back at me. Exhaustion of a different kind seemed to hang over him.

      “You lied,” I said simply, too hurt to be angry now.

      “No, I decided not to share everything,” he corrected. “I wanted you to get to know me. And maybe even your grandparents. Without the burden of knowing your family includes someone nasty like him. When you told me about your reasons for being here, I could see how angry you still were at them. But this is about your grandparents. You didn’t need to know about Wayne or let his mistakes and reputation ruin your experience here. And then seeing how bad it went with them last weekend … I wasn’t about to add to the reasons you might have to dislike them.”

      “And Summer?”

      His shoulders slumped. “She didn’t make the connection right away. When she did, I asked her not to say anything to you about it.”

      I folded my arms.

      Casey’s eyes flashed with something dangerous, and his voice dipped low. “Look, if I’d known he was going to put his hands on you, I never would have let you in that bar to begin with.”

      The memory of him knocking Wayne on his ass—for me—nearly made me cave and forgive him. But I couldn’t bring myself to say it was all okay. It wasn’t okay. It was a fucking mess.

      He sighed. “I hope you’ll understand once you’ve slept on it. I’ll see you in the morning, Jordan.”
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CASEY

        

      

    

    
      Quittin’ time came and went, and still, I lurked underneath the belly of this damned tractor. Goose was almost as hard to figure out as a woman. I figured if there was anywhere I deserved to be, pouring sweat and tears into a problem, it was here. Four days since the bar fight and Jordan had barely spoken a word to me. All I could think about was how she’d looked standing in the moonlight in the front yard.

      Embarrassment, confusion, anger, hurt—I’d watched it all play across Jordan’s face. I’d let her go because I hadn’t known what else to say. She was right. I’d known, and I’d kept Wayne’s identity from her on purpose. For my own selfish reasons, too. I wanted Jordan to stop stereotyping small-towners. To give me a shot at getting to know her better.

      That was on me. But the judgment and quick accusations—those were on her. And she wasn’t going to own those easily.

      Hell, whether she owned them or not, my chance at anything real with Jordan was gone. Didn’t matter that I’d only kept my mouth shut to protect her. To keep Wayne from confirming all the stereotype judgments she’d formed against her own people and ruining her chances at making things right with them. I’d known all along he’d be a dick about the whole thing. Word on the street was that he wanted John’s car dealership for himself. He knew he stood to inherit it all, and he wasn’t the type to share. I’d known from the start he’d give Jordan shit for being here.

      But now, all that mattered was that, to her, I was the enemy. I was everything she’d come here assuming I was: a backwoods, country asshole. If I ever wanted to prove her wrong, there was only one thing I could do for her now.

      “You trying to kill it or fix it?”

      Summer’s voice was way too cheerful for me right now. I ignored her and kept banging away—my new method of repair—on Goose’s exhaust pipe and general underbelly.

      “Thought you might want to know Dad was talking about repurposing that shed out by the bonfire site.”

      Summer’s words were careless enough, but the wariness curling in my gut was the exact opposite. I lowered the wrench I’d been wielding but remained where I was tucked out of sight beneath the hunk of metal. “And why would I want to know?” I called, trying for casual.

      Her feet shuffled along the dirt floor, kicking up a fine layer of sawdust as she came closer. “He wants to use it to store spare parts and that extra tiller he’s got coming, which means he’ll end up tossing out everything currently inside.”

      I rolled reluctantly out from my hiding spot. Summer stood over me, hands tucked into her back pockets, wearing a meaningful expression.

      “You know what’s in there right now?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I know your hobby is bigger than any of us thought.” And then her nonchalance fell away, and her brows furrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me you’ve got enough bike parts back there to supply an entire Motocross circuit?”

      I rolled away and got to my feet, debating how to answer her. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to lie—but hadn’t I done that already by keeping it all a secret? I grabbed a soda from the fridge—I hadn’t been in the mood to drink since Friday night—and turned to face Summer.

      “I’ve been running a side business,” I admitted, watching her carefully as I spoke. “I’ve taken orders and gotten projects by word of mouth. Mostly Windsor and over near the track where I used to race in Milton.”

      “That’s great.” Summer blinked, clearly surprised. “Why haven’t you said anything?”

      “Because this is my job,” I said, gesturing to Goose and the rest of the barn. “This is what I do every day—along with helping Frank at the shop. What am I going to do, quit on Frank? On Dean?”

      “Well … yeah,” Summer said, her head cocked as if the answer were so simple and I was the idiot.

      “I can’t do that, not when Frank paid for mechanic school. I can’t use him that way,” I said, irritated and wishing I’d gone for the beer instead. Or anything but this conversation.

      “Look, I don’t know what Frank has said to you, but he paid for school because it was what you wanted. He wants you to figure out your life, Case. We all do.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What does that mean? Who is we?”

      Summer stared down at the line her toe made in the sawdust.

      “Spill it, Clifford.”

      She sighed. “Frank, Dad, Ford, and me. We’ve all talked about it, and we agree that you’re just circling.”

      “Circling?” I repeated, temper heating my neck and face.

      “You’re not happy, Case. We all see that even if you don’t. You come to work, go home, ride on the weekends, tinker with bikes—but it’s just you going through the motions. There’s no satisfaction, no ambition.”

      “I have plenty of satisfaction,” I said suggestively, and even I knew the leer I added at the end wasn’t going to help my argument.

      Summer gave me a wry look and crossed her arms. “You know what I mean. But since you brought it up, you have been different since Jordan came to town. She’s been good for you.”

      “Jordan and I are not … Look,” I said, rubbing at the back of my neck as I searched for words. “I’ll tell Dean about the bikes. He has a right since it’s his shed I’ve been stashing them in. But Jordan isn’t happening. She’s got a lot on her plate, and I’m not going to overload her.”

      “You like her?”

      “Don’t see how that matters when she’s only here temporarily.” It was the easiest excuse I could muster without going into the whole mess about her family.

      Summer rolled her eyes. “Do I need to remind you how Ford and I got together? We were doomed from the start, and we figured it out.” I opened my mouth to argue, but Summer cut me off. “If you like her, do what it takes. Even if she leaves in the end, Casey, do it for you. Shake things up. Figure out what you want, how you want to live your life. I don’t want you to spend it hiding underneath Goose.”

      All I could do was stare at her, at a loss. The silence felt uncomfortable, but what did she expect me to say to all that? “Well, damn,” I said finally. “Don’t go easy on me or anything.”

      Summer sighed and shook her head.

      Without another word, she turned and left me standing in the sawdust, alone and apparently going through the motions.
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      When I pulled up, the house was lit in a yellow glow that seeped from around the edges of the curtains like a sliver of hope. I stashed my dirt bike next to the truck and made my way slowly toward the porch, carrying my peace offering.

      I’d hid out in the barn for hours after Summer left. At first, I’d done it because she’d pissed me off. That had led me to exchange my soda for a cold beer. Then, the more I thought about it, the more I realized she’d been right. So, I’d stayed and pondered the state of my life—and switched back to soda. In the end, though, I’d hidden because I didn’t know what to do next.

      Or if my efforts would even matter.

      I sucked in a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and climbed the steps with heavy feet. The knob turned easily, and I slipped inside to the sound of the television. Three more steps and I found Jordan sprawled on the couch, a half-empty glass of red wine on the coffee table in front of her. Our eyes met, and I had to fight the insane urge to turn and run like a complete fucking coward.

      I didn’t scare easily, but one look at this blonde goddess and my knees went weak.

      Her blonde hair was piled high on her head in a messy bun. I watched as she reached for the remote and muted the sound. My eyes wandered the length of her body as she moved, lingering on the smooth stretch of never-ending legs in her tiny shorts. She was gorgeous—so far out of my league it was hilarious.

      “Hey,” I said, swinging my gaze back to hers.

      “Hey.”

      I could feel the awkward silence descending, so I pressed on. “How was work?”

      “Good, the framing is on track to be up by Saturday. The lines for the HVAC should go in next week.”

      “Impressive,” I said without a single clue if it was or not. Construction was not my forte. Apparently, neither were apologies.

      “Thanks. How was work for you?” she asked, and I watched her glance from me to the bag I carried.

      “Spent most of it underneath a stubborn tractor so … the usual.” I attempted a smile but failed. Jordan did the same. The tension in the room was thick and nothing like the normally enjoyable kind that always seemed to zap between us like kinetic energy.

      “I got a letter today,” she said, and the unexpected subject change threw me.

      “What kind of letter?”

      “More of an invitation. From my—from Sharon,” she said, and a small line of displeasure formed between her eyes.

      “How did she know where you lived?”

      Jordan’s mouth quirked wryly. “I suspect Helen.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Probably. What did she want?”

      “She wants me to come out to the house this weekend.”

      I waited, but she didn’t elaborate. “Will you go?”

      Jordan bit her lip and then blurted, “Will you come with me?”

      I hesitated, trying to decide whether to be pleased or worried she would ask me that after last Friday. “Are you sure that’s wise?” I asked.

      “Casey,” Jordan said, but then she stopped.

      I had no idea what that meant, but in case I’d just made things worse—I needed to make my play. I took a step forward at the same time Jordan stood.

      “We should talk—” we both said in unison.

      Jordan smiled and rounded the couch, coming to stand in front of me with hands clasped. “Me first. I’m sorry about Friday,” she said, and I had to shift my weight to keep from falling over in shock.

      I’d come here tonight fully expecting to have to battle for forgiveness. And now she was the one apologizing? God, women were confusing.

      “I’m sorry too,” I said. “I should’ve told you—”

      Jordan shook her head, cutting me off. “It wasn’t your place, and I can see why you wouldn’t want to. I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said, and you were right. I keep letting my pre-judgments get in the way. I’m sorry.”

      “You have good reason to be wary, but I’m not your grandparents. Not everyone here is going to disappoint you.”

      “I know,” she said quietly, but I had a feeling she didn’t quite believe the last part. “Will you come with me this weekend?”

      “If Wayne’s there—”

      “We’ll handle it,” she assured me. I wanted to ask what that meant, exactly, since I was pretty sure I’d handled it Friday—and look how well that had gone over. But I decided to let it pass for now. Mostly because I wasn’t about to promise her not to punch his ass again if he deserved it.

      “All right. It’s a date.”

      “And the bet…?” she asked, her cornflower-blue eyes searching mine.

      I fought the urge to wince. The fucking bet. Did she not understand I didn’t want anything to do with betting on our failure? But I knew what she was asking. If I said no now, I would be saying no to anything happening between us. And I couldn’t bring myself to do that, not now.

      Instead, I winked like the fucking idiot I was. “A deal’s a deal, sugar.”

      Jordan bit her lip on a smile. Something strange pinged in my chest.

      I held up the bag I’d brought home with me. “I bought you something,” I added, and Jordan’s expression lit brighter. She reached for the bag, but I held it out of reach.

      “Uh-uh. Not yet. Sit.”

      She sniffed. “What is it?”

      “Part of your education.”

      “What?”

      I led her back to the couch and waited until she sat before I started pulling out the contents.

      “Fried chicken?” she asked, her brows lifting.

      “You have something against poultry?” I asked, kicking myself for not thinking of the possibility before.

      “Not at all,” Jordan said, and I relaxed.

      I arranged the meal in front of us on the coffee table and then grabbed the movie case, stashing it out of sight before she could read the title.

      “A home-cooked southern dinner and a movie,” I said, reaching for the remote and clicking on the movie I’d queued up early this morning.

      “You cooked this?” she asked, brows raised, as I settled next to her on the couch.

      “I didn’t say that,” I admitted, and she grinned. “Wait,” I said before she could tear into the mashed potatoes.

      I handed her a red and white checkered cloth napkin I’d borrowed from the Cliffords. Mazie, their cook, had clucked and hovered when she’d found out who it all was for. I’d never made this kind of fuss over a girl before, and she knew it.

      “Southern dinner, country napkins, anything else?” Jordan asked. The movie began to play its opening credits, and I pointed at the screen. Jordan read the title and snickered. “You like romantic comedies?”

      “I like when the guy finally gets the girl,” I said pointedly.

      Jordan’s laughter died off, and I looked up, a bite of mac and cheese halfway to my mouth, only to realize her expression had turned wary.

      “What is all this?” she asked.

      “Ever since you’ve arrived, and probably even before that, you’ve been shown nothing but the negative clichés of small-town living,” I said. “You said yourself you want to put all those pre-judgments behind you.” I gestured to the spread before us. “What better way than to let me show you all of the fun things we have to offer?”

      Jordan didn’t answer, but something in her expression shifted. The amusement faded, and the air between us charged and heated. The tension I’d come to crave once again sprang to life.

      “There is one positive I’ve already discovered,” she said slowly, setting her fork aside as she spoke.

      My heart rate jumped as she crawled across the cushions toward me. “What’s that?” I asked, but the words were hoarse.

      Jordan kept coming.

      She stopped in front of me, her lips so close I felt her breath in hot puffs against my mouth. “Small-town kisses are the best I’ve had,” she whispered.

      A growl rose in my throat as I tossed my food aside and yanked her down onto my lap. I’d almost forgotten how sweet she tasted, and the moment my mouth found hers, I was instantly drunk on her. On the way her bare legs folded around me as she sank onto my lap, pressure adding inch by inch. Even through the layers of denim, I could feel her heated center pressing against my erection.

      “Jordan,” I groaned.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered against my mouth.

      Her hips rolled against me. Every muscle in my body pulled taut. It was the exact thing I’d wanted to hear from her from the moment I’d laid eyes on her. “Didn’t plan on it.”

      I felt my way to the edge of the fabric and then peeled her shirt over her head, recapturing her mouth the moment it was gone. I ran my hands over her silky smooth skin and felt her shudder underneath my touch. Then I unclasped her bra and tossed it away.

      My palms cupped her bared breasts, thumbs grazing the tips, and I broke the kiss to dip low for a taste. Her nipple hardened against the flicks of my tongue, and she gasped.

      I glanced up to find her head thrown back, eyes heavy-lidded and unfocused, hair wild around her face. Fuck. All I wanted was to be inside her. No, I needed to be inside her. Right fucking now.

      I grabbed her hips and lifted us both to our feet. Jordan wrapped her arms around my neck, holding tight at the sudden change in position.

      “I’ve got you,” I murmured, shifting my grip on her and using my free hand to shimmy her pants off.

      “I can do it,” she said, a note of uncertainty in her voice.

      “Sshh.” With her pants on the floor, I guided her back to the couch, this time with her body spread beneath me. She looked up at me with lips swollen and cheeks flushed, and just the sight of her displayed before me made my cock twitch in appreciation.

      “I’ve got you,” I repeated.

      Damn. I’d never meant those words more.

      I eased away long enough to shuck off my own pants, and then I lowered myself over her, skin to skin. Eye to eye.

      I brushed a kiss over her cheek and then her nose until, finally, my mouth found hers again. She sighed and relaxed underneath me. I parted her lips and slipped my tongue inside her mouth, searching, exploring, claiming. She tasted like wild honey, a sweetness that sparked hunger in me like I’d never had before.

      Suddenly, I was starving, and Jordan was the only meal that would sate me.

      I swept her mouth with my tongue, taking everything she offered and promising just as much in return. Jordan arched her neck, her lips parting to let me in, her tongue driving the passion between us to a burn. I found her nipple and brushed a thumb over it before squeezing it lightly between my fingers.

      Jordan responded by rolling her hips against me, and my body went taut. I ground into her, but it wasn’t nearly enough anymore. Not with her wet center so close. I trailed my hand down her chest and hips until I found her clit. Slow and teasing, I slipped a finger between her folds and then slid it inside her wet heat.

      Jordan moaned and pressed against me, her walls gripping my finger as I slid all the way inside and back out again.

      “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I whispered, and Jordan’s nails dug in lightly against my back.

      “Casey, please. I need you.”

      My erection pulsed, the tip jumping where it rested against Jordan’s hip. She sucked in a breath, and I knew she’d felt it. That she wanted it.

      “Do you want me inside you?” I asked, adding a second finger, sliding them in and out of her just slow enough to make her writhe beneath me.

      “Yes, God, yes.”

      I eased my fingers out and brushed the tip of my cock against her opening. She stared up at me, her gaze needy and impatient. It was all the convincing I needed.

      I slid inside her slowly, careful not to get ahead of myself and ruin this whole damn thing by ending it too soon. Jordan strained against me, lifting her hips to give me better access, her arched body coaxing me farther inside.

      Fuck me, she felt good.

      I pulled back and eased in again, setting a painfully slow pace. But Jordan re-focused and narrowed her eyes. “Faster,” she said, punctuating the request with a tight grab on my ass that pulled me deep inside her.

      My control slipped, and all I could do was give her what she wanted. What we both wanted.

      Faster and deeper. I increased the pace and watched as Jordan’s breath turned shallow. She stared up at me through hooded lids, lips parted as she moaned between thrusts.

      Her legs shook underneath me, and I knew she was close. Fuck, so was I.

      “Tell me when,” I said, and Jordan’s eyes widened and sharpened on me.

      She gave a lazy half-smile and then, on a hard thrust, she arched toward me, her arms wrapping tight as she held on. “Now,” she called out. “Right now.”

      I brought my mouth down over hers. And we both let go.

      Jordan’s legs shook harder. I wrapped my arms around her, the strength of my orgasm rocking through me like a freight train. I barely heard her calling out my name as my own pulse thundered in my ears.

      I was lost, drowning in a sea of Jordan. Everyone else had been right. This was living, and I never wanted to stop.
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JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning, I bit the tip of my thumb, shoulders hunched as I stood in the midst of the morning heat wave. In the yard before me, Casey bent over the rear tire of his pickup, and I watched his back and shoulders strain with the effort of pulling the flat tire off, too worried to fully appreciate the muscles working through the thin layer of his shirt. Although, there’d been ample time to appreciate all of that last night. And without the pesky barrier of clothing, too. Casey had been … nothing like I’d expected. The sex had been spectacular—the best I’d ever had, hands down. The way he’d treated me, the soft kisses, the gentleness in the middle of the passion, had left its own mark.

      But now, in the light of the new day, not even the most mind-blowing sex could cheer me up. Not with a trip to my grandparents’ looming, and already, the Universe was telling me I should know better than to go out there a second time.

      Birds chirped, cicadas were already singing, and the nine a.m. heat was already giving my forehead a slick sheen.

      “Maybe it’s a sign,” I called just as Casey grunted.

      He rose to his feet, dusting his hands off, and sauntered toward the porch where I stood. He squinted at me in the sunshine, lips pressed together. “Sure it is,” he agreed. “A sign that rusted nails never fail to puncture rubber,” he said.

      “Sorry,” I said for the hundredth time. “I must’ve run it over last night on the way home from the job site.”

      “Yeah, well, doesn’t change the fact that this baby isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to cancel,” I said, unable to conceal my relief at the idea.

      Casey climbed the steps and pinned me with a look. “Not so fast, slick. You already committed. I know, up north, that might not mean much, but down here, when you say you’re going to be somewhere, you get there.”

      “It’s not like commitments mean much to them,” I pointed out.

      “You saying you want to be like them now?”

      I scowled at that, blowing my hair off my damp forehead. “Fine. But we still don’t have transportation.”

      “On the contrary.” Casey grinned. “You’re forgetting our second vehicle.”

      It took me a moment to figure out what he meant. My gaze swiveled to the dirt bike parked next to the truck. “No way. I am not getting on the back of that thing with you.”

      Casey shrugged. “I guess you can drive if you want,” he began.

      “No! I can’t drive either. I’ve never been on a motorcycle.”

      Casey’s grin was way too wide. “You can’t knock it until you try it.” He planted a quick kiss on my cheek, which distracted me long enough for him to swat my ass.

      I yelped and jumped back, not ready to admit how much I loved Casey’s teasing.

      He laughed and pointed at my shorts. “Go put some pants on. We need to leave in five if we don’t want to be late.”

      Against my better judgment, I slinked inside and headed for my room, seeking out my most worn jeans. I’d been toying with the idea of letting him take me for a dirt bike ride for days now, but showing up at my grandparents’ house on one was not how I’d pictured our second meeting. Then again, if I wanted to get it over with, and get on with fulfilling the terms of this stupid will, I didn’t have much choice. And if my arriving on a motorcycle scandalized Sharon, all the better. I grinned and changed clothes.

      When I returned to the yard, Casey was already suited up in some sort of compression suit, all black, and gloves to match. “Are we ninjas now too?”

      “Ha.” Casey held out a matching jacket, and I slid my arms into the sleeves, turning to let him zip me up. He handed me a pair of gloves with hardened pads across all of the knuckles. Last, he held out a helmet.

      I hesitated, but Casey just shoved it onto my head and then buckled the clasp underneath my chin. “Safety first,” he said, tapping it once before turning to the bike.

      He climbed on, leaning left and kicking down hard on the start lever. The sight of him straddled there in his faded jeans and scuffed work boots, the engine rumbling to life underneath him, made me hot inside all my gear. It was a heat that had nothing to do with the summer day.

      Casey sat back and gestured for me to climb on. Straddling the seat and tucked in tight against his back did nothing to ease the attraction that was fast becoming arousal as tension snaked through my gut and down into my thighs. Clearly, I’d been missing out by waiting so long to take this ride—or any other ride—with Casey.

      “Hang on tight, and lean when I lean,” he said over his shoulder.

      I called out an uncertain agreement, but it was lost over the revving of the engine. We took off like a shot, and I let out a squeal that made Casey’s shoulders shake with laughter.

      The gravel drive gave way quickly to pavement, and I thrilled as we leaned into the right turn at the end of the road. Casey rolled on the throttle, and the engine gave a throaty growl as we sped forward. The ride took over everything, drowning out all thought and worry. All of my anxiety over today’s visit fell away, and I was able to forget it all. My only focus was the feel of the wind on my face and the warmth of my body pressed against Casey’s.

      I tightened my arms around his chest and inhaled deeply, appreciating the scent of grass and dirt as we wound through the back roads into Windsor. He didn’t slow or ease up the entire ride, barely pausing for stop signs, speeding through curves and passing slower traffic without hesitation. I’d expected to be terrified, but the exhilaration that came from the wind and the speed was intoxicating.

      By the time we pulled to a stop in a dust cloud, I swung my leg over and stood with a smile, fully relaxed despite whatever lay ahead.

      Casey killed the engine and slid his helmet off, helping me with the clasp on mine before we both shed everything extra. He hung it all on the handlebars and pegs and then grabbed my wrist.

      “What—” I began.

      His mouth covered mine, firm and unrelenting as he planted fast kisses on my lips. He released me with a smile, grabbing my hand. “I just wanted to remind you whose side I’m on before we go in there,” he said. “Come on.”

      Breathless and more reassured than I wanted to let on, I let him lead me up the porch steps, past the columns, and I rang the bell beside the screen door.  The moment the chimes went off inside, barking began, muffled until the door swung open a second later.

      “Morning.” John waved at us, the dogs hustling along behind him from the hallway. They sniffed around the edges of the door, and John used his foot to hold them back while we slipped inside.

      “John, this is Casey Luck,” I said, making introductions. I bent low to greet the dogs rather than navigating whether John might want a handshake or anything else resembling friendly or familial social etiquette.

      Above me, I caught Casey and John exchanging a handshake before footsteps sounded on the hardwood.

      I straightened as Sharon appeared, an iced drink in her hand. “Jordan,” she said simply, her tone as cold as the ice-blue color of her pants. And then, with sharp eyes on Casey, “I didn’t realize you were bringing a friend.”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked.

      “We woke up to a flat this morning,” Casey said, pushing past the dogs to extend his hand to Sharon. She eyed it uncertainly. “I gave Jordan a ride,” he explained.

      Sharon took his hand delicately and then quickly drew away.

      “That your dirt bike?” John asked, staring out the screen door with interest. “What brand is that thing?”

      “It’s a Yamaha frame. Custom design,” Casey said, and I shot him a proud smile.

      John turned to Casey, brows lifted. “You build it yourself?”

      “I did.”

      John rubbed a hand over his stubble, nodding. “Huh. Well, the boys are all out back.” John clapped Casey on the back and led him to the back of the house. “You ever shot a twenty-two?”

      “Man, that was my first gun,” Casey said as they disappeared out the back door with the dogs at their heels.

      I moved to follow, but Sharon blocked my path. “The women are in the sunroom,” she said as if correcting some mistake on my part.

      “I…” I sighed and followed her, biting my tongue. It wasn’t like I had any desire to shoot a gun. I’d stayed away from them my whole life. Even when Dad and Gavin had driven to upstate New York to try hunting a few times, I’d declined. I didn’t have anything against them in general, but personally, I didn’t trust my ability to handle something so deadly without hurting someone, namely myself.

      But if I had to choose between that and Sharon—I’d choose weapons any day. Still, it wasn’t worth starting trouble over. Besides, I was sure a much better reason would come along.

      Sharon led me past the living room I’d sat in last time and into the sunroom. The air grew warmer underneath the bright sunlight that poured in through wall-to-wall windows. A ceiling fan stirred the ends of my hair as I passed underneath. At the far end of the room, a wicker couch and matching chairs sat arranged around a glass-top wicker coffee table laid out with muffins, fruit, and lemonade.

      A robust woman with the brightest floral blouse I’d ever seen stood and smiled at me as I shuffled in. It took me a moment to realize hers was a face I already knew.

      “Helen,” I said warmly, hugging her when she stretched her arms toward me.

      “Jordan, it’s so nice to see you again,” she said, drawing back and studying my face. “How are you? I’ve been so worried all week after— well, we both had quite a night out last weekend, didn’t we?”

      “I’m fine,” I assured her, sneaking a glance at Sharon.

      Sharon had taken a seat in the farthest wicker chair in what I suspected was her Majesty’s reigning throne, as it provided the best view of the yard where half a dozen men were gathered off the back deck. I did a quick scan for Wayne and relaxed when I didn’t see him among the men gathered.

      I turned back and found Sharon eyeing me coolly, nothing in her expression giving her away. “I heard about your meeting with Wayne,” she said.

      “Meeting,” I repeated, my brows lifting.

      “Yes, I’ve spoken to him about his behavior, and he’s agreed that it was not acceptable.” She poured a glass of lemonade and set it in front of me while she spoke. “He’s promised to practice more self-control going forward.”

      “Not acceptable?” I looked from her to Helen, who looked away, clearly unwilling to get involved. I gripped the arms on my wicker chair. “I think that’s selling it a little short.”

      Sharon nodded at my lemonade. “If you’re determined to pick apart everything I say, today isn’t going to go much better than the last time.”

      “If you’re determined to downplay your family’s mistreatment of me, I’d say you’re right,” I shot back.

      “Oh, dear. I should go,” Helen said, setting aside her napkin and rising. “This seems like a family matter.”

      “Stay,” Sharon and I said together.

      Helen sat.

      Sharon cleared her throat. “After giving it some thought, I realized I may not have phrased my questions as … politely as I should have before.” She met my eyes in a level stare. “I’d simply like to know why you’re here.”

      Points for directness.

      I took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts. “Dad was always honest with us—Gavin and me—about why you weren’t in our lives. I’ve known my whole life what happened here between you and him, and frankly, I didn’t want anything to do with a family that would cast out their own simply for disagreeing with his choices.”

      Sharon frowned, but I ignored her and pressed on, knowing this was the only way. To be honest and lay it all out.

      “I’m here because it was Dad’s dying wish that I come here and meet you. If for nothing else than to hear you out. I agreed, and a couple of months after he … after he passed, I made arrangements.”

      “Arrangements,” Sharon repeated. “Including moving in with some random boy?”

      I fought the urge to squirm underneath Sharon’s sharp eyes. I was not explaining myself to her. “Yes.”

      “A boy who, conveniently, allows you to borrow his vehicles since you don’t seem to own anything yourself.”

      “My car’s in the shop over in Grayson,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Sharon huffed at that, and my temper flared.

      “I’m not here under any gold-digging or devious pretenses. I don’t want a thing from you. I want only to meet you, clear the air, and go home and get on with my life.” I stopped there, furious with myself for the tears that burned at the corners of my eyes.

      Sharon’s gaze was unforgiving as she studied me—and I only barely managed to hold back the tears that threatened to give away how much it still bothered me to talk about him and this stupid deal he’d forced me into.

      Finally, she looked down, taking time to smooth her pants and fold her hands in her lap. “I see. I don’t want to hold you up.” Hurt flashed in her eyes, and I was too surprised by it to know how to respond.

      “That’s not the only reason you’re here,” Helen said when the silence stretched.

      I shot her a glance, jolted back to the present. “Right. Um.” I struggled to get my bearings. Summer’s house. Hadn’t I mentioned that? “A local hired me for the design on her new place,” I said.

      Sharon perked up—not friendly, more … nosy. “What sort of design?” she asked.

      “Her house,” I said. “As in, the architectural design. New construction.”

      Sharon’s eyes registered surprise, and I fought off the insult that lay there. “My, my, that is impressive,” she said, but her tone made it hard to tell if it was a compliment. “And you’ve gone to school for that sort of thing or…?” She let her question hang and tilted her head at me.

      That sent me over my limit. I shot to my feet just as a gunshot sounded from the backyard. “What—?” I jerked my head to the window and spotted Casey holding a rifle against his shoulder.

      He turned and met my eyes, a half-smile curving his mouth. When he spotted me, his enjoyment fell away. He frowned, handed the gun back to John, and started for the house.

      I turned back to Sharon. “I appreciate the lemonade,” I said, although we all knew I hadn’t touched my glass. “I better be going.”

      “So soon?” Helen twisted in her seat, concern and regret mixing in her expression.

      Sharon’s, however, was a neutral mask.

      “I have a lot of work to do for the house.” I glared at Sharon. “Those crayon drawings won’t color themselves.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Sharon rose and somehow rounded on me before I could make it three steps. She blocked my path, hands on her hips, fury and frustration finally showing through.

      I crossed my arms, secretly satisfied to know I got to her. “You’re in my way, Grandma,” I said.

      She huffed out a breath, her nostrils flaring. “I understand I’ve hurt you, and I’m sorry, but did you ever stop to think meeting you is just as hard on me as it is you? Maybe harder considering you had the benefit of knowing you were coming.”

      “You want me to feel sorry for you?” I asked, ignoring the twinge of compassion already working its way to the surface. She’d apologized. I wondered how often that happened.

      “I want you to accept there are things about the situation you don’t know. And if you aren’t going to give me a solid chance, tell me now so I can stop making an effort.”

      My brows lifted. “This is you making an effort?”

      She laughed, a humorless sound. “You’re not trying very hard either, you know. Marching in here with that giant chip on your shoulder doesn’t help matters.”

      Her words got to me more than I wanted to admit. Was it possible my defensive stance had started this whole standoff? I thought over how I’d come here the first time, guns cocked and loaded so to speak. Not that it excused her comments that day, her assumptions, or that she also had a chip on her shoulder, but—

      Damn.

      She wasn’t all the way wrong.

      “What things don’t I know?” I asked.

      Sharon frowned. “There are more reasons for our concern about money than you think. Your father didn’t tell you what really happened—”

      “Unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head and fuming. “You’ll stoop to dragging my dad into this? You’ll call him a liar now just to save face in front of me for what you did?”

      The back door opened and slammed closed. Sharon didn’t answer. We stood in tense silence, staring at each other.

      Casey appeared in the doorway. “You okay?” he asked, looking back and forth between us.

      Before I could form an answer, the door opened again, and John appeared, dogs at his heels.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Sharon muttered. She turned to the men. “We’re fine.”

      “I’m ready when you are,” I told Casey.

      He turned to John and shook his hand, already making our goodbyes. I didn’t speak to Sharon again, waiting while Casey hugged Helen.

      At the door, I promised John I’d come back again. It wasn’t a lie. I planned to return one more time. I just wondered which request motivated me more—my dad’s dying wish or my own desire to put Grandma in her place once and for all.
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      I woke on Sunday to the sounds of angry chick rock streaming from the direction of Jordan’s bedroom. She’d shut herself in last night, and I’d left her alone, letting her have some space. The visit hadn’t gone well. Actually, the visit had apparently sucked. But Jordan hadn’t said much about it. I’d known only from the stark fury on her face that it’d been a train wreck. Even after the motorcycle ride home, she’d been closed off and short. I hadn’t seen her since.

      In the back of the house, a bedroom door slammed. I looked up from the Sunday comics just as Jordan stomped past on the way to the fridge. She yanked the door open, pulled the orange juice out, and drank straight from the carton.

      “Someone got up on the wrong side of the bed,” I said.

      Jordan slammed the fridge shut and glared, and I wondered if teasing hadn’t been the way to go after all. I’d gotten to know her well enough to recognize when she was in the mood to fight. “My bed’s against the wall. It only has one side,” she shot back.

      “Mine has two,” I said as off-handedly as I could. But she still wouldn’t spend the night in my room, and it bothered me.

      “I’ve told you—”

      “Keeping it casual so no one gets hurt later when you leave,” I said, waving a hand and going back to my paper. “Got it.”

      Jordan sighed. “What are you reading?” She wandered closer and peered over my shoulder. “Comics.”

      I looked up at her. “I don’t want you to be intimidated by me just because I read,” I said, and Jordan’s frown quirked up.

      “I didn’t know we got the paper,” she said, pulling out the chair beside me and grabbing the Business section.

      “I know. It’s very city of me, isn’t it?” Jordan shot me a wry look. “Frank subscribed me for my birthday last year. Said it would make me more grown up.”

      She lowered the paper again. “Have you talked to him yet?”

      “About…?”

      “Dirt bikes, Case.”

      I went back to reading my cartoon strip, secretly enjoying that she’d used my nickname without even seeming to notice. “No.”

      “You promised,” she began, but I shook my head.

      “No, I bet on it. That’s different.” I kept my eyes trained on the paper, the words floating together illegibly as I pretended to read. “I know you think I’m going to lose,” I said, “but until I do, it’s my decision about the bikes. Speaking of which…” I rose and tossed the paper aside, grabbing Jordan by the elbows and hauling her up. “My prize,” I said and kissed her hard on the mouth.

      Jordan shook with laughter underneath me for a split second, and then the kiss worked its way to a boil between us. Jordan pressed herself against me, and I responded. My hands traveled the length of her curves until I hooked my palms underneath her ass and lifted her into the air.

      Jordan’s responding squeal drove me, and I kissed her harder, adjusting her against me until she fit perfectly, center to center. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and her legs wound around my waist. Perfect fucking fit.

      I kissed her until I couldn’t feel my legs, and then I eased us both down and sat in the chair. Jordan’s legs unwound and finally landed softly on the floor. She eased back, her face flushed, staring down at me with eyes that practically sparked blue flames.

      I knew what she wanted, but I decided not to press it. Keep things slow, she kept saying the other night when I’d asked her to come to bed with me. Two could play her little game. Besides, I was in this for more than casual sex. It was time to show her that.

      “What’s the plan today, slick?” I asked.

      Jordan shifted away, and the tension between us died off.  “I guess I’m doing whatever you’re doing,” she said slowly.

      I tapped her leg until she slid off and then rose to my feet. “I have a project due to a customer this week, so I’m headed out to work in the garage for a bit.”

      Jordan perked up. “Can I help?” she asked.

      “I didn’t peg you for a grease monkey.” I eyed her very clean white blouse and jean shorts. “You might want to change.”

      “Sure,” she said, “I can do that. Meet you in the garage in ten.”

      I stared after her, smiling as she hurried out.
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        * * *

      

      In the garage, I set up shop, pulling out the pit bike I was rebuilding for an old Motocross buddy and laying out all my tools nearby. I fiddled with the music, leaving the station alone but lowering the volume a little for Jordan’s benefit. Then, I sat on the overturned milk crate that was my chair and got to work.

      Thirty minutes went by and still no Jordan.

      I finished tightening the screws on the engine case and tossed the screwdriver aside, heading for the house.

      Inside, Jordan’s bedroom door was still closed. How long did it take to yank on a pair of old jeans?

      Halfway down the hall, I heard her voice raised in heated conversation. I paused outside her door.

      “…just want to be done with this,” Jordan said, and under the irritation coating the words, I could hear her exhaustion. “I don’t know what she meant about not knowing the whole story. It was probably a load of bullshit intended to confuse me. Either way, Dad was my family, not her.”

      I leaned in, my hand raised and ready to knock, but her next words stilled me.

      “No, Gavin. I just want to fulfill my promise and get out of here.”

      I tried to tell myself she was just worked up about her family. She meant she wanted to get away from them. Not me.

      Gavin must have called her on it, and she added, “The house will be done on schedule. The designs are solid. I’ve got another few weeks here, and then I’m out. Trust me, there is nothing for me here.”

      I lowered my hand slowly and rubbed absently at what felt like the aftereffects of a gut punch. Nothing here for her.

      Well, she’d warned me.

      I found my way out and back to the garage, losing myself in the work. The engine case was a beast to crack, but I didn’t mind. Using my muscles was a great way to drain the tension that’d built over what I’d heard back there. A few new screws and I was ready to reseal it again. Too bad the satisfaction felt empty.

      Jordan came out a while later, but I kept the radio up and my head down.

      Any conversation she made, I returned. I never let on what I’d heard. What would I say anyway?

      She hadn’t told her brother anything she hadn’t said to me already.

      Maybe it was just my turn to realize she meant it.

      In a few short weeks, Jordan was leaving. Sure, I’d lose the bet—but that didn’t bother me nearly as much as knowing she’d take a part of me with her when she went.
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      For the next couple of weeks, Casey and I became more and more inseparable. By July, we had a schedule. Get up, go to work, come home—stay attached at the hip for the rest of the night. Or … attached at other parts. I even started sleeping in his room most nights.

      Slowly, inch by inch, the sadness that had weighed on my chest since Dad’s death began to lift. Casey was fun and quick-witted and full of teasing. He made me laugh. He coaxed me into talking about myself, told hilarious stories about growing up with everyone on the farm. And he never pressured for more than I was ready to give. In fact, sometimes I could swear he’d take us right to the brink of something deeper and then he’d pull back instead of pushing through the crumbling barriers I’d put up between us.

      Underneath it all, guilt gnawed over my lie to Gavin.

      It wasn’t like I’d never lied to him—he was my little brother, after all—but this one felt bigger because I knew it meant I’d been lying to myself. I talked a big game; a blessing and a curse according to Dad. But the truth was that something about this town had gotten under my skin. Okay, not something. Someone.

      When I’d told Gavin there was nothing for me here, I’d been lying to Gavin and lying to myself.

      Now, I stood in the beating hot sun and watched as Casey finished loading the beer and groceries into the back of the truck. We’d spent the last forty minutes navigating a packed grocery store—battling everyone else in town for last-minute July fourth supplies. Even the parking lot was a madhouse of activity as other shoppers did the same.

      Inside the store, Casey had resorted to sweet-talking the woman behind the bakery counter into giving us the last apple pie she’d had stashed in the staff fridge. I could only watch and shake my head as his compliments and smiles had worked on the woman. I knew too well how it felt when he turned the volume up on his charm.

      In fact, it was getting harder and harder to convince myself this was just a casual fling. Or that I wasn’t going to leave a part of myself here when I went home.

      “All set.” Casey finished stashing the groceries and held open the passenger door for me.

      I climbed in, and before he could shut the door, I grabbed a handful of his shirt and yanked him close. His expression changed from surprise to pleasure.

      “Well, hello,” he murmured, and his mouth met mine without complaint.

      My kiss was hungry, and I knew it. Casey’s roaming hands must have known too, the way they sought my hips and pulled me flush against him. Like air against a low flame, the heat sprang up, and I pressed closer until my center hit his belt. Not altogether comfortable, but in the moment, I didn’t care.

      What was it I’d been working so hard to resist again?

      All I could think about lately was how much I wanted him—not slow, fast. And how I’d lied about it to everyone. Including myself. In the back of my mind, I considered the possibility of Casey actually winning this stupid bet we’d made with each other. When it was time to go home, could I really walk away? Leave all this behind like it meant nothing?

      The kiss distracted me, and I squirmed against him, breathless with the kiss and the fire burning underneath my skin.

      “Grocery store parking lot, huh?” Casey eased back, leaving a trail of tiny kisses over my face as he untangled his hands from my hair.

      “Yeah, well,” I began and then just stopped there, too winded and flustered to form a coherent sentence.

      Casey grinned, clearly enjoying my lack of vocabulary. “We’re getting classier and classier, slick.”

      “You’re right. Not the place,” I said.

      Casey paused halfway to closing the car door. “You looking for a place?” he asked.

      I licked my lips. “Maybe.”

      His gaze turned feverish in the summer heat. My mouth went dry as I imagined what he must be picturing right now.

      “We could go to my place,” he said, winking, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure my roommate won’t mind. We’ll put a sock on the door or something.”

      “We have twenty minutes if we want to be on time to Summer’s party,” I reminded him.

      He shrugged. “That’s enough for me.”

      I rolled my eyes at his grin, swinging my legs clear of the door and motioning for him to close it up.

      I checked my watch—too afraid to admit I was tempted by his offer of a quickie. But so far, nothing about being with Casey was quick. He was excruciatingly and mind-blowingly slow. I knew if we stopped at home, we’d never make it in time for the party. I refused to show up late and do that walk of shame. I’d have to get through the party and wait until we could go home. I sighed. It was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Summer’s driveway was already lined with trucks when we pulled up. Casey killed the engine and turned to me.

      “Two rules for surviving a July fourth party at the Cliffords’,” he said. “One: Don’t wander into the cornfields drunk; and two: Do not ask Frank to sing, no matter how much he brags about his karaoke skills. Got it?”

      I muffled a laugh at how serious he seemed. “Got it,” I said, saluting and climbing out.

      We headed up the hill on the far side of the yard and were met with a crowd, already gathered and well on their way to saluting our country’s independence by exercising their freedom to get wasted.

      “Is it drunk in public if you’re on private property?” I asked Casey, watching in amusement as Joe swooped in and tossed Leslie over his shoulder. He ran in circles while they both laughed, all the while managing to hang on to his Solo cup.

      “No assaulting the women!” Casey yelled as we passed them.

      Leslie shrieked happily and grinned back at us as they ran off.

      “Jordan, come help me with this sign.” Summer waved me over to where she stood at the far end of the gathering with a sign that had an arrow and the word “bathroom” written on it with a Sharpie. She was angling it against the trunk of a tree so that the arrow pointed to a port-a-potty at the base of the hill. In her other hand, she held a staple gun.

      “Catch you later,” I said and began to turn away, but Casey grabbed my wrist and yanked me back, catching me off guard with a noisy kiss.

      Behind him, someone whistled, and then a few cat calls joined in. I shoved him back, laughing, and sauntered away, not even caring for a second that I was loving everything about this country boy and his country Independence Day.
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      In the center of our loose circle, the fire crackled. A spark flew out, sending embers sideways, and the flame rippled as it danced against the darkness. The night was winding into something quieter. Already, couples had paired off and disappeared. The ones that were left spoke in low voices to their neighbor while roasting marshmallows with only half-concentration on their handiwork.

      The hay bales I’d come by to set up earlier sagged underneath the weight of all we’d put them through. Wrestling matches, dances, drinking games, pranks—it had all gone down tonight around this fire.

      The beer was almost gone. According to Ford, the pie was history. I caught sight of him near the food table and watched as he nodded at Summer—the signal to leave.

      I wanted to go too, but all I could do was watch her.

      Jordan was different tonight.

      Every day for the past few weeks, I spent the nights breaking down the walls she put up, only to have them restored again each morning. But today, she was open. Laughing and dancing and playing games. Gone was the closed-off New Englander who needed coaxing every time I wanted to hold her hand or put an arm around her.

      Tonight, every time I looked at her, she smiled. And more than once, when I’d sought her out among our gathering, I’d found her already watching me. Maybe it was the drinks? I wasn’t sure when it’d happened, but she’d let her guard down. And, for some reason, it scared the hell out of me even more. Pressure. I felt it now. The responsibility of holding someone’s heart in your hands—and feeling your balance wobble.

      This couldn’t last, not the way we’d set it up. We’d bet on our failure. All this was temporary, and I knew it. Like a long breath held until you burst. Frank was right; I hadn’t been living before. But I was damn sure going to live tonight.

      I rose from the camping chair and tapped my empty beer can for effect. Ford looked up at me expectantly. “One more?” he asked.

      “Nah, think I’m headed home.” I yawned for effect, and Ford laughed.

      “Tired, I’m sure,” he said.

      I looked up and caught Jordan watching me—again—from across the fire, her head dipped low near Leslie’s where they sat talking and roasting marshmallows. She smiled at me, and something in my chest did a somersault. I bobbed my head toward home in a silent question, and she nodded.

      “Yeah, tired,” I told Ford, who only snorted.

      Tired of playing this damned game.

      We said our goodbyes, and the moment we turned for home, I slipped my hand into hers. She was warm and more, welcoming.

      “What about the car?” she asked when we veered toward the woods.

      “Too many watermelon shots for that.” I glanced up at the sky through the treetops. “Besides, it’s almost a full moon. The perfect night for a walk.”

      “In the woods?” she asked, and I heard her uncertainty, but it only made me enjoy the prospect more. The two of us alone together in my woods. Nothing sounded better right now. Except maybe the two of us alone between my sheets.

      “I’ve walked this way a thousand times,” I said. “There are no lions, tigers, or bears. Trust me.”

      She laughed. “I trust you.”

      I knew she’d meant the words lightly—and only about my ability to navigate us home. But they felt like more to me. Everything about this girl felt like more.

      “Thanks for tonight,” she said a moment later. “I had fun.”

      “Watching Frank play drunk Twister was definitely a highlight,” I agreed. She laughed, and I sighed.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, I was just thinking about how much I enjoy your laugh.” I squeezed her hand to keep it light. I didn’t want to point out how she hadn’t laughed much before now—or why. “You’ve got a great laugh, slick.”

      She squeezed back, and the look she gave me was the same one she’d been sending me all night. Eyes twinkling with starlight. Secret, sexy smile. Inviting.

      I was so fucking lost in it.

      We made it as far as the trees between the farm and our place. As soon as we were out of sight of the others, I grabbed her and backed her up against the trunk of an old oak.

      “Casey—” she began, but I shut her up with my mouth. Not that it was a refusal by the sound of it.

      My lips covered hers, and instantly, the tension between us ignited. Jordan’s mouth was velvety and sharp against mine. I hadn’t known a combination like it existed, but with Jordan, it made perfect sense. She was surrendering; that much I could feel as she leaned into me, open and inviting and already taking.

      Her hands—the same hands that had stopped me in my tracks often enough—were suddenly everywhere. In my hair, roaming over my shoulders, and winding around my neck.

      In the back of my mind, the words she’d said on her phone call with Gavin began to replay, but I shoved it away. Tonight wasn’t about the future. Tonight was about what we could be to each other right now.

      I deepened the kiss, flicking my tongue out to run along her lip, and almost lost it when she made a small noise of pleasure in the back of her throat. I held her face in my hands and then dropped them lower to her shoulders and then her hips, running my fingers over the edges of the fabric of her shirt, teasing it up until I could slip my hands underneath the fabric.

      When my fingers brushed her bare skin, she jumped, the bark of the tree at her back scraping against my knuckles.

      But still, she didn’t stop me. Instead, she only clung tighter. When she tugged on my shirt, I moved so she could slip her hands inside. Her fingernails dug into the sensitive skin at my hips, and I shivered.

      I pressed my palm flat against the bare skin of her lower back.  She was warm and soft—and it wasn’t enough.

      I needed more.

      I explored her spine down to the small of her back and then roamed around to her ribs, up to her bra, dipping a hand inside the fabric to brush over an already-hardened nipple. Jordan moaned into my mouth, and I broke away, yanking her shirt up in a move of pure impatience. I shoved her bra aside, running my tongue over the tip of one breast then the other.

      She squirmed against me and grabbed my face in her hands, guiding me back to her lips on a whimper. I let her lead for a moment, marveling at the way our mouths fit, the sweet taste of watermelon still on her tongue as it trailed over mine.

      Jordan’s leg lifted, and I caught it and wrapped it around my waist, then did the same with the other, lifting her against me, one hand under her ass for support, the other still exploring.

      I felt her ankles lock, and her thighs squeezed at my ribs as she clung tighter.

      Every part of her felt like warm silk.

      I needed to see her. To claim her as mine.

      “Let’s go home,” I murmured against her ear, trailing kisses from her neck back to her jawline.

      “Mmm.” Jordan turned, capturing my mouth once again with her own, and a rush of desire had me shoving harder against her, pressing both of us into the rough trunk of the tree. Not that I minded, but even after Jordan’s progress with small towns and country guys, I wasn’t about to take her up against an oak tree a hundred yards from all my closest friends. I wasn’t a complete idiot.

      “Home,” I said again, for both of our benefits. I planted another kiss against her inviting mouth and then one more on her chin as she craned her head up in enjoyment. I did my best to ignore her exposed neck and the way she seemed completely abandoned to what we were doing and where we were doing it.

      This was not the Jordan I knew, but I definitely wanted to get to know this version better. I let go of her and eased her feet back to the ground.

      She looked up at me, eyes wide, lips parted.

      “Take me home,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire and demand.

      And I knew, whether Jordan chose us or not, I’d always be hers.
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      Two weeks later, I smoothed my dress and did another half-spin in my bedroom mirror, eyeing myself critically. Outside my window, birds chirped—probably a desperate cry for water, judging by the heat already working its way in between air cycles from the central unit already struggling to keep up.

      In the hall, footsteps approached, and I looked up in time to see Casey appear in my open doorway. He wore clean blue jeans, boots, and a button-down with yellow and purple stripes. The whole thing was offset with his ruffled hair still half-damp from the shower. Even from here, I could smell his cologne. Hot damn.

      Two weeks after our Independence Day encounter and I still felt fireworks every time I looked at him.

      A memory of last night flashed in my mind. Casey’s strong arms flexing as he hovered over me. The infinite depth in his eyes as he’d stared down at me, and the delicious heat between us as he’d driven me up and over the edge of pleasure. No one had ever made me feel so beautiful and fragile before. The way Casey made me feel—the depth of emotion he drew out of me—was seeping in through the cracks in my walls, and there was no stopping it anymore.

      Ugh. Even when Casey wasn’t inside me … he was inside me.

      I licked my lips, catching a phantom taste of him, and Casey’s friendly expression changed immediately. Hooded eyes, wicked half-grin. He strode closer, and my thighs literally ached at the sight of him.

      “Nice dress,” he said, his voice low. His hand found my hemline, and very slowly, he eased the fabric up and ran his fingertips along my bare thigh. His touch left a trail of tingles in its wake. “I find it very … convenient,” he whispered, and I leaned against him, inviting more and fisting my hand in his shirt to keep steady. He chuckled softly and eased back. “For later, I mean.”

      “You’re such a tease,” I said, mock-glaring at him and stepping out of reach, wondering if I should change my underwear or if there was any point. They’d probably just be wet again in an hour.

      “Hey, you watch your mouth, young lady.” Casey stalked closer. “I always make good on my promises. Not my problem you aren’t good at delayed gratification.”

      I scowled. “That’s because I don’t agree with this particular delay.”

      He slid a hand up my thigh, his fingers trailing over my clit. “Well, let’s make it quick then,” he whispered.

      His mouth captured mine before I could tell him yes, which was fine. I didn’t plan on using words anyway. Arching my back, I pressed my hips against his hand, shuddering when his fingers dipped beneath the fabric of my panties and brushed my clit again.

      “Mmm,” he said, his mouth never leaving mine.

      He slid a finger inside me at the same time his tongue licked a trail down my throat. I rocked my hips hungrily against his stroking, my pleasure already bordering on desperation.

      “Is this what you want, slick?” he whispered.

      “Yes,” I managed. “God, yes.”

      Instead of giving me what I’d asked for, he slipped his fingers out again, drawing a whimper from me. He yanked my panties down my legs and tossed them aside while I grabbed for his belt and yanked it loose.

      His cock tented his pants until I freed it and wrapped my hand around it. He sucked in a sharp breath as I stroked him slowly. Then, he was backing me against the wall, his gaze dark and hungry as he pulled my dress up and guided himself to my entrance.

      His other hand grabbed the back of my thigh, lifting my leg and wrapping it around his hip. He pressed into me, sliding inside me and filling me up so deliciously that I groaned. He grabbed my other leg and lifted me off the ground, my back pressing against the wall, my legs wrapped around his waist as he slid inside me.

      “God, you feel good,” he groaned, pausing when he was fully buried.

      “I thought you said we didn’t have a lot of time,” I teased, already breathless.

      He looked at me, his mouth quirking into a sexy grin. “For you, I would have made time. But you know what? Challenge accepted, sweetheart.”

      He slid nearly out of me again and then slammed into me hard enough to make me gasp. Again and again, he drove the pace faster and faster until I lost myself to the feel of him—of us together.

      When I came, my entire body shuddered with the force of it. I tightened my grip, hanging on for dear life as my orgasm rocked through me. Casey’s muscles tensed, and a moment later, he groaned as he came with me.

      We stayed that way in the silence, both of us catching our breath, until finally, he eased back. His eyes held enough emotion to make me breathless all over again.

      “You okay?” he asked, eyes sparkling.

      “More than,” I assured him.

      He kissed me quickly then lowered my legs slowly to the ground. “How’d I do?” he asked smugly.

      “Five stars,” I said honestly, and he threw his head back and laughed.

      Ten minutes later, we were both cleaned up and dressed again with Casey ushering me out the door. My post-sex haze was fading fast now that I remembered what I’d agreed to do today.

      “Come on, slick, we’re going to be late.”

      “Why did I ever agree to church anyway?” I grumbled.

      “Because it’s Founder’s Day, and everyone goes to church on Founder’s Day. Even the ones who don’t go on Christmas and Easter,” he explained. “And because there will be free food after.”

      “That’s your reason, not mine,” I said.

      His mouth tightened slightly, and something flashed quickly behind his gaze. “And because your family will be there, and you can see them one last time and be done with them,” he pointed out.

      I sighed, knowing full well I was sulking—and I didn’t care. He was right. His idea had been brilliant, really. Seeing them in a public setting, at church no less, meant only small talk. No insults except those thinly veiled as passive-aggressive compliments. No more accusations against my dad or trying to repaint themselves the victim—or whatever Sharon had been trying to do at the end of our last visit.

      I’d promised my dad to give them three chances. That meant one more visit. And then I could be done with them. Focus on Summer’s house. And Casey. I still had no idea what to do about Casey. About us. I could admit now that whatever it was we were doing, I wasn’t ready to let it go. But the end was approaching fast.

      He’d never move to Connecticut. I could never ask him to. Besides, I didn’t have a home to return to; I’d given up my apartment to come here. What would I do, move him in with my mother and me?

      I knew my other option. Stay in Grayson. But I shoved it away just like I did every other time the idea surfaced. I couldn’t build a thriving design firm in the middle of nowhere. And even if I could, I wouldn’t do it in Sharon’s backyard, that was for sure.

      Besides, it wasn’t like Casey asked. Things were good between us, but they were light. Like we still hadn’t fully opened ourselves up. And wasn’t that my exact intention for this whole thing?

      “Fine, let’s get it done,” I said, grabbing my purse and following him out. I almost missed the hurt that passed over his face before he hid it again. I hung back, trying to decipher it, but came up empty. Things had been perfect the past couple of weeks. Since the fourth, I hadn’t even slept in my own bed. Not to mention the mind-blowing orgasm he’d just given me against the wall of my bedroom.

      What could he possibly be hurt about?

      Ugh.

      You’re imagining things, Jordan. Stop looking for problems where there aren’t any. I got into the truck and slammed the door, more than ready to take my own advice.
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        * * *

      

      The church sat on a corner lot on the far end of downtown. I’d passed it the day I’d arrived, just before my old Nissan had bit the dust. I sent my car good vibes as we passed by Frank’s shop, knowing it wouldn’t do a bit of good. Frank had already told me there was no reviving that thing. Not for less than buying a new car outright.

      Up ahead, traffic slowed as everyone fell into a line, waiting to park in the gravel lot. Dean Clifford waved at us from where he stood directing traffic. I waved back as we slid into a space.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding. Church today must be serious business,” I said as we got out and joined the stream headed inside.

      Casey called out greetings to several people as we walked, never letting go of my hand as he smiled and waved and said hello to so many faces I couldn’t keep them straight.

      “What is it?” Casey asked, slowing our pace so we fell back out of earshot of anyone else.

      “I was wondering what it would have been like growing up in a town where everyone knows your name and your life story.”

      “Comforting … and annoying at the same time,” he said finally. “But I’m sure you have a group of friends back home that know you the same way.”

      I bit my lip, trying to picture it for me and Gavin. Everyone had known his name. “Not me. My brother was always the popular one,” I said, shaking my head.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “You see me differently than everyone else does, I think.”

      He cocked his head. “And how does everyone else see you?”

      “Bookish. Quiet.” I shrugged. “I was never one to go out much. I didn’t have a ton of boyfriends.”

      “Better not,” Casey muttered, and I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m serious. I wasn’t very outgoing. I was too caught up in architecture and my future plans. Dad and I were always visiting buildings or houses, studying the design, discussing how we would have done it.” I looked up at the stained-glass window we stood underneath. “We didn’t make it to church much.”

      “Well, you’re here now,” Casey said, and I was grateful he didn’t ask any more about my dad.

      A familiar face caught my eye over his shoulder, and I tensed. “They’re here,” I whispered.

      Casey turned just as my grandparents disappeared inside the church doors. Wayne followed right behind them with Jenny tucked close.

      Beside me, Casey tensed. “Show time,” Casey said, glaring at the spot even after Wayne disappeared inside. Slowly, he turned back and took my hand.

      I expected him to lead me inside, but instead, he raised my hand to his lips, kissed it, and lowered it again, cupping it gently in both of his. “Even if you don’t believe in God, believe in yourself,” he said.

      “I believe in God, Case,” I assured him, and we turned for the church as I added, “I just don’t believe He’s in there.”

      We found Summer and Ford already seated inside along with Frank and Dean. Casey slid in beside Ford, and I took the end seat. Summer leaned forward and smiled at me from across both guys, and I smiled back. Dean and Frank both waved from the far end of the pew.

      It felt weird—in a good way—to have such a large group of friends who were clearly more of a family to one another. Even to me, I realized now. They’d welcomed me so completely. Not just as a business professional for a project. But as a true member of their family in a way my own blood had never done.

      The service was better than I expected. The choir sang hymns. Offering plates were passed discreetly. Women wore such a variety of hats it kept me entertained even during the sermon when the cool air and Casey’s hand in mine threatened to lull me.

      My attention wandered during the mayor’s re-dedication; something about Grayson being a landmark after one hundred and fourteen years since its first settlement.

      Three rows back, a toddler gave a sudden, mostly unintelligible outburst, and I twisted toward the sound. But before I could spot the kid, I found my grandparents, sour and solemn, completely wrapped up in the mayor’s talk. Beside them, Wayne stared back at me, eyes burning with a wrath that jarred me in such a peaceful setting. I looked away and straightened in my seat.

      “Everything okay?” Casey whispered.

      I nodded, but for the rest of the service, I didn’t move. And I swore I could feel Wayne’s furious stare as it bored into the back of my head.

      Outside, after the service, we followed the stream of people around to the back of the church. A large grassy area had been set up with covered awnings and tables underneath. One side held three rows of buffet tables. Wooden picnic tables were lined up on the opposite end, filling fast as families claimed their spots. I watched as kids broke away from their parents and sprinted for the playground.

      “You like kids?” I asked and then realized too late what I was implying.

      My cheeks heated, but Casey answered easily. “Sure. Cheapest manual labor you can buy.”

      I laughed and shoved at his shoulder. “I’m serious.”

      “Me too.” Still smiling, he added, “I love kids. Summer and Ford are already displaying signs of baby fever, so I have a feeling I’ll get my fill here soon. But someday…” His forehead wrinkled then cleared again as if he’d thought of something disappointing or uncomfortable—just like the strange reaction he’d had earlier.

      I started to ask but then thought better of it.

      A haughty voice broke in. “Well, Jordan, it’s an unexpected surprise to see you here.”

      Sharon’s bored expression warred with her tight smile.

      “Hello,” I said, wary at the sight of Wayne looming behind her.

      “Your dress is lovely,” Sharon said, and it took me a moment to realize she’d actually complimented me. If she only knew what I’d done in this dress two hours ago.

      I smoothed my skirt self-consciously. “Thanks,” I said, glancing from her to Wayne and then back to her again. “It was a graduation gift last year from my mother.”

      Sharon’s expression tightened at that, and I fought to keep control of my temper.

      Casey’s hand settled over my shoulders, and he squeezed my arm. “She does look beautiful, doesn’t she?” He beamed down at me, and I could only shake my head at his overly cheerful tone.

      Wayne snorted. “You always were a player,” he muttered.

      Casey glared. “You always were a piece of—”

      “Hello, folks,” Helen broke in, joining us easily as if we were all old friends standing around. She smiled and winked at me from underneath the wide brim of a woven white hat. It was adorned with pink roses and so much greenery I wondered at how she held her head upright. “Beautiful Sunday for a picnic, isn’t it?”

      A man I recognized from the bar that night Casey had punched Wayne stood by, holding Helen’s hand in the crook of his elbow. He dipped his head at me.

      “Bobby,” he said. “You met my wife Helen briefly at the bar the night of—” He broke off and cast an uncertain look at Wayne.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      Sharon straightened. “Well, it’s been lovely.” She strode off before I could answer, which was just as well. She wouldn’t have liked it when I told her she wouldn’t see me again if I could help it.

      “Sorry. Ahem.” John moved to follow her, tipping his hat, and adding, “Don’t be a stranger,” before hurrying off to join Sharon.

      I debated going after her, telling her this was it, she wouldn’t see me again, I’d given it a worthy effort. But in the end, I let them go. My anger was harder to hold onto these days. Mostly, I’d realized life was too short to carry all that bitterness. As I watched her go, the hard edges of my fury evaporated—right along with my need to hear any more of whatever it was she would have said to me. Nothing would change the past, but I was determined to stop letting them disturb my present.

      When I turned back, Wayne remained. Feet planted. Arms crossed.

      He and Casey stared each other down.

      Helen shifted, clearly uncomfortable with the tension. From near the buffet table, a few of the other members of the congregation were starting to stare.

      “Wayne,” someone called in a soft voice.

      He didn’t turn. Casey did. I followed his gaze and found Jenny, the girl from the bar, waving at him from where she sat with Sharon and John. I marveled at how she managed to survive sitting in Sharon’s presence without freezing to death. In fact, she seemed right at home with them. I turned back to Wayne.

      “Your girlfriend’s calling,” I said, fed up with his little stand-off.

      Wayne ignored me and stepped closer to Casey. “Don’t think you got away with that sucker punch the other night,” he said.

      Casey’s arm dropped away from my shoulder and hung loose at his sides.

      “Now, now,” Bobby began, but Casey waved him off.

      “If anyone got off easy here, it’s you,” Casey said, and his tone was surprisingly light. I tensed, waiting for his temper. For the balled fists and strained fury from the first time they’d faced off. But Casey was cool as a cucumber. “Your girl is one in a million, and you treat her like dirt. If that’s how she’s taking it, fine. But you won’t treat mine the same way,” Casey said, his voice low and controlled and deceivingly calm.

      “Your girl,” Wayne repeated in slimy sarcasm, “is a gold-digging tramp just like her momma.”

      Casey hissed in a breath through his teeth, but he never got out a reply. I stepped between them, no longer concerned with how Casey was going to respond. Wayne would be lucky to walk away in one piece—and this was all on me.

      “You say one more thing about my mother,” I began.

      I inched closer, sticking my finger into his chest as I went on, lit with rage. My voice was silky sweet and murderously low. “One more. And I promise you, not a single working part will still be attached to your body, but the upside is you won’t have to explain to a single person in this county or the next how you came to be dismembered by a gold-digging tramp since they’re all here to watch it firsthand.”

      Casey snorted.

      Helen and Bobby didn’t make a sound.

      Wayne looked up, apparently noticing the crowd for the first time. Some part of me felt bad for talking this way in a churchyard, but the rest of me, the parts I knew would let me sleep tonight for defending myself, damn sure intended to make good on my threat if Wayne called my bluff.

      Wayne scanned the curious faces now watching our exchange with open interest. All other conversation fell silent. Slowly, he turned back to me, rage and regret mixing in his tight expression. “God will judge the guilty,” he said through clenched teeth.

      Then he spun on his heel and stalked away.

      I stared after him, wondering how the hell he could possibly condone bringing God into the mix. Casey’s hand tugged at my elbow until I reluctantly turned away from my retreating cousin.

      “Damn—I mean dang,” he said hastily, glancing at Helen and Bobby. “I thought you were going to deck him.” His voice held a note of awe.

      “So did I,” Bobby murmured.

      Laughter bubbled up and escaped, releasing my adrenaline and what was left of my temper. I threw my head back and laughed, enjoying the relief it brought.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “I was definitely going to deck him,” I said. “I wonder how the church would have felt about that one.”

      “I don’t know how church feels, but I am inclined to kiss the sh—mess out of you right now.” He took my face in his hands and kissed the tip of my nose lightly.

      Helen laughed. “Come on, Bobby. We better find a seat and leave them alone while they get right with the Lord.”

      I laughed at that, but Casey’s expression was mock solemnity. “What? You don’t think kissing is spiritual?”

      I shook my head and let him silence me with his mouth. A few people behind us whistled. Something full rose in my chest, and I had to work to get a deep breath around the pressure it left behind. My eyes filled with tears that had nothing to do with Wayne or any of the awful things he’d said.

      “What’s that look for?” Casey asked, gaze searching mine in the summer sunlight.

      “For you,” I told him, reaching onto my toes to kiss him again. “It’s only for you.”

      And I intended to mean it for long after summer ended. Maybe, like with my own parents, love would find a way.
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      Metal clanked against metal as I tossed another bolt onto the pile forming. I stepped back to survey my progress—and wipe my forehead with the rag hanging off the disassembled dirt bike handlebars.

      This damned shed did not ventilate well.

      I took another swig of water—the last of it I’d brought with me out here—and got back to work, knowing I didn’t have much time left before Frank and Dean would begin to wonder where I’d snuck off to. I could have chosen a better day than Monday, our busiest of the week, but I couldn’t afford to waste the opportunity. Goose was sitting parked outside the barn at Heritage Plantation, and while she ran fine today, it was a well-known fact where that tractor went, I wasn’t usually far behind.

      I heard a noise outside the shed and whirled—but a quick glance out the grimy window of the small shed revealed a squirrel tearing across the space between trees. It darted up the trunk of the closest Spruce and disappeared into its boughs.

      I went back to work, tightening what was needed and discarding anything that wasn’t. If Summer was right, I didn’t have long before Dean would come clean this place out. Admitting my secret hobby to Dean wasn’t something I was ready to do yet.

      Fucking-A, it was hot in here.

      I glanced toward the door longingly, but I didn’t dare open it and alert anyone close enough to see it.

      With effort and more than a little sweat, I managed to reattach the handlebars to the steering stem. The tires were flat, but they were attached, at least. When I’d tightened everything enough, I grunted and heaved and finally managed to roll the bike free of the half-carcasses of the other bikes and random parts still covering the wood floor.

      With both hands on the grips, I pushed at the door with the toe of my boot until it wedged free. The moment the door swung open behind me, I felt the whoosh of fresh air. Still hot, still sticky and humid, but it was refreshing compared to the stale air inside. I leaned into my steps, rolling the bike with me as I went, and managed to load it into the trailer I’d hooked up to the four-wheeler I’d brought with me out here after my lunch break.

      I’d been waiting for an opportunity like this for days. Today had been the first chance I’d gotten with all the others out doing something else.

      I loaded and secured the bike with ratchet straps and then doubled back to the shed. After a quick once-over, I locked the doors and pocketed the tiny key. At this rate, it was going to take me weeks—or I’d have to start playing hooky more often if I wanted to clean it all out in time.

      “You buy something new?”

      My head whipped up, and I stopped short.

      Fuck. So busted.

      “Hey, Frank,” I said warily, forcing my shoulders to relax.

      My anxiety was ridiculous. It wasn’t like he still held power over my decisions. Then why in the hell did I feel like I’d just gotten caught sneaking out after curfew?

      “Is that new?” Frank pointed to the peeling yellow fender of the dirt bike I’d just loaded. “I don’t remember it.”

      “Yeah, I … it’s new,” I said, my words coming out disjointed like my thoughts.

      Frank zeroed in like a fucking hawk. “Did you plan to use Dean’s shed for it?” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the house. “There’s plenty more room down at the barns.”

      “Nah. Trying to clean out all my junk and get it moved back to my own space,” I said.

      Frank shot a look at the dirt bike loaded up, and his brow rose. “Doesn’t look like junk to me.”

      “Selling this one,” I said like it was no big deal.

      Frank grunted and then tapped a finger against the metal. “Is that a custom exhaust?”

      I shrugged.

      “And the airbox—that’s not something I’ve seen,” he said, bending low to squint closer at the bike.

      “Yeah, I tinkered with it…”

      Frank straightened, understanding dawning. “You made this? Yourself? To sell?” His brows scrunched tighter, and I could practically see the wheels turning.

      Dammit. And here it was. After all this time of keeping it a secret. Omitting and outright lying were not the same in my book (regardless of what Jordan said), and I wasn’t sure why, but I realized I didn’t want to do either anymore.

      “Casey?” Frank stepped closer, concern drawing his brows into a single crooked line. Lines appeared over his weathered cheeks and forehead. “What’s going on?”

      “The thing is, it’s new because … I built it,” I said.

      “Wow, I had no idea you could do that.” Frank looked over at the bike again, closer than before, as if seeing it for the first time.

      I scratched the back of my neck, wishing I’d taken some time to figure out how to spill all this. But all I could picture was Jordan. And what she would say if she were here. Direct—that girl never beat around the bush.

      I took a deep breath. “I’ve built lots of them, actually.”

      Frank straightened. “Building dirt bikes is a hobby then? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Not a hobby. A business,” I said, wincing at how strangely legit it sounded to call it that. But it was true. I’d earned too much to call it a hobby any longer. “I took a motorcycle mechanics course when I was in Philly.” I hesitated and then blurted it all, “They offered it on scholarship, and I spent a year doing nights to complete it all at once. Graduated top of my class, actually. I’ve been fiddling with custom-built dirt bikes ever since.”

      I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my jeans and waited.

      Frank rocked back on his heels and stared at me, clearly shocked. I couldn’t blame him. Nothing that had just come out of my mouth was “typical Casey.”

      “Shit, Case.” His shock transformed fast to irritation. “You should have told me.”

      I sighed. “I know. Sorry.”

      “Did you think I’d begrudge you this or—?”

      “No. I didn’t want to let you down or rock the boat or—I don’t know.” I threw up my hands. “I was scared, all right? The plan was for me to come back here after school and use what I learned to help you and Dean. You’re my family. I didn’t want to use up your money for school and then come back and leave you high and dry at the shop or the farm.”

      “That money was left by your parents, and you know it.” Frank pointed a finger at me. “School fees ain’t got nothing to do with this. And it’s not about what I think—it’s about what you’re scared of in yourself. This thing is already a business, you say?”

      I nodded.

      “And it’s making you money?”

      “Some,” I said with a shrug. “With the limited time I’ve got to give to it.”

      “And it’s what you want to do?”

      I nodded again, unsure what to even say. I’d seen the disappointment in his eyes earlier, but now, his expression was lit with something else that made me just as nervous. It was the same gleam he always got when he was working one of his schemes. Like the day he’d moved Jordan in.

      “Good, then you’re fired.”

      “What the hell?” I demanded, but Frank cut me off, shaking his head.

      “Effective immediately, you’re no longer employed at the shop in town or on this farm. You have any more bikes in that shed?”

      I struggled to find my voice. “A couple of beaters. Frames. Spare parts … You can’t just fire me.”

      “Can and did. You can leave all that in there for now.”

      “But Dean’s cleaning it out for his tiller,” I said.

      “I’ll handle Dean. If I were you, I’d think more about going downtown to see Harriet and incorporate yourself or whatever it is.”

      I groaned. “Frank, I can’t just quit and open up a business.”

      “Why not?”

      “Startups cost money. Overhead—”

      “I told you years ago. You have all that money left from your dad. A cushion plenty big to get going with this—”

      I put a hand up to stop him, irritated at how well he was taking all this. “Now, just slow down for a minute.”

      “Not happening, kid.” Frank shifted, planting his feet, but the gleam remained. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to come at me with something like this?” He went on before I could form an answer, “Granted, I didn’t know it would be dirt bikes, but I can’t say as I’m surprised either. Dammit, Case, I just want you to find something you love and go for it. I don’t care if it’s cars, tractors, or dirt bikes.” He grinned and added, “Or a girl—even if she is a Yank.”

      My eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say anything about—”

      “I’ve waited a long time for you to take charge and make a life for yourself. And if a boot in the ass is what it takes to make you do it, I’m happy that boot can be mine. So, you’re fired. The question is: What will you do next?”

      Frank’s brows rose in silent challenge. Once again, Jordan’s face flashed in my mind. Her brilliant smile framed by sun-kissed blonde hair—and a “give ’em hell” look in her blue eyes.

      What would I do next? I could practically hear her asking me the same question. It only took me a split second to know the answer.
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      The garage door hung open when I pulled up at home. Sunlight slanted hard against growing shadows where the trees seemed to creep closer in the late afternoon sun. I parked Casey’s old pickup and climbed out, moving slow after what had been a long day.

      We’d tested the new water line today, only to discover faulty piping over the future den. Water had leaked badly, and we’d all rushed to try to save the new subfloor underneath it—without much luck. The knees in my jeans were still damp from the frantic crawling around I’d done.

      My shoulders ached as I rounded the truck, but I perked up at the sight of Casey hunched over on an upturned bucket in the garage.

      Stripped down to nothing but worn jeans; streaks of grease or dirt or whatever the hell it was on his shoulder and neck sparked dirty thoughts. I smiled to myself as he looked up.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey yourself, slick.” He eyed me up and down and raised a brow. “You lose a squirt gun fight?”

      “Close.” I sauntered over and planted myself in his lap, satisfied at the loud clank I heard when his wrench fell from his hand and clattered to the ground.

      He caught me, a firm grip on my waist, and I landed a quick kiss on his mouth. He tasted like sweat and summer and motor oil. It was the hottest combination yet. Briefly, I considered stripping us both down right here for a quickie before dinner.

      I chuckled as I realized a lot had changed in a few short weeks.

      “What are you thinking about?” Casey asked, nipping at my mouth again, eyes narrowed. “You look naughty. Makes me want to show you my squirt gun.”

      I grinned. “No argument here.”

      He held a finger up. “Before you distract me to the point of nakedness, I have news.” He nudged me until we were both on our feet.

      I took in his slight frown. “Is everything okay?”

      “I think so,” he said, but it sounded like a question and only made me more curious. “The thing is… I got fired.”

      “What?” I stared back at him, dumbfounded. Of all the things… “How can you get fired if you work for your family?”

      “Well, that’s tricky. I was bringing this one home,” he said, gesturing to the weathered dirt bike beside me. “And Frank came up, and one thing led to another and…”

      My eyes widened. “You told him about your business idea? That’s great! What did he say?”

      Casey scratched behind his ear. “Like I said, I got fired.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not making any sense. Why would he—?”

      “Apparently, you aren’t the only one who thinks I’ve been holding back too long on doing something with my life. Frank thinks he’s helping me by clearing my schedule.”

      I hesitated at the bite in his words. This was supposed to be a good thing, but I couldn’t tell if Casey was pissed or in shock.

      “Don’t be scared,” I said. He started to argue, but I closed the distance between us and laid my finger over his lips. “You can do this, Casey. You’re smart and talented and creative, and you are a master at building dirt bikes. You can do this. I believe it. Frank does too. The only one we’re waiting on is you.”

      “I can’t do it without you,” he said, his voice low and gravelly.

      I opened my mouth to argue, but the meaning behind his words sank in. I closed my mouth again, too eaten with guilt to respond. Tears sprang to my eyes. “I’m right here,” I whispered.

      Pain flashed in his eyes at that, and I wanted to find some way to make it true. I hated seeing him hurting, especially over me. It was hurting me just as much.

      “Casey, I…”

      But words failed me as the tears became harder and harder to hold at bay.

      How could I tell him that his biggest victory felt like the exact failure I’d predicted? I couldn’t stay, not with my work here completed, and now, I couldn’t ask him to go either.

      “This is great news,” I finally managed, forcing cheer into my voice. “Sounds like we’re both starting a new chapter.”

      “Both?” Casey’s brows wrinkled.

      “My grandparents. I fulfilled Dad’s wishes. I’ve seen them three times now, heard them out plenty. I can be done with it. And the house … they don’t need me here much longer either,” I said.

      Casey stepped away, the closeness between us instantly turning cold and distant. My chest panged.

      He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Right, so, new chapters. Both of us,” he repeated, the familiar ribbon of pain flashing behind his eyes.

      “Come with me,” I blurted and then clapped a hand over my own mouth in surprise.

      Casey’s head snapped up. “What?”

      “New England needs custom dirt bikes too,” I mumbled, but there was no hope in my words, just as there was none in Casey’s expression.

      He shook his head slowly.

      I stood there, feeling like an idiot.

      We both knew Casey would never leave Grayson. Finally, he made his way over and took my hand. “Jordan, meeting you was unexpected, but it was also the best thing to ever happen to me. Hell, I went and fell in love with you. But then, changing your mind about small towns made me fall in love with this place all over again. I can’t leave when it’s all just beginning for me here. I hope you can understand why.”

      I nodded, not willing to trust my voice.

      Outside, the sun had dipped well beyond the tree tops. I looked up into Casey’s shadowed eyes, hating how familiar and comforting they were hovering right here over mine.

      A tear escaped, trailing fast down my cheek until Casey’s thumb swiped at it. “Don’t cry,” he whispered.

      “You said you love me.”

      “And that makes you cry?”

      I nodded, his thumb bobbing along with my chin where he still held my face.

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you too.” The words weren’t even scary. Maybe I’d been holding them in for so long that they felt used already instead of like the first time saying it.

      Casey stared down at me, and I leaned up, content with showing him rather than attempting to talk about a lost cause anymore tonight. But Casey stopped me, so close that his lips brushed mine when he talked.

      “Stay,” he whispered. “Just stay.”

      My eyes went wide, but his were hooded, almost closed, like he wasn’t even concerned about my answer. Or maybe he knew it was a lost cause too.

      I hesitated, the word “no” on the tip of my tongue. But it wouldn’t come.

      Could I? Stay? Become a small-town girl? The girl my mother refused to let herself become? The girl I’d fought against by refusing to step foot in a place like this my whole life?

      For Casey, I wondered—

      A horn honked, jarring me, and I jumped back, yelping. “What the…?”

      I turned to find Sharon and John climbing out of their truck. My insides tightened at the sight of them here. What could possibly have made them come to me here of all places?

      Casey glanced at me once, his expression already changed to one of concern. “You want to wait inside?” he asked. “I can tell them to leave.”

      I shook my head.

      I’d stay. For just a little longer.
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      At the sight of the DeWalter pickup rolling into the yard, every muscle in Jordan’s body seemed to coil and tense. She insisted on staying even as both Sharon and John climbed out and headed our way. I tightened my grip on her waist, hating this for her already. She should have been done with them, with the careless way they’d treated her so far. But here they were, back again for more.

      And ruining my moment with Jordan in the process. For a split second, I wondered if she was going to say yes. But then they’d pulled up, and I’d watched her expression morph into one of betrayal and enough pain that I knew she would never stick around for more of this.

      I couldn’t blame her, either.

      “Mr. and Mrs. DeWalter,” I greeted when they got close, being sure to infuse my voice with plenty of false Southern charm. “This is an unexpected visit. What brings you out to Grayson this evening?”

      John cleared his throat, looking pointedly at Jordan. She didn’t meet his eyes, so he turned to me. “Heard you were starting up officially. Custom dirt bike builds. I’d like to place an order.”

      “You heard?” I repeated, blinking in utter surprise. Who the hell would even know that already?

      John shrugged. “Small town. Good news travels fast.”

      “And bad news even faster,” I muttered. And then, because I could sense the tension already mounting, I added, “Well, you’ve come at a good time. Just finished one this afternoon.” I flicked a glance over at Sharon, who was staring intently at Jordan. “Would you both like to take a look?”

      I inched closer to Jordan and watched Sharon expectantly.

      “I’ll just wait here if you don’t mind,” Sharon said. “I’d like to have a word with Jordan.”

      “Sounds good,” I said and planted my feet. “Go ahead.”

      Sharon glanced between Jordan and me, clearly flustered.

      Jordan laid a hand on my arm. “It’s fine,” she said quietly. “I’ll be fine.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but then shut it again, feeling beaten and strangely angry about it. Of course, Jordan was fine. She’d been fine without me her whole life, and she’d be fine again when she was gone. She didn’t need me.

      Wasn’t that what she’d been saying all along?

      Without another backward glance, I turned on my heel and strode off to the garage with John at my heels. If nothing else, maybe I could get a sale out of the whole thing.
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      My knees trembled and then strained as I locked them stiffly. I folded my arms to keep from hinting at the nerves dancing in my belly and working their way into my shaking hands. If Sharon was here, it was because she finally had something real to say. And for some reason I couldn’t name, that made me nervous.

      We waited until Casey and John had made it to the garage. Still, Sharon hesitated, and I wondered if I should invite her inside or offer her some sweet tea. But no. Not this time.

      I tightened my folded arms and waited.

      “I know you only sought me out to honor your father’s request,” Sharon began stiffly. “I’ll be honest. It offended me that you didn’t come of your own free will, hurt my pride, really, and I … may not have handled myself properly.”

      I couldn’t help it. My mouth fell open. I closed it quickly and bit my tongue to keep from muttering anything that might ruin this apology—assuming that was what this was.

      “At any rate, you’re here, in Grayson, and that’s what matters. Before you go, I owe you an explanation.” Sharon paused, and I wondered if she was waiting for me to urge her on or tell her all was forgiven.

      “I’m listening,” I prompted.

      Sharon nodded once. “Twenty-five years ago, I was angry. For one thing, I always thought your father would settle here after high school, take over the dealership John owns in town.”

      “Dealership?” I echoed.

      “Cars. John owns the biggest Ford dealership on this side of the state,” Sharon explained. Her brows wrinkled, and her head tilted. “You really didn’t know, did you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Well, that’s something,” she said almost to herself as her gaze flicked once to Casey. She looked back at me again. “Anyway, your father, back in high school, he talked about leaving for college or to see the world, but so did everyone else at that age. So had I,” she added ruefully. “But no one ever did. The people in our town—in my family—stayed. It was tradition. So, when your father came in, talking about how he’d taken a job in Boston, that it was already a done deal and he only had a couple of weeks left here, I panicked. I tried to force him to stay. I threatened, I begged. I reminded him of the future we’d already laid out for him. His father’s dealership was set to become his…”

      Sharon glanced at John, who stood admiring Casey’s latest piece of custom handiwork.

      “Nothing moved your father. He was stubborn,” Sharon went on. “Then, they told me they were pregnant with you, and I got angry. I blamed your mother for luring him away.”

      Despite her obvious heartbreak, I was unmoved. “You could have visited, talked on the phone—”

      “I know. The truth was I was angry at myself. Their life looked a lot like mine had at that age—pregnant young, married young—except they saw possibilities where I hadn’t been brave enough to look. I was angry with myself for feeling stuck.”

      She glanced over to where John was now bent over, examining another dirt bike, this one only half assembled and leaning precariously in the far corner.

      “You aren’t happy with your choices?” I asked, and even though it was a question—the answer was clear.

      Sharon nodded, lips thinned in a resignation that felt like it’d been around longer than I had. “Not about John but about staying.” Her face fell, and she picked at her manicure. “I didn’t want to admit I’d been wrong about my own life—or theirs.” Her chin came up, and she added, “Pride runs deep in this family.”

      I snorted. No one could argue there. “John said he regretted how it went but he didn’t know how to apologize,” I said.

      Sharon nodded. “Part of it was the regret. Part was recognizing how much better off you all were.” She caught sight of my wrinkled brow and went on, “A few years after you left, Wayne came to live with us. He was a difficult child and became even more so as he got older. He’s been asking for his inheritance for years now. Or a spot in the dealership’s management.”

      “And John said no,” I guessed.

      Sharon cleared her throat, clearly not wanting to get into it all. “It’s been difficult,” she said simply.

      “You thought I was here to ask for money too,” I said, softening to realize how much baggage and history had gone into her assumption. If Wayne as a child was anything like Wayne as an adult, it couldn’t have been easy.

      Sharon nodded, her eyes sad and glassy. “I’m sorry about that. We’ve been through a lot with Wayne, and Shelley, his mother. I won’t go down that road again.”

      “I hope you know I wasn’t asking you to.”

      She nodded. “Some years ago, I reached out to your parents. We began talking, although infrequently, and then your mother began sending pictures. Usually around Christmas. I took what I could get. The truth was I felt like the idiot. Clearly, your lives were better off without us. Without Windsor hanging around your ankle like a ball and chain, holding you back.”

      “It doesn’t hold me back,” I said, thinking of Casey. Of Summer and the beautiful house she’d let me help her create.

      “I see that,” Sharon admitted, her gaze flicking to Casey and then quickly back to me. “Either way, I see this place exactly as you do: one big missed opportunity. I want more than that for you.”

      “You sound like Mom,” I admitted with a wry smile.

      “I told them a few years back I wanted contact but only when and if you kids were ready.”

      “And I never was,” I added, feeling the weight of that decision more than I ever had before. And I realized I’d been a hypocrite. Sharon had let her pride ruin her relationship with her family, and here I was, doing the same damn thing. And all of it built on prejudices and assumptions and stereotypes.

      Nice, Jordan. Pot, meet kettle.

      “Sharon,” I began and then changed my mind, my tone softening as I started again. “Grandma.” Sharon’s mouth lifted. It was the closest to a genuine smile I’d ever seen from her. “I’m sorry. Looks like we’re both guilty of the same sin. I’d like to … start over if we can.”

      She took a deep breath, and her shoulders sagged as she exhaled. “I’d like that very much too.”

      She held her arms out, and I stepped into them, hugging her right back. I was startled to find her scent reminded me of Dad’s—freshly pressed linens and starch. Moisture stung my eyes, and by the time I pulled away, we were both swiping at the corners of our eyes.

      We shared a smile.

      “Unless my eyes deceive me, you two are getting along,” Casey said, slipping a hand into mine as he came up beside me.

      I wondered how long he’d been eavesdropping to have such impeccable timing, but I didn’t mind. It was nice having Casey watching out for me. I squeezed Casey’s hand and leaned in against his shoulder.

      John’s eyes sparkled as he looked between me and Sharon. He planted a kiss on her cheek, and she swatted at him but failed to hide her amusement. Huh. Maybe she didn’t settle as much as she thought.

      “Jordan and I have cleared the air, I believe,” Sharon said, and I could only shake my head at the uppity way she described it. As usual.

      “We made up,” I added.

      John hooted. “About damn time. Jordan, we can’t wait to get to know you better.” He turned to Sharon. “Now can I buy a dirt bike from this talented young man?”

      “Have at it.” Sharon gestured, and John immediately doubled back to the garage. Casey followed, and Sharon and I wandered slowly along behind them.

      “I heard the house you’re building is coming along nicely,” Sharon said.

      “Yeah, I’m wrapping up next week, actually.” I kicked my toe against the loose dirt, my good mood suddenly plummeting as I remembered how little time I had left here.

      If Sharon thought the same, she didn’t comment on it. “We’d love if you came for dinner before you left,” she said. “You and Casey.”

      “That sounds great, but…” I bit my lip, uncertain whether to bring it up and risk the progress we’d made. “Will Wayne be there?”

      “No.” Sharon shook her head. “And I apologize again for his aggressive behavior toward you. Wayne is…”

      “An ass,” I offered.

      Sharon laughed, which shocked me hard enough to stop me cold. “Yes, that is the most accurate, isn’t it?” Sharon’s amusement died quickly. “I make excuses, I know, because of his circumstances.”

      “Because of Shelley?”

      I’d met my dad’s sister once and was too young to remember much of her. After that, she never came around again. I’d already been so deep in my anger toward my grandparents that I never questioned it.

      Sharon sighed. “Shelley left when Wayne was fifteen. She said she had a job in LA and never came home.”

      “You’ve never heard from her in all this time?” I asked.

      “No. Wayne was okay at first, but their home life was always a little rough, I think. Anyway, he fell into the wrong crowd at school, and I think … well, there I go making excuses. Anyway, I think he saw more than we know in those childhood years—men in and out, none of them kind to him or Shelley—and it changed him. Made him into something else.”

      “He’s not nice to anyone. Especially Jenny,” I said.

      Sharon sighed again. “I try to encourage her to leave, but she’s had it rough too. Low self-esteem. It’s a long story, and it’s not yours to worry about.” She stepped closer and laid a hand very tentatively on my shoulder. “Wayne won’t bother you anymore. John will see to it. Will you come for dinner?”

      I smiled. “I’ll come.”

      “Bring Casey,” she added.

      I glanced over and found him watching me, half-nodding at whatever John was saying to him. Our eyes met, and something warm passed between us. It didn’t feel at all like an impending goodbye, and a pang of regret washed over me at what I was losing when I left. A loss that went so much deeper than that stupid bet.

      “I’ll bring him to dinner,” I promised.

      Besides, what was one more dinner when I’d already let him so far inside my heart?
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      I stood on the front porch, waving one last time into the darkness as the DeWalters’ truck disappeared down the road. When the red tail lights faded, I turned to Jordan and did what I’d wanted to do for over an hour.

      “That was—”

      Her words were cut short, silenced by my kiss.

      It was meant to be almost chaste, a measure of comfort against the stress and emotion of what she’d just gone through with Sharon and John.

      I had every intention of stopping again—but the moment our lips met, I knew it wouldn’t be nearly as gentle or fleeting as I’d intended. Her scent, the feel of her in my arms—and the reminder that this might be one of the last times we would be together this way—let loose a sudden desperation.

      I needed her.

      To savor it. To store it up for the future. A very lonely future at this rate.

      I kissed her harder, and she gave a soft noise of pleasure, encouraging me.

      The pressure increased, my lips hard and wanting on hers, and it took all of a split second for her to give in and melt beneath my hands. The tension in her shoulders and arms drained away, and within no time, she felt like soft clay beneath me. Molding, shaping her body against mine.

      I pulled and she pressed back, the cool night air sliding up and inside the space between us, charging me with an electric current that buzzed underneath my skin.

      More. I needed more of her.

      No, I needed all of her. Just once more.

      My hands roamed, finding their way inside her shirt and up and over her velvet skin. I moved fabric aside greedily until her breast spilled free into my palm. My thumb brushed over her nipple, and my cock instantly hardened as she moaned into my mouth.

      I tugged her closer, and she answered by wrapping her arms tight around my neck. I reached my arms around her waist, cupping her ass, and lifted. She wrapped her legs around me, locking them at the ankles. I barely broke away long enough to gauge the distance before I opted for the barn instead of the house. Inside, I shoved her against the wall and pressed myself against her. My tongue tangled with hers.

      With my free hand, I fumbled with the button on her jeans.

      Jordan yanked her mouth from mine and threw her head back, arching her neck and rocking her hips against mine. I barely held back the growl building in my throat.

      I trailed hungry kisses over her throat, dipping low to lick along the line of her V-neck that had slipped to reveal plenty of skin.

      “Casey,” Jordan whispered.

      Her name built in my mind until I thought my body would burst with how much I wanted her. To claim her. Not just tonight but always.

      Instead of her name, what came out was the same bullshit I’d almost ruined things with earlier. “Stay.”

      I barely registered it—until I felt Jordan stiffen against me. Her body’s responses stopped. She loosened her grip on my neck—on my everything. “Casey,” she said, but instead of hearing my name, I only heard the regret.

      Motherfucker.

      Why hadn’t I waited to say that ’til later?

      Or better yet—realized she’d never answered it in the first place for a reason. And not just because we’d been interrupted by her grandparents.

      “Let’s talk about it later,” I mumbled, kissing her ear in an attempt to pick up where we’d left off.

      “I can’t.” Jordan unlocked her ankles, and I eased away until her feet slid to the floor.

      “Fine, let’s not talk about it at all,” I said, the hardest parts of me still stinging from the sudden and abrupt separation.

      “No, I mean I can’t stay,” Jordan said quietly.

      I paused, letting her words wash over me and making sure I trusted my voice before responding.

      “I had a feeling you’d say that.” Despite every effort to keep the bitterness out of my tone, Jordan winced. I shoved a hand through my hair. “When do you leave?”

      She hesitated, and I thought I’d braced myself. But when she said, “Next week,” I knew I hadn’t prepared myself nearly enough.

      I spun and marched out of the barn, staring out over a yard covered in a shroud of darkness. Above, stars twinkled; the moon shone. The earth continued to turn. But for me, everything came to an abrupt and screeching halt.

      Next fucking week.

      I felt rather than saw her come to stand behind me.

      “Guess it works out that Frank knows about my bike business,” I said without turning, “considering I’ve just lost our bet.”

      “Casey, please don’t be like that,” she whispered.

      I ignored her words. “So, this is it then?”

      Jordan hesitated. “I guess so,” she said finally.

      I contemplated all of the irrational reactions I wanted to have. Cursing. Plugging my ears and singing. Leaving in a cloud of motorcycle dust. But I didn’t.

      I just stood there and took it like a man.

      A man getting his heart broken.

      Finally, without a word, Jordan walked off. I listened to the sound of her footsteps as she climbed the porch and disappeared inside the house. Still, I stood there, frowning at the silhouette of the mountains in the distance.

      I wondered if Frank would be proud of me now. Was this living? Falling in love—finally—only to end up getting my heart pummeled before being forced to watch the woman of my dreams walk out of my life forever?

      If so, I wondered if opting for eternal bachelorhood wasn’t a better alternative after all. Frank thought I’d only been going through the motions before … I hated to imagine what it was going to be like when Jordan was gone.
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      Mud squished underneath the soles of my boots. Two days of rain had brought progress on Summer’s house to a standstill that was threatening to delay my departure date. Now, the contractors scurried around like ants, trying to make up for lost time. Drills hummed, but with the walls already closed in, all I could do was stand back and listen to the muffled sounds of interior construction.

      Summer stood beside me, both of us watching the activity from afar as various contractors came and went with supplies.

      “I bet you’re thrilled to have this all behind you so you can open your firm,” Summer said. I’d filled her in on the gist of things with Sharon and John, and she’d been more sympathetic than I’d expected, telling me in turn about her parents’ divorce and the rift it had caused. Apparently, she was still on tentative ground with her mom, but things were improving slowly.

      Her understanding made me wish I’d confided in her sooner.

      “Yeah, thrilled,” I said, but the word provoked no matching emotion.

      “Will it take long to get your new firm up and running when you get back?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I’ve been so focused on fulfilling Dad’s last request that I didn’t think much about what comes next.”

      “But you’re done, right? And with the house on track and the framing all done … I mean, obviously, I love having you here, and not just for work but as a friend. But you can go home now. Get started on the next chapter.”

      “Thanks, Summer, that means a lot.” I smiled. “This project has meant so much more than I expected. So have you.” I stared out at the view of rolling hills and fields dotted with crops below us.

      “Frank told me about your decision to scrap the car.” She bumped my shoulder sympathetically. “I know it meant something to you.”

      “It did.” I managed to keep the pain out of my words. Another small piece of Dad I’d been forced to let go of out here. “But John’s selling me a car at a good price.”

      He’d wanted to give it to me for free, but I refused. Instead, I took the “family discount” as he’d called it.

      “Sounds like everything worked out for the best,” she said, and I grimaced. “You okay?” she asked.

      The pain in my chest constricted my throat, making it hard to talk. “Not everything worked out for the best.”

      Summer bit her lip, and I knew she caught my meaning. “Want to talk about it?”

      “You mean can you tell me your fairy tale love story for a seventh time?” I shook my head, and she gave me a rueful smile. “No. I think I’m good. Not everyone’s story ends like yours.”

      Summer’s expression turned earnest. “You’re missing the point.”

      “And what’s that?”

      She tilted her head as if the answer was obvious. “Not all of them end.”

      I sighed. “Mine does.”

      “But who says it has to be today?” She shrugged before I could argue. “I’m just saying. Lots of houses in Grayson need fixing up. You wouldn’t be pressed for work.”

      I scrunched my brows together, uncertain but, for the first time, not completely turned off by the idea. “You really think there’s enough opportunity here? Enough to build a career on?”

      “I know there’s a market for it,” she said, and I eyed her skeptically.

      “Seriously. My mom’s country club friends love investment property. They all started watching HGTV in their retirement, and now they think they can flip houses.” She rolled her eyes, and I smiled. “Seriously, Grayson might be small, but the surrounding counties and Roanoke together make up a plenty big area. In my opinion, an ambitious girl like you might even do better out here than in the big city.” She brushed her hand over my arm and added, “Something to think about.”

      She grabbed the forms she’d been looking for earlier and sauntered off, leaving me staring after her—an idea forming. Or maybe it had been there all along. Maybe the only thing that had really been in my way had been that I’d truly believed in my own failure. At everything.

      “Huh,” I muttered to myself, stealing Frank’s favorite line.

      I yanked my phone out and sent a text to Frank.

      A second later, he replied simply: Yep.

      I smiled.

      Summer was right. It was time I started the next chapter of my life, starting with giving Casey notice that I’d be moving out.

      My pulse thudded as I remembered the hurt and utter betrayal that had played across his face the other night. I’d hurt him deeply, and the regret washed over me so hard my knees wobbled. What had I done? Casey deserved so much better. And I was going to give it to him.

      I made up my mind, smiling as I packed up my things.

      We’d done everything backward so far, but not anymore. A girl couldn’t start off already living with the love of her life. I just hoped that, once I explained, Casey would see it as a new start too.
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CASEY

        

      

    

    
      The dull roar coupled with the phantom rattle of Goose’s motor made it impossible to hear anything else. She was sick. Again.

      Fucking-A, Dean. Buy a new damned tractor.

      It figured, after finally getting over my initial panic of being fired, I’d come over to pick up my check and ended up doing the only thing about my job I thoroughly despised: fixing this damned tractor.

      At least, it was Friday.

      And I had a date with a rusted hunk of metal that I planned to spend the entire weekend with my hands inside. It was my second favorite date scenario. And for the foreseeable future, it was all I had to look forward to.

      Underneath me, Goose wrenched and shuddered.

      I pressed my foot on the gas, but nothing happened except that the rattling sound got louder. I eased off again, contenting myself with the slow pace. I’d taken her on a long loop since the middle field was being harvested and all sorts of hands and equipment had blocked the way.

      I used my forearm and the hem of my work glove to wipe my brow. This August heat was no joke. Up ahead, the humidity blurred the form of an approaching body. Sweat dripped into my eyes, clouding it further until all I could make out was a mane of loose blonde hair glinting in the light. Frayed shorts. Thin button-down blouse.

      I blinked, not quite willing to hope.

      Maybe it was a mirage.

      I had heatstroke.

      Why else would I see Jordan running toward me in the middle of this field on the hottest day so far this year?

      When I blinked again, she was suddenly right in front of me—and she was still coming. I yanked the wheel, swerving around her, but at the last second, she darted sideways and came alongside me.

      “Jordan?” I said, dumbfounded.

      She grinned and grabbed the handle, swinging herself up onto the footboard beside me.

      “What the hell?” I demanded, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her in close to keep her from falling off the side of the damn thing.

      But I wasn’t mad. Not even a little.

      She looked glorious in the sunshine, her hair tangled and wild, her chest heaving as she caught her breath. Her blue eyes were like icy pools in the desert. I fell in immediately and didn’t care if I ever came up for air.

      “I’m glad I caught you,” she said, swiping absently at her brow.

      The sheen of sweat only added to her sex appeal. An image flashed in my mind of the two of us in the greenhouse up ahead, naked, bodies sliding against each other. I shook it away.

      “This couldn’t wait until I got back?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I wanted to catch you before you left. I was hoping you could give me a ride somewhere when you’re done here.”

      I frowned. “I told you, use the truck as long as you need. Why do you need me?”

      She bit her lip, and I caught myself staring at her mouth. “I bought a car from John, and I need someone to take me over and get it.”

      My chest tightened, the pain her words caused making it easy to look away from her face. “Yeah, fine,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Great.” She flashed me a smile that made absolutely no sense. Even if she didn’t love me or want to stay, she could at least stop looking so damn pleased with herself. “This is fun, by the way. I can see why you like this tractor so much.”

      “I do not—” I breathed deeply. “Is that it?”

      “Yep. Oh, before we go pick up my car, can we make a stop first?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Sure.”

      “Great.” She flashed another smile, and I actually considered pushing her off the tractor. It was only dirt. She’d be fine. “And Case … I’m sorry about the other night.” Her expression clouded, and my chest tightened all over again.

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not. I hurt you, and I’m sorry. I … want to make it up to you later.”

      My eyes narrowed. Had I imagined the sexy undertone in her words just now? “Make it up how?”

      “I promise to explain later. Right now, I need to go see Frank.”

      My heart thudded at all the possibilities that left. “Frank? Why the hell—?”

      “I’ll explain it all later, I promise.” She started to go and then stopped and turned back, bending low to look me in the eye. “It’s all going to work out, trust me.” She kissed me on the cheek and then jumped down and waved. “See you in a bit,” she said and dashed off.

      I watched her go, blonde hair flying behind her until she disappeared into the main house. My cheek burned where she’d kissed me. Work out, my ass. That girl better not be teasing me, or I’d definitely drag her through the mud before this was all over—literally.

      I should have told her no. I was so weak. I’d caved the moment she batted her lashes. And now she wanted a ride. After refusing to let me pay to fix her car like our bet terms stated. To pick up her new car. That she’d use to drive herself out of my life, no doubt. And, of course, I’d be the one to take her. To enable her to break my heart just a little more.

      Fuck my life. Maybe this tractor and I deserved each other after all.
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JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      Casey didn’t speak a word on our drive from Heritage Plantation. I knew better than to press him on his silence, though, and the closer we got to our destination, the more nervous I became about my plans. He’d clearly already distanced himself from me and for good reason.

      What had I been thinking concocting such an awful bet?

      And he’d agreed to it. Just stepped right up and volunteered to let me hurt him. God, I’d been a bitch. Hopefully, today would make up for some of that. If not, if he turned me down cold, I deserved it.

      Casey’s pickup jostled over a pothole, and I straightened, startled to realize we were already here. I’d almost missed the turn—again.

      “Stop,” I called out.

      Casey looked around. “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      “But this is—”

      “I know what it is,” I said, impatience leaking out in my attempt to make my surprise work. Casey had a thing for flair. He also had a knack for seeing right through my bullshit. One-upping all of that hadn’t been easy.

      Casey rolled to a stop in front of the now-familiar farmhouse, and I took a minute to soak it in. Noticing details I hadn’t seen before. Making plans, imagining how I’d bring this or that detail back to life again.

      Casey pulled up on the grass in front of the house but left the engine running. “I don’t understand. I thought you needed me to help you pick up your new car,” he said, and I winced at the bite in his words. I hated how badly I’d hurt him. Hurt both of us, really.

      I looked away from the house and back to Casey. “I do. But first, I need to show you something. Come on,” I said, pushing the door open and climbing out.

      The heat of the day, muted here under the treetops, washed over me like a wet blanket. I rounded the hood of the truck and opened Casey’s door, coaxing him out until he stood in front of me, grumbling.

      “I need to say something to you, and I thought this was the best place to do it,” I said, nerves dancing in my belly.

      What if he rejected my idea?

      Or me?

      Frank did tell me Casey would have final say. It was his name on the papers.

      “Haven’t you said enough already?” he demanded, clearly already pushed to the breaking point. It was time to come out with it.

      I swallowed hard. “Not nearly. Especially when all that other stuff was bullshit.”

      That got his attention.

      “You were wrong,” I said. “I lost the bet.”

      “You … what?”

      “I bet on our failure. That you’d fall for me and I’d still want to leave when it was all said and done. But that didn’t exactly happen,” I explained. “So, I lost.”

      “Look, I hate to point out the obvious, but I think you nailed that one, slick. We’re done. You’re leaving.”

      “Actually, you weren’t the only one to fall. And the thing is … I’m not leaving.”

      The only noise in the yard was the settling of the warm engine and cicadas in the trees beyond. I couldn’t even bring myself to look at Casey. I was so sure he’d look furious or worse. Indifferent.

      I stared at my work boots and wondered if it was too late to change my mind on the house.

      Before I could take any of it back, a truck pulled into the drive and rolled toward us. Frank waved from behind the wheel.

      “Damn,” I muttered. “He’s early.”

      “What’s he doing here?” Casey asked.

      “He has some paperwork for you to sign,” I said. “Or tear up,” I added under my breath. Casey’s brows went up. I sighed, my hair blowing off my forehead before resettling halfway in my eyes. I left it. “I asked Frank who owned this place. Imagine my surprise to find out it was one Casey Luck.”

      Casey’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth, but I pressed on. “Anyway, I had him draw up a lease. If you’re willing, I move in this weekend. I’ll stay on here until the rehab is done—or longer if you’ll let me.”

      “You want to move in here?” he asked.

      Frank got out and slammed his door, drowning out my small, “Yes.”

      “Hey, kids.” Frank waved a stack of papers in the air. “I just need your signatures, and we’re all set.”

      “Signatures?” Casey echoed.

      Frank came over and set the papers on the hood of the truck. “Leasing contract,” Frank explained, gesturing to the top form. “One year to start and then we’ll see.” Frank looked at me and added, “It’s all under the name of your firm, like you asked, Jordan, so when your paperwork’s all done, you can use this place as an office as well.”

      Casey made a small noise of disbelief. Frank grinned, and I smiled back at him. “Thanks, Frank.”

      “Sure. Casey, I took the liberty of drawing up all the papers, but this is your place, kid. You decide.” Frank held a pen out to Casey.

      He ignored it and stared at me.

      “You want to live here?” he repeated.

      I suppressed a smile at how cute he looked standing here in shock. “I can’t live with my boyfriend. I don’t move that fast,” I said, my voice stalling halfway between teasing and terrified.

      Casey’s eyes went wide, and he looked from me to Frank. Butterflies batted my stomach until I felt nauseous. Was he going to reject me?

      “Unless you want to live here instead …” I trailed off and then realized what he really meant. “If this isn’t what you want, I can go—” I began and was almost knocked over as Casey rushed me.

      He caught me up in his arms, uttering a low growl that sounded like, “Hell no,” as he dragged me against him and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around him, kissing right back with everything in me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “That’s a yes?” I asked when we came up for air.

      Casey laughed, his belly shaking mine. “It’s a hell yes.”

      “It’s a great house,” I said, still unsure. “If you want to live here instead—”

      “Oh, I plan to live here one day,” he said, a glint in his eye. “But you’re right. You can’t live with your boyfriend right away. Let’s give it a few days at least.”

      I laughed, but he silenced it, kissing me again until Frank cleared his throat and I pulled back, face flushed. Casey grinned, but I wasn’t done making things right. “I’m sorry,” I whispered for Casey’s ears only. “For the bet. For hurting you.”

      Casey laid his forehead against mine. “Don’t be sorry. It was on both of us. Not just you, and you’re staying, so don’t be sorry. But when it comes to love and you and me, slick, all bets are off. Deal?”

      I grinned. “Deal,” I told him, even while I wondered how the cards would fall at my decision to stay. But I realized with a surprising certainty I wasn’t worried at all. We’d already beat the odds.

      Casey Luck was all mine.
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