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  Dogwood Grove

Reading Order



Chocolates in January (A Year in Dogwood Grove series)
Hearts in February (AYIDG)
A day in Dogwood Grove: The Parade (AYIDG)
Flowers in March (AYIDG)
Paddles in April (AYIDG)
Picnics in May (AYIDG)
Discerning Blake (Wilson Brothers series)
Dances in June (AYIDG)
Paintings in July (AYIDG)
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  Chapter One


Levi
5:30 a.m., the alarm rings. 5:45 a.m., I’m dressed and in the car. 6 a.m., I start my run around the lake—it’s cold but not raining. 6:30 a.m., I’m back in the car. 6:45 a.m., I shower. 7 a.m., I sit down in front of my computer, ready to work. 
It’s a good day when everything goes to plan.
I’m a freelance computer programmer, so I can work from home, and I’m in control of my schedule. I have exactly five and a half days left on this project, and then I start the next one. That one should take thirty days, give or take five. And then nothing.
I should take care of that.
I add Find new projects for April to this week’s to-do list.
It doesn’t need to go on today’s to-do list. There’s a baseball practice in the evening, and I won’t have much extra time.
I get back to work.
At 12 p.m., I cook lunch. I’m back at work by 1 p.m.
At 4 p.m., I turn off my computer, eat a healthy snack, and clean.
I like things neat and organized. You leave something out of place for too long and eventually it will stop you in your tracks. My daily cleaning schedule ensures I’m as efficient as I can be.
It doesn’t take me too long to clean. I live by myself in a 500-square-foot apartment in the old town.
I’m proud of my apartment, even if it’s not quite to my taste. It’s old and quaint, whereas I prefer a slick modern look.
But I wasn’t thinking of myself when I bought and restored the apartment. It’s meant to be an investment. And the tourists love the exposed brick in the kitchen. It took Hunter and I three days to clean and fix the mortar, and to glaze afterward. But judging from the reviews I got from the guests that stayed here last summer, it was well worth the effort.
For now, I move back into my parents’ house in the summer, so I can rent out this place. It’s all part of my ten-year plan to build my perfect home. I’m on year five and it’s all going according to plan. I’ve already bought the plot of land from my parents, and I have a meeting with an architect to start working on the house plans next week.
It’s not ideal moving out of my apartment every summer, but I don’t want to owe anyone anything, least of all a bank. I don’t like loans. I save up money, and then I spend it. I’m fairly low maintenance, and I already have enough to start construction. When I get closer to the end, I’ll sell this place for a decent profit and finish the house.
I’d make even more money from renting out the apartment year round, but mom made it very clear that living with them all year was not an option. I believe her exact words were “You’re like a piece of dark chocolate, Levi. Having you with us for two months is a nice treat, but too much of you and it leaves a bitter taste in the mouth.”
Mom doesn’t mince her words. It’s something I get from her.
4:45 p.m., I get ready for practice.
I arrive at the baseball field at 5:20 p.m., exactly ten minutes early, just the way I like it.
Practice goes well.
“You want to join me at the gym?” I ask Hunter afterward.
“Not today,” he says, “I promised Shannon I’d be home for dinner.”
Hunter is my best friend, and Shannon is his new girlfriend. I raise an eyebrow at the word home. If they moved in together, he didn’t tell me. And he doesn’t elaborate. Hunter is a very private person, like me.
“I barely see you anymore,” I point out.
There’s no point in blaming Shannon. Hunter doesn’t like it when I say anything negative about her. That’s his right, I guess. And it is fair that he shoulder the blame. He is my friend after all.
“Shannon is going out with her friends Friday night. How about we go for a drink at the Den?”
Oh, if Shannon is busy then he has time for me?
The way he let her completely take over his life irritates me. Hunter is not as structured as I am when it comes to his future, but he works hard. He has plans, and I hate to see him throw all of that away for a woman.
I’d give him a piece of my mind except I want to go to the Den.
I shouldn’t. I don’t like crowds. I don’t like drunks. I don’t like the music. But I get this burning sensation in my gut when I’m there. When she’s there. I don’t know what that feeling is—frustration, exasperation, anger, lust, or a combination of them all—but it makes me feel alive. More than running around the lake in 32-degree weather.
“Fine. Friday.”
We go our separate ways.
At 9 p.m., I’m done with the gym and taking my second shower of the day—cold.
I eat a light dinner, and it’s lights out by 10 p.m.
I can’t sleep. It’s not unusual for me. It’s one of the reasons I exercise so much, it helps to shut my brain off. But it’s bothersome. I have a long, productive day ahead of me tomorrow, and I don’t want lack of sleep to get in the way.
I lie staring at the ceiling for fifteen minutes.
Reluctantly—with a groan—I give up. I give in.
Like every night for the past two weeks, I think of Kayla. It’s the night of the parade in Dogwood Grove, and she’s wearing that tiny strawberry-red outfit that shows off her belly and barely covers her butt.
My cock stirs, and I give in completely. I reach inside my pajama pants and squeeze.
Kayla is smiling at me. I’m wearing a scarecrow outfit with full-face makeup. She wouldn’t smile like that if she knew it was me.
This is the part where the fantasy starts to deviate from my real memory.
I look for her after the parade, and I find her alone looking for me.
“You came,” she says with a flirtatious grin.
I take her back to my house—and not to the bleachers in the baseball field like Ryan Turner did—and lay her down on my bed.
My cock throbs with need. I rub up and down with fast, jerky thrusts.
I imagine kissing her, her hands going around my neck. I slide my hands up her exposed abdomen until I reach the hem of her shirt. I slide my hand in, dragging my thumb against the soft flesh of her small breast.
I come.
I grunt as I jerk out every last drop.
That was fast.
The front of my shirt is soaked—it caught most of my release. I take it off and throw it in the hamper next to the nightstand and lie back, groaning.
Maybe it’s a good thing the night didn’t happen the way I fantasized. At that speed, I’d be one big fucking disappointment.
But my eyelids grow heavier, and my thoughts scatter, so I guess the fantasy served its purpose. I close my eyes, turn to my side, and fall asleep.

      [image: ]Kayla
It’s hard to prepare for a Friday night at the Den. Things could always go one way or the other. There could be no one but a couple chatting at a table all night, or—like tonight—it can be complete chaos. And of course, this happens on the night when Bryce and Blake, the owners, invited their friends, leaving me and Charlotte to do all the work. 
Which, let’s face it, means that I have to do all the work.
Charlotte is still new, but that’s no excuse for the way she keeps leaning over the bar in front of Bryce and his friends and trying to butt into their conversation.
Bryce and Blake have had the same group of friends since I’ve known them. It’s five guys (it used to be six before Wyatt died) and their wives—for those who are married. And they’re all forty or close to it.
They’re fun, sure.
But I don’t get why Charlotte, a twenty-eight-year old, keeps hanging out with them like she belongs.
I grab my tray of drinks.
“Charlotte, we’re getting dangerously close to having no clean glasses,” I say as I pass behind her.
“Sorry,” she says and pushes away from the bar to open the dishwasher.
That’s one good thing about her, she doesn’t get mad. She just says sorry, smiles, and does what I ask. I’ve just stopped expecting her to take initiative.
I walk around the bar, holding the heavy tray up by my head. But Garret, Blake’s friend, is blocking my way, talking excitedly to Blake and making big swinging motions with his arms like he’s swinging a baseball bat.
I back up before he swings at my tray and give Blake a scowling glare.
Blake grabs Garrett’s arm and gently pulls him out of the way. Garrett doesn’t even notice, just keeps on talking and swinging.
And that’s the weird thing about being a waitress. You can in one moment feel like you’re the most important person in the room—everyone is going to die of thirst if they don’t get your immediate attention—and in the next, you become completely invisible.
I don’t like feeling invisible.
I don’t like it when they all yell at me either. But I prefer to be noticed than ignored.
I drop off three rum and cokes at a table of college boys, who are so engrossed in their conversation that they don’t even notice their drinks in front of them, or bother saying thank you either.
I pass by a table of tourists, who call for my attention. I lift one finger to tell them to wait and finish off my tray by dropping off four beers at a table of players from the Old Timers’ baseball team.
“Thanks,” says Levi, interrupting his friend Hunter.
Levi’s usually a pain in my rear end. And just when I’m thinking maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on him when he’s the only person who’s thought to thank me, he goes and says, “It’s warm.”
His giant hand is wrapped around his beer, feeling it.
I sigh. I don’t have time for this. I reach out to put my hand on the beer.
I grab the neck and push down to move his hand out of the way. Our hands barely touch, and he jerks away as if I stung him.
“Sorry.” Though I don’t get what’s so horrible about touching my hand.
“It’s cool-ish,” I say.
“But not cold.” His light blue eyes bore into me, accusingly.
“Fine, it’s not icy cold. We’re very busy tonight, and I had to restock the fridge. You want me to bring you something else?”
“Yes,” Levi answers, as his three table companions say, “No,” in chorus.
I list off the names of our most expensive beers that I know have been in the fridge for days and will be cold enough to satisfy his highness, and he picks one.
I move to grab the offending beer, but Hunter grabs it first. “We’ll
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