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        Adrianne

      

      

      

      Something about goats bleating in the background while I’m naked makes me feel extra vulnerable.

      “Daisy, I can barely hear you.” That’s my nice way of communicating that her goats are getting out of hand.

      “Sorry, Mullet is needing out.”

      I roll my eyes. For all Daisy’s oddities, treating goats like literal kids has to be the worst.

      I put the phone on speaker and step into my bikini bottom. A door shuts, and the bleating muffles. I pull my mop of brown hair over my shoulder, then tie my swimsuit top around my neck.

      “There. Mullet’s out. You sure you don’t need me to come over?”

      “No.” I sigh. “I’m going to lay out and zone out for a bit.”

      “If you get bored later, we can get together, or do goat yoga.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Maybe to hanging out, definite no on the goat yoga.”

      “Fine, but goats are great therapy.”

      “I’m swearing off men for a while, not overcoming an addiction or dealing with daddy issues.”

      Daisy laughs. “Whatever you say, but goats can fill a great void.”

      I gather my hair on top of my head. What can I say that won’t sound condescending? Responses turn in my head as I tie up my hair. Nah . . . I’ve got nothing.

      “Adrianne, you still there?”

      “Yep.” I tighten my bun. “Just thinking.”

      “About last night?”

      “No.” Yes.

      “It’s okay if you are.”

      I plop down on my bed. “I feel stupid, that’s all. Me of all people should’ve known better.”

      “No, he of all people should’ve known better. Imagine all the other women not smart enough to catch on to him.”

      I smile to myself. Daisy, quirky as she may be, always knows how to lift my spirits. “Thanks.”

      “I’m serious. In this modern era of technology, you’ve got to be pretty conniving to pull off dating three different women at once.”

      “Four.” I wince at admitting that aloud.

      “Four?”

      “Yeah, apparently he covered enough sales territory to juggle four women at once.”

      “Well.”

      I lie back on the bed and stare at my ceiling fan like a toddler. “The worst part is now I have to get a new products rep.”

      Daisy laughs. “If that’s your biggest worry, then you can hardly call this a heartbreak.”

      “Yeah, my heart’s not so much broken over him as it is by him. It’s like a culmination of many men taking tiny hammers to it over the years. No certain guy could break my heart, but this one just happened to have the final hammer to complete the crack.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. You’re the prettiest person I know, you’re smart, and sometimes funny.”

      “Sometimes.” I balk, pretending to be offended. In reality, I’m tickled pink that Daisy called me smart twice in one conversation.

      I don’t get a lot of compliments on my brains. Most people tend to see me as surface-level only. The stylish hairdresser who can work magic with a curling wand. I’m sort of the unofficial fairy godmother for all eligible bachelorettes in Apple Cart County. But it’s getting kind of old sitting on the sidelines for everyone else’s happily ever after.

      “We all know I’m the funny one.”

      “True.” I laugh. Daisy is funny as in quick-witted, but also as in quirky. All around, she still gets more laughs than me, so I’ll give her funny.

      “Why don’t you make a list of what you want in a guy?”

      I blink at the fan. “I’ve done that before. Turns out what looks good on paper isn’t always great in person. Like when an elderly woman comes in the salon with a magazine clipping of Taylor Swift. T-Swift’s hair isn’t going to translate well when worn at the retirement home.”

      Daisy laughs. “And you said you weren’t funny.”

      I get up and retrieve the sunscreen from my bathroom. “Funny or not, I’m tired of funny business with men. Instead of making a list, I’m making a pact.”

      “A pact? With who?”

      “Myself. No more men, at least until the summer ends.”

      “Why summer?”

      “You know me. I thrive on goals, and summer offers plenty of shirtless temptations, from lawn boys to professionals chilling by the lake at Jack’s lodge.”

      “If bare chests are your weakness, don’t ever get into massage therapy.”

      “I didn’t plan on it.”

      A large goop of sunscreen plops out when I squeeze the bottle. I rub gentle circles on my face with my fingertips until it’s evened out. Then I rub the remaining lotion on my shoulders and neck.

      A loud buzzing noise blasts outside my window. I stand and pull back the curtain. “Dais, did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      “A loud buzzing sound.”

      “I heard something in the distance, but I’m not sure what. I’ve got goats and chickens scratching at my door.”

      “Oh well. As long as it’s not a bear or something.”

      “There’s no bears where we live.”

      My shoulders relax. Daisy was a real bookworm in high school and still reads a lot. That coupled with her obsession for unusual animals would qualify her to know about bears.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks for letting me vent.”

      “Anytime. Feel free to call later. I’ve got appointments until five, then I’m done today.”

      “Thanks, Dais.”

      “Cheer up, buttercup.”

      I shake my head as she hangs up the phone. The buzzing returns for a few seconds, then stops.

      You never know what’s going on around here. We have all types of hunting seasons, so rednecks frequent the woods behind my house all year. I grab my headphones and start my favorite playlist as I exit through the back door.

      Like most middle-class Southerners, I have the luxury of my own above-ground pool. After standing on my feet all week indoors, it’s my go-to fix for relaxing my limbs and taking in some natural vitamin D.

      It doesn’t take long for me to settle onto my favorite float, belly down, and drift toward the middle of the water. Shania Twain belts out “Any Man of Mine,” and I regret pushing away from my phone so soon. This is one track I’d prefer to skip today.

      I mentally go over my grocery list and all the items I need to pick up for the salon. Of course, that leads my mind to products we’re running short on, which leads to Marcus. Ugh, Marcus Farcus. Actually, Marcus Mosely, but Farcus is more fitting.

      My brain takes on a table tennis match between productivity and the promiscuity of the man I last trusted to love me. Well, love is a strong word. I’ll go with adore, or simply like. If only he hadn’t liked a lot of other women as much as me—at the same time.

      By the time the song ends, I’m worked up and ready to mix hair removal in his styling gel. As an evil little scheme cooks up in my head, something crashes beside me, sending me and half the pool water over the edge like a tidal wave.

      My heart leaps in my throat as I rip out my earbuds, which are thankfully waterproof, and hold on to my Dollar General raft like it’s a fragile ancient artifact. As I ride the wave to the ground, I notice the pool is split in half by a massive pine tree.

      My heart races a million miles a minute as I scramble to my feet. It’s a miracle I’m not dead!

      “Are you all right?”

      I lift my face to a scrawny guy with a soul patch and a mullet, wearing a sleeveless flannel shirt. It’s like someone put Joe Dirt and Morgan Wallen in a blender and this guy poured out.

      I cross my arms over my bare stomach. Partly to hold in the nausea building from current events, and partly because I don’t care for how Morgan Dirt is eyeing me.

      “Whoa, mama.”

      “Hey.” I’m about to chastise him for a sexist slur when I notice his eyes have now trailed to my roof. At least what remains of my roof.

      All modesty takes a back seat when I rush toward the house. Pine limbs stick out of the top like Clark Griswold’s Christmas tree.

      “What have you done?!” I snatch my phone, which now has a cracked screen. Some lifecase.

      Adrenaline rushes through me as I search for the sheriff department’s number. I’ll certainly need to put on clothes before Bradley shows up.

      With my back turned to Morgan Dirt, I wait for Bradley to answer.

      “Hello?”

      When did his voice get so deep? And why does it sound like he’s behind me rather than on the phone?

      When I hear another ring, I turn to find another man standing by the scrappy soul-patch guy. My temperature rises, as this man looks like someone threw The Rock and Thor in a blender.

      Except he’s dressed like a Duluth Trading commercial and has facial hair. He looks vaguely familiar, but I’m certain I’d remember a guy like this.

      Of course he’d show up when I’m in my new bikini, minutes after I’ve started my man fast.

      Great sense of humor, God.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        JoJo

      

      

      

      I’ve had a lot of idiots work for me, and a lot of them have done a lot of stupid things. But this makes the first time one cut a tree the wrong direction and landed it on a woman’s house.

      I’ve also seen a lot of surprising things working in the woods. But I’ve never stumbled across a soaking-wet, hot girl in a red bikini. If Skeeder’s stupidity wasn’t going to cost me a fortune, I might say this was my lucky day.

      She turns fully around, large gray-blue eyes fearful as a deer caught in headlights. I’m not a hugger, or even a toucher, but if she were wearing clothes, I might offer a comforting side hug. Instead, I try my best to apologize.

      “Miss, I am so sorry. Do you need a ride to the doctor? My company will pay for all the damages.” I hook a thumb back at Skeeder and shake my head. “And I’ll be more than happy to fire this dumb butt if you want.”

      Firing Skeeder would be more of a favor to me and the whole work crew, but I thought it a noble gesture to offer her the decision.

      “Oh no. Don’t fire this man.” She shoots a sympathetic smile his way. “He might have trouble finding a new job.”

      I chuckle.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that.” She winces at Skeeder. Then she presses a button on her phone and shakes her head.

      “No offense taken, ma’am. You speak the truth.” Skeeder bows like he just starred in a school play rather than crushed someone’s house.

      “Skeeder, why don’t you go back and get some equipment for me to clean up this mess?”

      He nods and starts toward our logging area. I think better of my instructions and call after him. “Better yet, send Homer.”

      “Right on, boss man.” He continues into the woods.

      I turn back to the woman and shrug.

      She narrows her eyes. “Skeeder, Homer? Are those real names?”

      “No. Skeeder can’t say skidder correctly, which earned him that name. Homer likes to stay home until he needs money and decides to come and work.”

      She shakes her head. “Sounds like my employee.”

      “Oh, I’m JoJo. Short for Joseph.” I extend my hand.

      She gives it a firm shake. I’m used to firm handshakes, but they usually come with calluses rather than long painted nails. Her hands are small and smooth, and slightly shriveled from the water.

      “Adrianne Reynolds.”

      I mouth her name. “You do hair, right?”

      “Yeah. You must go to another salon because I haven’t seen you in mine.”

      I lift my hard hat to reveal my freshly shaven head. She smiles and laughs. I’m not a smiler myself, but I find myself smiling at her.

      It’s rare to find a woman this attractive being so nice, especially when her property was just destroyed. Maybe she senses what I’m thinking, because she glances back at her house and drops her shoulders.

      “Like I said, my crew will get this tree moved, and I’ll pay for the damages.”

      “Oh no. I can’t let you pay for it. I have insurance.”

      The loader hums nearby, and we both turn to Homer riding our way.

      “I’m going to head inside to put on some clothes.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea until we move the tree. Do you have a towel or something out here?”

      She nods toward the cracked deck. A bright pink towel is crinkled under the bark.

      “Oh.” Without thinking, I unbutton my shirt and hand it to her. “I always end up in an undershirt by the end of a hot summer day anyway. Might as well prepare early.”

      “Thank you.”

      The corners of my mouth tick up a notch as she takes my shirt.

      She rolls down the sleeves and puts it on. It falls almost to her knees, and the sleeves hit her knuckles. I watch her pinch the waist and examine the plaid.

      “If I could get to my brown belt and cowgirl boots, I could turn this into a cute shirtdress outfit.”

      I laugh. “You sure are taking this whole destroyed property thing well.”

      She lifts then lowers one shoulder. “What choice do I have? I could cry, or go off on you, or slap that Skeeder guy. Regardless, my house still has a hole in it and my pool is still split in half.”

      I smile for the second time in the last half hour. More like the second time in the last half year. Similar to a pit bull, I show my teeth more out of frustration than friendliness.

      Homer stops the loader, climbs out, and walks toward me. “Man, Skeeder did it this time. I’m surprised you didn’t fire him.”

      “Well, it wasn’t my decision.” I raise a brow to Adrianne, who smirks. Then I turn back to Homer. “I’m going to grab this trunk with the claw. Keep her at a safe distance and watch for any flying branches.”

      “Ten-four, boss man.”

      I climb in the loader and wait until Adrianne is at a safe distance. I hated to put her in the care of Homer, but it’s best I be the one to remove the tree. We’ve already done enough damage. Besides, Homer might be lazy as sin, but he’s a trustworthy guy.

      I maneuver the claw and clamp down on the tree. The more I think about what happened, the madder I get. Skeeder had no business even cutting this close to her house without me around. He always wanders as far from the pack as he can to do what he wants. At least Homer has the decency to doze off in front of me.

      The branches lift from her roof, taking some of the shingles with them. I lower the tree to the ground beside her house, which is now split halfway down the middle. Mud slings up from where the pool water soiled her yard.

      I park the loader and return to Adrianne and Homer. “We need to get the rest of the crew out here with the chain saws and cut this monster up.”

      Homer nods and heads into the trees toward our logging site. I flare my nostrils at the mess we’ve made.

      “I apologize again. We’ve ruined your home.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t feel bad. I know it was an accident. I’m just thankful not to be hurt.” She sucks in a deep breath.

      I watch her chest and shoulders fall as she exhales. Nothing within me wants a wife, or even a girlfriend. Still, I am a man, and a beautiful woman is wearing my shirt in the middle of the woods.

      Let’s just say that would make a great calendar photo.

      “I appreciate you being so understanding.” I adjust my hard hat and stare at the tree sinking into the mushy grass. “Do you have family you can stay with for now?”

      For the first time, Adrianne’s face falls. “None of my family lives in town anymore. But I do have a good friend nearby.”

      I nod. “I’ll find a tarp to cover the roof for you. Jim Vann’s calling for rain Monday.”

      She nods. “I appreciate everything so much.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet. We still need to cut this big boy up and haul him off.” I walk up to the house and grip the siding. What’s not caved in already seems sturdy. “If you want, I can go in with you to make sure it’s safe for you to gather some belongings.”

      The grin returns to her face. “Thanks.”

      She tiptoes past the mud and pine bows toward me.

      I hold out a hand. “Watch your step.”

      She takes my hand and lifts her foot over a limb. “Whoa.” Stepping between branches causes her to lose her balance.

      With one arm, I catch her before she goes down. “Easy.”

      I scoop her up and hoist her over the branches and into the house. After I safely return her feet to the ground, our eyes lock. She doesn’t say anything, but I get the sense she wants to thank me again.

      Before more calendar images circle my mind, I clear my throat. “If you have some shoes close by, I can grab those for you. I wouldn’t tromp around barefoot in here just yet.”

      “Oh yeah.” She blinks, taking her focus off my face. “I keep flip-flops by the back door.”

      I step toward the back door, which seems unnecessary now thanks to the huge hole beside it. I find a pair of hunter-orange flip-flops. Before handing them to her, I wipe off a layer of bark and dust.

      “Thanks.” She slips them on and heads to the center of the house.

      “Wait on me. Let me walk everywhere first.” I stomp over branches to catch up to her. When I hear a bloodcurdling shrill, I’m afraid I’m too late.

      “Adrianne, are you fine?” She looks fine—in more ways than one.

      That is, until I notice the huge tears welling in her eyes.

      “Did you step on something? Are you hurt?”

      She shakes her head and points in front of us to an open room with half the ceiling and roof caved in on it. Her shoulders shake as she tries to talk.

      At last, she mumbles, “My closet room is ruined.”

      I don’t know what a closet room is, but it must be pretty important to break her after all this optimism.

      Totally out of my character, I reach over and wrap my arm around her shoulders. She turns toward me and cries into my chest, soaking my undershirt with her tears and wet hair.

      It’s been years since I’ve held a woman in my arms, all due to my stubborn cavemanlike tendencies. My bachelor ways only worsened once I moved in with my elderly grandpa.

      The last thing I thought I’d be doing when I went to work this morning was comforting a gorgeous woman wearing my shirt.
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        Adrianne

      

      

      

      “Oomph.” Daisy falls forward when she crosses the threshold to her bedroom.

      “Are you okay?” I lift her by her arms.

      “Yeah, all your poofy dresses cushioned my fall.” She frowns at the pile of tulle and satin by her feet. “I knew you had a lot of clothes, but not that many clothes.”

      I laugh. “This is just a third of them. Most went to the salon. I’ll get a good bit of these out of your way once I find some boxes.”

      Daisy arches a thin brow. “I should have some empty boxes in the candle room.”

      I nod. “Thanks. We can take these back to my car for now.”

      Daisy starts gathering skirts and hands some to me. Together we walk to my car, holding them high enough so the goats can’t nibble at the material. I open the back door and fan my pile across the back seat. Then I take her pile and stack them on top.

      Once I remove my hand, they expand to the roof of my car like a hot air balloon inflating. I fold a loose dress sleeve inside and slam the door.

      “There.”

      Daisy stares at my window. The bright colors of my clothing swirling inside resembles a cotton candy machine.

      Before she can comment on how many clothes I have in there—not counting all the ones in her house, at my salon, and already in the trunk—I turn and go inside. Daisy catches up to me.

      Mullet follows us to the front door. I slide inside behind Daisy and shut the door behind me. He bleats a few times, but I try my best to ignore it.

      She’s had goats longer than we’ve been best friends, so I don’t say much about it. But she reached another level with Mullet. He’s more like a dog to her.

      Although I’ve never cared much for animals in the house, I can understand people having a dog or cat. Maybe even a cute little bunny or one of those cool-looking lizards that changes colors. And fish. Those are fine.

      But we as a society should draw the line at letting hoofed animals mill around on our hardwood floors. That’s just responsible home maintenance.

      I plop down on a chair and sigh. The idea of home maintenance has me a little on edge.

      When the disaster first happened, I was in a state of shock and relief. A pine tree falling across your pool and house isn’t something one plans for in everyday life. I’m lucky to be alive.

      Between feeling incredibly lucky and blessed that it wasn’t deadly, and spending half the day with loggers while wearing nothing but a bikini, this is the first chance I’ve had to really process anything.

      I stare down at my orange flip-flops and bare legs. “Daisy, do you mind if I go ahead and take a shower?”

      “Not at all. I’ll show you where everything is. I have my last appointment soon. If you hear anyone, that’s what it will be.”

      “Thanks.” I gather my pile of toiletries and follow Daisy toward her bathroom. We pass Mullet in the hallway. “I thought I shut the door on you?”

      Daisy laughs and waves a hand dismissively. “He must’ve used his doggy door in the kitchen.”

      I pinch my mouth shut and step into the bathroom. Daisy gets me a towel and shows me where anything else I may need is kept. She has plenty of goat’s milk soap and goat’s milk body butter on hand. That’s one perk to having goats around all the time.

      “If you need anything else, just text. I’ll have my phone on vibrate in the massage room, but I can hear that.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      Daisy exits the bathroom, and Mullet falls in line behind her down the hallway. I shut the door and make sure it locks. The last thing I need is a goat coming in on me.

      I’ve got to hand it to Daisy—her house smells amazing to have so many animals. Must be all the candles and homemade soaps.

      I turn on the hot water and suck in much-needed aromatherapy as the steam activates all the soaps and essential oils in the room. A warm shower is just what I needed. Between my luxury shampoo and her natural soap, I come out smelling like actual roses.

      After slipping into some shorts and a top, I reach for my hair dryer. My mind often wanders when I dry my own hair. This time it leads to me debating where I’ll sleep tonight.

      The two spare bedrooms are currently occupied by a massage table and candle-making supplies for Daisy’s businesses. I’d prefer not to sandwich between Mullet and Daisy in her double bed. I guess that leaves the hippie-like furniture in the living room that is anything but comfortable.

      On the bright side, after the day I’ve had, I could sleep on the roof. Except maybe at my house, since I’d collapse into debris.

      I sigh. JoJo said he’d bring some guys out tomorrow afternoon to clean up the remainder of the mess. Maybe then I can get the rest of my essentials out.

      I fluff my hair with my fingers, then spritz a little holding spray on it. Then I start applying foundation to my face. I doubt we will leave the house tonight, but after spending all afternoon like a drowned rat, I need the confidence boost of a mini makeover.

      I hang my damp swimsuit in the shower to dry the rest of the way and reach for JoJo’s shirt. On impulse, I lift it to my nose and drag in the scent. Very sandalwood, with a hint of pine. It’s a natural smell, and not overpowering. I never would’ve picked up on it among all the other scents had I not shoved it in my face.

      Kind of like JoJo. He’s pleasant, but nobody would know it by the way he carries himself.

      Something about the scent calms me. I leave the bathroom with my wet towel in one hand and his shirt in the other. With the concoction of oils and soaps now behind me, I close my eyes and take one more long whiff of his shirt.

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice bellows in front of me.

      My eyes pop open. “JoJo?”

      I swallow audibly and drop his shirt from my face. When I go to retrieve it from the floor, he beats me to it. His calloused fingertips graze over my shaky hand as he fists the shirt.

      I stand in slow motion like a kid called on by an intimidating teacher. “I was smelling your shirt to see if I needed to wash it before giving it back.”

      Idiot. Of course he’d want you to wash the shirt he worked in, followed by you soaking it with chlorine water and tanning oil.

      He doesn’t say a word, doesn’t move a muscle. Except for his forearm. It flexes. Not that I was looking or anything, but it’s hard not to notice when we’re inches apart.

      “Don’t worry about it.” He turns sideways and passes me.

      I melt into the wall so he can pass without touching me in the tiny hallway. Then I watch him disappear into the front of the house and hear the front door shut.

      What feels like an eternity later, Daisy exits the massage room, humming.

      “Daisy? What the heck was JoJo doing here?”

      She waves a hand towel and laughs. “Relax. He wasn’t looking for you. He was here for his monthly appointment.”

      “Appointment?” I scrunch my nose. “For like a massage?”

      She slings the towel over one shoulder and laughs more. “Well, yeah. You didn’t think he took yoga or candle-making classes did you?”

      I twist my lips. “No, I guess not. But I didn’t take him for one to get a massage either.”

      “He has a standing appointment. A lot of men with strenuous jobs find that a regular sports massage helps them with aches and pains.”

      “Makes sense.”

      My mind drifts toward him lying on a massage table—shirtless. I wonder if he has a hairy chest.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I shake my head, trying to dislodge its unruly thoughts. “Just, why didn’t you say he was coming by when I told you about today?”

      “I have masseuse-client confidentially. Besides, me pounding JoJo’s back has nothing to do with your house.”

      I stare at the ceiling for a beat, then back at Daisy. “Technically, no. But since I spent half the day half-naked around him and his log crew, I’d think a little heads up he’d be coming by here might be nice.”

      Daisy grins. “He comes around this time one Saturday a month. So now you know.”

      Her eyes fall to the towel in my hand. She holds out the towel from her shoulder. “Can you take both of these to the laundry room? I need to start a load soon.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I take the towel and wait for her to cross the house toward her bedroom.

      Before I go to the laundry, I inhale the towel she gave me. Too bad it’s about ninety percent massage oil and only ten percent man scent.

      Probably for the best, since I did invoke that whole man fast today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        JoJo

      

      

      

      “Haul that to the burn pile, Homer.”

      “Ten-four, boss man.”

      Homer surprisingly agreed to come out here with me and sweep up the debris. I should’ve made Skeeder do it, but we don’t need any more accidents. And I don’t like paying him overtime. Homer, on the other hand, works as hard as a good employee would all the time when he knows he’s getting overtime.

      I hear gravel moving and turn to Adrianne’s little red car flying up the driveway. At least, I think she’s in there. The closer the car gets, the more I notice mounds of colors pressed against the glass in every direction.

      She slams on the brakes at the end of the drive and opens her door. Adrianne gets out, and a pile of puff follows.

      “What’s that?” I walk over to her car.

      She yawns. “More of my clothes.”

      I shake my head. “You have more besides what I helped you take to your shop?”

      “Yes. I left some at Daisy’s too.”

      Why anyone needs that many clothes is beyond me. “Why are they in your car?”

      She balls up the wad of dresses and shoves them back in her car. “The closest storage unit is halfway to Tuscaloosa, and it seemed silly to rent a storage unit that far away for just clothes.”

      “It seems silly to rent a storage unit anywhere for just clothes.”

      She blinks.

      Maybe that came out a little rude. “Sorry. What I meant to say was you can put them at my place if you need to.”

      “Oh no. You’ve already moved the tree, and you’re tarping my house.”

      She points to Homer on the roof. He waves, then quickly regains his balance. I shake my head and silently pray he doesn’t break anything—including himself.

      “I couldn’t ask you to store my clothes too.”

      “Well, you didn’t ask. I offered.”

      Her mouth morphs into a grin, which is short-lived when she yawns widely. She covers it with her hand.

      “Did you have trouble sleeping last night?”

      “Yeah, but not because of this.” She swirls a finger toward her house and stops it in front of me. Her cheeks redden, and she crosses her arms tightly. “I woke up on a wicker couch to a goat standing over my face.”

      “That might mess with my sleep too.”

      She shrugs. “And that was just at midnight. After that, I went in the massage room, where I knew there was a lock, and slept on the table.”

      “That’s kind of comfy.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Maybe it is for a massage, but for someone who turns a lot in her sleep . . .” She yawns one more time. “Let’s just say I eventually fell on the floor, then grabbed a yoga mat and stayed there.”

      I nod. “Maybe you can nap sometime today.”

      “I hope so. Daisy takes Mullet to the park on Sunday afternoons, so I plan on napping during that.”

      I catch myself smiling at her. Whether it’s her cuteness or how well she rolls with the punches, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s her entertaining goat stories. Regardless, I’ve never met anyone else who makes me smile like this.

      We stand in silence for a moment. I take in her yoga pants, tank top, and hair twirled on top of her head. Then I turn toward the house before I’m tempted to eye the yoga pants any more.

      “We swept up all the loose pine bark and straw. Once the tarp is secure, everything should be safe from the rain. Feel free to load those clothes and anything else of value in my truck. I can store it until you need it.”

      I turn back to her staring at me with her mouth parted.

      “You don’t have to leave your valuables with me. I didn’t mean it like that. I know we don’t know one another that well, just from passing in town and all.”

      “No, I was thinking how incredibly sweet that is of you to offer.”

      “Sweet?” I scratch my head. The only time I hear that word is when a waiter is bringing out sweet and sour chicken.

      “Yeah. Everything you’ve done for me, are doing for me, it’s really sweet.”

      Dang it. Either my neck and entire head are sweating, or I’m blushing. I swallow. Good thing I’m wearing a hard hat, because I’m certain my bald head is lit up like a bonfire.

      “Thanks.” I stare at my boots for a long pause.

      When I raise my face, Adrianne is back at her car, digging out dresses. I go help her, then glance down at my hands. Calluses and dirty nails could do some damage to all that satin.

      “Why don’t I bring my truck over and make it easier for you?”

      She peeks her head over the pile in her arms. “Thanks.”

      I drive my old dually around from the side of the house and park it beside her Honda. My personal truck is old, but it’s clean and has plenty of space. Aside from a gun in the back glass and a few empty Skoal cans clanking under the seats, it’s pretty bare.

      I open the door to the back seat, and Adrianne drops the dresses inside. Then she meticulously smooths them out as if they hadn’t just been on the ground and crumpled in her arms. I stand by, entertained, as she collects two more armloads from inside her car and two more from her trunk.

      At last, she wipes her hands down her pants and sighs. “That’s it.”

      I chuckle. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, the rest are in my salon or at Daisy’s.”

      “Okay.” I turn toward the house. “It’s safe to go inside and get more things as long as you stay away from the opening. I moved some things back in case the roof decides to cave in more after it rains.”

      I study her a second, then grab an extra hard hat out of my toolbox. “Just in case, you better wear this.”

      She pulls it over her small head, and with her hair piled high, it almost fits. We walk side by side toward the house. I glance up at Homer as we pass under the opening.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll go back and check his work before we leave today.”

      “At the risk of sounding like a broken record, thank you.”

      I raise my hand to dismiss her gratitude.

      “No, really, don’t say it’s nothing. I’m filing an insurance claim as soon as the office opens tomorrow, and you’ve already cleared the mess and covered the hole. That will save me a lot of stress as I wait on the money to fix it.”

      “I told you my company can pay for it.” We stop in the center and examine the opening. The sunlight barely seeps through the thick tarp overhead.

      “No, please. You’ve done plenty.” She puts her hands on my biceps and stares up at me.

      I focus on her soft eyes and mentally snap an image of her wearing my hard hat. I’ll add it to my imaginary outdoors calendar. Her wearing my shirt still makes the cover, but this will be a strong contender.

      “All my family is moved away, and I’ve never had to deal with anything like this alone.”

      “You don’t have to deal with this alone either.”

      Her cheeks redden again, and she smiles. My arms tighten under her hands. I hope she doesn’t think I’m flexing on purpose. It’s an involuntary movement. The same as every time she causes me to smile.

      I open my mouth to say something, then close it. There’s a weird current between us, drawing me closer. If I mess around too much, my mouth will gravitate toward hers.

      We stand there like statues in a staring contest. Maybe she’s searching for an appropriate response just like me. Her hands slide slowly as she pulls them away from my arms. My biceps twitch at the loss of her touch, and I take a step back just in time . . .

      For Homer to fall.

      Dust flies as the tarp sucks in around him. Adrianne’s eyes bug as her face slides into shock. The pink in her cheeks is now ghostly white.

      After the initial shock, she coughs at the dust and fans in front of her face. I kneel to check on Homer. When I pull back the tarp, he emerges like a baby deer testing out its legs for the first time.

      “I’m all right. Sorry about that, boss man.”

      I widen my eyes and pat him on the helmet. “No worries, you get to help me redo the tarp for free.”
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      Last night was a little better. I got a decent nap while Daisy walked Mullet. Then I took the wicker couch cushion off and spread it across the massage room floor for a better bed.

      This morning was the issue. Mullet chewed the strap off one of my Jimmy Choos. Daisy made the unfortunate joke that smart little Mullet knew they were named “chew.” That was pretty much the last straw.

      I politely thanked her for opening her home, then spouted out that I found another place to stay. That led to frantic texting on the constant thread between my mom, my sister, and me.

      Mama offered to rent me a room at Gamer’s Paradise. I politely declined and explained that money was not an issue. However, I did like the idea and called Bianca to check on a room. When that didn’t pan out, my sister called her sister-in-law in Apple Cart and arranged for me to stay there.

      All this happened before seven.

      Now I’m on my way to meet with the insurance agent before working at the salon all day, then going to stay with a single woman and her four kids. But as long as I can stay clear of trees and goats, it should beat my weekend.

      I park behind my salon and push aside the bags in my front passenger seat. When I left Daisy’s, I took all my belongings from her house as well. I look like the
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