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        By Lani Blake

      

      

      

      Rule #1 in the best friends handbook is, don’t sleep with your best friend’s sister.

      

      Alcohol and a hot forbidden woman never mix.

      One night. Plenty of fun that turned dirty, and a morning of regrets.

      JD Hopper hadn’t planned on Zoe Duke being the girl he couldn’t get out of his head. What he had planned on was never acting on it, until he did.

      Now he had to pretend she’s kind of a friend, but more an irritation.

      A woman who had rocked his world in a single night.

      And then there were her big, bad brothers.

      

      JD Hopper was everything Zoe hated in a man—arrogant, rich and drop dead gorgeous.

      They’d been idiots to do what they had, but neither of them was into happy-ever-afters. So why can’t she forget him or his body?

      A visit from her past and a secret from his and suddenly life was a whole lot harder for both of them.

      And then there was her brothers.

      

      Lyntacky was like most small towns. It had its interfering locals and families who could trace their roots back hundreds of years. Where Lyntacky stood out from the rest was their love of Square Dancing and the Duke brothers. Both were trouble. Neither had plans for leaving.
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      Please be aware that this book contains some colorful grammatically incorrect language and swearing.

      If this is something that is not for you then I completely understand! But if it is please keep reading and I hope you enjoy this book!
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      Zoe Duke woke like she always did—alert. Her eyes opened, and instantly she knew where she was and who the warm, hard chest beneath her cheek belonged to.

      Crap!

      She stared at the dark nipple a few inches below her and wondered if she could faint for the first time in her life. She could even swoon, like they used to in the old days. Just close her eyes and lie here acting like she was unconscious. But that wasn’t her. Zoe faced things head-on, which was the reason she was back in her hometown, living with her mom and brothers, and not in Chicago, working the dream job she’d studied hard to get.

      Staring at that nipple as her mind worked out at least five different ways to get out of this situation, Zoe had to admit that the body below it was a work of art.

      Tall, big, and muscled, she couldn’t deny JD Hopper was hot. The black ink that snaked down his arms and chest only added to that. Last night, he’d made her body react in ways no man had before.

      Closing her eyes briefly, she refocused. She couldn’t think about him… them or what they’d done now. She had to get out of there and home. Get to her room so she could shut the door and never open it again.

      The steady breathing beneath her chin told Zoe he still slept. Good. That was good. Maybe she could get out of this without speaking to him. The large hand on her butt felt warm and possessive, which, of course, it wasn’t. He was asleep, and his hand had just ended up there. Fingers splayed across one cheek. He had no claims to her, nor did he want any.

      Move, Zoe.

      Raising the hand she had on his warm chest, she then lifted her head and looked at the man she disliked intensely and had from the first moment she’d seen him. Last night had been about mutual lust and nothing more. They would now hate each other again. Okay, perhaps there would be a little something more between them, but they could ignore it. Especially if she found a job and left soon.

      JD Hopper. Best friend of her eldest brother, Sawyer. Arrogant, rich, and way too smooth. He was everything she hated in a man. Maybe not everything—parts of him she’d liked very much a few hours ago.

      He was fashion model handsome. Dark brows, eyes black as midnight, and a mouth that was rarely smiling. He had cheekbones you could cut a steak on, and he always smelled good. A fact that usually annoyed her because when he was close, she wanted to sniff him. Then there were his clothes. He spent more money on shoes than the average person did on their clothing budget for a year.

      She eased his hand off her butt and then slowly inched away from him and toward the edge of the bed in a series of odd movements. Her eyes landed on the damp patch by his nipple.

      She’d thought this moment couldn’t get worse, but then she’d drooled on him.

      Zoe was never drinking again! This was the kind of bad thing that happened to people like her who let themselves go to their brother’s engagement party and drink too much.

      She felt the edge of the bed too late and didn’t have time to put out a foot before she was falling. She hit the floor with a thud.

      “Zoe?”

      Looking up, she saw JD staring down at her. Hair tousled, eyes heavy lidded, he even looked sexy first thing in the morning. How was that fair when it took Zoe at least thirty minutes to get herself together?

      If he was her man, she’d get up off this floor and climb right back on top of all that warm skin over hard muscle and kiss him awake. But he wasn’t, and now she had to get out of this with her dignity.

      Zoe had never, not once in her life, had to do the walk of shame out of a man’s bedroom or house. That was about to change.

      She leaped to her feet.

      “We never speak of this! Never, do you hear me!”

      “You’re shrieking. I’m sure even the insects can hear you,” he drawled, still lying there watching her. Those sleepy eyes did a slow survey of her naked body.

      “Stop that,” she hissed.

      “What?” He raised a dark brow, but those eyes continued their journey.

      How was he so calm when her heart was racing and she felt like she wanted to be sick?

      “Checking me out.”

      The sheet only covered the lower half of his body, he looked like a sated Roman god lying there.

      “You didn’t seem to mind me checking you out last night. In fact, if memory serves, you jumped me.”

      “I’d had too much to drink. It will never happen again.”

      Dragging her eyes from him, she moved around the room, searching for her clothes.

      “Look up.”

      “What?”

      “Look up,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice.

      She did and saw her bra hanging over the edge of his large bookshelf. There was no way she could reach that, and she wasn’t about to humiliate herself by trying. But her panties she could reach, because they were hanging off the open door. Pulling them on, she found her dress under his jeans. Covered now, she felt better. Less exposed.

      “Want coffee?”

      “What?” She spun to glare at him.

      “Coffee.” He yawned. “Do you want some?”

      “No, I don’t want coffee!” The words came out with a shriek. “I want to get out of here before anyone realizes I’m not at home in my bed.”

      “You’re an adult. Surely you don’t have to check in still?”

      He was lying on one tattooed arm now, watching her. Unlike Zoe, JD was relaxed and in control. The only word for what she was feeling was panic.

      “Yes, I’m an adult. But I don’t want anyone to know what we did last night. You’re my oldest brother’s best friend. We shouldn’t have done that, and nothing can come of it. We don’t even like each other. That was a moment of madness⁠—”

      “More than one moment,” he added.

      Color rushed into her cheeks at his words. “My point is, it shouldn’t have happened⁠—”

      “I know. But it did.”

      “Stop interrupting me!” Zoe snapped.

      He just looked at her calmly.

      “So now we forget it and never mention it again. Goodbye.” Zoe left the room without looking at him again and ran down the hall and into the huge living area. Tall windows showed her it was still early, and the sun was only just rising.

      She had once known this house well. Mr. and Mrs. Carter had run horses on the land, and all the local kids had come here to learn to ride. Zoe had spent a lot of time in this rambling old farmhouse or outside, riding over every inch of the land.

      When she realized that JD had bought it, she’d thought he’d turn it into a show home, but he hadn’t. The interior had changed. He’d modernized some of it, but most was still in keeping with the age of the farmhouse. He’d just made it better.

      Zoe located her shoes where she’d dropped them in her haste to jump JD Hopper.

      The one time you lose control, and it has to be with him.

      She found her bag, which had been the reason she’d walked back inside here last night, and ran to the door. She passed two large scruffy dogs sleeping in their beds with a duck between them. Zoe blinked.

      “I’m seeing things,” she whispered, hurrying to the door. “Goodbye,” Zoe muttered to the animals as she pulled it open. She stepped outside, down the steps, and into the cool morning air. Only then did she take a deep, steadying breath.

      What the hell have you done?

      It’s okay. No big deal. People did this kind of thing all the time. But not with her brother’s best friend. A man she disliked.

      Zoe saw the lake she’d paddled across in her youth. Needing air last night because her head had been fuzzy from three glasses of champagne when she never drank more than one, Zoe had stepped outside briefly, leaving the guests to celebrate her brother Sawyer’s engagement to Birdie.

      She’d then wandered down to the water. The large hammock had lured her. Zoe had lain in it, looking up at the stars. She’d then woken up cold two hours later and gone back into the now empty house to retrieve her bag and work out how she was going to get home. Things had derailed from that moment.

      She could still see JD as she had when she’d walked back into his house last night. He’d been naked except for a pair of black boxer briefs. They’d stared at each other, and Zoe wasn’t sure who’d been the first to move, but they had.

      He’d picked her up, and her legs and arms had wrapped around him. And the rest was history. A pretty awesome history if her memory was correct, but it would never be repeated.

      Zoe’s life was already a mess and directionless, which she hated, and now she’d messed it up even more by sleeping with JD Hopper.
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      She now had to get inside her mother’s house without her family realizing she hadn’t stayed the night there. They’d be curious anyway, as she’d arrived at the party with her mom. There would be questions, but she could work out a lie there, because the truth would have ramifications.

      Zoe started walking down the edge of the gravel drive. To her left was a paddock leading to a huge barn that hadn’t been that big the last time she was here.

      Her heels were useless, so she’d have to stay on the grass and hope to make it home without blisters. She was calculating how long it would take her to walk and which route to take so no one would see her when she heard the throaty purr of an engine.

      JD’s black Range Rover rolled to a stop beside her. The passenger door opened.

      “Get in.”

      “No.”

      “Now, Zoe,” he growled. “You can’t walk home barefoot.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do!”

      Calm down. You sound hysterical. But then, if there was a time for hysteria, now would be it.

      “Get in the car, or I will throw you in here.” His words had a hard edge to them. Zoe had four brothers and an uncle who could be hard-assed; men telling her what to do didn’t bother her. She’d learned years ago how to say no.

      “Go away, JD.” She started walking. He followed, keeping pace with her.

      “I’ll do this the entire way home, and I’m pretty sure you don’t want anyone to know what you and I got up to last night, but they’ll certainly be thinking about it if they see me following you.”

      Her hands fisted, and she clenched her eyes shut.

      “Still here,” he said in a smug tone that had her wanting to slap him.

      She wanted to growl and stomp her feet. She did neither because the feet stomping would hurt. So, getting in his car with as much dignity as she could muster, Zoe placed her bag and shoes on her lap.

      “Put your seat belt on.”

      She did in controlled movements that cost her a great deal.

      He then drove down his driveway. The tension in the car was thick with unsaid words.

      “Look, I know this shouldn’t have happened, and Sawyer will probably kill me if he finds out. But are we really just going to never speak about it again?” JD asked as they drove past the entrance to the main street of Lyntacky, Colorado.

      Home to her family since forever. A place that most often she loved and occasionally in her lifetime had hated. Zoe sank down in the seat so no one saw her with JD. The questions would be endless, and in no way did she want the entire town gossiping about her and him. The man who constantly went to bed with a different woman.

      She’d heard her brothers talking about him and what he got up to.

      “That’s right. Last night never happened,” she said, her eyes going from left to right.

      She saw his big hands on the black leather steering wheel clench briefly and then release. A thick gold band on the middle finger of his right hand caught her eye. There was something engraved on it, but she couldn’t make out what from here.

      “Okay” was all he said. “But I don’t like lying to your brother.”

      “It’s not my favorite pastime either, but he can’t know because we have a pact, and I won’t jeopardize what you and Sawyer have. I’m leaving town soon anyway.”

      “Pact?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Zoe said.

      “You think Sawyer would have a problem with us sleeping together?”

      “Of course he’d have a problem. He and the others have a problem if I go on a date and they don’t know about it. Once they tracked me down at a bar with some friends, and a man was leaning over me helping with a pool shot⁠—”

      “You don’t buy men doing that, surely?” JD interrupted her. “They’re just trying to touch you.”

      “Anyway,” she said. “My four brothers scared the poor man so much he embarrassed himself.”

      “How’d he do that?”

      “He wet his pants!” Zoe snapped.

      “If he wasn’t strong enough to stand up to those four, then clearly he wasn’t the guy for you. We’re adults, Zoe, and besides, I didn’t kill him when I learned he was with Birdie, and she’s like a sister to me.”

      “But the point is, you wanted to,” Zoe countered. “I know you threatened him, so multiply that by four, and then maybe add one more for Uncle Asher. I don’t want to discuss this anymore, JD. Never speak of it again.”

      They left the town and headed to where she lived.

      “Stop at the beginning of the driveway,” Zoe said. It was long, and in each of the houses would be members of her family still sleeping.

      Please let them still be sleeping.

      “Please, JD,” she added, because manners were important when your life turned to hell.

      He did as she asked, pulling over to the side. Zoe hesitated before getting out. Turning to look at him, she thought it was the first time she’d seen him looking less than his usual immaculate self. Image was a big deal to JD. But the T-shirt he’d thrown on was inside out. His long legs were in the jeans he’d worn last night, and he had no shoes on.

      “If you say thanks for the fuck, Zoe⁠—”

      “Real crude, JD.”

      His eyes caught and held hers. The black depths were unreadable as they studied her. “Maybe, but you just said that’s all it is.”

      “Don’t lie to me that I was ever a name in your little black book, JD, because we both know we’ve never liked each other. This was a mistake⁠—”

      “Pretty fucking awesome one.” His words came out a growl.

      “It doesn’t matter what it was. We’re never speaking of it again.”

      He added nothing, just looked at her with an unreadable expression. Being raised by four brothers, Zoe had the handbook on how to understand men and their moods memorized, but she couldn’t tell what JD was thinking at that moment.

      “Bye,” she said when nothing else came to mind.

      “Yeah, see you round, Zoe Duke,” he said.

      She got out, and then he was driving away from her slowly. Anyone that she called family wouldn’t hear the soft hum of his engine. He could have been a real ass and roared away in that V8, but he hadn’t.

      Running down the long drive, she passed her uncle’s house and skidded to a halt when she saw him seated outside on the deck with coffee.

      “Hey, Zoe.”

      “Ah, hi, Uncle Asher.” Her uncle was one of the best men she knew and was the father she’d never known. He was the sheriff in Lyntacky and respected by just about everyone.

      “You want some coffee, or do you need to get inside before any other members of your nosey, overprotective family see you?”

      “That,” she said, not bothering to lie.

      “All right then, and I won’t mention I heard a car drop you off, little girl. But if you need me, you know where I am.”

      “I know, and thank you.”

      Why his words made her want to cry, she had no idea. Uncle Asher had always been there for all the Dukes. He’d moved home to help his sister care for her kids after the death of her husband.

      “Love you, Uncle Asher,” she called and ran on.

      His words, “Love you right back, honey,” followed her down the driveway.

      The next house she came to was her mother’s. The family home the Dukes had grown up in. Big, comfortable, and filled with love, it had been a haven for all of them at one time or other.

      When her life had imploded, it had been the place she’d run to without hesitation, even if her family hadn’t known why.

      Circling the house, she let herself in the back door, as it wouldn’t be locked. Closing it softly, she hurried to the stairs on tiptoes. Since Dan worked shifts as a deputy in Lyntacky, he slept in a room on the lower floor. Zoe walked down the hall on the second floor, passing her mother’s closed bedroom door and then Ryder’s.

      “Zoe?”

      Damn.

      “Hey, Ry, go back to bed. I just needed some coffee.”

      He didn’t do mornings, so the face that appeared in his doorway was sleepy, and his eyes squinty slits.

      “How come you’re in last night’s dress? Where’s the coffee?” he rasped. “How did you get home?”

      “I fell asleep on the sofa after Nina dropped me off.” She pushed him gently back inside his room and shut the door.

      Zoe then hurried to the next set of stairs and climbed, hoping Ryder didn’t follow. Stepping over the fifth step because it creaked, she made her way to the top, and then she walked into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.

      She’d told her mom she wanted to be up here when Sawyer had moved out. That she should have this floor all to herself because she was the only daughter. Even as her brothers had grumbled that one of them wanted it, her mother had allowed it.

      Stripping off her clothes, she headed next door for a shower. Running soap over her body, she ignored the twinges after sex with JD. They’d gone at each other like rabbits. She could feel the heat in her cheeks at the memory.

      Shutting off the water, she got out and dried off. Zoe then pulled on the T-shirt she slept in and climbed into bed. Pulling the covers over her head, she wondered what the hell she was supposed to do now.

      She’d slept with JD Hopper who she’d vowed to dislike because he stood for everything she hated. He was a man like the one who had destroyed her life. Someone who liked wealth, power, and women but not commitment.

      “What the hell have you done, Zoe Duke,” she whispered.

      She’d told JD they would never speak of last night again, but her thoughts were an entirely different matter. She’d had the best sex in her life at the hands of a man she disliked.

      Closing her eyes, she willed herself to sleep—anything to rid her mind of the memories, if only for a while. Because Zoe had a bad feeling they would be with her for a lifetime.
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      JD pounded a fist onto the steering wheel, swearing loud and long as he drove away from—as the locals called it—Duke Drive.

      He’d slept with Zoe Duke. The sexy-as-hell youngest sister of his best friend. A woman who he’d been aware of since he’d first seen her.

      That day was etched in his memory. She’d been walking down the main street of Lyntacky toward him, wearing a dress that reached midthigh and showed off her long legs and lush body. He’d been about to open his mouth and say, “Mine,” when Sawyer said, “That’s my sister, Zoe.”

      The urge to claim her had been primal, and JD never had urges like that. He wasn’t someone who’d ever claimed women and thought men who did needed a lesson in manners, but in that moment he’d wanted to.

      JD had stayed as far away from Zoe as he could from that moment, which hadn’t always been easy because her oldest brother was his friend. He’d annoyed and irritated her to keep her at arm’s length. Zoe had been happy to do the same, but he’d not believed her reasons mirrored his until last night.

      Yes, she was beautiful, but Zoe was so much more than that. She was smart, fiery, and didn’t take a step back from anyone or anything. With four brothers, he was sure there were plenty of battles she had fought that taught her to be strong. He’d watched her play in the town baseball games since her return. It was the one time he could observe her and no one noticed.

      “And that doesn’t make you sound like a stalker,” JD muttered.

      The Dukes were a family that loved with all their hearts and protected those of their blood fiercely. JD had seen her brothers watching Zoe. Sawyer, especially, was overprotective of his little sister.

      JD had once heard Delores Heckler, owner of the Rollaway, the bar in town, saying there was no way in hell she’d have got up to what she did if she’d been a Duke. They had eyes everywhere when it came to Zoe.

      “Double fuck,” JD said, driving slowly into town instead of straight home. He needed coffee, stat, to clear his head.

      He’d had a few drinks last night, celebrating the engagement. JD had seen Zoe arrive, and he’d walked into the kitchen to get his body’s reaction under control. That dress had caressed every curve. It was fitted, silky, and the color of sunrise, and a small glimpse of lace above the edge that was low over her breasts drew his eyes repeatedly as the night progressed. But he’d stayed away from her, doing his duty as host and keeping busy. That didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of where she was.

      He hated how she could turn him into a randy teenager.

      The last time he’d looked for her, she’d been walking out his door, and he’d taken his first deep breath of the night.

      Everyone had left, and he’d thought Zoe had too, and then suddenly she reappeared. She’d stumbled through his door looking rumpled, like she’d been in the arms of a man doing things he’d imagined doing to her, which had unleashed a wave of unreasonable jealousy inside him.

      They’d stared at each other for long seconds, no words spoken, and then, as if an invisible rope was pulling them closer, he’d had her in his arms with her legs wrapped around his waist. The kiss he’d imagined had been so much more.

      What followed had blown his mind. Wild, hungry sex. That was the first time. The second had been slower but equally mind-blowing. His hands could still feel her curves, and the taste of her was on his lips.

      He saw plenty of cold showers in his future at the memory of those breasts. Her legs were long and silky to the touch. The noises she made when he⁠—

      “Nope, not going there.”

      Zoe Duke was one sexy-as-hell package that he could never sleep with again. She’d made that clear, and if she hadn’t, that he was her oldest brother’s friend should have.

      The hell of it was, he couldn’t regret last night. Nothing that good was regrettable, and he doubted he’d change his mind on that before he drew his last breath.

      “Idiot,” he muttered, because nothing else fit the moment, and he knew, while he told himself otherwise, everything had changed, and he wasn’t sure how that was going to play out. But right now, he needed caffeine.

      Pulling into the Beckers’ driveway, JD passed the sign stating the drive-through was open for customers. Next came a series of gnomes Mr. and Mrs. Becker had been collecting for years. The one with a middle finger raised created a stir in Lyntacky. Some people loved it; others were outraged. JD thought it hilarious, but not today.

      He’d stopped questioning what people did in this town soon after he’d arrived. There was a whole level of weird he’d just learned to accept here. Like the fixation with square dancing, it wasn’t something you could rationalize, so it was best not to try.

      He drove up to the open window of the caravan Klaus or Lea Becker had been standing in for as long as JD had been here, which wasn’t that long, but his friends told him that the Becker’s drive-through was likely one of the first in America.

      It was an odd thing to have in a small town like Lyntacky, but it worked. The coffee was always good too.

      “Good morning, JD, how is Potato?”

      “Still hates me,” he said in answer to the question about his donkey. He’d also stopped questioning how the locals knew stuff about him he’d never told them or anyone.

      “Give her time. She’s likely been mistreated by men. Now what has you up early today? I thought after the party you’d be sleeping in,” Klaus said.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” JD lied.

      He’d slept with his arms full of Zoe Duke. Had the alcohol he’d consumed made last night better than it actually was? He liked that idea. Maybe it was just average sex, and in fact it was a good thing he wouldn’t have her naked in his arms again.

      “Usual then?”

      “Yes, please, Mr. Becker.” JD’s voice sounded strained even to his own ears.

      “Klaus will do.”

      He threw the old man a look. His accent was still strong, and he talked often about his homeland, Germany.

      “It’s time.”

      “Why is it time today to call you Klaus when it never was before?”

      “Let me ask you something, JD.” The man leaned out his window, clearly settling in for a nice long chat, which had JD internally moaning, as he wanted his coffee and then to go home and start forgetting last night.

      Lyntacky elderly all liked to chat if you let them. If you didn’t, they did it anyway.

      “Sure, go ahead, but you have to make my coffee first.”

      Klaus waggled his bushy gray brows. “I can do both.” The man must be close to eighty and still had straight shoulders, but he didn’t have a stitch of hair on his head.

      JD had been raised to respect his elders, so he simply waited instead of giving in to his first thought, which had been driving home and making his own coffee. Seeing as he had a new machine, it would probably taste as good as the one he was about to get.

      “Do you feel like there is anything missing in your life, JD?” Klaus said from somewhere inside the caravan.

      “Ah… pardon?”

      The man reappeared with a steaming cup of coffee, which he handed to JD. He took it and inhaled the aroma. After his first mouthful, he sighed.

      Zoe had sighed a lot last night as he had his hands and mouth on her.

      Fuck.

      “Is your life complete, JD?” Klaus asked, leaning out the window with his own cup in a large wrinkled hand.

      “How many of those do you drink in a day?” JD asked, hoping to derail the man from his questioning. “Because if you chat to everyone over a cup, I’m guessing over five.”

      “Plenty, and I sleep like a baby.” Klaus smiled, revealing straight white teeth that he swore were his own, but JD wasn’t convinced. “Now, back to my question.”

      “Is my life complete?”

      Klaus nodded.

      “It’s pretty damned good if I’m honest, Mr. Becker… Klaus.”

      “You’ll get used to the name, JD.”

      “I guess I will, but it’s gonna take time.”

      “So, nothing is missing?” Klaus persisted.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he lied. “Did you find something I lost?”

      The man smiled at that.

      “It’s a funny thing finding your life mate, JD. They’re rarely who you thought they’d be or where you thought you’d find them.”

      There was no way Klaus could know what he and Zoe got up to, but the hairs on JD’s arms rose at the man’s words. Another vision of her flashed through his mind. This time as he’d found her this morning, lying naked on his bedroom floor.

      “In fact, they are just suddenly there, inside your head, when before they weren’t.”

      Zoe had been inside his head for years, but he wasn’t admitting to that, or that she could ever be anything more to him than a single night of hot, amazing sex.

      “I’m not really a life mate kind of guy,” JD said.

      Klaus shook his head. “It’s sad to hear you say that when I know you’re a man with a well of compassion and love.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Klaus pointed to his eyes. “I see things, son. I know what people are capable of.”

      JD suddenly felt exposed and wasn’t sure why. Klaus didn’t know what he’d done last night with Zoe Duke. He also didn’t know that the woman had been lodged inside his head since he’d met her. He had a really bad feeling that after last night, getting her out would not prove easy either, because unless she left for good, he’d see her and be reminded constantly of the best sex of his life.
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      “Okay,” he said and then took another mouthful of coffee because he needed the hit of caffeine to steady him.

      “Don’t look at women or men, whichever is the case, with blinders on, JD. You never know what direction your life partner is coming from,” Klaus continued.

      “Women, and okay,” he said again, wondering why the neck of his T-shirt felt like it was choking him. “Do I look like I need a life partner, then?”

      “Just a conversation, JD. You young’uns often can’t see what is right before you,” he said, like JD was in his late teens, not thirties.

      This entire conversation was just a coincidence, he told himself. The man had been handing out advice like this for years. It hit dead center today.

      “Well now, two handsome faces to make my day,” a woman’s voice called.

      “And here she is, the reason I wake each day smiling, JD,” Klaus said as his wife appeared in the window beside him. He kissed her cheek. “My life mate.”

      Love, JD thought. It radiated off these two, and maybe they were the exceptions to the rule. For years, he’d believed his parents were in love. The world he’d been raised in was full of fake smiles and happiness, but his parents hadn’t been like that. They’d seemed truly happy. Turned out he’d been wrong there. His father was an asshole.

      If he was honest, he’d had plenty of examples of happily ever after couples. He just didn’t think that was for him. JD liked what he liked, and he didn’t think he’d be wanting to adjust that for a woman anytime soon.

      Pushing the image of a naked Zoe out of his head, he focused on the Beckers.

      “You take these raisin and almond muffins with you, JD. It will set you up for the day,” Lea said, handing a small brown paper bag out the window. “There’s one in there for Vi too.”

      She had long dark hair liberally streaked with gray, and it was pulled up in a bun on top of her head. Her smile was wide, and she usually had a joke to tell.

      “Okay, thanks.” He pulled out some money and handed it over, happy that the uncomfortable conversation was done with.

      “The muffins are on the house,” Lea said, handing some of his money back. “Just the coffee for you today.”

      “That’s not how you make money,” JD said.

      “We have enough. Especially after we got that tax refund and paid off our mortgage.”

      “Yeah, that came at a good time,” JD said, looking at his coffee.

      He and the Dukes played fairy godmother in town occasionally with their money when someone was having a hard time of things, but they didn’t want anyone to know about any of that. The secrets he kept were mounting up, JD thought.

      “We have no money worries, so a free muffin here and there doesn’t break the bank,” Lea said.

      “All right, and thanks. You both have a good day now.”

      “And you, JD. Remember, keep your eyes open.”

      “Be hard to walk about if they weren’t.”

      “You young’uns are always looking too far ahead,” Mr. Becker said. “If you’re not looking down at your phones, that is.”

      “So true.” His wife nodded.

      “I promise to look up.” He drove out of the driveway slowly, feeling slightly better for the hit of coffee but not for the advice.

      He headed back toward his place. Lyntacky was an eclectic mix of shops, and where there were no shops, there was something. A monument, a seat, or large tree. Color was pretty much everywhere you looked. The place was steeped in tradition and families who had their roots planted here long before he was born.

      JD had come to visit Zoe’s oldest brother, who he’d spent time getting to know in Los Angeles. Sawyer was a grump with a heart almost too big for his chest. He would also not hesitate to tear JD apart if he knew what had happened last night.

      He’d stayed with his friend and spent time in this quaint little town, and when the time had come for him to leave, he’d stayed instead.

      JD thought he was a big-city boy. Born into a wealthy family who liked to host parties and vacationed in all the right places to be seen, he’d lived his life with wealth and privilege. All that changed when he’d walked away from what he’d always known.

      The day he’d driven down the main street of Lyntacky, JD had this weird feeling like he was coming home. He’d been able to breathe deeply for the first time in months.

      And now you’ve screwed everything up by sleeping with Zoe Duke.

      Leaving town, he drove for ten minutes and then turned into his driveway. It took him five minutes to reach the house. The old white farmhouse coming into view was too big for him, but JD didn’t care; he loved it because it was his. Home.

      The family who had once owned it now had a nice new house in town. They’d sold to him when he’d promised to take care of it, which would only happen in a town like Lyntacky.

      Mr. Carter had told him that the journey he and his family had taken was etched in the walls of his old home. It was full of happiness that he hoped helped JD settle into his new life there.

      He’d never really given much thought to the places he lived in, other than making them comfortable. But after months of renovating the farmhouse, he realized he’d made sure what he’d done had kept the place true to what it had been when the Carters lived there. JD had simply modernized in a way that left the house with happiness still etched in the walls.

      There’d been pressure when he bought it because the locals didn’t like change, but he’d assured them he wasn’t pulling the farmhouse down and building fifty condos, and they’d relaxed.

      Parking, he got out with a bag of muffins and coffee and headed to the barn, which he’d made bigger. He saw the beat-up old bike leaning against the door when he approached.

      “Hey, you two.” He greeted Marty and Biff, his dogs, as they bounded out to meet him. Heading inside, he looked for his helper.

      “Vi?”

      “In here!”

      Making his way to the room where they stored all the feed, he found Vi, the girl who’d turned up on his doorstep six months ago and told him he could pay her to look after his animals.

      “I thought I told you to take the day off?” JD said.

      “I didn’t want to.” She shrugged.

      She was small with dark hair and legs she hadn’t grown into yet. She had knobby knees and ran about the place like a newborn foal. He rarely got a smile out of her, and he thought she had the soul of a sixty-year-old. Vi had knocked on his front door one day, asking for a job. JD had said he didn’t have one. She said she’d heard he had lots of animals that needed looking after, and seeing as
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