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To anyone who has ever felt judged, 
misunderstood, alone or not seen.

This one is for you. 

I see you. 

XO
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1 
Hayes

I pulled on my boots and glanced out the window to see the snow falling, hiding the grass outside the firehouse, which was covered in a layer of white powder. I was happy to be done with my three-day shift and ready to get out of here and get some sleep. We’d been slammed every day with several medical emergencies due to the cold temperatures. There’d been a bad car accident, and my paramedic training had come in handy when we’d received the call, but thankfully, everyone was going to be all right. 

This afternoon, we’d gone over to the elementary school because, of course, I’d volunteered to talk about fire safety for my godson Cutler’s second-grade class. He was my best friend’s son and my boy in every way imaginable, and there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him, even if it meant calling him by his favorite handle, Beefcake, in public. 

I was tired and ready to call it a night.

“Hey, Rambo, you heading out?” Beebs asked, as he dropped his backpack onto the bed across from me.

We all had nicknames, aside from Lenny Davis, who was just a dick by nature, and I knew calling him “asshole” wouldn’t fly, so he was the only dude who went by his given name here.

I’d been granted “Rambo” my first year on the job when I’d gone into a fire and came out covered in soot, carrying a three-year-old little girl. The local newspaper had run a story about it with my photo on the front page, saying I looked like Rambo charging out of that fire. The little girl had been okay after a short hospital stay, and the name had stuck because the guys at the firehouse wouldn’t let it go. 

I’d hated the attention at the time, but it had been worth it to be able to place that little girl in her mama’s arms. 

Priscilla Larson was a thirteen-year-old teenager now, and she still brought me cookies every single year on the anniversary of that fire. 

These were the things that I loved about my job. 

“Yep. I’m ready to sleep for a week.” I pushed to stand and grabbed my coat. The snow had been coming down hard all day, which meant it was cold as hell outside.

“Yeah, it’s not letting up out there, so drive carefully. I actually walked here, and I stopped in at Whiskey Falls for a quick bite on my way in. The hottest chick I’ve ever seen was in there talking to Ruby. Damn, I was pissed that I had to leave for work,” Beebs said. He’d gotten the nickname because his long hair was styled to swoop across his forehead, and it was no secret that he spent a shit ton of time on it every morning. So, he’d started out as “Bieber,” and somewhere along the way, he became “Beebs.” 

“Who was she? A tourist?” I asked, pulling the zipper up on my coat. 

“Nope. She said she grew up here. She’s here for Abe’s funeral,” he said, and my hand froze on the zipper. 

“Was her name Savannah?”

“Probably to you,” he said, as he barked out a laugh. “But she told me that I could call her Savvy because I think she was feeling the Beebs, if you know what I mean.”

“Sure, she was.” I rolled my eyes. “She must be into that young boy-band look, then.”

Savannah Abbott was in town.

I knew she’d come. 

She’d loved Abe Wilson like he was her own grandfather. 

But I was surprised to hear that she was hanging out at Whiskey Falls bar, because the few times she’d ever come back to town, she’d only gone to see Abe. 

She’d avoided me, or at least it felt that way. 

“I’m all man, baby,” Beebs said, as he pounded his chest before turning to see Lenny walk through the door, his face straightening. 

“Beebs, get downstairs. We’ve got a meeting in five.” Lenny was the other lieutenant on our crew, and we always worked opposite shifts. 

There was no love there. 

Long before he’d fucked my fiancée, I hadn’t cared for the dude. He’d always been a whiney little bitch, even back in high school when I was quarterback and he sat on the bench. Instead of working harder to be better, he just complained about the injustice of not getting play time. 

Maybe you should suck less, dickhead.

“Yeah, got it. I’ll see you later, Rambo.” Beebs clapped me on the shoulder, and I nodded before making my way toward the door. 

Lenny just stared at me as I moved in his direction, and then he held a piece of paper out to me. “Hey, Woodson. Kimber is hosting a fundraiser this weekend for the firehouse. It would be nice if you showed up, because the guys tend to go if you go.” He hadn’t ended up with my ex, because apparently, she’d cheated on him shortly after I’d found them together. And the asshole had the gall to come try to discuss it with me and bond over the situation. 

We weren’t friends. Never would be.

I snatched the paper out of his hand. Another fucking fundraiser. Just in time for Cap to retire in three months. 

How fucking convenient. 

“And what exactly are we raising money for this weekend, Lenny?” I said, not hiding my disdain for the man. 

He quirked a brow. “Kimber thought we could get some new bedding and window coverings in here and spruce the place up.” 

Spruce the place up? It’s a fucking firehouse. 

He had no interest in fixing this place up. She’d never hosted so many events as she had these last few months when word got out that Cap would be announcing his retirement soon. 

Which he did announce recently. 

And now this fake motherfucker wanted to present this family environment, as if that made him some sort of leader. He wasn’t the dude charging into fires anymore. He always sent the younger guys in first. 

Lenny Davis did not lead by example. He was good at playing the game. 

And I’d always hated that part of my job. 

The politics. 

I wasn’t any good at it. I was all about putting out fires, helping people in distress, and making sure our guys all got home safely. 

“Sure.” I smirked. “And what did last month’s fundraiser get us?”

“Are you referring to the hoedown that Kimber hosted at our place? We raised enough money to get that big-screen TV down in the hangout and the standing popcorn maker.” 

Like I said, the man doesn’t lead by example. 

“I don’t think the people in this town should be giving their hard-earned money to buy us a TV or new curtains. We have a budget for those things.” I stepped closer, leaning in and keeping my voice low. “You could just try doing your job and not acting like a fucking saint to impress Cap. We’re here to fight fires, remember?” 

He stepped back, the corners of his lips turning up the slightest bit. “It’s not about the fires, jackass. You just don’t get it, Hayes. The owner of a football team isn’t the guy cleaning up the shit in the stadium; he’s the one showing up to the party who everyone wants to talk to. I’m the face of this house, and you—you clean up the shit.” 

I shoved him back against the wall, getting in his face. “This is a fucking firehouse. Those guys need to be led, not attending parties so we can buy stupid shit. Do your fucking job.” 

I could see the fear there. I was several inches taller than him and probably had forty pounds on the asshole. But he held that annoying smirk on his face and pushed me back, barely moving me. “And why should I do that? I’ve got you to do my shit work.” 

“Everything all right in here?” Cap’s voice pulled me from my anger.

I nodded slowly as I took a step back. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

“You know Woodson just has a temper sometimes, Cap. But I can handle him.” Lenny chuckled, and my hands fisted at my sides. This fucking guy got under my skin. 

“How about you go get your meeting started,” Cap said to Lenny, turning to me after Lenny walked out of the room. This man had been more of a father to me than my own dad ever had. “You all right, Hayes? Long shift?” 

“I’m good. I’ll catch up on sleep over the next few days.” 

“All right, son. Take it easy.” He called me that sometimes, and I didn’t show it, but it meant something to me. “Get some rest.”

“Will do, Cap.” I made my way out to the cold, jumped into my truck, and headed through downtown toward my house. But when Whiskey Falls bar came into view, something had me turning the wheel and pulling into the parking lot. 

I hadn’t seen Savannah in years, and I was curious to see how she was doing.

Hell, the truth was, I’d never understood the way she’d cut me out of her life so abruptly all those years ago. 

I pulled the door open, and the place was quiet, aside from Ruby, who was standing behind the bar, which was not the norm, as she didn’t work here anymore. Her father owned the place, so maybe she was filling in for someone tonight. But my gaze landed on the woman she was speaking to, sitting across from her, head back in a fit of laughter. 

Savannah Abbott had the best laugh. 

Always had.

She was the one person who could bring it out of me, because she was funny as hell. At least, she used to be. She also used to be a scrawny little thing, with her hair tied back in a ponytail. But today, long caramel-brown waves ran down her back, and she didn’t look like the sixteen-year-old teenager who’d left town in a hurry. 

Who’d left me. 

She wore a pair of faded jeans and a black turtleneck sweater, and the foot of her cowboy boots rested at the base of the barstool. 

“Looky here,” Ruby said, when she turned to see me walking in. “I figured you’d head home after your long shift.” 

“I didn’t expect to see you here either,” I said. 

“Dad’s got the stomach bug, so I’m covering for him tonight. What’s your story?” She arched a brow.

“I guess I was craving a burger,” I lied. I’d come to see if Savannah was here, but instead, I feigned surprise when my gaze met her honey-brown eyes. “Hey, Sav.” 

“Long time, no see, Hayes.” 

“That’s a fucking understatement,” I said, my words coming out harsher than I’d meant them to.

“I’m sure you survived just fine.” She shrugged, reaching for her wineglass and taking a sip.

“Let me get that burger going for you.” Ruby set a beer in front of me and disappeared into the kitchen, and I dropped onto the stool beside Savannah. 

Damn, she was pretty. Always had been, but she looked different now. 

She was gorgeous and sexy and all grown up. 

But I’d be cautious where this woman was concerned. She was probably going to be gone as quickly as she came. 

“I’m guessing you’re here for Abe’s funeral?” I asked, as her gaze moved along every inch of my face, making no effort to hide it. 

“Yep,” she said, letting out a long breath. “You look good.” 

“You need to get out more, then. I just got off a three-day shift, and I feel like shit.” 

“Always the optimist.” She chuckled. 

Damn. I’d missed her laugh. 

“You look good, Shortcake.” 

I was surprised at how easily her nickname rolled off my tongue. 

Like no time had passed at all.




2 
Savannah

Hot damn. Forgetting about Hayes while I’d been away was a lot easier than seeing him after all these years. He was even sexier than I’d remembered. 

Hayes Woodson, aka my best friend from as early as I could remember. We’d been neighbors, classmates, pals, buds, besties, and all that good stuff. 

We’d both had a lot of drama in the homes we’d grown up in, and we’d always been there for one another. 

Until we weren’t. 

Until he showed me his true colors. 

And when people showed me who they were, I believed them. 

Well, that’s not entirely true. Sometimes it took a couple of punches to the gut before I fully believed them. But eventually, I got there. 

I was a strange mix of irrationally positive and upbeat and happy, yet there was also this dark cloud that hung over me, reminding me that every time I let my guard down, I got bitch slapped. 

So, I’d remain irrationally positive and upbeat and happy, but I wouldn’t let my guard down. 

Definitely not around this man.

Even if he was ridiculously good-looking. 

I sighed, remembering how many fantasies I’d had about my best friend back when we were teenagers. Even when he’d started dating the ice queen from hell, Hayes was the only boy I’d ever fantasized about back then. 

He’d managed to break my heart and crush me—yet we’d never even had a romantic relationship.

Well, not outside of my fantasies, at least. 

“I hate that nickname,” I said, trying to feign irritation even though I’d missed the sound of his voice. 

“Well, I was never a fan of you calling me Woody, so I guess we can call it even.” He smirked when Ruby came out of the kitchen carrying two burgers and set one in front of me. 

“What’s this?” I asked. 

“I figured you could use a meal after the day you’ve had.” 

Hayes glanced over at me. “Funeral’s tomorrow, right? What happened today?”

I thanked Ruby before reaching for my burger and taking a big bite. I thought about how much I wanted to share with him. But this was Hayes. Whether I ever spoke to him again didn’t really matter; he’d always been the best listener I’d ever known. 

Probably because he didn’t talk all that much. 

Ruby’s brothers, Rico and Zane, who I hadn’t seen since we were all kids, walked into the bar and called her over. She said she’d be back, and I looked up to see the large man beside me just staring at me. 

Like he was waiting. 

He’d always been a big guy, but he seemed larger now. 

“Did you get taller?” 

He raised a brow. “No. Maybe you got shorter.” 

It had always been our joke. He stood a foot taller than my five-feet-four-inch frame. 

“I’m not shorter.” 

“I’m not taller. Tell me what happened today.” 

“Why? We haven’t seen one another in more than a decade. Why do you want to know?” I asked, as he took a bite of his burger. He pushed up, leaned over the bar, and reached for a glass before filling it with ice. He grabbed the soda gun and poured himself what looked like a Coke, acting like he owned the place. 

“Maybe I’m just bored and feel like being entertained,” he said.

“I always was the best entertainment you ever had.” 

“I wouldn’t argue that. I survived your tap-dancing phase, your stint playing the violin, and then the piano. Then there were those years when you thought your voice was a perfect mix of Taylor Swift and Adele.”

I arched a brow and recalled the lyrics I’d written when I was certain I was going to try out for American Idol, and I belted out the chorus. “He’s the luckiest guy around, and he’s pretty sporty. He likes to watch me laugh and call me shorty. He puts on his cowboy boots. Sometimes he has the toots.” I continued singing over my laughter as the corners of his lips turned up. “He’s my partner in crime till the end of time, and he’s my very best friend, but that doesn’t rhyme. Even when I’m lost and in a daze, I can always find my . . . Hayes.” I threw my hands in the air and shook them around, celebrating my grand finale, and both of Ruby’s brothers applauded and whistled from the other side of the bar. 

Hayes barked out a laugh. 

I’d always loved the sound of his laugh. This gruff, foreign sound from a guy who didn’t let himself go there often. I had a hunch not much had changed, just by the grumpy disposition he still carried himself with now. 

“That one was a winner. What was it called?” he asked.

“‘Finding Hayes.’ Had I known you were going to become a firefighter, I could have played on that—you know, like the smoky haze. My lyrical genius would have had a heyday with that. I believe it’s called a heterography.” 

“I see you haven’t lost your charm for knowing random shit.” He took another bite of his burger. “Are you going to tell me what happened today or not?”

I thought it over. “Why should I? We don’t even know each other anymore.” 

His shoulders stiffened, and I didn’t know why he’d be offended, because it was the truth.

He’d betrayed me. 

Hurt me when I was at my lowest. 

We’d obviously grown apart, and I hadn’t been able to see it when it was happening. 

“Fine, let’s catch up. I know how much you love to ask questions. What do you want to know?” he asked, wiping his hands on his napkin. 

“What happened to that she-devil you used to date?” 

“Kate?” he asked, his gaze hard now. 

“The one and only. I heard you got engaged to her?” I did not hide my disdain. 

“I did. It was a dumb move.”

“You can say that again.” I rolled my eyes. “She was the worst. Clearly, you just saw the big boobs and the pretty face.” 

The girl had a black heart. She was mean and manipulative, and I’d never liked her. 

“I think I was just with her for so long, and I didn’t want to see who she was. I don’t know.” He scrubbed a hand down his face, and for a second, I felt bad for him. 

And then I remembered what he’d done. 

“You were always blinded by that girl. So, why’d you call off the engagement?” 

He narrowed his gaze. “How do you know I called off the engagement?”

“I don’t see a ring on your finger. There’s no way Kate would wait this long to get married. She had the patience of a petulant child.” I paused for dramatic effect before continuing. “On a sugar high. After days of no napping.” 

“I get it. You never did like her.” He chuckled. “After we got engaged, she fucked Lenny Davis, who also happens to be my coworker at the firehouse. Obviously, I called things off after that.” 

“One would hope that would do it. Every man has his limits.” I smirked, because I knew that girl would eventually show her true colors. 

“Okay, so now you know my story. Tell me what happened today.” 

“Always so nosy,” I said, sinking my teeth into my bottom lip because being around Hayes felt . . . comfortable. Easy. I wanted to hate him, but so much time had passed it was hard to tap into all that anger I used to carry. I’d be cautious, but having a conversation with Hayes felt like a gift I could allow myself. We had a history, after all.

“For fuck’s sake, Shortcake, I just told you my shit story. Just say it.” 

“Fine.” I pursed my lips and pushed my plate away. “I got a call from Abe’s probate attorney in San Francisco, and I met with him this morning before coming here. Abe left me his farmhouse.”

“Holy shit. That place is huge. Who did he leave all the land to?”

“Also me,” I said, as I cleared my throat. 

His eyes widened. “Wow. That land is on the water. It’s got to be worth a couple million dollars.”

“Correct. I’m a little stunned.” I reached for a french fry and popped it into my mouth, because I was still processing what the probate attorney had shared with me.

“Well, you two were always close. You kept in touch with him all these years?” he asked, as if he couldn’t believe that Abe had left me more money than one could imagine.

“Of course.”

“How often did you talk to him?”

“What’s with all the questions?” I crossed my arms over my chest. 

“I’m just saying . . . you left this town in your rearview, and the man left you a fucking fortune. From what I’ve heard, you only visited a couple of times in all the years since you left, and one of those times was for Lily’s funeral.”

“That doesn’t make you a rocket scientist. Of course, I came for her funeral. They were family to me. And for the record, ole judgy one . . . I spoke to Abe every single day after Lily passed away. I used to talk to them both twice a week up until she went into the hospital. I taught them how to FaceTime.”

He looked stunned, as if it were unimaginable to believe that I’d make that effort. For someone I loved. 

“You talked to him every single day?” he asked, his voice harsh and laced with doubt.

“I don’t know if it’s more offensive that you didn’t seem to believe me at first, or that you seem like you’re angry now that you believe it’s true. Who the hell do you think you are?” 

He just shook his head. “I guess I’m just stunned, seeing as you made zero effort to keep in touch with me.” 

“Well, I had my reasons, right? I don’t know why you’re surprised that I didn’t make an effort to keep in touch with you.” 

“I just assumed you left everyone from your past behind. Apparently, I was wrong.” 

Was he seriously trying to guilt me? 

He had some nerve. “Anyhow, there you go. I inherited more money than I’ll ever know what to do with. Are you done with your questions?” 

“So, what’s the problem? You made it sound like a bad day. Seems like a pretty epic day to me.” 

“Oh, really? I lost a man who meant the world to me, and you think I’m happy about it?”

“For fuck’s sake, Sav. That’s not what I meant. He passed away over a week ago. You and Ruby were acting like the sky was falling down when I walked in. I thought something bad happened today.” 

I sighed. “Well, there’s a loophole in this inheritance, and it’s sort of a big one.” 

“Let me guess. You have to stick around for a week to get everything listed for sale, so you can get the hell out of town and go roll around naked in your millions?” 

Well, this is an interesting plot twist.

“Funny, you should take it there. Clearly, that one time you saw me naked really made an impression.” I waggled my brows because I couldn’t help myself. 

“I never saw you naked.” 

“You did, too.”

“Savannah.” 

“Hayes.” 

“I never saw you naked.” 

“Why are you so hung up on this? It’s okay that you forgot.”

“You obviously still have a way of derailing a conversation. Why the hell are you upset about inheriting millions of dollars, and when the fuck do you think I saw you naked?” 

“Well, my mom said we bathed together once when your mom asked if you could spend the night, when Saylor was just a baby.” 

“If my sister was a baby, then we were not even three years old.” He huffed. “We were toddlers.”

“Still. It happened.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“I’ve been called worse.” I reached for my wineglass. I’d purposely only allowed myself half a glass of wine because I needed to drive out to the farmhouse, where I’d be staying tonight.

Home sweet home. 

I couldn’t wrap my head around any of this. 

“Fine. I saw you naked, long before you looked like…” he paused, looking away as if he couldn’t stand the sight of me. 

“Looked like what, Woody?” I snarled, mad that I’d let the nickname I used to call him slip out. 

“Like . . . this.” He waved his hand in front of me. “All womanly and shit.” 

Now it was my turn to laugh. And I laughed hysterically. Irrationally.

My life was a mess right now, and Abe had just thrown a giant wrench into the middle of my shit show. But Hayes gaping at me lightened my mood.

“Thanks for noticing,” I said, oozing sarcasm, even though I loved the way his heated gaze moved down my body as the words left his mouth.

I couldn’t help myself. Even if the man had caused me a lot of heartache, I could still find him attractive. 

“What’s the other secret you’re holding out on? You have to wait for the money and stay in this town for a few days? You can’t leave right after the funeral?” His voice was all tease, and I hated that I found him so charming. 

I was long over my crush on Hayes Woodson. 

Long. Over. 

“Very funny. But that’s not it.” I reached over and grabbed his Coke. I needed a little sugar boost. He just raised a brow while I took a sip.

“So, what is it?” 

“I have thirty days to find a husband.” 

Hayes narrowed his gaze. “You’re joking.”

“Nope. That’s what the will said.”

“That can’t be right.” 

“Oh, it’s definitely right. Abe wants me to get hitched and live in that house like he and Lily did. He left a note for me to renovate the place because that’s what I do for a living. He and I had always talked about me spending a few months here and renovating the place, but he never wanted to spend the money. That house is massive. And, yes, it’s a project that I can handle. But I’ve never been required to get married as part of a renovation.” 

“There has to be a loophole. There’s no way that it’s legal to require someone to get married in order to receive an inheritance. I’m sure you can get out of it,” he said, his tongue dipping out and sliding along his bottom lip. 

Was he intentionally messing with me? Or was he literally just that sexy and didn’t even realize what he was doing? 

His dark hair was still cut short, just like it was when we were young. His mossy green eyes had a gold ring around them with pops of amber. He wore a gray hoodie and a pair of jeans, and he managed to look like he’d just stepped off of a modeling photo shoot.

“Maybe. The probate lawyer had no time to discuss things with me after he read the will, and he told me I could seek outside legal advice if I chose not to respect Abe’s wishes.” I was suddenly overwhelmed again. This trip down memory lane had been fun, but I needed to remember that there’d been a reason we hadn’t spoken in all these years. 

Hayes Woodson was not my best friend anymore. 

He hadn’t been for a very long time.

I’d shared way too much with him already. I knew better.

I needed to end this conversation right now. 

I dropped a twenty-dollar bill on the bar and reached for my coat on the back of my barstool. 

“It’s been nice catching up with you, Woody. Maybe I’ll see you around.” 

His jaw ticked, and he looked a little startled that I was leaving so abruptly. “Yeah. I’ll be at the funeral tomorrow. I’ll see you there.” 

I nodded as I pulled my beanie over my head and slipped my mittens on my hands before making my way past him toward the exit. 

Tonight had been a lot. 

This whole day has been a lot. 

Ruby came around the bar and hugged me. “I’ll see you at the funeral tomorrow, and I’ll have River get you on his schedule Monday morning so he can take a look at the paperwork for you.”

“Thank you.” I held up a hand and made my way out to the blizzardy cold. My car was covered in snow, and I groaned. I used my gloved hand to clear the driver’s side of the windshield before sliding into my cherry red 1995 Honda. She was old, but she’d been good to me. I turned the ignition, and nothing happened. 

“Come on, Big Red. Don’t fail me now.” I pumped the gas and tried again. 

And again. 

My head fell forward against the steering wheel, and I fought back the tears.

I will not cry. I will not cry. 

Money was extremely tight at the moment—well, aside from the check that the probate attorney said I’d be receiving in the next few days. He said Abe had granted me a small advance until I was officially married in thirty days, when I’d receive the full inheritance he’d left me. Then he’d handed me the keys to the farmhouse, so I’d canceled my hotel reservation in town, which was one less expense that I’d have at the moment. The last thing I needed was a huge price tag to fix my crappy car. But apparently, Abe had thought of everything. He’d noted that he wanted the keys to the farmhouse given to me the day I’d be called in for the reading of the will, because he knew I’d be heading to Magnolia Falls for his funeral and that I’d need a place to stay. 

His heart was so big, and every time I thought about him being gone, I couldn’t keep the tears away. 

So, I let it out. 

I cried because I was back in a place that held a lot of memories for me. 

Both good and bad.

I cried for the loss of both Abe and Lily. Two people who had been a constant in my life. Two people who had treated me like family when I’d needed it most. 

I cried for the loss of my best friend. A man I still felt a connection to, but desperately wanted to hate. 

Wanted to forget. 

I cried for my father, who was sick and didn’t have the financial resources to get the help he needed.

I cried for my piece-of-shit car that had failed me once again.

I cried because I was tired of being failed by everyone and everything, and I still woke up every day and put a smile on my face and tried to live my best life. 

There was a knock on my car window, and I sucked in a breath and swiped at my tear-streaked face. 

I could see him through the falling snow. 

I was overwhelmed, so I let the tears fall, making no effort to stop them this time.




3 
Hayes

“Open the goddamn door, Sav,” I said for the third time. 

Seeing her upset had always done strange things to me. 

I heard the click of the lock, and I pulled the door open. It was cold as hell outside, and she’d left twenty minutes ago, so she must be freezing if she’d been sitting out here in a car with no heat. 

Crying. 

Savannah Abbott was crying. 

I could count on one hand how many times she’d cried in all the years I’d known her.

She was always a bright light, even when shit was raining down on her. That’s why I’d been so surprised that she’d walked away from me so easily. I hadn’t expected it. Not in a million years. 

Maybe I didn’t know her at all.

I bent down, because the sound of her sobs was too much. I placed a hand on her back and moved close to her ear so she could hear me. 

“Let me give you a ride, Shortcake. It’s cold out here.” 

She gasped a few times before wiping her face and turning to look at me. Honey-brown eyes locked with mine. They were puffy and wounded, and she just shrugged. “It’s just been a day. And now my car broke down. I’m just—” 

She didn’t finish the statement. 

She didn’t need to. 

She was sad and tired, and I understood it. 

Without thinking, I shifted forward, sliding one hand beneath her knees and one behind her neck, and I pulled her out of the car. 

I expected her to freak out. 

Slap me. Yell at me. 

But she did none of that. Instead, she just buried her face in the crook of my neck as I carried her to my truck. I set her on the passenger seat, pulled the seat belt across her body, and buckled her in. 

She didn’t fight me. 

“I need to get my keys and my purse and my suitcase,” she said, her words shaky. 

I nodded before moving to the driver’s seat and turning on my truck and cranking the heat. 

I jogged over to her car and grabbed everything she needed. I noticed her bumper was barely holding on when I opened her trunk, and I knew this car was old as shit and on its last legs. By the condition of it, I guessed she didn’t have the finances to put into it yet. This money from Abe would help her, and I was glad he’d left it to her. 

I placed her suitcase in the back seat of my truck and climbed into the driver’s seat, handing over her keys and purse. 

I drove out toward Abe’s place, and she was quiet as I turned down the dirt road and glanced out at the water on my right, just as I saw her swipe at fresh tears. 

“It’s all right to be sad. You were close to him. I’m sure it’s a lot to process.” I pulled into the long driveway and made my way toward the old farmhouse. 

“His dream was to renovate this place someday. He wanted me to come do it, and we talked about how we’d do it together one day.” 

I put the truck in park and turned to look at her. “Did you say that’s what you do for a living?” 

“Yes. I’m an interior designer. I’ve flipped a few homes on the side for myself. But my day job is designing for clients. Or at least, it was. I was working for a big firm in the city. But I lost my job a few weeks ago. So, yeah,” she said, her voice starting to quake again. “My life is a mess. I’m jobless, and I just agreed to let my apartment go at the end of the month because I’m broke.” 

“Well, you’ve got a home here now and an inheritance worth plenty of money to cover your expenses in the city,” I said, reaching into the center console for some napkins and handing them to her. 

“Yeah, sure. I’ve got it for thirty days, and then they’ll take it all away.” She shrugged. 

“Remember the words you painted on your bedroom wall in high school? One day at a time. Isn’t that your mantra?” 

She ignored me, staring out the window. 

“Come on, Sav. It’s me. You can talk to me. Peas and carrots, remember?” 

“Some days are harder than others. And yes, it’s permanently on my skin, so of course, I remember.” She tugged off her pink mitten and held up her wrist for me to see the tiniest tattoo of a carrot there.  

I traced my thumb along the ink before she pulled away quickly, sliding her mitten back in place. 

“Why’d you lose your job?” 

“Because this client was inappropriate with me. He was much older than I was. The guy was married and very wealthy,” she said, as she glanced out the window, watching the falling snow. “I told my boss that I wasn’t comfortable working with him, and a week later, I was fired.” 

“That’s fucked up. What did the guy do? And why didn’t you sue the asshole for firing you?” 

She looked back at me. “I’m tired, Hayes. I don’t want to talk about everything that has gone wrong in my life with a man I barely know anymore. Thank you for the ride.” 

Shots fired.

I wasn’t going to remind her that she’d been the one to walk away from me. I’d tried to reach out to her many times after she’d left—an embarrassing number of times. She’d clearly wanted nothing to do with me. 

But now wasn’t the time or the place to bring that up. She was grieving the loss of a man she loved.

I pushed out of the truck and grabbed her suitcase from the back seat, just as she was coming around to get her luggage. 

“Here, I can take that.” 

“I’ve got it,” I said. 

“I don’t need your help, Woody!” she shouted. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” 

“Stop being a stubborn ass. Your car broke down. You have no job. You just inherited millions of dollars and found out that you need to find a husband in the next few weeks. A man you loved is being buried tomorrow.” White snow covered the top of her head, and I leaned forward. “You. Need. Help. Let me carry your goddamn bag inside and make sure the heat is working, and then I’ll leave.” 

She whipped around and huffed toward the front door. 

“The driveway hasn’t been shoveled, so it’s probably pure ice,” I grumped, just as she lost her footing and started skidding toward the front porch. 

But in typical Savannah fashion, she righted herself, did some sort of spin, and then threw her hands in the air like she was saluting the judges after a skating routine. “Remember that time I wanted to be a professional ice skater?” 

I chuckled as she made her way up the steps and paused when she got to the door, searching for the right key. It was dark and difficult to see, so I pulled my phone out and turned on the flashlight. 

“Thank you,” she said, as she put the key in the door and pushed it open. 

She flipped on the lights, and I was surprised that it was warm inside, but the place was a mess. Her eyes widened as she took it in. The old wallpaper throughout the entry was faded and peeling, and several wood floorboards had been pulled up. I followed her deeper into the house, and when she turned the lights on in the kitchen, she groaned. There were dirty dishes piled in the sink, the oven was old and rusted, and the whole place appeared to be in a time warp. Renovating would be a huge undertaking. 

“Well, at least it’s sort of a blank canvas. Everything needs to be redone.” 

“Are you sure you’re okay staying out here alone?” 

“In this mansion?” She quirked a brow and chuckled. “Yeah. It’s warm, and the electricity works, which is more than I can say about my apartment in the city at the moment. I’ll be fine. Thank you for the ride.”

I nodded, feeling uncomfortable about her staying out here alone. It might be grand, but it was a fucking mess.

“All right. Let me just walk through the house and check all the rooms, okay?” 

She sighed. “Fine. Let’s go together.” 

We made our way through the formal dining room that was as dated as the rest of the place. The living room had no furniture in it anymore, as Abe was clearly only using the small den off the kitchen to watch TV. The rest of the house was similar. Seven of the eight bedrooms were practically bare. Like he’d gotten rid of the furniture, but never got around to replacing it. 

“Looks like me and my future hubby will have our work cut out for us fixing this place up,” she said, as she turned around and waggled her brows at me with a laugh. 

That was Sav. She’d just lost it in the car, and her world was crumbling around her, but she was cracking jokes now and making the best of the fact that she was staying in this scary-as-fuck house alone. 

Some people were glass-half-full people. Others were glass-
half-empty.

Savannah Abbott’s glass had always been overflowing.

But I didn’t know her anymore, and I’d seen cracks in that exterior already tonight. 

She was trying to hold it together. And she didn’t need to do that on my account. 

“You’ve got my number if you need anything. Just text me. Unless you deleted me, seeing as you haven’t used it in a long time.”

“I’m fairly certain you’re still blocked.” She smirked. “But if someone tries to murder me during the night, I’ll unblock you if I’m desperate.”

She did fucking block me.

“Good to know that you’re willing to unblock me if you’re being murdered.” I walked toward the front door, still trying to wrap my head around the fact that she’d really wanted to be done with me when she left all those years ago. 

“Desperate times and all that,” she said, pausing at the front door. “Thank you for the ride. I really do appreciate it.” 

“How will you get your car in the morning?” 

“I’m a very resourceful girl, remember?” She shrugged, and then her gaze softened. “I’ll Uber to the funeral and deal with the car after.”

I wanted to offer her a ride, but I stopped myself. She’d made it clear she didn’t want my help, or maybe she just didn’t want to be around me at all. 

I nodded. “All right. I’ll see you there.” 

“Sure. Thanks for the ride. Get home safely.” She pulled the door open and nearly bumped into me, trying to get me to leave.

My God. She couldn’t get me out of here fast enough. I leaned down and took a little whiff near my armpit. Maybe I stunk. 

Her head fell back in laughter. “You don’t have BO, Woody.” 

“What? I know.” 

“I know what you’re doing. You used to do that all the time. That little sniff test. And trust me, during your football years, you smelled rancid. I hated getting in the car with you.” 

I barked out a laugh as a memory flashed through my mind of the way I used to grab her and shove her head toward my armpit when she’d gripe about my stench after practice. 

“I remember. You were very dramatic.” I walked backward out of the house and into the cold. “Lock the doors.” 

“Thank you, caveman. I will.” 

I turned around and jogged to my truck after she closed the door.

Tonight had been a blast from the past. 

Seeing Savannah had brought back a lot of memories. Good and bad. 

I turned on the engine and cranked up the heat, rubbing my hands together when my phone vibrated in my pocket for the millionth time. 

My best friends and I had an ongoing group chat, and someone was always texting something. 


Romeo

I heard Savvy is back in town. Have you seen her, Hayes?

King

That’s who you should have dated all those years ago, instead of that evil, cheating hellion. 

River

She’s back for the funeral. Ruby called and asked me to look over the will. Abe left her everything but has some requirements in there that are a little . . . unusual. 

Nash

He left her everything? That’s pretty amazing. It’s great when the good guy wins, you know?

Romeo

Savvy was always nice to everyone. What kind of unusual requirements could he put in the will?

King

Does she have to share the land with the Mexican cartel to bring drugs across the border? Provide a safe house for homeless alpacas? Start a cannabis farm and keep the whole town high as a kite? 

Nash

Where do you come up with this shit?

King

The inside of my head is a beautiful place.

River

Well, it’s also a crazy place. None of those things are correct, you crazy fucker. I don’t have the details, so I’m waiting to look over the paperwork on Monday. 

Romeo

Have you seen her yet, Hayes? I know it’s been a long time. But you two were tight back in the day. 

King

You never once hooked up? All those sleepovers and all that time you spent together? 

Nash

He has no reason to lie. He was with Kate. He and Savvy were always just friends. 

Romeo

Demi said Savvy stopped into Magnolia Beans, and she went on and on about how stunning Sav is. And she said that she’s just as nice as she always was. 

What the fuck is this? An episode of The Bachelor? Why are we talking about this? We were friends, and then we weren’t. I saw her. She seems like she’s doing well. Still hates me for no fucking reason. I’m glad you’re going to help her out, River. She deserves to keep that inheritance. 

River

Yeah. I’ll do what I can to help her. It’s not my area of expertise, but I’ll read it over and hopefully, I can help.  

Thanks. Nash, do you think you can get your friend, Warner, to help out with a car that needs to be towed and fixed?

Nash

Yes. The dude never sleeps. He’s always working. I’ll send you his info now and you can text him.

Thanks.

King

So . . . we’re dying to know if Beans is right. Young Savvy was cute back in the day. Is grown-up Savvy hot?



Beans was the nickname we used for Romeo’s wife, Demi. There was a long pause, and I refused to answer his dumbass question. 


Nash

He isn’t answering, which means she’s definitely hot. 

Romeo

He sure as hell isn’t denying it. 

[image: middle finger emoji.]

River

Oh, he’s using emojis. She’s definitely hot. 

King

The one who got away is all grown up now. And she’s hot. Our boy doesn’t know what to do with himself. 

Your boy is going to kick your ass the next time he sees you. I’m heading home. I’ll see you at Abe’s funeral tomorrow.  

King

You sure will. And we’ll all be seeing Savvy there, as well. [image: Smiling Face with Heart-Eyes Emoji.]



I sent a quick text to Warner about getting Savannah’s car towed from Whiskey Falls bar. She may not want to see me, but I was fairly certain she didn’t have the money to fix that piece-of-shit car of hers right now. We had a history. She was going through a hard time. The least I could do was help her out with her car. 

We were friends once, after all. 

And that’s what friends do.




4 
Savannah

A lot of people had come out for the funeral to say their goodbyes to Abe. One notable person that was missing today was Sheana, a woman he’d married after Lily had passed away. Their union was brief, as she’d clearly been after his money, and she’d preyed on the goodness of a lonely man who was much older than her. I’d struggled with his decision to marry her, but she’d gotten what she wanted and managed to leave with a large sum of money. In the end, Abe realized he’d been scammed, and he’d said it was worth the money to be rid of her. Of course, she hadn’t bothered to show up to his funeral.

But he’d told me what he wanted for his service, and he’d set the money aside so it would all be taken care of. 

He had prepared me for everything, aside from the fact that he was leaving me his estate. 

Oh, and also the fact that he was giving me one month to find a husband. 

It was ridiculous. Ludicrous. But it was also a very Abe thing to do. 

He never stood on ceremony. 

He was a straight shooter and an honest man. 

A good man.

A few of his friends had gotten up and spoken, and I was the last one to go up there and say a few words. It had been a long time since I’d been back here in Magnolia Falls, and I no longer cared if everyone was gossiping about my family. 

When I was a teenager, I cared. 

When people whispered in my presence back then, I cared. 

When I saw the hurt on my father’s face, I cared. 

But today was about Abe. And he was loved by everyone who knew him. 

I’d already hugged everyone who’d shown up, and it was good to see so many familiar faces. Faces that I’d missed. Faces that were part of my childhood. 

One face in particular that was staring at me right now. 

Hayes sat between his group of friends, and they’d all been really sweet when they’d come to say hello. I’d grown up with most of them. River, King, Romeo, and Nash were always with Hayes when we were young, and they’d welcomed me into their group with open arms back then. Saylor had been my neighbor, just like her brother, and she was like a little sister to me. We hadn’t kept in touch after I’d left because I’d needed to walk away from her brother. But I knew that she and Hayes had gone through their own hard times, just like I had. I was happy to see that she and King were married, because they were two of the nicest people I’d ever known, and they appeared to be ridiculously happy. And Romeo and Demi were adorable. I didn’t see that as a possibility when we were young, as they were from two different worlds. But they were really cute together, and I was glad they’d found their way to one another. They’d both always been really kind to me and never judged me, even when everyone else in town did. This group had been different. And River and Ruby . . . I should have predicted it. They were both strong and fierce, so seeing them together seemed like the world made sense. Nash seemed very happy with his fiancée, Emerson, whom I’d met today and liked immediately. She was the local pediatrician and had been the one to introduce me to Nash’s son, Cutler. 

Beefcake. 

I mean, how cool is a kid who can pull off a handle like that? It made me emotional to meet his son. I’d known Nash since preschool, and seeing him as a dad had me a little choked up. 

Every time I looked up, I found Hayes watching me. 

I wondered if he felt bad about the way our friendship had ended. If he’d had any idea how badly he’d hurt me.

I took to the podium just as Midge Longhorn squeezed my hand and stepped away. Her speech had been inappropriate and hilarious, and Abe would have loved it. 

I set my note cards down and cleared my throat. 

“Thank you all for being here today. I’m grateful, and I know that
























































































OEBPS/images/Emoji_Set_Shutterstock12271376741.png





OEBPS/images/Emoji_Set_Shutterstock1227137674.png





OEBPS/images/halftitle.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/cover.png
The marriage \

was fake,

but my feelings
were real...

LAURA PAVLOV

INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/logo2.jpg





