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      Monroe

      I just got out of prison. I literally have blood on my hands. It doesn’t matter if it was an accident or even justified. I'm tainted. One look at the bespectacled, curvy librarian, and I’m hooked. Clean, educated, and polished, Callie is beautiful, sweet, and the sheriff’s sister. She’s the last person I should want because I’m the worst person for her. But when she offers to marry me to meet the conditions of my grandfather’s will, I practically run to the courthouse.

      Callie

      I know "Roe" is different the minute he steps into the library. It’s not his scowl or his tattoos or even the intelligence he tries so hard to hide. There’s something in his eyes that calls to me. I feel a connection with him I can’t explain. Of course he’s also the most devastatingly handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on. He needs a wife. And he can provide something I want. So despite the fact that he’s younger and way hotter than me, I offer to meet him at the altar. But I never expected to fall in love with my husband.
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      Monroe

      
      I’m in the library on my day off, trying to upload a week’s worth of work for my online class and trying not to notice the skirt the hot red-haired librarian is wearing today when the first text comes in. I know it’s from someone in the family because it’s the custom ringtone Madison created for us. I ignore the text because I have to get this paper turned in for my Auditing Theory and Practices class today and the internet out at the ranch is slow as fuck.

      Another text rolls in. I glance down at my phone and see my brother’s name before I slip my phone into silent mode. I live in the same house as three of my brothers. I saw Quinn six hours ago. Therefore, there is nothing he needs to tell me that tops finishing this paper. Besides, I have enough distractions already.

      And by distractions, I mean the sexy librarian.

      The red hair. The curls. The infuriating buttons on her cardigan sweaters. There is nothing overtly sexy about the way this woman dresses, but, despite that, everything about her does it for me.

      I get one day off a week from the ranch when I can cram in all the work for my online classes. Thursday. Storytime day at the library. Which means the sexy librarian is always around on Thursdays.

      My brothers and sister and I own and work a ranch just outside the tiny town of Saddle Creek, Texas. Since cattle don’t give a shit about weekends, it’s a job that requires long days, and staggered days off. I could ask my brothers to change days, but there would be questions. Questions I don’t have answers for.

      What am I going to say? I need to change my day off because there’s a woman in the library I imagine fucking eight ways to Sunday every time I see her? No way in hell am I admitting that to my brothers.

      So I come here every Thursday to download all my work for the coming week, upload all the work I’ve done, and quietly lose my mind imagining what it would be like to unbutton one of her sweaters. One tiny button at a time.

      By eleven, the kids and harried parents are starting to fill up the nook in the children’s section. It’s a steady stream of kids trotting past the front desk and calling, “Hello, Ms. Burton!”

      I have the perfect view of her from my computer. She greets each kid by name, beaming at them like their presence at storytime made her day. That smile unlocks something inside me. I’m not even sure what it is. All I know is, the more I see it, the more I crave it. Only, I want it aimed at me.

      Today she’s wearing a blue plaid skirt, a simple white button-up blouse and a navy blue cardigan buttoned halfway up. All those fucking buttons. She’s like a goddamn present I want to unwrap every single day.

      By the time she starts reading aloud, some book about a pet pig, I’m hard enough to embarrass myself. Thankfully the kids are hidden by the half stacks of books in the children’s section, because it’s bad enough getting a half chub in the public library, let alone surrounded by kids. But Callie Burton turns me the fuck on. I force myself to focus on my school work to distract my mind because now is not the time to be fantasizing about my sexy librarian and her many buttons.

      Between the distraction of her reading out loud and the constant vibrating of my phone on the desk beside me, it takes forever for me to finish the paper, run it through the grammar software, and send it off to my online professor.

      I log out of the library computer just as the last of the kids are leaving. Storytime is long over and Ms. Burton is checking out books for them. I walk past the main desk on my way out. I know what I should do. I need to keep my head down and walk out without even glancing at her.

      Because a woman like Ms. Burton … a good woman, smart, educated, and kind, in addition to being exactly the kind of sexy that drives me crazy … a woman like that is way out of my league.

      I know what I should do, but I’ve never been the kind of guy who is good at following orders, even when they’re orders I give myself. So instead of doing the right thing, I slow my steps as I approach the desk. I wait for her to look up and meet my gaze. Her cheeks tinge pink before I say a word.

      “Ms. Burton,” I say slowly, tipping my head in a nod.

      Her eyes go wide and her pupils dilate. The pink in her cheeks darkens and spreads down her neck, disappearing beneath the buttoned up collar of her white shirt. After a second, she presses her lips together in disapproval and turns her attention back to the kid, handing over a stack of books.

      I’m about to step up to the counter and ask her for a book recommendation when my phone rings. Only two people in my contact list will ring through when I’ve silenced notification: Quinn and Madison. Quinn hates talking on the phone, so I know it must be Madison. She’s the only girl in the family.

      I duck my head and turn to the library door as I pull my phone out of my back pocket. Hitching my backpack up on my shoulder, I push through the double doors and out on to the street as I accept the call.

      “Hey, Mad, what’s up?”

      It’s cool for March, but the sky is clear and so bright it almost hurts to look at it after being inside all morning.

      “What’s up is you need to fucking check your texts.” Madison sounds out of breath like she’s walking somewhere, and way more annoyed than she usually does when she’s talking to me. She has sass for days, but I’m her favorite, so she usually reins it in around me. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “At the library. Why?”

      “The library?” She snorts. “That’s where you spend your day off?”

      “Yeah. I spend my day off at the library. Anything to get out of the damn house.” Quinn, Harrison and I all live at the ranch in the house we grew up in. Hayes, Harrison’s twin, lives in Austin, a couple of hundred miles east of Saddle Creek and Johnny is still off at Texas A&M. I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do when he graduates in May and moves home, because with the three of us in the house it’s already too much. “The library is quiet and the internet doesn’t suck. So yeah, that’s where I go.”

      “Okay, nerd,” she teases. “Just get your ass over to Ace’s.”

      My steps slow as I approach the beat up old truck I’ve been driving since high school. “Ace’s? What?”

      “Emergency family meeting. Just get here.” A door squeaks in the background and the sounds of passing cars are replaced by low chatter and the clinking of dishes. “And read your damn texts.”

      She hangs up before I can say anything else.

      I open my truck long enough to throw my bag on the floorboard, then shut the door and lock it. The library is only a block off the town square and since I’m parked in public parking, I leave my truck where it is and head back toward the square, where Ace’s, a local burger joint that’s been a landmark forever, is located.

      I pull up my texts. I have over a dozen texts in The Jolly Ranchers text chain. That’s what Madison named the family text chain. Because she thinks she’s funny like that.

      
      
        
        <The Jolly Ranchers>

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Quinn: Just left the Rocking C. We need to meet up ASAP.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Harrison: What’s up? The Dark Lord pissing you off again? What’d he do this time?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Madison: You can’t let him bait you. If you get pissed off every time he calls you a pussy, it just amuses him. Don’t let him get to you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Quinn: Just get the troops together. Preferably somewhere with drinks. I’ll be there in three hours.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Johnny: Drinks? We’re meeting for drinks? I’ll be there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hayes: I’m at work. In Austin, remember? I can’t just leave and meet y’all for drinks.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Harrison: If Quinn says it’s an emergency, then it’s an emergency.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Madison: In other words, get your ass home pretty boy.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Madison: Johnny, you stay where you are. You have midterms next week.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Quinn: No, we need Johnny too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Harrison: Hayes, can you wait until Johnny gets to Austin so he can ride with you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hayes: No, because I’m not fucking leaving work for this drama. Whatever it is, y’all handle it without me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Johnny: I can drive myself.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Harrison: Just got off the phone with Quinn. He’s not fucking around. Get your ass to Ace’s by 1:00

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Johnny: Wait. Can Monroe even go into Ace’s?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Madison: Yes, dumbass. He can go into Ace’s. It’s a restaurant that serves alcohol, not a bar. His parole is specifically about bars.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Johnny: Just asking

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Johnny: <GIF of a person shrugging>

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Madison: Stop texting while you drive.

      

      

      

      

      

      
      The texts keep going but I stop reading and pick up the pace because it’s already after one-thirty.

      I walk into Ace’s and nostalgia stabs me like a knife to the chest.

      Inside Ace’s, the lighting is dim and the air is filled with the smell of beer, grease, and smoke. Of course, no one has smoked in Ace’s in probably twenty years, but I can still smell the smoke that seeped into the wood paneling from all those decades that it was a bar before the current owner took over and made it into a restaurant.

      It feels like a Texas honky-tonk, which is probably why it regularly makes whatever best-fill-in-the-blank-in-Texas
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