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      For my mama.

      

      I feel like you could use a good laugh about now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hammered by Love is the third book in the Bama Boys Sweet RomCom Series. All books can be read on their own, but if you’d like to read from the beginning, check out Hunting for Love.

      If you want to keep up with all my books and get updates about opportunities to receive Advanced Reader Copies as well as backstories on my content, join my newsletter.

      Happy reading!

      Kaci :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Kaci Lane

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jonah

      

      

      

      Junior year of high school, we went cow tipping at Mason Magill’s place. That was the first and last time I’ve trespassed.

      Until now.

      I duck under the yellow caution tape surrounding the front porch like a crime scene in a John Grisham novel. After almost tumbling off the front steps, I reach for my flashlight.

      The large wooden doors are enough to make me drool. They’re no doubt original, and so detailed that a quick coat of lacquer will bring them right back to pristine condition. But I’ll totally update the clear doorknob. I jiggle the tiny crystal ball, and the door creaks open. Awesome. No need to break out my tools.

      I cross the threshold and shine my light around the room. The ceilings have high wooden beams, and there’s a step down into the living area. Full on eighties vibe, including floral wallpaper and shag carpet. But the bones are good. No, great. All of this can be fixed with more labor than money, which works in my favor.

      Somewhere between building things with my daddy and listening to Carolina go on and on about designs and remodels, I got the bug to renovate houses. And possibly build them in the future.

      So when the one of the largest homes in Apple Cart went into foreclosure, I made it my mission to buy it. I’ve got plenty of money saved up, thanks to living frugally and working at my family’s hardware store since I was old enough to organize nails. I just pray I’m the only one wanting this old place.

      Growing up, we’d ride four-wheelers by here and imagine what it looked like inside. The original owner was a local pharmacist who passed away about a decade ago. He left it to his granddaughter, who got in some financial trouble and lost it. She ran off to California with a guy she met on TikTok, and it’s sat vacant for almost a year.

      I step down and tiptoe across the stained carpet. Aside from a few creaks in the floor, it’s eerily quiet here. Too quiet. My senses are heightened like a hound dog, which alerts me to the faint sound of a vehicle pulling up outside.

      I shine my flashlight through the window and get a blue light in response. The cop car blinks, and I duck under the window. With my reflexes in overdrive, I make it into the hallway and cut my light before Bradley’s voice belts out, “Police! Stay where you are!”

      Oh, I’m staying where I am. That is, until I can manage to make a run for my truck parked down the road.

      I’m not a bit scared of Bradley or worried he’ll try and arrest me. Well, maybe a little worried. He likes to toss around his authority now and again. And he’s always happy to remind me he has a few years and a few pounds on me whenever we’re competing at something, be it poker or target shooting.

      My breath catches in my throat as his footsteps grow louder. I should be scanning the kitchen by now, then heading home to change. Not playing hide and seek with Barney Fife.

      I inch farther down the hallway as he passes the opening, shining a Maglite back and forth. He’s headed toward the back of the house, away from me.

      Before I can make a run for it, I see the light shine toward the front. I backpedal toward a doorway at the end of the hallway. Slinking against the wall, I inch my way toward an open door. I’m almost completely in the shadows when my back pocket buzzes. My fingers fumble to grab my phone before . . .

      Crap. Too late. Carolina’s ringtone blasts through the empty house.

      Bradley’s light shines my direction as I squat into the opening. I expected a room, not a wooden staircase. I roll down like a tumbleweed, my lanky limbs landing in a jumbled mess.

      Somehow, I manage to uncurl myself and stagger toward the edge of the room. I hide in the corner and listen to Bradley descending the steps. His light shines above my head, but I’m hidden behind some boxes.

      Apparently, so are a family of rats. I snarl my nose at the varmints. I’m not a fan of rodents, but at least they don’t scare me. I shift my weight so I can back away from them. Judging from their size, they’ve been here a while.

      The light shines my way again, and Bradley is close enough for me to smell his overpowering cologne. I hold my breath and pray I don’t sneeze.

      The good Lord answers my prayer, just not in the way I expected.

      Between the dust and cologne swirling around, I let out the granddaddy of all sneezes. The noise scares the rat family into running from behind the boxes. They trample toward Bradley like a bucking horse out of the shoot.

      I swallow back a laugh as Bradley screams like a little girl. The light shakes as he hobbles toward the staircase. I peek around the box and watch him stumble toward the top of the stairs. The largest rat stares back at me, his yellow eyes glaring. If I could, I’d high five him.

      Instead, I stand and dust off my jeans and wait for the sound of Bradley’s cop car peeling off before I turn on my own flashlight. Without Bradley to worry about, I shine the light over my body to check for any cuts. A normal scratch for anyone else can lead to a puddle of blood for me thanks to hemophilia. No blood, I’m good. But if my throbbing leg is any indicator, I’ll have a big bruise tomorrow.

      The rat stares my way once more, then I swear he nods before scurrying off into the darkness. I guess it’s a he. I didn’t get close enough to find out.

      My phone dings with a text message from Carol.

      

      CALL ME. NOW!!

      

      Wow, all caps and two exclamation marks. I better get on that.

      I sigh and climb the steps to the main floor, then take one last glance around the main room. Yeah, I’m gonna make this place something special. I’ve just gotta buy it first.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Carolina

      

      

      

      We have Earl Ed as a stand-in for Jonah. My side hustle as a wedding planner is all but doomed. I can only hope none of Bianca’s people find out he’s an ex-convict. Of course getting incarnated for stealing mail is more of a white-collar crime, or in Earl Ed’s case a no-collar crime. Like many on his mail route, my family was directly affected by losing our Netflix account back when they mailed DVDs. We all found it strange that only Tanner’s Adam Sandler DVDs never made it to the house. Now we know why.

      To most people, the best man going AWOL wouldn’t be such a big deal, but to me, this is unacceptable. Especially since the best man is Jonah.

      That stinker knows better!

      I grind my teeth behind my fake smile as Earl Ed stands by Jack in a pair of board shorts. Never mind that it’s the end of December.

      Jonah’s ringtone echoes from my purse on the front pew. I rush over and answer. “Where are you? What in the world is going on? You’re never late.”

      “Calm down, I’m on my way.”

      My nerves unravel knowing I can fire Earl Ed in a minute. He has nothing to do with this wedding except for driving Bianca’s matron of honor and her husband here. Then he volunteered to fill in for Jonah so I could check where everyone needs to stand.

      Very kind of him to volunteer, but I’d much rather have pulled someone from the crowd. Like anyone but him.

      “Are you okay?” I should’ve asked Jonah this first, but I’m a little ticked he’s not here.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t have time to change.”

      “Don’t worry, you can’t look worse than Earl Ed.”

      “Earl Ed?”

      “Yeah, it’s a long story, but . . .” My words trail off as the double doors to the sanctuary swing open.

      Jonah emerges between them, huffing and puffing like the Big Bad Wolf working double shifts. His clothes are dirty, and his shirt is unbuttoned in the center. His brown hair resembles a pile of pine straw.

      He jogs up to me and exhales heavily. “I’m here.”

      I blink, still shocked at his tattered state, then reach out and button his shirt. “Did you get in a fight with Mason Magill’s crazy bull or did Sasha get ahold of you again?”

      “Haha, you’re hilarious. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      My face morphs into an evil grin at the Sasha jab. She all but beat him up when he ended things with her. I tried to tell Jonah and my brother she was crazy. But no, they wouldn’t believe me. She was “too sweet” and “too hot” to be crazy. I countered that someone as hot and sweet as her could afford to be crazy. And guess who was right.

      Jonah marches toward the front and taps Earl Ed on the shoulder. Earl Ed droops his shoulders and staggers to a pew near the front. His time in limelight has ended. Why he’s staying, I have no clue. But I’ve got a wedding to run here.

      “Okay, now that Jonah’s here, we’re going to run through the walkout again. Jonah, you’re walking back with Ariel.”

      I motion toward Bianca’s best friend, who halfway smiles at Jonah in a very “bless his heart” fashion. She’s dressed like the boss in The Devil Wears Prada, and her husband is sporting a three-piece suit. Not the usual attire for a wedding rehearsal in Apple Cart, or even for a wedding in Apple Cart. But they’re high-class Atlantians, so I’m certain this is quite the culture shock.

      “Jack, Jonah, and Brother Johnny, if you will, step near the doorway where you’ll come out once the processional music starts.” I have everyone else follow me back to the sanctuary doors. Then I divide the groomsmen and bridesmaids. I’ve worked with a few weddings before, but never one with such a diverse wedding party. Even Lacie’s husband, who’s an Atlanta surgeon, didn’t have as fancy of friends as Bianca.

      Bianca’s side of the wedding party could pose for the cover of Vogue, much in contrast to the groom and groomsmen, who resemble an Outdoorsmen Oasis sales paper. Except for Jonah, who’s more like that dirty kid from the Peanuts cartoon.

      I bite back a laugh at the difference in Bianca and Jack’s worlds, and how she must feel about moving here. She must really love him to turn her world upside down like that.

      “We’re ready, Mrs. Bromwell,” I say. The older lady wiggles on the piano bench and strikes the first chord. I turn back to the wedding party. “When you hear that chord, we’ll start.”

      Once all the bridesmaids and groomsmen have found their places, I walk backwards, instructing Taylor on tossing the flowers as she trots down the aisle. Taylor makes it to the end, grinning at me with her front tooth missing. I return the smile and pat her on the back. No doubt, she will steal the show until the bride makes an appearance.

      The ring bearers are Jack’s labs. Brother Johnny agreed to let them take part, but made me promise we’d take them out as soon as their part ended. Bradley gets the honors of that job, and it didn’t seem necessary to have him or the dogs at the rehearsal. Those hounds would run to Jack anywhere, anytime.

      I don’t mention the ring bearers tonight. Bianca’s people have endured enough initiating for now with Earl Ed.

      With everyone but the bride in place, I cue the piano player to switch songs. I tighten my ponytail and nod to Bianca. She grins at me, then shares the sweetest glance with her dad before gliding down the aisle. My heart pings with excitement. As much as I enjoy planning and decorating, the end effect is the best part. Seeing a couple’s reaction to their new home or a bride shine on her perfect day. The fact that I had a shred of something to do with it warms my heart.

      I stand back while Brother Johnny goes through the motions of Bianca’s dad giving her away. A tear tugs at his deep-set eyes, even though we’ve practiced this part twice already. He pats her hand before joining his wife on the front pew. I try to ignore Earl Ed sitting a few feet away from them, legs sprawled in his board shorts.

      Nothing ruins an intimate family moment like an overweight redneck proudly displaying his thick white thighs.

      I return my focus to the front before I lose my cool and jerk Earl Ed up by the ears. Every event will have a few hiccups. Earl Ed sticking around has nothing on the time his aunt hijacked the microphone at his cousin’s wedding. Of course, goats also ate the flower arch at that one.

      My point being, I should overlook Earl Ed.

      Everything runs smoothly except for a minor debate over where to stand during the communion. Southern weddings tend to last a little longer than most. We try and fit in anything and everything, from unity candles or sand-pouring to the Lord’s Supper and a special song where the couple simply stares at one another. I try to plan for the special song to play in the background of the communion and unity rituals, so the couple isn’t standing and staring awkwardly for too long.

      Not that a soon-to-be husband and wife wouldn’t want to stare at one another. However, something about everyone in the county having a front row seat to this makes it a little less special. At least in my opinion.

      When it’s time for everyone to walk back down the aisle, I nod at Mrs. Bromwell. She licks the tip of her finger, turns a page of sheet music, and starts the recessional song. “I need the groomsmen and bridesmaids to link arms when you meet. Guys on the right, please.”

      I point for Jack and Bianca to lead the way. Taylor follows them, and one by one, the wedding party steps out and links arms when I point.

      Ariel hesitates before looping her satin-sleeved arm through Jonah’s dusty elbow. But she’s a good sport about it, only wincing momentarily. She struts like a runway model, which only highlights his disarrayed appearance.

      Jonah narrows his eyes when they pass me. I’m sure my cheeks are shaking as I try hard not to laugh. Once the last couple reaches the foyer, the music ends.

      “Thanks, everyone. You can head over to the Gamer’s Paradise lodge. We have dinner set up.”

      “Great, I’m starved.” Earl Ed stands and pats his big belly.

      Seriously? Why is he still here?
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        Carolina

      

      

      

      I plunge my fingertips into the front of my hair, no longer caring what it does to my ponytail. That’s the great part about being behind the scenes at events. I don’t have to worry about looking Pinterest perfect as long as my designs do.

      Of course, on wedding days and design reveals, as well as meeting clients for the first time, I dress like a professional. Tonight, I’m in a low-key sundress, wavy hair pulled back, and flip-flops on my feet. They’re cute flip-flops, though, even sporting a slight heel.

      Studying the page in front of me offers a little relief. Something about checking off a to-do list loosens the pressure from my shoulders—literally and figuratively.

      I’m midway through making another checkmark beside “flowers” when Jonah’s hand lands on my binder. He starts shifting it away from me, so I push the pen firmly onto the paper to stop him. It doesn’t work, and my purple gel pen streaks across the page as he slides the binder out from under my arm.

      I sigh and drop my pen. Before I can raise my eyes to him, he pushes a full plate of food in front of me, then pulls out the chair beside me. I prop my chin in my hand and scan his dusty shirt.

      “Now can you tell me what made you late?”

      Jonah shakes his head. “After you eat something.”

      “I’ll eat after tonight ends. I’m busy making sure everything’s set for tomorrow.”

      Jonah crosses his arms and scoffs. “Bianca has a dozen minions running around here. Besides, you’ve gotta eat.”

      I glance toward the kitchen, where a team of Atlanta caterers and Mrs. Mary swarm around like busy bees. Paul slinks out of the kitchen with an armload of to-go boxes.

      “Seriously? Paul?” I start to stand, but Jonah braces his large hand on my forearm and forces me to sit.

      “Don’t worry about him. Everyone’s already eating but you.”

      I close my eyes and slump my back against the wooden chair. Jonah is always my voice of reason when I get worked up. I turn my eyes toward him to say he’s right. But as soon as I open my mouth to speak, he grins and shoves a deer popper in my mouth.

      The warm, melted cheese oozing in my mouth causes me to choke a little. He pats my upper back like I’m a toddler who’s stuffed her mouth with one too many Goldfish crackers. I cough, then chew and swallow.

      “See, deer poppers are better than Xanax.”

      I arch my brow at the odd comparison, then immediately laugh at Jonah’s goofy expression. He has more dad jokes than a middle-aged guy with a minivan.

      He takes a bite of his own food and leans back against his seat.

      “You know, you should really sit near the head table since you’re the best man.”

      He shrugs. “I wouldn’t say I’m the best.” One side of his face tugs into a smile. “Besides, I’d rather hang in the back with you than be in the middle of all that.”

      I return his smile before studying the plate in front of me. Jonah filled it with all the foods I like and even put my chicken tender sauce on a small dessert plate. He knows I hate it when sauces touch other foods not intended for them.

      We met the first day of kindergarten and buddied up immediately. Over the years, he’s become an extra brother to me. And out of all my friends and family, he puts me at ease the most.

      He really is the best man.

      “Thanks for fixing my plate.”

      He nods while biting into a dinner roll.

      I take a few bites of my food, and we eat in silence for a minute. It’s the most peaceful minute I’ve had all day. Funny how Jonah was the one to both cause me the most stress and bring me the most peace. Well, that’s not entirely true. Earl Ed and Paul sure know how to push my buttons.

      Jonah’s still dusty from whatever he did before rehearsal. A long streak of dust outlines his jaw, wiggling as he chews. I glance around and realize he didn’t get us any napkins. Typical guy. I rest my hand on the side of his face and rub his jaw with my thumb. The slight stubble tickles my hand.

      “What?” He turns my way.

      “You have a big line of something above your neck, but I got it.” I move my hand and rub my thumb against my fingers to thin out the residue. Then I wipe my hand against my skirt. A little dirt can’t hurt my twenty-dollar Target find.

      “Thanks.” His eyes scan my face, and his own morphs into an unfamiliar expression. It’s rather serious for him. Instead of allowing it to concern me too much, I jump in and ask again what I’ve wondered all night.

      “Now can you tell me why you came to rehearsal half an hour late, covered in dirt?”

      He takes a huge gulp of his tea, as if needing to wet his mouth before a long explanation. After he lowers his Mason jar back to the table, he widens his eyes toward me. And yes, we have Mason jars. That was the compromise I suggested when Bianca wanted everyone to drink sweet tea and lemonade from goblets and Jack preferred red Solo cups.

      “I was at the Vanderburke Mansion.”

      I scrunch my face in confusion. “Why? Did you go in there? And isn’t it roped off? Maybe even condemned?”

      Jonah raises a hand to stop me. Whenever the wheels in my head start turning, my mouth catches up and spits out words faster than a hot knife slicing ice cream.

      “I went in to give the place a good look over before I buy it.”

      I choke on the food I’m chewing, and Jonah reaches over to pat my back again. His long fingers stretch across my upper back, dislodging the food hung in my esophagus. I drink some lemonade once I regain my breath. “You’re buying it?”

      His hand slides across my bare shoulder, just slow enough where I can feel the callouses on his palm. “Yep. I’m gonna flip it.” Jonah crosses his arms and stares at me smugly.

      “That place is a mess.”

      He furrows his brow. “How would you know?”

      “I drive by that way from time to time. They’ve had it roped off for months.”

      “To keep people like me out.”

      “Exactly.” I laugh.

      “Because they’re getting ready to sell it. The bones are great. All it needs is a proper cleaning out and a facelift. Maybe open up a wall here and there.”

      I shake my head. Jonah’s mentioned wanting to build houses one day, but this is renovating the largest house in Apple Cart. One that’s sat vacant for a while. If building a house is like buying a new car, fixing up this place would be equivalent to buying an eighteen-wheeler overturned in a ditch, with trees growing out the window.

      “You think it’s a bad idea, huh?” His brown eyes go all puppy-dog sad.

      I eat a bite of my chicken, then shrug. “I have total faith in your ability to do it, but Jonah, that’s a big project, no matter what shape it’s in. And who around here will buy a house that big?”

      “I’m sure someone will. I can get it cheap enough to sell it reasonably and make a huge profit. Some small-town doctor wanting a bunch of kids or some show-off like Samuel is sure to buy it.”

      I puff out my cheeks, then exhale. At least he has buyers in mind, but still . . . “How are you going to pay for this? It can’t be that cheap.”

      “I’ve saved up money my entire life. From working with Daddy at the store and Jack at the lodge. I hardly spend anything, you know that.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’ve had those jeans since high school.” I glance at his faded Wranglers.

      Jonah rolls his eyes. “We haven’t been out of high school that long.”

      “So you have had them since then?” I smile, happy to call him out on it.

      “The last thing I bought besides food and gas for my truck was that painting in my kitchen.”

      “Ugh. I told you to take that down.”

      He laughs. “And that’s why it’s worth every penny.”

      “What is it with you and Tanner decorating with animals? First his cow print, then you hang a pig butt above your sink.”

      “Hey, that’s a perfectly acceptable accent piece for an older mobile home in Auburn.”

      I lift then lower one shoulder. “Eh, whatever. But what is your plan for this house? Hire someone to do the work or wait until the summer?”

      We both graduate in May. I’m technically done with classes, but interning full-time at a design firm my last semester. I took a lighter load last year as well to work there part-time. With any luck, they’ll offer me a real job and I can have some say in my designs. Drawing up someone else’s plans is getting pretty old.

      “I managed to get all my classes Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. I’ll work on it myself every weekend. Then I’ll sell it before we graduate.”

      I laugh so hard, my rib catches. “Ouch.” I bend forward and rub my side. After I recover, I look at Jonah. “You think you can take on a project that big by yourself and have it market-ready in a semester?”

      “Nope. That’s why you’re gonna help me.”

      My limbs tingle. Did he really just suggest we Chip and Joanna this place together?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jonah

      

      

      

      “Ugh.” I coil over and clutch my stomach. Nothing like a surprise shot to the gut to wake you up.

      “Ha-ha, gotcha.” Earl Ed lifts his helmet and laughs. Most of us have on goggles, but he’s protected by one of Michael’s welding helmets.

      An airy thud blows behind us, and Earl Ed lets out a blood-curdling scream. He bends at the waist, and Bradley smiles at me over his head. “You are welcome.”

      He lifts his goggles, smudging the eye black he applied right after tying a black bandana around his forehead, Rambo style. That completed his full camo attire, making him the embodiment of a video game soldier. Leave it to Bradley to take paintball way too seriously, like everything else he does.

      I laugh, sending a tickle down my still tender skin. Without thinking, I instinctively rub my stomach, then regret it when my hand sticks to hot-pink goo. “Five o-clock.” I nod to Bradley as Michael and Kyle stalk around a tree, army style. However, neither dressed for the part like Bradley.

      Michael is in jeans and a faded shirt that reads, “I Played Hard at Goldstrike Casino and All I Won Was This Shirt.” Sometimes I forget he’s Earl Ed’s first cousin. Then I’m reminded that he started dating his wife when she was pregnant with someone else’s baby. They met when he took Earl Ed to the casino to celebrate his parole. Kyle has on his usual blue jumpsuit with his name sewn on the pocket. Despite running his own mechanic business, he chooses to wear a uniform.

      Before I can draw my gun, Bradley takes them both out, then laughs hysterically. I know this is a paintball game, but I’m impressed by his reflexes. It gives me more confidence in his role as county sheriff.

      Kyle steps up and pops him on the back of the head. “This ain’t a drug bust, buddy.”

      Bradley shrugs. “I can’t turn it off, big dog.”

      I glance around at the group before me. “I guess that’s game over, then. Jack and Tanner got hit first.” Much to my delight, as I can rag them about it later.

      “Son of a—” Bradley grabs the back of his shoulder and grits his teeth.

      “That’s game over,” someone says in a deep growl from behind the trees.

      JoJo steps out of the shadows. His broad shoulders and stern, bearded face are enough to make me cower a bit, even though I’m clearly marked by a bright pink glob like a scarlet letter across my midsection. I swear this guy never smiles. He’s a little older than the rest of us and gives off a vibe that he thinks he’s tougher than everyone else—and he probably is. He’s not known for playing well with others, but we needed him to make the teams even.

      When Tanner arranged a paintball war at Double Drive, we assumed Earl Ed would run things, since it’s his business and all. But he just had to play, throwing off our numbers. JoJo happened to be there the day we booked the party, checking out some pine trees Earl Ed hired him to clear. Tanner mentioned him playing as a joke, but to our surprise, he agreed.

      Earl Ed stands and stretches enough for his shirt to rise above his belly. “Woo, those things hurt. I think I better get some waivers made before opening this attraction.”

      “Yeah, if you want to offer it to kids,” I say.

      “Or anyone besides us,” Kyle adds, wiping down his foggy goggles.

      “Duly noted.” Earl Ed wipes a hand across his sweaty face and hobbles toward the building. We fall in line behind him, our boots crunching pine straw as we finagle toward the mini-golf course. After JoJo finishes clearing trees, this place could compete with any paintball course in the state.

      We climb the porch of the building, which houses an arcade and small diner. Earl Ed instructs us to leave our guns, ammo, and goggles in the bin beside the back door. I’m relieved to see he has a lock on it. With the only beer joint around a few yards away, I’m sure questionable characters have wandered this way late at night.

      Earl Ed swings the door open to Tanner and Jack sitting in a corner booth across the room. I pass the various arcade machines and main area where people pay to ride go-karts and play mini golf. Then I elbow Tanner to slide over and let me in the booth. He and Jack have helped themselves to some chips and soft drinks from the snack bar.

      “How long have y’all been in here?” I ask.

      “Long enough to watch two reruns of The Big Bang Theory,” Jack answers as he nods at the TV.

      The rest of our motley crew staggers over like they’re the last ones standing in the apocalypse. Bradley props his hands on his hips and grins at Jack. “Last night a free man.”

      Jack sighs. “Let me guess, you won.”

      Bradley’s cocky smile turns downward. “Well, almost.”

      JoJo steps behind him, towering several inches over his six-foot-three frame. He slaps Bradley’s shoulder, causing him to wince. Then he holds up a lime-green hand and . . . I lean forward to make sure this is happening. Oh my. JoJo Culp has cracked a smile. A very faint, tiny tug at the corner of his mouth, with the slightest sign of teeth peeking out between his mustache and beard. But yep, I’ll call that a smile.

      I take a photographic memory in case I never witness this again. If we hadn’t eaten ribs earlier, I’d wonder if the dude even has teeth.

      The moment fades soon enough, and his face straightens. Then he’s back to mumbling behind his beard. “Sheriff here came in second.”

      Jack laughs. Tanner rolls his eyes and pulls a five from his wallet. These two will bet on anything. Like the time they had a ten-dollar wager on whether I would wear a cap or cowboy hat to the Auburn rodeo. Such children.

      Even though I’m the youngest one in the room by a few years, I can’t help but feel the most mature at times. Well, except for JoJo. Aside from that small jab at Bradley, he hasn’t exactly joked around tonight.

      “So what’s next on the agenda since paintball has ended?” Bradley raises a brow to Tanner. Jack and I exchange a knowing look. Bradley hates to lose more than anyone. I’m certain he’s ready for revenge.

      Earl Ed hooks a thumb behind him toward the snack bar. “I can throw a few pizzas in the oven while you guys ride the go-karts if you want.”

      Tanner turns to Jack, who shrugs. “Sure. Might as well make a night of it.”

      Earl Ed disappears into the kitchen opening, while the rest of us make our way to the track. I suspect Tanner will have an unfair advantage, as he comes here often with his girlfriend and her daughter.

      I lag, leaving me with last pick of the cars. I haven’t slept much the past few days, thanks to worrying about the old mansion property. Part of me wishes Tanner had suggested we call it a night. But I can’t leave to go to bed. They’d never let me live that one down.

      I’m lowering myself into a car when Michael speaks from the other lane. “Hey, man, you can’t drive the cars in that lane. We’ve gotta work on them.”

      “But there’s none left.”

      Michael frowns. “Then you gotta ride with someone.” He drives off before I can answer.

      I stand and yell for Jack to wait. “Hey, Jack, hang on!” Too late. He’s peeling out of the parking lane after Tanner.

      “Get in,” a gruff voice calls behind me. I turn to JoJo pulling over.

      “I thought you’d left already.”

      “I did.” He strokes his fuzzy beard. “Already made a round.”

      “Oh.” I climb in next to him, my narrow hips sandwiched between his broad body and the car frame. He lays on the gas as I’m trying to buckle my seat belt. My head jerks forward, and I abandon the seat belt efforts in favor of holding on to the bar in front of me.

      We zip and zag around everyone, bumping into fenders and cutting between cars. I’m both amazed and terrified at how we’re the only car with two people, one of us the largest here, and we still manage to outrace everyone.

      My life flashes before me on the third loop when we come close to flipping sideways by Kyle. Of course, my side is the one to momentarily go airborne. I white-knuckle the bar and silently recite what I can remember of the Psalm about sheep lying in the grass peacefully while we hang a curve.

      Just as I’m sure this stupid metal bar is the only thing keeping me alive, the loudspeaker on the side of the building comes on.

      “Jack, party of seven, your order is ready.” Earl Ed’s voice is loud and clear, and surprisingly professional.

      JoJo stomps on the brake, bringing us to a screeching stop. He hops out of the car and starts toward the building, leaving me to roll backwards down the hill where we’ve stopped. I sit in a daze for a few seconds before realizing what’s happening. Then I slide over and give it enough gas to make it back up the hill and park.

      Everyone else drives their cars in line around mine. They unbuckle and get out as if they’ve ridden a kids’ merry-go-round.

      “Jonah, you coming in to eat?” Tanner pats my windblown hair on his way toward the building.

      I manage a nod. “I just need a min—” Talking was all it took to dislodge my shaken-up guts and spill them all over the track.

      Note to self: If I ever get married, don’t let JoJo come to the bachelor party.
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        Carolina

      

      

      
      I fight the urge to check on the lodge as I drive past. We left the place in good shape last night, and there’s still plenty of time to finish decorating for tonight’s reception.

      First, I need to see a guy about a tux.

      I park my Mazda in front of Jack’s house and pull the suit bag from the backseat. Sunlight flickers through the pine trees surrounding Jack’s yard, and a bird chirps someplace in the distance. I breathe in the crisp winter air and anticipate the day ahead.

      I’ve led the decorations for half-a-dozen weddings so far, and this makes the third I’ve also coordinated. For a side gig that started as a favor to a family friend, it’s turned out pretty well. And I’ve enjoyed it, for the most part.

      The downside is dealing with all the minor details that can slip through the cracks on a wedding weekend. Like the fact that my brother forgot to pick up his tux in Tuscaloosa and texted me last night at ten to do it for him.

      My ballet flats creak over the wooden steps as I climb Jack’s porch, careful to hold the bag high so it doesn’t hang on anything. I beat on the door before noticing the doorbell. That must be new. It’s been a while since I’ve come out here. I hit the button and watch it light up, then listen to the ding.

      After no response, I hit it again and hear the dogs bark. The curtains are drawn, so I can’t see inside. They’d better be here. I just drove an hour one way to pick this thing up.

      I knock on the door once more, so hard that my knuckles tingle. I’m rewarded with a gruff, “it’s open,” from the other side.

      I open the screen door, then the wooden door, and cross the threshold. Chocolate and Brownie greet me, tails wagging. “Hey, girls.” I pat them both on the head with my free hand, still holding the tux bag high. “Sorry, I don’t have a treat.”

      As if they understood me fully, both lower their heads and trot back toward the couch. My eyes follow them to a mound of covers with a mop of hair peeking out of the top like an abandoned bird’s nest. I’d recognize that shaggy mess anywhere.

      “Jonah?”

      The covers slowly lower to reveal his face, and he blinks. “Carol?”

      I lift the tux bag even higher and cock my head toward it before folding it over my other arm. “I brought Tanner’s tux. Is he still asleep?”

      Jonah sits up. “They all went to Waffle House around five or so. I told them to let me sleep.” He yawns, then shakes his head, animating the wild hairs standing straight up on the side of his head. “I had to get my beauty rest so I could be fresh for when the bank opens.”

      “Uh, news flash. The bank opened two hours ago.”

      “What?!” Jonah springs to his feet, abandoning the covers and giving me a front row view to his Auburn boxer shorts.

      I shade my eyes with my free hand as my cheeks heat up. Not exactly the way I planned on starting this morning. The heat travels from my face down my neck as I chastise myself for peeking through my fingers. Jonah’s always been an attractive guy, but I’ve never thought of him that way. Nor have I ever seen him in his underwear.

      “Oh, my bad.” He stares down at himself as if he’s just now realized he’s wearing almost nothing and snatches an afghan off the top of the couch.

      I lower my hand as he wraps it under his arms and tucks it at the corner. A small laugh seeps out of me as he stands there with a grandma blanket wrapped around everything except his ankles, feet, and arms. He looks like a modern-day Joseph in a sleeveless coat of many colors. Well, not too modern, considering that quilt was probably made in the sixties.

      He crosses his arms over himself, and I bite back another laugh. If I’d brought my phone in, I’d have taken a dozen blackmail photos by now. Jonah would be my slave for life. We’d be in our eighties, and I could make him come change out the tennis balls on my walker and turn my TV antenna all because of this one photo I took six decades prior.

      “I’m actually glad you’re here because I want your opinion on something before I go to the bank,” he says.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to open up a line of credit at the bank for any remodeling on the mansion.”

      “You don’t even own the thing yet.”

      He points a finger my way and narrows his eyes. “Yet. But I will come Monday, and I need to be prepared.” He runs a hand over his messy, short hair. “Come look at it with me real quick before I go to the bank. I need your opinion on decorating costs.”

      I sigh. “I’ve got a lot to do today. We’ve got a lot to do today.”

      “I know, like go to the bank for mansion money.”

      I shake my head. “Fine. But we can’t take too long. Go change while I hang this somewhere.”

      Jonah salutes me, then marches toward the spare bedroom with the afghan still wrapped securely under his arms. I glance around for a place to put the tux. It needs to be high enough where the dogs can’t sit on it, but obvious enough where Tanner can’t miss it. I decide on the ceiling fan above my head. Hard to miss there. I shoot him a quick text to let him know the tux is there waiting for him when they return.

      
      K. Thx.

      
      I raise my brows, shocked that he replied right away. Worst case scenario, he forgets I told him. However, someone should notice a long black bag hanging in the middle of the living room.

      Jonah emerges from the back in a T-shirt and jeans. His hair’s still a mess, but he grabs a cap off the couch arm and covers his head. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”

      I follow him out, locking the door behind us. I grab my purse from my car and climb in his truck. We pass the lodge on the way out, and I crane my neck to get a better view of the people working in the backyard. My shoulders relax at the progress they’re starting to make.

      Bianca hired a whole team of caterers and decorators out of Atlanta to come down and do most everything. They’re all staying at the lodge this weekend too, which makes it extra convenient. Still, I need to come right back and make sure everything is up to par with her plans so she can enjoy her day stress free. Not that I’ve ever come across a stress-free bride. But it’s my job to run interference on as many obstacles as possible to at least lessen their stress.

      “Why the hurry on all this house stuff?”

      Jonah’s laser focused on the road ahead as we pull out of the long drive from Gamer’s Paradise onto the main road. “The house goes to auction Monday morning at the courthouse.”

      “Oh.” I widen my eyes at the realization of how serious he is about this. Jonah has talked about renovating houses since we were teenagers, when all those home remodeling shows got popular. I assumed this was another one of those random conversations.

      “Why do you need me to look at it? You’re the one who will be doing all the work. You know better than me how much materials will cost.” I mean that too. He grew up in a hardware store and can build or make anything from a pile of scraps.

      Jonah sighs and turns toward me for the first time since we left Jack’s yard. “Because, Carol, you know your stuff too. You’re great at decorating places and picking out flooring and all that stuff. I need you on this. I trust you more than anyone, and I value your opinion.”

      My lips curve into a smile at the compliment. He smiles back before staring ahead again. My insides warm. Nobody’s ever said they value my opinion before. At least not in those exact words. I get asked my opinion a lot on decorative things or details for events. People say I do a good job and refer me to others.

      But the word value . . . For lack of better wording, I put a lot of value on that word.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jonah

      

      

      
      “Watch your step.” I offer my hand to help Carol maneuver through the yellow crime-scene tape wrapping the porch.

      She squeezes my hand and ducks under the taping while dodging a mudhole. “Are you sure it’s okay that we go in here?”

      I scoff. “I’m sure it’s not okay. That’s why we’re making it quick.”

      She drops my hand and shakes her head. I laugh. Carolina isn’t one to bend the rules, which makes it that much more fun to put her in situations like this one. I can’t resist sneaking a glance at her face when I jiggle the crystal ball handle and the door creaks open. Her mouth morphs into a large O shape, and her eyes widen with terror.

      I smirk and push the heavy door open. “Ladies first.”

      She frowns and tiptoes inside, then stands beside the door. Its comical how cautious she’s being. I slam the door, causing her to jump. Then I laugh, earning a slap across my back.

      “Ouch.”

      “We’re trespassing,” she whisper-yells at me.

      “We won’t be long. Besides, there really aren’t any current owners.”

      I’m now rewarded with the scowl she usually reserves for Tanner, and occasionally her oldest brother, Matthew. Good to know I’ve made it to brother status.

      Clearing my throat, I step down into the sunken den and focus on the floor joists rather than Carolina brother-zoning me for eternity. Part of me is flattered, really. But the other part
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