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      To my fellow women of a certain age:

      Ride the ’stache, baby. You know you want to.
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      The heroine in this book is a cancer Survivor. Three years prior to the story, she had her uterus removed due to stage one uterine cancer. The illness and procedure are mentioned briefly, but not in detail. Aubrey is also a military widow, so if these issues trigger you, please read with caution. There is a happy ever after. A big one! But if getting there might affect your mental health, you can email me directly or DM me on Instagram for more details before you read. Or just skip this one.

      Email: greta@gretarosewest.com

      IG: @gretarosewest
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        I make a playlist for every book I write. Sometimes, it’s a song or a specific lyric I hear that brings a character or a scene to life in my head. So these are the songs that inspired me and played on a loop while I dreamed and wrote Midnight Surrounds Us.

        LISTEN ON SPOTIFY

        Or you can go to my website and play the songs there while you read. Scroll down the page to find your favorite book and listen to the songs I hear when I think of each character.

        gretarosewest.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        From internationally bestselling small-town Western romance author, Greta Rose West, the fifth book in the Wisper Dreams Series, Midnight Surrounds Us will make you swoon and probably cry, and you will 100% fall in love...

      

        

      
        Ryder Graves dreams about taking the reins to his family’s farm, but one thing stands in his way: his dad. As the baby of the family, Rye’s never been taken seriously. He never went to college, and he can't even keep a good woman; his last girlfriend proved that when she dumped him in front of his entire family with a fistful of potato salad to his face. But he's desperate to show everyone what he can do.

      

        

      
        And he just might have a trick up his flannel sleeve.

      

        

      
        Rye’s had an eye for his brother's best friend’s widow since high school. She was off limits back then, but things are different now, and he just heard a rumor that might provide him the perfect opportunity to show his dad he’s not a failure. If he can convince her to go along with his plan, maybe his devilish good looks and his overflowing bank account will help him win more than his dad’s approval.

      

        

      
        Aubrey George thinks all men suck. Swipe right? No thank you. She's a leftie.

      

        

      
        When her husband passed overseas, Aubrey found herself middle-aged and alone with twin boys who couldn’t stay out of trouble if she hog-tied them to her bumper, but they're grown now and somebody else's problem, so it's finally time for her to focus on what makes her happy: her bookstore. Unfortunately, nobody's buying books, not from her anyway, and she's in danger of losing the only thing in her life she's good at. She can’t deny Rye Graves looks damn good in jeans and a cowboy hat, or that his cocky smirk makes her heart race faster than it has in years, but he’s arrogant, young, and thinks he can solve all his problems with money, but when he offers to pay off the back taxes she owes and help her build her business, she laughs in his face—but then she says yes. What’s she got to lose?

      

        

      
        Her panties, if she's not careful. And her heart, if she can find it.

      

        

      
        The fifth book in the Wisper Dreams series, Midnight Surrounds Us, is a steamy fake-dating farce, but it's hot and funny, and it's the small-town romance you never knew you needed till now, about finding your piece in this world, standing your ground, and letting love sweep you off your feet when it shows up wearing jeans and a cowboy hat.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          RYE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eight Months Ago

      

      

      Aubrey George was an angel on Earth, destined to walk among us mere mortals, disguised as an ordinary, middle-aged woman.

      She was anything but ordinary.

      It was always how I’d seen her, even when I was a kid, although, she’d gone by Aubrey Abbott then. Maybe it was because she was sweet to me, but back then, she was the beautiful angel in love with my brother’s best friend.

      And then she married him. She became Aubrey George, had Tommy George’s kids, and everybody grew up.

      I grew up, and since probably the age of fifteen, when I learned what it meant to really want someone, I’d looked for ways to thank her for her kindnesses to me when I was small and overlooked by a family too busy to notice me, but it had always been clear that she was unavailable. First because I was too young and she was married, and then because she wasn’t anymore and that fact seemed to have defeated her.

      But she wasn’t off limits now.

      Tommy had been gone almost ten years, lost tragically in a military training exercise gone wrong overseas, and I’d watched from the background, catching heartbreaking glimpses of her when I came to town, as she and her boys navigated that loss. But she had come through it gracefully and strong, like the resolute battler I’d always known she was.

      Her boys… not so much. Benji and Micah George were known in my neck of the woods as infamous troublemakers. Nothing too serious. Just your normal teenage antics, but they hadn’t been smart about it and got caught way too often, drinking when they were underage, pranking their classmates, or starting forest fires. They’d probably forgotten, but I’d found them both puking behind a bar over in Pinedale when they were seventeen. They were shitfaced, couldn’t drive, and wanted their mommy. I drove them home, dropped them off a block away, and then sat in my truck when they fell in a pile at their front door and Aubrey came running out of the house to take care of them.

      Now, standing across the street from Your Local Bookie, Aubrey’s small bookstore in downtown Wisper, Wyoming, I watched her through her big front window as she chatted with a customer.

      I’d planned to talk to her, just to check in, see how she was. Actually, what I wanted to do was ask her out. Our short conversations now and again over the years had barely been enough to sustain me, but I’d always felt like an intruder in her life. Just a kid from her younger years. An acquaintance.

      But to me, she was a hell of a lot more than that. She had no way of knowing she was the end goal for me. When I made a big decision, I thought about what she’d think. When I went on a date or hooked up with a woman, Aubrey was there.

      It had always been her face I saw.

      It was stupid. I knew that, but I couldn’t help it. The sound of her warm voice and her goodness had been etched onto my heart with a permanent marker at a young age when I fell off my horse and she was there to pick me up. She’d smiled at me and swiped the dirt from my face with a soft brush of her fingers, and nothing I’d done since had made her golden ink fade.

      I never fell off a horse again. It became my mission in this life to never look weak in front of Aubrey. Not that she would have noticed if I did.

      Her hair was all long, billowy waves, not blond exactly, but more a true strawberry blond. In the shade, the color looked ordinary but in the sun was like a Georgia peach, tinged with pink.

      Those lustrous locks had been the stars of my dreams lately. My visits to Wisper had lessened over the years as I got older and work at my family’s ranch got busier, and it had probably been a good thing so I could let this stupid obsession go.

      But I couldn’t.

      And now that I was back in town to help my uncle at his Main Street store a block away from Aubrey’s, my fascination bloomed back to life.

      She seemed different now. Something had changed for her.

      Her husband’s last name had always been like a dark cloud around her that obscured the moon and snuffed out her light, but today as I watched her, I realized it had disappeared.

      She was the bright, wild, happy woman I’d had stars in my eyes for half my life.

      Across the street, she laughed at something her customer said, tipped her head back, and her hair fell in loose waves down her back.

      God, she was beautiful. And now I needed to know why she looked different, why she seemed lighter and happier.

      I needed to know like I needed oxygen in my lungs. They seized in my chest when she collected herself and looked out her window.

      Right at me.

      She cocked her head, probably silently questioning why I was standing outside her world, looking in, and I held my breath.

      I pressed my hand to my chest, trying to restart my heart. Maybe she could, ’cause when she looked at me, it felt like the muscle had short circuited.

      Don’t be a baby. Man up and go get your girl.

      Aubrey’s customer said her goodbyes and waved as she left Your Local Bookie, and I jogged across Main Street. I nodded to the woman leaving, took off my hat, and grabbed the door before it slapped shut.

      “Hey there, Aubrey.”

      She heard my voice and spun to face me. “Ryder.” She touched her hand to her stomach, below her breasts. “You scared me. I didn’t hear you come in. How are you? How’s your family?”

      “Apologies, ma’am,” I said with a smirk. “Family’s fine. All’s well. I’m here in town helpin’ at my uncle’s store. Devo Mescal’s stuck workin’ there this week and⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know all about it. She and your uncle can’t seem to coexist, so some judge made them trade places.”

      “Right,” I said. “Anyway, I thought while I’m here, maybe I could take you out for some caffeine.”

      She laughed, but when the expression on my face didn’t budge, she pressed her lips together. She took in my appearance: my worn jeans, black T-shirt with my uncle’s store’s logo on the front, and my messy hat hair. “Uh, no, thank you.”

      Whoa. Really?

      “Just like that? You ain’t even gonna consider me?”

      “Rye, I’m not goin’ on a date with you. That’s what you’re askin’, right? You’re too young for me. Isn’t there a pretty cowgirl or some young woman home from college you can take out?”

      “Just how old do you think I am?”

      She shrugged.

      “I’m thirty-four, not twenty-four. I got no interest in college kids.”

      She scoffed and set her hands on her hips, but I didn’t miss the way her eyes scanned Main Street. Was she scared of what people might say?

      “Well, in a month, I’ll be forty-seven. So you see, too old for you.”

      I shook my head. “You’re wrong about that.”

      “Whether I’m right or wrong, I’m still sayin’ no.”

      “Okay, that’s fair. I respect your answer. But when I leave here, don’t you go kickin’ yourself in the ass.” I looked at her hand still on her hip, trying to see behind it to her lush backside.

      “Rye!”

      “What? I can’t appreciate a beautiful woman?”

      She blushed, and her eyes dipped down to my jeans too. I knew what she was looking for. I had to resist the urge to turn so she could catch a gander.

      I smiled. Actually, it was more a grin, because that little slip of her gaze was a sure sign that, even though she was telling me no, she’d be thinking about my ass long after I left. It wasn’t the first time I’d caught her daydreaming about it.

      She snapped her eyes to mine. “Why would I kick my own ass?”

      “For lettin’ me walk away, even though I know you like to watch me go.”

      Her mouth popped open and she gasped. “You got some nerve, kid.”

      You got no idea, woman.

      “‘Kid’?” I chuckled and set my hat back on my head, and Aubrey bit the inside of her cheek. Her pink lips pursed, and she narrowed her eyes. So at least she was beginning to consider me. “Seriously, don’t beat yourself up too much.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      I tipped my hat in her direction and winked. “’Cause I’m unforgettable.”

      When I turned to leave, I heard her breathy huff of indignation, but I didn’t need eyes in the back of my head to know there was a twinkle in her eye now and that both her eyes were glued to the seat of my jeans.

      Now, I just needed to let her stew in the idea of me and her awhile. I’d be back. No way would I give up on Aubrey. I’d waited a lifetime already; a few more months wouldn’t deter me.

      But first, I needed to have something to offer her. Problem was, I didn’t have shit.

      Squat, zilch, nada.

      But that was about to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          RYE

        

      

    

    
      Could you really claim you had a legacy if someone else owned the land, if it was their name on the deed, not yours? If all a man did was work for his daddy, could he even really say he had a job? Or was he just his dad’s bitch?

      And was he even a man? By most Wyoming standards, that would be a hard no. By my own standards, it was a big, fat fucking no.

      “Dammit, Ryder,” my dad complained. “The west fence is still down. Didn’t you do anything yesterday?”

      Focusing on the sunrise behind him, I thought: Yeah. Dug holes for a mile of new fenceposts. Managed thousands of cattle. Thought about Aubrey George. Patched up the hole in the east barn wall where a raccoon ripped through it to make a nest. Fed and watered horses. Thought about Aubrey again. Jacked off to thoughts of Aubrey on my lunch break. Exercised the horses. Fed and watered yet again.

      “That goddamn fence is the most important task I gave you. Get to it, now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My old daddy didn’t trust but a handful of people, which meant many of the jobs that should’ve been done by ranch hands landed in my lap every day.

      Dropping his head to stare at the clipboard he kept clutched close to his heart, he continued to peruse the paper proof of all the money he’d made on our latest cattle sale. They’d just been picked up to be transported to slaughter.

      He mumbled, “Lazin’ about all damn day when there’s work to be done.”

      “‘Lazin’? Old man, I work my ass off for you and this ranch, but⁠—”

      He speared me with a look, peering over the rims of his glasses. In the shade of his hat, they darkened like sunglasses.

      He shook his head. “Don’t, Ryder. Don’t start. I don’t need to hear about regenerative agriculture one more time. I’ve heard it all. You never shut up about it. Just get to work.”

      Presley pounded me hard on the back, his not-so-gentle way of telling me to move on. To shut my mouth and get to work. He knew when my dad’s patience had worn thin. He’d worked for us long enough to know when to change the subject. It still made me laugh that his mama named him Elvis. I didn’t think anybody even knew his last name was actually Decker.

      The problem was, if I shut up about all my ideas for our ranch, there wouldn’t be much left of it when, eventually, it became mine.

      My two older brothers wanted nothing to do with the family business, which was probably smart on their parts. Sure, our cattle were fat, but the soil was dead. The only thing that grew in abundance on our land was misery and weeds, so the money my dad liked so much was spent feeding the cattle.

      If he would just listen to what I had to say, we could change the direction of G&S Cattle. We could alter Graves & Sons’ carbon footprint on the world, could lessen it by a goddamn mile, which would only make us more money. It might be hard work in the beginning, but didn’t we work our asses off every day anyway?

      “Give it up,” Presley whispered.

      He yanked his head toward the west fence my dad hadn’t stopped grumbling about since yesterday morning even though there wasn’t a cow anywhere near the breach.

      Of course, before we could mount our horses and head out, my dad had to get in one last dig. “You don’t fix that fence, genius, ain’t gonna be no cows left for you to sustainably farm when I kick the bucket.” As he turned to walk away, he added under his breath, “That’s the only way you’ll get your mitts on my ranch.”

      Fucker.

      “Grady’s in a fine mood today,” Presley said when my dad was out of earshot. “What did you do? Or what didn’t you do?”

      “The fence. He pays no mind to all the other shit I got done yesterday,” I said, turning to tighten my cinch. I patted my horse’s shoulder and felt energy buzzing in the muscle. Blue was ready to ride.

      “No, it’s more than that.” Presley stepped into his stirrup and pushed up into his saddle. His fifteen-year-old bay mare didn’t bat an eye. She was too busy sniffing the dirt, searching for grass that didn’t grow anymore by the barns. “He don’t talk about dyin’ unless you’ve really pissed him off.”

      “I tried talkin’ to him again about changin’ up the way we do shit here.” I sighed, but as I mounted Blue, I winced and then admitted, “And I might’ve, sorta, contacted one of those farms I told you about up in Oregon. The owner called him yesterday to try to talk to him about regenerative farming and all its benefits. You shoulda seen his face. I thought his eyeballs were gonna pop out of his skull. But in my defense, that guy took it upon himself. I didn’t ask him to call.”

      Presley laughed. “Oh, Rye. When you gonna learn? Your dad has no plans to change this ranch. You know that. Why won’t you give it up?”

      Blue stomped his hooves into the dirt. If the horse could talk, he’d say, “Let’s fuckin’ go!”

      “The old man likes money, right?”

      “Yeah,” Presley agreed, “he sure does, but he makes plenty the way things are now.”

      “I’m tellin’ you, Pres, if we made some changes, there’s a whole world of customers out there who’d pay double what we charge now. Everything’s changin’. People wanna feel good about what they eat. They wanna know their food ain’t killin’ the planet. We should want to know that. We should be able to look out at this land every mornin’ and be proud that we’re protectin’ it and the animals and that we’re doin’ more good than harm.”

      I shrugged. “Ain’t like it’s hard. It’s the way things used to be done, before crop yield and numbers became more important than the food we put in our mouths or the air we breathe. I mean, yeah, we’d need to hire more cowboys, and we’d work harder for a few years than we probably ever have, but then it’d pay off. He’s just stubborn, and he don’t wanna pay out the initial investment. He’s bein’ bullheaded.”

      “Yeah,” Presley said, laughing, “and he’s got his horns aimed right at your ass this mornin’. C’mon, let’s get to that fence. No sense in makin’ the man irate before the weekend. He’ll stew the next couple days and just be a bigger asshole come Monday.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” I agreed, and I clicked my tongue twice, nudging Blue with my boots into a trot.

      My horse knew it was almost the weekend too. He protested the slow pace with a kick of his hind legs and a bratty whinny, but then he switched into high gear, pushed into a run, and we raced west, with the Wyoming Range in front of us calling us forward and the rising sun at our backs.
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      After work, I headed to my little house half a mile behind my parents’.

      I needed a break from my dad’s attitude. He’d been at it all day, and I could only take it so long.

      It had been a couple weeks since I’d driven the fifty miles up to Wisper to visit my uncle and see my friends, so that was my plan for the next couple days. If I didn’t get off this ranch and away from the disappointment I knew my parents had in me, I’d lose my shit.

      The only thing I’d ever done wrong was being the last son born to a successful first-generation cattle rancher. Apparently, it was a sin I’d never escape. Everyone knew the high accolades and honors went to the firstborn.

      I grabbed a shower, pulled on a fresh pair of skivvies and jeans, and as I grabbed my hat from the hook by my front door, someone knocked on it.

      Having my own place was the key to being able to work alongside my dad every day. It wasn’t much, just a small living room, an even smaller kitchen, a tiny bathroom with a standing shower, and my bedroom. No damn closet. But it was all mine. That I’d built it with my own two hands and Presley’s and some of the summer cowboys’ help made it even sweeter.

      “Ryder?” my mama said through the door, though I knew she was itching to barge in. “You in there?”

      We’d had to have several conversations about boundaries and privacy when she walked in on me drinking beer and watching Rodeo championships on TV in my underwear, but another one couldn’t hurt.

      “Yes, ma’am. Comin’.”

      When I opened the door, she pushed right into my sacred space, holding a metal Thermos and a brown paper bag. She set them on the end table next to my couch, then straightened with her hands on her hips.

      “Why do you antagonize your daddy? You know how he is.”

      “Antagonize him?” I said, trying not to show her just how much her lack of trust in me hurt.

      She was as supportive of my ideas as my dad was. If either of them had a rational reason for dismissing what I’d proposed, I could understand. But they disagreed because it was me proposing a new idea. Grady and Calla Graves’s baby boy couldn’t possibly have an intelligent thought in his head. No way. His brothers, they were the geniuses of the family. Too bad they’d both ditched their family just as soon as they could have after they graduated from school.

      I was the one who stuck around. It was me busting my ass on a daily basis, trying to keep the cash my dad liked so much flowing in on the regular, fixing shit when it broke, caring for the animals. But in my parents’ eyes, I was just the muscle. Another employee.

      I could’ve gone off to school like my brothers. The opportunity had been there, but I chose not to. Ranching was my life. I learned it from my dad, lived it with him. I didn’t need a college degree or some professor in a classroom to tell me how to know if an animal was sick or the land was. That shit came naturally to me. It always had. Just ’cause my idea was a little progressive—it wasn’t like I was some environmentalist douche going around spouting off all the ways the world should work but never giving real-life solutions.

      Now, the business stuff, that was another matter entirely. But I’d been reading up on it.

      It seemed funny to me that my parents looked down their noses at my brothers for leaving, but they looked down on me ’cause I hadn’t.

      How did that make a lick of fucking sense?

      If I didn’t stand to inherit the whole outfit, minus the shares I’d give my brothers unless my dad really had written me out of his will, I probably would’ve escaped this place too. But was running Graves & Sons enough anymore? My sanity and autonomy kept telling me no.

      My loyal heart said otherwise.

      “Yes, antagonize,” Mama said. She sighed and dropped her hands, then lifted one to press a wrinkle out of my shirt. “Oh, honey, you know he’s stuck in his ways. But it might go a long way to gettin’ him to listen to you if you grew up a little.”

      “‘Grew up’?”

      Her eyes rose to meet mine, and the smile and pity on her face made me want to scream.

      “Your daddy wants to know you’re headed in the right direction before he gives you more responsibility. A woman in your life would be a good start.”

      Here we go again.

      “Mama, we’ve been through this,” I said, barely disguising the frustration in my voice. “How the hell would havin’ a girlfriend make a difference to Dad? Besides, you won’t like any woman I bring home. You never have. The last one was too immature. You didn’t like the clothes she wore or the way she did her hair, and you insinuated she wouldn’t be a good mother to our nonexistent children when she accidentally stepped on the barn cat’s tail.”

      Never mind that she wasn’t wrong. And never mind the fact that I’d told my mama over and over I didn’t want kids. Never had. My passion was agriculture, and if I was lucky enough to find the woman to do me in, I wanted to spend the rest of my days working my land and loving her, making her laugh long into the night.

      What was so wrong with that? It sounded like a good life to me.

      Mama didn’t respond. She rolled her eyes and bent to grab the stuff she’d just set down.

      “Here.” She pressed the Thermos to my chest, and I took it from her hands and took the bag she held out. “I know you’re leavin’ again, so take some sandwiches for the road. It’s beyond me why you like spendin’ time with your uncle Red, but he’s family, so I s’pose it’s fine. Just don’t stay gone too long. You know how mad that’ll make your daddy.”

      She wasn’t wrong about that either. Thank the good Lord for Presley. If he hadn’t been here the last twenty years to keep the place running and bear the weight of my dad’s ire when I took one foot off the ranch, I’d be miserable. Somebody would’ve wrapped me in a straitjacket by now. Besides, Presley was a better cowboy than I’d ever be and he loved the overtime.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, and I leaned down to kiss her cheek.

      She smiled up at me. “Good boy.”

      It was habit to hold in the groan threatening to rip from my mouth. Boy?

      I’m almost thirty-five fuckin’ years old!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          AUBREY

        

      

    

    
      The mirror hanging on the wall in my storeroom was a lying bitch.

      I should’ve taken it down years ago, or covered the damn thing, like people do with furniture when they leave their East Coast mansions after the summer season, but I had this maddening need to check my face every ten minutes.

      Was I really that old? Inside, I felt twenty-six. Outside, I felt like Blanche from the Golden Girls, just with longer hair and less sex.

      Fuck. Is that a chin hair?

      First hot flashes and now whiskers? And why did they have to be so dark! The rest of my hair was graying; why couldn’t my whiskers get lighter too?

      Just great. Add onto that a failing business and the fact that I hadn’t had a good orgasm in more years than I dared admit, even to myself—oh, and don’t forget my twenty-three-year-old twins who wouldn’t know the meaning of the word responsibility if it slapped them across their faces—and you could say life wasn’t going exactly as planned.

      Since they’d moved out of the house and gone off to school at Montana State in Bozeman, where they subsequently failed and quit, Micah and Benji called or texted for money about once every two weeks. Pizza delivery didn’t afford them much past rent and their phone bill. Benji was usually the sacrificial lamb because Micah was too much of a mama’s boy, but the result was the same. I paid their damn bills, and then I had to live off of generic microwaveable oatmeal for the rest of the month.

      The death benefits from Tommy’s service in the military hadn’t gone as far as one might think. At least the boys’ college and the house was paid off. Maybe I should’ve been thinking about selling it. The twins and I could’ve certainly used the money, but I’d been impatiently waiting for them to get their shit in gear. If they ever grew up and took life seriously, maybe I wouldn’t feel utter panic at the thought of handing them a big wad of cash that they’d probably use to invest in beer and video games.

      If wishes were fishes. If wishes were fishes, I could eat something other than oatmeal for a change.

      My small, woman-owned business was just booming in little Wisper, Wyoming.

      Yeah, right.

      Most of the other businesses in town were having way better luck, but in the last week, I’d sold three books. Three! And not even hardbacks. I really needed to dip my toe in that whole foil-embossed/sprayed-edges trend. But jeez. They were so expensive! I’d have to front the cost to order them, but if they didn’t sell, I’d take another loss. Sure, there were some customers I might be able to entice into buying them, but not that many, and probably mostly the ladies from book club at the library. Then what the hell would I do with the rest?

      There were a few bookstores in the city. Jackson offered a lot more to draw tourists than Wisper did. I needed to figure out how to get those customers to our little town, but I had no idea how to tie my store or its location to tourism. Why would a customer drive forty minutes to my store, just to see the same books they could find closer to their hotel?

      An online shop might be the way to go. Maybe it could be popular on social media if I could figure out how to bully a blogger or two to share the store and hype it up. We could get eyes on Your Local Bookie outside of Wisper. But then I’d have to master social media and learn how to make a website. Who has time for that crap? And there was no way I could afford to hire someone.

      It all came down to taxes. I hadn’t paid mine in two years. It was only a matter of time until the IRS came knocking on my door. I had four weeks to come up with nearly ten-thousand dollars, and if I didn’t, well then, I’d be screwed, and not in the good way. The five grand I’d miraculously managed to stash away in a savings account would only pay it down by half.

      After giving up trying to untangle my frizzy mop of hair in the mirror, I plucked the midnight-black whisker  using the tweezers I’d never again leave home without and heard voices outside my shop.

      When I peeked around the corner and looked out the front window, past the display of mystery classics that hadn’t sold for shit, I saw Devo Mescal, my friend Abey’s fiancée, and Rye Graves walking past the store on Main Street.

      Sneaking closer, I was hoping for a better look at Rye in his jeans, just as long as no one noticed me looking. Especially not Rye. I was still blushing from the time he asked me out, eight months ago!

      But good God that ass.

      I tried to duck and hide behind a shelving unit stacked full of cookbooks, but when he halted on the sidewalk out front, I stopped dead in my tracks in the middle of the store and stood up straight, completely conspicuous and frozen like Frosty.

      Rye looked in at me.

      I looked out at him.

      My heart rate doubled, my palms began to sweat, and when he tipped his tan cowboy hat at me and flashed me a stupidly sexy grin, a hot flash hotter than the infernos of Hell took over my entire body.

      They kept walking, and I was left hyperventilating.

      Jesus. That man.

      But compared to me, Rye was just a boy. Tommy’s best friend’s little brother. He may’ve been in his mid-thirties, but I was… twenty-nine. If anyone asked, that was my answer. My auntie always said to “leave them guessin’.” And no way would I admit to anyone I had reached well into my forties.

      Aw damn. Who was I kidding? Three years away from fifty was a far cry from twenty-nine.

      Somebody should probably come and put me out to pasture, which was exactly what would happen if Ryder Graves got his way.

      All his nods and tips of his hat couldn’t make me forget about my chin hairs, the ever-expanding menopausal spare tire beginning to encircle my midsection, or the fact that my neck was getting shorter and my jowls longer by the hour. I kept getting a pain in my big toe and was convinced I’d inherited arthritis from my dad and it had set in, and soon the whole house of cards would collapse around me. I wouldn’t be able to walk anymore and my boys would have to put me in an old folks home I couldn’t afford.

      And those tight jeans Rye wore—Every. Goddamn. Day? Yeah, they couldn’t make me orgasm any more than I could do it myself. I hadn’t had one in, oh, let me think… five years. Give or take five. Okay, so that was a bit of an exaggeration. I’d had what one would technically call an “orgasm,” when I spent the hour it took for me to work myself up to it, but I wouldn’t call them *orgasms.* Not the mind-bending, “exploding all over some guy’s cock” kind of orgasm. The kind of orgasm that made a woman scream and mewl and beg.

      Who didn’t want one of those? Or ten.

      After their father died overseas and I’d been left alone to raise two thirteen-year-old boys, it felt weird having “sexy me time” with them in the house, so it wasn’t like toys had been an option. Those sneaky little shits went through everything. Nothing was sacred to them, certainly not dildos, and then when Benji and Micah moved out, I’d gotten out of the habit.

      Oh sure, there’d been a few men since then, but one of them was ten years older than me and couldn’t get it up, which caused all kinds of self-doubt. It lingered still so that every time I looked in the mirror, all I saw was an unattractive oaf with a graying frizz ball on the top of her head. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. I did have good hair, even with the grays peeking through. It was one thing peri- and now full-on-menopause hadn’t stolen from me. Yet.

      The second guy was younger than me, and he came so fast, he probably could’ve medaled in the Olympics, which made me think he hadn’t really wanted to have sex with me. He’d probably been thinking of some young woman he’d met at a concert festival, but I was there and would do for five minutes. And the last guy had just gotten divorced when we went out, and he cried through the entire sexual debacle.

      So, yeah, you might say I’d gotten over the whole thing. And it was fine. I was fine on my own. Sexless. Husbandless. And about to be businessless and possibly homeless.

      At least I had my books. And when the IRS came to take my store and my house away, I could use them to build my funeral pyre.

      Ugh, Aubrey. Get out of your head!

      Fine. Grabbing my cell from the checkout counter behind me, I tapped on the screen till I saw my best friend’s face, then clicked Call.

      “Aubs? Everything okay?” my soul sister, Roxanne, asked. Thank God she’d taken the open deputy job with our local sheriff’s department because, since she’d shown up in town eight months ago, it felt like we’d never been apart. Our standing Thursday lunch dates and the romance book club we’d both joined were the only things getting me through some weeks. “I thought you were meetin’ me at the library?”

      “You’re not on duty today, right?”

      “No, I’m off. Dan and Frank have the station covered.”

      “Good. Screw book club. Come pick my ass up. Let’s go eat fries and get sauced at Manny’s Bar.”

      “What about the store? You don’t usually close for lunch this early.”

      I groaned into my phone. “Who gives a crap? I haven’t sold a book in three days. I’ll just put up the ‘Pop a squat, I’ll be right back’ sign. No one will care.”

      “Aubrey—”

      “Please, Roxi,” I whined. “I need a drink.”

      “Okay, bestie. Be right there.”
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      “What the hell is that?” I asked, pointing to the two six-packs of hard lemonade sitting on the front seat of Roxi’s truck when she picked me up half an hour later.

      She lifted one and reached behind her to set it on the back seat. “You said you needed a drink, but, girl, it ain’t even noon. So I compromised. You get your drink, but we’re goin’ to book club. If you’re havin’ a bad day, you need the whole group. Not just me. We’ve all got your back.”

      Grabbing the second six-pack, I plonked my butt in the seat and set it in my lap. “Fine.”

      As I clicked my seatbelt into place, Roxi hit the gas. “What’s got your nipples in a twist today? The twins gettin’ in trouble again?”

      “No. Well, probably, but if they are, I don’t wanna know about it.”

      “So what then?” Roxi flipped her newly highlighted waves over her shoulder and wiped a finger under her lined lip.

      She was on the hunt for a man, so she never left her house without a full face of makeup and her hair teased and twisted into
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