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        Daisy

      

      

      

      “You’re one goat away from never getting married.”

      I chug my Gatorade to try and combat the bitter taste created by Adrianne’s comment. The beauty about our friendship is that we can speak freely and tell one another the honest truth. But sometimes, the truth can be ugly.

      My silence speaks volumes as our other friends exchange awkward looks. With impeccable timing, Mullet saunters up to me and nudges my knee.

      Adrianne reads the room and tries to retract her statement. “All I meant by that is you don’t want to get a reputation of being a crazy goat lady. That’s all.”

      I nod and half smile. If it were just the two of us, I’d make some sarcastic jab about how she met and married her husband. But Bianca, Carolina, Hannah, and Ashley are here. Plus, it’s more fun to play the victim and watch her grovel.

      Before Adrianne can dig her grave any deeper, all eyes cut toward the front door. I follow my friends’ gazes to none other than our county sheriff standing in my doorway.

      “Is it hot in here?” Bradley fans his face with his signature tan cowboy hat.

      “Sorry about that. The AC isn’t working right. I’ve got a guy coming tomorrow,” I say.

      He doesn’t respond with words, but rather pulls out his phone and turns on music. Everyone but me starts laughing when he moves his hand toward his belt. I’m so used to him posing with his hands on his hips that I don’t realize what’s coming until his shirt hits me in the face.

      It slides into my lap as I blink. That few seconds is all the time Bradley needs to cross the room to me. Everyone laughs and smiles as he sets his cowboy hat on my head and winks.

      “Happy birthday, Miss Daisy Mae.”

      Adrianne cackles beside me. When she calms down enough to speak, she elbows me and announces, “Gotcha!”

      Bradley turns and shakes his butt in my face. I pull his hat over my eyes, causing everyone to laugh harder. My face heats up, as I’m mortified beyond measure.

      I massage people for a living. I massage people for a living. All kinds of people—old, heavyset, and old heavyset people—and they’re all shirtless. But none of them shake their tush in my face.

      Perhaps I should count my blessings that it’s only Bradley.

      Wait, is he twerking? Never mind.

      I stand in an attempt to abandon my position, but my short stature does me no favors. He spins around, and I bump into his chest. My friends giggle as Bradley jiggles his upper body. I wince when his pecs pop in and out like they have their own pulse.

      There’s no way out, so I sit down and grit my teeth until he backs away. He takes his hat from my head and fans it around in what I assume he would call a seductive dance. I’m so used to goats butting stuff around and roosters puffing up their feathers that it will take much more to impress me.

      Ashley, on the other hand, seems captivated by his performance.

      She and I are the only single women left in the room. At least, I think she’s single. She and Samuel are on a break so often that I’ve taken a break from keeping up with their status.

      Bradley does a little two-step toward the door and bows. Everyone claps, including me—mainly out of relief it’s over.

      He takes his shirt from where it fell and tips his hat toward me. “Miss Daisy, happy birthday.”

      “Thanks,” I muster through heated cheeks.

      He disappears through my front door, and I let out a sigh of relief. Now that he’s renting Adrianne’s old house down the road, I can think of an easy revenge. Something to do with chicken poop.

      Adrianne’s voice near my ear cuts through everyone’s chatter. “Sorry about the whole goat thing. I had to find a way to distract you to keep you in one place.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Just when I thought my birthday gathering was a ruse for a goat intervention, the intervention was a ruse for a sheriff striptease.”

      Adrianne giggles. “Daisy, you’re so funny.”

      Too bad I didn’t find the goat comment funny, or the striptease. Thank God, he stopped at his shirt.

      “And sorry about Bradley. I could tell that embarrassed you.”

      “I’m not used to men ripping off their shirts and shaking their butts in my face.”

      Adrianne cocks a smile. “Well, just wait until you’re married.”

      I snort. Is that what marriage is like? I’m so behind when it comes to men. I’ve never even had a real kiss. Unless you count the time Mullet licked my face when my mouth was open, which I don’t.

      In high school, I had a crush on all the same guys other girls did. Except those guys dated girls like Adrianne, not girls with pink hair and bell bottoms. That left me debating whether to turn down the few oddballs asking me out or sit in the corner and pine away over the athletes.

      Now that my hair is a color God intended for human hair and bell bottoms are coming back in style, I’ve thought more and more about finding someone.

      “Happy birthday to you,” Ashley starts singing in an opera tone as she wheels a cake in on one of my massage carts.

      My nerves tighten as I stare at the cake and everyone joins her in singing. Two candles sparkle in the center of a delicious strawberry cake. One is a 2 and the other an 8. Twenty-eight. I’ve known this day was coming all my life, but seeing it literally flash before my eyes sets my wheels in motion.

      That’s only two years until my thirties. Before I know it, the numbers will be flipped, and I’ll be eighty-two.

      I suck in a breath to try and calm my worries. Just in time for Ashley to shove the cake under my nose so I can exhale and blow out the candles. The girls clap and cheer.

      As Ashley moves the cake, I scan the room, smiling at each of my friends. Also noting that four out of five have diamonds on their ring fingers. If Ashley would quit wasting her time with Samuel, she could settle down too. That would leave me with a bunch of goats, chickens, and candles.

      Maybe there’s more truth to Adrianne’s distraction statement than I care to admit? Am I really one goat away from never getting married?

      “Here.” Carolina sets a plate of cake in my lap. “Birthday girl gets the first piece.”

      “Thanks.” I dig the pink plastic fork into the cake and savor the first bite.

      My eyes roll back in my head as strawberry cream tickles my tongue. Maybe staying single isn’t so bad. I can’t imagine a kiss being any better than this cake.

      The others get their cake and start chatting as we eat.

      “I wish Mrs. Mary would give someone this recipe,” Hannah comments.

      Carolina shakes her head. “She’ll take it to her grave. I’ve already tried. So have Jonah and Jack. Once Jack watched her make a cake start to finish at the lodge. She doesn’t measure anything, so it’s impossible to copy it.”

      “I hope she at least writes it down someplace. It’d be a shame for something like this to die with her.” Adrianne licks her fork and stares at the cake mournfully.

      Mullet bleats, and I turn toward the kitchen. He’s sitting in his usual seat at the table. “I’ll be right back, y’all.”

      I go and cut him a piece of cake and set a bowl of water beside him. When I return to the living room, Ashley is staring at him with amazement.

      “He sits there and eats like a kid?”

      “Well, technically he is a kid.” I giggle, then snort.

      Nobody else laughs at my odd sense of humor.

      I clear my throat. “But yeah, he eats every meal like that.”

      Ashley cocks her head. “That’s impressive. You should train other people’s goats.”

      I shrug. “I’ve offered a time or two, but there’s not much demand for housebroken goats.”

      “I guess not.” Ashley smiles, then takes the tiniest bite of her tiny piece of cake.

      “Is that all you’re eating?” Bianca asks.

      Ashley nods.

      “You didn’t eat much Mexican either,” Hannah adds.

      Ashley shrinks back and slumps her shoulders. “I’m just watching my figure is all.”

      Everyone exchanges looks, but nobody says a word. For someone so pretty, she’s incredibly self-conscious. I decide to lighten the mood.

      “So who’s idea was it to have Bradley entertain us tonight?” I narrow my eyes at every woman in the room until someone fesses up.

      Adrianne smirks. “I went by the house to get some furniture I’d left there and mentioned your birthday. He offered.”

      “Well, how sweet of him.” I roll my eyes.

      “That’s why I’m keeping my birthday a secret,” Bianca says.

      “He wouldn’t do that if you’re married,” Hannah answers. Then she looks at Adrianne to confirm. “Would he?”

      She laughs. “Doubtful.”

      “So does he entertain at parties often?” Ashley asks.

      The rest of us glance around, unsure of how to take that. Finally, I answer. “I sure hope not.”

      Everyone laughs, with Ashley joining in last. I don’t think she’s used to my humor quite yet.

      We laugh, talk, and eat a little longer. It’s surreal to think that these girls are my best friends, especially Adrianne. We didn’t exactly run in the same circles in high school. Knowing her like I do now, I understand that even the most put-together people don’t have it all together.

      That gives me a little comfort for my own life. However, it doesn’t change the fact that my friends are marrying left and right, while I’ve never even had a real kiss.

      As if right on cue, Mullet prances over and nudges my side. He really is my number-one guy.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kyle

      

      

      

      I lean back against the hard metal folding chair and try to get comfortable. The last thing I want to do after bending over an engine all day is sit here.

      These tractor-pull meetings are a time suck for those actually working the tractor pull.

      It’s more of an excuse for the older men in town to air grievances and eat, my dad included. I could be at home working on some of their tractors right now, or possibly icing my shoulder, instead of listening to Wendall drone on about why we have to limit the number of hooks per tractor.

      I throw my head back and spot Bradley coming my way. He’s in uniform, chewing on a chicken leg. He pulls up the chair beside me and sits. A few people turn our way when the metal scrapes across the concrete floor. Bradley tips his hat, gaining approving smiles.

      He’s the only one I know who can equally charm children, women, and old people.

      “Are you working tonight?” I ask.

      “Nope.”

      “Then why are you in uniform?” I glance at Wendall for a moment to act interested. “And late?”

      Bradley grins. “I was entertainment at a birthday party.”

      I twist my jaw, trying to remember if there’s something going on at Double Drive since Earl Ed isn’t here. “Balloon animals again, or helping with go-karts?”

      He laughs and tosses his chicken leg in a nearby trash can, making another distracting sound. I fold my arms and stare ahead as if nothing happened.

      “Nope. I’m moving up in the entertainment business.”

      “You sang a duet with Misty at the Volunteer Fire Department?”

      He laughs again. “No, I danced at a woman’s birthday party.”

      “Oh.” I perk up.

      This is the most interesting news I’ve heard all night, including how the Tyson family is leaving the Apple Cart County Tractor Pull Association because we cut out participation trophies for pullers under age sixteen.

      “Yeah, my neighbor turned twenty-eight today.”

      I rack my brain. Nobody has lived beside Bradley since he moved to Apple Cart. But in the country, neighbors are relative.

      “Daisy, the candle-making girl, and a heck of a good masseuse, might I add.”

      I tighten my lips and stare at Bradley a moment. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yep, a massage person.”

      I sigh. That is not what I thought he meant, and I’m so glad. You never know with Bradley.

      “I had this whole routine made up that involved handcuffs, but I could tell she wasn’t really feeling it.”

      “Good for her.”

      Bradley frowns, and I stretch my legs best I can without hitting the chair in front of me. We have quite the attendance at these meetings.

      Wendall steps down—finally—and Dad steps up to read the financials of the last meeting. This is sure to open a can of worms. I bend to one side and grab my shoulder. This seat is killing me.

      “We spent a hundred-fifty dollars last week on a canopy to set by the gate,” Dad announces.

      “More than a hundred dollars on a half tent?” an older man in the back stands up and yells.

      Dad keeps his composure and nods. “It’s terribly hot out there taking up money. My own mother almost had a heatstroke last year.”

      “Well, Maudy had no business out there,” the man answers.

      I scan the crowd for Gramps. He’s cool as a cucumber, arms folded, and eyes drooping. But it is nearing his bedtime.

      “All the able men were in here working on equipment. We had to have someone keep the gate,” Dad answers.

      Before anyone else can offer a rebuttal, Paul comes out of the concession stand toting several to-go boxes. He sets them down and steps beside Dad. This will be good.

      Paul puts his hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Donald came to me for help with a canopy, and I gave him the best deal ever.” He waves his hands wide like a used-car dealer on a local commercial.

      Roy, the local taxidermist, stands and stares at him. “No offense, but Paul, your store sells crap.”

      I wince at Bradley, who’s grinning like a possum.

      “Now, Roy.” Dad raises a hand. Roy pouts but takes a seat. “If it makes y’all feel better, we can cement the canopy in place so we can have it ready for all events.”

      Mason Magill stares at Dad like he’s lost his mind. “Then the rodeo and farmers’ markets will use it.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “So are they gonna chip in on the hundred-fifty?”

      Dad runs a hand over his balding head and sighs. “That was our only expense last month aside from the chicken legs and baked beans for this meal. I will adjourn so these folks can get on with their night, and anyone with questions can ask me now.”

      He hits a small John Deere gavel against a folding table. People shuffle out of their chairs. Half make a beeline for the parking lot, while the other half is divided between talking in groups and rushing Dad for answers.

      I sit back and squeeze my shoulder again.

      “That still bothering you?” Bradley asks.

      “Yeah, more so this week with all the tractors.”

      “Why don’t you get it seen about?”

      “Because I don’t have time . . . or insurance.”

      Bradley frowns. “I get it. The benefits package is my main reason for running for sheriff.”

      “Yeah right,” I snicker.

      “What else would it be?”

      “We all know you like the attention that comes with having a little power.”

      He kicks at my leg with his boot. “At least I use my power. You’re VP of this club. Why didn’t you get up there and hush them folks trash-talking your granny and aggravating your dad?”

      “Donald can handle himself. So could Maudy if she were here.”

      “True.”

      I shift in the chair and groan.

      Bradley narrows his eyes, then widens them. “I got it. You could get Daisy to work on you.”

      “The girl you danced for?”

      “Yeah. She’s popped a lot of people’s aches and pains in place. And she’ll take cash.”

      I rub my arm and reminisce about the days before I had ten tractors in my shop. Back when my shoulder and upper back were fully functioning and I could turn a wrench without torquing my tendons.

      “I don’t know.”

      Bradley is on his phone, ignoring me. Probably texting some girl he met. Not that it will come to anything. I know better than anyone how he’s all flirt.

      “Done.” He clips his phone back on the holder attached to his belt.

      “What?”

      “I made you an appointment with Daisy for tomorrow morning.”

      “You did what?”

      “An appointment. I told her I had a hurt friend coming tomorrow morning at nine.”

      “What if I’m busy?”

      He stands and places his hands on his hips like a scolding mother. “Doing what? Tinkering on your Jeep or sitting in your underwear eating Fruit Loops?”

      I hate that he knows me so well. “I planned on waking up early and working on some of the tractors.”

      “Well, your time is better spent healing so you can be more productive.”

      I pout.

      Bradley pats me on the head like a dog. “Quit sulking. It’s the house past mine. There’s a chicken coop and some lawn ornaments. You can’t miss it.”

      “I can’t wait,” I say sarcastically.

      That is, unless she can fix me. In that case, I really can’t wait.
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        Daisy

      

      

      

      I hum to myself as I prep the massage room for my first client. Bradley texted me last night to say he has a friend with a hurt shoulder who needs a massage. Maybe he felt bad about twerking in my face and decided to send me some business ASAP.

      Regardless of the reason, I have someone coming at nine. Good thing too because the sun is already blaring through my windows. If the air-conditioner guy doesn’t come by soon, I’ll have to offer heat-therapy massages only.

      I fan my hand over the clean linens to smooth any wrinkles, then fold a thin blanket over the top. When the table is set, I stare at the variety of candles on my massage cart. I have no clue about this dude other than he’s friends with Bradley.

      Knowing Mr. Sheriff and his outgoing self, that could be anyone of any age and any walk of life. I opt for candles scented like vanilla with a hint of orange. That’s a common favorite among most clients. And I’m almost certain vanilla allergies don’t exist—at least not through inhalation.

      As I’m lighting the last candle, my doorbell rings. I glance at my phone. He’s ten minutes early, but I appreciate the promptness. Might as well get this show on the road before it heats up like hell’s kitchen in this place.

      I leave the ambiance of soft instrumental music and scented candles and cross the bright and balmy living room to the front door. A guy thinner than me stands with one arm slinked over the door frame and the other petting Mullet’s head.

      “Hey, I’m a little early. Hope that’s okay.”

      “Yes, perfectly fine.” I extend a hand. “I’m Daisy.”

      He shakes it firmly. “Slim.”

      I nod. I pray that’s a nickname, and not an ex-convict name. You never know coming from Bradley.

      “Great.” I put on my fake happy-to-serve-you smile. “Come with me, and we can get started.”

      He steps inside. I push Mullet back on the porch and close the door. Slim lifts his sunglasses to rest on the bill of his cap and follows me to the massage room. He stops in the doorway and sniffs the air.

      “Smells good to be so hot.”

      “Thanks.” I force a smile.

      Naturally, the massage client would beat the AC guy here. Why they give a four-hour repair window is beyond me.

      I wave my hand toward the table. “Just undress down to whatever level you want and make yourself comfortable. Lie facedown, and I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      His eyebrows raise. “Undress?”

      I shrug. “You don’t have to take off everything. I actually prefer you don’t.” I laugh nervously at my own awkwardness. “But I can’t massage you properly in a shirt and pants.”

      “Oh okay, then.” He gives me a lopsided grin.

      Obviously this is his first time. Of course, Bradley failed to mention that.

      “I’ll give you time to undress.” I half smile and shut the door behind me, leaving Slim to settle in.

      Mullet bleats loudly when I enter the living room. I better put him in my bedroom so he doesn’t scratch the house outside the massage room. Sometimes he gets mad while I’m working and tries to get my attention. If I shut him in my room with the TV on Animal Planet, he won’t sulk.

      I open the door to look for Mullet. A tight gray T-shirt blocks my view. My eyes trail the shirt to a tan neck, then a handsome face outlined by dark hair that’s longer in the front than back.

      I swallow. “Uh, Kyle?”

      Although that comes out like a question, I’m one hundred and one percent sure it’s Kyle Tolbert. We went to school together from age thirteen, when I moved to Apple Cart, until he transferred to Wisteria our junior year. And Kyle has one of those faces you don’t forget.

      Chiseled jaw, strong cheekbones, deep-set eyes. Why am I staring at him in silence as I write a romantic description in my head?

      Luckily, he breaks the silence. “And you’re Daisy. You look familiar.”

      I should, you dork. Wait, no, I was the dork in high school, and probably now too.

      “We were in the same grade at Apple Cart.”

      “Oh yeah. You changed your hair.”

      I gasp. He noticed. A smile, which I’m certain is goofy as all get out, blooms on my face.

      “Can I come in?”

      “Oh yeah.” I step back and laugh.

      He passes me, and I inhale a mixture of motor oil and some kind of musk. A toxic combo, really. Like I’d never dream of making it a candle, but it works for Kyle.

      He rotates one shoulder, then pinches the neck of his T-shirt. He tugs at the cotton material and widens his arms. “Is this going to be like one of those heated massages?”

      I stop admiring his arms long enough to string together a coherent response. “No, my AC is messed up. I’ve got a guy coming sometime between eight and twelve . . .”

      My voice trails off and my eyes widen. Despite the rising temperature around us, shivers shoot up my spine at the realization of my mistake.

      “Bradley made your appointment, right?”

      Kyle nods. “Yeah, I’ve got this shoulder thing going on.” He holds his shoulder and rotates his arm. “It’s an old football injury that acts up whenever I use that muscle too much.”

      My eyes follow his bicep for a few seconds like a kid watching a merry-go-round. Then I shake my head and snap back to reality.

      I place my hand on his stomach. It’s incredibly firm, and I even pat it a time or two just to double-check I’m not dreaming.

      “Feel free to have a seat.” I drop my hand awkwardly. “I’ll be right back.”

      I hurry toward the massage room and jerk open the door. Slim is lying propped on his elbows, head in hands, grinning. The first two things I notice is that he has a very prominent farmer’s tan and that he chose to leave on his cap. As he starts to raise up, I notice he left on only his cap.

      I slap my hand over my eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Whatever you want. The boss sent me here to service your unit.”

      “Yeah, my AC unit. It’s not a euphemism, you moron.”

      “Well, if a pretty girl says undress, I’d be a fool to argue.”

      “You are a fool.” I bend down, careful not to uncover my eyes until I’m below height of the table. I grab his pants and chuck them his way. “Put these on.”

      “If you insist, but I can fix your air free of charge if—”

      “Get up and put on clothes!” My voice cracks as I stand and back into the hallway. I slam the door and turn to Kyle staring at me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I raise my hand. “I will be in a minute.”

      The door opens behind me, but I’m afraid to look. Slim pushes past me a second later, buttoning his shirt on the way out. Thank God, he’s also wearing pants and boots. I watch him all the way to the door, then cut my eyes to Kyle.

      “Give me a few minutes.”

      This definitely calls for a sheet change.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kyle

      

      

      

      I rock back and forth on my heels with my hands in my jeans pockets.

      It’s hot as a firecracker lit on both ends, and I’m stuck awkwardly waiting for Daisy to return from what I assume was a lover’s quarrel.

      Something bangs behind me. I turn to the guy who marched out a few minutes earlier lugging in a metal toolbox. It must weigh half as much as him, and I’m happy to see he finished buttoning his shirt.

      “Sorry about that. I’m ready for you,” Daisy calls.

      I turn back to her standing in the hallway with an apologetic face.

      “That’s fine.” I scratch my head as the guy steps beside me.

      “Where’s the unit?”

      Daisy’s cheeks flush. “Um, out back around the side of the house, to the left.”

      He nods, then exits again, banging the toolbox on the door frame when he leaves. I wince at the noise, then look at Daisy.

      She clears her throat. “There was a bit of a misunderstanding earlier. I assumed Slim was my massage client.”

      I lift my chin. “Oh.”

      She nods and blushes more.

      I smile, but clinch my jaw so I don’t laugh. I’m both amused and relieved that wasn’t a lover’s quarrel. The only facts I know about Daisy are she makes candles, gives massages, and used to have bright pink hair, with occasional streaks of other bright colors. Still, she’s way too cute and put together for someone like Slim.

      Daisy pushes open the door behind her and raises her hand. I pass her and stop inside the doorway.

      “Is this your first massage?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, you can undress to your comfort level. I mainly need your chest, back, and lower legs bare.” She swallows and fans her face. “Sorry for the heat. He’s supposed to be working on it.”

      “That’s fine. Should be relaxing,” I lie as I wipe the back of my hand across my sweaty brow.

      “Thanks.” She glances around. A yellowish light from the candles flickers in her brown eyes. “I promise I’m usually more professional than this.”

      “It’s fine, trust me. I have cars and tractors broken down in my living room.”

      She smiles widely. “Um, so I’ll give you a minute to get ready. Just lie on your stomach under the sheet to start.”

      “Okay.” I half smile as she backs out of the room and closes the door.

      I suck in the fresh smell and kick off my boots. Then I take off my shirt and pants. My boxer briefs aren’t in the best shape. Maybe I should’ve worn shorts. I was under the impression this would be a shoulder-only thing and not involve undressing. Like good old PT.

      No wonder Bradley’s been here before. He would sign up to have an attractive little woman rub his bare chest.

      I frown and fold my clothes in the corner of a nearby futon. Then I settle on the table and pray she doesn’t uncover the spot hiding my faded underwear, which may have a hole or two I can’t see.

      Most of my clothing splurges go to boots and church shirts, so I can’t say that I’ve made an underwear purchase in a while.

      I try and make my head comfortable, but I’ve never been a stomach sleeper, or rester. There’s a hole in the headrest that half my face fits in. Weird, but it’s either that or scoot until my head hangs off. I opt for the hole and wiggle until both my eyes are square to the floor.

      A soft knock raps on the door, then a stream of light spreads across the floor.

      “Kyle, are you ready?” Daisy whispers.

      “Yes.” My voice sounds weird with my cheeks pinched against the edge of the table hole.

      The strip of light fades when she closes the door. I blink as tiny bare feet come into view beneath me.

      “Can you tell me where it hurts the most?” Daisy’s voice is small and soothing.

      “My right shoulder blade and upper back, mainly.”

      “I’ll concentrate there but give you a full-body massage. Let me know at any time if you feel any discomfort.”

      Discomfort? The idea of her seeing my decade-old drawers would qualify.

      I don’t dare say that. Instead, I silently pray a full-body massage doesn’t involve the gluteus maximus muscle.

      Daisy’s hands wrap around my shoulder and melt into my skin. Her grip is both firm and relaxing, which is a combo I wouldn’t think possible. I close my eyes and breathe in as she works through the kinks in my neck and shoulder blade that have tortured me the past few weeks.

      Dang tractor pull.

      Every year these old men decide to dig some tractor out of a back field and have me work on it right before the pull. It made matters worse when we imposed a hook limit per tractor. That only encouraged them to find more junk for me to work on with short notice.

      “Relax.” Daisy’s breath tickles my ear.

      I flinch as her hair brushes my back when she pulls away from me. Except for her hands, which dig deeper, making small circles around my upper spine.

      I sigh and close my eyes.

      For the first time since I remember, I clear my head. No to-do list about this job or that committee or helping my grandparents or fixing something at church. Just relaxing.

      That is, until a breeze hits my bare feet and I realize Daisy is raising the sheet covering me. My heart pounds with every centimeter it raises. Please don’t uncover my butt.

      I mean, I have a nice butt. It’s firm and flexible, but she may see my briefs and decide to judge a book by its cover.

      The sheet stops at my upper thighs and she massages my hamstrings. I blow out a breath of relief and blink open my eyes.

      Wait, is that . . . hoofs?

      “Ahhh!” I raise onto my hands, cobra-stretch style.

      Daisy jumps toward my face. “Did I hit a nerve?”

      A loud bleat comes from underneath me. I lean over the table and come face to face with a tiny white-and-gray goat.

      “Mullet, how did you get in here?” Daisy steps over and pulls the goat by its collar. “I’ll be back,” she calls as she marches out the door.

      I reach back and straighten the sheets to ensure she doesn’t get a front-row seat to my Calvin Kleins. Then I stick my head back in the hole and start plotting my revenge on Bradley.
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        Daisy

      

      

      
      I return to Kyle shuffling the sheet behind his back.

      “Whoa, what are you doing?”

      He twists to look at me, loses his balance, and tumbles off the table, taking the sheet with him. I wince and inch toward him, careful not to look too close.

      In all the years I’ve been giving massages, I haven’t been flashed, until today—twice.

      His arm flies above the table. “I’m okay. I just fell trying to adjust my sheet.”

      “Uh-huh, well, I’m gonna give you a moment to reset. Why don’t you go ahead and turn on your back.”

      “Yeah.” He pulls himself from the ground, holding the sheet tightly at his waist.

      My eyes graze his chiseled chest and abs. I don’t see that much as an at-home massage therapist in Apple Cart. When his eyes meet mine, my face flares and I take a step away.

      “Be right back.”

      I rush out and shut the door, then lean against it. My heart beats faster as I imagine him climbing onto the massage table with those abs. I swallow and fan my face. This is unacceptable. I’ve got to go in there in a second and massage his front.

      “Ready.” Kyle’s voice echoes from behind the door.

      I take a deep breath, then go inside.

      He’s lying there, calm as a cucumber, eyes closed. I shut the door behind me and tiptoe in the candlelight to him.

      “I’m going to massage your neck, chest, and shoulders.” Despite whispering, my voice squeaks on the word “chest.” I clear my throat and try again. “Let me know if there is any pain at any time.”

      “Okay,” he whispers back.

      I stand over his head and start on his shoulders. I’m short and he has a lot of knots to work out. I lean over to push into those pressure points deeper. Then his eyes pop open and meet mine.

      “Sorry,” he whispers, and squeezes his eyes shut.

      Trying not to laugh, I reach for a warm towel.

      “Here.” I lay it gently across the top part of his face. “Now you can relax.”

      “Thanks,” he mutters.

      His shoulders soften when I reach for them again. I smile and continue the massage. As I work on his neck, a clinking sound bangs outside the window. I jump and Kyle’s neck pulses.

      My legs chill as the air kicks on. I exhale. That’s one upside to Slim being here.

      Kyle settles into the table and loosens his muscles. I work my way across his chest and try not to think back to high school. He was the star defensive player, and I wasn’t even in the band. I was the introverted kid who didn’t participate in anything aside from a few made-up clubs.

      Even back then, I admired Kyle from afar. He was obviously handsome and athletic, but that wasn’t why. He was also genuinely kind. Always stopping others from picking on people and refusing to participate in pranks.

      We never hung out or anything, but he was a pleasant presence. So much so that it made me sad beginning of junior year when we found out he’d transferred to Wisteria High.

      I rub essential oils onto his collar bone and shoulder muscles, trying every trick in the book to break apart the tension beneath his skin. Not once does he complain, so I continue kneading the heel of my hand against his muscles.

      Another clank beats against the side of the house, and Kyle flinches, knocking the towel from his face.

      I retrieve it from the side of the table and place it gently back on his face.

      “I’m almost done with your upper body. Do you want me to finish massaging your calves and thighs?”

      I stare at him for an answer as his Adam’s apple bobs a time or two. “Yeah,” he says quietly.

      I make my way to the end of the table and start massaging his feet. He almost kicks me, so I pause and go to the other foot first. He draws in his toes and laughs.

      “Are you ticklish?”

      “A little bit.”

      I try once more and he jerks his leg. “Okay, a lot ticklish,” he says.

      I giggle. “I’ll skip the feet.”

      I continue with his calves and then his thigh muscles. My fingers tingle and butterflies swarm my stomach. I’m barely above his kneecap, but my nerves are firing. I’ve massaged attractive men before, but for some reason, Kyle makes me self-conscious.

      I move toward his calves for a moment, then turn on a small lamp in the corner of the room.

      “Okay, Kyle. You’re done. I apologize for the AC guy, and the goat, and the AC guy again.”

      He leans up on his elbows and removes the towel from his face. He smiles lazily and lifts his shoulder.

      “That really helped my shoulder, so I’d say it’s worth it.”

      My cheeks warm. “I’ll let you get dressed. No rush, I don’t have another appointment for a few hours.”

      I step into the hallway and clinch my teeth. No rush? Why did I say that? Will he think I’m implying I want him to stay undressed?

      Why do I have to be so awkward?

      Speaking of awkward, Slim bolts through the front door, carrying a clipboard.

      “Miss Daisy, I got you all set.”

      “Thanks.”

      He rips off the top sheet of paper, which is my bill. I sign it. “Do you take cards or should I write a check?”

      “Check is good.”

      “Hold on.” I hurry to my bedroom for my purse.

      When I return with my checkbook, Kyle is in the living room as well. Both guys stare at me.

      Kyle nods at the checkbook in my hand. “Bradley said you take cash. Do I need a check?”

      “No, cash is fine.”

      He reaches in his wallet and thumbs out the correct amount in cash while I write a check for my AC bill. Then Kyle hands me some folded bills as I hand the check to Slim.

      “Looks like pretty boy here is the only one not getting paid.” Slim clicks his tongue, then laughs. He clips the check to his clipboard and walks away, pausing at the door. “If you need any more units serviced, Miss Daisy, have your people call my people.” He winks.

      The blood drains from my face, and I try not to read too much into that statement. I play it off with a nervous laugh as he exits.

      Kyle stuffs his hands in his pockets and clears his throat. “So this was great. I already feel better.”

      “Good. You may be sore tomorrow.”

      He rotates his right arm and chuckles. “I’m used to it.” His eyes gravitate to my hands. “You give a mean massage for someone with such tiny hands.”

      “Thanks?”

      He shakes his head. “Anyway, how do I get in touch with you for another massage?”

      “Oh.” I hold up my index finger to signal him to wait.

      I go to the massage room and grab a business card from the cart. I hold up the card as I reenter the living area.

      “Here.”

      “Thanks.” He stares at it a moment, then grins at me. “I’ll give you a call.”

      My mouth goes dry, and I can’t find a response for a minute. Kyle stares at me until I manage to nod my head.

      “Well, bye.” He lifts his hand and walks out the door.

      I stand still as a statue until his Jeep cranks. Then I lie on the floor and scold myself for acting so odd. Of course he will call me for an appointment.

      No wonder I’ve never had a boyfriend. I wouldn’t be able to handle the normalcy of someone like Kyle asking me out.
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        Kyle

      

      

      A horn honks outside, which can only mean one thing. More like one person—Paul.

      He loves to announce his coming and going with a honk. I stand from squatting by a tractor tire, my knees popping in the process.

      Maybe I should allow Daisy to spend more time on my legs after all? Now that I know the closest she would come to seeing my boxers is me falling off the table, I should be safe.

      Sure enough, Paul’s junky truck is on the other side of my window. He honks again, calling me outside.

      I sigh and walk to the door. He won’t let up until I come out. Why he can’t get out and knock like a normal person is beyond me. Then again, Paul isn’t exactly a normal person.

      When I exit my house/shop, he lets off the horn. I wasn’t joking with Daisy when I mentioned having motors broke down behind my couch. I built a shop before a house and stayed with Dad. Then I decided to add a kitchen, bedroom, and bathroom to the shop since I’m here so much. That led to slowly buying furniture and eventually moving in full time.

      But hey, barndominiums are in now, so why can’t shopdominiums be a thing too?

      Paul grins at me and hangs out the open truck window. “I found this gem when I went out picking this morning.”

      By picking, he’s referring to junk and not crops. One of the many signs pointing to Paul not needing to enter the tractor pull.

      “Mind if I unload her and let you tinker around, get her ready for the pull?”

      I run my hand over my jaw and sigh. “Paul, why do you want to enter the pull?”

      He hops out and adjusts his massive belt buckle. “If I don’t hook a tractor this year, they said they’d kick me out.”

      I almost bite a hole in my tongue. As club VP, I know good and well that Paul never paid his dues. He wants to stay in the club he isn’t even a part of to eat our food.

      “I’m pretty backed up with everyone else’s tractors.” That they already owned and used before today.

      Paul saunters to the tractor and pats the seat. A wad of dirt and grass falls from the back tire. He kicks it with the toe of his ostrich-skin boot and laughs.

      “She ain’t in
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