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      The heat in the summer rarely bothered Dallas Jones, but eighty-five degrees inside his own house was misery. The air conditioner broke last night. No surprise. It was July in Texas, and with the old unit and temperatures rising, it couldn’t keep up. Dallas had called three HVAC companies, but with it being the holiday weekend and air conditioners breaking all over Summerdale, only one could come today.

      Dallas gazed out the window. He’d rather be outside with the horses and cattle where there was at least a breeze. Inside, there was nothing but the hot air the old fan blew around. Dallas wiped the sweat from his brow. Greg Archer, the A/C repairman, was on the way. While he waited, Dallas figured he’d do some office work.

      The computer finally booted up, and Dallas muttered a complaint at the slow piece of junk. It shouldn’t take nearly ten minutes for it to turn on, but his father had never bothered to replace it, only using it to watch the occasional YouTube video. Pop was of the generation who did things without computers, and that included all the ranch’s files. They wouldn’t even have this computer if it weren't for his brother upgrading his own laptop. Austin had connected it to a bigger monitor, along with a regular keyboard and a wireless mouse. Pop hated typing on the laptop, and he complained if he didn’t have a mouse on the rare occasion he used it.

      Dallas sighed at the mess in front of him. Stacks of papers were piled on the desk, and the filing cabinets were a disorganized nightmare. When he looked through the contents, Dallas found a receipt from 1999. He’d have some major purging to do later. But first—bills. The price of everything was going up these days. Now that Pop had retired and given him and Austin ownership of the J & J Ranch, he was determined to not have it fail.

      Austin deferred all the bookkeeping to Dallas, saying he didn’t have a head for numbers. Neither did Dallas, but there was no way he was letting his father and brother know he had no clue what he was doing. He’d have to figure it out.

      “Well, Pop, time to bring the J & J Ranch into the digital age.” Dallas clicked on the icon for the software he recently installed. He sighed again as the computer struggled to open it. Maybe he should put this program on his own laptop, or at the very least, find a way to speed this thing up.

      He felt a tickle as a bead of sweat ran down his back. The program still had not opened, and Dallas was about ready to throw this laptop in the garbage. Office work wouldn’t be so terrible if it weren't so damn hot in the house. He looked out the window again and saw an empty driveway—except for his own vehicle. Where was that A/C guy? Greg said he’d be here at nine, but it was almost ten now. What was taking so long?
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      Alison Ford’s stomach tightened as she got closer to the J & J Ranch. She cranked up the A/C in the van, letting it blow at maximum strength on her flushed face. The last thing she wanted was to show up looking all hot and sweaty at the home of her teenage crush. Uncle Greg was going to go, but then got called away on an emergency, so it was all her. And of course, it had to be an A/C problem on the J & J Ranch.

      If Daddy ever knew she liked Dallas, he’d probably be livid. The Ford and Jones families had been feuding for as long as she could remember. Her father, who was eager to expand his ranch and wanted the J & J Ranch for his own, had instigated most of the feud. The Jones family refused to give in. Alison didn’t care about any of that.

      Maybe Dallas wouldn’t be there. Everyone knew that he and his brother had just taken over the family ranch. He was probably busy working in the field. Perhaps he’d send someone else to the house, like his sister-in-law. Alison liked Lizzie. She was her babysitter once upon a time. Oh, who was she kidding? Dallas was a nice guy. He wouldn’t ask anyone to sit in his hot house to wait for the repair tech. And he’d been the one to make the call. He’d be there.

      The property came into view, and Alison drove under the arch-shaped J & J Ranch sign. A shiny red Subaru Forester was parked in the driveway. Alison had seen Dallas driving around town in it. Everyone else on the ranch drove a pickup truck, but not Dallas. She always sensed he was a little different.

      Taking a deep breath, Alison willed herself to get out of the van. It was silly to be nervous. She was here to repair his HVAC system. It wasn’t like she was asking him to the school dance. Not that she had ever asked him to go with her, but she had fantasized about it.

      Alison made her way up the creaky wooden steps and rang the doorbell. From within, she heard footsteps. The door swung open, and the relief on Dallas’s face immediately changed to a look of surprise.

      “You’re here to fix my A/C?” Dallas asked.

      Any desire she felt for the man vanished in that moment, and her anxiety turned to hot anger. “What, you think because I’m a woman that I can’t repair an HVAC system?”

      Dallas looked taken aback and held his hands up. “No, that’s not it at all. I don’t care who fixes my air conditioner. I was just expecting Greg. He said he’d be here in an hour.”

      “Oh.” Alison’s face felt warm. She was stupid for jumping to the wrong conclusion, but it happened far too often in her line of work. She was the only female HVAC tech her uncle had in his employment, and there were a few misogynists in the community who had a problem with it. Fortunately, none of the guys she worked with did. “Uncle Greg had an emergency at the senior center, so he sent me. I came as soon as I could, so I’m sorry about being late. And also, apologies for snapping at you. Men sometimes feel disappointed when they get me.”

      “Well, this man is very grateful to see you. It’s hot as hell in here, and I need this A/C fixed ASAP. Please, come in.”

      Alison nodded and stepped over the threshold. “Yes, it is hot. Nineties already.”

      “Do you want some water? Lemonade? Got to stay hydrated when the temperatures are this high.”

      “Thanks, but I have my water in the van. So, what’s the problem with your A/C?”

      “It’s been struggling to cool lately, and last night, it quit. It’s blowing nothing but warm air inside, and the outside unit was making a loud, metallic sound before I shut it off.”

      Alison pondered her preliminary diagnosis. “Hmm, could be the capacitor. When’s the last time you had it serviced?”

      Dallas shifted his eyes and scratched the back of his neck, almost as if he didn’t want to answer the question. “Um, years? I don’t think my father paid much attention to it unless it gave him problems.”

      “How old is it?”

      “Old.”

      “Like, how old?”

      Dallas shrugged. “At least twenty years? Probably more.”

      Alison grinned. “Ah, I see. That’s most likely your problem. Old units break down. Let me take a look. Is it in your attic?”

      “Yes, I’ll show you.”

      Alison peeked into the office as she followed Dallas and was surprised to find it messy. Piles of paper covered the desk. A filing cabinet was wide open. Even the bookshelf appeared to be coated in a thick layer of dust. She’d always imagined Dallas as being organized, as he never showed up to school with so much as a hair out of place. Apparently, that assumption had been wrong.

      Dallas stopped at the end of the hallway and reached up to pull the attic cord. “I didn’t know you were working as an HVAC tech.”

      “Yeah, almost a decade now, but I’ve been following Uncle Greg around on jobs since I was fourteen. It seemed like a good career path. And here in Texas? We’ll never run out of business. Job security.”

      Dallas chuckled as he carefully pulled down the ladder. “Ain’t that the truth. And it’s only July. Gonna get hotter. Watch your step. The light switch is on the side of the wall. You’ll see it.”

      She stepped on the first rung, feeling Dallas’s gaze on her as she hoisted herself up. He was probably just making sure she got up there okay and not checking out her ass. Dallas had never looked at her that way before.

      She lifted her foot for the next step, missed, and her hand slipped off the rail. Alison screamed as she fell.

      Dallas caught her.

      “Woah! I got you!”

      Despite nearly getting hurt—and her embarrassment—a laugh slipped out. Here she was, in the arms of her teenage crush, and he rescued her like the heroes in the romance novels she enjoyed reading. Never in her life had she been this close to Dallas Jones. He was strong, all muscle, and he had the most beautiful brown eyes. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

      He eased her down to the floor. “Are you okay? You’re not hurt anywhere, are you?”

      She shook her head. No pain—just a rush of adrenaline and the lingering heat from his touch. “I’m fine. Nothing hurt except my pride. Thanks for the save, and good catch.”

      Dallas knelt down, examining the ladder step. “Is there something that made you fall?”

      Yeah, the fact that a good-looking man was watching her every move. Just a little distracting. “There’s nothing wrong with the step. I’m just clumsy.”

      “Are you sure you’re not in pain?”

      “Really, I’m fine.”

      “Good, I’m glad. I can’t afford a lawsuit, and probably won’t be able to afford a fancy new A/C either.” He rubbed his forehead. “Ah, maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Alison tilted her head. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Well, considering who your father is, I’m sure he’d love to know about our financial situation.”

      It took Alison a moment, but then the realization dawned on her. “What, you think I’m going to go blabbing to my daddy about you? I don’t care about my father’s plans to expand his ranch. This feud that he and your dad started has gone on long enough. I couldn’t care less about it. Now, let me go check out that A/C. And by the way, Archer Heating & Cooling offers great financing options.”

      The corner of his lip turned upward, and Alison caught a glimpse of his pearly white teeth. He even had a great smile. “Appreciate that. I’m going to stand right here until you make it up to the top without incident.”

      “I’ve gone up ladders thousands of times. That’s the first time I’ve fallen.”

      “Well, just in case. I’ll be here to catch you if you fall again.”

      Her insides melted. For a moment, she was back in the halls of Summerdale High, watching Dallas pick up her books from the floor. Dallas had always been kind to her. She climbed the ladder with a grin on her face.
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      Dallas couldn’t concentrate on anything. This time, it wasn’t the heat or the sluggish computer. It was Alison—a beautiful woman in his house, fixing his air conditioner. He didn’t know she worked for her uncle. They were neighbors, but their paths rarely crossed. Dallas spent most of his time on the ranch, or camping out of town when he wanted to do some writing. These days, he only saw Alison if he ran into her while in town. He’d never given a second thought to what kind of work she did, if she worked at all. He had assumed she lived the life of luxury on her daddy’s ranch. But instead, she had a job—and a hard one. Repairing air conditioners? No woman he’d ever met would have chosen that for a career path. That was tough, and Dallas admired that.

      Out of all the Fords, he never thought Alison was that bad. A part of him even liked her—not that he ever voiced that opinion to his family. She was a Ford, and according to Pop, you couldn’t trust any of the Fords. While Dallas agreed that Kenneth Ford and his son Clayton were always up to no good, Alison seemed different from them.

      He heard the front door open. Moments later, Alison stood at the entrance to the office. After checking the unit in the attic, she’d gone outside to examine the condenser. From the look on her face, he could tell she knew what the problem was.

      “What’s the update?” Dallas asked. He figured the most likely scenario was that it needed a part. He hoped it wouldn’t be one he had to wait for.

      “I have some good news and bad news.”

      He braced himself for whatever it was. “Tell me the bad news first.”

      “Your HVAC is shot. It’s got a dead compressor and a leaking coil. I’m afraid you’re going to have to replace it.”

      Dallas rubbed his forehead, feeling the beginnings of a tension headache coming on. “Are you sure you can’t just patch it? Replace a few parts? I’d like to keep my costs down.”

      “Unfortunately, all the parts on that unit are old. The cost to repair it would be almost as much as buying a new one. More importantly though, your unit runs on the old refrigerant, and they don’t manufacture that anymore. It was phased out by the government. To be honest, you’ll save more money in the long run if you get a more energy-efficient air conditioner. I bet your electric bill is sky-high from it running all the time.”

      The pain in Dallas’s head intensified. He’d only had ownership of the ranch for a few days, and he knew this was going to cost a pretty penny. “Damn.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you want to hear. You’re welcome to get a second opinion from another company, but I’m positive they’ll tell you the same thing.”

      “So what’s the good news?” Dallas couldn’t imagine there being anything good after Alison’s diagnosis.

      “I can replace your HVAC with a similar unit as early as tomorrow. My uncle has some in stock at the warehouse. And as I mentioned before, we offer financing options. I’d be happy to go over the details with you.”

      Dallas sighed. “I guess I have no choice. It’s hot, and I don’t want to wait any longer than I have to. Let’s replace it.”

      Alison went over the specs of the HVAC she recommended and explained the financing details. Dallas already felt the strain on his wallet as he tapped his credit card on her phone. Today’s charge was only the service call, plus an additional amount for the holiday rate. The HVAC unit would be paid in installments.

      “Email you the receipt?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He rattled off his address, then knocked his wallet to the floor. He scrambled under the desk to retrieve it. As he came back up, his heart lurched as she held a copy of The Rancher’s Redemption, his latest book. He’d forgotten it was on top of the bookshelf in plain sight.

      Alison raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You read romance novels?”

      “Uh…it’s a gift for my sister-in-law.”

      “I love DJ Jordan. Did you know she’s a local author? Right here in Summerdale. I saw her books displayed at the library and was hooked after that. I wish I knew who it was. It’s a pen name, I’m sure.”

      Dallas felt a warmth on his cheeks, and not just from the hot air. He loved hearing compliments about his writing, but it was for the best that she didn’t know he was the author. He got enough ribbing from his father and brother about being a man who wrote “kissing books.” Even Alison thought the author was a woman.

      “Yeah, I’m sure it is a pen name. Lizzie likes the author, too.”

      “She’ll love this one. I haven’t finished reading it yet, but so far, it’s really good.” She placed the book down and turned her attention back to Dallas. “All right, I’ll see you in the morning at eight, and that’s a promise. Hope you can stay cool tonight.”

      “I will. I'm sure I’ll be sleeping in my brother’s guest room again.”

      He walked her to the door and made sure she got to her van without tripping. The dirt driveway was rife with potholes. It was all Austin’s fault with that two-ton tornado chase vehicle he drove. The potholes needed to be addressed soon.

      Once Alison was behind the wheel, he closed the door and headed for his room. He needed to pack an overnight bag and take a cold shower. Office work could wait, and he couldn’t concentrate on it anyway.

      Despite this, he was in a good mood. Yes, a new air conditioner was going to cost an arm and a leg, but at least a new one wouldn’t break down. Even better, he’d get to see Alison tomorrow. For some reason, he was excited about that. He couldn’t believe she was a fan of his books. He wondered what she would think if she knew he wrote them.
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      Alison was hot and dehydrated when she got home. After leaving the J & J Ranch, she had another A/C emergency. Fortunately, the second job was an easy fix, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t still damp with sweat and overheated. She needed a cold shower, but her thirst won out. She headed to the kitchen.

      Her brother, Clayton, stood in front of the refrigerator, blocking her way.

      “Move, Clay.”

      He moved a few steps aside, allowing her to open the door and grab a water bottle.

      “Saw your van leaving the J & J Ranch today. Please tell me Austin was miserably hot and that you couldn’t fix it.” Clayton held a red apple up to his mouth and bit into it.

      “For your information, no, it was Dallas’s house.” She twisted the cap off the bottle and took a swig.

      Clayton shrugged. “At least it was one of the Jones brothers.”

      Their father entered the kitchen, sweat at his temples and dust on his boots. Kenneth Ford was a tall man with a commanding presence and a critical eye. His gaze settled on Alison with immediate disapproval. “Why don’t you get cleaned up? You look like you’ve been working out in the field all day.”

      “So do you.”

      Kenneth ignored the dig and went to the sink to wash his hands. “Gladys will bring us dinner shortly. You know, you could lend Gladys a hand in the mess hall every once in a while.”

      Alison seethed with anger, but kept her face emotionless. Her father hated that she worked in the HVAC business, thinking her time would be better spent learning how to cook for the ranch hands. “I’ll pass. I won’t be here for dinner anyway. Sam and I are going out to watch the fireworks. We’ll grab something on the way.” Sam, her best friend from high school, was the only female ranch hand in her father’s employment. Normally, Kenneth Ford would never hire a woman to do what he considered a “man’s job,” but he couldn’t deny she was a hard worker. In Alison’s opinion, Sam was better at her job than most of the men who’d been working on the ranch for years.

      “Ali was at the J & J Ranch today,” Clayton said.

      Kenneth wiped his large hands on a kitchen towel and stared at his only daughter, a curious look on his face. “Is the Jones family having A/C problems?”

      “Yeah, why else would I be there?” Alison leaned against the counter and took another sip of water. She still felt overheated, but thankfully, cold air was blowing from the vents above. Alison always made sure their central air was in working order. Her father never thanked her for the free checkups.

      A grin appeared on Kenneth’s face. “What was wrong with the air conditioner? Did you fix it?”

      Alison felt uncomfortable divulging information about her clients, but her father’s piercing gaze made being evasive difficult. “I told Dallas it was an old unit and that it needed to be replaced.”

      Her father let out a loud, hearty laugh. “That’s a shame!” The way he said it, Alison knew he didn’t feel one bit of sympathy. Whenever something went wrong for the Jones family, Kenneth Ford had a good day.

      Alison stared at her father. “Yeah. Lucky for you, you’ll never know what that’s like. I keep your A/C in working order, not that you ever notice.”

      “What were conditions like on the ranch?” Clayton asked, interrupting any reply her father may have had to Alison’s sass.

      “How should I know? It’s not like I was out in the fields inspecting the cattle.”

      “Come on, you’ve got to know something,” Clayton persisted. “Does it look like they need to replace their roof soon? Did their vehicles look rundown?”

      Alison put her cap back on her water bottle. “No. Dallas keeps his vehicle looking brand new. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take a shower.”

      She turned to leave, but Clayton called her back.

      “Make sure you give Dallas the most expensive air conditioner Uncle Greg sells.”

      Alison rolled her eyes, then left the room, hearing her father and brother laughing behind her.
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      Dallas wasn’t planning on going to the fireworks show at the fairgrounds. If he had it his way, he’d be at home on his laptop, writing his next novel. But it was hot in the house with no working air conditioner, and any inspiration he had to write was gone. He decided to tag along.

      He felt a bit like a third wheel as he sat in the back seat of his brother’s pickup truck, while Austin and his wife Lizzie were up front. They’d been married less than a year and were still in the honeymoon phase, always holding hands or stealing kisses when they thought no one was looking. Every once in a while, Dallas envied his brother. Austin didn’t have to do a thing to find love. It found him. Lizzie had been his high school sweetheart, and they reconnected last year. Fate had been on his side. Dallas, on the other hand, had nothing but a string of miserable relationships that never lasted. Maybe one day, he’d find the female companionship he craved like the heroes in his books had.

      Lizzie laughed at something Austin said, but Dallas wasn’t paying attention. He kept thinking about how much that new air conditioner cost.

      “You’re quiet back there, little brother,” Austin said, his eyes connecting with Dallas in the rearview mirror.

      “Just a lot on my mind.”

      “Plotting your next book?”

      Dallas cracked a smile. “I wish.”

      Lizzie turned in her seat and smiled at Dallas. “Hey, what’s the update on your A/C? Were they able to fix it?”

      Dallas shook his head. “No, it was beyond repair, so I’ll be sleeping in your guest room again. But just for one more night. She said she’d come in the morning to install it.”

      “She?” Austin asked.

      Oh, right. He hadn’t told Austin yet who came out today. He wouldn’t like it. “Did you know Alison Ford is an HVAC tech? She’s working with her uncle.”

      By now, Austin had pulled into a parking space. He snatched off his seatbelt and yanked his body around, glaring at him. “You let a Ford onto the ranch?”

      He shouldn’t have been surprised by Austin’s outburst, but it was an overreaction in Dallas’s opinion. “Relax, it was just Alison.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She’s a Ford, and now she’ll go running to her dad and Clayton to tell them that our ranch is falling apart.”

      “It’s an A/C unit,” Dallas snapped back. “That has nothing to do with the ranch, and everyone needs to get a new one at some point. And I was happy to have Alison come take a look at it. I found her fair and honest.” Dallas undid the seatbelt and opened the back door, welcoming the fresh air. His boot crunched the gravel underneath, and he walked in the direction of where a crowd had gathered.

      Austin caught up with him. “I just wish you had called someone else. Plenty of A/C repair places around.”

      “No one else could come on short notice. They were all busy, and the holiday rates were outrageous. Archer was able to do the job. I didn’t know Alison would come. Greg had an emergency and sent Alison instead.”

      “I just don’t trust a Ford,” Austin said. “Or anyone with ties to that family.”

      “Austin, you’re overreacting,” Lizzie said. “Alison Ford is a very sweet girl. I used to watch her after school. It was my first babysitting job and she was the easiest nine-year-old to get along with. She's nothing like Clayton.”

      Dallas was glad someone had the sense to see his point, but Austin seemed unconvinced.

      “Let’s forget about this and watch the fireworks,” Austin said.

      Dallas was relieved the subject had been dropped.
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      Sam’s bright blue pickup headed down the highway with the windows down. Alison, in the passenger seat, stuck her arm out and let the breeze cool her skin. The vehicle’s air conditioner was struggling, which was definitely the trend lately.

      “I’m sorry it’s still hot,” Sam apologized.

      Alison put her hand up to the vent, feeling warm air pump out. “It could just be a dirty cabin filter. Or it could be leaking refrigerant. Good thing you know an excellent HVAC tech. I could fix it in a jiffy. And for free. Best friend discount.”

      “You will do no such thing. I’d be happy for you to take a look at it, but you’d better charge for your services.”

      Alison laughed. “Okay, but I’ll still give you a discount. Speaking of A/C repair, I had a very interesting day.”

      Sam glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “Oh, do tell.”

      “Ninth grade me would be so excited. I finally got to see the inside of Dallas Jones’s house, but it wasn’t what I expected.”

      Sam made a turn toward the fairgrounds. “You sound disappointed.”

      “He’s a lot more disorganized than I thought he would be, but he’s still as handsome as ever.”

      Sam nudged Alison’s arm. “Hey, he’s single.”

      “Please, like Dallas Jones would ever be interested in me.”

      “Well, you fixed his A/C, right? I’m sure that worked in your favor.”

      “No, I didn’t fix his A/C. I made him buy a new one, and it’s a pretty penny. I'm going to install it tomorrow.”

      Sam winced. “Oof. Well, at least you’ll have another opportunity to see him, and he’ll be pleased once his house is cold again. When you go, you should wear that cute tank top, the one you wore at the beach. And put your hair up in a ponytail.”

      Alison shook her head. “Sam, I won’t be there to flirt. I’ll be there to do a job! And anyway, Uncle Greg’s coming with me. It’s always easier to do an installation with two people.”

      “Oh. Bummer. Well, give him a business card, and then he’ll have your number.” Sam grinned at her.

      Alison smiled back. “Not a terrible idea, but I don’t think he’ll call me for anything other than an air conditioner problem.”

      The truck lurched as it hit a pothole, and Sam cursed. “Sorry. These dirt roads are the worst.”

      Alison gazed out the window, seeing a row of pickup trucks parked haphazardly in the grassy areas. “I haven’t been to the fairgrounds in years. I’m glad you convinced me to come see the fireworks tonight. I needed a night out.”

      “Yes, you did. I think you work way too much.”

      “Can’t help it. Summer is my busy time of year.”

      Sam’s truck came to a stop. “Well, for now, let’s enjoy the fireworks.”

      Alison and Sam made their way through the crowds gathered to find an available spot. Some people stood against the fence. Others sat on the grass. Alison and Sam didn’t mind a little dirt on their pants and found somewhere to sit.

      The air was warm, and Alison felt thirsty. She shook her to-go cup from the burger place, grateful there was some soda left among the crushed ice, and took a sip.

      Sam leaned forward to whisper. “Just so you know, a certain cowboy is here, and he’s staring at you.”

      “What?” Alison scanned the crowd, met Dallas’s eyes, and was surprised when he waved to her. She waved back nervously, wondering if anyone but Sam saw this exchange. He didn’t come over to say hello, but a grin spread across his face. She was grateful when he finally turned away at the sound of the first firecracker.

      The show started, but Alison could barely concentrate on it. What had that been about?
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      “Don’t you look cute today,” Tess said as Alison walked inside the house.

      Alison wore cut-off shorts and a white tank top paired with a matching baseball cap. Her hair was in a ponytail. She’d taken Sam’s advice. “Well, it’ll be a hot one. Better dress comfortably.”

      “Greg will be ready in a few minutes. Want some coffee? Breakfast?”

      “Just coffee is fine.” Alison followed Tess into the kitchen.

      “Greg says you’re going to be installing a new unit for Dallas Jones.”

      “Right.” Alison waited at the table while her aunt poured her the last of the coffee.

      Tess placed the bottle of creamer and the coffee mug in front of Alison. “Now I see why you’re all dolled up.”

      “What? This is what I always wear on hot days.” Alison blushed. She thought about seeing Dallas last night at the fairgrounds. After the fireworks were over, she had hoped to get another glimpse of him, but there were too many people and he was lost in the crowd.

      “I’m just teasing you,” Tess said, joining her at the table. “I know you had a crush on him when you were in school.”

      “He probably still sees me as that clumsy underclassman. And he wasn’t happy that he had to buy a new unit, though he was nice about it.”

      Tess nodded. “I always thought Dallas Jones was a polite young man. He helped me at Walmart. I was struggling with a cart that was tangled up with another one. He pulled it out for me like it was nothing.”

      “That sounds like Dallas.” She recalled the time he picked up the books she’d dropped. They had few interactions, but he’d never been rude in any of them.

      They chatted for a while about mundane things, like the weather and family gossip, while Alison sipped her coffee and waited for her uncle. Aunt Tess, her mother’s sister, was the closest thing to a mom she’d ever had. Alison’s mother had died when she was born. She felt comfortable confiding in Aunt Tess. Alison had always been able to tell her things that she could never tell her father, like her crush on the Jones boy.

      Greg entered the kitchen. “Hey, Ali. Ready to go?”

      Alison stood from the table. “Yep. Thanks for the coffee, Aunt Tess.”

      “Sure, anytime.” Tess leaned forward to whisper. “I bet Dallas will be thrilled to see you.”

      Alison blushed again, then followed her uncle out the door. She grabbed her giant insulated water cup from her car–it was important to stay hydrated—then climbed into the passenger seat of the van. Greg was already behind the wheel.

      “I’m surprised you wanted to come,” Greg said as he cranked up the A/C. “This is your second weekend working in a row, and a holiday weekend at that. You sure you don’t want me to call Ernie?”

      Alison fastened her seatbelt. “No, I want to work today. First of all, I enjoy the job. Second, I made a promise to Dallas that I’d personally install his A/C unit, and I always keep my promises. And third, there was no way I was staying at home with Daddy and Clayton. All my brother does is irritate me, and all Daddy does is nag me about learning how to cook. Like, what does he think, I need to learn to cook so a man will consider me worthy of marriage?”

      Her uncle glanced at her, smiling. “You stay true to yourself, Ali. Anyone who marries you would be lucky.”

      “That’s why I love you, Uncle Greg. You don’t care that I want to repair A/Cs, unlike my father. So what if only two percent of women are in the HVAC business? I enjoy it.”

      “Then that’s what you should do. And you’re one of my best workers. I’m not just saying that because you’re my niece.” He started up the van and eased out of the driveway. “We’ll make a stop at the warehouse, then head to the ranch. Is it a big house?”

      “It’s a good-sized house, but only one story. The unit is in the attic, so we’ll definitely need the pulley to get the air handler up there. And watch the attic ladder. I slipped, but didn’t get hurt.” Because Dallas caught her.

      Greg frowned. “What’s wrong with the ladder?”

      “Nothing. I’m just clumsy. Can I be the one to turn the hand crank? I love doing the heavy lifting.”

      Her uncle let out a laugh. “You just like to show off to male clients.”

      Showing off for Dallas? No, not at all. Why would Dallas care? If anything, it’d probably turn him off. Spending time in the attic made her look like she’d been out in the field all day. Oh well, at least he’d be grateful to have cool air.
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      Dallas had every ceiling fan running and all the windows open the next morning, but no matter what he did, the whole house felt hot and stuffy. Misery. And he was sure it would only get hotter as the day went on. He turned up the volume on the television as the meteorologist gave the latest update.

      “It’s going to be another scorcher today with highs in the mid-nineties. And unfortunately, our moderate drought conditions continue. So no relief from the heat anytime soon.”

      At the sound of a vehicle, he looked outside. The Archer Heating & Cooling van sat in the driveway. Dallas checked his watch. A minute before eight o’clock, just as Alison promised.

      Greg got out of the vehicle, and for a moment, Dallas was disappointed. He had expected Alison to come, but maybe she wasn’t available today. Except he was sure she’d said she would be here.

      From around the van, he spotted blond hair peeking out of a baseball cap. He smiled. Alison was here. It probably took two people to install a unit, and that’s why her uncle came with her. Not that he didn’t think Alison was capable of it herself, though surely it would be easier if she had help.

      Dallas opened the front door and found Alison poised to ring the doorbell. Up close, he noticed for the first time how blue her eyes were, like the shade of Lake Theo on a bright, sunny day. She was definitely the cutest A/C repair person he’d ever seen.

      A smile spread across her face. “Ready to get a new A/C?”

      “Yes, I’m very happy to see you. Come in. Hi, Greg.” He held the door open as they both stepped inside.

      “Wow, it is hot in here,” Greg said.

      “You’re telling me. I’m glad you could come on a holiday weekend.”

      “That’s when air conditioners break down the most,” Alison said. “Holidays and weekends. We’ll get started.”

      Dallas led them to the attic entrance, which he had already pulled down. Greg began climbing the ladder.

      “How long will it take?” Dallas asked. “Not to rush you, but I know it’s going to be a hot one today.”

      Alison stopped at the ladder and turned to him. “It usually takes us at least four or five hours, sometimes longer, but we’ll get the job done as quickly and efficiently as possible.”

      Dallas nodded. “All right. Let me know if you need anything. And watch your step.”

      Alison gave him a bright smile, then followed Greg into the attic.
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      The extra cup of coffee Alison had that morning had been a mistake. Not only did it make her jittery, but it made her have to pee. It was embarrassing enough hiding how hot and sweaty she was in front of the guy she’d had a crush on for years, but now she had to ask him where the bathroom was.

      “It’s down the hallway to your left,” Dallas said, pointing.

      “Thanks,” she said, hurriedly making her way toward the room, hoping not to embarrass herself further.

      She turned on the light and was pleasantly surprised to find a clean and nice-smelling bathroom. She almost expected a disaster like the office, with the countertop covered with products and hair in the sink. Alison saw none of that. All surfaces looked clean, and there weren't any stray hairs in sight. Even the soap was in a fancy holder, and the towels were white and fluffy, like a hotel or something. His office was dusty, but at least he kept this room tidy.

      When she came out, she found Dallas standing at the entrance of the attic and talking to her uncle up above. Dallas looked sweaty, though probably not as hot as she was. The attic was stuffy, and she looked forward to being outside to hook up
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