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Paisley
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“Can I help you?” I asked grumpily, my foot tapping impatiently on the floor as Maverick lowered his head and approached the counter. I had done well with ignoring him this week, but we were shorthanded today, so I agreed to handle the register for a while until Calli caught up on orders in the kitchen. Of course, he just had to pick today to stop in for food. Fucker.

“Yeah, can I get the chicken and waffles?” He grinned a dimpled smile, his stupid voice deep and sultry.

“No.” I glared at him and then leaned to see past him. “I can help who’s next.”

“Really?” He cocked his head to the side as a smirk graced his full lips that had once devoured mine.

“Paisley,” Calli hissed, bumping my hip with hers as she walked past me. “Stop it.”

“I’m not helping him.” I folded my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow at her.

“You’re on the clock, which means it’s your job to help everyone who comes in,” she replied with gritted teeth. Thankfully, she was my best friend and needed me more than I needed this job, but I knew my attitude wasn’t making things any easier for her.

“Fine.” I turned my head, my eyes narrowing as they found his. “Chicken and waffles with extra spit. Can I get you anything else to eat?” I forced a smile on my face, pretending to give the best customer service I could muster. 

Calli sighed heavily as she walked over to the other register and called the next person up. It was a good sign that we were finally catching up and the rush was coming to an end, but that meant Maverick had no real pressure to move through the line now. 

“What are my options?” he asked softly as he licked his lips. 

“There was a dead cat out back in the alley. I can see if Frank can get it on the grill for you.”

“That’s not the kind of cat I usually enjoy eating.” 

I felt the heat flush through my skin as I looked down and jabbed the order into the computer. 

“$17.37,” I said, keeping my tone clipped.

“I thought it was the lunch special for $12.99?”

“I added a brownie.”

“Oh. Okay. I wasn’t really in the mood for a sweet treat, but why not.” 

“It’s for me.”

The corners of his lips turned up into a devilish smile as he passed his credit card.

“Well, in that case, why don’t I take you to dinner tonight? I’ll gladly buy you more than a brownie. Something more filling and satisfying.”

“No thanks. I’d rather take my chances on the brownie and my vibrator leaving me fulfilled and satisfied, if you know what I mean. At least I know they won’t flake out on me.” I winked and held my hand up as I pretended to whisper but said it loud enough for Calli to hear. She had already cleared the line, so at least I didn’t embarrass her in front of any customers.

Maverick let out a long, heavy breath and locked eyes with me.

“I’m sorry that I had to cancel our date.”

“Which one?” I replied curtly.

“Fair point. I’m sorry that work has been so busy and that I’ve had to go out of town so much on such short notice. I didn’t mean to upset you by canceling so much. Trust me, I was looking forward to it as much as you were.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

“Then give me a chance to prove it to you. Have dinner with me tonight.”

“No.”

He rubbed his lips together, unsure of what to say as I passed his credit card back to him.

“Your order will be ready in a few minutes. You can wait over there for it.”

He nodded and lowered his head as he walked off. My insides felt like they were on fire as I fought off the flurry of emotions that were storming inside me. 

“What the hell was that?” Calli asked as Maverick left with his food. 

“Nothing.”

I grabbed the towel and began wiping the counter down, even though it was clean from when I did it five minutes ago.

“Bullshit.”

“We were supposed to have a date last weekend, and at the last minute, he had to cancel. It wouldn’t have bothered me so much, but it was the third time in two weeks. I’m just over it.”

“What happened to you being so obsessed with him?”

“I guess constantly being pushed to the side will do that.”

“But you liked him,” she pressed.

“Yeah, and sometimes things change. It’s not a big deal, Calli. Let’s just let it go and get through the rest of the day.”

I walked off and hated the nagging feeling that told me she was right. I had liked him, but none of that mattered if he didn’t like me enough to make an effort to really get to know me.
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Maverick


[image: image]


“How long do you think we’ll have?” I asked, pressing the phone to my ear as I took a bite of my food. I didn’t technically have time to stop for lunch, but Paisley had gotten so deep under my skin by not answering my texts that I made it a point to stop in and see her today.

“Two, three weeks tops. That storm is coming sooner than we expected.” 

“Alright. I’ll shuffle some stuff around and get a crew out to finish the job in Claremont. After that, we have one more to do in Fallen Oaks, and then I plan to slow down some for the winter. Send me over the details, and I’ll approve everything tonight.”

“Will do, Boss.”

I hung up the phone and took a drink of water, washing down my food. 

Business had been busier than usual lately, with all of the new shops opening in Whiskey Mountain. On top of that, I had taken on a lot of jobs outside of town to help my cousin while he recovered from injuring his back. It had been more than I could chew, but I did my best to keep my head above water until things slowed down. The nice thing was that even though we were headed into winter, HVAC work never stopped, so I didn’t have to worry about pulling in more business during the slow months. 

What I did worry about was getting Paisley to talk to me and better yet, to give me a second chance to take her on a date. I’d finally gotten up the nerve to ask her out, only to have a slew of unexpected things thrown at me to the point I had to cancel after trying to reschedule several times. 

Paisley wasn’t like other girls, and I knew that. That was what attracted me to her the most. Any other girl would be jumping at the opportunity to have me take them out, but Paisley was far from giving in any time soon. If I was going to get the chance to take her on a date, I was going to have to work hard for it—which I kinda looked forward to. I was accustomed to hard work and going after the things I wanted, which meant getting Paisley’s attention was no different.

I threw my trash away and got back to work, ready to wrap up a few jobs so I could finally stop and breathe. 

By the time I got home, it was already past nine and I’d gone all day with only stopping to eat lunch. I grabbed a slice of leftover pizza out of the fridge and scarfed it down, not bothering to warm it first. I wanted to take a shower and relax but found myself reaching for my phone instead.

Me: I know you’re still mad at me, but I just wanted to say you looked beautiful today.

I didn’t expect Paisley to respond, so I set my phone on the charger and hopped in the shower. When I came back, there was a new text message waiting for me.

Paisley: Unsubscribe.

My cheeks split with a grin as I shook my head and climbed into bed. Paisley might just be the death of me, but what a way to go.

The next day, I got up early to get a head start since I was starting a new job on the outskirts of town, and there was a snowstorm moving in. I wasn’t sure how bad it would get, but I didn’t want to get caught in it and not be able to get home before it hit. 

When I pulled up outside of the general store, I took a look at the old, worn-out building and sighed. The owner had informed me that they would be closed for a few weeks while they worked on renovations inside, though the outside needed a facelift as well. It surprised me that they were even willing to put so much money into fixing up the place, given that there were at least three other general stores in town that were easier for people to get to. It didn’t make sense to me to fix something up that wouldn’t get a lot of traffic, but that wasn’t what I was hired for. 

I climbed out of my truck and headed inside, shivering at the chill already in the air. A few guys were finishing up painting the walls while Mr. Crawford sat in front of the register, watching. I’d met him a handful of times, and while he looked rough and rugged on the outside, he was one of the kindest people I’d ever met. 

“How’s it going?” I asked, nodding to the workers as I stood beside him. 

“It’s looking good. The store needed an update, and Clara said that yellow and gray were the new popping colors. I don’t know about it, though.”

I scrunched my face and looked at the paint sample cards in his hands. 

“Which wall are they painting yellow?” I asked, looking around the store at the gray and white walls that hadn’t been painted yet.

“The one right behind me.” He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder and shook his head. “She said it wouldn’t hurt to have a little bit of sunshine behind me when people come to talk to me.”

I chuckled and took the cards from him.

“Is this the yellow you’re going with?”

“Yup. Sunny Side Up.”

I held it against the wall and then leaned back to see it behind him.

“I think it’ll look good.”

“Yeah, like sunshine coming out of my ass. Maybe we can put a rainbow up and I can tell the kids I farted that out.”

I shook my head and laughed, enjoying the way the corners of his eyes wrinkled as he grinned. He was ornery, but that was what I enjoyed the most about him.

“Did you decide on whether you wanted to go with another swamp cooler or if you wanted to try refrigerated air?” 

“Clara wants the refrigerated air, but I told her that we could save that money and go to Italy someday before we die.”

“What did she say?”

“She would rather be cool on a hot summer day than sit around and wait for my old ass to take her to Italy.”

“So, then we’re doing the refrigerated air?” I asked, my lips turning up in a smile.

“Nope. She can be hot and moody, as usual. I promised her when I proposed that someday we would go on a romantic getaway to Italy, and I’ve never lied to her yet. We’ll go with a new swamp cooler, and she’ll just have to get one of those little neck fans I see people wear at the baseball games.”

“You’re a good man.” I clapped him gently on the shoulder. “Do you mind if I get started and take a look at what we’re working with?”

“Not at all. But that storm is moving in quickly, so I don’t know how much time you’ll have. I’ll need to close up early so I can get home before I get stuck here, and I imagine you’ll want to do the same.”

“Not a problem. I would like to take a look at the heater so I can get that working for you again. I don’t want you to be stuck without heat while they’re finishing the rest of the renovations.”

“Thankfully, most of it is already done. Plus, once that storm hits, I won’t be able to get in here for a while. The roads get covered in ice, the snow piles up in the blink of an eye, and it takes forever to get the roads cleared out here. I was planning on being closed the rest of the week due to the storm anyway. I know most of the guys won’t be back until after the roads clear, so don’t stress yourself about trying to work a miracle with that heater.”

I nodded and looked around the store. A lot had been done already, but I didn’t want to drag this job out for a few weeks since I had others lined up. If I could get the heater up and running, then at least I wouldn’t have to worry about him being here in the cold. I could always come back later to get the swamp cooler set up since it would be a while before he would need it.

I was so focused on figuring out what was wrong with the heater that I hadn’t noticed everyone else had left for the day until I went into the store to see if Mr. Crawford had a flashlight I could borrow. He was standing by the register, stuffing the newspaper into his bag when he lifted his head and smiled at me.

“All done?” he asked.

“Not yet, but I think I figured out what’s wrong with it. My flashlight died so I was coming to see if you had one I could borrow.”

He reached beneath the counter and pulled one out.

“I need to head home before the snow gets much worse. I worry about Clara being by herself and trying to start a fire. I know she can do it, but I like to take care of my lady.”

“Okay,” I said, nodding though my mind was still going a mile a minute about fixing the heater.

“I don’t want to leave you by yourself to lock up, but I can see that you’re not ready to go yet. I can leave the keys with you if you want to stay a little while longer to work on that damn heater, but I wouldn’t stay too long, or you’ll risk getting stuck here.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable with leaving me alone in his store, but if I could have at least twenty more minutes to work on it, I could possibly get it up and running for him.

“I don’t mind one bit.” He handed me the key after taking it off of his keyring. “But you get yourself out of here before you get stuck. These roads back here aren’t anything to play around with.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll get in touch with you next week, and we can see where everything is. Be safe heading home.”

“You too. My goal is to get it up and running here in the next thirty minutes if I’m lucky.”

He nodded and then pulled on his wool cap before heading out into the storm. I knew that I should probably be smart and leave with him, but I also couldn’t stand the thought of him coming back before I could and being stuck in the freezing cold with no heat in the place.
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Paisley
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“You want me to get what?” I asked, gripping the steering wheel tighter as the snow fell in a heavy blanket around me. My phone was in one of the cupholders on speakerphone so I could hear Calli.

“They’re these cute little Thanksgiving gnomes. Clara said I could have them to decorate Cravings before the holiday, but I needed to go by and grab them. I don’t think I’ll get over there before this storm hits, and since you’re already headed that way, I thought maybe you could pop in and grab them. She’s not at the store, but Mr. Crawford should be.”

“Gnomes?” I questioned, a shiver running through me. “You know how much I hate gnomes, Calli.”

“I know, but these ones are cute. They’re holding pumpkins and have rosy cheeks. They’re so adorable.”

“You’re lucky I love you.”

“Does that mean you’ll go get them for me?” 

“Yeah, but only because I’m already headed that way. But you owe me. It’s freezing out here, and I just want to get home so I can curl up in front of the fire with my fuzzy socks and read a dirty book.”

“I’ll buy you new fuzzy socks and more smut books for doing this for me. Just send me the links to the ones you don’t have yet.”

“Deal.”

“Be careful and let me know as soon as you get home. Okay?”

“Will do. You be careful, too. This storm is insane, and the weather report on the radio a few minutes ago said it’s only going to get worse.”

“Yeah, I’m closing early and heading home to check on Mom. I’ll let you know when I get there.”

“Sounds good. Talk to you soon.”

I didn’t bother to press the button to disconnect the call since I was too focused on the road I could no longer see in front of me. Calli hung up, and a few minutes later, the store came into view. I put my SUV in park and rushed inside, hoping the gnomes were already waiting for me. 

I knew the place was being renovated, but I didn’t expect it to be so eerily dark and quiet.

“Hello?” I called, walking through the front of the store and peeking down the aisles. “Mr. Crawford?”

I couldn’t imagine that he was just hanging out in the store with the lights off, but I hadn’t been in here before, so I had no idea where his office might be—assuming he had one. I kept walking, going up and down the aisles as I struggled to listen for any sounds of movement. 

Just as I was getting to the last aisle, I rounded the corner and smacked right into someone coming out of a narrow hallway. 

“Holy shit!” I gasped, clutching my hand to my chest as the blood rushed through my ears. 

“Hey, are you okay?”

Strong hands wrapped around my waist, the intoxicating scent of soap and cologne filling the air around me.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded as I looked up and found Maverick looking me over.

“Working. What are you doing here?”

“I came to pick something up for Calli.” I pulled out of his grasp and stepped back. “Where’s Mr. Crawford?”

“He already left for the day.” 

I rolled my head on my neck, the frustration mounting quickly. 

“Okay. Did he by chance say anything about some gnomes he was leaving for me to pick up?”

“He did not.”

“Great. Looks like I came all this way for nothing.”

I turned on my heel and headed for the door with Maverick right behind me.

“Maybe you came to see me.”

“Nope.”

“Well then, maybe it was destiny bringing you here knowing I would be here.”

“Again, nope. It was gnomes. Stupid Thanksgiving gnomes that Calli asked me to pick up that aren’t even here. A wasted trip out here for nothing when I could already be home by the fire, warm and toasty.”

“Do you want me to follow you home to make sure you get there safely?” he offered, though I didn’t hear any flirting in his tone. He looked past me to the storm raging outside, concern heavy in his eyes. The snow was still coming down in sheets, but the wind was intense as it howled around us. 

“No, I’m fine, but thank you. There’s nothing my four-wheel drive can’t handle—” 

Before I could finish my sentence, there was a loud cracking sound as snow flew in the air. We rushed to the window to find a large tree had been knocked down, likely due to the weight of the snow on it combined with the forceful wind pushing it over. 

“I’m gonna venture to say that it can’t handle that,” Maverick said with a heavy sigh. 

I stared at the parking lot and our vehicles that were now trapped beneath the tree. 

“This seriously cannot get any worse,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose and closing my eyes.

“I mean, it could, but the good news is that at least we’re stuck here together,” he offered.

“You think that’s good news?” I arched an eyebrow and glared at him. 

“I think it’s destiny forcing you to give me another chance.”

“You’ve had your chances, and you chose not to do anything with them.” I folded my arms over my chest and stared out the window, wondering if there was any way I could get the stupid tree off of my car and safely drive it home. There was a massive dent in the roof and I wasn’t a tree expert or anything, but my guess was that this one weighed at least a couple hundred pounds. It looked like his truck had taken the brunt of it, but there was still damage to my car. 

“Well, it looks like fate has decided to give me another one now that we’re stuck here together.”

He rocked back on his heels, smiling smugly as if this wasn’t the worst thing in the world that could happen to us. 
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