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      Someone new has come to town. He has a few secrets, but he’s a good guy. We think. He’s definitely going to make the summer hot, especially for our favorite introverted maintenance woman. Sofia has met her match in this story, and I’m so happy you’re here for it, because I sure am!

      Of course, all your favorite couples are enjoying the show, too. MacKellar Cove is happy to have you visit. Check out Finley’s store, Hudson’s bar, the bakery where Valentina works, and Ian’s boat shop. There’s something for everyone in this small town.

      Never miss a thing when you sign up for Mary’s newsletter. Romancing the Curves comes with subscriber exclusive freebies, sneak peeks, and a first look at everything Mary has to offer. Be the first to know about new releases and sales and all the curves ahead!

      

      
        
        SUBSCRIBE NOW AT MARYETHOMPSON.COM

      

      

      

      Happy reading!
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      I wiped the floor of the bathroom clean as I backed out of it, careful not to leave any marks on the floor. It was perfect. As perfect as it could be in a week. It was good enough for the new tenant who would be living there for the next three months.

      The rest of the place was functional. The stark difference between the newly remodeled bathroom and the rest of the apartment was almost laughable, but it was going to have to be okay.

      Piper insisted the tenant said they were fine with something that wasn’t fancy, so I went with it. If they didn’t like it, Piper would let me know. As my boss and best friend, she wasn’t shy about telling me the truth.

      I was the one keeping secrets lately.

      I took one last pass of the apartment and let myself out the door. The cleaning crew would be in first thing in the morning, and the new tenant would move in tomorrow afternoon.

      And in less than two weeks, my dad was coming.

      I had to stop thinking about my dad. I was dreading the visit, but like everything else that came with him, catastrophizing only spun me tighter than a professional ice skater at the Olympics.

      “Hey!” Haley said, startling me as I made my way to my apartment.

      “Hey, Haley. How are you?”

      Haley was a good friend. We’d gotten to know each other over the last year, and she was the only one who knew my dad was coming for a visit. She got it out of me a week ago, and I’d been avoiding Piper since because I felt guilty for telling my new friend and not my oldest friend.

      “I’m good. How was your day?”

      I shrugged. “Good, I guess. I finished the bathroom, so it’s ready for the tenant to move in once it’s cleaned.”

      “Nice. How about the other thing?” Haley knew talking about my dad upset me, so she tiptoed around the conversation. Which wasn’t really any better.

      “Fine. He’s supposed to be here a week from Sunday.”

      “And he’s staying with you?” she confirmed again.

      I nodded. “He said he’s not sure how long he’ll be here. I thought about asking Piper if he could stay at MacKellar Cove Inn, but I felt bad asking since he’s not always the most considerate guest. And summer is busy. I don’t want him taking up a room that someone else could use.”

      “That and you haven’t told her yet,” Haley said, her voice lifting in question at the end.

      “Yeah, that, too.”

      Haley sighed. “Sofia, you need to tell her.”

      “I will. I need to get through the new tenant moving in, and then I’ll think about my father.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. But right now, I need a shower. Have a good night, Haley.” I waved and hurried away before she could invite me to have dinner with her or something.

      Yes, that was a bitchy move, but I didn’t mean it that way. I had a limited capacity for people on any given day, and some days my capacity was the size of a thimble. On a good day, it was closer to a bathroom cup. Haley? I don’t think she had a unit of measure. She was one of those people who was blessed with the gift of communication and was never at a loss for words. It made it easy to be friends with her, but exhausting when it was a thimble day.

      It was definitely a thimble day.

      I let myself into my apartment and let out a breath. My apartment was my sanctuary. When Piper lived with me, my room was my space to decompress and let out all my emotions, but since she moved out a few years ago, the entire apartment became mine.

      And in under two weeks, that would change again.

      “Ugh.”

      I shook my head and stepped away from the door. I locked it and pushed away from the door, tugging my tee over my head as I walked toward my room. I tossed my dirty clothes in the hamper in my bathroom and turned on the shower as hot as it would go. Steam filled the space as I tried to think of what I’d eat for dinner.

      Takeout would be nice, but that would mean talking to someone. Maybe there was a frozen meal somewhere in the back of my freezer.

      I stepped under the hot stream of water and let it wash the day away. Something crusty was in my hair, hopefully leftover grout and not something from the garbage disposal I replaced first thing that morning. I scrubbed my hair twice, just in case, then dragged conditioner coated fingers through my hair, working it to the ends.

      I leaned against the wall of the shower and sighed. My bathroom needed a remodel, too, but not when my dad was there. I had a two-bed-two-bath apartment, but there was no way in hell I was going to share a bathroom with my father.

      Shaking free of the thoughts, I finished my shower and dried off. I wrapped my hair in a towel and grabbed my fuzzy robe. I’d worry about clothes before I went to bed.

      I lucked out with one frozen dinner left. While it heated up, I found a sappy rom-com that I knew would leave me in tears, but it was a happy cry kind of night. Happy tears were better than sad or frustrated tears.

      After the movie, and the tears, I tossed my plastic tray in the recycling and put myself to bed. Tomorrow was another day, and I would only be ready for it if I got lots of sleep.
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      “Sofia! Sofia!”

      I rolled over and groaned. Weird dream. Piper was calling me.

      My bedroom door burst open. “Sofia! Are you okay?”

      I jerked upright, looking around my room to figure out what the hell was going on.

      Piper sat on the edge of my mattress, her gaze assessing and concerned.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “The new tenant moved in today.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. He’s supposed to be here at ten to sign the paperwork.”

      “It’s noon, Sof.”

      “What?” I threw the covers back and jumped up, making Piper jump at the same time.

      “I already met with him,” Piper said, stalling my frantic movements.

      “You met with him?” My brain was fuzzy, like I went on an all-night bender. Except I knew I hadn’t. What the hell?

      “He was staying at the Inn last night. When he checked in, he mentioned he was renting a place, and we ended up talking. He’s really nice. Cute, too.”

      “You’re married.”

      “Happily. But you’re single.”

      “And not interested.”

      Piper sighed. “Are you feeling okay?”

      I shook my head. “Just frazzled. So, you gave the new tenant his keys yesterday?”

      Piper shook her head. “When he checked out, he said he was on his way here to meet with you. He called when you weren’t around. Said he called and texted you, even knocked on your door, but you never answered.”

      I shook my head. It was not like me to sleep through my alarm. At all.

      “Are you okay? You’ve been out of it lately.”

      I looked up at my best friend and knew I needed to tell her everything. The guilt was eating me alive, and she would find out soon enough anyway.

      “My dad is coming here in two weeks.”

      “Your dad?” she blurted. Piper knew the significance. Mostly, at least.

      I nodded, the fringes of my hair getting in my face. I pushed them back and searched for a hair tie. “He called a few weeks ago. Wanted to come see me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I laughed mirthlessly. “You know why.”

      “Because you didn’t think he’d actually show up.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t the first time my dad said he was going to come visit. But this time, he had flight arrangements and a rental car. Not that he couldn’t cancel both, but it was more than he’d done before.

      “And you think he’s actually coming this time? Where is he staying?”

      “With me.”

      “And then I added this new tenant and made the time before crazier, and eliminated your escape. Shit, Sof. I’m so sorry.”

      I shrugged. I finally found a hair tie and wrapped my loose blonde locks into a ponytail. “It’s fine. You didn’t know. And he still might not show up. But I’ve just been a little all over the place lately.”

      “I can understand. Well, don’t worry about the new tenant. Gavin made sure the apartment was all set up. The cleaning crew did a great job, and the movers had everything loaded in as soon as the cleaners were finished. The apartment is fully furnished and Daniel is moving his stuff in now.”

      “Now?”

      Piper nodded. “Yes, which means you’re fine to relax.”

      “I should go apologize to him.”

      “Gavin apologized and explained this isn’t like you. Everything is fine. I’m sure you’ll meet him soon. And don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.” She leveled me with a look that said she saw through my attempt to get out of the conversation we needed to have.

      I scowled at my best friend and accepted that I owed her better than I’d been giving her lately. “Fine. But I have no food, and I’m starving.”

      “As it happens, I know where we can find some food. Just Tacos?”

      She knew how to get me. My stomach rumbled in response, and Piper chuckled.

      “Get dressed and we’ll go. You can tell me all about dear old dad’s impending visit.”

      I cringed. There was so much to tell her. And I was out of time. She needed to know the whole story.

      I just didn’t want to tell it.
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      Piper’s tacos sat on her tray, untouched and forgotten. My story was that good.

      Or bad, depending on your perspective.

      “Okay, wait. So, your dad is a famous musician. Your mom had a fling with him on the road one night, and you were the product of that one-night stand.”

      I nodded. “Yep. He denied it, refused to give her anything. When I started middle school, something changed. I’m not really sure what, but maybe he grew a conscience or found religion or something. Anyway, he started coming around. Said he was sorry. Agreed to a paternity test. Set up a custody agreement that included back payments for child support.”

      “Wow. That’s kind of impressive.”

      “I guess. My mom never spent that money. She saved it for me. Wanted me to have it. She was angry, and hurt. She was doing her best to take care of me. The night she died, she was going from her day job to her night job and was hit by a drunk driver. Since I was only fourteen, the state made me go live with my dad.”

      “On the road?” Piper confirmed.

      “Yep. There was proof he was my father, but only a few people knew who I was.”

      “Was it fun? To be on the road and tour with a band?”

      I thought back to that time. My feelings around it were so muddled that I wasn’t sure I could answer that question without telling her the rest.

      “At times, yeah. The first year, I was pretty lost in my grief over losing my mom. She was my best friend, and going from having her there to having her stolen from me was hard. I was nasty to my dad. Our relationship was tentative at best anyway, and I didn’t make it easier.”

      “I would think that’s how almost anyone would have handled what you went through.”

      “Maybe. After a year, I got some help. One of the guys got married. His wife was really sweet. She and I would spend time together. She’d lost her mom when she was young, too, and she helped me to heal. She also helped me to see that I was treating my dad as the bad guy instead of accepting that he messed up and was trying to be there for me.”

      “She sounds pretty great.”

      “Maddie was amazing. I don’t think I would have survived without her. When I turned seventeen, Maddie had a baby, though, and she stopped touring as much. I was still in school, so I had to go with them. I couldn’t stay home alone as a minor. That’s where I met Nate Catalan.”

      As predicted, Piper’s brows shot up. “You know Nate Catalan?”

      I pursed my lips into a smile. “I knew him. Or, I thought I did.”

      “What happened?”

      “I fell victim to the oldest trick in the book. The starstruck kid falls for the sexy, alluring rocker and gets her heart broken.”

      “I feel like there’s a lot more to the story than that.”

      I laughed. “So much more. We were kids. He was eighteen. He joined the tour as a backup singer for one of the opening acts. But it was obvious he was going to be a star. He had that presence that everyone knew would make him famous eventually. And he liked me.”

      The sourness of that time in my life turned my stomach. The regret and pain and hatred seeped into my bones.

      “What happened?” Piper asked softly. She lifted her taco and took a bite.

      I watched as a piece of chicken slowly tipped over and fell from her taco. It hit the tray with a soft splat. “I fell in love with him. I thought he felt the same. He was my first, and I was sure we were building a life together.”

      “But?”

      “But on my eighteenth birthday, the night we were going to tell my dad about us, I caught him with someone else.”

      “No.”

      I nodded. “He tried to tell me she didn’t mean anything. That all the guys screwed other women all the time. That it was just a part of being on the road and I would have to get over it if we were going to be together.”

      “What an asshole,” Piper breathed.

      “He wasn’t wrong, though. I’d been on the road long enough to know how it was. No one was faithful. Maddie never came back to the tour because she knew what she’d find. She was bitter and angry the next time we talked. Anyone who tried to settle down with any of them were the same.”

      “Oh, Sofia.”

      I drew a breath and let it out slowly, willing to pain to go with it. “I left after that leg of the tour. My dad no longer had an obligation to keep me there. He said he wanted me to stay, but it was too hard for me.”

      “You were heartbroken.”

      I nodded. “I was. And I was stupid because I fell in love with a man who would never love me back. He was a great actor. Talented and smart and magnetic. All the things that are said about him now.”

      “Well, I’ll never watch another one of his movies or go to one of his concerts.”

      “He’s one of your favorite actors,” I said, knowing she’d never stick to it.

      “Not anymore. Not now that I know what he’s really like.”

      “It was more than twenty years ago,” I said.

      “Once an asshole, always an asshole. I just wish I’d known. All the times I begged you to watch one of his movies with me.”

      “I was so ashamed. I hated myself for falling for his lies and for believing he cared about me. But when my dad shows up…”

      “You’re not going to be able to hide everything. And you know I’m not going to judge you. We all fall for someone we shouldn’t at some point in time. There’s nothing we can do about that.”

      “I’m just happy I was never part of his behind-the-scenes stories or something. I was hidden. But that’s part of why my relationship with my dad isn’t better. He never understood why I left like I did.”

      “You never told him?”

      I shook my head. “He knew parts of it, but I don’t think he ever really understood the whole story. Nate was a friend before we started seeing each other. My dad was the one that introduced us. When it ended, I was just his ex. I had no claim to him, and even if I did, what difference did it make? I asked my dad to kick him off the tour, but he didn’t. I told my dad I couldn’t be around Nate anymore and that it didn’t make sense for me to stay on the road with him when I was a legal adult. He didn’t try very hard to change my mind.”

      “Shit,” Piper whispered. “I’m still baffled I never knew any of this. I never knew your dad was famous, or that you dated Hollywood royalty.”

      “I wish none of it were true. I wish I were just an ordinary person who lived in a small town and no one knew me at all.”

      “Well, your secret is safe with me. As far as anyone else knows, that’s exactly who you are.”

      “Until my dad shows up. Then everyone will know.”

      Piper scowled. She knew I was right. And that there was nothing I could do about it.
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      Day one, and I already missed my first chance. Of course, it makes me think she’s as flighty as her father that she slept through my arrival. No wonder the place was vacant and could be rented out at the last minute if that was how they did things.

      I walked around the apartment that I was going to call home for three months and debated packing it all in and getting the hell out of the podunk little town. I was already going stir crazy after twenty-four hours there. Three months was going to be painful.

      At least the weather was good, though. And the water was pretty amazing. And Piper and Gavin seemed okay.

      But they weren’t why I was in MacKellar Cove. I was there for one reason only. And as soon as I got what I wanted, I could get the hell out of dodge and move forward with my life.

      It took me all of five seconds to settle in since I only brought clothes and my guitar with me. The guitar was locked in my trunk while I was staying at the Inn, but being in the apartment, I had to bring it in. I felt more myself with it in my hands. Like I knew who I was.

      The apartment building was vacant and dead when I walked outside. The street parking was less than ideal, but the location was the best in town. With Sofia Frank as the building manager and maintenance person and all-around welcome wagon, it was where I needed to be.

      I grabbed my guitar and the notebook I’d been trying to write songs in from the trunk, then turned back to the building. Two women were approaching from the other direction. One was blonde, curvy, and made my mouth water. My fingers itched to touch her the same way they did to pick up my guitar when a song ran through my mind. Like if I didn’t get my hands on her in a few seconds, I would lose that feeling forever.

      The other woman, a brunette, waved. Shit. It was Piper. Which meant the blonde was the woman I’d moved there for.

      Sofia Frank.

      I wasn’t expecting her to be beautiful, or for her to have curves that made me want to forget about getting out of there in three months.

      I shook my head. Fuck that. I wasn’t the settling down type. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to settle down in a town that barely had a decent bar, let alone nothing in the way of entertainment. A movie theater with two screens? A few tiny restaurants? The biggest stage was two hours away. Same with the hospital and nightclubs and women who would be easy to slide into bed with.

      “Daniel! Hi!” Piper said, catching me mid-daydream on the sidewalk in front of the apartment building. She smiled that big, cheerful grin of a woman who slept with the man she loved every night. That was the smile my music inspired. The smile that said I’d done my job.

      “Hey, Piper,” I said, ignoring the twinge of jealousy that tightened my gut. I didn’t want what she had. Never did. Never would.

      “I’m so happy we ran into you. Now you can meet Sofia,” Piper said, shoving her friend toward me.

      “Hi, Daniel. It’s so nice to meet you. I apologize for not being available earlier. It’s not like me at all. If there’s anything I can do to make it up to you, please let me know.”

      She shook my hand with a grip that shocked and impressed me. Most women preferred to bat their lashes at me and pretend they were helpless and needed me to care for them. Not Sofia. If her grip was anything to go on, she could not only take care of herself but kick my ass if it came down to it.

      “It’s nice to meet you as well. And nothing to apologize for. Things happen. Piper and Gavin were nice enough to run over and get me the keys, so all good.”

      “Well, thank you for being so kind. Piper’s been singing your praises.”

      I glanced at Piper, trying to get a read off of her. Did she recognize me? Was Sofia trying to tell me something?

      “What’s your favorite song to play?” Sofia asked before I could answer the questions in my head.

      “Excuse me?”

      She nodded to my guitar case. “I’m assuming there’s a guitar in there and not a really big gun.”

      “The gun’s in my pants,” I said without thinking.

      The three of us were silent for a long moment. I wanted to melt into the sidewalk. What the hell was I thinking?

      I wasn’t. That was the problem.

      Piper burst out laughing, bending over and laughing so loudly the sound echoed off the building. Sofia glanced at me, then at her friend, then started laughing with Piper.

      I chuckled, trying to not feel like a douchey asshole for throwing a line at them. I needed to stop being the dick I was out on tour and act like a human being.

      “Oh shit, that was good. I like that one,” Piper said, wiping tears from beneath her lashes. “That was just smooth. I needed that laugh. Thank you.”

      “I aim to please,” I said, smiling at her, and getting another giggle out of her.

      “Well, that was good. But I need to head home. Please let either of us know if there’s anything you need while you’re here. And I hope you take Gavin up on the offer to meet at O’Kelley’s tomorrow night. There’s a group of guys who meet every week. I think you’ll like them.” Piper stopped and shook her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to presume. I have no idea who you’d like. But they’re good guys. Since you’re going to be here for a few months, it can’t hurt to meet some people, right?”

      “Of course.” I smiled at her even though I had no intention of buddying up to the locals.

      Except one.

      “Good. Okay, I’m gone. Love you, hun. See you soon.” Piper hugged Sofia warmly, Sofia’s lids falling closed as the two embraced. Piper released her and waved to me, then retreated down the sidewalk back toward where they came from.

      “Can I get the door for you?” Sofia asked, moving toward the building.

      It took me a second to realize what she was asking. I finally nodded and followed her. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I preceded her into the building, feeling like an ass for not holding the door for her. Didn’t women like her expect that?

      “Nice meeting you,” she said as soon as she was inside the building. She headed toward the mailboxes on the ground floor without a second look at me.

      I stared after her, wondering how in the world I was going to get her to tell me where her father was if I couldn’t get her to have a conversation at all.

      A door closed somewhere down the hall, and I sighed, accepting defeat. Again.

      I carried my guitar and notebook upstairs and let myself back into my apartment. I locked the door as soon as it was closed, then took the guitar to the living room. I laid the case on the floor and flipped it open.

      Now, I could consider myself unpacked.
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      What the hell was I thinking? Could I blame it on the local water? Was there something in it that made me want to get out on a Thursday night and meet a bunch of strangers at a bar? A bunch of male strangers?

      I was telling myself that because there was no other excuse. Besides extreme boredom. Fuck, there was nothing to do in this tiny little town. I planned to explore all day and ran out of shit to do by eleven. I started at ten.

      My mind was melting. And not in a good way.

      So, I was standing in front of O’Kelley’s, wondering what was wrong with me and finding I had nothing better to do with my evening than get to know some of the local men.

      I opened the door and was more than a little surprised by the volume inside. The place was busy. Pool balls clacked together toward the back, tables were full of customers talking and laughing. And the bar was crowded.

      I pulled my hat lower over my face, knowing the risk was high that someone would recognize me. As I made my way to the bar for a drink, I caught a few looks, but no one pointed at me.

      The bartender caught my gaze and held it while I walked toward him. He was a big guy, shaved head and full beard. He looked like he could have been the bouncer, but with a guy his size behind the bar, they probably didn’t need a bouncer.

      “How ya’ doing?” he asked when I got close enough to hear him over the noise.

      “Good.”

      “New here?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you Daniel?”

      I was a little taken aback that he would know my name, even if it wasn’t the name I’d been going by for nearly two decades. “How do you know that?”

      He jerked his head farther down the bar and started walking that way.

      I looked at where he was going and spotted a group of men with Gavin in the middle of them. I followed the bartender, unsure how I was supposed to break in to the group without coming across like an asshole.

      “Daniel’s here,” the bartender said, interrupting the conversation without a hint of unease.

      All the men, more than half a dozen of them, turned at once to where I stood a few feet away.

      Gavin stood and came toward me. “Glad you made it! Come meet everyone.”

      He shook my hand and clapped me on the back, shoving me into the middle of the group.

      “Ian owns Jameson Custom Boats. Colin owns Jones Family Maple Farm. Ramsey is a business attorney. James and Rowan are MacKellar Cove police officers. Nico’s an oncologist. Knox owns Al’s Hardware.” Gavin pointed to the bartender. “Hudson owns this place.”

      I looked down the line of men and nodded to each of them. I had to admit I was a little impressed. Business owners, cops, and a doctor? Not who I expected to meet at a small town bar.

      “Daniel’s renting a unit in Piper’s building for the next three months,” Gavin told them.

      “Nice place. My girlfriend lives in the building,” one of the guys said. “You must be in the apartment Sofia was renovating the last week. She got all the supplies from my store.”

      I nodded. Hardware store guy. “Yep. It’s all I need for a few months.”

      “So, what are you doing here? Taking the summer off?” the bartender, Hudson, asked.

      I nodded. My cover for the summer was that I was in between jobs and taking a few months off to figure out my next steps. I decided to tell people I lived in LA and worked in the music industry, but that was as close to the truth as I was willing to get. The full truth was we were heading into the studio in the fall, and I needed to bring some new music with me or we wouldn’t have anything to record.

      “Yeah. Seemed like a quiet area to get focused on what I want to do next,” I told the guys, nodding my head and looking at the bar like I was broken up about it and not wanting to talk much.

      The trick worked like a charm. A beer slid under my nose, and the conversation around me picked up again.

      “If you need anything, let me know,” Hudson said. “First beer’s on the house.”

      I nodded my thanks to him and wondered if I saw a harder glint in his eyes than a moment ago.

      He walked away, checking on other customers, and I told myself I was wrong. Everything was fine.

      The men talked about work and women and life. There was a comfort with them that I didn’t expect. Especially knowing them for an hour. They included me in their conversations, asking about my history with women and if I was involved with anyone.

      “Not right now. I’m not very good at commitment,” I admitted. It was the truth. There were too many options out there for me to be willing to settle down. It didn’t matter that I sang about finding love or romance, I wasn’t made for it. I’d spent too many years on the road. At thirty-seven, I was past the point of wanting to settle down. Wanting one person to spend my life with. It wasn’t going to happen, and I was okay with that.

      “I never was either,” Ian said. “But really, I was lying to myself. I slept around because Blake was involved with someone else and I was in love with her.”

      “How long did that last?” I asked. Because it was good for a song, not for any other reason.

      “Five years, she dated Willie. When they split, it took me another nine months to pull my head out of my ass and get up the nerve to ask her out,” Ian admitted.

      “Yeah, and you didn’t even really do that,” Ramsey added. “He started sleeping with her without telling her he was in love with her. Met her on an online dating site and played both sides.”

      “Online dating? I thought you all grew up here?”

      The men all chuckled.

      “Don’t do it, man,” Nico said.

      “Someone should warn him,” Knox said.

      “What are you all talking about?” I asked.

      “There’s this app. One of our friends made it,” Hudson said. “All of us have met our wives and girlfriends through it. My wife and I hated each other, but we started talking there and fell in love. Let us see a different side of each other.”

      “Why did you match if you hated each other?” I asked.

      “The app doesn’t let you use names and there are no pictures,” James explained. “My wife and I were like Hudson and Anna. She couldn’t stand me. But we worked it all out.” He smirked.

      I couldn’t help but return the look. I knew that look. They figured it out in the bedroom.

      “For Blake and me, we were friends. She’s best friends with my sister. I’ve been in love with her forever, and she wasn’t looking for anything serious when we got together, so I pretended I wasn’t either. Almost ruined everything, but we got it right in the end. I know you’re only here a few months, but Book Boyfriends Wanted is the best app for meeting people in the area.”

      “Book Boyfriends Wanted?” I was skeptical of the name.

      They all nodded.

      “The woman who made it, plus all our women and more, meet up at the bookstore next door and talk about men in books. Always say they’re better than real life,” Hudson explained. “That’s where the name came from. Asks you a bunch of questions about books and who you are and pairs you up based on what you read.”

      “What if I don’t read?” I asked. I didn’t take a lot of time to read between international tours and women.

      The guys shrugged.

      “Then don’t worry about it. Maybe it’s not for you,” Knox said.

      I nodded, wondering why I cared. I wasn’t looking to meet anyone. Hell, I wasn’t even considering sex at the moment. I had a goal, and when I had a goal, that was all that mattered. Getting to know Sofia was the only thing I needed to be thinking about for the next three months.

      “Haley said Sofia signed up again. And Chelsea. She and Chelsea have been talking about it at the salon. More and more women are signing up,” Knox said.

      “Sofia?” I blurted before my brain could stop me.

      Knox turned to me with a smirk. “You know Sofia?”

      I shook my head and reached for my beer. The glass was empty, leaving me holding absolutely nothing. I set the glass back down and tried not to let my panic show. “I met her yesterday. She was with Piper.” I nodded to Gavin to back up my story.

      “Sofia’s great,” Knox said. “Smart and funny and creative. She’s pretty quiet, though, so if you’re looking to get to know her, the app might be a good option. She doesn’t let a lot of people in.”

      “But don’t fuck with her. Sofia’s a good person,” Hudson said.

      “Daniel’s not like that, guys,” Gavin defended me. “He’s here for three months. We all know it. Sofia knows it. Nothing is going to get messed up. Hell, Sofia barely dates, so it’s not like he’s got a great shot, anyway.”

      I tried not to be bothered by their protective instincts surrounding her. And I tried not to take offense to their comments about me not having much of a chance.

      I was Trey fucking Ryan. I was a damn rockstar. I could have any woman I wanted. And I had any woman I wanted. All I had to do was turn on my rockstar charm, and she’d be putty in my hands.

      All the way to the studio.
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      A knock on the door pulled me away from the kitchen. I opened it to find Chelsea in the hallway.

      “Hey. Am I the first one here?” Chelsea asked.

      I nodded and led the way back to the kitchen. “They should be here soon.”

      “Haley left before me. I thought she’d be here by now. How was your day?”

      I met her gaze and poured myself an extra large margarita, letting that answer her question.

      Chelsea laughed. “That good, huh?”

      I sighed and poured a drink for her. “I really can’t complain. I like my job. But some days are longer than others.”

      “Same. And at the end of my day, I’m still not able to relax.”

      I cocked my head at her.

      “I live in a nonsmoking building, but I have a neighbor who smokes. I’ve reported it, but the complex isn’t do anything about it. There have been times the mat in front of my unit is flipped around, like someone did it just to mess with me. I think he’s angry that I reported him.”

      “That’s kind of scary.”

      She nodded. “It is. I haven’t been happy there for a while and I’ve been trying to decide what to do, but now it feels like I need to leave.”

      “Yeah, I would be leaving, too. Do you have any idea where you’re going to go?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about buying a house.”

      “That’s exciting. Have you started looking yet?”

      She shook her head. “I just started thinking about this. I know this is the right time to buy a place because it’s when inventory is at the highest, but I’m not sure. I don’t want to jump too fast. We’ve only just barely taken over the salon, and it would be really easy to get in over my head.”

      “But that you’re thinking about that is a good sign. My mom was really frugal. Always lived below our means. She worked two jobs most of the time, but she saved a ton of money. When she died, I didn’t need a thing.”

      “Did your dad help?”

      I nodded. “He took care of everything when I went to live with him. He wanted me to go to college and paid for that, even though I never finished. After college, I haven’t asked him for a thing.”

      “I’ve considered moving back in with my parents. The only thing stopping me is I feel like it would be saying I’m a failure.”

      “There’s no reason for you to think that. Everyone’s situation is different, and as long as you all agree to it, there’s nothing wrong with living with them. I’d probably live with my mom if she were still alive.”

      “Really?”

      I chuckled. “She was my best friend. If she was still alive, I’d almost definitely still be living with her.”

      “Wow. I feel a little better.”

      “Are you close to your parents?” I asked.

      Chelsea and I got to know each other some when Haley moved to town. Haley moved into the same building as me and worked with Chelsea and ended up introducing us. I was friends with Chelsea’s cousin, Elise, but I’d only known Chelsea in passing until Haley.

      Another knock on the door had us both moving to the living room. This time it was both Haley and Piper.

      “How did I beat you here?” Chelsea asked Haley.

      “I made a pitstop,” Haley admitted. Her cheeks turned pink, telling all of us exactly where her pitstop was.

      “How’s Knox?” Chelsea asked.

      “He’s good. Said to tell everyone hello.”

      “How are things going with you two?” Piper asked. Piper wasn’t around Haley as much over the last year as I was. She was busy with the Inn and life, but things were slowing down a little and she was trying to spend time with friends more.

      Haley nodded. She was a little cautious about everyone. She moved to MacKellar Cove to be closer to her boyfriend without realizing her boyfriend was married. It was a disaster, but Haley found a good guy in Knox, and they were happy. But not everyone in town was thrilled when Haley and Knox got together.

      “I’m really happy for you,” Piper said. I knew she meant it, and judging by the way Haley’s shoulders relaxed
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