
  
    [image: Chicken about Love]
  


  
    
      CHICKEN ABOUT LOVE

    

    
      
        KACI LANE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Kaci Lane Creations]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Kaci Lane

      All rights reserved.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      No part of this work may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means without written permission from the author.

    

  


  
    
      For my daughter, Blakely.

      

      You were my inspiration for Taylor, from the cuteness and sass to the “huggy” hugs.

      

      I love you!
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      Chicken about Love is the second book in the Bama Boys Sweet RomCom Series. All books can be read on their own, but if you’d like to read from the beginning, check out Hunting for Love.

      If you want to keep up with all my books and get updates about opportunities to receive Advanced Reader Copies as well as backstories on my content, join my newsletter.

      Happy reading!

      Kaci :)
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        Hannah

      

      

      

      I’m unemployed, recently divorced, and living with my parents. I have nowhere to go but up. At least, that’s the motto I’ve adopted lately to help me put on a brave face for my daughter.

      My stomach buckles as I unplug my flat iron and run another layer of lip gloss across my bottom lip, then smack my mouth. I need to stop. Any more dusty-rose tint on my lips and I may as well apply for a job as a rodeo clown.

      I put a hand to my swirling stomach and check my appearance in the mirror. That’ll do. I want to make a good impression, but this is a job interview for the last teller window at Smart Money Credit Union, not an audition for The Bachelor.

      Though thanks to my ex-husband, I’ve endured enough drama to win an Emmy.

      I puff up my cheeks and exhale a foggy circle into my vanity mirror. Then I step into my heels, grab my purse, and head for the door. My mom offered to take my daughter shopping for school before registering her for kindergarten. I’m hoping moving back here and finding a job will make for a positive change in both our lives.

      There’s no way I could afford to keep living in Birmingham without Dalton’s help. And I’d rather lie in the woods and let chiggers eat me alive than depend on him.

      I pull my purse over my shoulder and open the front door to my parents’ farmhouse. Skip meets me on the front porch, fluffy tail wagging. I bend down and pet his head.

      My mood lifts temporarily at his joyful, slobbery face framed by the morning sun glistening on the fresh dew in the fields. I’ve missed this view. It’s the one thing my high-brow neighborhood in Homewood couldn’t offer. I mean, I could’ve bought a dog. But you can’t buy hayfields in Birmingham.

      I lock the door behind me and walk to my car. Thanks to my stay-at-home mom days, I barely have any miles on my Jetta. Which makes it all the more disheartening when I notice that my front tire is flat.

      My pulse races as my daddy’s lectures on how to change a flat funnel through my brain. I pop open the trunk and pull up the latch hiding the spare tire. My eyes widen when I stare down at an empty hole. Where’s the tire?

      Just great.

      Daddy’s at work, my mom is in Tuscaloosa with Taylor, and I haven’t exactly built any new or old relationships in the two weeks I’ve been back. Instead, I’ve laid low with my daughter, applied to the few and far between jobs in town, and tried to steer clear of anyone over fifty not in my family. Small-town folks love to fix up single young adults, and I’ve caught wind that a few grandmas have their eye on me for less-than-eligible bachelors.

      My underarms start to perspire from both the summer humidity and my slight panic attack. Think, Hannah.

      I check my phone. There’s no time to call someone for a ride—old friend, gossiping granny, out-of-town Uber. As I scan the house nervously, my eyes fall on Daddy’s rusty old Ford parked by his shop.

      I slam the trunk of my car shut and bolt toward the truck best I can in my heels. The door creaks when I open it. I squeal as a grasshopper bounces onto my skirt before hitting the ground. After a deep breath, I gain the courage to stick my hand in the ash tray. Sure enough, the keys are still there.

      I dust off the vinyl seat and plop my purse down before climbing in myself. With a silent prayer and a jiggle to the ignition, it cranks. I exhale and jerk the stick shift into first gear. Maybe the air will kick on in a minute.

      My stomach knots with every inch of gravel I travel, as I pray to God that Big Red doesn’t break down. I scoot forward to unstick my sweaty legs from the seat. By now, I’m sure the air conditioner doesn’t work, so I roll down the windows a few inches.

      Some of my hair starts blowing out of the open space, but it’s either have a few messy strands or show up covered head to toe in sweat. I hold my arms out from my sides to hopefully not leave pit stains on my white blouse, then blow a string of tangled hair from my view.

      I turn onto the main road into town and shift gears. When I lift my foot off the clutch, I roll my ankle in tiny circles. I don’t mind driving with a clutch, but holding in Big Red’s requires a leg routine fit for Crossfit.

      Before I shift gears again, I kick off my heel. Maybe I can stomp the pedal in better flat footed. That would’ve worked, had my shoe not fallen underneath the clutch. I bend down for a second to move it, then jerk my head up when a horn honks.

      I’m now on the opposite side of the road, driving head first toward a poultry truck. I spin the oversized steering wheel with all the gusto of the Titanic’s ship captain in an effort to change lanes. Unfortunately, I’m not quick enough, and the bed of my truck clips the front of the chicken truck. I skid across the road and roll over on my side in the ditch.

      I release my foot from the gas pedal and thank God that the one thing working on this truck is my seat belt. White bits of fluff swirl down from the sky in front of me. For a brief moment, I think I’m dying. But a strong stench and some irritated clucks prove that what I’d mistaken for angel wings are actually chicken feathers.

      The white feathering descends from in front of my windshield, giving way to a crime scene of chickens scampering around the road and a truck driver whose face is redder than today’s heat index.

      Uh-oh. I just played chicken with a chicken truck. And I didn’t win.

      My hands tremble as I fumble around to unbuckle my seat belt. It takes longer than usual to get upright thanks to all the tension in my body. I equally blame the wreck, pushing the clutch and gear shift, and propping my arms out to try and avoid pit stains.

      At this point, pit stains are the least of my worries.

      By now, the sun is beaming down, but it could be post-wreck jitters making me sweat like a hog.

      The truck driver sticks a phone in his front overalls pocket and marches toward me. I swallow. I need to call the bank and explain that I can’t make it on time due to hitting hundreds of chickens.

      I’ve never been so thankful for manual windows. After cranking my passenger window down, I climb out and adjust my skirt. I glance around the road, as I’m not brave enough to make eye contact with the bearded man approaching me. Chickens meander around, scrounging for food. A slight breeze whiffs a poopy stench up my nose. I hope that’s the chickens and not me.

      Dusty work boots enter my peripheral vision, and I slowly lift my eyes. The man strokes his long gray beard and squeezes his bushy eyebrows into a point. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

      Isn’t it obvious? “I’ve made myself late for a job interview.”

      He crosses his arms and scowls. “You wrecked no tellings how much money in chickens.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Can you not drive?”

      Big Red in the blazing heat? Apparently not. I sigh. “Sir, I’m sorry. My shoe got stuck on the clutch.”

      He surveys the one stiletto still on my right foot. “Well, if you’d wear some decent shoes instead of those black carpenter’s nails.”

      If my eyes weren’t so dry from the heat, I might could squeeze out some fake tears. But I’m so over crying—fake or real. I’ve cried enough in the last year since Dalton left me to refill my daddy’s fishing pond ten times over. And it’s a big pond.

      “I’m sorry. I really am. I tried to correct it and miss your truck. I wouldn’t be in this old truck if my car hadn’t had a flat with no spare.” I motion back toward Big Red. “And it looks like this ride has more than a flat tire.” I frown, then turn back to the chicken-truck driver. “Excuse me a minute.”

      I hobble back to my truck, practically fall inside, and dig for my phone to call the bank. The old chicken dude yells behind me in a gruff yet snappy tone, “Well, I called my boss. And the sheriff.”

      Oh fun. And I thought moving back to Apple Cart would make things simple.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tanner

      

      

      

      I fill my favorite coffee mug most of the way and top it off with caramel creamer from the Pig. Our card game ran a little late last night, and I still haven’t recovered. How pathetic. I stayed up all weekend during my college years. Five years later, and I’m yawning by midnight.

      Of course, I didn’t sign up for any classes before ten in college. Getting to work by eight has knocked me off my preferred timeline.

      I nod and greet coworkers while maneuvering down the hallway toward my office. Mondays make up most of my in-office time, as I have to catch up on any calls and emails from the weekend.

      Much like my younger self, the chicken business never sleeps.

      I flip on my office lights and settle into the well-worn chair behind my desk. Not that I’ve worn it out, since I spend most of my workday in the truck. According to the secretary, the older man who sat in this chair before me tasted a lot of our products.

      My office phone blinks red, alerting me of a voicemail. More like three voicemails, all recorded within the last twenty minutes. I scrunch my brow and punch the button to hear my messages. Most likely an issue at one of the poultry houses I inspect.

      Gary’s voice growls across the speakers. He’s one of the company’s most trusted drivers, which makes it all the more surprising to hear he’s wrecked. I click a pen on my desk and jot down his location. Then I listen to the next two messages to make sure I don’t miss any information.

      Nope. Same ole griping Gary, except with more colorful language. Ms. Ethel sticks her head in my door on her way down the hallway and frowns. I shrug and turn off the message. I’m not the one cursing some person who can’t drive a pickup. It’s all Gary.

      Besides, Ethel should be retired by now. Anyone who requires a walker to move from her desk to the filing cabinet should transition to a rocking chair on a porch, in my opinion. Rumor has it she sticks around to stay in everybody’s business.

      I pick up the receiver and give Gary a call to let him know I’ll be right there. Today’s inspections will just have to wait. I’ve got a wreck to see about first.

      I chug what’s left of my coffee and shiver at the burning sensation in my throat. Then I head out of my office, nodding at Ms. Ethel as I pass. Yes, she’s still within earshot of my doorway. Maybe she got an earful and can go about the rest of her day.

      Dozens of responses spin in my mind as I rush to my truck. Gary mentioned in his last message that he’s also contacted the “blankety blank blank” sheriff. Not that Bradley needs any help with Gary, but I’d like to be there when it all goes down.

      I hop in my truck and head for the highway, popping my knuckles one by one. Luckily, it doesn’t take me long to get to the scene of the crime. And it wasn’t hard to spot. Even a blind man on a galloping horse could see it.

      A million white feathers scatter across the asphalt with our full-grown broilers clucking along the road. Bradley beat me to the scene, which is understandable, since he has a blue light and all. His lights are flashing, and he’s set out cones around the wreckage.

      I park nearby and get out. Several people shoot me a disgusted face as they turn in the road to take a forced detour. Like working for Top Chick makes me responsible for this. Well, I guess it kinda does, whether it’s my fault or not. I jog up to Gary, Bradley, and a pretty blonde with tangled hair.

      The closer I get, the better view I have of the woman. And she is hotter than the Alabama asphalt in July. How I’d love to run my fingers through her tangled hair.

      “Tanner!”

      And all it takes is Gary’s grumpy voice to shake me from that daydream. “Yes?”

      “Can you believe this mess?”

      I shake my head. I’d like to say I can’t, but when it comes to chickens, I’ve pretty much seen it all. “We’ll get it taken care of.”

      Gary starts mumbling obscenities, so I turn my attention to Bradley.

      “Hey, big dog.” Bradley tips his tan cowboy hat at me. “I’ll take Gary’s report now and get him out of your hair. I’ve already taken Miss Abner’s.” He winks at the girl.

      She barely lifts the corner of her lips, then stares at the ground. I’m no shrink, but I get the hint that she doesn’t care for Bradley’s flirting after having a wreck.

      I take a step in her direction and half smile. “Hey, is that your truck?” I nod toward the old red Ford flipped on its side.

      “It’s my daddy’s, but I had a flat on my car this morning, so . . .” She sighs, then lifts her head.

      My mouth drops open when her eyes meet mine. “Hannah?”

      Her eyes widen and she nods. “And you’re Tanner?”

      “Yeah.” I chuckle. “Well, look what the cat drug in.”

      She blushes and tries to smooth out her hair. Bad choice of words on my part. But I’m stunned. I haven’t seen her since high school. She was a year behind me in school, dating the biggest jerk on the football team. And I don’t just think that because he rarely threw me the ball.

      After an awkward pause, her shoulders relax and she smiles the slightest bit. “My shoe got stuck beneath the clutch, and I bent down to get it, then looked up as I was headed toward the truck.”

      I smile and bite back a laugh. “Man, that sounds scary.”

      She nods. “At least I had a legitimate excuse to not make my job interview.”

      “You have a job interview?”

      “Had. I’m not sure they’ll want to see me now. It was at the bank in town.”

      “Hold on, Hannah.” I raise a finger and give her another smile. She returns the gesture, assuring me that I don’t have the same creeper effect on her as Bradley.

      I jog over to Gary. Bradley is busy scribbling notes. Gary turns his attention to me. “It’s not my fault, you can ask Bradley.”

      I nod. “I know. Can you still drive the truck?”

      “Yeah, I believe so.”

      “Okay, if its drivable, then go ahead and load what chickens you can and take it to the warehouse once Bradley clears you to leave. I’ll call and have people there to help you with it and the chickens.”

      Gary nods. “Thanks, Tanner.”

      “Sure thing.” I make a quick call to our plant manager on my way back to Hannah. Then I call the bank. I don’t care for the branch manager, but I tolerate him for business. And even though he didn’t grow up here, I’ve known him long enough to call in a quick favor for a friend.

      Our call ends as I’m walking up to Hannah. I drop my phone in my back pocket and raise my eyes to her. “That was Samuel from the bank. I explained the situation and told him I’ll drive you in for your interview.”

      Her brown eyes bug. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Someone with a higher pay grade than me is going to come clean up this mess. I’ve just got the unfortunate job of breaking the news to the chicken farmer.” I wince. That should make for a fun Monday.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I shake my hand in front of my face. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. This was a freak accident.” I glance around at the feathers blowing by our feet.

      Hannah smiles when I turn back to her.

      “If you’re ready . . .” I motion toward my truck.

      “I just need my purse.”

      “’Kay.” I head toward my truck and wait for her to join me. I haven’t seen her in town in years, and I’m not quite sure where she’s been all this time. But I hadn’t much thought about it, either, since she spent our high school years glued to Dalton Abner.

      Abner. Didn’t Bradley call her Mrs. Abner?

      A few minutes pass, and I notice her hoisted over the window to her truck. Her front half is inside the window, and her back half—uh, let’s just say it’s a nice view. I rush over to her, trying my best not to gawk at her toned legs dangling over the side of the truck.

      “Need help?”

      She shimmies down the side of the truck and groans at the rust stain down her white shirt. “Ugh, I’m trying to avoid falling again.”

      If I were my grandma, I’d bless her heart right about now. “Allow me.” I leap inside the open window and retrieve her purse from where it fell against the windshield. Then I climb out and hand it to her.

      She blushes, bringing attention to her wide eyes and pink lips. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” I wipe my hands on my Carhartts and roll up my sleeves to my elbows. I seriously need to hit the weights if that made me sweat.

      Hannah smiles again and brushes her hair to the side, revealing a flushed collar bone. I’m beginning to think she’s the reason I’m sweating. We walk together to my truck. When she gets in, I glance at her hands. No rings. Interesting.

      Not that I’m interested in her in that way. I just always check. Because what single twenty-seven-year-old man doesn’t? Probably Bradley. Or Dalton.

      I clear my throat and pop my knuckles before cranking the truck. Not a fan of silence, I attempt to make small talk. “Do you have someone to get your truck?”

      “Yeah, Bradley called a tow truck. Thanks again for the ride, and for making sure I still have an interview.”

      “You’re welcome.” I glance her way and smile.

      She smiles back, then flips the air vent toward her face and closes her eyes. “It feels amazing in here.”

      I laugh. “I take it you’ve been out in the sun a while?”

      “Not too long. But Big Red doesn’t have air conditioning.”

      I laugh again. She sounds like my grandpa, naming old vehicles. “On a day like today, that’s got to be rough.” I turn the air so cold that little frost balls bounce our way.

      “So far, you’ve been the only good part of my day.”

      I grip the steering wheel tighter and force myself to focus on the road. I could easily say the same for her, and it’s barely past nine a.m.
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        Hannah

      

      

      
      I haven’t seen Tanner Nash since high school. He played football with Dalton and was a year ahead of us in school. That’s all I remember about him, aside from him getting in trouble for playing pranks.

      But today, this prankster is my knight in shining armor. He’s the sole reason I’m pulling up to the bank with dry armpits. Or that I’m pulling up to the bank at all.

      As Tanner parks in front of the brick building, I take a deep breath and rummage through my purse for lip gloss. I need this job. I haven’t heard back from the community college, which is the only other place needing help. Well, unless I count the Help Wanted sign I spotted in Wisteria. But I’m already in enough of a life slump without slinging dishes at Waffle House.

      “If you want, I’ll wait here, then drive you home.”

      I smack my lips together and face Tanner. “Don’t you have to work?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, but I was about to check emails and stuff when I got Gary’s call. I’ll do that on my phone while you interview, then take an early lunch before making my rounds.”

      My freshly glossed lips tug upward. He doesn’t have to do this for me, and I start to tell him that. Then I talk myself down, since I don’t recall any Uber drivers near Apple Cart. Instead, I look in the sideview mirror and tussle my hair to try and make my windblown look seem intentional.

      “You look great.”

      My fingers tingle as I pull them through a tangle. I know he’s just being nice, but the compliment hits me extra thick since nobody’s said such to me since . . . my divorce. Unless you count the sheriff’s flirty faces at the wreck scene. I scrunch my nose at the only memory I have of Bradley Manning. He led the Wisteria team to beat us in the playoffs my senior year.

      “You all right, Hannah?”

      I snap my head toward Tanner. “Yeah, just nervous.”

      “You’ll be fine.” He smiles wider than before, revealing dimples so deep that my cheeks warm.

      “Thanks.” I drop my lip gloss in my purse and clutch it close to my chest as I climb out of his truck.

      I step onto the sidewalk and open the front door to the bank without looking back. I’ll save his compliment for a much-needed confidence boost and leave it at that. What I need now isn’t a man, but a job.

      My heels click across the tile floor as I make my way toward the office hallway. Before I get to the door I was told to enter, a tall blonde woman pops in front of me. She’s wearing a teal pencil skirt and really cute leopard-print shoes. If a Barbie came to life, it would be her.

      “Can I help you?” Her eyes trail me up and down, then land on my hair. She scrunches her mouth either in disgust or a failed effort to hide her amusement.

      “I’m Hannah, and I have an interview with Samuel.”

      “You mean Mr. Covington?”

      I transfer my purse to my shoulder to give my hands a break from white knuckling it. Then regret the move when I remember the rust stain down my blouse. “Yes, Samuel Covington.”

      “I’ll let Mr. Covington know you’re here.” She raises a thin eyebrow as she overenunciates his name. Then she sashays toward the door and gives it a rhythmic knock before sticking her head inside. “Sam, there’s a girl here for an interview.”

      I busy myself dusting at a dirty spot at the bottom of my shirt. When she returns, a guy with sandy hair and an expensive suit follows her. He smiles and extends his hand. “Samuel Covington.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Covington, I’m Hannah.” I shake his hand.

      “Please, call me Samuel.”

      The woman with the cute shoes, whose name I still don’t know, lets out a slight huff and hurries toward the lobby. Samuel shakes his head. “Ashley’s our head teller. She can take her job a little too seriously at times.”

      “That’s a good quality.” I give him a nervous smile.

      “Indeed it is. Now, let’s discuss your qualifications, Mrs. Abner. Or is it Miss?”

      I swallow. “It’s Miss.” I’m still not used to not being a Miss, even though my divorce was final almost a year ago. As much as I can’t stand Dalton right now, I also kept his name. I assumed it would make things easier for Taylor.

      Samuel smirks and motions toward the open door. “Please, follow me.”

      We go inside his office, which could easily double as a golf museum. Samuel sits behind his desk, and I lower myself onto one of the royal-blue armchairs in front of it and drop my purse by my feet. I’m amazed at how something that appears so sophisticated can also be incredibly comfortable.

      “So, Hannah.” Samuel clears his throat and glances down at a sheet of paper.

      I lean forward enough to see that he’s printed out the resume I emailed a few weeks prior.

      “You’re from Apple Cart.”

      “Yes.” I straighten and lift the corners of my mouth.

      “Your background check proved you’re an upstanding citizen, but it looks like you don’t have a lot of workplace experience . . .”

      My temples throb as his voice trails off. Here we go. I swallow the lump forming in my throat before explaining. “I got married in college, and soon after, I got pregnant with my daughter. I took some time off to have our baby, then my husband went to law school and made good money so I decided to stay home.”

      “And now you want to enter the workforce.”

      My throat closes up slightly as I try and read his expression. Is that a good or bad thing that I want to work now? Or more like I need to work, as I refuse to live off my parents and become a total small-town cliché.

      Somehow, I find my voice. “Yes. My daughter starts school this year, and we just moved in with my parents. Temporarily, until we get settled back in town.”

      Samuel nods. “I admire someone who stays with their children. My mom never worked outside the home.” His face curves into a smile.

      I return his smile and start to relax for the first time since going to sleep last night.

      “A teller position doesn’t require a college degree, and most of its learned on the job. But I can see you have a lot of organizational skills that will help.” He scans my resume top to bottom.

      “Yes. I was very active in my sorority and then in Junior League once I stopped college.” I feign another smile. “Stopped college” sounds lame, but I refuse to use the word “quit.”

      So much of my life has been defined by quitting or giving up on things. School, marriage, making it on my own in a big city. Regardless if I quit something, I draw the line at admitting it out loud.

      Samuel stays quiet as he continues scanning my resume. After an awkwardly long pause, he glances back at me and smirks. “So when can you start?”

      This time, my smile is real. I relax my shoulders and send silent thanks to the man upstairs. For the first time since waiting tables in high school, I’ll have my own paycheck.

      “Whenever you need me.”

      “That’s what we like to hear.” Samuel stands, and I reach for my purse, then stand as well.

      I follow him into the hallway. He turns toward me as we cross the lobby. “During office hours tomorrow, swing by to fill out the necessary paperwork. If you have extra time, we can discuss a schedule for training.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Come on, I’ll take you to meet Glenda. She handles the paperwork.”

      We step behind the swinging door to the teller station. Ashley’s oval-shaped eyes are narrowed on me as we maneuver toward a back room. I go through the motions of meeting Glenda and letting her copy my license for the paperwork. All the while, I try and ignore the sense that Ashley doesn’t want me here.

      It’s most likely my insecurities messing with my head. Why would she have something against me? She doesn’t know me.

      I thank Glenda once she hands me my license and exit through the lobby, with Samuel matching my steps. He opens the large glass door, blasting us with sunlight. “I’m glad you made it in, Hannah. I look forward to us working together.”

      “Thanks again for rescheduling my interview.”

      “Of course.” Samuel extends his hand, and I shake it again. He lingers a beat longer this time before releasing his grip.

      I blink into the sun and head for Tanner’s truck. When I open the passenger door, he sits up straight in his seat. “How’d it go?”

      I grin. “I got the job.”

      “Great. I knew this day had to get better.”

      I laugh as I climb inside. “Pretty much everything’s better than hitting hundreds of chickens with no air conditioning.”

      Tanner’s face goes serious. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      “Oh?”

      “All our chicken trucks have air conditioning.” He chuckles at his own corny joke.

      I roll my eyes and shut the door. At least someone can find the humor in my mistakes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tanner

      

      

      
      I turn down the long gravel drive where Hannah told me she lives. A familiarity lingers when a white farmhouse appears at the bottom of the hill. Her family hosted a football barbecue once when we were in school. Probably since Hannah was a cheerleader, or because she dated our obnoxious quarterback.

      “Didn’t this used to be your parents’ house?”

      “Still is. Taylor and I are staying here until I find my own place.”

      “Oh. That makes sense.” I shut my mouth before I ask anything that might cross a line. She mentioned moving back and having a daughter named Taylor. She hasn’t mentioned Dalton.

      I’m no genius, but all signs point to Hannah splitting with him. And while I hate to hear of anyone’s marriage failing, I can only imagine she’s better off without that nut job.

      I park in front of the garage, right beside a small Volkswagen car. “Well, I see the flat.”

      She lets out a heavy sigh. “Yes. The wonderful start to this adventure.”

      I laugh. “Mind if I take a look at it?”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t have to. You’ve already done so much. Besides, Daddy can check it out when he gets home.”

      “Nah. He’s already got the Ford to worry with. It won’t take me but a minute.” I open my door and get out. An active Border Collie bounds toward me. “Hey, buddy.”

      Hannah gets out with her purse. “Skip, leave him alone.”

      “Ah, he’s fine. I love dogs.” I make kissing sounds and rustle the guy behind the ears. He barks and wags his tail ninety to nothing.

      Hannah smiles and shakes her head. “You’re sure you don’t mind fooling with my tire?”

      “Absolutely not.” When I stand, the dog bounds off in the opposite direction. I go to the tire and assess the damage. Hannah comes over and leans against the door of her car. Putting toned calves beside my face. I scoot a little closer to the tire, trying to ignore the way her smooth skin glistens in the sunlight.

      I don’t see any obvious holes in the tire, so it must be a leak. “Hey, does your daughter like to play with bubbles?”

      “Bubbles?”

      I force my eyes toward her face rather than her legs, which isn’t a bad view either. “Yeah. Like a bottle of bubbles you blow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I borrow some?”

      Hannah shrugs. “Sure.” She disappears through the garage door, and I watch her legs every step of the way. Then I chastise myself for doing so. She’s here to try and make a fresh start after spending the best years of her life with an idiot. And she’s a mom. She doesn’t need me ogling her.

      She returns a minute later with a purple bottle. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” I take the bottle from her and try not to focus on the softness of her hand when it brushes against my fingers. Then I perform the little magic trick my daddy taught us about finding a prick in a tire. I rub the bubble wand over the area I think has a leak and wait for a bubble to blow.

      “There’s your leak.” I turn back to Hannah. My necks heats up when my face lands within inches of hers. I was too busy concentrating on the tire leak—and on not staring at her legs—to realize she’d bent down beside me.

      “That’s so cool.”

      “I can’t take credit. My daddy owns the rights to this trick.” I stand and reseal the bubbles. “Got any Fix-A-Flat?”

      “Uh, we can look in the shop. Daddy keeps stuff like that on a shelf.”

      “’Kay.” I follow her through the side door of a nearby metal building. A shelf at the far end is lined with bottles of this and that for all kinds of loosening and tightening of things. Two bottles of Fix-A-Flat sit on the end. “Ah-ha. Here we go.”

      I grab a bottle and head back into the sunlight. Hannah stays a step behind me. I glance at our shadows dancing beside us on the gravel drive. Even in heels, she’s a good bit shorter than me. I’ve never stood this close to her until today.

      Back at the car, I go through the motions of patching the small hole. “Do you have an air compressor?”

      “Yes, but it’s heavy.” She heads back toward the shop and motions for me to follow.

      A few minutes later, I have the air compressor hooked to an extension cord and rolled out onto the lawn. I blow up the tire, then put everything away. “You should be good to go. At least for a while.” I lift my mouth into a grin.

      “Thank you, Tanner. Let me pay for you for all your trouble today.”

      I lift a hand. “No, not at all. I like helping people. Besides, you broke up the monotony in my daily routine.”

      She smiles, causing her brown eyes to twinkle in the sun. “At least let me feed you. I know it’s near lunchtime now.”

      I waver my head. “I don’t want to impose, but I’m not one to turn down food.”

      “Okay.” Her face lights up again, sending a tingle down my spine. Then she heads for the house, and I follow her up the porch and inside. “What do you like?”

      “I’m not picky. Something quick that isn’t much trouble. A sandwich is fine.”

      “How about a grilled cheese?”

      “Yeah.” I sit down at the kitchen counter as she bends to open a cabinet.

      I swallow the heat rising in my throat and force my eyes away from her skirt tightening around her thighs. She’s an old acquaintance going through a tough time. Not someone I need to hit on. I keep my head lowered, studying the tile countertop until I hear noise near the stove.

      When I raise my eyes, she’s in the refrigerator. “Do you want sweet tea, a Coke, water?”

      “Tea’s fine.” I glance around the kitchen, which is decorated in roosters. That would drive my sister crazy. She hates animal themes, which I think is hilarious. I purchased one of those huge cow-face pictures for my rental house just to bug her.

      The rustle of something landing on the counter catches my attention. I stare down at an assortment of cheese crackers, chips, and fruit snacks in individual packages. “Pick whatever you like. Thanks to Taylor, we have plenty of snacks on hand.”

      “Sweet.” I snatch a bag of cheese puffs with cartoons on the front. “I’ll have the Marshall puffs.”

      Hannah raises an eyebrow. “You know your Paw Patrol characters?”

      I grin. “Isn’t that a rite of passage for every good uncle?”

      She smiles. “I bet you’re a fun uncle.”

      I shrug. “I try.” My brother’s kids are five and two, so they’re really just getting to a fun age where I can aggravate them and teach them to aggravate their parents.

      A few minutes pass, then Hannah brings over the grilled cheese sandwiches and two glasses of tea. I follow her eyes toward the back porch. “If you want, we can eat on the patio. It’s cooled.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I hold open the back door and Hannah passes me. Her head bobbles beneath my nose, sending a honey scent my way. My insides flip a bit, but I blame it on hunger pains and not the good-looking woman with honey-scented, tangled hair.

      We sit in rocking chairs facing the back field. Several large oak trees populate the space between round bales of hay. “Y’all have a great view.”

      “Thanks. That’s one of the things I missed most when I lived in Birmingham.”

      “I bet.” I take a bite of my sandwich, then swallow. “How’d you end up in Birmingham, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Dalton and I both went there for college.” Hannah rolls her eyes. “Well, he went to play football, and I followed like a fangirl.”

      “Don’t say that. You went to college too.”

      Hannah takes a sip of her drink, then frowns. “I didn’t finish.”

      “So? A lot of people don’t finish college.”

      She stares at her feet and rocks her chair. “We got married during college, and I got pregnant pretty quickly. Then after Taylor was born, I never went back.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with that. Neither of my parents went to college.”

      “A lot of people say that, but I can’t help wishing I’d kept going.”

      She glances up, and I study her face. A subtle sadness hangs beneath her beauty. I can see it in her eyes. Like she doesn’t quite feel she measures up. As the unofficial black sheep of my family, I totally get that. But Hannah shouldn’t feel that way.

      “I’m no expert on anything. Well, except for maybe chicken crap.” Hannah laughs, and I join her before continuing. “But I think one thing all successful people have in common is that they keep going when life gets tough. You moving here and starting a good life for Taylor and doing all you could today to find a job . . . that takes some perseverance.”

      I feel my lips curl as the worry starts to drain from her face. “So what if you stopped going to school for a while? You can go back later if you want. You didn’t stop being a mom, and you didn’t stop trying. That’s what matters.”

      Hannah reaches over the small table between us
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