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“Welcome to Spill The Beans, I’ll be right with you,” I called over my shoulder as I finished the last few sentences on my recent blog post. I made sure to save the document before I minimized the window and closed my laptop. 

My stomach flip-flopped as I headed over to the front counter and recognized the grumpy man waiting impatiently at the cash register. It wasn’t his obnoxiously tall, muscular frame that gave him away, nor was it the jet-black hair that was perfectly trimmed and fell neatly into place. It was the piercing green eyes that locked on me and pulled me into the abyss as I stood in front of him. Every single time I looked at him, I could feel myself slipping deeper into their depths. 

He looked tired but not tired enough to neglect the thin goatee that dotted his jawline. Apparently, his priorities included grooming and not sleep—not that I was one to judge. I was almost late this morning because I took an extra five minutes to shave my legs even though it was the dead of winter in Montana and no one would see them. But still—it made me feel better.

“Good morning,” I greeted in my usual chipper tone. “What can I get you? We have a few specials if you’d like to hear them.” I knew that he didn’t, but I offered anyway. 

He raised a brow and tapped his debit card on the counter. I let out a heavy sigh and pulled my mouth to the side. 

“Are you sure I can’t convince you to try something new? Just this once?” I asked, pressing my hands in front of me while giving him the best puppy dog eyes I had. 

“No, thank you.”

I waited a few seconds to see if he would change his mind, even though I knew he wouldn’t. While I didn’t know Owen Crawford very well, I knew that he drank his coffee black and shot down every recommendation I had ever suggested to help liven it up. 

“Okay,” I replied casually. “Anything else this morning?”

“No.”

“Not even a muffin? I just baked a fresh batch of banana nut,” I offered.

I wasn’t sure it was possible, but his brows rose even higher on his forehead, disappearing into his hairline.

“Is that supposed to mean something?” he questioned, his voice containing a hint of amusement. 

“What?” I asked, looking over my shoulder as I prepared his coffee in a to-go cup.

“The way you said banana nut, it felt like there was some hidden message I was supposed to pick up on.”

I snapped the lid onto his cup and slid it across the counter to him.

“Oh,” I stammered, wiping my now sweaty palms on the front of my jeans. “I just thought, you know, it was a good choice because you’re a man.”

“And it’s a manly muffin?”

“Not per se....”

“The other muffins are too feminine for me?” He bent slightly and looked into the case. “Is the double chocolate chunk muffin not a manly choice?” 

“Just forget I said anything,” I laughed, waving my hand in the air. I reached forward to take his card as he pulled it away. 

The hint of a smile curled up the corners of his plump lips, making my insides feel all mushy. He was staring at me, giving me his undivided attention while I was squirming to get away. Owen NEVER paid this much attention to me, and it was now apparent that my body had no idea how to handle it. I was sweaty and twitchy and pretty sure I might explode from the adrenaline that started pumping through me as I scrambled to talk my way out of this one. 

“No way, I want to know what you were insinuating.” He smiled. An honest, genuine smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. 

Gosh, he was so good-looking. Older but not too old. Hair that begged to have my hands run through it. Biceps that could easily lift me and toss me over his shoulder as he paraded me down the hallway to my bed.

“I wasn’t,” I lied, retracting my hand and lowering it to my side while trying to force the inappropriate daydream out of my head. Man, I desperately needed to get laid. But since I was single and Whiskey Mountain was a small town with no prospects, it really meant that I needed a night alone with a bottle of wine and my vibrating rose. 

His eyes locked on me, and for a moment, I felt like I was going to get consumed in the thick green forest. Had I ever seen anyone with such dark green eyes before? They were hypnotizing, and I wanted to get lost.

“What’s so special about the banana nut?” His voice was softer now, all hints of mocking me gone. 

I took a deep breath and pulled my shoulders back. He wasn’t going to let this go, so I had no choice but to tell him.

"Fine,” I sighed. “Bananas contain potassium, magnesium, and B vitamins, which increase the body’s overall energy levels. They also contain the bromelain enzyme.” I lowered my eyes and looked away. 

“And that’s supposed to mean what? What does the bromelain enzyme do?”

I felt my neck flame with heat as it rushed to my cheeks. While I had good intentions for recommending it, I never imagined having to explain it out loud. When people came here for a date, I could get by with making my subtle suggestions to the guys, and that was the end of it. 

“It helps improve blood flow and increases libido,” I rushed out, then tried to cover my last few words with a cough behind my fist. 

His brows were back up, drastically high again, as he took in my words. 

He licked his lips, and I found myself following the trail of wetness that his tongue left across them. Then he leaned in closer and whispered.

“So, you’re telling me that you think that I should have a banana nut muffin this morning because you’re worried about my libido?” 

I was suddenly on fire and took a step back. His words shot straight through my body, spreading heat along the way. 

“Umm....”

I shook my head, trying to clear the word libido from my head. Something about how he said it made it sound so dirty and arousing. Libido.... Libido... Li... Bi... Do. 

“Maggie?” he asked, pulling me out of my fog.

“Sorry, what?”

He chuckled and tapped his debit card again. 

“I was just saying that I’ll go ahead and take a muffin,” he said, extending his card to me. Before I could grab it, he pulled it back again, our fingers brushing against each other in the process. “Better yet, why don’t you make it two.”

“Two?” I choked out, finally taking his card. 

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want my libido to suffer this morning.”

My heart thumped wildly in my chest as I rang him up, then went to grab his muffins. He thanked me, and for the first time since he’d started coming in two months ago, he smiled at me as he left. TWO smiles in one day? Something was definitely amiss in the universe. 

I leaned back against the counter, allowing it to hold me steady as my knees wobbled beneath me. 

Men like him didn’t exist in Whiskey Mountain, which was why all the women had been going crazy since he arrived. Now I understood what all of the fuss was about. 

After I gathered myself again, I went back to the table in the corner that had the best view and started a new blog post. Spill The Beans wasn’t just the name of my adorable coffee shop but also the blog I ran that focused on relationship advice. Not that I was an expert of any sort, but if there was anyone who loved love, it was me. 
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I sat at my desk, peeling back the wrapper on the muffin. I purposely tried to avoid getting to know people in town since I wasn’t planning on staying in Whiskey Mountain very long. Just long enough to do my job, then return home to New York City. 

But there was something about Maggie—I finally stopped long enough to read the name tag that was conveniently right above her right breast—that drew me in this morning. Maybe it was that I was too tired to dart in and out of the coffee shop like I normally did, or perhaps it was how flustered she got when she started rambling on about the damn muffins. Then again, maybe I was so used to interacting with people and the constant buzz in NYC that I actually craved talking to someone this morning. 

My first meeting of the day had been rescheduled, which gave me the opportunity to google whether or not bananas were supposed to improve male libido. Sure enough, they were a great natural option, and so was pineapple. And after a lengthy search and plenty of rabbit holes later, I also found that if I ate enough pineapple, it would make my cum taste better too. Not that I had anyone to try that out on.

I was single and planned to stay that way. Relationships weren’t my thing. Committing to someone who would just turn around and break every promise they’d ever made—as well as your heart—kept me guarded and ready to run the second a woman looked at me a certain way. Trust me—we all knew the look. If you hadn’t seen it yourself in person, it was in every chick flick I had ever seen, almost like it was some sort of how-to guide that taught girls how to master it. 

I chewed the last bite of muffin and wiped my face with the napkin. No matter how hard I tried, I still couldn’t get Maggie out of my head. The way her short hair fell into her eyes when she bashfully looked away, or her full lips that begged to be kissed. She was bite-sized compared to my tall stature, but that didn’t stop me from imagining her wrapped around my waist as I showed her that I didn’t need a damn muffin to help my libido. Her blue eyes were like kryptonite and had me going crazy. 

Once I was done eating, I cleared the trash from my desk and got started with my day. My first meeting this morning was supposed to be with the planning committee to discuss the proposals I had come up with for revitalizing the old, run-down strip mall that sat just within city limits. I knew that I had been chosen for this project because of the recent work that I had done in Fallen Oaks, which was the next small town over. 

I had already drafted several proposals that included different options for the committee to discuss. The best option, in my opinion, was for them to knock down the current structure and rebuild. But if I’d learned anything from working in small towns, it was that the locals were rarely ever supportive of destroying an existing establishment and starting over. 

There was something refreshing and invigorating about starting fresh and building something new. Being able to make it exactly what you wanted without any restrictions. Not having to worry about what problems might be hiding, waiting to come out like dirty little secrets. That’s how I would handle things, but unfortunately, my job entailed that I discuss all of the options available and then figure out which one worked best for everyone involved. 

By mid-day, I had rescheduled meetings and set up appointments to look at some additional land that the mayor wanted to discuss. It had been sitting vacant for years, and after I discussed some of the work I had done in Fallen Oaks, we agreed that it might be worth looking into ways to develop the land to create more business for the neighboring towns. 

I looked out my office window and smiled at the people walking past, huddling close together to avoid the cold while they rushed into the next shop. It was a small building—roughly the size of my office in New York—with one bathroom, a small room in the back that I was currently using as a conference room for meetings, and the space up front where I’d set up my desk. After working in Fallen Oaks, I knew that it was important to come across as approachable when people came to my office, even if I kept my distance from everyone everywhere else. 

This was the second strip mall in Whiskey Mountain, the other one being the property I was supposed to discuss this morning before the meeting was canceled. There were roughly fifteen shops that spanned the length of Main Street. Each one faced the street, and the back of the building was for parking. My office was set up between a cozy-looking book shop and a gift shop that got a lot of traffic. I was also only a few spaces down from Spill The Beans, which I convinced myself was why I stopped by there every morning for my coffee fix. It wasn’t that I couldn’t just make my own damn coffee—it was as basic as coffee could be. 

But Maggie, on the other hand, was anything but basic, and I found myself wanting an excuse to see her more often. My mind knew better than to allow myself to get to know a woman like her, but damn if my body didn’t get the same message.  The problem was, women like Maggie weren’t into no-strings-attached hook-ups, and unfortunately, that’s all that I had in me anymore. 
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I sat down at my desk and opened my emails, ready to answer the ones that had come in today while I was working at the coffee shop. Since we were only open until three, it gave me plenty of time to respond to reader emails as part of my weekly Ask Mags section, which focused on relationship and love advice. 

I sipped my tea and brought my knees up against my chest as I read the first one. 

Ask Mags,

I recently found out that my boyfriend has been talking to another woman. He insists that she’s just a friend, but I feel like there’s more to it. He hides his phone from me, and the other day lied and said he was talking to his mom. I knew he was lying because I had just gotten off the phone with her. What should I do? I don’t feel like I can trust him anymore. 

—Confused in Montana

I sucked in a deep breath, cracked my knuckles, and dove in. 

Dear Confused in Montana,

I’m sorry to hear that; I can imagine how frustrating and disheartening that must have been to find out. I think there are many things happening here that need to be considered. First, your boyfriend is talking to another woman who he insists is just a friend. If you’re unsure whether to believe him, I would sit down and talk to him. If she really is a friend, then maybe the three of you can go do something together so you can get to know her. I understand that he was wrong for not telling you about her, but I think the lines of communication are closed on both ends. Do you think there’s a reason he’s so closed off and doesn’t want to tell you that he’s talking to her? Is it possible that he feels you might not be supportive or that you could be jealous of her? I wouldn’t jump to the worst conclusion right away, but I do think that you owe it to yourself to have an honest conversation with him. If you’re still unsure and unable to trust him, then maybe it’s best to re-examine your relationship and see if you can move forward. A relationship without trust isn’t healthy and won’t last long. Best of luck, and please let me know how it goes.

I pressed send and leaned back against the kitchen chair. While I didn’t enjoy these types of emails, I never ignored them because everyone deserved an opportunity to discuss whatever was going on in their lives. And even if this relationship didn’t work out for them, I knew in my heart that they were destined to find love. We all were. Some of us just took longer than others.... 

But, that also didn’t mean that my eyes didn’t light up and my heart didn’t swell when I got the sweet ones about trying to find love, like the next one. 

Ask Mags,

Help! I recently started a new job, and my coworker is soooo cute! But every time he tries to talk to me, I clam up and walk away. I can’t help it! He makes me shy, and I can’t think of anything logical to say. I don’t want to mess things up with him by looking like I’m stupid. You have to help me! Show me the way!

—Twitterpated and Confused

I giggled as my fingers began moving swiftly across the keyboard.

Dear Twitterpated and Confused,

This is an excellent thing! I’m so excited for you! But don’t worry, those feelings are normal and we’ve all been there at some point or another. 

The next time you see him, try to initiate a conversation. Keep it short and straightforward, and maybe practice saying it in your head ahead of time, that way you don’t freeze by trying to come up with something on the spot. It can be as simple as—"hey, it looks cloudy. I wonder if it’s going to rain.” Once he starts talking, focus on what he says—not what his mouth looks like as he speaks. 

Soon, you’ll find that the conversation gets easier, and then you can see about asking him out. Start with a casual, easy-going date so you’re both comfortable and no one feels the need to impress each other. I always like to suggest coffee dates, and as you probably know—I happen to have the CUTEST coffee shop where you guys can meet! I promise I won’t spill the beans, but I’ll probably be standing behind the counter, squealing for joy for you! Also, if you do come to the shop, be sure to try the lavender latte. It’s a calming mix of lavender, chamomile, and honey—and it’s delicious! The perfect combination for those first date jitters.

I answered a few more emails, then shut off my computer. It was early in the day, and I was surprisingly caught up. After the holidays, things usually slowed down for me. Tourists were no longer flocking to Whiskey Mountain to rent a snowy cabin to spend Christmas. Instead, they were all back at home, trying to keep those New Year’s resolutions they set a few months ago. Which speaking of, I had started to let slide. 

I pulled my hair into a ponytail, struggling with a few pieces that were too short to go in right. I hated my hair too long because it got in my way, but at the same time, I hated it being too short because I was constantly putting it up, which got harder the shorter it was.

The weather app on my phone showed that it was as cold outside as it looked, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I was born and raised in Montana, so I was already used to the cold weather. I put on my shoes, grabbed my phone, popped an earbud in my ear, and headed out for a run. 

I wasn’t one of those people who listened to music while I ran. Nope, I was one of those women who listened to audiobooks and purposely chose the smuttiest one that I could find. Nothing helped me get those extra few steps in like a woman panting heavily in my ear as some devilishly handsome man pushed her over the edge as she climaxed.

My feet pounded the pavement as I sprinted through town, watching out for pedestrians as I breezed past them on the sidewalk. It wasn’t my favorite place to run, but the trail I preferred was covered in ice, leaving few choices for me today. 

Just as I was about to slow down to avoid an elderly man coming out of a shop, a door swung open and hit me in the face as I ran into it.

“Son of a bitch!” I yelled, bouncing back as I watched the stars dancing in front of my face. 

“Oh my God!” a deep voice muttered. “Are you okay?”

I held my fingers to the bridge of my nose, trying to stop the bleeding as I felt the warm liquid drip from my face. 

“I’m bleeding,” I stammered, unable to lift my head enough to see who was talking to me. Not that I needed to, I would recognize that voice anywhere. 

Suddenly he moved, towering over me as his eyes cautiously looked me over, checking for other injuries. His height gave him an advantage so he didn’t have to strain to see me, which made me feel ridiculously small. 

“What the hell were you doing running here anyways?” he asked, looking around and leading me to the side by my elbow so we were out of the way. He grabbed the travel pack of tissues the old lady handed him before shuffling into the store. He fished a few out and gave them to me. “Is someone trying to hurt you? Were you being followed?”

I sat on the bench outside the bookstore and narrowed my eyes as he kneeled in front of me. I held the tissue tightly to my nose and pinched it. His gray button-up shirt wrapped snuggly around his broad chest, and the rolled-up sleeves showed off tattoos I hadn’t seen before. 

“Why would someone be trying to hurt me?” I asked dumbly.

“Because you were running like a mad woman down the sidewalk.”

He looked at me like it was an obvious answer, then frowned when I let my head fall back and laughed.

“I do not run like a mad woman.”

“Normal people don’t run down sidewalks.”

“There was nowhere else to run.” I pulled the tissue away, thankful that it looked like a minor nosebleed that was already starting to slow down. 

He continued to study me intently as he stood and folded his arms over his chest. The way he looked right now reminded me of a business casual Superman, and that sent weird tingles between my thighs. Suddenly, I remembered the audiobook that was still playing in my ear. I pulled my phone out, turned it off, and shoved the earbud into my pocket. 

He was about to say something but stopped short when the audiobook decided to play through my phone speaker instead of the earbud that I had thought I had turned off. 

“Do you like it when I fuck you from behind?” a deep voice asked, followed by a moaning yes from a breathy woman. My cheeks flamed with embarrassment as I fumbled with my phone, trying to turn the book off. My fingers were clumsy as they tried to unlock the screen and press the volume button down. 

“Take it, Ava,” he groaned. “Take this huge coc—”

I stabbed at the screen repeatedly until it finally stopped. 

He covered his mouth with his hand and looked away while I refused to make eye contact with him. Nothing, and I mean NOTHING this embarrassing had ever happened to me before. 

“So, um...” He rubbed his lips together while he continued to look the other way. He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and rocked back on his heels. 

Was this as uncomfortable for him as it was for me? 

The way he was now grinning made me think that he somehow enjoyed seeing me embarrassed.

“Do you think he had a banana nut muffin for breakfast?” he asked coolly. 

I finally allowed my eyes to lift and found his as they danced with delight. 

“Because maybe you were right.” He shrugged. “She sure seemed to be a fan either way.”

I inhaled slowly and gripped the bench beneath me. This was officially the worst day ever.

“I’m going to go,” I blurted out and pushed up to a standing position, only I wasn’t quite steady enough to get up that fast after getting hit in the face by a door. 

I stumbled and extended my arm to brace myself when I felt his arm wrap around my waist and hold me steady.

“Why don’t you come inside for a bit and rest?” he offered. 

I looked up, realizing I was standing between the bookstore and his new office. 

There was a new sign that had been put up that read Advantage Realty Group above the red door. I wasn’t sure it was the best color to use for a company that’s been proposing tearing down one of Whiskey Mountain’s oldest strip malls, but who was I to judge? My door was hot pink with polka dots. Red could also be a color of love, not just aggression. 

“I need to get home,” I objected, smelling the scent of his cologne as he stood next to me. 

“I don’t think that’s the best idea right now. I’m happy to take you home later when you’re ready.”

My brows rose with what he said. A few seconds later, he realized the accidental innuendo and cleared his throat. 

“I meant I could drive you to your house and drop you off. Make sure you got inside okay without running into any more doors.”

“You hit me with one; I didn’t run into it.”

I let him lead me to the entrance of his office, knowing he was right. I wasn’t in any condition to walk home on my own right now. 

“In all fairness, I never expected anyone to come flying down the sidewalk like some serial killer was on their heels.”

“Are you saying that I run fast?” I asked, looking up at him with a cheeky smile. 

“No, I’m saying that you were running like a crazy person. Like Phoebe, from Friends.”

“Who?”

He stopped walking and stared at me in disbelief. 

“You don’t know who Phoebe is?”

“Nope.” I pulled my mouth into a thin line and offered a small smile. 

“How old are you?” he asked, wincing as he rubbed the back of his neck.

“Twenty-two.”

I couldn’t hear what he said, but I was pretty sure he had muttered a curse word under his breath.

“Why, how old are you?”

“Too old,” he sighed, then went back to leading me inside. 

Something changed with him, and his fun, flirty side quickly disappeared and went back to the grumpy, standoffish side I was used to.

“I really should get home,” I said, pulling away. “I need to go check on Leroy.” I was lying through my teeth—Leroy was fine and didn’t need me to rush back, given I had just left him less than an hour ago. But Owen didn’t need to know that, and I was desperate for an excuse to escape.

His fingers gripped my elbow again and turned me back toward the door.

“Who is Leroy? I can see if someone else can go check on him, but I really think you need to stay here for a little bit until you can walk right.”

My legs felt like Jell-O, but I was willing to run on wobbly legs like Bambi to avoid having to be around grumpy Owen. I firmly believed in people absorbing each other’s energy, which meant I tried to hang out with positive, fun people like me and avoid the energies that would bring mine down. 

“It’s fine; I’ll be okay. Thank you, though.”

“Maggie, who is Leroy? I can go check on him. Just tell me where to find him, and I’ll go real quick.”

I smiled and turned to face him.

“He’s under my bed. Probably wearing my bra on his head.”

He pulled his head back and furrowed his brow.

“Is he your boyfriend?”

I could see the wheels in his head turning as he tried to figure out why a man would be under my bed, wearing my bra as a hat.

“No, but he would make a pretty decent one.”

He waited me out and started tapping his foot impatiently.

“He’s my pet turtle,” I laughed. “Though if I don’t get home soon, he’ll probably eat my underwear again.”

“Do I even want to know?” he asked, rubbing his hand across his strong jaw with a raised brow.

“He can’t always see what’s food and what’s not. Last time he mistook my green lace panties for lettuce and chewed a hole right through the crotc—”

“I get the picture.” He held up a hand to stop me from continuing.

“Okay. Why don’t I drive you home and make sure you’re okay before Leroy eats more of your belongings?”

I wanted to say no. I wanted to convince him that I was fine getting home on my own. I’ve never needed anyone before, so it was a struggle to admit that I needed someone now. 

Before I could object, my knees buckled, and I felt myself in his arms again. 

“Okay,” I breathed, no longer determined to fight him. “If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

His fingers gently trailed down my back before he planted his hand firmly on my lower back and guided me toward his car. 
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“Leroy,” she called, bending down and looking under the kitchen table as she walked the short distance between the kitchen and living room. 

I closed the door behind us, making sure Leroy didn’t try to escape. 

“Leroy Mitchell Elwood, get your little green butt out here right now.”

She picked up a shirt from the arm of the couch and leaned over to look at the floor as she continued to search for the turtle. 

I stayed put, not willing to randomly invite myself further into her house to find a lost reptile. My only reason for even being here right now was to make sure she didn’t fall and get hurt after getting hit in the face with the door. I still felt terrible about it, but who in their right mind runs down a busy sidewalk with plenty of doors that could swing open?

I heard her voice carry as she went through the rest of the house, calling his name. 

As I glanced down to check my watch, a glimpse of something moving caught the corner of my eye and made me jump.

“Son of a bitch!” I exclaimed, moving back as Maggie headed back down the hallway.

She looked at me in surprise before looking down to see what had startled me.

“Leroy,” she sighed, walking over and plucking the red lace panties from his head. She quickly pushed them into her pocket and then picked him up. “You know you’re not supposed to escape.”

I watched as she walked over to a wooden terrarium set up by the floor-to-ceiling window in the kitchen. There wasn’t a dining table or chairs, so I assumed she ate most of her meals on the couch and reserved the space for Leroy’s cage. 

“How did he escape?” I asked, joining her as she sat him down in the terrarium. At first glance, it looked to be in great condition, though when she squatted down to adjust the bottom, I noticed where the two pieces of wood had come apart, and he had pushed his way through.

“He knows that if he pushes hard enough, he can squeeze through this opening. I’ve been meaning to get a glass one, but I have to find someone to go with me since it’s too big for me to bring back on my own without dropping it.”

“Have you had Leroy long?”

She shook her head, grabbed a handful of lettuce from the fridge, and then dropped it into his food bowl.

“Only a few weeks. My neighbor got him for her kids, but he scared her daughter, so she asked if I could take him. One look at those beautiful eyes, and I couldn’t say no. I’m a sucker.” She shrugged and looked adoringly at her turtle. “But unfortunately, her kids were a little rough with the cage, and as you can see, it broke. I haven’t had a chance to get a new one, and honestly, he seems to prefer roaming the house anyway.”

“Well, if you need help, I’m happy to go with you.”

She tilted her head and eyed me curiously.

“Why are you being nice to me?”

I pulled my head back in response. I knew I had never engaged her much in conversation, aside from this morning, but had I been mean to her? I hated the thought that my avoiding people had come across that way. 

When I failed to come up with a response to her question, she waved dismissively and started talking again.

“It’s okay, I have a friend who should be back in town soon. He has a truck, so I can ask him to drive me over and help me set it up.”

I knew I had no right to feel jealous, but I did. And that stupid feeling had my mouth moving faster than my brain could keep up.

“It’s not a problem. I can take you now if you want.”

“Don’t you need to get back to work?”

I glanced at my watch. I still had two hours left and a ton of work I needed to finish before my meetings tomorrow. 

“Nope, I’m fine,” I lied. “Grab your stuff, and I’ll meet you in the car.”

Before she could object, I turned and walked out the door, letting out a heavy breath once I was alone. 

What the fuck was I thinking?

Ten minutes later, she was climbing in and buckling her seatbelt. 

“Where did you want to go?” I asked, starting the engine.

“There’s a pet store just outside of town that has the one that I want. But really, we don’t have to go if it’s out of your way. I can wait.”

Her fingers twitched as if ready to unbuckle herself and jump out of the car.

“It’s fine, I really don’t mind. What’s the name of it?”

“Cool Cats. It’s my friend’s pet shop, and she’s kinda—out there,” she laughed. “I don’t know how to explain it, but she’s always been obsessed with the prohibition era, so she named her shop Cool Cats, and it’s got a speakeasy type of vibe. You can’t see into the shop, there’s no sign out front, and there’s a password to get in.”

“You’re kidding?” I turned to face her as I headed down the street. That might’ve been the coolest thing I’ve heard since arriving in Whiskey Mountain. 

“Nope. She loves it, and the people in town enjoy it too. Just something fun and different.”

“Sounds like it,” I smiled. “I can’t wait to check it out.”

We drove in silence for a few minutes while she went online to get the password. Apparently, there was a riddle that you had to solve before gaining access to the store webpage. Once you were in, you could place orders online or get the password to visit the store. 

“Today’s password is All Hail The Tipsy Tail.”

I laughed and looked at her. 

“Does that mean that there will be drunk cats there, too?”

“Na,” she giggled. “Only cool cats and kittens.”

I loved how her face lit up with happiness and wondered if she was always this way. I had yet to see her grumpy or in a bad mood, but then again, I hadn’t spent much time around her. 

“How’s your nose feel?” I asked as we headed to Fallen Oaks.

“It’s better. I took some Tylenol before we left, but I should have thought to grab an ice pack too. I imagine I’ll have a beautiful bruise that I’ll have to explain tomorrow. It’s a good thing I’m off.”

“I’m really sorry,” I apologized again. “I feel terrible for hitting you with the door. If I would have known that you were running....”

“It’s okay, really. It’s not like you could see me. I think your door is the only one on the strip that doesn’t have a glass pane.”

“I might have to request one now.”

“Or I’ll just avoid running by your office,” she laughed. “Usually, I’m on the trail behind the strip, but it’s still covered in ice from the last freeze we had.”

The weather hadn’t been as bad as I had imagined, though I was also used to winter in New York City. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but something along the lines of extreme blizzards and snow piles that were over four feet tall came to mind. 

Soon we were pulling up to an unmarked building with blacked-out windows. I put the car in park and looked over at her with as much seriousness as I could muster.

“If you brought me here to kill me....” 

I watched as her lips curled up into a smile as she unbuckled.

“There’s only one way to find out.”
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“All hail the tipsy tail,” I said into the speaker box outside. 

We waited a few seconds, then pulled the door open once we heard the buzz. 

I led Owen down the steps toward the entrance, trying not to laugh at how nervous he seemed. If he thought I was going to kill him, I couldn’t imagine how he would react once we were inside the store.

His footsteps fell heavily behind mine and stopped as we reached the door. I looked over my shoulder and smiled as I opened the door and stepped aside to let him go first.

“Nope,” he shook his head. “Ladies first.”

“Are you still worried that I’m trying to kill you?” I laughed and waited for him to go.

“No, but if someone wants to kill us, it seems fitting that you should lead the way since this was all your idea.

“We don’t kill people,” Ramona said as she walked around the corner to greet us. “The wild animals prefer that they’re alive so they can hunt them.”

Her hazel eyes sparkled with mischief as the parrot on her shoulder squawked hunt them, kill them.

“That’s enough, Pablo,” she scolded, popping a treat into the bird’s mouth. “We don’t want to scare off our new friend.”

I laughed and walked inside, waiting for Owen to join us.

“Ramona, this is Owen. Owen, this is Ramona, and that’s Pablo. He has a foul mouth and knows more curse words than a drunk sailor.”

“Cocksucker,” Pablo squawked and bounced to Ramona’s other shoulder. “Pussy eater damn shithead.” 

“That’s enough,” Ramona tsked and lifted her finger to transfer him to his cage. 

“Sorry,” she apologized, extending her hand to Owen. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” He shook her hand and looked around the store. “I can’t believe this is down here; you’d never know from the looks of it outside.”

She smiled proudly, letting it stretch across her cheeks.

I excused myself to go look at the new terrariums she mentioned she had when I texted her earlier to let her know that we were on our way. I listened as she told Owen the story about how this building had been in her family for generations and how it once served as a speakeasy during the prohibition.

There were a handful of options to choose from when it came to picking the perfect setup for Leroy. I crouched down and looked over the different bags of substrate to line the bottom of the enclosure. I already picked out a basking lamp as well as a few ceramic heat emitters and made sure to grab a UVB light since it was still too cold to allow Leroy to spend time outside until it warmed up. I grabbed plenty of bags of substrate that was chemical-free topsoil, leaves, and moss and did the math to make sure I had plenty for him to have room to burrow. 

It was fun picking out the accessories that would go into his house. Since Leroy was still technically a baby, I read that he needed food at least every 24 hours and made sure to add a plate that would make it easier to eat his food without consuming any of the substrate. In all fairness, he had been wandering aimlessly through my apartment for a few days since I got him and ate holes in my panties, so this was already a step in the right direction. 

I was adding the last few things to my cart when I heard Ramona and Owen talking. I leaned up on my tiptoes, trying to hear them better without knocking anything over.

“You haven’t read it yet?!” Ramona exclaimed. “You have no idea what you’re missing! It’s literally the best advice column out there. Maggie LOVES love, and it shows every time she writes about it.”

“I don’t do a lot of reading,” Owen replied lightly.

“It’s so worth it. Maggie answers reader questions every day in her Ask Mags section, but then she also writes blog posts where she reflects on love and relationships. It’s so heartwarming, and on occasion, she dives into the good stuff and we get just the tip—if you know what I mean....”

“Just the tip,” Pablo squawked repeatedly. “Just the tip.”

I pressed the palm of my head and closed my eyes. She was not seriously telling Owen about my blog!

Not that I was ashamed of it, but after spending time with Owen, it made me feel a little nervous about what he would say about it.

“She’s also known as the town matchmaker. She’s helped sooo many people get over their nerves and find their soul mate,” she gushed. “It’s really amazing. I’m still waiting for her to find her one true love. God knows she deserves it and is holding out for the real thing this time. After what that asshole did to her—”

I jumped away, her words making me want to flee. In the process, I knocked over a shelf of fish food, drawing their attention to where I was now trying to hide.

“Fucking shit,” I muttered quietly. Or so I thought. 

“Fucking shit. Fucking shit. Shit on a cracker. Shit on Poly. Poly wants a fucking cracker.”

“Everything alright?” Owen asked, rounding the corner and taking in the mess I’d made. 

I nodded and scrambled to pick up the boxes as quickly as possible. He bent down and helped, though I could tell his body was way more relaxed than mine. His fingers weren’t struggling to hold onto the boxes as he put them back; instead, they gripped each one firmly, and I found myself staring inappropriately. 

“You sure you’re okay?” he whispered, doing the raised brow thing again. 

Why was his cocked eyebrow so sexy?

“Yeah, I wasn’t paying attention and bumped the shelf.”

Ramona was up front, on the phone with a customer, while Pablo continued with his obscenities.

“What’s with the bird?” Owen asked, nodding in his direction.

“He was dropped off with a note that said they couldn’t care for him anymore. Ramona took him in but hasn’t decided if she’s going to keep him for herself or allow someone to adopt him. Obviously, it would take the right people and not a family with kids,” I laughed. “For now, they keep each other company, and I think she’s gotten used to his random outbursts. The other day, I was talking to her on the phone and heard him tell her to get him a shot of whiskey. Apparently, his previous owner also liked to indulge.”

“Sounds like it,” Owen laughed, putting the last box on the shelf. 

I grabbed the last few things I needed and went up front to pay. I wanted to ask Ramona why she told Owen about the blog but knew I couldn’t without sounding weird about it. I’ve never had a problem with people knowing what I write about until now, but I’ve also never had to worry about the prospect of dating anyone in town. Until now. 
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After I dropped Maggie off and helped her set up Leroy’s terrarium, I headed back to the office to finish the work that I needed to get done. While I knew I had a long night ahead of me, I didn’t regret spending time with her, which was a bit unnerving to me. The last thing that I needed was to get close to anyone in town—especially Maggie. 

I couldn’t help but play Ramona’s words over and over in my head about how Maggie deserved to find her one true love after what that asshole did to her. Unfortunately, I wasn’t given any details about what happened because that was the moment Maggie decided to throw fish food across the store like it was confetti.

I wanted to ask Maggie about it on the way back but knew that it wasn’t my place. Not only that, I didn’t want to give off the wrong impression and allow her to think that I was interested in getting to know her that well. Granted I wanted to, but there was no way that I could allow myself to act on it, especially now that I knew that Maggie loved love. 

My computer dinged with another email, forcing me back to reality and away from thoughts of the woman who had been on my mind all damn day. I replied to the email, closed it out, and went back to printing the reports I had asked my friend in Fallen Oaks to send over. I knew there was still a lot of indecisiveness over what to do with the abandoned strip mall, and my goal was to show them the growth that Fallen Oaks was seeing after revitalizing one of their own. 

As I stood by the printer and waited, I thought back to being in Maggie’s house, searching for Leroy again once we got back. He was probably the best escape artist I had seen and this time was found chewing through another pair of underwear he had stolen from a laundry basket in her bedroom. I had no idea how many pairs of panties she had already gone through, but I had a feeling this turtle was going to be more expensive than she thought at this rate. 

Once the pages were printed, I sat down at my desk and stacked them in a pile with the rest of the items I needed for tomorrow morning. I opened a new browser window on my computer and meant to type in Fallen Oaks Tourism, but instead found Spill The Beans in the search bar as I hit enter. 

I promised myself that I would just take a quick glance at the blog Ramona told me about—just to satisfy my curiosity so I could get back to work. But the next thing I knew, it had been over an hour, my coffee was cold, and I was fully invested in Just The Tip. 

Just The Tip,

My boyfriend has no idea how to make me come during sex. I wanted to bring a toy into the bedroom with us, but he said it was rude and made him feel like he couldn’t satisfy me. 

Honestly—he can’t. But what am I supposed to do? He won’t take my advice when I try to tell him what I like, and I can’t keep sending him for sugar and flour just to get a few minutes alone with my vibrator. What do I do?

—Buzzing and Frustrated

Dear Buzzing and Frustrated,

I can imagine just how frustrating that is. I think you deserve to get what you want out of your relationship, and that means in the bedroom. Have you thought about going to one of those Deliciously Pink parties? They have ones for couples, and a trained professional talks about different toy options and how to use them as a couple. He may not know that toys can be just as fun for him as they are for you. I would sit down and talk to him first, but if he’s still not interested, then maybe it’s time to consider whether you’ll be satisfied by staying in this relationship. 

One of the most essential components of any relationship is being able to feel loved and trusting your partner. If you can’t openly discuss what you want with him, he may not be the one. Hopefully, he’ll take a step back and listen to what you’re asking for. Just make sure to do it at the right time—as in not in the bedroom, during sex, or before you think you might have sex. He’s going to be more likely to shut down and not hear what you’re saying during these times. 

And, if all else fails, send him over to Spill The Beans to grab you a lavender latte while you get your buzz on! There’s no shame in bringing toys into the bedroom; always remember that. 

I swallowed hard and adjusted the tie that suddenly felt too tight around my neck. This was a different side to Maggie that I honestly hadn’t expected to see. I tried to force myself to close the window and get to work, but once again, I found myself clicking on the next one. 

Just The Tip,

I had a sex dream last night, and it’s FREAKING me out. 

It’s not just the fact that it wasn’t about my boyfriend, but that it was HIS DAD instead. I could feel everything he did to me in my dream as he pounded into me and made me come multiple times. It was an amazing dream, and I was so disappointed when I woke up. 

But that’s not the only problem. Not only do I feel guilty about fantasizing about my boyfriend’s dad, but I’m also embarrassed that I’m disappointed that he got me off so well in a dream, yet his son can’t give me an orgasm to save his life.

What do I do? I can’t pretend that the dream didn’t happen—nor do I want to! But I also can’t just break up with my current boyfriend and go ask his dad to rail me. Am I a horrible person?

—Dream Slut

Dear Dream Slut,

Can I just start by saying I don’t love this name for you? Fantasizing about someone in your dreams is an action by your subconscious and is no different than having a dream about going off and murdering a bunch of people because they ate the last donut. You wouldn’t wake up and continue to obsess over such a random—and made-up—act of violence, now would you? Though, I would personally probably still obsess over the donuts because, well, donuts. 

But that’s not what you asked for my help with, so I’ll get to the point. You’re not a slut for dreaming of your boyfriend’s dad. Our brains are tricky, and who knows why your subconscious chose him to put into the sex dream, but it sounds like it was an amazing one. Maybe you had recently interacted with him, or something reminded you of him, and that’s why he popped up in dreamland. Either way, it doesn’t sound like you’re usually sitting around obsessing over dirty thoughts with him, so I wouldn’t put too much concern into it. 

Now, onto the bigger issue. You’ve said that you woke up feeling frustrated that your boyfriend doesn’t get you off. That’s a problem that a lot of women face—and men, if you’re reading this—LISTEN UP. 

It takes a lot more to get a woman to climax than it does for men. It’s not as simple as just stroking a cock for a few minutes to get the job done. Our bodies are made differently, and our minds play a huge role in whether or not we’re able to get to the big O. 

Sometimes we’re in the mood and can get there relatively quickly with direct pressure on our clit. Other times, we’re too busy making a to-do list for the weekend or trying to remember what items we need to add to our grocery list. It isn’t that we don’t want it; we just sometimes struggle to get out of our heads. 

I recommend discussing this with your boyfriend and seeing what changes you guys can make. Does he try to get you off? Is he using a touch that you enjoy? Maybe you can try having him talk dirty to you if you’re not able to get your head clear while he’s touching you. Or even better, maybe show him what you like and touch yourself while he watches. It can be incredibly arousing to watch your partner masturbate. 

If those things don’t work and you’re still obsessing over his father, maybe ask him if he thinks his dad would be interested in a threesome. Totally kidding—unless you think he’d be into it—then I say go for it. 

Keep me posted, dream slut. 

I didn’t know that it was possible to feel so aroused by reading Maggie answer sex questions in a damn blog, but the way my trousers were suddenly snug against my cock proved that it was. Frustrated, I pushed my chair away and took a trip to the bathroom. 
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“How is Leroy adjusting to his new home?” Ramona asked as I pushed my phone between my ear and neck to hold it in place while I loaded clothes into the washer.

“He seems to like it,” I said, looking over my shoulder to see him trying to ram it open with no luck. “Though I think he much prefers to be out roaming my apartment and eating my underwear.”

“How many pairs has he devoured?” She laughed, and I knew she thoroughly enjoyed hearing the stories of Leroy and his crazy antics from the moment I adopted him.

“Seven,” I sighed. I tossed in the last few garments and closed the lid. 

“How did he get ahold of that many? Do you just have underwear lying all over your house?”

“No. I recently went shopping and bought all new underwear after my breakup with Samuel. It was my gift to myself for walking away from such a toxic relationship. I just got them on Sunday, then Liz brought Leroy over that night, and everything has been hectic and chaotic ever since. I didn’t have a chance to pick the bag up off the floor by my dresser, and he’s been sneaking in and stealing them. Every time I finally remember, something else happens, and I get distracted.”

Ramona laughed louder, encouraging a loud squawking laugh from Pablo. 

“It’s not funny,” I whined. “By Wednesday, I finally remembered and picked them up off the floor. But then I put them in the hamper, and he found a way to pull them through the holes to get them out. He’s obsessed.”

“Is it just panties?”

“Pretty much, though I did catch him wearing one of my new bras on his head the other day. But I think it fell on his head when he was rummaging through the bag, trying to get to the good stuff.”

“I’ve never seen an animal so obsessed with eating clothes than Leroy. I wonder why?”

“Probably because he knows how expensive they were. My name isn’t Victoria, and it’s no secret that I over-indulged in buying more than I needed. I even bought a few new pieces of sexy lingerie, though Lord knows I’ll only be wearing them for myself.”

“Don’t say that.” Her voice softened, and I could tell that mentioning my pending doom of singledom had dampened the conversation. 

“It’s true.” I sat down on the couch and pulled off the lid of the Ben and Jerry’s pint I had opened last night. “My only true love is Chunky Monkey because that’s what I’m going to be if I don’t stop eating ice cream for dinner every night.”

“You’re not chunky, though I think you’re onto something with the monkey and bananas.” She laughed, and I knew what she was getting at.

“You read my recent blog post,” I giggled, lifting the spoon to my lips and allowing the cold metal to sting for a second before taking a bite. 

“I sure did. Who knew that there were that many foods that could have sexual benefits? I swear, I’m going to start eating better.”

“Why? It’s not like you and Daniel don’t have a great sex life. God knows I hear about it often enough.”

“Dan’s the man. Dan’s the man. Do it alllll nigghhttt. Dan’s the big man.”

I choked on the next spoonful of ice cream as I tried to hold in my laughter at Pablo’s outburst. 

“Dan give it to you how you like it. Dan has a big coc—”

“Okay, that’s enough out of you, bird,” Ramona mumbled something else before I heard the metal cage shut and shuffling on the other line. “Sorry, he overhears way too much.”

“So, Dan’s the man?” I smiled cheekily, taking another bite. 

“Most of the time. But that doesn’t mean that I skip over Just The Tip. I don’t know what makes you more popular in town, your incredibly sweet blog posts about love and romance, or the down and dirty details you get into in the hidden part of the column.”

“It’s not so hidden if people can find it.”

Sometimes I hated that it was so easy for them to locate it. Just a few clicks on the menu, and they’d find the ominous link at the bottom. I should have taken Ramona’s lead and gone with a speakeasy vibe that required a password to access it. Oh well, it was too late to worry about that now. 

“Apparently so is the g-spot, not like I would know.”

“Still no luck with that?”

“Nope. And I asked Dan about going to one of those classes with the sex toys, but he immediately rejected the idea. I think he thinks we’re fine because I have an occasional orgasm, but I’m not gonna lie—sometimes I want to punch him in the balls when he comes and I don’t.”

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.

“Okay,” she sighed. “I know. I’m being dramatic. It’s every time.”

I tipped my head back and let it out. She quickly joined in, and I remembered why having a rowdy best friend was the best therapy I could have. 

“Well, it’s not like I would know what they’re like either,” I said quietly, depositing the empty container into the trash before adding Chunky Monkey to my shopping list on the fridge. 

“It’ll happen soon enough. Don’t stress about it.”

“I’m twenty-two, Ramona. Twenty. Two.”

“Relax, it’s not like you’re turning forty and still a virgin,” she laughed. “You’re still young; you just haven’t met the right guy to share that with.”

“The older I get, the harder it will be to find someone willing to take it. I’m going to have to be like one of those homeless people on the corner with a sign begging for money. But instead, it’s going to be me begging them to take my virginity.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“It could.”

“If you stood outside with a sign advertising that you wanted to have sex, you’d have all of Whiskey Mountain lined up, as well as all of Montana. Trust me—guys have no problem taking a girl up on her offer to have sex.”

“I know,” I exhaled slowly. “That’s not the problem, and we both know it.”

“Yeah, we do. It’s not just having sex that you want. It’s finding someone worthy of earning it from you. Someone who you’re in love with.”

We sat quietly for a few minutes, letting the words float in the air around us. 

“See, it’s never going to happen. I can help others work through their problems and find their happily ever afters, but I can’t even find a nice guy worth dating myself. It’s hopeless.”

“It’s not hopeless.”

I felt my shoulders tense and hated that I was now out of ice cream. It was too late to run out and get some now. Everything in town had closed an hour ago, and I wasn’t willing to drive a few hours out of the way for it. At least I was off tomorrow, so I could lay in bed and wallow in self-pity for a bit before forcing myself to get up and go for a run. 

My fingers reached up and gingerly touched the bruise on my nose. Maybe I wouldn’t run through the strip mall tomorrow. But then again, maybe I could run into Owen. Not literally, of course; that was a little painful. 

My mind had drifted to thoughts of him and our afternoon spent working on putting the terrarium together for Leroy. He had even been kind enough to stop by the market so I could grab a few groceries before he dropped me off. It had been nice to see him laughing and more relaxed than he usually was when he came in for his daily black coffee. When I first met him, I thought he was just some arrogant ass from NYC and couldn’t wait for him to leave town. But now, I was second-guessing my opinion of him. I couldn’t help but wonder who Owen really was and if I’d get another chance to get to know him. 
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The next few days were busy, but thankfully the meetings had gone smoothly. I had met with the mayor, the city council, and the planning committee to discuss the options for the current strip mall that I had been brought in for, as well as a few vacant pieces of land that Mayor Landing inquired about. 

Saturday morning, I got up early and headed out to run a handful of errands. Besides grocery shopping, I desperately needed to wash my truck to get the mud splatters off from the recent storm. Usually, I made coffee at home on the weekend, but since I was officially out of that, I found myself walking into Spill The Beans as my nerves balled in my stomach. 

There were a few people in line, so I took the opportunity to stand back and watch Maggie as she worked. Her brown hair was pulled into a ponytail that bounced lightly as she moved around behind the counter, working on orders. You could tell that she knew the locals because of how her blue eyes crinkled when she laughed at something they said. 

I hated the way I felt drawn to her, constantly pulled into this world that I didn’t belong in. I knew she was younger than me—though I didn’t realize how young until a few days ago. Twelve years might not be a big deal to some people, but in my head, it was a huge fucking deal when it meant
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