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        When I met Gracie, I knew we would be together forever. She was the only woman who understood me and loved the same things I did. It was just meant to be…

      

        

      
        …until the moment I found out who her father was.

      

        

      
        How was it possible I fell for the one person I was forbidden to love?

      

        

      
        Her father won’t be able to keep us apart because my craving for her is undeniable.

      

        

      
        The man card series is a collection of romantic comedy short stories that are full of steamy romance. You're guaranteed that perfect happy ending and a cupboard full of sweets from all the cravings.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          GRACIE

        

      

    

    
      “Wait.” My father stepped down from the tractor and pulled his gloves off. “You’re what?”

      “I’m leaving Ron.” Saying the words out loud felt amazing. I had kept everything bottled up for too long.

      “The other part.” He moved the gloves back and forth in his hands.

      I paused for a beat realizing he’d caught what I said. With the motor from the tractor, I hoped he would miss my last few words. The man was attentive though. “Um, I’m moving back home.”

      “Gracie.” He dropped his head and gave a look like he was already scolding me.

      “I want to…um…” Why was I so afraid to say the words? This morning when I woke up, I had everything thought out perfect in my mind. I knew exactly what I needed to tell my father. “Yeah, so, I think I want to talk to…um…Ryan.”

      He scowled at my words. “As in Ryan Appleton?”

      “Maybe.” I tried to stall the fight a little longer but his anger was evident on his face.

      “The Ryan Appleton?” He started to walk back to the tractor but then stopped.

      “Well, there is only one.”

      He spun around and pointed his index finger at me. “Don’t get smart with me, Missy.”

      And there it was, he went from calm to pissed off level in a flash.

      “I’m old enough now to decide who I see, Dad.” I stepped back away from his finger. He had this habit of pointing at us when he was fucking furious. “It’s been years. I’m curious.”

      “Curious,” he said and hopped up onto the tractor. “Curious. Really?”

      “Well, yeah.” I shrugged my shoulders. It was the truth. After all these years of wondering, it was finally time to enjoy the real thing. Ryan Appleton had been on my mind for way too long.

      “You know the rules, Gracie.” He started the engine and settled back in the bucket seat.

      He did that on purpose. The engine was roaring around us. My dad obviously figured if he started the engine and cut off the conversation, the topic would be over. Yet, he was sorely mistaken. After everything that has happened over the last few months, I was done doing what everyone else wanted. It was time to do what I wanted.

      “Yeah, and rules were made to be broken.” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “I’m almost forty now. You can’t stop me from talking to someone.”

      He cut the engine. “It’s not just anyone, Gracie Marie Knight.” And now he was saying my full name.

      “No, it’s not.” I agreed. “It’s someone we technically know nothing about. Just give him a chance. Can’t you let this anger you have bottled up go?”

      I had obviously crossed some imaginary line because dad didn’t say another word. Instead, he started the engine on the tractor once again and put it in drive.

      I watched as he drove off. We had just gotten in a fight over me wanting to talk to Ryan Appleton. I had not even made the move to be in the same room with the man and I was already fighting with dad.

      Things just got really interesting.

      I didn’t know the Appleton’s personally, but I was good at stalking them.

      I knew after all these years it was time for a change. I had to find a way to show my dad what he was missing out on. What we all had been missing out on.
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          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      Without lifting my head and on autopilot I said, “Are you here to sign up for the hiking trip?” I was sitting at my desk typing something on the computer, but I did hear the person come in. When the woman started to speak, her voice caused my cock to stir. That’s when I finally lifted my head.

      “Only if the trip caters to beginners?” The woman winked and grabbed a pamphlet sitting on the desk.

      Her hazel eyes had me lost for words for a split second. I leaned back in my chair. “There are some beginners in the group.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Have you ever hiked before?”

      “Once, but it was ages ago.” I watched as she grabbed her long brunette hair and tied it up into a bun. With the light shining behind her head I noticed a peppering of gray. I wondered if she was older than she looked?

      “Why are you interested in this day trip?” I was referring to the trip she was reading about on the pamphlet.

      “It seemed like a perfect distraction.” She shrugged her shoulders and sat the brochure back on the pile on my desk. “Is it a good distraction?”

      I stood and walked around my desk to be closer to her. “I guess it depends on what you mean by distraction?” Immediately, my nose caught the scent of berries and citrus. Fuck, I needed to focus and not think about how I wanted to take her in my arms and taste every inch of her sweet body.

      “We’ll be out in nature for a day away from all the bullshit?”

      “That’s true.” I had to laugh at her answer. “The trip usually lasts for about eight hours. Is that a big enough distraction?”

      She tapped her index finger on her nose and then pointed it at me. “Bingo. We have a winner.”

      “Should I be worried you haven’t hiked in, what did you say, ages?”

      “Nah”–she patted her hand on my bicep–“I work out, I promise.”

      “I’m Ryan by the way.” I reached my hand out.

      “Grace. It’s nice to meet you, Ryan.” She took the hand I offered. “When’s the next day trip?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “The trip is probably already filled up though, right?”

      “Actually, I have three spots still available.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Seriously?” She reached into her purse and pulled out a dark green wallet. She looked down at the wallet and back up at me. “The color almost matches your eyes.”

      Her statement threw me off. “Oh, does it?” I tried to ignore her words which was difficult. The longer I stood beside this woman, the more I wanted to take her to the back and fuck her two ways to Sunday. I shook my head at my thoughts and quickly walked back around my desk to add her to the list. “So, are you sure you want to do this?” My hand was hovering over the keyboard waiting for her answer.

      For the last ten years I ran a side business to help with my bills. My main job, I was a farmer at my family’s apple farm. Appleton Farm in Freeland, Michigan was one of the smaller apple farms in the Tri-Cities. We were small but mighty. My father moved up here from North Carolina. We were basically an extension of the Appleton Farm in Charlotte. I loved helping my family but being a farmer also meant you had to have a few extra side jobs. Since I was about sixteen I’ve loved hiking. There are so many beautiful trails all over the state. When I graduated from high school I had the idea to run my own business where I would take people out on day trips. On special occasions I would do an overnight trip, but that happened only a couple times a year. After ten years the little business had really generated a good profit for me.

      “Why not?” She plopped down in the chair and reached for a pen sitting on my desk. “We only live once, right?”

      “That’s what they say.” I started to pull up the document to add her to the group. “We meet at six in the morning. Will that be a problem?” She groaned. “I only wait five minutes past the time.”

      “Hard ass.” She was writing on the check. “I’m kidding.” She tapped her hand on the top of my hand. “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      “Leave the bells at home. We don’t want to wake all the creatures up.”

      “You’re cute,” she said and pointed her pen at me. “Do I make the check out to you?”

      “No, make it out to Hike with Me.”

      “Perfect.” When she finished entering everything, she ripped the check off and handed it to me. “Signed, sealed and now delivered.”

      “Right.” I sat the check down in front of me. “Now all you have to do is show up at six sharp.”

      She stood and started heading to the front door. “Without the bells.”

      “Exactly. Leave them at home.” I watched her leave and found myself unable to take my eyes off of her.

      It had been a few months since I went on a date, but I didn’t have time to date. Appleton Farm was preparing for the fall season. I needed to focus on work. Letting myself get distracted by a woman was a very bad idea.
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          GRACIE

        

      

    

    
      I held up my hands. “Look, no bells.” I was laughing as I stopped right in front of where Ryan was standing.

      “Do you want a medal for your achievement?” he teased and tucked his hands in his pants pocket. “I’m glad you were able to join us.”

      When I stepped into Ryan Appleton’s office in town, I would’ve sworn he would recognize me. Over the years my picture was included with my family’s farm on special occasions and for events. It had been almost twenty years since we were actually in the same room. Which means he was maybe eight or ten and I was graduating high school. I would never forget those forest green eyes. Even as a kid he was handsome. Now here I was, a part of his hiking group.

      I didn’t regret my decision to finally meet Ryan. The part I hated was Dad and I not speaking. Mom told me to just wait it out, he would come around eventually. I knew I had made the right choice. It was time for a change. One really big change.

      A small part of me felt like I was deceiving Ryan by not sharing my real name. My name was Gracie, but my last name was different. After I divorced my asshole husband, I should’ve changed my last name back to Knight. I was being lazy and dragging my feet.

      When I handed Ryan the check, all he saw was
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