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      Townie. City slicker. Yankee. These labels – and more – had been applied to him before, and he was proud to admit to the same. Which was why Jake Ryland was having a hard time figuring out what the hell he was doing in a small town in the middle of nowhere Kentucky.

      He knew why…an old friend had called and asked for his help. Jake and Marc went back several years, to their fun-filled, party-all-night, drag-yourself-to-class days of college. They kept in touch, making it a point to meet up whenever they could. So when Marc had called, telling him his father wasn’t well and he needed help running the family business, Jake hadn’t hesitated. Instead, he’d packed a couple bags and headed south. 

      It’s what friends were supposed to do. 

      Four months later, Jake found himself sitting at the town's single stoplight, watching it sway in the breeze. All the while trying to figure out why he was still in the sleepy little Mayberry-esque town instead of back home. Marc had gotten his father’s business back on solid ground, and old Joe was more like himself again. So what the hell was Jake still doing hanging around here? 

      Jake enjoyed the city scene and always had. There was always something to do…clubs to try, friends to meet, girls to chase. And with his tawny brown hair, and eyes to match, paired with the grooves that cut into his tan cheeks when he smiled...there were always girls. But, he reveled in his bachelor ways. He liked that he could come and go as he pleased, could do what he wanted when he wanted. Just because Marc was settling into family life didn’t mean Jake needed to be right behind him. 

      No, sir. Jake Ryland was not looking to settle down. 

      The short blast of the horn behind him snapped him back to his current reality. Which now meant driving a pick-up truck down dusty rural roads while trying to find a radio station, any radio station, that didn’t drone country music. He wasn’t a snob; a few of the tunes were growing on him, though he’d deny it with his dying breath if anyone ever asked. He’d just prefer some classic rock thrown in every once in a while.

      Jake gave up fiddling with the radio dials and draped an elbow out of his open window. He was man enough to admit this sleepy little was pretty in its storybook, picturesque way. Tree lined streets, tidy little houses sitting on even tidier lawns. American flags waving from porches. Old men shooting the breeze as they sat on the cherry red wooden benches on the courthouse lawn in the town square. The little old ladies were in the beauty shop across the street, complaining about their old men.

      Everything in this town had a rhythm and a purpose, Jake realized. The rhythm may be slow as sweet molasses, and the purpose a little foggy at times, but they were there. Jake’s purpose, at that moment, was to get to lunch. His stomach was reminding him – in loud and insistent grumbles – how there had been nothing but coffee put into it since sunrise. 

      As he pulled into the parking lot of the small café, Jake saw business was brisk, as usual. Marc’s fiancée, and the mother of his daughter, ran the place. For a small-town restaurant, Jake gave it high marks. The service was good, the food was better, and the owner was a helluva looker. 

      Not a bad combo.

      Jake studied the building as he slid the truck into park and pulled the key from the ignition. The bright white siding gleamed in the midday sun, the teal on the shutters, columns, and door adding a punch of color. The ferns hanging from the eaves of the small porch were a nice touch

      The locals now considered Jake a regular, given he was there at least twice a week. In fact, a few familiar faces smiled in his direction when the bells above the door announced his entrance. Snagging one of the few empty tables, he made himself at home as he waited for Marc to show. Still amused at the knowledge of his college running buddy being his boss, Jake grinned to himself as he studied the menu. 

      “Hey, Jake. What can I get for you?” 

      The traffic-stopping looks didn’t end with the café’s owner. It seemed to be a requirement to work there. Sarah Wright seemed to prove it. She stood at his table, pencil and order pad held in slender hands, staring down at him with an impatient expression on her heart-shaped face. Irritation, barely masked, shot from her bottle green eyes. Her hair, pulled back in a messy knot at the nape of her neck, was an intriguing combination of blonde and chestnut.

      His mouth was watering, and it wasn’t from the smell of the food. 

      “Coke for now. Marc’ll be here any minute, so I’ll just order when he does.” Jake leaned back in his chair, so he could get a better look at her. “Can I ask you something?” 

      “Sure, but make it quick. We’re down a waitress, and as you can see, a bit busy.” 

      “Okay.” He hooked his arm over the back of his chair as he met her eyes. “What is it about me that bugs you so much?” 

      “I don’t know you well enough for you to bug me.” She pulled a straw from her apron and tossed it on the table with a sharp smile. “Yet.” With the single word, she strode back to the counter, leaving him to shake his head. 

      “Man, you irritate her by breathing.” Marc dropped onto the bench on the other side of the booth.

      “Right?” Jake snagged his straw, fidgeted with the paper as he pulled it off in tiny pieces. “I was trying to find out why, and she only got more annoyed. I can’t figure it.” 

      “Sounds like you’re losing your mojo, my man.” 

      “Never happen.” Jake grinned. “My mojo is legendary.” 

      "Which just proves you live in a fantasy world." Marc grinned and turned his smile to Sarah when she approached the table again. "Hey, lovely lady.” 

      "Hey yourself, handsome." Remembering his preference, she set a glass of sweet tea in front of him and placed Jake's drink on the table without so much as a glance in his direction. "What'll it be today?" 

      “The smothered chicken still on special?” 

      “Yeah, but going fast.” 

      “Well, I’ll take a plate before they’re gone, with an extra roll if you don’t mind.” 

      “Sure thing.” In a move of obvious reluctance, Sarah turned to Jake. “And for you?” 

      “Um.” Jake cast a fleeting glance at the menu, saw Sarah’s eyes narrow a fraction from the corner of his own. “I’ll just have the same.” 

      “Okay. I’ll get those orders in for you right now.” Snagging Marc’s untouched menu from the table, and Jake’s from his hands, Sarah made her way to the kitchen. 

      “All right.” Marc leaned forward and laid his elbows on the table. “Spill it.” 

      “What?” Defensive, Jake shrugged. “I'm not sure what bug crawled up her butt.” 

      “Jake. I’ve known Sarah a long time. She’s about as out-going and friendly as they come. So, for her to not just give you the cold shoulder, but half of freaking Antarctica, you did something.” 

      “I’m telling you, I'm not sure what it could be.” 

      “Think. Think hard. When did she start acting like this?” 

      “I don’t know…” Jake’s voice trailed off as he remembered. “I’d say, not long after we doubled with you and Kari.” 

      “Aw, hell.” As he ran a hand over his face, Marc sat back with a sigh. “Take me through the date. I’ll tell you where you screwed up.” 

      “Why?” 

      “For one thing, I consider you and Sarah friends. For another, if Kari gets wind that Sarah’s pissed at you, she’ll hound me for details. And I’d better damn well have them.” 

      “Look who’s whipped.” 

      “Look who can blow me. At least I’m getting laid on a regular basis.” 

      “Yeah, there is that.” Jake ran a hand through his hair, gave his head an absent scratch. “Honestly, I felt the date went fine. We all went to dinner, had a great time. The movie was…” Jake gave the so-so motion with his hand. “She was quiet on the ride home. I dropped her off, told her I had a great time, kissed her cheek and left. I was a perfect gentleman.” 

      Marc hummed low in his throat as he considered the night in question, watched the events unfold in his mind. He had to admit, Jake was right. By all appearances, he had been well-mannered. Which just left Marc all the more stumped, and determined to get to the bottom of things.

      “You said you’ve tried asking her why she’s ticked at you.” 

      “She’s not ticked. She’s irritated.” 

      “Tomato, tomatoe.” Marc cocked his head with each word. “I saw ticked, but whatever.” 

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jake muttered. “I asked her, just before you came in, what it was about me that bugged her so much. Guess what she said?” 

      “What?” 

      “How she didn’t know me well enough to be irritated by me. Yet.” Jake’s eyebrows dipped as his own irritation grew.

      “You need to talk to her. If for no other reason than to clear the air.” 

      “What makes you so sure she’ll listen?” 

      “Work that legendary mojo, brother.” Marc grinned as he drank from his glass. “She won’t be able to say no.” 
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      Jake headed back to his job site after lunch. Sarah had disappeared after serving their meal, making it impossible to talk to her. He’d chewed over the situation on the drive to the property, only to chew on his foreman for falling behind schedule – again - on a house that was being built back in the woods.

      By the end of the day, Jake had come to a decision. To borrow a phrase from the locals, he would find a way to talk to her, come hell or high water. 

      A quick text to Marc, who in turn texted Kari, netted him the info he needed. Sarah's shift was over in about an hour. If he timed it right, he could catch her as she was leaving and talk to her in the parking lot. A nice public place where she was comfortable. And a place where folks would easily find his body once she finished kicking the crap out of him. 

      A glance at his watch told him he had just enough time to run over to the office, check for messages and emails, go over paperwork before heading back to the café. A hand over his gut told him he wouldn't be able to concentrate on any basic office task until he talked to her. 

      Jake didn't understand what was happening. He liked women, and women – usually – liked him. If the feeling wasn't mutual, he and the woman he was seeing would go their separate ways. He wasn't one to look back on things or try to figure out what went wrong.

      He was in uncharted territory, and he wasn’t sure he liked how it felt. 

      Deciding the work day was done, Jake tossed his hard hat through the open window of his truck before yanking open the door to climb into the driver’s seat. He didn’t start the engine right away, but instead sat drumming his fingers in an absent staccato on the steering wheel. He stared out of the windshield, went over their one and only date through his mind once more. Jake peeked into the pockets of his memory, trying to find the smallest slight, only to come up empty. 

      Damned if he could figure out what he had done. Best just to go ask her and get it done. 

      The decision carried him home, in and out of a quick shower, and an even quicker shave. He paid for his haste with several nicks on his handsome face, but he’d live. He tossed on the first clean clothes he found at hand – a pair of well-worn jeans and t-shirt he'd picked up at a concert years ago. Add in sneakers and a run of the brush through his hair, and he considered the job done.

      Jake figured the gods were smiling down on him when he pulled into the parking lot of the café and saw Sarah coming out the door. Her phone in hand, she paid little attention to her surroundings. Rather than jump out of his vehicle and bring that attention to himself, he took a minute to study her unnoticed. 

      She'd traded her apron for the oversize tote slung across her slim body, and she still wore her hair pulled back from her face. Throughout the day sections of her blonde locks had escaped the band to float around her face. Her face, pretty as always, showed signs of fatigue under the light makeup she wore. Jake didn’t understand why she bothered with makeup at all. He let his gaze run down her body. Her jeans and short-sleeved shirt, worn for comfort more than style, fit her well. A look at her shoes told him they had seen many miles, several of them within the walls of the café. 

      When he couldn't put it off any longer, Jake stepped out of the truck. The creak and slam of the door brought Sarah's head up, her expression going from surprise to wariness. She tucked her phone into her back pocket as Jake approached. 

      “Hey Sarah, can I talk to you for a minute?” 

      “Not now, Jake. It's been a busy day and I am exhausted. I just want to go home.” 

      “It won't take but a minute, I promise.” 

      “Fine.” On a sigh, Sarah stopped and crossed her arms. “What do you want to talk about?” 

      “Well, the thing is, I'm still trying to figure out why you're pissed at me.” 

      “I am not pissed at you.” 

      “The way you acted at lunch earlier says otherwise. You barely looked at me, and when you talked to me, you wanted to bite my head off. Hell, even Marc noticed. So what's up? Why are you mad?” 

      “Not mad.” Sarah, let out a sigh. “Okay, a little mad, but mostly disappointed.” 

      “Over what? I don’t understand what I did.” 

      “Don’t understand?” Her eyebrows shot up, making her eyes go wide. “You called me Cara and you tried to grope me during the movie. Not exactly very cool first date material.” 

      “I didn’t call you Cara. Why would I call Cara?” Jake’s own eyebrows came together as his brow furrowed in confusion. “I remember perfectly well what you name is, and I didn't try to grope you. I was going for the popcorn and missed.” 

      “Try an excuse I haven't heard before because I recognize what a groping feels like.” 

      “You are convinced you understand what as groping feels like, but sister, you are totally off base. Because if I was groping you, you would know it and you would like it.” 

      “Are you always this cocky?” 

      “I'm not cocky. I'm confident. If I put my hands on you, it will be on purpose. Understand that and appreciate it.” 

      “Yeah, cocky…that’s what I figured.” 

      “Let’s get back on track. I have no intention of putting my hands on a very unwilling woman, especially one who's pissed at me and has access to sharp kitchen knives.” He gave her a crooked grin. “Let’s start over. I'm sorry you believe I called you by the wrong name, which I stand by my statement saying I didn't. I’m also sorry you're convinced I groped you because – again – I  didn't.” Jamming his hands into his front pockets, he gave her a half-pleading look. “Can we be friends?” 

      “I'm not sure, Jake. I mean, you're only here for a little while and I'm not up for playing games, so let's call our one date it and go our separate ways. There are plenty of other women around that wouldn
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