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      “I have a very long whip, Murray, for disciplining naughty boys. Do I need to use it on you?”

      Sawyer lowered the hand he’d just raised to knock on the doorframe.

      “Have you been a very bad boy, Murray?” The heavily accented French voice purred from somewhere inside the house in a deep, sexy tone. “Then I must punish you.”

      There was no reply to this. No moan or man’s grunt. Who the hell was she talking to? And why was Birdie McAllister speaking like that?

      Was it Birdie?

      It was a reflex that had Sawyer checking he was entering her cottage. The bright pink number 2a was still inches from his face.

      Her parents had lived in the place first. They were now next door, and it was there he was delivering timber on his way home. No one had answered when he’d knocked, so he’d come here to find out where they wanted him to stack it.

      “No talking!” she yelled. Sawyer heard the slap of something connecting with… he couldn’t be sure but thought that sounded like a solid surface, not flesh. More a thud than a thwack.

      And you’re an expert on noises?

      What the fuck had he stepped into? Where was Birdie?

      “Are you disobeying me, Murray? I won’t stand for insubordination. Get on your knees,” the voice purred. “I’m going to punish you now, mon petit chou. You must obey me!”

      Sawyer was fairly sure she’d just called Murray a little cabbage.

      She spat out a few French words, and those were definitely made up, which had him wanting to snort. He wasn’t fluent but had worked with a guy in LA who was. Jules had decided Sawyer needed to up his game with women, so he’d taught him to speak the language of love, or so his friend had called it.

      “Do you know what I do to very bad boys, ma pomp de terre?”

      My potato wasn’t the sexiest word Sawyer would have come up with, but it took all sorts. He’d found that out living in LA.

      A loud bang and then a curse. This one, not in a bad French accent, had Sawyer wondering what the hell was going on inside this house. He wasn’t hanging around if there was some kind of role-playing kinky shit happening. People could be into whatever they wanted in their own home, but he didn’t have to see it.

      More swearing and banging had him entering. Sawyer moved down the narrow hallway and stopped at the end. He’d just look to make sure no one was hurt, then leave without being seen.

      “Murray? Crap.”

      Looking around the wall, he found Birdie McAllister on her hands and knees, phone pressed to her ear, under a table.

      He knew this woman. Had since his brother’s fifth birthday when she brought Ryder a save the bees home pollination kit. Birdie and her family were big on saving the planet.

      But this Birdie McAllister wasn’t someone he’d seen before. She wore shorts, or he thought they were, but could be those boy-legged-underwear things that his sister told him once were comfortable because they didn’t ride up, and why he’d needed to know that he still wasn’t sure. Black and cupping the curve of each ass cheek. On top, she wore a tight gray tank.

      “Murray?” she said into the phone again. “Well, hell,” Birdie muttered before slowly regaining her feet.

      Sawyer winced as she cracked her head on the corner of the table.

      “Double hell.” She rose, rubbing it and muttering.

      Sawyer had to say he was impressed. His family couldn’t do anything quietly, especially if they were hurt. They’d be yelling by now.

      He watched Birdie put the portable phone back onto the table.

      As if sensing him, she turned.

      “Sawyer!”

      He was good at a lot of things. Changing the pickup’s oil, making a passable chicken casserole and biscuits. He was basically house-trained. What he wasn’t good at was talking and things that were out of his control. Uncomfortable situations. Which, when you got down to it, was odd. His family was constantly falling in and out of situations, odd and otherwise.

      Now was an uncomfortable situation. That, plus his eyes couldn’t stop tracking up and down her body. Who knew Birdie McAllister had been hiding those curves all these years?

      “Wh-what are you doing here? How long have you been there, Sawyer?”

      “What the hell was that?” Sawyer pointed to the phone.

      “What?”

      “Now you listen to me carefully, Murray,” he said in a really bad French accent.

      “What?” She frowned. “I wasn’t speaking Italian.”

      He gave her a look, which he hoped terrified her. “That was French.”

      “Really? You’re bad at it.”

      “You called him my potato, and that was after my little cabbage. I don’t think you’re in any place to talk.”

      She frowned and then looked at the book on the table.

      “Birdie. What the hell is going on?”

      “Nothing.” She straightened, her eyes now on his chest. “Why are you here, Sawyer?”

      “Your head is bleeding.” He said watching as it trickled down her forehead.

      “Damn that screw sticking out. I always hit my head on it.”

      “Then fix it,” Sawyer said.

      “As if it’s that easy.” She shuffled left and bolted for the kitchen.

      He followed. “It is that easy. You screw it in or out. Now back to the dirty French-speaking shit. What was that about?”

      She was opening and closing cupboards randomly. Sawyer admired her very nice ass again before grabbing a white cloth off the bench. He moved closer.

      “What are you doing?” She backed into the cupboard.

      “Putting this on your head.”

      “It’s white.”

      “And?”

      “And it will stain, and it’s not for blood!” Her voice had risen several octaves.

      “You have cloths especially for blood? What the hell else don’t I know about you?”

      A breath hissed out of her mouth. “The point is, blood will be hard to get out of this cloth.”

      Ignoring her, Sawyer placed it gently on her head. “Hold it there.”

      She did, and he stepped back a few paces because she smelled good. Something soft and flowery that had his body stirring.

      “What was that conversation with Murray about?”

      Birdie was looking at his chest again. “Coffee?”

      “No.”

      “I baked cake. Do you want cake?”

      “No.”

      “Y-you always like cake.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      She frowned. “I’m sure I remember you saying once at Ryder’s birthday party you loved cake with lots of frosting.” She was talking fast now. Clearly nervous, which told him she’d been up to something and didn’t want him knowing about it. Too bad.

      “I was ten, and stop changing the subject. Tell me what the stuff with that phone call was, Birdie. Because I heard you talk dirty in a French accent to someone called Murray.”

      “He’s my boyfriend,” she said quickly.

      He folded his arms, which his four younger siblings would understand meant he wasn’t moving until he had answers, and leveled her with a hard stare.

      “You don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “You don’t know that! I don’t tell you anything about my life. W-we’re not friends.” Her eyes were on the move, shooting first left and then right.

      “You’re right, I don’t. But someone in this town would, and by now they’d have told me.”

      Her shoulders slumped. Birdie knew like he did. The gossips in Lyntacky were legendary.

      “W-we’re that.” She waved her hand about.

      “That?”

      “Don’t make me say it, Sawyer.”

      “And yet I’m still clueless.”

      “He’s my FB,” she blurted.

      “Facebook?”

      “I’m not saying it in front of you, Sawyer.”

      He got it then and didn’t like the instant leap of denial. What did he care if Birdie had a fuck buddy? It didn’t ring true. That was the problem. That and the surge of unreasonable anger that someone did that with this woman. Which was weird because he’d never, not once since he’d known her, thought of her as anything but the annoying Little Miss Sunshine, everyone in Lyntacky loved.

      But then he’d been fooled by a woman before.

      Birdie’s nice girl rep always made Sawyer’s teeth grind. No one was that good. Until today, that halo had never slipped.

      “I need coffee.” She shuffled sideways again and hit the button on the coffee machine. The long blond tail of her hair hung between her shoulder blades. His eyes moved to her ass again.

      Christ, he was checking out Birdie McAllister.

      Looking away, he scanned her kitchen. Color hit him hard between the eyes. Red, pink, blue, yellow, it was all over the place.

      “Jesus, doesn’t all this color make your head hurt?”

      “No. I like color,” she said.

      “Me too, just not all of it at the same time.” Even the mugs hanging on the tree thing were different colors. His sister would pitch a fit if she saw them. Zoe liked everything matching.

      “I’m sure you’re not just here to insult the interior of my home, Sawyer. So why are you?”

      At Birdie’s prissy tone, he dragged his eyes from the cupboards painted in different shades of pink and looked at her again.

      “Dropping off your dad’s order.”

      She had high cheekbones. Eyes more gray than blue and a bottom lip that was fuller than the top.

      Had she always been pretty?

      He couldn’t remember thinking she was before. But then he couldn’t remember really looking at her either.

      She frowned. “He ordered more timber?”

      Sawyer nodded, and a breath hissed out of her mouth, sounding like something expelling steam.

      “What’s wrong with your dad ordering timber? Our timber is good.” It came out defensively for no other reason than Sawyer didn’t tolerate anyone blackening his family’s reputation.

      “There is nothing wrong with your timber. I just didn’t know we needed more.” She was looking at his chest again. And not in an “I love your chest and I can’t stop staring at it” kind of way. This was so she didn’t meet his eyes.

      “He said it was for an aviary.”

      “Of course it is,” she said, turning back. “Why are you delivering and not Percy?”

      “Eliza is in labor.” Their company driver had rushed to the hospital after receiving the call, leaving Sawyer to do the deliveries.

      “No!” Birdie clapped her hands together, smiling. “That’s exciting.”

      “I guess, but right now I want to know what’s going on with you and the French talking?”

      “I explained what that was about,” she said through her teeth.

      Her phone rang.

      “Murray is a persistent guy, is my guess?”

      “What?” Her eyes met his.

      “Murray, your FB. Seems like you and him are close if he’s calling back.”

      “Oh, ha-ha.” The laugh was forced. “That was just ah, just a game. I told you we’re that.” She waved her hand about again. “We… um, role-play, and that’s probably not him.” She was babbling.

      “You go on and answer that call, and I’ll pour the coffee,” Sawyer said.

      “I thought you didn’t want coffee.”

      “A man can change his mind. Answer your phone, Birdie.” As the words left his mouth, her answering machine clicked on.

      “This is Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line,” the same French accented voice said.

      Birdie ran. Sawyer grabbed her around the waist. She elbowed him hard in the gut. The air left his lungs in a huge wheeze. He dropped her, and she sprinted to the phone. He was on her heels. Before she could reach the button to cut the message, he’d grabbed her again.

      “I can play out all your fantasies, you naughty boy.”

      She wriggled, and he dropped her because her ass brushing his groin felt way too good.

      “Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line?” Sawyer looked at her.

      “Unload the timber, Sawyer.” Her voice was high-pitched and panicky. “Put it wherever you like.”

      “Birdie—”

      “Has the bill been settled?”

      Sawyer shook his head.

      “Give me the invoice.” She held out a hand.

      “It’s in the truck.”

      “Leave it under the farmhouse door. I’ll make sure it’s paid.”

      “I know you will.” There was something in her expression he couldn’t read. “Tell me what’s going on,” Sawyer said.

      “It’s none of your damn business is what it is. We’re not friends. We’re not anything. Now leave and don’t ask again and do not speak about it with anyone.” She looked angry.

      “Yeah, because, let’s face it, I’m a real gossip,” he said, surprised at her tone and attitude. Little Miss Sunshine was never angry or rude. “Talk to me, Birdie. I’m a friend.”

      “No, you’re not. Your siblings are my friends. Go away, Sawyer.”

      He wasn’t sure why that cut deep. Maybe it was the look of desperation in her eyes. Or maybe it was because she was right. He’d made no effort over the years to be anything but cool and distant with her. Which, in his defense, he was with everyone.

      “Go home, Sawyer. This is my house, and what happens in it is my business.”

      “Birdie, if you need help⁠—”

      “I don’t need any help,” she cut him off. “And if I did, I wouldn’t go to you.” The last was whispered. “Please, just leave, Sawyer.”

      He wanted to press her for an answer, but she was right. They weren’t friends. Birdie had plenty of those and people in her corner. He wasn’t one of them and usually happy to keep things that way. Sawyer didn’t get close to people. It was easier.

      “Get someone to look at that cut,” he said before walking out the way he’d entered and away from Birdie McAllister. The girl that he’d always thought was exactly what she seemed until suddenly, she wasn’t.
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      Sawyer went back to his pickup and unloaded the timber close to the house. He then put the bill under the door, like Birdie had asked.

      He hadn’t set foot on McAllister land in years and was surprised the place looked run-down. Weatherboards chipped and in need of paint. Shutters missing louvers. A crack in a window. Sawyer wondered what was going on and why they’d let it get to this state.

      After climbing into his pickup when he was done, he backed around the turning circle and headed down the drive. Shooting Birdie’s cottage a final glance, he pulled out onto the road.

      What the hell just happened? He’d gotten out of bed this morning thinking the day would mirror the last one, with a few minor changes. He’d then walked in on Birdie talking dirty with strangers. Why? Did she need money that badly?

      Sawyer had seen the look in her eyes when he’d told her about her dad’s timber order. Something was off. Were the McAllisters struggling?

      Birdie was correct that she wasn’t his friend. Sawyer had plenty of family and a couple of friends who took up his quota of giving a shit. He didn’t have time for people who weren’t important to him.

      He headed for home so he could have a beer on his deck and some solitude. Sawyer needed his own space. After years in LA, he’d come back here to escape and heal.

      Lyntacky was a small town in Colorado with a big attitude. Driving down the main street as dark settled around him, he found a few lights still on in stores. People getting a jump on the next day. His uncle’s cruiser was parked outside the police station, and seeing as he was the sheriff that was normal.

      Every available space in this town had something in it. Statues of people who’d founded it, seats, and trees. Then there was Lyntacky’s fixation with square dancing. Signs of that were everywhere. Places named things like the Do Si Do Diner, which was where he found his brother Ryder’s Bronco parked outside.

      With four siblings, odds were you’d find one of them in town most nights. Pulling into a space beside him before he thought better of it, Sawyer climbed out.

      Ryder knew Birdie, and while Sawyer may tell himself he didn’t want to know what her deal was, he clearly did because here he was walking into one of the biggest gossip factories in town.

      “Well, roll away to a half sashay, if it isn’t Sawyer Duke,” Linda the owner said.

      While other people said things like “I’ll be damned,” Lyntacks, as the locals were called, occasionally thumbtacks from grumpy outsiders, used square dancing terms to express how they were feeling.

      The Duke brothers had thought about inventing a time machine and going back to that day when Lyntacky embraced the dance, care of the then mayor’s daughter, and having a serious talk to her about the effects her obsession would have on the population of her hometown.

      “Hi, Linda, is Ryder here?”

      Alongside her husband Hank, Linda ran the Do Si Do diner with a wide smile, which usually cracked her bright pink lipstick. Her hair was tall and unnaturally blonde today. Tomorrow might be different. Linda liked to change things up. Her skin was the texture of the last piece of fruit in the house that everyone had been avoiding for days and the color of a ripe tangerine. The uniforms the staff wore were pink and like something from the sixties.

      “He’s down the back, flirting with Betsy Regal. You may want to intervene there. Girl’s just been dumped by Fox Grayson again and looking for a rebound.”

      Sawyer grunted something and moved on. When you lived in a small town, everyone felt it was their right to have a say on everything.

      “I’ll bring you a coffee. You look like you need one,” Linda said.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      He walked past booths with red leather seats and shiny white tables and nodded when people looked his way. He found his brother talking to a blonde with a killer body and a sweet smile that fooled no one.

      Betsy Regal was a man-eater.

      Ryder sat in the middle of the Duke sibling lineup under Brody and ahead of Dan. He had the lightest hair of the brothers, but the rest of him was all Sawyer.

      “Rye,” he acknowledged his brother.

      “Bro.” Ryder’s eyebrows rose as he raised a hand, which Sawyer slapped. “What are you doing out in public?”

      “Hello, Sawyer.” Betsy smiled up at him. Then she rose from her seat and kissed his cheek. He wasn’t the brother people normally kissed, but he took it and stepped back, sneezing.

      “You need something?” Ryder asked him.

      Sawyer nodded but didn’t go into detail, which told Ryder he didn’t want to talk about it in front of Betsy. He sneezed again.

      “Okay.” Ryder flashed Betsy a smile showing all his teeth, which had Sawyer rolling his eyes. This brother was the Duke playboy. “I’m going to have to pass on tonight, sweetheart. Sawyer’s allergic to your scent.”

      Her bright red lips pouted.

      “I’m not allergic. I just sneezed,” Sawyer said.

      “Sure you are. Remember that time you dated Luanne and⁠—”

      “Whatever. Shut up.” Because Sawyer remembered. They’d gotten naked for the first time, and the only thing that swelled up that night had been his face. Turned out there had been something in her perfume he’d reacted to.

      “I’ll call you, Betsy,” Ryder said.

      After exchanging numbers, Betsy left with another heated look for Ryder and a glare for Sawyer. Which was how things usually went.

      Sawyer sat and picked up the menu, even though he could recite everything on it.

      “What’ll it be?” Linda arrived with her coffeepot, muttering.

      “What’s up?” Ryder asked her. “Can’t have the most beautiful woman in Lyntacky upset.”

      “Someone just asked me for a latte. Do I look like I’d know how to make one of those fancy things?” She was frowning.

      “To be fair, they are popular now.” Ryder smiled.

      Linda returned it and then leaned in to top off his coffee.

      “I’ve been thinking about getting one of those newfangled coffee monsters,” Linda said. “You know how to work one?”

      “No, but Birdie does. She trained as a barrister once.”

      Hearing Birdie’s name got Sawyer’s attention. “I’m sure you mean barista.”

      “That.” His brother jabbed a finger his way.

      “Well, thanks for that, sweetie. I’ll talk to her then. What’ll you have, Sawyer?” Her tone was five degrees cooler as she looked his way.

      “I’ll take a triple chocolate sundae, thanks, Linda,” Ryder said.

      “Meatloaf, thanks,” Sawyer added when his brother kicked him under the table.

      “You should try a smile and ‘have a nice day’ occasionally too, bro,” Ryder said when Linda had gone.

      “Whatever. Now, shut up and listen. I just came from Birdie McAllister’s after dropping off a delivery. Is everything all right with them? Her and her family I mean.”

      Ryder frowned. “Why wouldn’t it be? I saw her three days ago, and we talked. She seemed the same old Birdie. Busy, happy, and nice. The exact opposite of you, actually.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “Okay, minus the busy part. But no way could you be called happy and nice like Birdie.”

      She hadn’t been nice to Sawyer after he’d sprung her for whatever the hell was going on with Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line. He’d be looking that up when he got home. He rarely hid stuff from his blood, but he didn’t tell Ryder what he’d seen. It would embarrass Birdie, and besides, Sawyer had no idea what her deal was yet.

      “The place looks a bit run-down,” Sawyer said as he dumped sugar into his coffee.

      “I haven’t been there in a while. We usually see each other in town, or I drop into The Roll Away.”

      “You two meet there?” Why was he pissed his brother was meeting Birdie in a bar?

      “She works there, idiot. I’m not dating her. That would be like dating Zoe.”

      “I didn’t know she worked there.”

      “About three months. If you left your lair occasionally, you’d have known.”

      “I go out.”

      Ryder snorted. “Going to the yard and talking in meetings online is not going out and interacting with a human. It’s like you’re the bear that hibernates. All grouchy and hairy.”

      “I’m not hairy. Mine is cut shorter than yours.”

      “But you have the beard. When are you moving on from whatever that bitch did to you in LA? Not that you’ve told your family what she did. The family who loves you just FYI.”

      “Whatever now shut up.”

      “You getting her name off your arm soon?”

      “It’s done with, Rye. I’m not talking about it. There’s no point.” The hell that forced him to leave LA wasn’t something he was dragging his family into. “Tomorrow JD’s working on my tattoo, and what’s wrong with my beard?”

      “It hides your pretty face.” Ryder smiled, and Sawyer cursed silently. No one could rile him up quicker than a sibling. He raised a middle finger.

      “So, you don’t think the McAllisters are in financial hardship?”

      Ryder frowned at his words. “I don’t think so, but I’ll feel Birdie out next time. Mind you, she works two jobs. I’ve never thought to ask why.”

      Three, Sawyer remembered her terrible French accent. He also didn’t want anyone feeling Birdie out, but he kept that thought to himself because it was stupid.

      “Got a date for Autumn’s wedding yet?” Ryder asked just as one of Lyntacky’s most notorious gossips delivered his sundae with not one but three cherries on top.

      “You need a date for the wedding, Sawyer?” Linda asked. “Melinda is due back any day, I’m sure she’d go with you. I know it’s a struggle for you, considering you don’t like people.”

      Linda had been trying to marry Melinda, her niece, off for ten years. No man had so far stuck, but her aunt wasn’t the giving-up type.

      “I like people just fine, and I already have a date. But thank you,” he added after another kick under the table from his brother.

      “Well, you let me know if she cuts and runs on you like she-devil Jolena,” Linda said, putting a plate of meatloaf before him. She then moved on to serve and annoy someone else.

      “No one knows what happened with Jolena, so why do they have to comment?” Sawyer growled after she’d left.

      “Not even your family knows,” Ryder said. “Want to tell me about her now?”

      Sawyer ignored him. He didn’t talk about what happened in LA to anyone.

      “Duke brothers, my night just got a whole lot better.”

      Neither brother reacted to the man standing at their booth. They wanted to. Sawyer clenched his fist under the table.

      “I just said to Pauline the place had the stench of Duke.”

      Lowering the fork to his plate, Sawyer looked up at Beau Keller. A large piece of human refuse that he’d hated since his first day in school. Him and his family. He had a smug smile on his face and his arm draped around a woman.

      “When you realize his dick isn’t the size of his ego, call me,” Sawyer said to the woman stuck to his side. He picked up his fork and started eating again.

      Ryder snorted out the mouthful of sundae he’d just put in his mouth.

      “Fuck you, Duke.”

      “Back at you, Keller,” Sawyer said.

      “You chickenshit Dukes all hide behind the lawmen in your family,” Beau sneered.

      Sawyer put down his fork again and got out of his seat.

      They matched each other for height and size, which had always pissed Sawyer off because he couldn’t intimidate him.

      “What’s the problem here, Keller? You upset because no one in your family was intelligent enough to pass the police academy?” Sawyer said.

      “Watch your mouth, Duke,” Beau growled.

      “It’s not me making the scene, shithead.”

      Beau eyed him. Sawyer knew everyone in the diner was quiet now and watching them. Just as he knew they were aware of the bad blood between the Dukes and the Kellers.

      “This is a diner. You need to leave, Beau, unless you’re eating. If that’s the case, you go on back to your seat,” Ryder said, joining Sawyer.

      “I don’t want trouble,” Linda called from a table she was waiting.

      “It won’t come from me,” Sawyer said, his eyes on Beau.

      “Let’s go, Beau,” Pauline said, tugging his arm.

      “You’ll get yours, Duke, and your brothers won’t be there when you do. It’ll just be you and me.”

      “Ready any time you’re brave enough to take me on,” Sawyer said as the asshole walked away.

      “Sit, bro. The diner is not the place for that shit,” Ryder said, retaking his seat.

      “I didn’t start it.”

      “You guys have been at each other for years, and I’ve never worked out why. It’s true none of us like the Kellers, but you and Beau are next level.”

      “That’s between us and has nothing to do with anyone else. He comes at any of you, you tell me.”

      “I’m not his target, you are. So, who are you bringing to the wedding?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Tell me then.”

      “No.” Sawyer ate the rest of his meal and tried not to think about Birdie and Beau Keller. Both annoying for different reasons. One he’d like to punch, and the other he wanted to… what the hell did he want to do with Birdie McAllister? A vision of her really nice ass slipped into his head.

      Not that.

      He also had another problem. Now that he’d told Linda he had a date, everyone in town would know, and he’d have to show up with someone. He just had no idea who.
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      Birdie woke the morning after Sawyer heard her talking dirty to Murray and lay there staring at her indigo ceiling.

      Until last night, no one knew what she got up to when she closed her front door, and hadn’t since her fiancé had cut and run. The problem was, she’d lost her front door key, so she couldn’t lock it, which hadn’t been a problem until Sawyer Duke walked into her house without knocking.

      A loud yowl pierced the air.

      “Woodrow, don’t!”

      Too late. Seventeen pounds of cat landed on her chest, making the air whoosh from her lungs. He sat and purred, amber eyes staring at her while Birdie fought to breathe.

      “You are a beast,” she wheezed. His answer was to purr louder.

      “You need to go on a diet, buddy.” She stroked his soft furry head just where he liked it. “Starting today.”

      After a few minutes of attention, Woodrow climbed off and settled on his pillow beside hers, where he’d stay for the day.

      “Such a lazy cat.”

      Birdie got out of bed and grabbed clothes. Then, after a shower with water pressure that was pathetic because she didn’t know how to fix it and had no money to pay someone to do it, she dressed and fed Woodrow.

      Her cottage was her haven. The walls were cream, the ceilings blue, and there was color everywhere you looked. Sawyer hadn’t liked it, but Birdie didn’t care. She loved it.

      She’d collected lots of things from thrift stores and yard sales. Eclectic bohemian, she called it. Chairs held bright cushions and the floors multicolored rugs. Houseplants were everywhere.

      After a quick tidy up, which was just her collecting things from the living area and throwing them on her bed, Birdie grabbed her bag and headed out the door. Looking at the lock, she wondered if she should use some of the money she’d saved to have a new one installed. That would stop Sawyer from getting in again. Not that he would, but still, it would keep people out when she was taking calls on Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line.

      Jogging along the path between the cottage and her parents’ house, warm air settled around her. The day would be another hot one. Birdie looked over McAllister land. Gardens, trees, and various mismatched outbuildings were dotted everywhere. The vegetable plot was huge and provided produce for the stand at the end of the drive.

      Honey, too, was collected from the hives her father spent hours tending. Reaching the farmhouse where she’d grown up, Birdie looked at the pile of timber stacked neatly outside her parents’ house.

      Sawyer had put it there after he’d walked in on her talking dirty to Murray. Just the thought had her cheeks growing hot. What must he be thinking? More importantly, what if he told someone what he’d overheard?

      The answering machine recording had clued him in about Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line. He, of all the people in Lyntacky, had to be the one to find out her dirty secret, and now she had to wait to see what he did about it.

      Had he already told Ryder?

      She felt jittery and off-balance. Birdie and Sawyer were just nodding-to-each-other people. He occasionally grunted hello, but now everything had changed.

      But she knew he was a good guy, and that reassured her. He wouldn’t expose her… would he?

      Sawyer might want people to see him as the eldest, grumpiest, and “someone who rarely gave a damn about anything” Duke, but Birdie knew better. Ryder had told her stories about his eldest brother that challenged the grumpy man Lyntacky saw.

      She was also a watcher and had seen him do a few things others hadn’t. Like the time he’d picked up Peter Black after he’d fallen off his bike and driven him home. And the night he’d taken Sam Stevens’s keys away when he was going to drive drunk.

      Knocking on her parents’ front door, Birdie then opened it. She picked up the bill that was still on the floor before she closed it.

      “Seriously?” Her mom and dad must have walked right over it when they came home last night. Scanning the paper, she found the total and winced.

      “Mom, Dad?” she called.

      “In here, sweetie!”

      Birdie walked down the worn hallway. The paint had once been lilac, but it was now faded and stained from years of McAllister abuse. Looking at it with fresh eyes showed her how much in need of renovating the house was. Maybe she should talk to her siblings about this?

      She was the youngest of four. An older sister and two older brothers. Birdie was the only sibling left in Lyntacky.

      Entering the large, sunny kitchen dining area, Birdie found her parents doing naked yoga.

      “A little warning!” She clapped a hand over her eyes. “Child in the house who absolutely does not need to see your dangly bits.”

      “Birdie, being sky clad is natural. Were it not for the shock some of the people in town would get, your father and I would never choose to wear clothes,” her mother said as she bent into a downward dog, exposing more than any child should ever see of their parent.

      “I get that and how much you two like being naked, but not many people agree. Plus, I thought we’d covered this already. Naked yoga is for when one of your children is not around.”

      “You’re not usually here in the morning before work, to be fair,” her mother said.

      Spinning, Birdie headed into the kitchen, hoping there was some bleach to wash out her eyeballs.

      The walls in here were sunshine yellow, and two huge sunflowers were painted on the white ceiling. Pictures created by the McAllister children when they were at school were pinned all over the place.

      Faded now, like the rest of the place, the kitchen needed some work. The furniture in the living area was mismatched and only got replaced when something broke. Her parents were definitely not into material possessions.

      “Good morning, our little chick.”

      “Morning, Dad.” Birdie filled the kettle and then set out mugs for tea. None of them sat evenly on the countertop because her sister, Blue Jay, made them years ago. Pottery was not her talent, but her parents had been so proud that they vowed never to drink out of anything else. They’d held true to their word.

      Meadow and Hamish McAllister had lived in Lyntacky their entire married lives. They’d been traveling in their house truck when they stopped here. Falling in love with the small town, they’d stayed. After purchasing this land—she wasn’t sure how they’d managed that considering how hopeless they were with money—they started growing organic produce to sell to the locals.

      The only problem, as far as the McAllister siblings were concerned, with living off grid and running a self-sustaining lifestyle, was you needed to be smart with the little money you received, so you could pay your mortgage and utilities.

      Meadow and Hamish were neither. They were enthusiastic about many things and hopeless at most of them. A recipe for disaster and being taken advantage of.

      Birdie’s older siblings had flown the coop at the first available opportunity, leaving Lyntacky behind. Finch was in the Air Force. Lynx traveled the world in a band, and her sister, Blue Jay, worked in a fashion house in New York.

      And then there was Birdie, who had never plucked up the courage to leave. She’d also never really excelled at anything but was average at a lot of things, which was deflating when she thought about it, so she tried not to.

      “Do you want tea?”

      “Lovely,” her father called back.

      “But you have to dress first.”

      Twenty minutes later, they were seated at the small table in the window, where the morning sun streamed in. Her parents were in sunshine yellow matching kaftans and would have nothing on underneath.

      “It will be a warm day. I need to get into my gardens before the sun rises fully,” her mother said.

      “Sawyer Duke dropped off timber last night, Dad. I thought we talked about this.” Birdie kept her tone calm. “No more buying things until we have the debts under control.”

      Hamish gave her a smile, which was his stock response to any talk of money. Her father did not raise his voice or get riled up, unlike some of his children.

      “Now, Birdie, we need to get that aviary built before winter.”

      “And how are we going to pay for the timber?” Birdie sighed. “We’ve been over this, Dad. We’re only just meeting the mortgage payments, and along with the medical bill repayments, we’re stretched.”

      “The world will provide,” her mother said serenely.

      Birdie seriously thought about slapping her. Instead, she rose and put her cup in the sink with a little more force than required. Blue Jay’s mug was up to the test. When she returned, she had herself under control… just. This conversation had played out in many ways over the last few years.

      Her parents refused to face reality, so it was left to Birdie to do so, and work three jobs to ensure they had enough money to pay off the medical bills and ensure there was money if her father needed further treatment.

      When they’d taken him to Rummer for testing, it had turned out he’d had skin cancer—a malignant tumor that needed to be removed urgently. That, and the stay in hospital had cost a lot of money, which they were still repaying.

      She and her siblings were repaying, Birdie added silently. Her parents were waiting for the universe to step in and settle up.
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      “Look. I know you think the world will provide, but as we’re stuck in a small town on the road to nowhere, I’m not entirely sure how that’s going to happen. We need to pay those medical bills and put some money aside for if Dad requires more treatment. The others will help, are helping, but we have to stick to the budget, or we’ll lose this place. Do you understand that?”

      Inhale and exhale, Birdie.

      She loved her parents, really. They were the best. But their refusal to see how dire their situation was infuriated her. Their beliefs had never wavered. The world would provide, or as it turned out, their children. She had to admire them for that even while she wanted to strangle them. Grinding her teeth, she pushed the frustration back down inside her.

      “We have the roadside stall, and the bees have been so happy this year they are supplying plenty of honey. The chickens are laying too,” her mother said in the same tone she always used. Birdie often thought the world could be ending and Meadow McAllister would find a positive.

      Remember, Birdie, the next people to inhabit earth will have the knowledge to start their civilization from what we’ve left behind.

      “People are more understanding about the benefits of free-range and the need for honey in their lives,” her mother said.

      Birdie had loved growing up here. Okay, there were a few moments when wearing homespun clothing had her rebelling, but for the most, she’d been happy, even if she’d been one of the odd McAllisters.

      That all changed when their dad had fallen ill. The surgery removed the tumor and lymph nodes, and so far he was in remission, but the debts and worry would last longer.

      “It will be all right, little bird,” her father said, then rose and hugged her.

      She swallowed back the sob at the thought of this gentle man with an enthusiasm for life Birdie often envied being taken from her.

      “Dad.” Birdie sighed. “I just want to be prepared if you need more treatment.”

      “He won’t. Every day Hamish is eating herbs and dark green leafy vegetables. They have lots of fiber, folate, and carotenoids, Birdie. His aura is yellow again and no longer gray.”

      “Good, that’s great, Mom. But we still need to be prepared if anything changes with Dad.”

      “It won’t,” her mother said. “Now, your aura, Birdie, needs cleansing. I can see that. I’ll come over later with my white sage for smudging.”

      “I’m fine. Great in fact.”

      She wanted to yell. Wanted to make them see reason. She couldn’t do either because she’d tried many times and failed. Balling her hands into fists, she exhaled slowly. Birdie understood the benefits of a healthy lifestyle more than most, because it had been her existence since she was old enough to learn her parents’ favorite words: reduce, reuse, and recycle.

      But no amount of sustainable living would help their father if the cancer came back.

      “I’m well, little bird. The tumor has not returned, and I’m living in the fresh open air right here in Lyntacky. What more could I need to heal?”

      Hamish McAllister had been born in Scotland to strict, hardy farming parents. Realizing young that his mindset was different and animal farming was not something he could get on board with, he’d left to travel the world and find himself. He’d found Birdie’s mother instead. They were a match made in heaven, as they had the same values and outlook on life.

      The McAllister children were realists. Their parents were not.

      “Don’t order more stuff until we get your bills paid off,” she muttered.

      “I promise to ask you before I do,” he said and likely believed it until a good deal on something came up that he couldn’t refuse.

      “We’re thinking of putting in a Swedish sauna and making people pay to use it. Sweating is cleansing for your pores and glands because it flushes out any toxins or impurities you may have in your body. It will be excellent for your father,” Meadow McAllister said as if they had not just talked about spending more money.

      Birdie opened her mouth, but her mother cut her off.

      “We have everything we need right here to build it, you’ll see.”

      “If you say so.” Birdie sighed. “I need to go to work now. Have a good day and don’t give stuff away in the stall. Make sure people pay for it.”

      “We will, dear. I’m making veggie hash for dinner if you’d like to come over.”

      One thing her mother did well was cook.

      “Can’t. I’m working on some stuff tonight, but if there are leftovers, I’ll take some.”

      “I worry about you overworking,” her father said.

      “Her aura tells me she is,” her mother added. “Since Leah left you barely leave the house for anything but work.”

      “I’m all right.” She bit back the annoyance that welled up inside. She worked to pay bills, not for fun. Her parents’ refusal to acknowledge reality sometimes made her want to shake them.

      But they were right, she did miss Leah. They’d been friends since school, but her friend had left Lyntacky to follow her dreams.

      “Birdie, you don’t have to carry this family. Your siblings contribute, and your mother and I are starting an online business to further help with money. Since Steve left, betraying us all, you have gone into your shell.”

      Everything inside her froze at her father’s words, but not at the mention of the rat who’d been her fiancé, no. It was the talk of an online business that had her wanting to grab handfuls of her hair and tug. Outwardly she remained calm.

      “Oh?”

      “Vegan dog treats. We haven’t come up with a name, but we have been perfecting recipes on Sage and Basil for a few weeks now,” her mother said.

      At the mention of their names, the two golden retrievers came bounding through the open door, tracking dirt on their feet as they ran.

      “Hey, you two.” Birdie dropped to her knees to give them hugs.

      “Treat?” her father said.

      The dogs turned and caught the two turd-colored balls that flew at them. Both gobbled them in a single swallow.

      “These are going to sell like hotcakes,” her mother said.

      “You hate hotcakes,” Birdie pointed out.

      “Banana oat cookies?”

      “Or steaming turds because that’s what they look like,” Birdie said.

      “Can you do a delivery for us when you have time, sweetie?” her mother said, ignoring her last comment. “That pet shop in Sauce said they’d take a boxful and test how well they do.”

      Birdie swallowed down the instant denial and the fifteen reasons vegan pet snacks wouldn’t work and smiled.

      “I’ll let you know when I can drive them there. But now I have to head to work.”

      “We may need website help too.”

      “Okay. I better go now though. Talk later.”

      “Birdie!”

      She turned back to face her parents, and both were making the Lyntacky symbol. A square out of their fingers. Other people used the heart sign to show their love, but not here. Nope, square dancing had entirely changed their lives.

      “Back at you,” she said and then headed outside. A text had her pulling out her phone.

      Game tonight. Starts at 7:00 p.m.

      She poked her head back through the door. “I’ll take your dog turds to Sauce tonight!”

      Her parents yelled their thanks.

      She’d spend a few hours there earning some money before heading home, and then she could take some more Madam Fleur calls.

      Birdie went back to the cottage and collected her backpack, then started cycling into town. She loved this part of her day or would if she didn’t have big bad Sawyer Duke lodged in her head.

      Would he tell anyone about Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line?

      Lyntacky had a mountain range in the distance that in winter saw it capped with snow. It was a town that survived on tourism year-round. They offered fishing, camping, skiing, ATV tracks, and other activities that the more adventurous enjoyed.

      Birdie was rarely adventurous. Her siblings were, but they’d always said things like, “you sit over there, Birdie, this is too hard for you.” Soon she’d stopped trying to join in and found somewhere to read, which she’d always loved, but a small part of her had wanted to be a rebel.

      Entering the outskirts minutes later, she pedaled down Main Street. It was getting busier as they reached the height of summer. She might be biased, but it was a cute town. A little overcrowded but cute. Store owners made sure the place always looked clean. Hanging baskets cascaded with flowers. Flags fluttered, and signs out front announced what visitors would find in their shops.

      “Morning, Shelly,” she said to the statue of a woman wearing her favorite square-dancing dress. She stood at the beginning of the patch of grass that housed the rotunda, often a gathering place for local events. Shelly’s relatives, who had a long history of running the town of Lyntacky, had become obsessed with honoring her memory. Square dancing was considered the town’s main entertainment, even if some of the locals weren’t on board with that.

      “Morning, Birdie.”

      “Morning, Mayor.”

      Tripp Lyntacky was two-stepping down the street with Cal Twyford, Sal Chen, and several others. Not an unusual occurrence, considering the mayor’s fixation with dancing and keeping his late aunt’s legacy alive.

      They wore their black dancing uniform pants and red silk shirts with black beaded sequin patterns over the shoulders and chest. Next month was their annual convention, and practice had amped up over the last few weeks.

      “Looking good,” Birdie called, before she cycled past.

      She turned left and into the residential part of town. Homes ranged from two or three stories to a single level. Some gardens had more statues, others flags, and all were neatly lined with rows of flower beds.

      Turning right this time, she headed down past schools and parks, then the fire station. At the end, she came to another street. This one running parallel to the river. Birdie cycled along it until she reached a long, low wooden building. After racking her bike, she headed to the door.

      The sign said Box The Gnat Boutique, which told you absolutely nothing about what went on behind the doors but was in line with the town ordinance. Business owners must have something in their title relating to square dancing.

      Those who named theirs before Shelly Lyntacky had unexpectedly died while competing at the national Square Dance championships could keep them. But after, the ordinance must be adhered to.

      Using her key, Birdie let herself in. Hitting the buttons to deactivate the alarm, she turned on lights as she walked through the building.

      JD Hopper had a vision when he’d bought this old, run-down warehouse that sat on poles hanging out over the edge of the lake. He’d turned the building into a place that offered tattoos, piercings, waxing, haircuts, massages, and facials. A one-stop beautifying shop, he’d called it.

      Lyntacks had said he didn’t have a brain cell to think with, but Birdie thought he was a genius. There hadn’t been enough clientele for just one of those businesses, so he’d set up the lot of them under a single roof.

      Rooms had been walled off and spaces created to add the seamless flow that was The Gnat, as locals had nicknamed the place.

      An eclectic mix of artwork hung on the walls, and the floors were polished wood and had coverings ranging from cowhide to old-fashioned rag rugs. Birdie had been working here for four months now, after Tabatha left to have a baby, and she loved it.

      As the building office manager, she oversaw most things but was also pretty good at assisting where needed. The days were never boring and suited her.

      Birdie put the coffee on and opened the blinds so the customers could see the lake and mountains. She was at her desk when the main door opened and in staggered JD.

      Tall, with a big, muscled body, he had a head of dark brown hair, and a full beard he’d been trialing this year to see if women liked it. His jeans were designer and his white button-down the same. On his feet were boots that would likely be worth more than her entire salary for two months.

      Ink snaked down both arms, and there was no doubting the man was nice to look at. His eyes were a deep blue, and he spent more time and money on grooming products than she’d ever done in her lifetime.

      “Make it stop,” he rasped.

      “What?” Birdie didn’t look up. JD liked to party and came in at least three out of five days with a hangover. She wasn’t sure where he went, but if anyone could find a place to enjoy himself it would be JD.

      “The sun.”

      The son of a family that had, in his words, too much money, the Hoppers had a financial management business in LA. JD wasn’t big on sharing his personal details, but she knew he’d worked with his family briefly before following his dream.

      He and Sawyer Duke were friends, which was weird when she thought about it. Sawyer didn’t like people, and JD did. Birdie was sure they’d gotten to know each other when he’d tattooed ink onto the eldest Duke’s body.

      “I should have been born a vampire.”

      “You’ve got the temperament. Want me to make you a coffee?”

      “I’ll let you have my children if you do.”

      “I’m not sure I want my progeny to have your genes, JD.”

      He braced his hand on her desk. The man should be on book covers he was so pretty.

      “What? Why not?” He glared at her through bloodshot eyes. Even hungover he’d sell books with that face.

      “You’re not exactly low-maintenance, whereas I am.”

      “Just because you can recycle years’ worth of trash into a shoebox doesn’t make you better than me, Birdie.”

      “I can also live off grid and know what food I can eat out there that won’t kill me.”

      “You have zero fashion sense too, which is important. So maybe you’re right.” He yawned loudly.

      “So you say. I call it eclectic.” And cheap, she added silently.

      Birdie rose from the office chair that JD had just bought her. It had wheels, could swivel, and heated in the winter.

      “Is that what we’re calling it today?” His eyes traveled up and down her body.

      “You are so superficial.”

      “True. At least you match. Now go and get my coffee, sweetheart, because I have my first victim arriving soon.”

      “I’m sure you mean client,” Birdie said as she brought up his calendar. Looking at the name of his first appointment, she only just swallowed down the moan.
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      Sawyer nudged his pickup slowly into the Becker driveway and around the first garden gnome. Stopping by the small caravan painted with flowers, he lowered his window.

      “You want hot chocolate?” He looked at his niece seated beside him.

      “With marshmallows?”

      “I didn’t know they came without.”

      “Uncle Sawyer,” Ally said in a tone that suggested he was hitting sixty.

      Lowering his window, he leaned out.

      “Hey, Mr. Becker,” he said to the elderly man who’d been inside this caravan every morning for as long as Sawyer could remember. “One hot chocolate, extra marshmallows for the kid who is faking a sick day, and a coffee.”

      “Morning, Ally.” The man waggled his fingers.

      “Morning, Mr. Becker. I’m not faking. I have a sore throat.” Ally waved and then coughed. The nails on her hand were bright pink polish with glittery stars. She’d had a girlie day on the weekend with his mom.

      “That was pathetic. Your dad might buy it, but I don’t.”

      Ally poked out her tongue at him.

      “Are you wanting muffins, Tommy? Today’s is lemon-raspberry streusel, and they’re excellent for a sore throat.”

      Mr. Becker was the only person Sawyer allowed to call him Tommy, because his favorite book was Tom Sawyer and he’d been calling him that since he was five.

      “Start your day with a muffin, boy. It’s good for the mood.”

      “My mood is just fine, Mr. Becker.”

      “I love muffins,” Ally said.

      “Now how’s that going to work? You with a sore throat and all?” Sawyer glared at her, and she giggled.

      “Uncle Sawyer is always grumpy. Nana said it’s just his way, ’cus they’ve tried, but nothing changed him,” his niece said helpfully. “He’s my not sunny-natured uncle.”

      “’Cus is not a word. It’s because,” Sawyer said. “And I can be sunny natured.”

      She giggled.

      Ally was seven and had plenty of attitude. Small and skinny, she was a wonder to her uncles, who’d grown up with a sister, but that was years ago, and Zoe had been a rule follower. Never wanted to stand out from any crowd. Ally was the opposite. Her favorite outfit to wear was a checked shirt over a tutu and black rubber rain boots.

      “I can feel the darkness in him.” Mr. Becker waved the muffin he held with a pair of tongs.

      “I’m always dark and grumpy. It’s my thing,” Sawyer grunted. “Unless I want to be sunny, then I can do that too.”

      “No one’s thing is to be grumpy, boy.” Mr. Becker spoke in a thick German accent, even though he’d been living in Lyntacky for years.

      He’d read somewhere that whatever language you spoke for the first seven years of your life was the predominant one you remembered. Sawyer was a font of useless facts. He retained stuff like a sponge.

      He eyed the muffins under the glass dome. They looked good, but right now all he needed was a hit of caffeine after the crap night’s sleep he’d had.

      “Bad night, Tommy?”

      Klaus Becker had set up a drive-through in his front yard well before drive-through coffee was the thing. He’d done it for the people who were in a hurry, or so he said. He started at 5:00 a.m. and finished at midday. The townsfolk weren’t fooled. Klaus and his wife, Lea, just liked to talk and offer advice, and when their kids had left home, they got bored. They now counseled locals right alongside making them strudel, muffins, apple tea, and coffee. Rarely did they shut before 1:00 p.m., even if the sign out front said differently.

      “I’m fine. Just the coffee for me, thanks, Mr. Becker. The attitude beside me will take a muffin with her hot chocolate.”

      Coming on eighty, Klaus was tall, shoulders still straight, and bald. He had a lot to say about most things and usually did.

      “You take the muffin, no charge.”

      “We’ve covered this before. That’s not how you make money.”

      He made a scoffing sound, gesturing to the small, brightly painted pale lemon house with flowers in the window boxes he shared with his wife.

      “I have everything I need, especially since that check turned up with the refund on my taxes. Who knew I’d been overpaying for so many years? I paid off the last of my mortgage. Life is great, Tommy.”

      “Good for you,” Sawyer said, taking the cup of steaming black liquid and lowering it into his cupholder. He then handed his niece her order.

      “It’s like we’re blessed here in Lyntacky,” Mr. Becker continued. “Miss Jack got all that money in the mail from lottery winnings, and she didn’t even remember entering.”

      “It’s a miracle,” Sawyer muttered. He took a large mouthful of coffee and bit back a sigh of pleasure as it filled his mouth and seared down his throat.

      “Much needed and something that happens in this town more than others. Little miracles, just when a person is desperate.”

      “Yeah, it’s weird.” Even though he said he didn't want one, Sawyer took the muffin that was handed to him.

      “You drop by tomorrow, and we’ll sit and talk. I can see things are weighing heavily on you, Tommy.”

      “I’m fine. You have a good day and make sure people pay for their coffee and muffins. No freebies, you hear me?”

      The surprise on the man’s lined face told Sawyer he’d not said that much in a sentence before, which suggested Ryder was right. He needed to work on his communication skills.

      “Bye, Mr. Becker,” Ally called with her mouth full of baked goodness.

      Raising a hand, Sawyer drove slowly past more gnomes, a few deer, toadstools, and his personal favorite, a gnome raising two middle fingers, and out onto the road.

      “I saw that outside Mr. Rohan’s house the other day,” Ally said.

      “Yeah, that gnome sure gets around.”

      Sawyer hadn’t slept because he couldn’t stop thinking about Birdie McAllister and what kind of trouble she was in. The girl he’d always known was not someone who talked dirty to strangers via the phone because she enjoyed it. Unless she’d been fooling them for years, and he didn’t think she was that good an actress.

      When he got home last night, he’d searched for Madame Fleur’s Flirt Line and found a website that could make all his fantasies come true. He’d then called the number, and the voicemail had been the one he’d heard at Birdie’s house.

      What the hell was her deal?

      Beside him, Ally slurped her hot chocolate, bringing Sawyer back to what else was bothering him.

      “So, what’s up with you, kid? You really sick, or just don’t want to go to school?”

      Ally sighed.

      “You being bullied?” The thought made his blood boil. No one bullied his niece.

      “I have a sore throat.”

      He shot her a look. She wore one of her daddy’s ball caps that had the Duke Timber logo on it, and a tail of rust brown hair came out the back.

      Her father, Sawyer’s brother Brody, said she had more attitude than any kid he’d met, including the Dukes. Sawyer loved her spunk.

      “Sure you do, and I have a sunny nature.”

      She sighed again.

      “Just tell me what’s going on, Ally.”

      “I had a project due today, and I didn’t finish it,” she said in that sullen tone she’d perfected. God help them when she hit her teens.

      “How come? You like schoolwork and usually ace stuff, or so your father told me. Spill, you know I’m good for it, Ally.”

      He drove down the road and through the area he and his brothers called the posh part of Lyntacky. Bigger houses and well-manicured lawns.

      “But you’ll tell Dad, and he’ll talk to Nana and the others. Then Uncle Asher and Uncle Dan will find out.”

      “They will not arrest you for failing to turn an assignment in, Ally. Uncle Asher is the Sheriff here, and Uncle Dan a deputy, but I can’t remember a time they’ve put a kid behind bars for that. Especially seeing as I never handed in any.”

      “I know that. But it’s hard, disappointing Uncle Asher.”

      “You mean because he gives you the look?”

      She nodded. “Dad has it too.”

      “I remember that look. You want the ground to swallow you,” Sawyer said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, I get that, just not why you haven’t finished the assignment.”

      When Sawyer’s phone rang early this morning, it had been Brody. He was a single dad to Ally and took care of the financial side of things for their business. He had an early appointment, so Sawyer volunteered to pick the kid up and deliver her to her nana, who was working at the library this morning.

      “Just cus,” Ally said, shrugging. She took a large bite of muffin and looked out the window.

      “Okay, I’ll take a guess.”

      “Don’t wave to her,” Ally hissed as he raised two fingers off the wheel to acknowledge the woman striding down the path in Lycra tights and a crop top.

      “Just being polite.”

      “She’ll think you want to date her. Jackie Lee Haven dates everyone,” Ally said.

      “You’re seven. How do you know this?”

      “Helena told me.”

      “I’m not sure seven-year-old girls should discuss this kind of adult thing.”

      She did the eye roll she’d also perfected lately. “Helena is nine. I know who you should date,” Ally said.

      “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you and why you haven’t handed in your assignment.”

      “I had other stuff to do,” she muttered.

      “What other stuff?”

      “Not telling.”

      She’d been a sweet little girl. He’d carried her around, swinging her upside down, and she’d had a husky little chuckle that touched his soul. Ally was raised with plenty of love after her mother decided she didn’t want a child in her life. Sawyer had plenty of thoughts about that and none of them good, but like his family, he kept them to himself. Between them, they’d all learned real quick about parenting. Brody excelled at being a daddy.

      “It’s boy trouble?” Sawyer hoped he was wrong.

      “I’m seven. No, eww, gross!”

      “That’s good then,” he muttered. “Girl trouble?”

      “No.”

      “And it’s not that you’re being bullied?”

      She shook her head.

      “You can’t do the assignment and didn’t want to ask for help?”

      She gave him a look that said he was dumb.

      “I give up.”

      “Good, because I’m not telling you.”

      “Ally, if it’s stopping you handing in schoolwork, and keeping up grades, you need to tell someone.”

      “I’m seven. Grades aren’t that important.”

      “Did you hear that from a teacher?”

      “Can I get a tattoo, Uncle Sawyer?”

      “What? No!”

      “But you’re getting one.”

      “Because I’m old and can make my own decisions and have my own money. You’re seven. You have to be at least twenty-five before you can make your own choices.”

      “Dad said eighteen.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s wrong.”

      Sawyer drove past Lyntacky’s middle school.

      “Duck or Miss McConnell may see you.”

      “She won’t. It’s math time. She sits at her desk during math and talks to us because she says it’s the hardest part of her day.”

      “I can relate.”

      “I like math.”

      “That’s because you’re weird like your daddy.”

      “I’m going to be better than him one day.”

      Sawyer shot her a look and saw the determination.

      “Yeah, well, you need to go to school to get better. You’re not doing anything illegal are you, Ally?” Sawyer’s body went cold at the thought. Her hesitation to answer him did not ease his mind.

      “Okay. I’m pulling over and locking all the doors until you tell me.”

      She huffed out a breath.

      “Come on, kiddo.”

      “Jack Little paid me to do his homework, and I didn’t have time to finish it and mine!” The words came out fast.

      He wanted to laugh with relief, but Sawyer knew that wouldn’t help the situation.

      “How often are the kids in your class paying you to do their assignments? You’re seven, for pity’s sake.”

      Ally dropped her eyes to her hands.

      “You may as well spill all of it.”

      “Most weeks it’s the older kids who do it cus I can do their work too.”

      “Yeah. Go you being that brainy.”

      A little smile tilted her lips. How long had it taken for the kids to realize how smart his niece was? And why didn’t Brody know this stuff was going on?

      “What do they pay?”

      Her eyes shot to his. “Five dollars an assignment.”

      Sawyer whistled. “In my day, it was only fifty cents. Here’s the thing, baby girl. I get that you’re smart. I also get that some people aren’t good at schoolwork and it’s harder for them. But you’re not doing them any favors. How are they going to learn and get better if they don’t do it
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