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To my husband. I couldn’t have done it without you.

You have my heart and my love for ever.

I enjoy you.

Wink, wink.

TALK OF THE TOWN
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Chapter One
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A mixture of bright whites and grays swirled in the haze over Erica’s head. Her lashes fluttered. Wasn’t the sky crystal clear when she left the house? Invisible weights shut her eyelids. 

Is today Tuesday or Wednesday? 

Tuesday, Wednesday, it didn’t matter. Classes ended last Friday, so instead of counseling students, she could counsel herself for the next three months. And nothing freed her mind better than cycling. Something about a road and a bicycle tapped her inner Sigmund Freud. It worked on everything—well, almost everything. For the last two years, no matter how many miles she rode, she still struggled with the reason behind her failed marriage.

It’s Wednesday.

An engine revved in the distance. Her eyes popped open. The haziness overhead thinned as she caught a glimpse of cerulean blue. Her veil of confusion lifted like the stage curtain on opening night of a disastrous version of Guys and Dolls. The sky she remembered from earlier returned—along with the rest of her comprehension. New bull, out of control skid, swan dive over the handlebars. A growing pain from sharp stones and coarse gravel jabbed into her shoulders to confirm that she was sprawled flat on her back in the middle of the country road.

“Ouch.”

Erica slowly sat up, inspecting the damage on her arms. Both were bloody from wrist to elbow. Wincing, she plucked at the embedded pebbles stuck to her skin.

“Son of a biscuit.” When people inevitably asked how she crashed, answering that part would be easy—the why, not so much. Yes, she was going way too fast. Of course she should’ve concentrated on the fresh layer of chipped gravel instead of gawking at the new stud bull in the pasture.

Living in Southern Pennsylvania meant having cows in a field. They were as common as trees and grass. But for whatever reason, this particular beast stood out amongst the herd, stately and snaring every ounce of her attention.

His velvet hide was the darkest shade of brown she had ever seen, his lumbering gait a magnificent display of unquestionable strength and power. The stellar example of selective breeding chose the very moment she was riding by to rear up and oblige his duties to the agreeable cow in front of him. His timing was beyond impeccable. Never in a million years would she have thought that bovine had such agility. Or that she’d lose control of her bike, skid on the stones, and go sailing through the air with that vivid image and obscure thought passing through her head.

How did you wreck your bike, Mrs. Gebhart? 

Well, I was watching cows do it.

Several feet away, the overly curious herd had gathered along the fence line with the exalted ruler standing front and center. He snorted and turned away, sharing his disgust. How could she argue, watching like a pervert? Good grief. She didn’t mean to watch. It just kind of happened.

Someone her age should know better. Forty! The number was still taking some getting used to. And how was thirty-nine okay, but forty somehow a decade away?

Footsteps crunched on the stones beside her. She raised her scraped forearm to block the bright morning light behind a tall figure. All she could make out was a pair of well-worn, faded blue jeans up to the knees. The rest was just a silhouette. 

“That was one hell of a fall.” The rich, baritone voice oozed over her like a blanket that just came out of the dryer.

“You think? What would you give it on a scale from one to ten?”

“At least a 9.5.”

She lowered her arm when the man knelt in front of her. “I’m fi––”

He cut her off. “Just sit still.” He cupped her chin with calloused fingers as he squatted deeper into an open-kneed stance. Their eyes finally met. Brilliant silver flecks shimmered inside a sea of bright blue, almost the exact shade of the sky above, holding her captive. His eyes all but glowed.

“Wow! Your eyes are so...pretty.” Erica snickered. Did she really just say that aloud? Crap! “I meant blue.”

“You’ve hit your head pretty good.” He tilted her chin further to the side for a better inspection.

“My head? No, that’s what the helmet is for. It’s just my arms.” Reaching for her head, she only found tangled strands of her shoulder-length auburn hair––and red sticky stuff. “Wait, where’s my helmet?” Baffled, she glanced between him and the blood on her fingers.

The crease on the center of his forehead deepened, and he released her chin. A tingly warmth replaced his touch immediately. Well, that’s weird. Was he wearing a glove? Curious, she checked his hand, which was now resting on a shapely thigh. His fingers, long and slender, dangled above the inside seam of his jeans, and with his knees spread like they were, the direction of the seams lured her gaze inward, like a 747 coming in for a landing.

Don’t look there. Tearing herself away from that area, she charted his body the same way she mapped out her rides. Above the zipper—a narrow waist leveling off to a flat stomach. Higher, spanning east to west, a broad chest and shoulders. Something, not a chill or a shiver, rippled through her belly. Good grief, if she didn’t know any better, she’d think it was desire. A rippling sensation surged through the rest of her body.

Her errant gaze returned to his face. He had one shapely brow lifted, making it clear that her unintentional but very liberal inspection hadn’t gone unnoticed. Good Lord, what’s happening?

Embarrassed for the first time in a long time, Erica turned away. It was by sheer coincidence that she spotted her missing helmet nestled in a clump of newly blossomed daylilies growing alongside the edge of the road.

“Oh, there’s my helmet.”

“Doesn’t do you much good over there now, does it?” A hint of a smile tugged on the side of really nice lips, and he had just enough stubble on his face to accent the rugged attractiveness that seemed to be hiding behind that overly stern expression.

Erica’s insides dipped and floundered as she fixated once more on his lips. She tried pointing to her helmet. But, as she swung her hand, a single drop of blood flew off her fingertip. It landed about four inches above his right knee. The symmetrical red dome perched like a shiny rhinestone on the taut denim material. Instinct took over, and her hand shot forward before it could soak in. 

A precious few seconds passed before Erica realized two things: She was putting more blood on him and she was essentially rubbing the same well-developed thigh she’d just admired moments ago. Yanking her hand away, she glanced up again.

Wow. She could have done a half-gainer into the pool of blue in his eyes. Her insides fizzed again with a strange energy, and now she had to bite her tongue, hypothetically at least. The faint coppery taste in her mouth assured, physically, she already had.

She glanced at the bloody smears covering the inside of his pants. Red streaks ran sideways over his knee, dipping well below the seam and just inches from the crossroads below the zippers. “Holy smokes.” Her head swung back and forth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to...” Fondle your...get that close to your... “...smear...blood on you.” Both of his brows lifted. “It’s just...” You make me nervous. The revelation all but smacked her in the face. When was the last time anyone made her feel nervous? “I think that you’ve caught me off-guard.” Seriously, what is happening?

“Well, I think you need to go to the hospital,” he insisted.

“No, no, no. I don’t want that.” A wave of panic swept over her.

“What if you have a concussion?”

“Then I’ll be concussed. Nothing is broken. Everyone knows head wounds tend to bleed. My arms are just scratched up. I don’t need to go to the hospital.”

A trip to the ER felt extremely unnecessary. Word would spread like wildfire at the hospital, and Davis would be obligated to pull back the curtain, no doubt aided by his lovely, much younger assistant Bethany.

“No.” Now her words sounded more like a plea, even to herself. “I’ll sit there for hours, and they’re only going to tell me to take it easy.”

He tiled his head further to one side, the sun bouncing off the natural highlights of his wet hair. “Okay. How about I get you cleaned up first, and then we decide?”

“That works.” The words came out like a sigh of relief, but that relief was short-lived because, in the next moment, chiseled arms snaked under and around her body. Now, somehow weightless, she floated and rose with him before settling against a firm, broad chest.

“Oh my gosh, you’re carrying me?” It was a question as well as a statement. “Please, put me down. I’m too heavy.”

He scoffed. “You’re joking, right?” To prove his point, he hefted her just a little.

Surprised by the sudden movement, she stamped the front of his shirt with a mitten-shaped bloody handprint. “Oh, I’m getting blood on you.”

He glanced at her. “Uh, you already have.” Not that he needed to point out the obvious.

She drew another breath, ready to argue, when a spicy, earthy smell invaded her nostrils. Was it a type of shower gel or soap that only men use? Whatever it was, this blue truck guy smelled absolutely delectable.

Walking toward a Chevy pickup parked at an odd angle in the middle of the road, his steps synchronized in rhythm with the emergency flashers. At the passenger door, he used the hand that was under her knees to maneuver the handle open. Ducking inside the cab, he placed her sideways on the seat. The narrow space had them sandwiched together. His stubble rubbed against her cheek as he eased his arms away. The featherlike contact rendered the softest hum from the back of her throat.

He tensed and jerked upright, striking the back of his head against the frame. “Did you say something? Are you all right?”

Are whiskers really that soft? She had the most ridiculous urge to reach out and trace them. “I’m fine, really.” Touch them, quick, before he steps away. What? No, that would be crazy. Oh, gawd. Why couldn’t she stop smiling?

“Good.” He stepped away.

Her smile spread even further when he ran a hardened knuckle over the very spot on his chin that grazed her face.

Ah ha! It wasn’t just her.

Thoroughly intrigued, Erica turned to spy on him through the rear window. His long legs accommodated a commendable swagger, and Levi jeans worn to the perfect shade of comfort, complete with the telltale stamp from a wallet clearly imprinted on one of the back pockets. They hugged his muscular thighs but left just enough sag at his waist and rounded backside for her to appreciate how well he filled them out. She’d always thought certain men just looked good in jeans. He’d be a member of that club.

Next, he flexed his sculpted bicep as he bent to pick up the mangled mess that had been her bike. She spied the scant edge of a tattoo peeking from under the sleeve of his ash-gray t-shirt, but he was too far away for her to make it out. Sauntering to the side of the road, he scooped up her flyaway helmet. She hardly ever buckled it—something she’d need to remedy in the future so this didn’t happen again.

He lifted her bike over the tailgate and wedged the helmet between a pedal and the hideously bent front tire. She spun to face forward and shut the door with two semi-clean fingers.

He climbed onto the driver’s seat and shot her a sideways glance. “I’m Reese Mailing.”

“That’s better than ‘Blue truck guy.’” Why did I say that? “Oh, sorry.” I sound like a ninny. Shaking her head, she tried to recover. “I’m Erica Gebhart.”

For a second, he gave her a speculative grin. “I know who you are.” He turned the key, and the engine roared to life.

“I guess I said that because I’ve seen this truck before. You work with the Koontz brothers, right?”

He glanced at her through the maneuverings of a three-point turn, heading back in the direction from which he’d come. “That’s right.”

Wow. How did a man have such long lashes and pretty eyes? Seriously. His hair had started to dry and was lighter than she first imagined—more of a dirty blonde than a brunet. And even with the tiny crinkles near the corners of his eyes, he looked young. He’s younger. And I’m staring.

This felt like the bull thing all over again. Enough. Focus. “It must be a prerequisite that everyone on the farm has to drive a truck. A week or so ago, there was a...silver Honda with a green door?” Reese gave her a slight nod. Her eyes darted to the cupped hands on her lap. I’m rambling. That sounded absurd. Good grief, I never ramble. “Not that I’m watching or anything. It’s just that you all must go by a hundred times a day, and I live at the end of the road.”

Stop talking.

He smiled. “I know where you live.”

Reese turned the truck into the first driveway of three identical tenant houses that were part of the Koontz’s farm properties.

On any other day, Erica barely glanced at the dwellings. Her only concern was whether any of the tenants had dogs that might chase her as she rode by. About a year ago, a young woman with a daughter in preschool lived in the middle house. The woman had a beagle puppy that chased her every time. But that family moved away. Now, to the best of her knowledge, only one of the tenant houses was occupied by Reese Mailing.

Erica studied the houses with renewed interest. All three had a fresh coat of pale yellow paint, crisp white trim, and new green shutters.

The truck stopped. Reese set the gear in park and flipped the ignition off. “Let’s get you inside. I’ll help. Wait!”

Erica made a swift exit from the truck, not wanting to see if he would carry her again. Her riding shorts only went down so far, and the spot behind her knees still tingled where his forearms made direct contact against her bare skin. She had serious doubts that it was some kind of allergic reaction to his shower gel but it had more to do with him.

Near the truck’s front bumper, mid-stride, she glanced over her shoulder to see where he was, only her foot landed on the edge of an odd-shaped stone, causing her ankle to roll. She reached for the truck in an ungraceful attempt to catch herself.

But, instead of landing in a splattered mess over the rocks for the second time in one day, something vice-like seized her midsection from behind.

“Whoa, hang on now. I got you.” Reese adjusted his grip around her torso, pinning her back against his chest. “Shit, I didn’t think that you were lightheaded.”

Completely enveloped by his massive form, the ripple started in her toes and worked its way up. “I’m not.” At least not from the fall. “I stepped on a rock funny.” 

“Your heart is racing,” he huffed. “Do you feel weird or anything?” 

Weird, yes. But not in the way he meant. “The stones are bumpy. I wasn’t looking where I was walking.”

“So, you’re going with clumsy?” Reese adjusted his grip, keeping his hands on her ribs.

“I’m fine. Trust me.”

“Trust the lady with the head injury. Sure. And I mean that sarcastically, in case you couldn’t tell.” He slowly released her waist but maintained a light grip on her arm while muttering about proper medical attention. She may have found his mutterings amusing if her ankle wasn’t stinging so bad. But if she showed even a hint of a limp, he’d probably sweep her off her feet and race straight to the hospital. By the grace of god, the side of the house was only a few steps away.

Inside the first door were a washer and dryer. A ratty-looking sweatshirt covered with smears and flecks of yellow paint was lying on the floor in a balled-up heap. Along the adjacent wall was a small wooden bench with three hearts and the quote There’s No Place Like Home stenciled on the backrest. Above the bench were a row of hooks holding various ballcaps, some looking newer, and almost all having something to do with tractors or feed companies. Hats were just as common as cows and pickup trucks in this part of the country.

Reese opened the next door that led into an open kitchen. A modest-sized table with four plain chairs sat in the middle of the room. The basic white countertop was bare of clutter or bulky appliances, not even a coffee pot. And for some reason, she expected to see a woman standing at the sink wearing a red-checkered frilly apron. Why, she could not say. It was all so quaint.

Reese guided her in that direction. He turned on the faucet and pulled a clean towel from a side cupboard.

“Let the water get warm. It takes a minute. I’m going to get some things from the medicine cabinet.” Reese hesitated. “You’re not going to fall or anything, are you?”

“I’m good. I promise.”

He gave her one last pensive glance before stepping away.

After Reese disappeared down the hallway, Erica’s gaze roamed through an open archway into the living room. There was an oversized brown leather couch with a matching La-Z-Boy recliner, all very masculine and man cave furniture. Sitting on top of an old stereo speaker was a small flat-screen television. Next to that was a loaded bookshelf.

A man that reads. Impressive.

She combed further and caught a flash of shiny chrome partially hidden behind the couch—possibly the handlebars of a new bicycle, only smaller, maybe for a child.

Footsteps echoed in the hall.

Erica turned toward the sink and tested the water with her fingertips. She squirted some soap into her hand from a barn-shaped dispenser before placing them under the flow. A strained wheeze escaped through her clenched teeth, lathering the raw flesh of her hands and forearms. The sting gradually subsided.

Reese stepped closer, intent on supervising. His nearness made the tiny hairs on her neck stand up like a porcupine’s quills. Once she finished, he turned the water off and gently patted her arms dry. She had to admit she was putty in his hands––warm, broad, generous hands. No man had ever made her feel like putty before. Ever.

Putty. The outlandish thought branded another smile on her face.

Reese flung the towel over his shoulder and lifted his gaze. When her eyes locked with his, he gulped and cleared his throat. “Umm...have a seat.” 

It was the first indication that maybe, just maybe, whatever was causing her head to swim or making her belly ripple in that feel-good way was happening to him, too. She found that strangely comforting. And bizarre. She didn’t even know this person.

While he filled a bowl with water, Erica sat down and inspected her arms. Now that all the blood was gone, her injuries didn’t look as gruesome as they had at first. Nothing too deep, just a few scratches like she’d tried to trim the toenails on one of the feral cats that hung out in her barn. She’d survive.

Reese set the bowl of warm water on the table and spun his chair to face hers. He scooted closer and readjusted his position, not once, but twice. Still not content, he let out a small huff and then grabbed the front edge of her chair––right between her knees and hauled the chair and her into the space directly between his legs. She barely had time to yip.

Her legs fit like a wedge against his inner thighs. The contact made her new putty body melt even more. Pretty soon, she’d just be a blob on the floor.

Nestled up against him as she was, now she had no choice but to stare. Not that she was complaining. He had plump lips––very shapely, downright luscious. And the way he smelled was more than shower gel. Erica’s eyelids lowered, trying to decipher the unique aroma. Janine would call that a “man scent.” Erica took another whiff. 

“Ahem.” Reese cleared his throat.

Her eyelids flew open to a poorly restrained grin on said luscious lips. “Umm, I’m—”

His eyes softened. “Just relax.”

The need to explain burst free. “It’s the way you smell.” Don’t say man scent.

“You think I smell? Because I just showered.”

“Oh no. You don’t smell bad.” She giggled, but this particular giggle was a sound she’d never made before. It clearly hinged between enamored and demented. “I mean, I think you smell...” Mouthwatering. “...pleasant.” Pleasant, really?

Reese lowered his gaze, somewhat confused. “Okay.”

Pleasant. Good grief. Just get it together. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

He soaped up a washcloth and rose higher in his chair, virtually eliminating any measurable space between them.

The last time Erica sat this close to someone was when she had her eyes checked. Dr. McEnvoy leaned in and obliterated her personal space bubble with breath that smelled like potato salad. However, sitting this close to Reese wasn’t at all unsettling, and his breath smelled like Colgate mint. Even his breath smells good!

I should close my eyes. Yes. There, that’s better. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Sit perfectly still... Is that... Yes, I can feel the warmth radiating from his skin. He’s so close. Her eyes opened a sliver. Look at the tendons in his neck. Oh, look how they move when he stretches. And those scruffy whiskers go all the way down his jaw. Bet they’re soft too. Who knew a man’s neck could be so sexy?

Lick him!

The voice in her head belonged to her sister. It was something Janine would say––and do. No, don’t. That’s absurd. Yeah, her sister would get a real kick out of this, a giddy Erica Gebhart. Just breathe. No, don’t breathe. Wait, I need to breathe. If I stop breathing, he’ll have to give me mouth-to-mouth. Her sister’s boisterous laugh echoed in her mind.

And why was she so hot all of a sudden? Did he have his heat set to eighty? Instead of blood, it felt like lava flowing through her veins. Maybe this was a hot flash, but she wasn’t that old yet. Was it possible that her libido awakened in such a state that she was thrust into menopause prematurely?

No, that’s ridiculous. Get your act together. I’m hot because of him, what with him being so close and all.

She glanced upward to check his progress. Pressure and the hint of a shadow hovered as if someone had glued a lima bean to her eyebrow.

Reese leaned away. “It’s a pretty good gash. You could probably use a stitch or two.”

“It can’t be that bad.”

His steely blue gaze intensified. “Well, I’m not a doctor like your husband.”

“Ex-husband!” Her immediate and adamant reply came out surprisingly fast. She even startled herself. Calm down. “I’d rather not go to the hospital.”

“No one wants to go to the hospital, but a cut like this will leave a scar.” 

She admired his hardy features, inspecting him the same way he was her. He had a resilient jawline––the whiskers adding to the characterization that defined him as all man. And wait, was that a tiny scar above his brow? Yeah. Only his probably wasn’t the result of watching cows mating.

“I’m not worried about scars,” she murmured.

The spell she was under broke when Reese balked with disbelief. “Really?” His minty breath caressed the space between them. “If you say so.” He sucked in a cleansing breath of his own and scooted his chair back to sort through a first aid kit. “You know, if something were to happen to you, I think a lot of people around here would be quite upset with me, and that’s all I need.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Hell, from what I hear, you’re practically famous in this town.”

“Famous? I don’t think so.”

Reese gave her a long, curious stare. “Everyone says you’re this perfect pillar of the community and a celebrity of sorts. You’ve been on TV, and you wrote a book, right?”

“Oh.” She took a confidence-building breath. “Trust me, I’m not perfect. As far as me being famous goes, that’s just nonsense. The show was only a few episodes on PBS, and the book didn’t get anywhere near the New York Times Bestseller list. All that happened years ago. How do you even know about that?”

“You have a good many admirers around here.” Reese soaked a cotton ball with peroxide before dabbing it on the cut. “And I think it’s safe to say that Steve is a pretty big fan.”

“Steve Koontz?” She leaned away from his hand. “I know him and his wife Robin well. They’re wonderful neighbors.”

Reese reapplied the cotton ball to her cut. “He talks about you all the time.”

Erica tried to imagine Steve Koontz as talkative. In front of her, he rarely said more than two words at a time. Of the three Koontz brothers, Steve was the middle brother, somewhere in his mid-forties. They were all married. Well, maybe not Paul. Keeping up with his flighty relationships was impossible. Paul was like Janine, always ready to get married, followed by always getting divorced.

However, out of the brothers, Steve was always the one to help with the property even before she and Davis divorced. It never occurred to Erica to be something different or out of character when he continued to help clear snow from the driveway or nail down the tin on the barn roof if it was flapping. Instead, she attributed any regard he may have for her as neighborly. Truth be told, farmers were a special breed in this area, and if anyone was to be admired, it was them.

Reese recaptured her attention. “Every time one of them sees you riding or out in the yard, I learn something new.” He tore open a clean gauze and dried the cut. “I’m going to use some Neosporin.” He squeezed a small amount of ointment onto the wound. “So...tell me about this book.”

“It’s ridiculous.” She wanted to say it was a sad reminder of the shell of a person she once was, but that would sound overly bitter and be misleading. He couldn’t possibly understand how she’d spent the last two years sorting through it herself.

“It’s about dinner parties. Ten Easy Steps for a Successful Dinner Party. Not exactly life-changing material.”

Reese’s hands hovered above her brow. “Life can change in an instant. Now, hold still. I’m going to use Steri-Strips. I have to pull them tight.” He placed two strips over the cut and covered them with a small gauze square. “You should leave these on for a couple of days.” He finished and leaned back in his chair. His gaze seared a path over her body in the process. “You think you can walk to the truck without hurting yourself again?” The silver flecks in his eyes reminded her of a disco ball.

Her smile blossomed. “I can.” They stared at one another for what felt like another full minute.

He looked away first and ran a hand through his hair. “Okay, I’ll take you home.”

In the truck, they rode in silence, except for a country song playing on the radio. It wasn’t often that she listened to this genre of music. That’s not to say that she didn’t like country music. She was just more of a Norah Jones fan. The song playing had a lively tempo and was a declaration of being a redneck woman. Erica tapped on the edge of the door in rhythm with the catchy beat.

Reese turned into her driveway and parked next to her burgundy Jeep Wrangler. Getting out of the truck, she moved much slower than before. If she fell or tripped again, she wouldn’t be able to talk her way out of going to the hospital.

“Just to be safe, is there someone you can call? I’d feel much better if you weren’t here by yourself right now.” Concern shadowed his voice.

“I’ll call my sister. She’s not doing anything today. She’ll be more than happy to come by.”

Accepting her plan with a hasty nod, Reese set off to retrieve her bicycle from the truck bed. He propped it next to the garage door.

His focus stayed fixated on the damaged bike, while hers rested solely on him. Reese was taller than Davis, maybe six foot two, an excellent height compared to her five foot seven. He was trim, nearly 200 pounds of salacious flesh. Another vivid description she could pilfer from Janine’s lurid vocabulary. Most of his weight rested on one leg. His thumbs caught the top edge of his jeans just over the pockets. If she attempted to swallow right now, it would be audible.

Reese plucked at one of the spokes. “I’m not sure what we can do with this.”

Her reckless appraisal swept the length of him again. That’s a shame. She blinked, expecting the voice in her head to belong to her sister, but this time, the voice was her own. A strange thumping rippled low in her torso. What’s going on with her body?

The answer came a second later.

Kegels. They call them Kegels. 

Baffled, Erica’s eyes darted away from him to her bicycle. The chain dangled around the gears like an old lady’s necklace, and the front tire resembled the warped clock in a Salvador Dali painting. Her heart sank. The other bike she owned was older and needed repairs too. She couldn’t afford to have someone fix either of them. Sure, there was money in the house account, but she’d never touch that money.

Her gaze drifted from the bike back to him, only to find his direct focus now poring over her. Deep in the pit of her belly, the thumping started again. The distinctive crease between Reese’s brows deepened, and his dark lashes pinched to a sliver.

Abruptly, he turned and beelined for his truck. “I’ll come by later this evening to check on you.”

She stepped after him with a nervous shudder filtering into her body. “I’m sure you’ve got more important things to do.”

Reese climbed into his truck. “I don’t mind.” He took a long breath before starting the engine. Then he looked directly at her. “It gives me a reason to see you again.”

Words of another protest caught in her throat as Reese Mailing unleashed the sexiest, full smile she had ever seen.

Thump, thump, thump.

****
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Reese glanced in the rearview mirror. His mind reeled over finally meeting the much-talked-about Erica Gebhart face-to-face.

Damn.
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Chapter Two
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“You called him ‘ruggedly handsome’ before.” Janine shot back before flopping onto the sofa with a poop-eating grin smeared across her face.

Erica stared at her sister. Janine was one year younger and a shorter and slightly heavier version of herself, with just a few not-so-subtle differences. Janine’s personality leaned toward flashy, thus her salon-aided, vibrant red hair. Her sense of style was a combination of new-age bohemian and Lady Gaga. Of course, no one dared overlook her perky boobies that always beckoned for extra attention with the added lift from thick padding and low buttons. Take all that away, and people could tell they were related.

“I believe the word I used was appealing.” Erica sat in a chair next to one of the front windows and took a sip of her homemade raspberry iced tea.

Janine shook her head, arguing. “Nope, that’s not what you said. You said he had that rough-and-tumble kind of appeal, which is like saying ruggedly handsome. Although...you thought Davis was handsome, so maybe I shouldn’t trust your judgment of who qualifies as good-looking.”

Erica regarded her sister with an extra slow blink. “For your information, Davis was––is handsome. As far as judgment goes, you can’t expect me to take advice about men from a person that’s been married three times and always on the prowl for number four.”

“Ha, ha, ha. For your information, the first two didn’t even count,” Janine countered.

Leaning toward her sister, Erica smirked playfully. “Oh, they count.”

Janine’s head fell backward, and her eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “Let’s be real. The first time I got married, I was too young. The second...” She giggled. “...too drunk. Heck, that one hardly lasted six months and may even have qualified for an annulment if it hadn’t been for all that consummating going on.” A peculiar look drifted over her face. “Rusty had a little wang, but I have to admit, he used it very well. I wonder what he’s doing now.”

“Euwh.” Erica grimaced. “I don’t want to hear about Rusty’s––wang.”

“And then my third, my sweet Edwardo Rodriguez. You know how hard it is for me to control myself around men with accents. Tell me, how was I supposed to ignore his bronzed skin and that sexy voice? He had this way of rolling his tongue, and I don’t mean when he spoke.” A naughty grin smeared over Janine’s face.

Erica did her best to keep from laughing. “You’re so gross. Please stop. Gross.”

“I managed to keep that going for what, three to four years?” Janine said in a somewhat dignified manner.

“Your longest relationship to date, I believe.”

“Well,” Janine scoffed. “At least it didn’t take me eighteen years to figure out I wouldn’t be happy.”

Erica shot her sister a dirty look.

“Oh, don’t give me that. I know the reason your divorce has always upset you, and it has nothing to do with Davis—directly, anyway.”

In a vain attempt to ignore Janine, Erica picked up a magazine. “I don’t want to talk about this again. Oh, look, mac-n-cheese ravioli. That sounds so good.” She flipped to the next page.

“Well, that’s just great. The one person here with a degree in psychology doesn’t want to talk about it. You, of all people, the perfect Erica Gebhart.”

That was twice today that someone used that word to describe her. Did people actually believe that hogwash? She tossed the magazine aside. “Janine, I’m not perfect, nor have I ever pretended to be.”

Janine snorted. “Uh, you don’t have to pretend. You just are. And just so you know, you make it incredibly hard for us regular folks to keep up.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s all very intimidating, by the way. That’s probably why ordinary men are afraid of you.”

“What?” Erica cried. “Why would they be afraid of me? You’re out of your mind.”

“Oh, really. Look, I know that it’s taken a lot of hard work to get where you are, but you have this way of making everything you do look so damn easy. I mean, Jesus Christ, look around this place.” Janine fanned her arms around the living room. “I remember what this house looked like when you got it. I thought you were crazy, but you’ve turned it into the lovechild of a Gaines Fixer Upper and Martha Stewart’s home in Bedford. It’s like whatever you touch always works out, everything that is, except your marriage. That was supposed to be perfect, too. But...”

In her own wacky way, Janine wasn’t far off the mark. Part of Erica’s struggle was trying to accept that an aspect of her life actually failed—a first for her. From the beginning, her marriage to Davis appeared to be a match made in heaven. They were attractive, like-minded, and got along fabulously. He represented the last piece of a puzzle, only somehow, it never quite fit.

Erica’s gaze drifted to the framed canvas print above the fireplace. The portrait was the quixotic example of her former pseudo-life. Davis, the dashingly handsome, successful husband, her the beautiful, loving wife and mother, alongside their adorable child, laughing and playing with a golden retriever puppy in a pile of autumn leaves. A picturesque family. But other than their daughter, the other two people may as well be strangers. Like the stock photo in the frame when you buy it from the store.

One day soon, that portrait would have to come down. Erica rubbed the protruding knot on her forehead. “By the way, Janine, you’re an...A-hole.”

“Tell me this. Did you say sugartits when you fell?”

Erica snorted. “Nope.” It was son-of-a-biscuit.

“Really? Because I think you’re the only person I know who doesn’t like to swear. For God’s sake, Erica, just say it, say ass. And I’m not an asshole, but we both know who is. Davis is the King of Assholes. I’ve always believed that.”

For years, Davis and Janine only maintained the smallest margin of civility toward each other for her benefit. After the divorce, all bets were off.

A car door closed outside. Erica squinted through the wavy glass of the front window and saw her daughter heading up the front walk. “It’s Lauren. Did you call her?” she grilled Janine. 

“Of course, I called her. I knew you wouldn’t, and she should know what’s going on.”

“I would've preferred that you hadn’t bothered her. Lauren has a full plate, taking extra summer classes. She’s too busy for...your shenanigans.”

“My shenanigans? Hey, I’m not the one who got all juiced up over some guy.”

Erica stepped onto the front porch and greeted her daughter with a warm embrace.

Lauren stepped back to survey her injuries. “Whoa, Mom, you got banged up pretty good.”

Janine joined them on the porch and let out a resounding Paha before adding. “She wishes that she got banged.”

Erica purposely ignored her sister. “I survived.”

“What happened?” Lauren asked.

Janine interjected before Erica could respond. “The sexy new neighbor picked her up, and I mean that literally. He picked her up off the ground with really strong arms and carried her to his truck with his really long legs.”

Lauren’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “Oh my gosh, Mom. He carried you? Could you not walk?”

“I could walk just fine. Your aunt is...exaggerating.” Erica deliberately stepped in front of Janine to escort Lauren to the far end of the porch. “Let’s have a seat on the swing. Would you like some tea? It’s a fresh batch with raspberries.”

Lauren sat down. “No tea, but thanks, Mom. So, what does this neighbor look like? Did you see him, Aunt Janine? Is he cute?”

Janine plopped onto one of the large white wicker rockers next to the swing. “No, I haven’t met him yet. I only heard about him.”

Erica plucked at a few spent blossoms of purple and yellow pansies from a pot hanging next to them. Cute was not the word she would use to describe Reese. He was genuine in an “I don’t care” kind of way that made you look twice just for sheer appreciation. Rugged was a much better word.

“I’m sure he was just being neighborly. He probably—” Erica stopped. He probably picks up lots of women. “Well, he was just being nice.”

Janine shot her a sly smile. “Was he wearing a ring?” 

Erica glared at her sister and pinched another shriveled blossom from its stem, hoping to relay the message. “I don’t know anything about him, and I didn’t look, Janine.”

“Is he young, old?” Lauren pushed the swing into motion.

“I’m positive that he’s younger. He seemed very...” Firm. Reese didn’t have a beer gut or middle-aged softness. Erica harnessed a smile, knowing how easily Janine could twist any and everything into some kind of phallic or sexual innuendo. Plus, if she’d said firm aloud, her sister’s head might have popped off, just like the spent blossoms. “He seemed very polite.”

Janine started rocking at the pace of a methhead. “All I know is your mother was practically gushing when she called me.” Janine winked. “She called him handsome with dazzling sky-blue eyes.”

Did I say dazzling? I did. “Good grief, Janine.” Maybe she had said those things about Reese, but that was earlier in the day when her head was still swimming in man scent and neck whiskers. Erica could only assume that Janine’s overabundance of excitement was because her encounter with Reese was the first time she’d...well...been in a man’s arms in well over two years. Strong, manly tattooed arms. Her stomach muscles clenched involuntarily.

Erica turned toward her daughter. “All right! He’s kind of tall, and yes, he was...very masculine with...several appealing qualities.” Her eyes shifted to Janine. “I did hit my head, you know.” She would’ve vindicated her actions further, but in the distance, a faint rumble of an approaching truck caught her ear. Once the truck was closer, she could distinguish who the truck belonged to.

Steve’s truck had the recognizable sputter of a diesel engine. Paul’s truck was a newer model with a smooth hum. Bob, the oldest Koontz’s brother, drove a beat-up pickup that clanked with an assortment of loose tools that flopped in the back, making it rattle like things were falling apart. But the sound of the truck coming now differed from any of them. The steady roar she heard belonged to a blue Chevy. She’d bet her life on it.

Erica walked to the opposite end of the porch. From here, she could see a trail of dust drifting into the air above the country road. Maybe he won’t stop. But what if he does? She turned and found Janine and Lauren standing two steps behind her. Apparently, they’d figured out who was coming too.

“Just behave okay, both of you––and stay here, please.” From around the last bend, a blue truck came into view. Erica’s nerves, usually made of steel, kinked like tinfoil. Why does this man make me so...antsy?

Reese veered into the driveway and parked between her Jeep and Janine’s Lexus. Erica cruised down the front walkway to greet him. After all, that was the polite thing to do, and she needed to prove that she was capable of manners and could walk without tripping.

He stepped from the truck, and her stomach floated two inches higher.

Oh, sweet sugartits.

The tips of his hair were wet and curled from another shower. A grayish-blue T-shirt highlighted the sparkly part of his eyes, and darker denim jeans fit him in all the right places.

“Damn, sister,” Janine whispered behind her ear.

Of course, her nosey sister and Lauren hadn’t stayed on the porch. But she’d deal with them later. Right now, she was focused on the man ambling across her driveway.

Reese represented the male sex extremely well, rough edges and all. Her earlier giddiness and lightheadedness resurfaced between heartbeats.

Reese hit the edge of the flagstone sidewalk, and his understated hint of a smile flooded over her with a warm rush. Erica couldn’t help nor hide the one that formed on her lips as he scanned her, all the way from the tops of her white Nikes to her lima bean-adorned brow.

“Hello.” His husky voice landed deep into the center of her chest.

Janine stepped forward. “Well, hello! You must be the thoughtful neighbor I’ve heard so much about.”

Reese gave Janine a brief glance and a polite nod.

Erica instinctively turned to introduce everyone properly. “I’m sorry, allow me. This is Janine Rodriguez, my sister, and this is my daughter Lauren. Ladies, this is Reese Mailing.”

He gave each woman a quick handshake before returning his attention to her. “So, how are you feeling?”

“Oh, I’m fine.” At least I was five minutes ago.

Janine interjected––again. “I found her piddling in the garage when I got here.”

His piercing gaze all but scolded her. “I thought you were going to take it easy.”

“Erica is so pigheaded that way,” Janine said matter-of-factly.

“Actually, I was working on the mower,” she offered as a defense to Janine and then Reese.

“She’s been piddling with that thing since last weekend.” Janine added a dramatic flip of her hand.

“If you want, I can take a look at that. See if I can fix it?”

“What, the pigheadedness or the mower?” Janine reached for Reese’s arm, making discernable contact in the guise of selling the joke. She groped his bicep the same way one would test a ripened cantaloupe.

But his eyes never wavered from Erica’s. “Yeah.” Straight white teeth greeted her in another full smile.

A smile like that had probably rendered more than one woman weak in the knees because it sure as heck was doing something to her.

A lengthy pause filled the next few moments before Erica regained her senses and returned to hostess mode. “Would you care for something to drink, Mr. Mailing?”

“Reese,” he corrected. “And no, thank you.”

“How old are you, Reese?” Lauren’s question splattered over Erica’s brain like an egg landing on the sidewalk.

What is she doing? Erica’s chest tightened. Why couldn’t she breathe?

His gaze bounced to Lauren and quickly returned. “I’m thirty-five.”

“Thirty-five. Huh.” Sweet Lauren, aka Janine’s meddling partner in crime, didn’t stop there. “Are you married or seeing anyone?” 

What does a panic attack feel like?

“No?” His reply sounded more like a question.

Could they be any more obvious? Sadly, Erica already knew the answer––and it was yes.

Janine took a cozy step closer. “You know, Reese, I work for an entertainment company, and restaurants set up gratis dinners for reviews all over the place all the time. Erica and I were supposed to have dinner this weekend, but as it turns out, I can’t go now. However, I still need the review.”

God, please open up the ground and swallow my sister. Please, please, please.

Not even a pebble flipped over.

“And I think it would be a great way for her to thank you for all you did today if she took you instead.”

Erica always had the ability to read people. It was one of her gifts and why she was so good at her job. And right now, she wouldn’t blame Reese if he took his thirty-five-year-old, nicely rounded backside and fled. She ventured a look.

Other than the tinge of a smile, whatever was lying beneath those vivid blue eyes was a mystery. Perhaps the man had gifts of his own.

Reese dipped his chin toward Janine and Lauren. “Ladies, nice to meet you.” Then he gave Erica the slightest nod toward the garage. “How about I take a look at your mower?”

Instead of being put on the spot, he merely ignored Janine’s bizarre suggestion and managed to dismiss the prying duo, for the most part, like a perfect gentleman. Erica didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. She directed Reese toward the garage before giving Janine a scathing glance over her shoulder.

He stopped at the open bay door of her two-car garage to look at her bike, still propped in the same spot from earlier that morning.

“I think my bike may be a lost cause.” 

He studied it for a moment. “Well, if you straighten the front sprockets, you could replace the tire. But, of course, you’d still have to fix the chain or get a new one, reset the gears, and then swap out the busted brake cable.” His eyes flashed. “I think it’s worth a try.” This time, her stomach flipped like a pancake. “Show me the mower.” They stepped into the garage.

Two days ago, she’d removed the hood and mower deck from her 420 John Deere lawn tractor. Various smaller parts and the tools she used lay neat and tidy on a work towel spread over the floor next to the front tire.

Erica wanted to study the directions and diagrams better before removing anything else.

Reese struck his manly pose—the one with his thumbs hooked on the top of his jeans. “You did this?”

“Don’t be so impressed. It took me two whole days to get this far. I used the owner’s manual, oh, and the Internet. The mower has been sitting idle for the last couple of
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