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  Chapter 1
Stop trying to make everyone happy. You’re not beer.
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“You Cheat, We Eat, Suzie speaking. How can we make your life better today?” I answer the phone with a cheery voice despite feeling nowhere near cheery. 
“Um… my husband’s cheating on me,” whispers the voice on the telephone. 
Lucky for her. Cheating husbands is our specialty. “We are here to help, Mrs. …”  
“Tyler,” she fills in.
“Mrs. Tyler, can you tell me why you think your husband is cheating?” 
After some hiccups by clients who were – to put it mildly – bat shit crazy, my partner Hailey insists I get details before scheduling an appointment with a prospective client for our PI business. In my defense, how could I have possibly known there are cat owners in this world who want to approve their cats’ lovers? Or people who think a dentist can put a listening device in their crown? 
“You see…” she trails off. 
This is where my past comes in handy. I know exactly how she’s feeling, because – in my unfortunate experience – men are the scum of the earth. 
“Take a deep breath, Mrs. Tyler.” I hear her inhale. “And let it out slowly. There you go,” I coax. “Now, tell me what Mr. Tyler did.” 
She clears her throat. “It’s like this. I was snooping through his things before Christmas because I don’t like surprises.” She’s preaching to the choir. Surprises suck.
“And I found this gorgeous necklace. It was a chunky gold chain with a heart pendant. The pendant even had a ruby in it.” 
“Sounds nice,” I murmur when she goes quiet.
“Yes, it was lovely. I was very excited. My husband never buys me jewelry. I couldn’t wait until Christmas day. Imagine my surprise when I got some stupid CDs instead. He must have given the necklace to some other women!” she screeches, and I hold the telephone away from my ear. Ouch. “I bet it was his secretary. She’s this pretty young twenty-something while I’m the frumpy mother of his children.” 
I wait until she runs out of steam to ask, “Mrs. Tyler, you do realize you’ve told me the plot to Love, Actually?”  
“And? It could have happened to me, too!” 
Could have? Oh great, another nut job. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Tyler, but I don’t believe we can be of any assistance to you.” I hang up the phone before she has a chance to start screeching again. There’s a limit to how much screeching my ears can take, and the limit has been met and exceeded.  
The door opens and Hailey walks in with her dogs, Leroy and Lola, trotting behind her. 
“Please tell me you walked Leroy first.” He’s a puppy and has a tendency to pee everywhere, although he prefers to pee on the corner of Phoebe’s desk. There is a slight chance I squirted some potty-training spray on her desk.  
I couldn’t help myself. Phoebe is this super uptight rich girl. Watching her shriek when Leroy pees is the highlight of my week. Of course, Phoebe is no longer uptight. Nope. Since she nabbed herself a man, aka Ryker the smoking hot bounty hunter, she’s changed. 
Hailey rolls her eyes. “Of course, I walked him.” 
Hailey and Phoebe are the private investigators at the PI firm You Cheat, We Eat that Hailey and I started together. As you can probably tell from the name, we specialize in catching cheating husbands in the act. Although, since Phoebe joined us, we’ve added a bunch of insurance fraud cases to our docket, too. 
I am not a PI. No, I’m the person who holds the whole business together. I do the accounting, invoicing, filing, all the boring administrative stuff. I wouldn’t mind going out on a case or two, but Hailey says I’m not inconspicuous. She’s just jealous my awesomeness cannot be disguised. 
The door opens again and Phoebe strolls in. Lola whines and jumps toward her, but Hailey holds fast to her leash. 
“No, Lola. It’s not nice to hump our friends,” Hailey admonishes her dog. 
“I don’t know. Some friends are nice to hump.” 
Hailey’s ears perk up at my comment and she settles herself at one of the chairs in front of my desk. I wouldn’t be surprised if she starts rubbing her hands in glee. Ugh. Hailey is my best friend from forever. She knows better than to push me on my dating life. 
Dating life? What dating life? I don’t date. I have fun and move on. I have my reasons. And she was there to witness my reasons come to life.
But since Hailey got engaged to her high school crush, Aiden, she sees love and romance every fricking where. It’s annoying as all get out. She’s also happy and cheerful constantly. Blech. I shouldn’t begrudge my friend her happiness, but sometimes I am the teeniest bit jealous. Because I will never have a man who loves me and wants to marry me. Not a chance. I’ve learned my lesson. Men and relationships are not for me. 
Phoebe takes the chair next to Hailey. Great. Another in love woman who sees hearts and butterflies wherever she looks. Her big, bad bounty hunter proposed to her on Christmas morning. Although I was the one who pushed her to get together with Ryker, I still can’t believe she gave him a second chance, let alone said yes to his proposal.  
“Speaking of humping friends, are there any particular friends you’re humping now, Suzie?” Hailey wiggles her eyebrows. 
She’s referring to my friend Grayson who, for reasons I cannot begin to fathom, she thinks I’m interested in. But I am not talking to her about my relationship with Grayson, which is one-hundred percent platonic if you must know. I look around for a distraction. I notice Leroy slinking off toward Phoebe’s office. Perfect!
“Leroy,” I shout and jump up to rush after him. “No peeing!” 
I trip over the strap of my bag laying on the floor – of course, I do! – and end up flat on my back. Hailey and Phoebe bend over the desk to check out the train wreck that is Suzie and walking.  
“Are you okay?” Phoebe asks. 
Yes, I’m okay. I’m a bit of a klutz. I trip on my own two feet more times in one day than I can count. But if I say I’m fine, there’s a chance the girls resume their interrogation of my non-existent love life. Not on my watch, they aren’t. 
“Ow.” I scrunch my nose and rub the back of my head. “My head hurts.” 
Hailey rolls her eyes. “You didn’t even hit the back of your head.” She stands and walks toward her office. “If you didn’t want to talk about Grayson, all you had to do was tell us.” 
Because she would have listened to me and backed off? Does she think I’m stupid? 
“You sure you’re okay?” Phoebe asks.
“I’m fine.” I wave her away when she holds out a hand to help me stand. 
The last thing I need is perfect looking Phoebe helping klutziest girl in the world, Suzie stand up. I know I’m not being fair. It’s not Phoebe’s fault she’s gorgeous. And she is gorgeous. She’s tall – five-foot-nine to my measly five-foot-two – and has curves in all the right places. She’s blonde with green eyes and plush lips in a heart-shaped face. It’s no wonder her husband went nuts trying to get her back and force her to have his babies. 
I, on the other hand, am your typical redhead complete with pasty white skin that goes from ghost white to crisp as bacon with no stops in between. My body is curvy, but unlike sexy Phoebe, my curves tend toward pudgy. My face may be considered cute by some, but beautiful? Nah. My eyes can’t make up their mind what color they are – the ring around the pupil is blue, but the outer ring is brown – and my lips are way too big for my face. Good thing I’m not looking for a man. 
“Where’s Ryker?” I ask when I’m on my feet.
“He’s chasing a skip.” 
“He took off the day after Christmas?” 
I’m surprised the man let her out of his sight the day after proposing. If you look up alpha male in the dictionary, you’ll find a picture of Ryker. Of course, when you see the picture of the six-foot-six bearded man with dark green eyes that can see right through you, you’ll also understand why Phoebe threw caution into the wind and took a chance on the man. Ryker is h-a-w-t – Hawt! 
At Phoebe’s nod, I ask, “Will he be home in time for New Year’s Eve?” 
New Year’s Eve is one of my favorite days of the year. Hailey’s dad owns a bar, McGraw’s Pub, and he throws the best parties. Of course, the free drinks don’t hurt. And then there are the pranks. Hailey’s dad has a bunch of former Army buddies he plays poker with who practically live in the pub. They are beyond hilarious when they start playing pranks. I rub my hands together. I can’t wait to see what they get up to this year.  
“He promised to be home in two days, in plenty of time for the party. I should have gone with him. I don’t have any cases right now anyway.” 
The week between Christmas and New Year’s is a dead zone in the PI business. Or at least in our PI business, it is. Most couples are all lovely-dovey during the holidays. But those holiday feelings fade fast. January is our busiest month of the year. 
“Why didn’t you go with him?” 
Her nose scrunches up. “He thinks it’s dangerous. As if I can’t handle myself.” 
I bite my tongue to stop my laugh from exploding out of me. Phoebe was a total coward when she first started at, We Cheat, You Eat. Handle herself? Ask her about the time she ended up in someone’s pool some time. Although she’s getting stronger, she literally escaped a kidnapping all by her lonesome, she’s still got a ways to go. 
“Phoebe!” Hailey shouts. “Can you come in here? I need some help.” 
“She probably needs me to reach the top shelf for her,” Phoebe mutters before sauntering off. 
Hailey isn’t exactly short at five-foot-eight, but Phoebe never lets the chance pass to needle her about her one-inch height deficiency. 
In case you’re wondering, Hailey is gorgeous too. I’m literally surrounded by gorgeous women. Although Hailey doesn’t realize how beautiful she is. She complains about being too thin constantly. Whatever. I’d take her skinny self with her long, brown wavy hair and dark brown eyes over my chubby ass any day of the week.  
I wait until Phoebe shuts the door behind her to roll my chair to the door to eavesdrop. I seriously don’t understand why they bother shutting the door. They know I’m going to eavesdrop anyway. When will they learn? 






  
  Chapter 2
The answer may not lie at the bottom of the beer bottle, but I’m going to keep checking anyway.
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I come to a screeching halt when I walk into McGraw’s Pub on New Year’s Eve. The place is literally packed with men; none of whom are wearing pants. Thank goodness they’re wearing underwear. I can’t imagine the amount of cleaning and disinfecting necessary if naked asses had been all over the chairs. Blech. 
I walk to the uncles’ table because if anyone is behind the place being full of pantless men, it’s Hailey’s uncles. The four poker buddies of Hailey’s dad aren’t technically her uncles. Lenny, Barney, Wally, and Sid ‘adopted’ her after her mom took off when she was twelve. My perfectly normal family can’t hold a candle to Hailey’s makeshift family. And no, I’m not jealous – much.  
Hailey pushes me out of the way and slams her hands down on the uncles’ table. Barney opens his mouth – probably to tell a dirty joke, the man can’t get enough of his jokes – but Hailey growls and shoots daggers out of her eyes at him. His mouth snaps closed.  
“What did you do?” 
Wally’s eyes widen as he places a hand over his heart in the worst imitation of innocence ever. “Why are you looking at me? It wasn’t me.” 
Hailey rolls her eyes. “Yeah, right. And Suzie didn’t fall once today.” 
“Hey!” I lift up my hands and take a step back. “Why are you bringing me into this?” 
“Like you don’t get off on these pranks.” 
I totally love these pranks, but I know better than to open my mouth and say anything of the sort right now. Contrary to popular opinion, I’m not an idiot. 
Hailey’s attention returns to Wally. “Don’t make me ask you a third time.” 
“Come on, honey.” Aiden places an arm over her shoulders and pulls her tight to him. “You knew they’d play some prank.” 
“But I didn’t think I’d have to look at hairy asses in panther print thongs. I get enough of hairy asses at my day job, thank you very much.” 
“Panther print thong?” I stand on my tiptoes and check out all the asses. What kind of man wears a thong? 
“Where?” I cringe when I see the man she points to. Oh my. If you’re going to wear a thong, you should wax. It looks like there’s a strip of material being hugged by two gorillas. 
Hailey grabs my hand when I take a step in his direction. “What? I’m going to give him the number of my waxer. He’ll thank me later.” She tightens her grip and shakes her head. 
“You’re no fun,” I pout. 
“Why does Santa Clause have such a big sack?” Barney asks. This I gotta hear. “He only comes once a year.” 
He guffaws and sticks out his fist. I bump his fist while rolling my eyes. Barney does love his dirty jokes. And they only get dirtier the more he drinks. Something to look forward to.  
“Hey, Barney,” Hailey shouts to be heard. “Pretty cool trick Wally pulled off, wasn’t it?” 
Barney shrugs. “He posted on Twitter. Big deal.” 
“I knew it,” she shouts before rounding on me. “I thought you shut the Twitter account down.” 
I raise my hands in surrender. “I did! I promise.” 
Wally snorts. “As if a little thing like a password can stop me.” 
“International No Pants Day – get a free drink if you show up with no pants,” Hailey reads the tweet from the McGraw’s Pub Twitter account. “Who is stupid enough to come to a bar on New Year’s Eve without pants when it’s ten below outside?” 
I motion to the room full of men in their underwear. Obviously, a whole bunch of people. The women are much smarter than the men. Naturally. They’re all in skirts. 
“Hey, Babycakes,” Hailey’s dad says as he joins us. He kisses her forehead before lifting his chin to Aiden. 
“Hi, Pops.” Hailey tilts her head toward the crowd. “You’re not mad?” 
“Nah.” He smirks. Oh goodie. If he’s not mad, then he’s already planning his revenge on his former Army buddies. I can’t wait. 
“Hey, Shorty,” he greets me. “Your Shorty’s Holiday Brew is selling like hotcakes.” 
“You’re Shorty of Shorty’s Holiday Brew?” Grayson asks as he steps up behind me.
I scowl. I don’t like people knowing about my little micro-brewery. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not embarrassed. I’m merely not ready for everyone to know is all. I want a chance to figure out what I’m doing with my brewing before I shout about my beer from the rooftops.  
“Where’s Phoebe?” I ask instead of answering him. 
“Right here,” Phoebe answers as she pants for breath. One look at her hair is all it takes to know why she’s struggling for breath.  
“Hey, stud.” I wiggle my eyebrows at Ryker. “Did you switch the security cameras off first?” 
Phoebe’s eyes widen to the size of saucers. “Security cameras,” she squeaks. 
Ryker pulls her close. “Suzie’s yanking your chain.” 
“Thank you for confirming the location of your make-out session.” I clap my hands to get the uncles’ attention. “Who had Ryker’s truck?” 
In addition to being pranksters, the uncles are addicted to betting. They bet about anything and everything. And I do mean everything. They even bet about when Hailey and Aiden would have sexy times for the first time, although the bet ended up being a test. I was not amused. Especially since I won!
“Um, Suzie.” Grayson touches my elbow to gain my attention. I quickly snatch my arm back before he can see the goosebumps his touch causes. He raises his hands in surrender. “Sorry. Can we talk?” 
Ugh. Do I have to? Grayson and I are just friends. I don’t want to have ‘the talk’ with him. Hell, I don’t want to have ‘the talk’ with any man ever again. But it’s my fault he wants to chat. I befriended him before Christmas and then I was a total beyotch when Pops invited him for our family Christmas lunch. It was an accident! I was surprised. I don’t do well with surprises. 
“Fine,” I huff and stomp off to the hallway leading to the restrooms, the only unoccupied floor space in the place. 
I lean against the wall and cross my arms over my chest. “What do you want to talk about?” As if I don’t know. 
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did to piss you off on Christmas day, but I won’t do it again.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “If you don’t know what you did, how are you going to not do it again?” 
“Maybe you could tell me what I did wrong, then?” 
Ugh. I let my head fall back against the wall. It’s me who should be apologizing to him. It’s not his fault I have not-friendly feelings for him. And not-friendly as in Little Susan trembles whenever he’s near. 
I can’t blame her, Grayson is one fine specimen of manhood. He’s five-foot-ten with the broadest shoulders I’ve ever seen. I never knew shoulders could be sexy. Let me tell you, they can be. His eyes are the color of whiskey and I do love me some whiskey. And his lips? They look incredibly soft. My lips yearn to touch them and see if they feel as soft as they look. To top it all off, when he smiles, two dimples pop out on his right cheek. Two dimples I want to lick before moving on to lick other naughtier bits of his body.  
But I don’t get involved with friends. The whole friends with benefits thing is total and complete bullshit. You can’t have sex with a friend and stay friends. Nope. You either get involved in a relationship – something I do not do – or you ruin the friendship. 
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I finally say when the silence stretches on too long. I’m not the most patient of people. Silence and me are not good friends. “I was a bitch. I apologize.” 
He tilts his head to study me. Please don’t ask why I was a bitch. Please don’t ask why I was a bitch. After a moment, he nods and offers me his hand. “Friends?” 
“Friends,” I agree, and we shake hands to seal the deal.  
Hailey and Phoebe come rushing into the hallway. “What’s going on?” 
Hailey shushes me with a finger over her lips before she moves to lean against the wall next to me. Phoebe stands on the other side of me. 
A few seconds later, Wally comes strolling by. He gives Grayson a chin lift before proceeding to the restrooms. 
“What—”
Hailey lifts a hand and cuts Grayson off. “Wait for it.” 
A loud air horn sounds before Wally can be heard cursing up a storm. 
“Classic.” Hailey falls into a fit of laughter. 
“Cruel,” Grayson says with a shake of his head. 
“He earned an airhorn on the toilet seat when he tweeted it was no pants day at the pub.” Hailey is quick to defend Pops. 
Grayson’s eyes widen. “I was wondering why there was a bunch of pantless men here. Good thing I don’t have Twitter.”
Wally barges out of the restroom. His jeans are wet like he had himself an accident. I bite my tongue to stop myself from laughing out loud. He marches toward us.
“Where’s your father?” He glares at Hailey. “I’m going to kill him.” 
“Probably shouldn’t mention your plan to commit murder in front of an officer of the law,” Aiden suggests as he strolls toward us.  
Aiden is a police detective. He’d never tell on the uncles, but he sure likes to threaten to squeal on them whenever he’s worried they’re getting out of hand. 
He gets right up in Wally’s face. “And if you glare at my woman again, we’re having words.” 
Hailey pulls Aiden away from Wally. “And if you call me your woman again, you’re sleeping with the dogs.” 
“Good thing Leroy’s potty trained.” I slap my hands against my cheeks in mock surprise. “Oh wait. He’s not.” 
“No comments from the cheap seats,” Aiden says before securing Hailey’s hand in his and leading her away. Wally follows them grumbling the entire time. I’m sure he’s already planning another prank. 
“I guess the fun’s over. I better find my man before he starts up a search party.” Phoebe waves as she leaves. 
She’s not joking. Since she was kidnapped, Ryker is super protective of her. I’m surprised he let her walk to the restroom by herself. 
“We good?” Grayson asks once we’re alone in the hallway again. 
I force a smile on my face. “Yep. Perfectly peachy.” 
I’m a big fat liar. Nothing is peachy. Lusting after your friend is the definition of not peachy. What’s the opposite of peachy? Whatever it is, that’s what I am.  






  
  Chapter 3
Don’t worry, be Hoppy
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“Uh-huh.” I nod my head despite Mom not being able to see me. “Yep.” Another nod. “Sure.” 
I’m standing in my backyard in minus five temps shivering from the cold because I refuse to bring any negativity into my brew shack. Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents. Although they retired to Arizona years ago and refuse to visit Wisconsin in the winter – even if it is Christmas – they’re good, caring parents.  
But my mom is determined to marry me off. She thinks my being single at thirty-one is a personal failure on her part. She also thinks I should ‘get over my past’ because what Toby did was ‘to be expected’. Pardon? I should expect a man to betray me? If so, she can forget all about those grandchildren ever happening. 
Who am I kidding? There is no doubt. She can totally forget about grandchildren happening. I am done with men. A picture of Grayson smiling with his two dimples on display pops into my head. Too bad men cannot be trusted. 
“At least promise me you’ll think about it,” Mom insists. 
“Sure,” I agree although I haven’t the first clue what I’ve agreed to as all my mind can think about is all the places on Grayson’s body I’d like to lick. No, Suzie! No! Licking friends is bad! 
“Good,” Mom squeals and claps. “I think Match.com is the best option. The Tinder app seems a bit raunchy.” 
Wait! What? Match.com and Tinder? “Um, Mom, I’m not signing up for a dating app.” 
She huffs. “You agreed to not less than two minutes ago.” 
Crap. I did, didn’t I? I blame Grayson and his lickable body. Damn him. 
I backpedal. “I said I’d think about it.” 
“Fine. I’ll send you some links. Love you.” 
I wait for the click of her hanging up before I sigh. She’s getting relentless. I fear she may break her no trips up north during winter rule to come badger me some more. No thanks. 
I take a deep breath and clear my mind of all thoughts of partners and grandchildren. No negative thoughts in the brew shack. I unlock the locks. Yes, multiple locks. Do you know how much brewing equipment costs? And then there’s all the beer I’m storing. Although, there isn’t too much beer stocked now. Pops wasn’t kidding when he said the patrons of McGraw’s enjoyed my Holiday Brew. I’m plum out. 
Today I want to try a new recipe for a Session IPA. A Session IPA is more hoppy and has less body than my regular beers, but I think it’ll be a great beer for the spring. We may be deep in a cold-ass Wisconsin winter right now, but spring will come – eventually. 
Before I can start brewing, I need to make sure my equipment is clean and sanitized. Hailey thinks I’m an obsessive-compulsive cleaner. I’m not. Seriously, I’m not. But I have experienced an entire batch of ruined beer due to my equipment not being sparkling clean. And ruined beer is putting it nicely. I thought I was going to have rush Hailey to the ER when she started projectile vomiting after drinking one of the contaminated beers. Not an experience I’m anxious to repeat. And I don’t think Hailey is either.
I switch on my brewing soundtrack – because all brewers should have a brewing soundtrack – and start cleaning. Thirty minutes later, my stainless-steel equipment is shining and the phone conversation with my mom is completely forgotten. 
“Time to steep the grains!” Yes, I’m shouting out loud to myself. What? I really enjoy brewing beer. 
I fill up my brew kettle with the exact amount of water. And it does have to be exact. Trust me on this. The first rule in brewing beer is there are tons of rules, and the second rule in brewing beer is to measure, measure, measure! 
I set my timer for twenty minutes and open a book on the Kindle app on my phone. It’s not one of those sex books Phoebe thinks we don’t know she reads. Okay, I read them, too. The girl is on to something with those erotica books. They are addicting! They’re also distracting. Rule number three of brewing – no distractions! 
Instead of getting all hot and bothered by my next book boyfriend, I’m reading an autobiography about some sister brewers in Amsterdam who are wildly successful now. Not that I’m trying to make my hobby into a business. Sure, it would be fun to call myself a professional brewer, but I’m realistic. It’s not going to happen.  
Once the grains are steeped, it’s time to bring the kettle to a boil. I put my phone away. Boiling the wort requires my full attention. 
When my phone beeps with an incoming message, I’m tempted to ignore it. But when it beeps for a second time, I can’t stop myself from looking. 
How does a squid go into battle? 
Well-armed.
I laugh despite myself. I thought Barney had the market on corny jokes cornered. Looks like Grayson is also a member of the corny joke brigade. 
I respond with a gif of a cat eating a piece of corn. 
How are you doing, munchkin?
Munchkin? Who you calling munchkin? For good measure, I add a whatchu talkin’ bout Willis gif. 
Spoiler alert – I’m totally a munchkin. In my defense, I’m surrounded by giants making my slightly short stature of five-feet-two seem shorter than it actually is. 
You up for grabbing a beer? 
Smart man. He knows better than to respond to my ire about my height. 
Can’t. I’m brewing. 
I cringe when I realize what I wrote. I love brewing, but it’s my secret hobby I don’t talk about with anyone. Not a secret hobby like learning to speak Wookie or extreme ironing. Now those are some weird hobbies. Before I have a chance to completely flip out, Grayson responds.
Cool. Any new flavors? The holiday brew was good. And I want to try your stout.
Who told you about the stout? Confession – it could have been me. New Year’s Eve got a bit hazy at the end there. There’s no guarantee I kept my mouth shut.
He ignores my question. What are you brewing now? 
Oh, what the hell. I decide to tell him. It’s not like it’s some super secret like what Wally does for a living. Yes, Wally. Although all of the uncles are retired from the Army, I’m pretty sure Wally is into some black ops super secret shit. He disappears for weeks on end and no one has any idea where he is. All the uncles will say is he’s ‘off-grid’. And if those words don’t spell black ops, I don’t know what does. 
Session IPA. 
What’s Session IPA? 
While I’m typing up my answer, Grayson calls. “Hey,” he says in a rich, buttery voice. Geez. All the guy has to do is say ‘hey’ and Little Susan wakes up and starts singing Marvin Gaye. 
“Hey.” My voice comes out husky. Bad voice!
“I thought it might be easier if you explained on the phone instead of typing on the tiny keyboard.” 
“Are you calling my fingers fat?” 
“There’s nothing fat about you, Munchkin.”  
I was joking but now Little Susan is doing the tango while singing Marvin Gaye. And, yes, I realize those two things do not go together. I never said Little Susan had taste. 
I hold my hand over the phone to clear my throat. No reason for my friend to hear the effect he has on me. “It’s like this,” I say and then go on to explain what a Session IPA is. I may get a bit over-excited and drone on and on. What? I’m a beer geek. There are worse things in life. 
“Oh shit,” I say when I open my eyes because I closed my eyes when I started to wax poetic about beer. No judging. 
“What’s wrong?” Grayson asks. To be honest, I’m surprised he’s still paying attention. It’s not like I’ve let him speak for the last twenty minutes. 
“Crappity crap.” 
“You’re freaking me out. What’s wrong? Where are you? I’m on my way.” 
“Unless you fancy cleaning up a sticky, goopy mess, there’s no need.” I switch off the heat and place my phone on the table. “I gotta go,” I say and hit the end button before he has a chance to respond. 
 I study the mess trying to figure out where to begin before realizing there is no good place to begin. Time to roll up my sleeves and dive in. It’s no big deal. I can start over. It’s Friday night. I’ve got all night. And, yes, I realize how lame that statement made me sound. 






  
  Chapter 4
I only drink beer on days that end with a y.
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I groan when my doorbell rings the next evening. I’m laying on my sofa in my flannel pajamas while wrapped in my fuzzy blanket. Obviously, I’m not expecting company. And I’m not going anywhere. I don’t care if it is Saturday night. I was up most of last night and this morning brewing. I’m taking the night off from playing happy-go-lucky klutzy Suzie. 
There’s a knock on the window. I startle and nearly fall off the sofa. “Come on, Suzie. I know you’re in there.” 
Who was the idiot who didn’t shut the curtains? Oh yeah, it was me.
I wave at Grayson and shout, “Go away!” 
He puts his hands against the window to peer in. “I’m not leaving.” 
I throw off my blanket and stomp to the door. “What?” 
“Someone’s grumpy.” I grunt. He’s not wrong. “I guess someone doesn’t want her present.” He practically shoves a wrapped package in my face. “Not interested?” 
As soon as I reach for it, he yanks his hand away. “Nope. Get dressed. I’m buying you dinner.” 
My stomach rumbles in response to his proclamation. “I’m not in the mood to go out.” 
“Your stomach disagrees. Come on. I’ll take you to McGraw’s for a bite to eat and then let you beat me in a round of pool.” 
I place my hands on my hips. “Let me beat you?” 
He chuckles as he looks me up and down. “Love the pj’s.” 
My face heats. I’m wearing my beer bottle pajamas. They’re men’s pajamas, meaning they’re about a mile too long for me. I have to roll the pant legs up to stop myself from tripping. It’s ridiculous. I’m only two inches shorter than average for freak’s sake. 
Grayson waves the present in my face. “Come on. Get dressed. You know you want to.” 
I don’t. No, really, I don’t want to spend the evening with Grayson. And it’s a good thing my flannel bottoms are flame retardant because I’m a big fat liar. 
“Fine.” I twirl on my heel and march toward the stairs. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
I take the fastest shower a woman can take. I leave my hair wet and throw it into the shortest ponytail known to man. I’m growing my hair out from the short spikes I used to sport, and it’s barely long enough to put up. All I need is a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and I’m done. 
When I walk into the living room, Grayson chuckles. “Cool t-shirt.” 
He’s not wrong. It’s a totally cool shirt with the words Hoptimist A person who believes everything is better with a good craft beer on the front.
“You ready?” 
At his question, I hold out my hand. “Present first.” I wiggle my fingers in a gimme gesture. 
He chuckles but hands me the gift. “I wanted to apologize for ruining your word yesterday.” 
“Wort,” I correct absently as I rip into the gift. “A leather-bound brew journal.” 
I caress the material before flipping it open. There are gravity charts, SRM guides, information on grain and hops, and tips on troubleshooting. 
“Thank you. This is awesome.” 
I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek in thanks. Big mistake. This close to him, I can smell the scent of vanilla wafting from him. Because I’m a glutton for punishment, I take another whiff and notice mint. Mmm… mint and vanilla. Two of my favorite smells in the entire world. 
Little Susan wakes up and decides it’s time to do the rumba while humming La cucaracha. I’m not sure how she learned the rumba. I certainly don’t know how to do the rumba. 
Grayson clears his throat before grasping my hand. “Come on, let’s go. Your stomach sounds like it’s trying to eat through your skin to escape.” 
Yes, let’s get out of here before I throw caution to the wind and jump my friend. Reminder – Grayson is a friend, not a potential sexual partner. I do not have sex with friends. Little Susan pouts and her shoulders hunch as she slumps off the dance floor.  
The bar is hopping when we arrive. Of course, it is. It’s Saturday night. 
“Honey! I’m home!” I shout when we enter. 
“Uh oh, trouble’s in the house,” Barney says and waves us over. 
I debate not joining the uncles at their table for at least five seconds. On the one hand, the uncles will pour cold water on any amorous feelings I’m having for Grayson. But, on the other hand, I do want to spend time alone with the sexy man. That does it! No sexy men for Suzie. 
“I’m surprised to see you guys here. After all, you’re never here.” I wink. 
Lenny frowns. “Sarcasm does not look good on you, young lady.”  
“Sarcasm looks good on everyone, old man.” 
“Who you calling old?” Sid asks.
“I was referring to Lenny, but if you want in on the action, then …” 
Sid punches my arm. “Ow!” 
“Children, calm down,” Pops orders as he walks over. He kisses my hair. “Hey, Shorty. I didn’t expect to see you in here today.” 
I thumb my finger at Grayson. “This one held my present hostage unless I agreed to get out of the house.” 
“Present?” Sid leans close. “What kind of present?” 
A bit of background about Sid. The guy is a hopeless romantic. But he apparently sucks at the romance part since he’s been married five times. Rumor has it he has wife number six – a nurse from a fire incident – on the hook. 
“A brewing journal. It was an apology for ruining my wort.” 
“Never heard it referred to that before,” Lenny remarks.
I slap him. “Wort as in the liquid extracted from the mashing process during brewing. Not my tunnel of love.” 
Sid tsks. “What a disappointment.” 
I don’t want to talk about my relationship with Grayson. I address Pop, “I’ll take a hamburger and fries and a stout.” 
Pops chuckles. “What a surprise.” He takes everyone else’s orders and leaves. 
Lenny slaps me on the shoulder. “He’s a keeper.” 
“He’s a keeper? What are you talking about?” I’m acting dumb, but I have a sneaking suspicion I know exactly what he’s going on about. 
“Grayson. We approve.” 
No, no, no. They’ve got it all wrong. I shake my head. 
Grayson chuckles. “We’re friends. Nothing more.” 
Phew. Thank goodness. I don’t want Grayson getting the wrong idea about us. Snort. Like that’s likely to happen. Grayson would never want me. He’s like a fifteen on a scale of ten and I’m a five. Maybe a six if I put on make-up and do something with my hair. 
Don’t get me wrong. I’m not doing the whole boohoo for me thing. I know my value. I’m loyal, fun, and cute. What I am not is beautiful. No, a short girl with spikey red hair who spills her food and trips on her own two feet is not in the beautiful category. I’ve made my peace with it. 
“Is our Suzie not good enough for you?” Lenny glares at Grayson. 
Grayson gulps. “Of course, she is
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