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        Smokejumper Tony Warren sucks at love.

        It’s something he has in common with best pal, Kayla Gladney.

        They even dated each other for a hot minute, but that crashed and burned.

        Tony’s positive he’s just a bad boyfriend.

        Kayla’s convinced he’s a straight-up commitment-phobe. 

        After a night of too many Fireball shots, they make a bet.

        They’ll embark on an epic road trip to hunt down his exes.

        Together, they’ll figure out once and for all why Tony’s unlucky in love.

        Bad boyfriend or commitment-phobe?

        Somehow, either answer feels like he’s losing.

        But between roadside burgers, late night detours, and one feisty rescue dog,

        two best pals discover some fires never burn out.

        Especially the one that still smolders between them.

        Suddenly, losing feels a whole lot like winning again.

        One-click this friends-to-lovers rom-com with an epic road trip, some one-bed shenanigans, and a beautiful second-chance romance journey.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR JUST A LITTLE BET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "This is the best book she's ever written." -The Rogue Book Reviews

      

        

      
        "Just a Little Bet is one of the best books I have read this year." -Stephanie D, Amazon

      

        

      
        "Super swoon-worthy friends-to-lovers story." -Patricia R., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "I LOVE, LOVE, LOVED this book! The characters, the well flowing storyline, the heat, and FIREBALL!!! I love a great dual POV and this one was "on fire"!" -Nicole W., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "A fun, witty and interesting road trip story of second chances and all that entails." -Karen R., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "This book will pull at your heart strings! Tawna does an amazing job at making her characters feel relatable. Tony is so complex you can't help but root for him. Kayla has a huge heart and her willingness to hold on was inspiring." -Heather P., NetGalley

      

        

      
        "Truly snort-laugh-worthy moments!" -Regina D., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "This story has all the heat and all the heart!" -Viper S., Goodreads

      

        

      
        "Just a Little Bet by Tawna Fenske a smoking hot five-star read." -Ashely S., NetGalley

      

        

      
        "This is one romantic road trip to remember!" -Erika C., NetGalley

      

      

    

  


  
    
      JUST A LITTLE BET

      
        WHERE THERE’S SMOKE

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        TAWNA FENSKE

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      

      Text copyright © 2020 by Tawna Fenske

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author.

      

      www.tawnafenske.com

      

      Cover design by Sweet ’N Spicy Designs

      

      Second Edition July 2026

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO IN THE WHERE THERE’S SMOKE SERIES
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      “Uh-oh.” Kayla Gladney sipped her beer and squinted across the dim expanse of Boyton Ballroom’s central bar. “Breakup at three o’clock.”

      “What? Where?” Willa leaned back on her barstool, then yelped as she started to topple.

      Kayla made a grab for her, but Willa’s hottie husband moved quicker. Grady caught his wife by the waist, grinning as he glanced across the room to watch their friend—his teammate—Tony, deep in conversation with a pretty brunette.

      “Nah.” He kissed Willa on the cheek. “Just looks like they’re talking to me.”

      “Nope, that’s a breakup.” Kayla tried to recall the brunette’s name. Brandi? No, Becky. Or was that Tony’s last girlfriend? They all sort of blended together.

      “Tony’s been pretty into her,” Grady insisted. “I think this one’s going to work.”

      Kayla cocked her head, regarding Grady over the rim of her pint glass. “Care to make a wager?”

      He frowned. “Against my teammate?”

      “Not against him, exactly.” Kayla’s gaze drifted back to where Brandi/Becky was pulling Tony in for a tight hug. Two pats on the back, right between his broad shoulders. Yep, they were dunzo.

      Kayla turned back to Grady. “Just giving you a chance to put your money where your mouth is,” she said. “If you really think your buddy’s got it in him to keep a girlfriend for more than a few weeks.”

      “They just hugged,” Willa offered hopefully. “That’s a good sign, right?”

      Not even close.

      But far be it from Kayla to kill her friend’s hopeful, newlywed dreams. A tiny pinch of envy nipped the edge of Kayla’s heart, but she pushed it back and focused on the not-so-happy couple across the room. “Anything’s possible,” she said, even though it wasn’t. Not with Tony. She loved the crap out of him—admired him, too—but the man had zero sticking power in relationships.

      Grady sipped his beer as Tony said something that made the brunette laugh. Tony could make anyone laugh, even in the middle of a breakup.

      Which this definitely was.

      As his best friend, Kayla knew it.

      “I’ll take the bet,” Grady said. “Loser buys the winner a shot of Fireball?”

      “Deal.” She didn’t even like cinnamon whisky, though it was a fitting tribute to the unofficial end of fire season for the smokejumpers clustered around the barroom. “Wills, you want in on this?”

      Willa shrugged. “Sure. They look happy together. I think they’ll make it.”

      Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Kayla drained the last of her beer and signaled the bartender for water. “I appreciate the optimism, but odds aren’t good.” She knew better than most how Tony’s relationships crashed and burned. “Okay, they’re headed this way. Anyone else want in on the bet?”

      A couple other smokejumpers nodded and gave murmurs of assent. So that was four—no, five shots of Fireball. Kayla didn’t even want one, but she had no doubt they’d be lined up in front of her in three, two, one…

      “Hey, guys.” Tony slapped palms with Grady, doing some sort of complicated handshake thing.

      Turning to Kayla, Tony grinned and pulled her in for a hug. “There’s the woman of the hour. Congrats again on the book deal.”

      “Thanks.” She hugged him back with one arm as she tugged down the hem of her Bart Simpson tee where it rode up under his exuberant embrace. “Watch it,” she murmured in his ear. “You don’t want the girlfriend getting jealous.”

      Behind her, Willa chuckled. “You’re ex-lovers with stupid-hot chemistry. Of course Becca’s jealous.”

      Tony either didn’t hear or chose to ignore Willa’s remark. “She knows we’re best friends.” He squeezed Kayla tighter, then let her go. “Also, Becca and I just broke up,” he added, expression only mildly sheepish.

      Of course.

      Kayla did her best to look surprised but knew she was fooling no one. Especially not Tony, who flashed her a self-deprecating smile and ruffled her hair. She gave him a shove and turned to watch Becca head for the door. Kayla caught the woman’s eye and offered a sympathetic wave, then made the universal gesture for lifting a glass. Might as well share the Fireball.

      “Want a drink?” Kayla mouthed to Becca across the crowded bar. It was the least she could do.

      Becca waved back, then shook her head. “Uber,” she mouthed. With one quick glance at Tony, the man’s newest ex smiled and walked out the door.

      So that was that.

      “Seriously, Kay—congratulations!” Willa lifted her drink to clink it against hers, and Kayla raised her fresh glass of water. “I’m so proud of you with this book contract.”

      “Pretty damn cool,” Grady added. “You get to pick the forests?”

      Kayla nodded, chest swelling with pride. “Anyplace there’s been a fire is fair game. They gave me complete creative freedom to photograph anything I feel tells the story of wildfire across the west.”

      Tony grinned and slung an arm around her. “Damn good excuse for a road trip.”

      Willa quirked an eyebrow at her. “You’re not still talking about traveling together, are you?”

      Kayla shrugged and glanced at Tony. “It’s on the table. Tony knows old forest fire sites better than anyone, and it’d be nice to have the company.”

      “I do love road trips.” He tipped his head back to chug his beer, missing the look Willa and Grady exchanged. A look that said these guys are nuts.

      She’d heard it already, though Kayla didn’t share their concern. Maybe most people couldn’t handle road-tripping with an ex, but they weren’t like that. She and Tony were best buds. Who even remembered that hot minute they used to date?

      “Oooh, it’s our song!” Willa smiled up at her husband. “Did you do this?”

      He winked and slid an arm around her. “There’s an upside to knowing the guy running the sound system.”

      As Willa and Grady shimmied toward the dance floor, Kayla turned back to Tony as he finished ordering a beer. That was odd, since he seldom drank more than one. Something in his posture seemed tense, so maybe the Becca breakup hadn’t gone well. “You doing okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He turned with a good-natured shrug. “Not like my relationships ever last long anyway, right?”

      “Right.” Hell, Kayla herself had a history with him, though that was easy to forget sometimes. They’d been friends way longer than their short-lived fling had lasted, and now he was just her best pal, Tony—her concertgoing companion, jogging buddy, and occasional jar opener. “Let me guess.” Kayla took a sip of water. “The breakup was Becca’s idea, and you’ve agreed to stay friends?”

      Tony shrugged again. “More or less. What can I say? I suck at relationships, but I make an excellent drinking buddy.”

      Kayla rolled her eyes. “I’ve rarely seen you have more than one drink.”

      He shrugged and gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “The best drinking buddies double as designated drivers.”

      “Good point.” She studied him carefully. “You sure you’re okay? You seem a little…off.” More off than usual for a guy who burned through girlfriends faster than wildfire in a dry forest. “Something else on your mind?”

      He glanced away, and was she imagining a slight tensing of his jaw? “Nah, I’m good.” When he turned back, he was smiling again. “Like I said, I’m not cut out for relationships. But it leaves more time to practice for karaoke night, right?”

      Before she could respond, Tony grabbed his beer and ambled toward the stage and the cluster of musically inclined smokejumpers lounging next to it. As she watched him go, she couldn’t help wondering what went on in that head of his.

      Wondering why they’d stayed close when they’d crashed and burned in all their other romances.
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      “We need to add that to our regular lineup.” Tony clapped Grady on the shoulder as they stepped off the stage following their tipsy a cappella rendition of The Eagles’ “Seven Bridges Road.” “Maybe with the rest of the guys and some instruments.”

      Grady grinned and picked up the beers they’d left on a table beside the stage and handed one to Tony. “Did we sound as good as I think we did, or is it the beer talking?”

      “Let’s go with us sounding good.” Tony downed half his IPA in a gulp. He rarely got his drink on like this, but the season’s end and Kayla’s big book deal had him fired up to celebrate.

      Sure, that’s it.

      “So you and Becca split.”

      Grady’s words sliced through Tony’s good cheer, and he took his time lowering the pint glass. “Yep.” He cleared his throat. “Big surprise, right?”

      “What was it this time?” Grady grinned, but there was a flicker of sympathy in his eyes. “You gave her a toothbrush as a birthday gift?”

      “Funny.” Tony sipped his beer again. “That was five years and about a zillion girlfriends ago. Am I ever gonna live that down?”

      “Nope.” Grady set his beer down on the high-top table. “Not ’til you stop sucking at this.”

      Fair enough. He hadn’t said as much to Kayla, but yeah, these breakups were starting to wear on him. “Becca said it was clear I wasn’t ready to take things to the next level.”

      Since when had relationships become video games? All right, she wasn’t wrong. Tony just wanted to have a good time, to enjoy himself with no strings attached. He’d thought that was what Becca wanted, too.

      Maybe he hadn’t seen this split coming, but he wasn’t surprised. Not even that broken up about it, though the timing kinda sucked.

      Of all the dates for this to happen…

      “Can’t fault her observation,” Grady mused.

      “Fuck off.”

      He said it without venom as he polished off his beer and set the empty glass on the table. How had that happened?

      Grady noticed and raised one eyebrow. “Kinda nice to see you tying one on for a change. I can’t think of a time I’ve ever seen you have more than one drink.”

      “I didn’t drive,” he said.

      “Hey, I’m not judging.” Grady held up his hands in mock surrender. “You’re always Mister Responsible. You deserve a break every now and then.”

      “Guess so.” Somewhere out there, his dad was probably “taking a break,” too. A break that’d lasted twenty-five years.

      He let his gaze drift back down the bar to Kayla, who threw her head back and laughed at something Willa said. Willa turned and flashed a look at Grady that promised amazing things if her husband took her home right that instant.

      Lucky bastard.

      Grady shoved his barely touched beer in Tony’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder again. “Finish that for me, would you? Gotta go.”

      And then he was gone. Tony watched them walk out the door before swinging his gaze back to the bar.

      Kayla sat chatting with the bartender, and Tony felt an odd twist in the center of his chest. Pride, that’s what it was. He was damn proud of her for landing this book deal. Who knew there was a demand for artsy photos of burned-up trees?

      Kayla, that’s who.

      As though hearing his thoughts, she swiveled to face him. A bemused look lit her eyes as she smiled. That’s when he noticed the tidy row of five amber-filled shot glasses lined up in front of her. What the hell?

      He headed over, grateful she was still here. Maybe they could split an Uber. Living half a mile apart had its pluses.

      So did staying best friends with someone he’d dated. He loved that they’d remained close when plenty of other exes thought he was a dick. It made it easy to cut out all the bullshit and just relax around her.

      Hell, maybe he did want to talk about this split with Becca. Or breakups in general.

      Or maybe, maybe, he’d tell her what was really bugging him tonight. Why today’s date sucked so much.

      She was still talking with the bartender as he approached.

      “I really don’t need all these,” she was saying. “It was just a joke. A silly bet.”

      Tony slid onto the barstool beside her, none too graceful in his movements. His shoulder jarred hers, sending a strange jolt of electricity down his arm. “What’s a silly bet?”

      Kayla gestured to the glasses. “I bet a bunch of the guys you and Becca had split. Sorry.”

      He shrugged, not too concerned about it. “I’d bet against me, too.”

      “I wasn’t betting against you, exactly⁠—”

      “Are you going to drink these?” He picked up one of the shots, which smelled strongly of cinnamon.

      A memory rolled through him—the cinnamon pine cones his mom tucked in baskets around the house at Christmas. His dad used to bitch about it, complaining the house smelled like a damn cinnamon bun, but five-year-old Tony had loved it.

      He set the glass down quick, feeling his stomach pitch.

      Kayla sat studying him. “Wow, multiple beers and a shot? Since when do you get your drink on like this?”

      “Since when is everyone my mom?”

      There was some irony. His mom would be the last person to give a shit what he did, but Kayla didn’t need to know that.

      No one did.

      Kayla nudged one of the glasses in front of him. “I suppose you earned it.”

      “By getting dumped, or by adding another notch to my shitty-boyfriend belt?” Which was probably the same thing.

      “You’re not a shitty boyfriend.” She cocked her head, considering him. “I mean, yeah, you’ve got issues. Not that I have any room to talk on the relationship front.” Something dark flittered over her face, but it was gone before he could comment. “Anyway,” she said. “You’re a dude with serious commitment issues. Can’t fault a girl for not wanting to sit around indefinitely twiddling her thumbs.”

      “I don’t.” He didn’t blame a single woman who’d dumped his sorry ass. Hell, he’d dump himself if he could.

      He picked up the shot glass and knocked it back. The liquid burned hot and viscous down his throat, and he swallowed to make the feeling go away.

      When he set the glass down, Kayla was watching him. “You good?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for that.” He looked away, fumbling for words to fill the silence so she wouldn’t read too much into it. “Did you know ‘whisky’ is spelled without an ‘e’ when it’s from someplace with no ‘e’ in it?” He glanced back to see her eyeing him oddly. “So Scotland, Japan—no ‘e’ in whisky.”

      Kayla cocked her head. “America, Ireland—that’s whiskey with an ‘e.’”

      “Bingo.” He nudged another shot glass with the tip of his finger. “But Fireball’s from Canada, so⁠—”

      “Whisky with no ‘e.’” She grinned and nodded at the glass he’d just touched. “You want the rest? I can drive you home.”

      He looked at the shot glasses. Four more, each teeming with spicy liquid. He really shouldn’t have any more.

      But the date on the calendar behind the bar had his heart wadding itself up in a tight ball. “How about a drinking game?” he heard himself say.

      Kayla cocked an eyebrow. “A drinking game? Do you want to pretend we still have fake IDs, too?”

      “Humor me. I need to earn those shots fair and square.”

      She laughed, and Tony’s chest warmed at the sound. That was…different.

      But it didn’t mean anything. Just some laughs with his best friend, plus the beers and cinnamon whisky he’d had already. What was that rhyme from college—beer to liquor, never sicker? Maybe the Fireball was a bad idea.

      “Sure,” Kayla was saying. “What did you have in mind?”

      “One of the rookies told me about this new one—did you ever play Flip, Sip, or Strip in college?”

      Kayla surveyed the bar, and Tony noticed how blue her eyes were. Bright, like the sky as he pitched himself through the door of the aircraft. He thought about that breathless free fall and felt dizzy.

      “Not that I’m opposed to public stripping,” she said, “but let’s not get kicked out of this place.”

      “No, that’s not it—the clean version is called Flip, Sip, or Post.”

      Kayla sipped something that looked suspiciously like water. “How does that go?”

      Tony combed his brain to remember. “You start by flipping a coin. You can go first, since you’re a lady and all.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Such a gentleman.”

      He grinned, pretty sure she was kidding. “I call heads or tails, and if I’m right, it’s my turn to flip. If I’m wrong, you flip again. This time, if I get it wrong, I have to answer any question you ask me.”

      “Any question?” Kayla lifted a brow. What did that mean? It’s not like they hadn’t bared all their secrets to each other.

      Okay, not all his secrets. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      “Wait, no,” he corrected himself. “You answer the question if I get it right.” Or something like that. He was definitely messing this up. “Anyway, on the third flip, if I guess right, I take a shot.”

      “And if you guess wrong?” she asked.

      “You get to pick any social media platform or person and choose what I have to post or text.” Yeah, definitely a bad idea. But he trusted Kayla and knew she wouldn’t have him do anything too mortifying. “Like you tell me I have to text the third name in my contacts and say, ‘I like the smell of my own armpit.’ Or post to Facebook about how Mariah Carey is my favorite recording artist. That sort of thing.”

      Kayla laughed, blue eyes flashing. “Take out the booze and the clean version sounds like a middle school game. This should be interesting.”

      He’d been starting to think this was dumb, but that spark in her eyes had him thinking twice. Damn, she was pretty. No, not pretty—fun. Fun to be around. That’s what he’d always loved about her.

      Kayla rummaged in her purse and pulled out a quarter. “You ready?”

      “Yep.”

      She curled her fingers into a fist and tucked the coin onto her thumb. “Call it in the air.”

      “Tails,” Tony said as the coin flipped and spun, landing easily in her palm.

      Kayla looked at it and grinned. “Heads.”

      Damn. “Flip again.”

      She did it, and he called out, “Tails.” Might as well stick with it.

      The coin landed with a smack in her palm. Kayla looked at it and shook her head. “Nope. So now I ask you a question?”

      He wasn’t positive but nodded anyway. “Yeah. Yep, go for it.”

      She rested her hand on her chin, studying him a moment. “Why do you think you burn through girlfriends quicker than most guys change socks?”

      “Geez, are you my shrink?” It wasn’t a bad question, though.

      Kayla shrugged, seemingly unfazed. “No, but one of my sisters just did this communication workshop she was telling me about. It’s all about self-reflection and owning your mistakes and shortcomings in relationships. Not that she needs it, since she’s ridiculously happily married. But she loved it.”

      There was that flash in her eyes again—a sign there was more going on inside that beautiful brain of hers. “Anyway,” she said. “She just sent me this book she got at the workshop. All this talk about self-reflection and shortcomings made me wonder if you have a theory about why you’ve been through so many breakups.”

      Tony scratched his thumbnail over a mark in the bar and tried to come up with an answer. One that didn’t make him sound like a total asshole, which he probably was. “I don’t know. Lousy schedule, maybe? Smokejumpers are gone so much that it’s tough to have a relationship.”

      That was dumb. Grady made it work with Willa. Kayla knew it, too, though she was too polite to say so. “Okay.”

      Tony sighed. “Look, I’m just a shitty boyfriend. Maybe it’s that simple.”

      She eyed him for a long time, then picked up the coin again. “Call it,” she ordered.

      “Tails.” Third time had to be the charm.

      “Ha! Heads again. You suck at this.”

      He loved the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed. In a purely platonic, friendly kinda way. He shook his head, fighting to remember the rules of the game. “So instead of a shot, I have to post something or text someone.”

      “Hmm.” Kayla tapped his phone, which he’d set on the bar beside him. “Text the sixth contact on your phone and ask if eyebrows are considered facial hair.”

      “And you say I’m childish?” Snorting, he picked up the iPhone and scrolled through his contacts. “Willa. Great.”

      He tapped out the message, grateful Kayla was taking it easy on him. She could have easily made him text Grady and ask to borrow his underpants. Or Becca. Or about a zillion more embarrassing things.

      Setting his phone back on the bar, he held out his hand for the quarter. “My turn to flip.”

      She slipped the coin into his palm, fingertips tickling the callused ridges there. “Heads,” she said as he tossed the coin.

      He caught it easily, never mind the beers and the Fireball shot. “Heads it is. You flip again.”

      Handing the quarter back, he was conscious again of the warmth of her skin.

      “Heads or tails?” she prompted.

      “Heads,” he called as the silver disk spun.

      “Tails. Do I flip again or ask you a question?”

      He had no idea, but he liked her questions. Liked talking to her this way, cozy in their own little world with the Fireball warming his belly and her smile warming the rest of him. “Question.”

      She thought about it. “Are you sad Becca broke up with you?”

      Tony shook his head. “Not really. I should be. She’s great. The best. I just—I wasn’t in the same place she was, you know?”

      “Yeah.” Something flickered in her eyes. “I do know.”

      He thought about what had been weighing on him since she called with the good news about her contract. “This road trip—are you serious about it?” His question made no sense, so he fumbled in his beer-addled brain for a better way to ask. “I know we talked about me tagging along on your photo shoot, but is that just a pity thing?”

      “A pity thing?” Her brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      Hell, what did he mean? “Just wondering if you really want the company or if you felt sorry for me.”

      Kayla shook her head. “You’re the least pitiful person I know.” She started to say something else, but his phone buzzed on the bar, breaking the moment. He picked it up and scanned Willa’s response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you drunk? Does someone need to come get you?

      

      

      

      

      

      The bubbles appeared, indicating she was still typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Also, yes. Eyebrows are facial hair. But please don’t shave yours.

      

      

      

      

      

      He laughed and set the phone down as Kayla flipped again. “Tails,” he called, even though he wasn’t sure they were still playing.

      “Got it.” She handed the coin to him. “For a drinking game, this doesn’t seem to involve much drinking.”

      “You did call it a middle school game.” He gestured to the shot glasses. “But by all means.”

      “You go ahead. I’m good with water.”

      Interesting. For a fleeting moment, he wondered at the reason she was keeping her guard up. Afraid of falling into bed with him? It hadn’t happened since they split up, but there was a weird sort of energy zapping between them tonight.

      Or maybe that was just him.

      Knock it off. Don’t fuck up this friendship by being a drunk idiot.

      They kept going, with Tony flipping again and Kayla calling it wrong, then right on the second flip. His turn to ask a question.

      He hesitated. “Did you ever think—” Shit, no. That was dumb.

      “What?” Her eyes searched his as she spun her glass on the bar.

      Hell. He’d started this. “Did you ever think we maybe gave up too easy? You and me. Together, I mean.”

      God, he was going to regret this in the morning.

      Kayla’s eyes filled with emotion. Good emotion? Bad? He couldn’t actually tell. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “I know I love having you as a friend. And I’d never want to mess that up.”

      “Got it. Same.” He cleared his throat. “Call it in the air.”

      “Tails.”

      Tony peered at the coin in his palm. “Heads. Please take a photo of your thumb and post it to Facebook with no explanation.”

      Kayla laughed. “You’re so weird.” But she did it anyway, snapping the image and toggling to the app.

      They went a few more rounds, with each of them winning and losing a few. Tony had to send a tweet saying he liked to chew his toenails. He also took another shot of Fireball, this one burning a lot less than the previous one.

      On the next round, Kayla had to post something. “Text the twentieth contact in your phone and ask if they have any Grey Poupon.”

      Kayla scrolled through her contacts and laughed. “An ex-boyfriend. Chris, that guy I dated last fall.”

      “Is he the one who forgot to tell you he had a girlfriend?”

      “No, that was Nicholas. Chris is the one who kept blowing me off to watch football.”

      What was it with Kayla dating such idiot guys? Of course, that probably said something about him. “You don’t have to text him if it’ll be awkward.”

      “Nah, it’s fine.” Her thumbs flew over the screen. “We’ve stayed friends. He’s the least asshole of my asshole boyfriends. I’d almost call him a nice guy.”

      Now why did that sting? Her friends ribbed her all the time for the long string of losers she’d dated, and he kinda prided himself on being the one decent dude in the bunch. Maybe he’d been wrong there.

      He glanced at the shot glasses. There were two left, but he’d lost interest.

      “Want some water?” She didn’t glance up from her phone and didn’t wait for his answer. Just shoved her glass in front of him.

      “Thanks.” He drank gratefully, draining it to the bottom. He was going to feel all that whisky in the morning. He set the glass down and looked at her. “You ready to head out soon?”

      “Sure,” she said. “I can drive you home.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can call a cab.”

      She smiled and signaled the bartender for her tab. “That’s what friends are for.”

      Tony stood up, feeling the ground tilt beneath him. Kayla put a hand on his arm and looked in his eyes. “You okay?”

      “Never better.”

      He turned and strode toward the door, conscious of Kayla’s eyes on him, of the possibility that he might live to regret this evening.

      That if he thought too hard about it, he might have a helluva lot more to regret.
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      Tony dozed off the instant he clicked his seat belt into place.

      Passed out was more like it. Kayla had never seen him like this before. He’d usually have one drink, maybe two if he stretched it over a five- or six-hour period. But this Tony—the one knocking back shots of cinnamon whisky—wasn’t one she’d met before.

      He was reeling from a breakup. That would drive any guy to drink.

      Except Tony had been through quite a few breakups. Maybe there was something else?

      She’d caught him staring at the calendar behind the bar a bunch of times, eyes glazed and fixed on the date. Was there something significant about today, or was her imagination getting away from her?

      Wouldn’t be the first time. God knows she spent way too many hours imagining herself in a perfect, loving marriage like the ones all her sisters had found.

      Problem was, she’d never managed to take it beyond the imaginary.

      Kayla jammed her keys into the ignition and started the car. She glanced at the passenger seat to see Tony still snoozing. Even slack with sleep, he was obnoxiously gorgeous. Broad shoulders, strong jaw dusted with dark stubble, and lashes so long they damn near rested on his chiseled cheekbones.

      “So unfair.” She surprised herself by saying the words out loud, not sure what she even meant.

      His eyelashes; that was it. Men shouldn’t have lashes that beautiful.

      Shaking her head, she eased the car out of the parking lot. It felt nice to play hero for a change, to be the one pulling designated-driver duty. That was always Tony’s domain, no matter who had been tying one on. Not like it happened often, but he had tons of friends and teammates in his circle. In their circle, since they’d been hanging out all the time for more than a year.

      Best friends.

      She really needed to stop ogling his eyelashes.

      Turning the corner toward the west end of Hart Valley, she mulled her game plan. Take him to her house or his? His was closer, but maybe he shouldn’t be alone?

      “Mmmph.” Tony stirred in the seat beside her but didn’t open his eyes. Scrubbing his stubbled chin against his shoulder, he breathed out a long, slow sigh. “Don’t leave.”

      Kayla gripped the wheel. “What?”

      His lashes didn’t flutter, but he smacked his lips. “Don’t go, Dad.”

      The word Dad caught her off guard. The whole time she’d known him, he’d never spoken about his father. “Uh…where is your dad going?”

      “He left.” Tony opened his eyes and looked at her, startlingly lucid in that moment. “Twenty-five years ago. Only remember ’cuz it was their anniversary.”

      Holy shit. “Your father walked out on your parents’ anniversary?”

      “Mm-hmm,” he murmured and closed his eyes again. “Left me and my baby brother. Always thought my old man was a dumbass for throwing it away. Something I wanted, you know?”

      She was having trouble tracking his line of thought. “What did you want?”

      “Wife. Kids,” he mumbled. “The whole happy mess.”

      “You did?” No way. This couldn’t be the same Tony. She’d never known a guy more adamantly opposed to settling down and having a family. It was the big reason they’d never gotten serious. That they’d only dated a few weeks.

      Kayla saw herself as a mother someday, and Tony…well, Tony saw himself jumping out of planes and roaming the globe and basically doing anything to dodge daddyhood and matrimony. He’d said so himself, dozens of times.

      So what was up with this drunken rambling?

      “Tony?”

      “Mmmph.”

      Kayla gripped the wheel tighter, not sure what to say. Was it wrong to carry on a conversation with someone not completely coherent? Probably. “Never mind.”

      She kept her eyes on the road, reminding herself he’d had too much to drink. Nothing he was saying meant anything.

      Silence stretched out for a few beats. More; maybe a minute.

      She glanced over to make sure he was still breathing and was surprised to find him watching her. His warm brown eyes were steady and lucid, showing no trace of the drunk guy she thought she’d strapped into her passenger seat. “I’m serious,” he said softly. “That’s what I want.”

      She slid her eyes back to the road, unsure how to respond. “Marriage. Kids.”

      “Yep.” He sighed. “I know I can’t. Shouldn’t. Still, sometimes I wish…”

      He drifted off again, not finishing the thought. When she looked back at him, his eyes were closed again. “Tony?”

      No response except a soft snore. Okay then.

      It was just as well. The last thing she needed was to go stirring up her own feelings about marriage and kids. She got enough of that with her family. All her perfect sisters with all their perfect little children and amazing husbands, and her parents, who’d been blissfully married a gazillion years and couldn’t understand why Kayla couldn’t get it together.

      Not that Kayla was bitter.

      Only maybe she was. A little.

      They’d reached the street where Tony’s little bungalow sat at the end of the block, and Kayla tapped her brakes. She’d never seen him intoxicated like this and didn’t know what to expect. Was he the sort of drunk who’d go roaming the neighborhood without pants? Better not take the chance.

      Her place was just a few blocks away. He could have the guest room, and she could keep an eye on him. Make sure he was really okay.

      She covered the distance cautiously, taking care on the corners so his head wouldn’t loll to the side. Pulling into her driveway, she parked and cut the engine and got out. How was she going to lift him? The guy was two hundred pounds of solid muscle, and a six-two smokejumper was way more than her five-four self could carry.

      But the passenger door opened on its own, and Tony shouldered his way out. Blinking, he flashed her a grin that looked only a little dazed. “You brought me to your place?”

      “Yeah.” She bit her lip. “I didn’t feel right leaving you alone.”

      She braced for an argument. For him to insist he was totally fine.

      But his smile cracked straight through her ribs and speared her heart. “You’re a good friend, Kayla.” He stood up, surprisingly steady on his feet. “The best friend I’ve got.”

      Friends. Yes. That’s exactly what they were.

      Even if that’s not what she once hoped they’d become.

      Even though, apparently, he’d always wanted the same thing she wanted for herself.

      This new information was not helpful. “Come on.” She slung his arm around her shoulders, taking some of his weight. “Let’s get you inside.”

      His gait was slow but even, and he didn’t protest as she led him down the hall to the guest room. He sat down hard on the bed and toed his shoes off, stripping his T-shirt in one fluid motion.

      Kayla glanced away, surprised by the heat in her cheeks. For crying out loud, she’d seen a man shirtless before. Hundreds of them in her work as a photographer. She’d even seen this man shirtless, stretched out on top of her with muscular arms bracketing her body as he slid between her legs and⁠—

      Stop it.

      She busied herself getting him a glass of water and a couple ibuprofen. When she returned to the room, he’d already slid under the covers. His jeans lay in a heap at the foot of the bed, but no sign of his boxers. Was he naked under her lacy peach duvet?

      Don’t think about that.

      “I’m leaving water for you right here.” She set it on the nightstand, along with the pills. “There’s some ibuprofen, too. You know where the bottle is if you need more.”

      “You’re the best.” He sat up in bed and reached for her hand. “Seriously, Kay.”

      She smiled and eased down beside him, not sure why this felt awkward. “Need a hug?”

      “God, yeah.” He pulled her against him, surprising her with the ferocity of the embrace.

      It felt good, though. Comfortable and familiar but also really, really good.

      That was…different.

      She squeezed him back, conscious of his breath in her hair, the steady rise and fall of his chest.

      “Love you,” he murmured against the crown of her head.

      Kayla squeezed her eyes shut tight and reminded herself it was the sort of thing friends said all the time. They’d said it to each other plenty. It didn’t mean anything. Neither did the funny flutter in the core of her belly.

      “I love you, too.” She kept holding him, not sure how to let go. “You’re a good guy, Tony.”

      Silence. His breathing had slowed, and it took her a few beats to realize he’d fallen asleep.

      With a sigh, she eased him back onto the mattress and pulled the covers to his chin. Her chest ached as she took one last look at him, then turned and walked from the room.

      It was still early—barely ten. She had time to check out her new book. Usually, she ignored these woo-woo self-help things, but her sister had gushed about it after going through that workshop. A jab? Another attempt to draw Kayla in line with her blissfully coupled family?

      Or just a simple, no-strings-attached gift?

      Kayla wasn’t sure but figured she could skim and find out. She’d glanced quickly at the pages when it arrived, then abandoned it on the couch, where it rested now.

      Go Get It! The Life You Want, The Love You Need, by Dr. Patience O’Toole. The letters blazed bright green and commanding from the stark white cover, along with the tip of the bookmark scrawled with Katie’s familiar handwriting.

      Miss you, sis! I wish we could be closer. We read this in that communication class I told you about. It really helped me, and maybe it’ll help you!

      A ripple of guilt wiggled through her as she moved through the living room and into the kitchen. She sucked, plain and simple. Kayla was a bad sister, a bad daughter. She had her reasons, but that didn’t excuse it one bit.

      She set to work making a mug of peppermint tea. As it steeped, she tried not to feel guilty about her last conversation with her mother.

      When are you coming to see us?

      Soon.

      Truthfully, she didn’t know. She loved her family. It wasn’t her fault they lived in Ohio, 2,400 miles away. Or maybe it was, since she’d been the one to move to Oregon. She tried to stay in touch, but…yeah. She’d failed at that.

      At a lot of things.

      The tea finished brewing, so Kayla grabbed a handful of gingersnaps and carried it all into the living room. Setting her stash on the coffee table, she curled up on the couch and tucked her feet under her.

      Pushing back familiar, familial guilt, Kayla picked up her book and flipped to a random section near the front.

      
        
        So, life hasn’t gone how you expected. Or maybe you want something you haven’t yet attained. What an opportunity for self-reflection, my friend! Use this book to guide you through acknowledging and repairing the ways you’ve knocked yourself off the path you’re destined to travel.

      

      

      Kayla flipped the page and took a sip of tea, trying not to let the words sting.

      It was true she hadn’t gotten all she wanted out of life. She had it pretty good, with amazing friends and a great career as a photographer.

      But yeah, it would be great to be married. Not just married, but with a guy she adored who loved her right back. She wanted kids, wanted a closer relationship with her family. So how the hell did she get that?

      Maybe the book would help.

      Angling the book up, she kept reading.

      
        
        Think about what you really want. Not what you say you want, but, deep down, what your heart desires. Maybe you dream of reaching a career milestone. Maybe your goals are more personal—getting closer with family or even having a family of your own.

      

      

      She set the book down. Okay, yeah…that was definitely directed at her.

      Her heart squeezed a bit as she thought of her mom and dad. They were getting older, but they were still blissfully in love. What would that be like?

      Frowning, she tried to recall what Tony had shared about his own parents. Interesting that he’d remember the day his dad walked out. He’d never mentioned it before, so maybe it impacted him more than she’d realized. What did she know about his mother?

      “We’re estranged,” Tony had said stiffly the one time she asked about his mom.

      Kayla hadn’t pushed. Hadn’t seen any reason to, really. He’d made it clear he wasn’t big on the whole meet-the-parents scenario, which always bummed her out a little. Not that they’d dated seriously enough to warrant family gatherings, but having him by her side would have made it a helluva lot easier to face the hordes of nieces and nephews and happily married sisters she saw each time she went home to visit.

      She picked up her book again and kept reading.

      
        
        You owe it to yourself to get to the bottom of why you’re not achieving your dreams. Are there ways you’ve been sabotaging yourself? Blockades you’ve erected that stand in the way of you becoming the best possible version of yourself?

      

      

      Kayla’s phone chirped beside her mug on the coffee table. Leaning forward to peer at the screen, she laughed at the text from her sister, Katie.

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s with the text about loving Justin Bieber songs? Are you high?

      

      

      

      

      

      Still grinning, Kayla picked up the phone. She tapped the call button and tucked the phone against her ear, picking up her mug as she settled back on the couch.

      “Tell me you have a good story about getting drunk and going home with a hot guy,” Katie said by way of greeting.

      “If I’d gone home with a hot guy, would I be calling you?”

      Her sister laughed. “I hope so. Old married ladies thrive on naughty stories from their little sisters.”

      “I’m only a year younger than you, dummy,” Kayla reminded her. “And you’ve only been married four years.”

      “Whatever. You sound way too sober.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” She glanced toward the hall, where Tony lay slumbering in her guest room. “There is a hot guy in my house, if that makes you feel better.”

      Kayla could practically hear her sister’s eye roll through the phone line.

      “Let me guess—Tony?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess. Call me crazy, but do you think keeping your sexy BFF around might be killing your dating life?”

      Kayla bit back her irritation, glancing at the cover of her book. Is that what Dr. O’Toole meant by self-sabotage?

      “My dating life is just fine.” She cleared her throat and changed the subject. “Did I tell you I got the contract for that coffee-table book?”

      “No! When did you find out?”

      “Yesterday morning,” she said. “If the book does well enough, they might even give me a gallery show to support it.”

      “Kay, I’m so proud of you!” Katie smacked something hard, probably her table. “Why didn’t you call me immediately?”

      “Sorry, I thought Mom would. Or Dad. I texted them right after I got the call.”

      “That explains it,” Katie said. “They left yesterday for some couples’ retreat. You know how they are.”

      “Yep.” She definitely did. Patty and Carl had been married thirty-nine years and still acted like honeymooners. She’d be annoyed if she weren’t so proud of them.

      Smoothing the book’s spine under her palm, Kayla shifted the phone against her ear. “I just started the book you sent.”

      “Oh?” Katie was playing it coy, trying not to sound too invested. “How do you like it?”

      “I’ve only read a few pages,” she said, “but it’s…good so far.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” A long pause, probably while Katie gathered her thoughts. “I just want you to be happy, Kay. And I miss you.”

      Kayla’s heart squeezed. “I miss you, too.”

      A childish giggle echoed in the background, and Katie sighed on the other end of the line. “Roxy, what are you doing out of bed?”

      As her sister switched into mother mode, Kayla tried to ignore the pinch of jealousy around her heart.

      This. This was what she wanted.

      And also, maybe, this was why she didn’t visit more often.

      “Sorry about that,” Katie said, coming back to the phone. “Kids, you know?”

      “Sure,” Kayla said, even though she didn’t know. “I should probably go.”

      “Call me tomorrow, okay?” Katie said. “I want to hear all about the photo contract and the book and the hot smokejumper sleeping in your guest room.” Her sister paused. “Wait, is he in your guest room or your bed?”

      Kayla sighed. “We’re not together; I told you.”

      “I can dream,” Katie said. “I know I’d climb that like a cat tree if I were you.”

      “You’ve never met the guy!”

      “A girl can admire her sister’s Instagram posts, can’t she? The way he fills out a T-shirt…”

      “Katie!”

      “Gotta run,” her sister said, laughing. “Congrats on the photo thing.”

      “Thanks. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Her sister clicked off, and Kayla did the same, glancing at her watch. It was only ten thirty, but Kayla felt tired all of a sudden.

      Why wasn’t she achieving her dreams? Sure, she’d landed a great photography contract, but her emotional goals weren’t doing so hot. Was she sabotaging herself? Had she erected blockades?

      Maybe she needed to read more.

      Heaving herself off the couch, she scooped up the mug and the book. She’d head to her room and change into jammies. Nothing like a Friday night alone in bed with a good book.

      As she passed by the hallway, she cast a look toward the guest room. An image flashed in her mind: Tony bare-chested with her sheets tangled around his waist, eyelashes resting on his cheeks.

      Stop thinking about that.

      She shook her head. The man epitomized erected blockades. Maybe she’d lend him the book after she finished. Maybe he could help her figure out where she’d gone wrong, and vice versa.

      Closing her bedroom door, she leaned back against it and set her mug down as she scanned her rumpled red sheets; her nightstand drawer, where her sex toys lived; and the iron headboard, where she’d tied more than one lover.

      Somewhere along the way, she’d definitely gone wrong.

      I want more out of life.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d had the thought, but something about it hit her differently now.

      “All right, girl,” she murmured as she tucked the book tighter under her arm. “Time to figure out how to get it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tony woke to the smell of fresh coffee and the sound of his brain beating itself against the inside of his skull.

      He opened one eye, expecting to see his familiar plaid comforter and the big-screen TV on the wall.

      Instead, he saw a vase of dried flowers on a white dresser. On the nightstand—white instead of his familiar black pine—sat a full glass of water and a lamp he didn’t recognize. And what was up with this comforter the color of Creamsicles?

      His gaze landed on a framed photo, and his confusion eased. He knew that image. He’d been with Kayla when she took it more than a year ago. A scenic landscape of pine trees against a snowcapped peak, the sunset lighting the mountains with otherworldly hues of pink and orange. They’d been two weeks into dating, and they barely made it through their romantic picnic before tearing off each other’s clothes.

      Tony closed his eyes and shoved the memories back into the cupboard in his brain. What the fuck was he doing? He knew damn well that relationships weren’t just mountain sunsets and grassy meadows.

      They were his mother standing at the window, waiting for Tony’s father to come home.

      They were anger and rage and harsh words hurled by a man intent on making her smaller and smaller until the mom Tony knew vanished completely.

      With a sigh, he rolled over and grabbed the glass of water. That’s when he spotted two small pills. “I love you, Kayla,” he murmured.

      “What’s that?” Her voice, then the rest of her, drifted into the room. She was a vision of heat and energy clad in red running tights and a matching red sports bra. Damn, she had great curves.

      What? He could admire his friend’s physique.

      “Sorry, I thought I heard my name.” Kayla reached the edge of the bed, and, catching his eyes on her bare midsection, she laughed. “I went for a run. Not like you haven’t seen it all before.”

      Right. He had, hadn’t he?

      Jerking his gaze to her face, he sat up and tossed the pills in his mouth. “Thanks for this.” He gulped them down, conscious of her perfect backside easing onto the edge of the bed.

      But he didn’t let himself look. Just kept his gaze trained on those bright blue eyes and her hair tied back in a ponytail.

      “Thanks,” he said again, setting the glass on the nightstand. “Sorry I got a little out of hand last night.”

      She smiled and picked up his empty glass. “No, it’s okay. I mean, understandable, under the circumstances.”

      He looked at her for a long time as the soupy fog of his memory began to clear. “Shit. I said something about my parents, didn’t I?”

      She nodded slowly, eyes searching his. “You want to talk about it?”

      “Nope.” He absolutely did not.

      “Fair enough.” She stood up to refill the water, and Tony glanced under the covers, relieved to see he had his boxers on. At least he hadn’t stripped in front of her. What else had he done?

      Kayla returned with a full glass and handed it to him without comment. He chugged down half of it, grateful for her friendship, her compassion, her really amazing breasts⁠—

      “Sorry.” He lowered the glass, hating himself for objectifying his best friend. “I appreciate you taking care of me.”

      “Please,” she scoffed. “You’ve done it enough times for me. Remember that time you came and got me after that awful Tinder date?”

      Tony scowled. “You mean the guy who grabbed your car keys and wouldn’t give them back until you agreed to another drink?”

      “No, actually—but thanks for that.” She leaned down to scratch her bare ankle, tickling Tony’s chest with the end of her ponytail. “I meant Rodney, the guy who thought a swingers’ club would be a great spot for a first date.”

      He frowned. “I didn’t even know that was a thing until I showed up to get you.”

      “Right? Anyway, I’m glad I didn’t have to explain it to an Uber driver, so thanks for saving me.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Damn, why did Kayla have such lousy luck picking good men?

      Like you’ve got room to comment.

      He cleared his throat. “Got any plans today?”

      “I need
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