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      Sometimes love singles you out when you least expect it—or want it…

      

      Harper

      Commitment was never my thing.  

      But I’ve been directionless for far too long. It’s time to take on some responsibilities and get my life together.

      Bidding on my best friend’s brother at a bachelor auction didn’t help me with that. Neither did having a hot, secret fling with him.

      Too bad that didn’t stop me. 

      Because now I’m in way over my head. And I’m afraid I might not be ready for the biggest commitment of all.

      Love…

      

      Max

      I’ve got more commitments than I can handle.

      I became a single dad overnight. Between that and my coaching job, I don’t have time for romance. 

      Especially not with her. 

      Harper’s not only my little sister’s friend, she’s also my boss’s daughter. There are a million reasons why we shouldn’t be together.

      And I can’t seem to remember any of them when she’s in my arms…

    

  


  
    
      In memory of my dad, Richard Stumbo

      1935-2024

      

      He taught me the appreciation of a correctly placed comma and so much more.
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      Max

      Sometimes life could sack a guy out of nowhere, leaving him stunned stupid, wondering what the hell had just hit him, trying to figure out how to get back on his feet.

      Sometimes that sack was literal and sometimes figurative.

      I’d experienced both.

      The literal sacking had happened thirteen years ago and ended my short but promising NFL career. I’d gotten through that trying time eventually. Switched to a plan B.

      The figurative knocked-on-my-ass incident had happened a little over a year ago, and most days I still felt dazed and stupid, as if I had no hope of ever being on solid ground again.

      Instant parenthood could do that to a guy.

      I had the men’s room at the Marks Hotel to myself, thank God, because I needed to breathe.

      I needed to get my mental shit together, paste on my public-Max smile, and get this night over with.

      After washing my hands, I checked my phone one more time for a text from my mom.

      Nothing.

      Ty Bishop, the basketball coach and my colleague at the high school, burst through the door, interrupting my anxious thoughts.

      “You ready for this, Dawson?” he asked, heading for the urinal.

      “Hell no.” I said it with a smile, a tone of brotherhood. Then I exited and headed down the hall toward the backstage fray.

      In the past, I would’ve embraced an event like tonight’s bachelor auction wholeheartedly. I knew what the people of my hometown of Dragonfly Lake, Tennessee, expected from me. They saw me as the smart, athletic, good-looking guy who could handle anything. The guy who’d suffered a devastating setback and come out unscathed. The guy who had it all.

      Privately, I was none of that, but I’d usually done my best to play the role.

      These days it was harder to hide private Max, with all his fears, doubts, and anxiety.

      And now I was minutes away from having to walk up on a stage, stand under a spotlight, and wait for someone to bid on a date with me.

      I’d have to stand there and smile, act like the fun-loving guy who had it all, while in reality, I was worried as hell about my little boy at home with a fever and a cough.

      “Hey, Max.”

      I turned at the sound of my sister Dakota’s voice, relieved it was someone I didn’t need to fake it so hard for.

      “Hey, shorty,” I said as we side hugged. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “You going to buy yourself a date tonight?”

      She made a pfft sound and waved away the idea. “As if. I’ve got better things to spend my cash on.”

      That worked for me. The fewer guys she dated, the fewer guys I had to give that stern, big-brother glare to keep them in check where my sister was concerned. She turned plenty of heads on a normal day. Tonight she was dolled up in a too-short black dress, crazy-high heels that made her closer to my six-one height, and enough smoky eye makeup to choke a horse. Her blond locks were up in an intricate style.

      Ignoring the opportunity to give her some low-key hell, I asked, “Have you talked to Mom?”

      Her expression turned sympathetic. “I’m sure Daniel’s okay, Max. He has a cold. Mom knows what she’s doing. She’d call you if he got worse.”

      The rational side of me knew that was true, but the worried father side of me was having a hard time embracing it.

      “Do you know how many kids have had colds before?” she asked, her tone dripping with smart-ass.

      “Do you know how many of my kids have had colds before?”

      “I guess that would depend on how many secret babies you have running around in the world.”

      Normally that would make me laugh, but tonight it caused a shudder. I held in a growl, closed my eyes, and shook my head.

      “Max.” My sister’s tone was suddenly serious. “This is supposed to be a fun night out for you, but look at you. You’re a stressy mess. Daniel’s in good hands.”

      I nodded, knowing she was right and wishing I could snap out of it. “Yeah. Okay. I need to get in there. I think I hear them rounding up the cattle.”

      “I think bulls is a better word here,” Dakota said. “Work on that smile so you aren’t the lowest bid of the evening.”

      Hell. I hadn’t had a chance to worry about superficial shit like that. “You think I’ll go for less than Sergio Vega?”

      My sister scoffed. “Shut up, golden boy.” With a roll of her eyes and a smile, she pivoted and clacked off in her ridiculous heels toward the ladies’ room.

      Nothing left to do but get in there and get this over with so I could go check on my boy.

      I smoothed the front of my button-down shirt and braced myself as I opened the door to the noisy holding area backstage.

      “Hell, I was hoping you’d gone home,” Kemp Essex said, clapping me on the back as I joined him, Cade McNamara, and Anton White in one of the multiple clusters of men decked out in a mix of dressy-casual and casual clothes. “Thin out the competition.”

      “Isn’t it supposed to be more bachelors, more money for the cause?” I asked dryly.

      “Sure, but I’d prefer to get the highest bid,” Kemp said.

      “Wouldn’t happen even if Max stepped aside,” Cade said.

      “Sure wouldn’t be you either, bro,” Anton said.

      “I guess we’ll see what the ladies think,” Kemp said as Talia Latimer, one of the organizers, whistled for everyone’s attention.

      She went over the same info she’d given us earlier, about the cause, about what we were supposed to do when it was our turn on stage, what was appropriate and what was inappropriate. Stuff she shouldn’t have to go over, but with this group, it was a good idea.

      The cause was one I was happy to support—art in education. As a math teacher myself, I valued education to the highest degree. Our small town had suffered multiple cuts to non-STEM programs like art and music.

      What was more, I couldn’t help but wonder if people like my sister would be more productive and successful in life if our high school had an art department. Dakota had drifted through school, uninterested in all of it. As a full-time bartender at Henry’s, she did okay, but I couldn’t help but wonder when she’d start wanting more for herself. For fun, Dakota created hand-thrown mugs and other ceramics. She turned out some impressive pieces. If she’d found her art interest sooner, where would she be today?

      Most importantly, though, I was a parent now. I had a kid who would grow up in the Dragonfly Lake school system. I sure as hell wanted him to have every opportunity in the world to explore his interests and become a well-rounded human.

      At the thought of Daniel, that general pang of worry twisted my gut, so I pulled out my phone. Nothing from my mom. Fuck it. I typed in a message.

      Her reply came right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Danny’s sleeping soundly. Cough medicine is doing its job, and his fever went down with Tylenol. I’ve got this, Max. Relax and have fun! That’s an order.

      

      

      

      

      

      Easier said than done.

      I thanked my mom yet again for being there for my boy, then put my phone away and tried to do what she’d suggested.

      As Talia sent the first of the twenty bachelors, Elijah Watt, toward the stage like a prime piece of twenty-two-year-old meat, I wasn’t really feeling it, but I was determined not to let it show. Time for public Max to do his thing.
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      Harper

      I stepped away from the bar with my vodka cranberry and took in the room at large.

      The ballroom of the Marks Hotel was decorated elegantly with colored fairy lights against a midnight blue backdrop, silver accents that picked up the array of colors, and centerpieces made of unique-shaped bottles with more fairy lights inside, arranged on a splash of silver confetti. The sum of it all illustrated the “Art Lights Up Lives” theme perfectly.

      The townspeople of Dragonfly Lake had embraced the event and sold out the three-hundred-ticket fundraiser to benefit arts in education. They’d shown up in summery cocktail dresses for the women, a wide range of attire for the men, and good spirits. I’d finally settled on a short sequined fuchsia dress with a halter-style neckline, because I couldn’t wear a boring black dress to an event celebrating color.

      Naomi would love the hell out of this. It was exactly as she would have wanted it.

      I felt the familiar, raw pang of grief in my chest at the thought of her. Instead of shoving it down deep as I often did, I took a full breath, picturing my friend and mentor with her beautiful smile. Just for a second.

      “Cheers, Naomi,” I whispered, the corners of my eyes damp. I lifted my cocktail slightly, then took a drink.

      I made my way back to my table, dabbing at my eyes, glad for the low light, smiling at people as I walked by.

      Dessert had been served while I was in line for my drink, I noticed as I retook my seat next to Loretta Lawson, the town’s sixty-something gossip queen with a mostly good heart.

      “Harper, hon, I didn’t know if you wanted dessert, so I just told them to give you some. Dakota too,” Loretta said. “If you don’t want it, I’ll sacrifice my figure and eat it for you.”

      Laughing, I eyed the picture-perfect slice of lemon meringue pie. It was Naomi’s favorite, as I’d told the event planners when they’d asked. “I prefer to drink my dessert tonight,” I told Loretta, pushing the plate toward her.

      “Bless your heart,” she said. “That cocktail looks almost as pretty as pie.” Her smile faded a little as she looked closer at my eyes, probably still damp. “You were close to Naomi Finley, weren’t you, dear?”

      Ahh, shit. The sympathy in her voice caught me off guard, and my throat clogged with emotion. I nodded and took a drink to wash it away. “Yeah,” I managed with a faint smile as I set my glass down. I dabbed at the corner of one eye again and said, “Dammit,” then laughed. “Everything about tonight is so Naomi. It’s as if she’s still here.”

      She had, in fact, been in on the initial planning. The fundraiser was her baby, her idea. Her life motto had been “Art for everyone,” and she’d been an untiring advocate particularly in funding art programs in schools throughout the state of Tennessee.

      “Are you planning to bid on a bachelor?” Loretta asked as she dug into the second slice of lemon meringue.

      “That’s what I want to know,” Dakota Dawson, who I’d come with, said as she sat to my left. She and I had become close over the past year as we both spent a lot of time at Naomi’s studio.

      “You never know,” I said, not trying to be mysterious. I just hadn’t made up my mind yet.

      Though I was a server at the Dragonfly Diner and perpetually low on funds, tonight I had money to spend. Dakota was the only one who knew my secret. Naomi had left me in charge of appropriating what she called her petty cash fund, money she’d set aside expressly to donate to her causes. I knew she wouldn’t care if I used it for the silent auction or to bid on a bachelor or just made a lump donation. She only insisted it went to the cause tonight. I had just over five K to donate.

      As plates were cleared and two organizers appeared on the stage, gearing up to start the bachelor auction, Dakota leaned closer. “For real though, are you going to buy some man meat?”

      “When you put it like that, how can I resist?” I grinned and sipped more pink vodka.

      Loretta had turned back to discuss the meringue in great detail with Nancy Solon, her fellow Dragonfly Diamond, enabling me to confess to Dakota without being heard.

      “Nothing at the silent auction really spoke to me.”

      “Not the getaway weekend here at the Marks?” Dakota asked.

      I shook my head.

      Her grin widened. “Man meat it is then.” She leaned over so she was right next to my ear. “I think you should bid on Max.”

      “Your brother?” I asked in surprise.

      “I dare you.”

      My brows went up as I considered the idea. Max Dawson was…well, good-looking, loved by everyone, and about ten years older than me.

      “He works for my dad,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, so?” Dakota’s smile was full of trouble, and that did nothing to turn me away. If anything, it egged me on. I’d never been one to shy away from trouble. “He’d be good arm candy for the gala.”

      “A handsome-as-hell former-NFL player as my date would fit the bill, yes.” I frowned. “Why do you want me to bid on your brother though?” I asked, suspicious.

      “Someone’s going to win him. Might as well be you,” she said flippantly.

      “Sure, okay. What’s the real reason?”

      Her smile disappeared, and she eyed the other eight people at the table. No one was paying attention to us. The four older ladies—Loretta, Nancy, Dotty, and Darlene—were wrapped up in dessert talk, something about the proper amount of butter. On the other side of Dakota, two of the Henry brothers, Seth and Knox, and their better halves were also deep in discussion.

      Dakota leaned closer. “I’m worried about him. He doesn’t have fun anymore. Doesn’t go out. Hasn’t dated since he took Danny in. I know becoming a single dad is a huge thing, but he’s not himself.”

      “What do you think I could do about that?” I asked in disbelief.

      “You’ll show him a good time,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Well, yes. I’d like to think so. How much of a good time do you want him to have?” Innuendo was heavy in my voice, and I couldn’t help grinning.

      “As much of a good time as you want,” she said, “but if it’s too good, I don’t want to hear about it.”

      I didn’t allow myself to think about too good of a time with Coach Dawson. I definitely didn’t need to tangle with him that much, but I was open to bidding on him. Maybe.

      “You said it yourself. He’s going to get bids no matter what. Why do you want me to steal him away from some poor girl who’s probably pining away for him?”

      “That’s just it. Half the women here”—she gestured to the room—“are pining away for him. They want to land him, ensnare him, marry him. That’s the last thing my struggling brother needs. You’ll get him out of the house for a night of fun, but you won’t want more than that.”

      “Truth.”

      “You’re the last person looking to settle down.”

      “Also true.”

      “So you’re perfect.”

      I considered the idea. Showing up to the art foundation’s gala in Nashville with a former-NFL player would outshine being the mourning girl accepting an award in her dead friend’s stead.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” Mayor Constantine’s voice boomed through the speakers. “Welcome to the pinnacle of tonight’s event—the bachelor auction.”

      The crowd responded noisily, telling me this was going to get lively.

      “You all know the proceeds of the evening will go to a very important cause. This town hasn’t had a proper art department at the high school level since our own Berwin Jepp was the starting quarterback.”

      Collective laughter rang out because Berwin was nearing sixty.

      “He took the team to state his senior year,” the mayor continued, “but regardless, I think we can all agree that’s too long for our education system to be lacking in any way. We need art in our schools. Creativity is as vital as the ability to calculate what MC squared equals. So I’m asking you all to open your wallets as wide as you can. Get yourself a date with a Dragonfly Lake dreamboat.”

      There was laughter again, though judging by the names and profiles listed on the town app, the Tattler, he wasn’t exaggerating about dreamboats. The guys they’d recruited to go on the auction block were some of the best-looking ones our town had to offer.

      While the mayor explained how the auction would work, Dakota sought eye contact with me.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” I said noncommittally. I’d never been accused of being a planner. I’d do what I did with everything—I’d go with my gut.

      First up was Elijah Watt. Dakota worked with him. He was good-looking but too young, barely of legal drinking age. Taking him to a black-tie event in the city…no.

      Next up was Anton White. Midthirties. Decent looking. I wasn’t feeling him either.

      Sergio Vega, age seventy-two and proud of it, was third. Our table exploded in cheers when Nancy timidly bid on him and won him for six hundred fifty dollars. One of the Diamonds, the card-playing mostly over-sixty ladies’ group, she was adorable. She even blushed when her victory was announced.

      I watched, unmoved to bid, as Luke Durham, Pablo Benitez, and Gideon Webb, who graduated the same year as me, were offered up. Luke, a quiet, muscular farmer, got the highest bid yet at nineteen hundred.

      Jake Bergman, whose family had owned the hardware store for longer than I’d been alive, was up next. Not gonna lie, he looked good, but I wasn’t sure he was black-tie material. Plus he was forty. It turned out it was just as well I wasn’t interested, as Darlene Lionetti, who was twenty years his senior at least, drove the bid up to nearly thirteen hundred to win him, much to the audience’s delight. Her fellow Diamonds hooted and hollered as if she’d made the score of a lifetime, and as the longtime Country Market clerk, maybe she had. I would’ve hated to rain on her parade.

      A while later, I’d just finished my drink and was thinking about another one when Mayor Constantine introduced Max, the younger of the two Dawson brothers and, in my opinion, the better looking. Both were in the auction, and either would be a catch if you were looking for that sort of thing. I stayed put, gauging the room. Collective interest was tangible in the air.

      There was no debating Dakota’s brother was delectable. With dark hair that was a little shaggy, an olive complexion, and a warm smile that took his face from handsome to enticing, he was celebrity-level hot. He had the lean, muscled body of a quarterback even though a lot of time had passed since he’d played pro football. He somehow oozed confidence and charm without crossing into egotistical. My eyes were locked on him.

      Bidding had started at fifty dollars for most of the guys, but for Max, Mayor Constantine went straight to three hundred. Within thirty seconds, it was up to a grand, and I had yet to jump in. Isabel Ballantine, Rissa Raymond, and Lucy Whitmore were raising each other by fifty dollars at a time.

      I felt Dakota eyeing me from the side, so I looked at her, keeping my expression blank. She widened her eyes, as if to say, Do it! I shrugged.

      I turned back to watch Max on the stage. Most people’s eyes were ping-ponging between the three women bidding on him instead of the stage. From where I sat, though, I could see his chest rise with a slow, deep breath, and he subtly tapped the side of his leg as if he was uncomfortable and couldn’t wait for this to be over.

      Lucy dropped out when the bidding reached fifteen hundred. I glanced around, wondering if anyone else was playing my game.

      “I’ve got sixteen hundred dollars to spend an evening with Coach,” Mayor Constantine said. “Can I get seventeen?”

      Rissa raised her paddle, and Max made something between a grimace and a smile. Possibly a grimace covered by a smile.

      As the mayor continued trying to get fifty extra bucks at a time, I glanced at Dakota, who sent me a questioning look.

      I tried to stifle my smile. Then I raised my paddle and called out, “Five thousand dollars.”
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      Max

      I never saw Harper Ellison coming.

      Not her bid. Not her interest. Not the amount she’d spent for an evening with me.

      Isabel hadn’t surprised me. She’d made no secret in the past about her interest, nor had Rissa. But Harper was out of nowhere.

      As I walked off the stage, more than a little stunned at the preemptive bid, and made my way to the cocktail area where we were supposed to mingle with the crowd and connect with our auction winners, my mind spun.

      Harper was attractive with her dark, glossy hair, big brown eyes, and engaging smile. But I’d never looked at her as a woman, as a potential date, for a couple of reasons. One, she was young. A year younger than my baby sister, if I wasn’t mistaken, which put her around ten years my junior. I wasn’t a cradle robber.

      More importantly, she was my boss’s daughter.

      Bob Ellison had been the principal at Dragonfly Lake High School since I was a student myself. He’d hired me eleven years ago.

      I was sure Harper was an interesting girl, but I wasn’t willing to endanger my job. I genuinely liked both teaching math and coaching football. If I lost this job, it wasn’t like I could get another position doing the same thing on the other side of town. Dragonfly Lake High was it unless I wanted to move, and I didn’t. This was the town where I wanted to raise Danny, the town where my roots dug deep.

      “If it isn’t the auction king himself,” Chance Cordova called out as soon as I hit the cocktail room. He was standing with Luke and Knox. All three of them were in the single dads’ group, even though Knox was no longer single. We gave him a hard time for opting out of the single part, but we kept him around in spite of his engagement to Quincy. “Big news travels fast.”

      “What’s up, peasants?” I joked as I joined their huddle. When a server hovered nearby with a tray of waters, I grabbed one. I intended to get out of here at the first opportunity so I could check on my son.

      “Seems like you got lucky with your bidder,” Knox said.

      “I guess that depends on your definition of lucky.” Lucky was not the word I’d use, but I’d cut him some slack. He was a relative newcomer. Maybe he didn’t immediately understand my conundrum. “Aren’t you supposed to be in there with your better half?”

      “Quincy wanted me to call my father to check on June Bug. He and Faye are keeping her tonight. She’s probably having the time of her life with Mimi and Papa. So you’re not happy about your over-the-top bid?” Knox asked.

      “The bid itself is great,” I said. And a date with Harper would probably be fun for a lot of guys, just not me.

      “Harper is the gender you tend to be attracted to,” Luke said. “That’s a good start.”

      “Hey, Linc’s a decent guy,” Chance said.

      My brows went up. “Linc? As in Switzer?”

      “That’s the one,” Luke said. “He’s okay. I just hope he isn’t expecting a good-night kiss.”

      “Open that mind,” Chance said. “Maybe the right person for you isn’t what you thought.”

      “Who got you, Chance?” I asked.

      Knox covered his mouth as if to hide a grin, but he didn’t quite do it fast enough.

      “Helen Wainsworth,” Chance said. His tone dared me to comment, but I had no intention of saying anything about Helen. She might be close to eighty years old, but she was a sweet, spirited lady who attended every home football game. I was a big fan of hers. “Eighteen hundred dollars.”

      “I wonder where she wants you to take her,” Luke said, sounding genuinely curious.

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Chance glanced toward the doors to the ballroom, where the auction was still going on. “Maybe we’ll hit the season opener together.”

      “Be sure to come say hello,” I teased.

      “So Harper Ellison,” Knox said to me. “I don’t really know her, but she seems age-appropriate and attractive.”

      I laughed. “Says the guy who’s marrying someone a decade and a half younger than him.”

      “Quincy’s only fourteen years younger,” he said, grinning that damn grin he always got when he talked about his nanny turned fiancée.

      “Harper’s my boss’s daughter,” I told Knox, because the others already knew.

      Anyone who’d gone to Dragonfly Lake High in the past twenty years knew. Which, come to think of it, probably made dating challenging for Harper. Bob Ellison was a personable guy, but that didn’t mean messing with his daughter, whether you were a student at his school back when she was or one of his employees at any time, would be a good idea. I couldn’t remember ever hearing about her having a long-term relationship. It had never mattered to me, but now I wondered.

      “Ahh, dicey territory then,” Knox said.

      “Dicey’s a good word for it.” I glanced at my watch. “How many more do they have to go?” I gestured toward the ballroom as another round of applause sounded.

      “There were only about five left after you, right?” Chance glanced around the room, full of stand-up cocktail tables. A few other people besides the prey, er, bachelors were already out here, mingling and drinking. The doors opened, and a cluster of four women came out, animatedly discussing one of the recent auctions. “Looks like it’ll be soon.”

      At that moment, both sets of double doors opened, and people streamed out, noisily talking about the bachelors as well as the silent auction of goods donated by residents and businesses. The service staff stood up straighter and busied themselves taking orders for cocktails and distributing water.

      Knox headed toward Quincy and his brother and Everly. Chance put on his charmer smile and went to meet Helen as she appeared in the doorway.

      “I think I need one more drink,” Luke said. “Can I get you one?”

      I shook my head. I could relate to his uneasiness, but I didn’t intend to be here long enough to finish one.

      I watched for Harper Ellison, wanting to take care of our date details quickly so I could leave.

      When I turned to look the other direction, though, instead of Harper, I came face-to-face with her father. There was nothing of his usual friendly openness on his face.

      “Coach,” he said.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      “Do you have something to tell me about my daughter?”

      I let out what I hoped was an innocent-sounding, reassuring chuckle. “No, sir. I’m as mystified as you by what happened.”

      He studied me for a few seconds. Took a swallow of his wine. “You don’t have anything going on with her?”

      “I don’t really know your daughter personally. I was shocked by her bid.”

      “Where’d she get that kind of money?” he asked.

      “I have no idea about that either.”

      He eyed me for another while. “My first thought was that you’d fronted her the money.”

      “You can’t be serious,” I said. There was no hiding that I was financially comfortable from my NFL days, but my boss sure as shit should know me better.

      His shoulders lowered slightly, and his demeanor became more relaxed. “I don’t suppose I am. It just doesn’t make sense. But then a lot of things that girl does don’t make sense. Her name’s on every last gray hair on my head.” His tone had lightened up a bit, conspiratorial instead of accusatory. “She’s got some explaining to do.”

      I tended to agree, but I’d prefer to get a separate explanation. As much as I wasn’t interested in dating my boss’s daughter, I also didn’t care to be lumped in with her father as an older guy. Although I was older, I wasn’t old enough to be her father. I wasn’t sure why that mattered, but it did. Maybe it was ego or maybe just that nobody wanted to feel old, particularly in the eyes of a beautiful woman.

      I shoved those thoughts out of my head.

      “I can assure you, Bob, your daughter will get nothing but respect from me,” I said.

      He met my gaze again, sized me up, nodded once. “I’ll hold you to that, Max.”

      I held up a hand in surrender. “You can trust me, sir.”

      “I don’t trust anyone with my daughter.” He frowned. “I suppose someday I’ll have to.” He muttered it more to himself than me, then pierced me with his gaze again. “I’ll see you Monday, Max.”

      “Have a good weekend, Bob.”

      I took a swallow of water, wishing it were something stronger as I again glanced around for Harper. I felt an arm come around me from behind.

      “My brother, always the star of the show.” Dakota stretched up and placed a loud kiss on my cheek. “You probably know my friend Harper. Wait, were you her teacher?” Scandal rang through her voice, and I couldn’t quite tell if the question was sarcastic or real.

      “No,” I said solidly. Thank Christ.

      My first students were now the same age as Quincy, Knox’s fiancée. Fully adults, nearing thirty. And yet I hadn’t and wouldn’t date anyone who’d been a student in my classroom.

      As Harper stepped up to us, I took in her appearance with a quick glance. Her magenta dress stood out among all the little black dresses, the sparkle of it seeming appropriate for her personality somehow. The hem ended high on her thighs, and the neckline showed off tanned, delicate shoulders. She wore heels nearly as tall as my sister’s and accessorized with a thick silver bracelet with a large stone the color of her dress and silver rings on several fingers. The dress draped rather than fit her closely. I had the fleeting thought that I wanted a better view of her curves.

      Or I would if she were someone else.

      “Hi, Max.” Harper’s voice was melodious and confident.

      “Harper.” I extended my hand formally as my public-Max smile surfaced. “Thanks for bidding on me. You made me look good up there.”

      “Anytime. You would’ve gone for the highest amount even without me though.”

      “I’ll let you two get acquainted without me,” Dakota said. “Olivia and Emerson are waving at me. Take your time.”

      I knew Harper and Dakota had come together. I’d seen them sitting together for dinner. Harper was the type who drew attention even when you weren’t specifically interested in her. She was the kind of woman who was hard not to notice.

      “I’ve never gone out with one of my sister’s friends,” I said once we were alone. “Kind of forbidden territory.”

      She moved in closer, and I caught her feminine scent. It had a hint of spice to it, the opposite of light and floral, in an appealing way that, like the sparkle in her dress, fit her. A long strand of her hair fell onto my lapel, and I had to clench my fists against the urge to brush it back.

      “Dakota dared me to bid on you,” she confessed just above a whisper.

      My mouth fell open as I let that sink in.

      She hadn’t dropped the biggest bid of the evening on me because of any desire to go out with me.

      She’d been dared.

      By my sister.

      I couldn’t decide whether I was more annoyed at my sister or relieved at Harper’s motivation.

      Or insulted that Harper wasn’t actually interested in me.

      Relieved. I was going with relieved. That meant I could relax during our night out and not worry about whether she was plotting to get me to the altar. As the small-town guy with a brief stint in the NFL, I’d had it happen before with women I barely knew. I hadn’t been looking for marriage then, and I sure as hell wasn’t now that I had a son to put all my time and energy into raising.

      “That’s a lot of money to spend on someone you’re not interested in,” I said.

      “The money’s a story for a different day,” she said, backing off and putting more space between us now that she was speaking at a normal volume.

      “Yeah, your dad has questions about that. Just to warn you.”

      “You talked to my dad?”

      “He talked to me.”

      She shook her head, her mouth curving into a partial smile. “He’s all bark. You know that, right?”

      I wasn’t sure that was true when it came to someone dating his daughter, but I wasn’t going to date her.

      “Did you have something in mind for our evening out?” I asked.

      She made a face like she was worried I’d hate whatever she was planning.

      “I do. Naomi Finley, who was responsible for this whole fundraiser, was my friend and mentor, so when the Arts in Education Foundation in Nashville decided to honor her with their Art Ambassador of the Year award, they asked me to accept on her behalf.” She frowned. “I hope you don’t have a game that conflicts.”

      “When is it?”

      “Two weeks from today.”

      “I don’t have a game,” I confirmed. Saturdays were when my single dads’ group got together, but I could miss that. “Season opens the night before.”

      “I could go alone but”—her gaze flickered downward for a barely noticeable instant—“it might be a little rough. I thought it’d be good to have a date.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’d be happy to go with you.”

      “It’s black tie.”

      “I can do black tie.” I’d have to dig my tux out of the back of my closet and hope it still fit.

      We exchanged phone numbers. I found her easy to like, despite my current agitated state, which…

      Hell.

      I was less agitated about my son because I’d gotten distracted.

      Harper had taken my mind off Danny for five minutes, made me forget my hurry to get home to him. And that was exactly why I hadn’t dated for over a year.

      It was a damn good thing we were only spending one simple evening together.
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      Harper

      Two days before the gala in Nashville, my head was threatening to be all kinds of a mess. I was doing whatever it took to ignore it.

      I’d finished an early microwave dinner, and now I was alone in the studio, hand cutting glass sheets—a dark plum color—into small pieces to be used for mosaics or whatever else people wanted to use them for.

      My hair was up, my safety glasses were in place, and I’d taped my fingers for protection as I used my nipper to break…crack…the hell…crack…out of the glass.

      Crack.

      It was therapeutic.

      Painful, rhythmic, requiring just enough attention to keep my mind from going to difficult places.

      I had a steady rhythm going and tears in my eyes.

      Damn, I hoped someone, anyone, showed up for open-studio time soon.

      I still lived in Naomi’s house, as I had been for the past three years. It wasn’t a long-term plan, but I wasn’t good at long-term plans. I’d temporarily taken on keeping her studio open for all the people who needed a place to do their art. No one knew what would become of this place—or my living arrangements, for that matter—when and if Naomi’s brother surfaced. I mostly tried not to think about it too much.

      I’d met Naomi about four years ago. I’d seen an ad for a pottery class on the town’s Tattler app, offered at a private studio on a small farmstead halfway between Dragonfly Lake and Runner. On a whim, the same way I did most things, I’d signed up. I’d come out of the class with my first lopsided, definitely one-of-a-kind mug.

      After that, I’d taken Naomi’s oil painting class, then cycled through her other offerings—metalworking, mosaics, watercolors, jewelry, woodworking. If she taught it, I’d taken it.

      I approached art the way I approached life, much to my dad’s annoyance—with the firm belief that variety was the spice of everything. I switched between the many mediums, unwilling to commit to just one.

      Naomi and I had clicked during that first class in spite of our nine-year age difference. She’d been impossible not to like, exuding warmth and so much life. Her passion for art and her dedication to exposing the multitudes to it were awe-inspiring.

      Within weeks, I’d felt as if we’d known each other for years. She’d been part older sister, part friend, part mentor, and then, when I’d been trying to find a way to move out of my dad’s house, she’d invited me to move into hers, charging me less rent than I’d pay anywhere else in Dragonfly Lake.

      I put the bucket of plum glass back on its shelf, grabbed the next few sheets of glass, which happened to be a turquoise-and-white swirl, and pulled out the appropriate bucket. Back at the worktable, I flexed my hand—it was going to be sore for days after this—scored the first sheet, then set about crack, crack, cracking away again.

      Naomi always said cutting glass was the worst part of mosaics, but I didn’t mind it at times like this, when I needed distraction and couldn’t settle down enough to commit to a particular project.

      I sniffled as I remembered my dear red-haired friend bringing me more sheets and corresponding buckets when I got on a glass-breaking kick, saying the more I cut, the less she had to. Cutting glass was one of the only things I’d heard her complain about.

      She’d been one of the good ones, for sure. One of the best.

      She and her brother, Ian, had inherited this farm when her grandfather died a few years before I’d met her. Her brother, who I’d never met, worked for some international company and had zero interest in any of it, so Naomi had the run of the place. She’d never talked about Ian, and I’d suspected they weren’t close. That had been confirmed with an exclamation point when she died. Even now, nearly two months later, he’d never returned their aunt’s numerous phone calls about Naomi’s death, the funeral, or their shared property.

      I found myself in a shaky position, where just about every aspect of my life except my job as a server—my home, the studio where I spent my spare time, my closest friendships—depended on a man to whom it was getting harder and harder to give the benefit of the doubt. What possible reason could he have for not responding to such devastating news?

      Since farming wasn’t Naomi’s thing—and the surrounding land had gradually been sold off over the years, leaving her with thirty acres that were no longer worked—she’d created the art mecca of her dreams.

      In addition to classes and her frequent projects to bring art to underfunded schools around the state, she’d opened the studio as a shared maker space for anyone who needed one, offering daily rates and monthly memberships. Her mission in life had been to make art available to everyone. She’d managed to expose hundreds of kids to art, maybe thousands. That involvement with schools had earned her the recognition of the Arts in Education Foundation.

      The thought had my gut tightening. Saturday would be a tough evening.

      When a woman from the foundation had asked me to accept the award for Naomi, I’d said yes without thought, honored to have a part in this final, much-deserved recognition of my dear friend. Now reality was settling in. I’d have to speak on behalf of Naomi and in tribute to her, and that was no small task. The woman had suggested no more than one or two minutes, so I didn’t need to write a long speech, but I definitely had to get my thoughts straight beforehand.

      I still believed a date would be helpful so I wouldn’t be flying solo, wouldn’t be driving to and from by myself. Now that I’d had a few days to think about it, though, I wasn’t sure Max had been my best idea. On some level, he rattled me, and I wasn’t in the habit of letting men rattle me.

      It was set though. I wasn’t going to chicken out now.

      “Hey, Harper.”

      I startled as Dakota came through the door behind me. I pushed the googles on top of my head and swiped at my cheeks again before turning around and forcing a smile. “Hey, you. I was wondering if you’d come out tonight.”

      “Here’s me. I get to unload the kiln tonight.”

      “Ooh, I can’t wait to see your pretties,” I said.

      As we walked to the kiln room, she frowned. “You okay?”

      I sniffled one more time. “I’m good. You got here just in time to save me from my thoughts.”

      Dakota made a face. “Those can be nasty. I can see why you’re breaking glass.”

      “Let’s unload your masterpieces,” I said, ecstatic to have a distraction. There was always an element of surprise when we unloaded the kiln. We never knew what the heat would do to each type of glaze and each piece of pottery.

      She opened the kiln, which had been cooling for a
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