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My palms were sweaty as I waited in line, staring at the chalkboard menu hanging on the wall. I had been to Cravings once since it opened, but it was for their grand opening, and I didn’t have to order anything because there were samples out for everyone to try. 

Now that I was here as a paying customer, there was a lot of pressure to place a simple order without embarrassing myself in front of Calli, the owner. It wasn’t that I was stupid and didn’t know how to; it was that she was the hottest woman I had ever laid eyes on, and that made me a nervous wreck. 

The line moved in front of me, putting me closer to being in the spotlight. I swallowed hard, pulling at the neck of my t-shirt that suddenly felt like it was choking me. It was hot outside, but the temperature rose to unbearable heights the moment her eyes caught mine. I was burning up and sweaty—two very unattractive qualities to showcase right now. 

I tried not to stare as she stood behind the counter, tucking a loose strand of curly blonde hair behind her ear while she took the older man’s order. She was so patient—and possibly oblivious—as he made passes at her, shamelessly flirting as his wife smacked his arm with her handbag. 

It was hard not to laugh as the older couple trotted off, the woman still hitting him as he did his best to convince her he wasn’t hitting on Calli. I’d known the Thompsons since I was a little boy, and the whole town knew how big of a flirt George was. 

“Are you ready?” she asked, startling me as her blue eyes lit up. 

I looked around to find that everyone in front of me had moved on and was either filling their cups or waiting for their food. 

“Oh, yeah,” I stammered, forcing my feet to move forward without face-planting in front of her. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”

“It’s not a problem,” she said sweetly, with a warm grin. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll have you.”

Her brows rose slightly in surprise, her lips pressed together as she tried to keep from laughing.

At least she found it humorous, while all I wanted to do was smack myself upside the head. Why did I say that?

“I’m sorry,” I apologized, clearing my throat. “I’ll have you.”

She lifted her hand and covered her smile behind it, bubble gum pink nails catching my eye.

I took a deep breath and slowly released it, not trusting myself to speak to her. This was going even worse than I had imagined. I could talk to people all day, every day, but give me a beautiful woman I felt attracted to, and I was a bumbling mess. 

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I muttered, shaking my head and lowering it. I was ready to turn around and get the hell out of there, vowing never to return. 

“You probably have low blood sugar,” Ramona said, sneaking up on me and putting her arm around my shoulders. Leave it to my best friend to swoop in and save the day. “It’s late in the day, and you probably skipped breakfast if I know you.”

I turned my head and looked at her, relief washing over me that she was there so I wouldn’t keep embarrassing myself.

“I hate getting low blood sugar,” Calli replied. “It’s the worst, and I feel like I’m in this fog until they come back up.”

“Right? It’s such a pain. I can usually cure mine with a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos.” Ramona laughed, but I knew how serious she was about her chips. It was nice of her to save me from myself, even if it was something as silly as low blood sugar—which I didn’t get, but she did often. Way too often. 

“Well, I only have a few minutes before I need to get back to Cool Cats. What do you recommend today, Calli?” Ramona gave my shoulder a quick squeeze before releasing me.

“The spicy tuna wrap is always good for hot days, but if you don’t want fish, I would go with the chicken and waffles.”

“Oooh, spicy tuna sounds delicious. Let me get two of those, please,” Ramona said, looking at me. “Do you want one too? They have a club sandwich on the board as well, if you’d rather that.”

I loved how well she knew me and that she could tell I was still freezing up around Calli. 

“The club would be perfect. Thank you.” I cleared my throat again and then forced myself to stop before Calli started to think I was sick or something. 

“Is it together or separate?” Calli asked, her fingers hovering above the register keys.

“Together.” Ramona smiled and slid her card across the counter.

“No, I’ve got it,” I objected before Ramona’s hand darted out and slapped mine as I tried to pull her card back. 

Calli raised her eyebrows and studied us, waiting before trying to take the card.

“I’ve got it,” Ramona confirmed through somewhat gritted teeth. 

I narrowed my eyes at her, knowing she knew how much I hated it when she did that. 

“You didn’t need to buy me lunch,” I said as soon as we walked away to fill our cups.

“I know. It’s my treat.”

“Well, thank you. I appreciate it. You know how I feel about you paying for stuff for me, though.”

“Oh, whatever.” She waved her hand dismissively as she filled her cup with root beer. “If you really wanted to repay me, you could grab a carton of vanilla ice cream and bring it over to Cool Cats so we can make floats. That would be heavenly. It’s too freaking hot out for the middle of August.”

“As much as I would love to, I have to get back to work. Raincheck?”

“Of course.”

We waited to the side while they made our order. Ramona was making small talk, telling me something about Preston and their progress with training their dog, Rosco, but I couldn’t focus because I couldn’t take my eyes off Calli.

She had the most perfect smile that brightened her eyes and lit up her face. Everyone around her seemed happier, too. It was like she could change anyone’s mood just by smiling. 

I felt eyes on me and looked down to find Ramona watching me with a shit-eating grin spread across her cheeks. Apparently, even I was smiling just watching her.

“What?” I asked when she continued to stare without saying anything.

“Nothing.” She shrugged. 

“Liar.”

A young, scrawny kid grabbed a tray and loaded our order, sitting it on the counter before calling Ramona’s name. 

“I was just thinking about how you’ve got it bad. So freaking bad.” She laughed and walked off, leaving me standing there feeling like a complete love-sick teenager.
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“I cannot believe how busy we’ve been,” Paisley said, sitting down across from me at the table. 

The rush finally died shortly after Dylan and Ramona left, leaving us with a slow trickle until we closed at 3:30.

“I know, it’s incredible. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I first signed the lease on this building, but I can say it’s going better than I ever imagined.”

“I told you, have faith, and good things will come.”

I smiled at my best friend, thankful she had followed me and my heart to Whiskey Mountain, Montana. Technically, we were right smack on the line between Whiskey Mountain and Fallen Oaks, two very small towns that were growing by the minute. 

“I’m trying,” I sighed heavily, leaning back against the chair. “It’s a lot all at once.”

“I know. But I’m here to help. Lean on me and we’ll figure all of this out together.”

I nodded, too tired to say anything more.

I’d had no plans to leave Miami before my mom was diagnosed with dementia and needed my help. I packed up everything and moved to Whiskey Mountain, bringing Paisley along with me with no clue what I was going to do until I got here. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be here; it was just that I had no idea what I was going to do. I was used to big city life, and going to a small town where I knew no one made it hard to take that initial jump and trust that I could handle starting over. 

I had worked at an upscale restaurant in Miami, but it was nothing compared to owning and running my own—something I had always dreamed of. When I first got to Whiskey Mountain, I stopped to get coffee at this cute little shop called Spill The Beans. It was there that I learned that they were looking to develop the area that was currently deserted aside from a cute little pet shop. Lo-and-behold, there just so happened to be a vacant spot left, which was perfect for a restaurant.

I cashed in my 401K, made a wish on a star, and never looked back. 

“Your mom seems to enjoy it,” Paisley noted, glancing at my mom sitting at a table in the corner, people-watching. 

“I think so, too. Her doctor said it was good for her to be as involved as she wanted. It makes me more comfortable having her here with me than worrying about her being alone at home. I’m hoping that if she’s here every day—or most days of the week when I’m here — that it’ll be familiar to her. Plus, she enjoys helping with the menu.”

“It was a genius idea.” Paisley laughed. “Changing the menu every day depending on her cravings has been fun for the locals. There’s nothing else like it around here.”

“She always loved cooking, and if I can keep part of that alive for her, I’m going to. Once I get someone hired to take over up front, I can get back to the kitchen and have her help me. I think she’ll really love that.”

I smiled and watched as she sipped her afternoon tea, a look of peace and tranquility etched on her face.
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I wiped the sweat from my brow and climbed down the ladder, ready to be done for the day. The sun was hotter than the devil’s playground, making my mounting headache worse. Add on the overwhelming smell of tar, and it was a recipe for a migraine. 

The job went later today than it should have, but we had a new guy who didn’t know shit about roofing, which was what had kept us going longer than usual. I opened the top of the giant jug of water and began chugging, tempted to dump the other half over my head to cool me off. 

“Good work up there today,” Curtis said, nodding up to where the rest of the guys were collecting their supplies and coming down. 

“Thanks. Should have been finished hours ago.”

“I know. He’ll learn. Everyone has to start somewhere.”

“Well, maybe have them start elsewhere during the summer months so the rest of us don’t have to suffer,” I joked, giving him a wink so he knew I was playing. 

“Hell no. This is the ultimate test to see if they have what it takes. See what they’re made of.”

“I hate to break it to you, but he’s not cut out for this.” I jerked my head to the side where the new guy was bent over the gravel, heaving. 

“Fuck,” Curtis said, rubbing a hand down his face in frustration. “We have six more jobs to get done before the end of September. I needed him to work out.”

He heaved louder, drawing the attention of a few of the guys. No one went over to check on him, having seen this a handful of times already. Some guys could handle the physical labor of roofing and others couldn’t. It was always easy to spot those ones.

“I’ll start on the other building tomorrow,” I offered, pulling another drink in. “I can be there by 4. Have Soliz and Lowry meet me there and send the other guys to finish this one. We can crank these out quicker if we work early in the morning before it gets too hot.”

“Thanks, Dylan. You’re gonna have a ton of overtime this week.” 

I knew he couldn’t afford to keep paying me the overtime I was accruing, and given that he was my dad’s best friend, I also couldn’t take advantage of it either.

“How about we forget about the overtime, and you give me two weeks off once this project is done?” 

“If you can crank out the last six retail shops before our deadline, I’ll give you a full month off.”

I arched my eyebrow, always enjoying a good bet. 

“Yeah?”

“Yup. But I can’t give you any more help than what you already have.”

“And I can work whatever hours I need to?”

“Whatever it takes to get the job done right.”

“Ha,” I scoffed. “Have I ever not done a job right? I’m the image of perfection, don’t you remember?”

I felt the dimples in my cheeks deepen with my grin. 

Curtis rolled his eyes and pretended he wasn’t amused.

“Yeah, and you get your humbled charm from your dad.”

We both laughed, then he went off to talk to the new guy while I collected my stuff and got the hell out of there. Tomorrow was going to be a long day, which meant that I needed to shower and hit the sack early tonight. 

**************
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Morning came quicker than I would have liked, given that I slept like shit and could use a few more hours of sleep. Wanting to keep my end of the bargain up for Curtis meant I needed to get over it and get my ass to the job site. 

I loved that there were no cars on the road, no one to get in my way as I started the day. The only downside was that most of the businesses in Whiskey Mountain didn’t open until 9, which meant that I was stuck with a crappy cup of coffee from home for my caffeine fix. I could have grabbed some energy drinks after I left last night, but I was exhausted and just wanted to go home. Today, I regretted that decision tenfold. 

It was amazing to see how much had been developed in the small stretch between Whiskey Mountain and Fallen Oaks in just the past year. After a dangerous blizzard stranded Ramona with no easy access to necessities, her fiancé rallied everyone together and got the ball rolling on developing this part of town. 

Since then, several other shops had opened around her pet store, and business was booming. Cravings was still the only restaurant, but there were plans to bring in a coffee shop and an upscale steakhouse as soon as the construction was completed. 

The portion that we were working on was right next to Cravings and would be a smaller strip mall on Main Street, plus the movie theater that was right beside it, at the end of the street. The town locals were excited about that, given that the closest movie theater was over an hour away. 

I grabbed my supplies and carried them up with me, heading down for another load when Soliz and Lowry showed up. I had worked with them for so long that we gave each other a quick nod as a greeting, and all got to work. I grabbed my tool belt and was securing it around my waist when I saw the door to Cravings open.

“Hey, I thought I heard someone out here,” Calli said, peeking around the door. It was still dark out, only a few streetlights illuminating her features. 

“Sorry if we bothered you. I didn’t think anyone would be here this early.”

“Nope, you didn’t. I’m used to being aware of my surroundings and investigating every noise I hear after living in a big city.” She laughed, pushing the door open and resting her shoulder against it as her arms folded across her chest. “So, what are you doing here so early?”

I nodded to the roof where the other guys were and then looked at her. 

“We’re working on the roofs on this side of the strip mall. I was hoping we’d get here before anyone opened so we could crank out the loud parts and not disrupt business.”

She leaned forward and looked up before looking back at me.

“I didn’t know you were a roofer.”

“One of the best,” I said with a cheesy grin and a wink. My palms started to sweat, and I suddenly felt all twitchy again.

“Well, I won’t keep you so you can get started. I’ll be here if you need water or coffee or anything. Just come on in.”

“Thank you, I appreciate that. Why are you here so early?”

She yawned and tried to hide it behind her hand.

“My mom wanted biscuits and gravy this morning, so I came in early to get a head start on the food prep for the day. Everything she’s talked about since last night has been a combination of breakfast foods, so that’s what today’s menu will be focused on. I’m going to be making some pastries, too. Stop by and try one if you’d like. I’ll be sure to make those lemon blueberry donuts you like so much.”

My cheeks flushed as she chewed her lower lip. She was right—I fucking loved those donuts. She had made them for the grand opening at Cool Cats when Ramona expanded and added a pet daycare, but I didn’t expect her to notice. 

“I’ll be sure to come by to grab one in a bit. I brought coffee from home—”

She scrunched her nose in the most adorable way.

“What?” I asked playfully, a laugh floating off of my lips. “What’s that face for?”

“What kind of coffee did you make?”

“I don’t know. Black? It was that instant coffee you get in the can and add it to hot water.”

“Noooo,” she cried out, her face twisted in disgust. “That’s not real coffee!”

“You sound just like my friend, Maggie. She takes coffee pretty seriously, too.”

“Maggie from Spill The Beans?”

I nodded, feeling guilty for leaving the guys to work without me while I talked to Calli. But nothing could have torn me away from her now that I had her alone and could finally get actual words out of my mouth.

“The one and only,” I confirmed. 

“Well, Maggie is right. That’s not real coffee. Now I can’t make the incredible lattes that she makes, but I can make you a decent cup of coffee. Do you have a few minutes to come inside?”

I looked up at the roof, wondering how much the
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