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Tess

The paint flaked from the wall as Tess’s shoulder rubbed against the door frame. “Jerry, what’s your timeline on the annual gala piece for the Rosewood Country Club you’re working on?” She wrinkled her nose and rolled her eyes with disgust at the article topic. 

“I’m waiting on a call back from Christina Cashmore. I need a quote from her as the gala chair before I can finish the story.” He sighed and tapped the keyboard, his eyes glued to the small screen. 

Christina fucking Cashmore. 

“Think we can make Saturday’s paper? I’ve got absolutely nothing better to run for the front page.” 

He shrugged. “No quote, no feature. I left her a voicemail last week and sent two follow-up emails since.” With a snort, he tipped back in his seat and swiveled before realization gripped his brain. “Wait, don’t you know her?” 

Her stomach twisted, tightening as the spider web of connection appeared in her mind. Of course, I do. How can I forget my ex-mother-in-law’s best friend? 

Swallowing hard, Tess nodded. “I think I know a way to get you that quote,” she stammered as a bundle of sudden nerves poked her in the stomach. 

Jerry’s fine white hair danced in the breeze from the ceiling fan as he nodded. “Thought you might.” 

Tess cringed. “Let me make a call...” she muttered and stepped down the hallway, her signature pink heels catching on the snag in the dingy gray carpet. 

Butterflies flapped in her tummy, tickling her skin with a shiver as she returned to her office. She sank her butt in the chair as she rolled the black plastic wheels to center herself before her desk—and her phone. 

“Ugh, Susan,” Tess grumbled and picked up the device with a grimace. Her fingers touched the screen and navigated to her ex-mother-in-law’s number. With a groan, she tapped Susan’s name. The first ring sounded in the quiet space as her stomach plummeted to the floor. 

Tess rolled her head around her neck, stretching the tight muscles in her shoulders. 

Two rings. 

She inhaled, summoning the tiny ounces of courage pooling in her gut. 

Three rings. 

Nausea brewed in her belly. The image of the formidable, scowling Susan Templeton on a Florida beach caught in her brain. 

Four rings. 

Frowning, Tess shook her head, ready to admit defeat and tap the end call button, but Susan’s voice echoed through the speaker. 

“Tess?” 

She gulped, the lifelong familiarity of Susan’s voice jabbing her in the heart as if by blade. 

“Oh! Umm, Susan, am I catching you at a good time?” 

Like that matters. 

Susan cleared her throat, her scratchy growls ringing through the airways. “Yes, but ah, forgive me... I’m a little surprised to be hearing from you.” 

Tess cowered. The voice on the other end grated against her ears with the fallout of the past. “Yeah, ah...” she muttered and slouched lower in her chair. 

“Must be important.” 

Yep. I’m desperate for a stupid quote to run a stupid feature for a stupid paper no one reads anymore. 

“I guess I’m in a little bit of a bind,” Tess choked out. 

“Please tell me this doesn’t involve my sons. Or my son-in-law,” Susan added with an extra scoff. 

The breath caught in her lungs at the mere mention of Mitch Benson. Closing her eyes, Tess hung her head and allowed the fleeting memory of his lips on hers to squeeze her aching chest. The thought of what could have been returned, jump starting her heart before reality reclaimed her brain. 

Stop it! Mitch was never going to happen, and you know it! 

Tess rammed her eyes closed. “No, it definitely doesn’t.” 

“Good. Then what’s this about?” Susan pressed. 

After clearing her throat, Tess hurled the image of Mitch from the forefront of her mind back into the depths of her damaged soul. “Christina Cashmore. I ah, need a quote from her about the Country Club Gala and she won’t return my reporter’s inquiries. I know she’s your friend, so I...” 

“And you want me to pester her for a silly little column in the Rosewood Register?” 

“Please, Susan. Can you just nudge her for me?” 

Susan huffed out a breath. “Tess, there was a time I would have done just about anything for you. But after what happened with Josh...” 

I know, Susan. Believe me, if you knew how much I regret what I did to your son, er, and son-in-law... 

“Yeah, umm...” 

Her dreadful history with men returned to haunt her once more, figuratively smacking her in the face as every poor decision of her past impacted her present. God, I’m such an idiot! 

“If Josh knew I was helping you,” Susan muttered.

“It’s just a quote, Susan. That’s all I need. A nudge from you, and nothing more.” Tess choked on her quick words as the anxiety in her gut grew. “It’s a small favor. That’s all. We hang up, you prod Christina to respond, and it’s done.” 

“Tess,” whispered Susan. 

Really? You won’t help me? 

“Please, Mrs. Templeton?” she begged. 

Susan snorted, the burst of sudden amusement re-puncturing the holes in her heart. 

I know you hate me. I know you despise what I did. 

A breath of air crackled against her ear as Susan exhaled. “I’ll text Christina. No promises though, okay?” 

“Thank you.” 

“Don’t breathe a word of this to my sons—any of ’em.” 

“I won’t—”

The line went dead. Tess dropped the phone from her ear. Hunching forward, she folded her arms over the desk and pressed her face into the crook of her elbow, the familiar burn of sorrow behind her lids returning. 

The last decade of her life flashed before her eyes. The romantic experience of a lifetime with Joshua Templeton and the subsequent marriage that turned into a bitter divorce. Not to mention, every poor choice she’d made since the day she signed the papers.

A deep sigh escaped her lips as a single tear slid down her cheek at the cost of pure embarrassment. Regret settled in her soul. Swallowing, Tess smashed her eyes closed and blocked out the fluorescent lights of the small office entirely. 

Her stomach growled with pangs of hunger. Rolling the chair back, Tess begrudgingly lifted her head from the makeshift cave. The light returned, flooding her office as the looming print deadline on her monitor reappeared. Saturday’s edition looked back. The front-page feature... still blank. 

“Hey, Jerry!” she yelled. With a catch in her throat, she tapped the power button on the monitor. 

His voice echoed down the hall. “Yeah?” 

“We’ll get that quote!” 

The familiar grumbles of the old man met her ears, his presence the only true friendship left in her heart. 

Her stomach rumbled again. “I’m gonna head out for the night, Jer!” she called and gripped her purse from beneath the desk. 

“See you in the morning,” he answered. 

Yeah. See you in the morning. Tess wiped beneath her eyes and mopped up the remains of the stray tear. Another morning. And another Goddamn day of running this piece-of-shit local paper. Like anyone fucking cares anyway.

“I sure as shit don’t.”

Rolling her eyes at the state of the paper—and the mirrored state of her life—Tess slammed the door. 
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A butt appeared to occupy every seat at Highside Sports Bar. The roaring sea of customers cheered wildly for the L.A. Dodgers. 

Tess navigated through the maze of crazed baseball fans to the bar and slid onto the single empty barstool. Lifting her gaze to the bartender, she forced a smile and waved. 

“What can I get ya?” he called over the chorus of hissing boos following a strikeout. 

“Just picking up a to-go order!” she answered and pointed to the counter lined with greasy brown paper bags. “For Tess Browning!” 

His hands gripped each bag as he eyed the stapled receipts. With a shrug, he shook his head. “Not out yet. Can I get you a drink while you wait?” 

It has been a shitty day.

Her blonde curls bounced as she nodded. “Sure, a White Russian. Thanks.” 

With a quick flip of his wrists, he upended bottles of vodka and Kahlua into a glass filled with ice. 

Keep pouring, buddy. 

Topping it off with a dash of heavy cream, he dropped a pink plastic straw into the liquid and pushed the drink in front of her. “On the house,” he muttered. “Sorry about the wait. It’s a madhouse here tonight.” 

A smile crept along her lips as she sipped, eyeing the rambunctious hordes of men wailing wildly at the TVs lining every inch of the walls. “Thanks,” she mumbled. 

“Cheers.” He grinned and stepped away, tossing a towel over his left shoulder. 

She stirred the drink and swiveled on her stool, her gaze drawn like a magnet to the largest TV mounted on the back wall—and the two familiar men who, without surprise, sat beneath it. 

Ugh. 

Her stomach soured as she spied her ex-husband seated in his usual booth. Dr. Joshua Templeton brought a bottle of beer to his lips as he laughed. His sweet and familiar smile squeezed her heart. The teenage boy she fell in love with reappeared before her eyes—and the ensuing heartbreak from their inevitable divorce. 

Her mouth went dry as her gaze shifted across the table. With a new short crop of dark-brown hair, Josh’s best friend Mitch tugged playfully at the strings on his sweatshirt and pointed at the TV, gasping along with the crowd as the center fielder dropped a fly ball in the sun. She swallowed and forced away the still-fresh sting of rejection. 

What was I thinking? Stopping in here for food tonight. Of course, they’re both here! 

The roar of the stadium sounded against her ears as the announcer’s steady stream of statistics bored her to near tears. The minutes ticked by. 

Her stomach rumbled again, longing for the overdue meal. “Ugh,” she grumbled and dropped a hand to her belly. “What’s taking so long?” She sipped until the White Russian disappeared and the alcohol clouded her brain. 

Tess dipped her hand in her bag and tugged out her phone. A missed call slid across her screen, souring her stomach as Dalton Sheppard’s name appeared. 

What the fuck could you possibly want from me? It’s been years...

Swallowing the distaste his name induced, she shivered. 

“You call that a strike!” 

Tess cringed and leaned away from the large bald man on her left screaming obscenities at the umpire on TV. She snorted and tucked her phone away as her gaze lifted to the unknown baseball player on the screen glaring at the ump. 

“Crowding the plate,” she muttered and rolled her eyes. 

“And just what do you know about baseball, blondie?” The man turned and sloshed beer onto her leggings. 

Frowning at the golden drops of liquid absorbing into her pants, she cringed as his beer-soaked breath infused in her nostrils. “More than I care to admit,” she murmured and swiveled back to face the bar.

Please let my order be done. Please let my order be done. 

“You telling me you’re a Dodgers fan?” he slurred and turned to face her as the game cut to a commercial. 

Oh, God. What did I just do?

“Not in the slightest,” she answered. Peering at the unchanged row of brown paper bags on the counter, Tess sighed. 

“What’s your name?” 

She shook her head and leaned away as he dropped his large rear end onto the stool beside her. 

Scratching his beard, he brought the glass to his lips and gulped, draining the full beverage in a single attempt. “Your name?” he repeated and slammed the empty glass onto the counter. A belch the size and smell of a wet buffalo sailed from his lips. 

The pangs of hunger disappeared, replaced with immediate disgust and the desire to flee. 

“Tess Browning!” the bartender shouted as he searched the line of patrons seated at the bar. 

Ugh. Reaching forward, she accepted the brown paper bag with a stilted nod. Impeccable timing. 

“Tess, huh?” The large man leaned in closer. “Well, that’s pretty.” 

She scooted her butt from the barstool. With a quick tug on her purse strap, Tess grabbed the bag of food. “Yeah, umm... thanks. Go Dodgers,” she mumbled and stepped back. A firm, meaty grip caught hold of her left wrist. 

“Where do you think you’re goin’, sweet cheeks?” Holding her in place, he swayed on the spot while staggering to his feet. His monstrous frame overshadowed her petite figure and blocked the dim light of the bar as he leaned in. 

The air caught in her throat. His piercing grip sent goosebumps parading along her skin. 

“Please let go of me.” She peered into his unfocused eyes and tugged, her efforts futile beneath his strength. 

“Naw, come on now. We were just getting to know each other. Stay a bit.” 

Red flags danced before her eyes. Pinpricks of panic charted shivers of fear to race up and down her spine. 

“Let go,” she begged with more force. Tugging again, she elbowed the man beside her in an attempt to escape. 

“Tess?” His deep voice—a blanket of familiarity—encircled her. “You okay?” Josh frowned and eyed the thick grip on her wrist. With a furrowed brow, he snaked his arm around her middle and pulled her closer. 

Oh!

Tess leaned into him as the hold on her wrist vanished. 

“You got a problem, buddy?” 

Josh forced Tess behind him and drew himself up to his full height—bringing his nose to the drunken oaf’s chest. 

Oh, shit. 

“Yeah, I have a problem with men pawing at my wife.” His brown eyes blazed, heat pouring from his body as the lie slid through his teeth. 

“Blondie didn’t tell me she was married.” Backing onto his seat, he swiveled toward the bar and raised a hand for another drink. 

Oh, thank God. 

A sigh of relief escaped her as the blood in her veins slowed. 

“Come on.” Josh gripped her hand and tugged her toward the exit. “Are you all right?” He dropped his gaze to her wrist and trailed his soft fingers over her skin. “Did he hurt you?” 

Her heart pounded, fueling the ache in her soul at the unexpected concern in his eyes. 

“What’s going on?” Mitch appeared beside her. “Tess, are you still getting into bar fights after all these years?” He winked, the glimmer of his green eyes catching in the neon lights. 

“No.” She scoffed and pulled away. 

My God, could this be any more embarrassing? 

Lifting the bag of food, she crinkled the paper in her fingers. “I was just trying to pick up dinner, but that asshat grabbed me.” 

“You sure you’re all right?” Josh squinted. 

“Umm... yeah.” She shook her head as the air deflated from her lungs. “Thank you for the help. I could have handled it.” 

That’s a lie. 

“That guy had three hundred pounds on you.” 

She snorted. “Yeah well, you too.” 

The growing smile on his familiar lips highlighted the tired new bags beneath his eyes. “True,” he admitted. “You’re really okay though?”

His question plagued her. Am I okay? Nodding through a false smirk, her stomach sank as she stared at the two men responsible for her permanently dysfunctional heart. I’m not okay. 

Readjusting the grip on the paper bag, she nodded and glanced at Josh. “Yeah, er, thanks for pretending to be my husband.” 

Because that’s not awkward at all.

He grinned. “Can I walk you to your car?” His gaze lifted to the bar, scanning the seats for the troublesome idiot. 

“I’ll be fine.” 

“Humor me anyway.” He held the door open and stepped aside for her to pass. 

Tess hesitated, the chivalrous gesture shredding the strings of her heart. 

“Just let him do it,” Mitch muttered in her ear. “Or I’ll have to walk you myself,” he added with a squeeze on her elbow. 

Please no. I can’t take anything else tonight.

She nodded and stepped forward, allowing Josh to tail her to the Mini Cooper parked in the back row. 

“Thank you,” she whispered and quickly slid into the driver’s seat. “That guy was a grade-A douchebag.” 

Josh snorted. “Anytime, Tess,” he said and closed the door. The glint of his new wedding ring caught in the light as he tapped the car and turned. He backed away, his strides long and confident as he headed back toward the bar. Each step pulled the memories from their four-year marriage to the forefront of her mind. 

“My best to your new wife and daughter, Josh,” she whispered and threw the car in reverse. 

At least one of us found happiness.
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Ryan

Ryan hammered the “For Sale” sign into the damp earth, beating the metal pole with the butt of a screwdriver. He glanced up at the infamous Reynolds Street house flip and sighed. “This bitch better sell quick,” he muttered and jabbed Mitch in the gut with his elbow. 

“Our. Hardest. Flip. To. Date.” Shaking his head with wide eyes, Mitch snorted and gripped Ryan on the shoulder. “But she’s beautiful now. She’ll sell tomorrow at the open house.” 

“Yeah, if Rachel does her job.” 

Mitch grinned. “Your sister has never once let us down.”

Rolling his eyes, Ryan started back up the driveway. “Nah, you’re right. Rach has become a really good realtor.” 

“She has,” Mitch added and tailed him up the concrete incline. “And besides, those kitchen cabinets alone will sell this joint.” 

“They damn well better!” Ryan laughed as he slammed the tailgate closed on his pickup truck. “After that nightmare trip out to Bakersfield last spring, those cabinets better...” His voice trailed away as Mitch lowered his gaze to the pavement. The sudden, unexpected dip in his partner’s level of enthusiasm sent a sense of foreboding through him. “What’s up with you?” 

Mitch dragged a hand over his head and gripped the back of his neck. “Ry, I’ve got somethin’ I need to tell you,” he muttered. “Something I probably should have said a while ago.” 

Uh-oh.

“Okay.” Ryan swallowed and frowned as his partner in construction crime shuffled his feet and avoided eye contact. 

What the hell?

“You know you’ve been an incredible partner, right?” 

His stomach dropped. “Been?” 

Mitch cringed. “Look, dude, I’m not leaving for good, okay?” He kicked a stray rock back into the flower bed and huffed out a breath. “I just need to take a break for a bit.” 

“A break,” Ryan repeated. 

“A break, yeah.” Tapping Ryan’s tailgate with his outstretched palm, Mitch shrugged. “Lauren is due in less than a month. And I just can’t be in the middle of a flip when we bring a new baby home. You understand, right?” 

Of course, you’d need a few months off! No big deal.

The panic in his gut subsided, easing the air flow in his constricted throat. “Absolutely!” Nodding, he playfully kicked Mitch’s work boots. “You should be home with your girls! Duh.” 

“Thank you,” Mitch mumbled and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I just have no idea what life is going to look like for the next year or so.” 

Ryan bit down on his lower lip. The metallic taste of blood pooled in his mouth as Mitch’s words pierced his brain. “Wait, a year?”

Mitch nodded. “Er, yeah. At least.”

“Oh.” Ryan’s mouth fell open as his heartbeat raced. 

I expected you to take some time off, but a year, or more? You’re the brains behind our whole partnership! Picking properties, building the timeline, the hired contractors... 

“It’s not forever. I promise you that,” Mitch added. “But with the sale of this one.” He gestured toward the Reynolds Street house. “It’ll float Lauren and me for a good while, long enough to—” 

“It’s okay, dude.” A heavy breath blew from Ryan’s lips as he clasped Mitch’s shoulder and squeezed. “You don’t need to explain. You’ve earned some time away.” With a blurred brain, Ryan battled the slowly building panic in his heart with the confident, calm words leaving his lips. 

“Yeah, but, I mean, it kind of leaves you—”

Up shit creek without a paddle. 

“Hey. You let me worry about me, okay? You’ve got enough on your plate without stressing over my paycheck, too.” 

“Ry...” 

“I’ll figure it out, dude. It’s okay! How hard can it be?” He snorted. “For fuck’s sake, you do it, Benson.”

A grin consumed Mitch’s face as the mood lightened. “Fuck off,” he muttered and sucker punched him in the gut. “It’s not as easy as I make it look, ya asshat.” 

Doubled over, Ryan dodged Mitch’s flying fist. “Okay! Okay!” He barked out a laugh and backed against his truck. “I give! I give!”

Mitch snickered and scratched his ear. “In all seriousness though, I really do appreciate it. And hey, I’m sure Rachel would help you pick up a good property if you asked her.” 

Heat washed over him as sweat glistened on his brow. No way. I can’t rely on my sister for the next year to scout properties. “Yeah. Yeah, I know.” Dropping his gaze to the pavement, Ryan shrugged. “I’m sure she’d help if I asked, but she’s got her own business to run. Her own clients and stuff.” 

Mitch frowned as the clouds covered the sun, shielding his face in shadow. “Hmm, well, maybe I can—”

“Stop right there,” Ryan interrupted with a shake of his head. He dragged a hand through his short, sandy-brown hair and grinned. “You’re not going to do anything more than stay home with Lauren and the baby.” 

“But I’m leaving you hanging,” he grumbled. 

“You’re not.” You are. But you don’t need to know that. “Look, I’ll figure it out.”

“How about freelancing for a little bit?” Mitch swallowed and shuffled his feet. “Contract work or something?” Lifting his gaze, he tilted his head. “I bet there are tons of jobs with easy profits out there.” 

“See. There you go. That’s it.” 

Mitch rolled his eyes. “I’m only trying to help, dude. I feel bad.” 

Ryan put his hand on his partner’s shoulder and squeezed. “I know you are.” Exhaling a deep breath, he pulled away and opened the door to his truck. “And I appreciate it. Contract work is really a good idea. I just need to figure out how to get my name in front of someone who needs a paint job or some—” 

Mitch’s cheeks reddened as he dragged a thumb over his lips. “An ad,” he muttered under his breath. 

“Huh?”

“Take out an ad in the Rosewood Register. Ask for Tess Browning.” 

“Tess Browning,” Ryan repeated and lifted his body into the driver’s seat. With a press of the small button on the dashboard, the engine hummed to life with a diesel-fueled roar. 

“She’ll help you.” Mitch snorted. “And she’ll probably paint right alongside you, too.” 
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“Okay! Okay!” Ryan scratched July 12-14th onto the back of an old bank statement and dropped the pen. It rolled away and clanked to the floor. 

Ugh. That’s only like a week away!

“I got it, Rach. You don’t need to harass me!” With an eye roll, he yanked the refrigerator door open and grabbed a can of beer from the top shelf. “Do you want one?” He waved the shiny silver and teal can in her face. 

She nodded and accepted the drink. “I just want to make sure you’re going to be there. Cole has the whole thing planned out, and it’ll mean a lot to Rose if her little brother is there for her big surprise engagement.” Rachel sipped the beer and set the can down with a grimace. 

“I know, all right? I get it.” Ryan leaned forward and dropped his elbows on the cheap butcher block countertop. Peering at his twin sister, he ran his tongue along the slow-to-heal bite on his lower lip—the injury a physical reminder of his sudden need to secure work in Mitch’s absence. 

“What happened?” Gesturing at the blood leaking from his lip, Rachel wrinkled her nose and tossed him a paper towel. “Do you have a cold sore or something?” 

Ryan shook his head. “No, just bit my lip earlier.” The memory surged to the forefront of his mind. “Hey, have you talked to Mitch recently?”

With a nod, she leaned her back against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “Mmm-hmm. What’re you going to do while he’s out?”

“Don’t know yet,” Ryan admitted and balled up the bloody towel. Taking a step back, he tossed it into the trash bin. “He suggested contract work for a while.” 

“Not a terrible idea.” 

Ryan shrugged. “What about you?” 

“It’ll suck not having your properties to sell for a while, but I’ll manage.” Tucking her long brown hair behind her ears, she offered him a smile. “Thanks to you guys, I’ve built up a solid agent reputation in the last year. I’ll be fine.”

With a snort, Ryan pressed his index finger to the bank statement and spun it in a lazy circle. “You’re welcome.” 

Rachel giggled and smacked her hand down on his spinning paper. “Ryan, you know I can help you pick up a few properties. You don’t have to stop flipping homes just because Mitch is stepping back.”

He rolled his eyes. “Stop it.”

“Come on,” she pestered and pinched his forearm. Ouch! “Let me help you until he’s ready to come back.” 

Ryan sneered and rubbed his arm. “No way.”

She grumbled. “You’re being ridiculous.” 

“No, just realistic.” Swatting her on the shoulder, he grinned. “Rach, it’s not that I’m not appreciative of your offer, but you have your own list of clients and things to do. You don’t need me breathing down your neck.” 

And I don’t need you harassing me any more than you already do. 

Lifting his gaze to peer into her identical brown eyes, Ryan sighed. His heart warmed with appreciation for the close relationship they shared. Rachel—always a constant pillar of comfort and strength, with a side of motherly affection and ability to endlessly nag him. 

“Well, the offer stands.” She shrugged. “Maybe you’ll change your mind in a few months after painting garage doors in the Los Angeles heat.” 

I’ll tough it out until Mitch gets back. I can’t lead a flip on my own. 

“Maybe,” he muttered and scooped up the pen from the floor. He doodled around the camping trip dates, sketching a less-than-kind caricature of Mitch Benson onto the paper. 

Rachel laughed at his drawing but tapped the dates with precision. “Ryan, you really need to be there,” she repeated. 

A groan escaped him as the air left his lungs. “But I don’t have anyone to bring,” he whined. 

His heart ached, suddenly throbbing deep within his chest as the unwelcomed memories of Vicky White crashed against his soul like a landslide. He swallowed and shook his head, willing her memory away. “Why did they have to make the weekend a couples’ camping trip?” 

Rachel shrugged. “Look, I know it’s not ideal.” 

“Not ideal?” He scoffed. “At least you have someone to bring! Even if it’s...” 

She rolled her eyes. “What’s wrong with Ian?”

“What’s right with Ian?” 

Rachel grumbled and took another sip, eyeing the can with a frown. 

“You’re a beer snob. It’s just a pale ale.”

She sputtered and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “By who?”

“Sierra Nevada. Why? You don’t like it?” 

With a wrinkled nose, she shook her head. “Tastes like dog piss.”

Ryan snatched the can from her grasp. “Didn’t know you frequently drank dog piss, sis.” 

“Oh, fuck off.” Sneering, she tugged at the ratty barstool beneath the counter and dropped her butt onto the split cushion. “It’s not my fault you buy shitty beer.” 

“I wasn’t exactly expecting guests.” 

“No kidding.” Her gaze scanned the length of the tiny second-floor excuse for a bachelor pad apartment. “When’s the last time you even cleaned this dump?” 

The pit in his stomach deepened as embarrassment flooded through his veins. Heat blanketed his body at her bold truth. Shaking his head, he shrugged. “It’s not like anyone sees it but me.” 

Rachel frowned and released a heavy breath. “Ry, it’s been like a year since Vic—”

“Don’t,” he interrupted. “Just don’t.” Sorrow pierced his heart, reopening wounds that would never fully heal in his soul. Swallowing hard, Ryan closed his eyes. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” 

“I know.” Chucking the empty can at the recycle bin, Ryan grumbled. It nicked the rim and tumbled to the floor, leaking drops of golden liquid onto the cheap linoleum. With a roll of his eyes, he scooped it up and placed it in the bin. “I just... She’s not a part of my life anymore. There’s no point in bringing her name up.” 

Rachel sniffled as Ryan dropped a paper towel onto the dribble of liquid. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again. 

“Don’t be. She’s the one who should be sorry.” 

For drop-kicking my heart the length of a football field. 

The snake of sudden anger slithered up his spine, pulling with it the vivid memory of the moment Vicky returned his engagement ring, dropping the diamond into the palm of his outstretched hand with little more than a single tear. 

“You didn’t deserve what she did to you.” 

Ryan rolled his head and relished the snaps and pops releasing tension. “No. I didn’t. But it happened anyway.” 

Vicky’s beautiful dark-brown eyes bore into his center of being. Her steady, rhythmic, and predictable heartbeat had matched his own, beat for beat. The five-year memory of her soft, feminine, floral scent poured over him, filling his soul with the sense of love and lifelong commitment—until the image of her fucking her boss on a conference room table brought him back to the present. 

“So.” Ryan sighed and shook his head, forcing the memory away with the well-practiced skill of distraction he’d perfected over the last year. “A couples’ camping trip. If you’re bringing Ian, I guess I need to find a date.” 

And just where the fuck am I going to meet someone so soon? 
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Tess

Tess leaned over the ancient file cabinet and dug her perfectly manicured fingers into the depths of the Register’s history. The musty, manilla folders vomited puffs of dust with each flip of her wrist. 

“Achoo!” A shiver sprinted along her skin. The violent sneeze prickled like pins and needles. Dragging her hand beneath her nose, she frowned. “Why am I even searching for this shit?” Tess muttered to the empty, dimly lit room. She stuffed her hands back into the file cabinet and groaned. “Like anyone fucking cares what year the ridiculous Rosewood Gala started anyway.” 

The sharp edge of the 1986 file snagged her pinky, slicing her skin with vigor. “Ouch! Damn it!” Tess rammed her finger in her mouth and cringed as blood dripped across her tongue. “Fuck the Gala Gods,” she whined and examined the cut closer. The slice in her skin oozed red. 

“Hello?” A deep male voice echoed down the deserted hallway as the rusty bell on the front door jingled. “Is anyone here?” 

Ugh, now? Seriously? 

Tess rolled her eyes and slammed the metal drawer closed. Yanking the single remaining tissue from the box on the storeroom’s shelf, she huffed out an exaggerated breath and wrapped up the still-bleeding injury before stomping away. 

“Ah, hello?” the voice called again. 

“Coming!” she yelled and tripped again on the snag in the hallway carpet. The breath caught in her throat as she stumbled forward and lunged for the front-desk doorknob. Her heart jolted from the near face-plant. 

“Oh! Are you okay?” 

Paint flaked from her fingertips and dropped to the stained carpet as his voice penetrated her ears. With a grimace, she lifted her gaze to the mystery man. Her heart skipped a full beat as a sudden concoction of embarrassment and attraction barreled through her veins. 

Oh my.

A pair of mesmerizingly quizzical, chocolate-brown eyes looked back. His concerned expression stalled all airflow in her lungs. 

“Are you all right?” he asked again and pointed at her white-knuckled grip on the metal frame. 

Nodding, Tess straightened and tucked her messy white-blonde curls behind her ears. “Ah, yeah. Sorry.” She smiled as heat flushed her cheeks. “Not my usual way to enter a room.” 

“Oh, yeah? What is?” He tilted his head and returned her smile, each tooth dazzlingly white in a sexy grin. 

Tess snorted and approached the counter with a shrug. “I’m not sure. But it usually doesn’t involve this much tripping.” 

“What about bleeding?” 

“Bleeding?” She wrinkled her nose. 

“Yeah.” He pointed to the counter. “You’ve got blood...” 

Tess dropped her gaze and gagged at the single Kleenex surrounding her pinky. The blood-soaked bit of tissue now dripped to the desk surface. “Oh, my God! Ew! I’m so sorry!” 

A half smile crept along his lips. “It’s okay. Are you all right?” Tugging a few fresh tissues from the box on the corner of the counter, he handed them over. “That looks like a nasty cut.” 

Tess released a breath and accepted the tissues, pressing them against the source of the bloody wound. “And this proves to me that it’s the last time I ever do research for a story.” 

“You must be a reporter here.” 

She snorted. “I guess you could say that.” 

“What was it you were researching?” 

“Something totally useless.” Rolling her eyes, Tess wrapped another tissue around her pinky for good measure and lifted her line of sight to his. “But umm, my useless research is probably not why you came here. What can I help you with, er, Mr.—” 

“Prescott. Ryan Prescott.” He extended his hand over the counter as if to shake but grinned instead. “Oh, sorry.” His cheeks flushed as his gaze dropped to the floor. “I’m an idiot.” 

“You’re not. I’m the one who lost the battle to a manilla file folder.” Giggling, she extended her left hand and gripped his in a makeshift handshake. “Tess Browning,” she murmured. 

His lips twisted into another smile as he grasped her hand, his palm warm to the touch. 

“Well, Tess Browning. You’re exactly the woman I came to see.” 

“Oh?”

His hand disappeared from hers. The sudden loss of warmth was an unexpected disappointment. 

“My partner. Er, former-ish partner, sent me.” 

Former-ish?

“And why’s that?” Tess eyed him and peered at the tiny split in his bottom lip. 

“I need to take out an ad in your paper.” Ryan gestured toward the desktop computer in front of her. “And Mitch recommended I speak to you, specifically.” 

The flirtatious flutter in her heart ceased, flopping dead between beats. 

Mitch is your partner? 

“Mitch Benson?” she choked out. Tilting her head, she sighed and tossed the bloody tissues into the garbage beneath the desk. After grabbing a new Kleenex, she re-wrapped the wound as the ache in her chest amplified. The persistent reminders of her past mistakes always came back for another round. 

Why would you send him to me, Mitch?

“Yep.” He winked. “And he even told me you’d help me paint whatever job I land next, too.” 

A flood of memories returned with the recollection of Mitch’s voice, drifting through her mind with his unexpected compassion—until his echoed whispers pummeled into her soul, each letter of each word vocalizing the desire for a second chance with Lauren over her. 

The recall blurred her vision. The disappointment in her heart faltered until she swallowed the dream of what would never be—what could never be. 

“He did, did he?” she choked out and eyed the chipped paint on the surrounding walls—the flaking pieces a fresh reminder of the close moments shared with Mitch last spring. 

Ryan nodded. “But he’s clearly an idiot. You’re far too pretty to ever throw on a pair of paint coveralls.” 

The throb in her pinky doubled as the laughter escaped her lips and fueled her bloodstream with adrenaline. 

Coveralls and pink heels. 

“Who said anything about coveralls?” She lifted her bright blue gaze to his. “A clean paint job I can handle.”

“And what about an ad in your paper?”

She snorted. “I can handle that too, Mr. Prescott.” Dropping onto the rolling chair at the front desk, she gripped the mouse and roused the computer from sleep mode. Saturday’s still-vacant cover appeared, the subsequent pages barely half-full. “What’re you thinking? A quarter page ad? Maybe a half-page spread?” 

“I’d like your recommendation, Ms. Browning. After all, you seem to be the expert with bleed lines.” 

His witty words set her heart ablaze. Grinning from ear to ear, she giggled and lifted her tissue-wrapped finger. “Cute, Mr. Prescott.” 

“Ryan,” he corrected and leaned forward on the counter, resting his upper-body weight on his elbows. “What do you recommend for a guy who needs to source a few jobs while his partner takes a year off to have a baby?” 

Tess nodded as understanding seeped into her soul—a sucker punch to the gut. “When is Lauren due?” 

“A month. Which means I have to get my butt moving if I won’t have a new house to flip anytime soon.” 

Tess lifted her gaze to the Register’s walls once more, the dingy, ugly cream color sparking an idea. “And you’re looking for a paint job, you said?” 

“Paint, drywall, plumbing. It doesn’t really matter to me.” He shrugged. “Jack-of-all-trades kinda guy.” 

“Well, how about starting right here?” Her stomach fluttered at the prospect of seeing him again. With a shy smirk, she gestured over her shoulder. “I’ll trade you—a half-page recurring ad for a month to help spruce this place up.” She bit her bottom lip as an inkling of embarrassment returned. “Er, and I’ll buy the paint and whatever other supplies we need,” she added. 

Ryan’s gaze lifted, racing up and down the hallway at the long walls of the Rosewood Register. “You’re serious?” 

“Yes,” she answered with a nod. “Some of the folders in here literally say 1986. I’m guessing that’s when these walls were last painted.” 

Ryan laughed, his sweet smile meeting his eyes. “What new color are you thinking?” he asked, sliding to the left to size up the full length of the hallway. 

“What’s your expert recommendation?” 

He squinted and tilted his head. “Hmm, how about lavender? It’s a calming color—really good for creative spaces like this.” 

Ugh. 

Her once-lavender bathroom returned to her mind, the recollection of Mitch repainting it pink to make her happy gripping her gut. Biting back the flood of emotion, she swallowed. “Well, I might need to look at a few color swatches to be sure.” 

Ryan nodded. “I think we have a deal then, Ms. Browning. When do you want me to start?” He tapped the counter with his paint-coated index finger and raised a brow. 

With a glance back at Saturday’s blank front page, Tess sighed
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