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      We’re finally here, my beautiful cupcake. The last book in the Book Boyfriends Wanted series. It’s a sad day and a beautiful day. This series followed twenty couples as they found love, found themselves, and found family. I love every one of these books, and I am so honored you came on this journey with me. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.

      Never miss a thing when you sign up for Mary’s newsletter. Romancing the Curves comes with subscriber exclusive freebies, sneak peeks, and a first look at everything Mary has to offer. Be the first to know about new releases and sales and all the curves ahead!
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      Happy reading!
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      To you… Thank you for joining me on this journey. We’re not done yet.
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      I slammed my car into park and yanked the handle. I tumbled out, nearly dropping my phone on the asphalt. Being late was a sin in the newspaper industry, and I was a perpetual sinner.

      I grabbed the latest edition of the MacKellar Cove Gazette on my way into the building, wanting to know what my coworkers were writing and wanting to see my name in print. I was still getting used to it. Since my divorce, I’d gotten a few good assignments, but not enough for me to quit my two other jobs and work full time as a reporter.

      Newspapers were quickly dying out everywhere, but our small-town paper was solid. I had no doubt that was thanks to the influx of money from the locals over the last few years, not to mention the low-key notoriety of some of those locals.

      As I raced into the office, I realized I had a stain on my light pink blouse. Crap. I held the paper in front of it, but it was only a matter of time before someone noticed it.

      “Thanks for joining us, Casey,” my editor, Gretchen, said with a sneer.

      I nodded, choosing not to speak and cause even more of a disruption.

      Gretchen continued, giving me a chance to set my oversized handbag on the floor next to my chair and grab my notepad out of it. She was old-school and refused to allow anyone to take notes on their phones. It was paper or nothing.

      Gretchen assigned stories to the full-time reporters and opened the floor for other ideas. A few were rattled off, and approval was given for them to be chased. When the conversation slowed, I cleared my throat, anxious to pitch my story.

      “Mayor Knight is getting married next month,” I said.

      Gretchen stared at me. “We are all aware of this. Why are you mentioning it?”

      “I was thinking I could do a series about the wedding. A behind-the-scenes thing. Talk about the local vendors they’re using, how he’s handling the wedding with running the town. Stuff like that.”

      Gretchen held my gaze for a long moment, her eyes narrowing as she considered my proposal. “What’s your angle?”

      “Angle?”

      Gretchen sighed as if I were the world’s biggest moron.

      Maybe I was because I was fairly sure I’d just told her what my angle was. Highlighting the town. The mayor. Making MacKellar Cove more appealing to visitors as a destination for major events.

      “Yes, angle. Why does anyone care?” Gretchen was new to MacKellar Cove, but not new to the newspaper industry. She came to MacKellar Cove when the previous editor, Erik, resigned.

      Erik ran articles about Mayor Omar Knight that were both misleading and damaging to him. He allowed me to publish stories that showed Omar positively, but Erik was a fan of the mayor Omar replaced. When I came forward with an article outlining all the things that happened before Omar stepped into the position, Erik resigned. He was willing to publish articles intending to get Omar removed from office, but when he saw all the evidence against his buddy, he walked away. Gretchen was brought in afterward, with no loyalty to either side.

      I looked around the room at the others. MacKellar Cove was a small town. Life in a small town differed from that in a city. It was all about the community, the town being a place where everyone was respected and worked together. Omar had been a champion of that since he’d taken over as mayor, and his getting married was big news.

      “I’ve read your other articles about him. It’s obvious you have a personal attachment to him. Maybe a crush? I will not approve anything that’s more of the same. More about how great the man is. You need to give me something new. Something different. Unless you just want to write about the mayor. We don’t really need someone who only covers one thing.” Gretchen’s gaze slid around the room, waiting for anyone to argue or agree.

      Unfortunately for me, there were more nods than anything else. “I’m not… That’s… I thought it would be a good personal interest story. We always talk about work-life balance and how to handle family and having jobs, and I thought it could be a good take on it.”

      “That’s been done. A million times. What else do you have?” Gretchen asked, sounding bored.

      “Um, I mean, they’re using a lot of local vendors. It could be a highlight of what MacKellar Cove has to offer couples looking for a small-town destination wedding.”

      “No one is looking for that.”

      “Oh, okay. I… I don’t know.”

      “We need excitement. We need scandal.” Gretchen looked around and again got heads to nod with her. “Is he secretly sleeping with his secretary? Is he still not over his ex-wife? Can we call her? Maybe have her show up? Does the bride have secrets? Who is she? What can we find out about them?”

      “Um, I don’t think either of them has any secrets like that.”

      “Then your story is a boring fluff piece. Do we really need more of those?”

      “It wouldn’t be boring,” I mumbled.

      “Then give me an angle that would make it interesting. We don’t need more sunshine and rainbows about the mayor. We need something to get people to buy the newspaper. You might think this job is easy, but every day more newspapers are closing. If we’re going to stay open, we need more than the small-town mayor is getting married. We need something to grab attention.”

      I nodded and chewed the inside of my lip. Tears stung my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. I thought it was a good idea. Something that would be an easy series. But Gretchen had no interest in it.

      The meeting wrapped up a minute later, and again, I had no assignments. I shoved my notepad into my bag and slung it over my shoulder as Gretchen stopped in front of me.

      “Come see me,” she said, walking out before I could reply.

      Shit.

      A few snickers followed me out of the room, but I ignored them. What choice did I have? Most of them were regular columnists. I was still a freelance reporter. The other freelancers worked throughout the Thousand Islands region, writing stories and publishing in a bunch of local papers. With a sixth grader at home and an ex-husband who wasn’t reliable when we lived under the same roof, I couldn’t travel to chase a story.

      I knocked on Gretchen’s door, even though she’d just left the conference room and told me to follow her.

      She looked up, surprised that I was there, then waved me in. “Close the door.”

      I gulped and squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tears. I already worked three jobs to afford my apartment and keep Mikayla in the activities she enjoyed. Losing this one would mean saying no to something.

      “Have a seat, Casey,” Gretchen said, gesturing to the chairs on the opposite side of her desk.

      I sat, letting my bag slide to the floor. I folded my hands in my lap, belatedly remembering the stain on my shirt.

      Gretchen didn’t miss it. Her lips pursed, but she didn’t comment. “Your article about back-to-school was good.”

      Not what I expected her to say. “Thank you.” When Gretchen assigned the article to me, I was flattered. With a sixth grader, I was well versed in the intricacies of back to school. Gretchen’s words, though not untrue. She was a single woman with no kids, happily so, and shuddered at the idea of having to ever go back to middle school.

      I’d worked my ass off to write a good article. One that covered the expense of school supplies, the added load on parents to handle all the things expected of students, and the lack of time for working and single parents, and that exposed the pressure on the teachers who didn’t receive enough funding to provide for their classrooms and were frequently using personal funds to create spaces that were comfortable for the students.

      I was proud of the article. I interviewed teachers and parents, getting both sides of the story and presenting a position I felt was fair. My own daughter struggled the first few weeks in middle school with the increased responsibility. My opinion, and that of the parents I spoke to, was that the elementary school teachers hadn’t prepared the kids for the change, and I suggested changes to help students succeed at all levels of education.

      “That’s what I want to see,” Gretchen said, again surprising me. “You have to have a perspective. You can’t just write articles that do nothing. There has to be a reason for the article.”

      “I understand.”

      Gretchen was quiet for a minute, her hands steepled in front of her, elbows on her oversized glass desk. Her desk was the neatest I’d ever seen in a newsroom. A single box sat in one corner, empty. A laptop was closed in front of her, no cords visible. A single pen rested next to the laptop, lined up perfectly with the edge.

      Gretchen leaned back, crossing her ankles and her arms.

      “What do you know about the mayor’s first marriage?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t really know anything about it. I’m not obsessed with him like you said. I don’t have a crush.”

      She shrugged, uninterested. “You know what divorce is like. You’ve been through it, recently from what I hear.”

      I wasn’t sure if she expected me to respond until she met my gaze and her brows went up. “Yes. Last year.”

      “The mayor is boring. Writing another article about how great he is isn’t going to get people to pick up the paper. You know what life is like after a divorce. I’ve never bothered with the confines of something like marriage, but I’ve read enough about the damage a divorce can do to a person. What can we find out about the mayor?”

      “His divorce was a long time ago from what I know.”

      “So? The ex never lived here, right? Has anyone spoken to her? Maybe she’s not over him. Maybe he’s getting remarried because of the scandal between him and the bride. From what I’ve seen, no one ever came forward and said it was her in that picture, but it obviously was. Did she trap him? Or did he trade a marriage with her for funding that summer camp of hers?”

      “Nothing like that happened,” I argued.

      Gretchen’s brows arched expertly. Her lips curled up at the edges. “Since you seem to know so much, you can surely find out more. Use your connection to them. We need a reason to write this story. I think you can make it good, but we need more brainstorming. More ideas. Or the story is dead before you start.”

      “I understand.”

      “Find out more about the mayor, and the bride, and…” She trailed off as she opened her laptop. She tapped a few keys, then continued. “Be back Friday at eleven. I’ll put you on my calendar. If you have a good enough pitch, I’ll let you roll with a four-article series. If not, I’ll hand it over to Mike.”

      I swallowed my groan and nodded. Mike was a shark. He never let anything go until he found dirt, whether the dirt was relevant or not. I could not let Omar and Natalie be exposed to him.

      “Not fluff, Casey. A story,” Gretchen said, her gaze sliding to the door, then back to her computer, dismissing me.

      I took the hint and let myself out of her office, closing the door behind me as Gretchen picked up the phone.

      I had four days to come up with a story. One about Omar and Natalie that wouldn’t be fluff and wouldn’t make them look bad. And I had zero ideas of what to write.
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      Two days later, I was still trying to come up with ideas about Natalie and Omar that weren’t bad for them, or the town. Out of options, and with two more days before my meeting with Gretchen, I showed up at the Community Center, hoping to catch Natalie before the kids got out of school and flooded the afterschool program.

      “Can I help you?” a voice asked when I buzzed the door for the Community Center.

      “I’m Casey White. I⁠—”

      “Oh, Casey. How are you? How’s Mikayla?”

      The door buzzed to let me into the building. I heard footsteps approaching and saw Amelia Rucker. “Hi, Amelia. We’re good. Mikayla misses coming here.” My daughter joined the afterschool program as a fifth grader, something she hated, but after I had to get a job, and then two more, to support us, I insisted. Amelia and the rest of the staff made it fun, and Mikayla stopped fighting me after the first few days.

      Amelia chuckled. “That’s what we like to hear. But I’m guessing you’re not here to convince us to take her in. What can I do for you?”

      “I’m actually looking for Natalie. Is she here?”

      “Natalie!” Amelia shouted, turning her head away from me as she bellowed. “Visitor!” Amelia smiled at me. “She has a tendency to hide, and if she thinks she can get away with it, she pretends not to hear me.”

      “I don’t do that,” Natalie said, appearing from a door on the far side of the gym with a look that said it was exactly what she planned to do.

      “Yes, you do. Be nice and talk to Casey. She always writes nice things about us. You should thank her for that,” Amelia said, giving Natalie a scolding look tempered by a slight grin.

      “I do thank her. Every time. How are you, Casey?” Natalie smiled at me.

      “Good, mostly. I need your help, though.”

      “We don’t really have space for Mikayla to join the program, and a lot of older kids fight when they come. We don’t have anyone her age this year.” Natalie scrunched her face.

      “I already asked about that,” Amelia said.

      “Oh.” Natalie shook her head, her dark ponytail flicking over her shoulder. “Then what can I do for you?”

      “I wanted to write a series of articles about your wedding. A behind-the-scenes kind of thing. Maybe highlight some of the local businesses. Something about the two of you balancing work and the wedding. Something like that.”

      “That sounds fun. Sure. Do you want to come to appointments and stuff with us?”

      “Um, well, yes, but I also need something more.”

      “More?” Natalie looked at Amelia, who shrugged, then back at me.

      “My editor thinks a basic story about your wedding isn’t interesting enough. She wants something…”

      “She wants dirt,” Amelia provided.

      “She… yeah,” I agreed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Dirt? On me and Omar? Like what? We’re not dirty people.”

      Amelia snorted.

      Natalie flashed her a mock glare. “You know what I mean. That came out wrong. Please don’t print that.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not here to trash you guys. But if I don’t come up with a good angle on the article, she’s going to give it to someone who will twist things and not care what it looks like.”

      “Ugh!” Natalie cried. “We’ve been through hell already. Why can’t they just leave us alone?”

      “I’m sorry. It’s my fault for proposing something. I just thought it would be a good article. Something residents would enjoy.”

      “I don’t blame you. I would love to read a story about the mayor getting married. If I weren’t the one he was marrying.” Natalie smiled sheepishly. “There’s nothing special about us except his job. We’re just two people who ended up falling in love.”

      “What about his first wife? Or your summer camp? I know the funding was all above board, but did working together change things? Maybe I can talk about how that factored in?”

      Natalie exchanged a look with Amelia that I didn’t understand. Amelia shrugged.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I was the woman in the picture with him,” Natalie confessed.

      I nodded. “Um, yeah. I know.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. I think Melody told me. I never told anyone else, though. But my editor knows. I don’t know how, but she mentioned it. She wanted to know if you traded favors after that picture or what the deal was with it.”

      “Favors? No. It was taken out of context, but that scandal brought us together. He was protecting me. The night that picture was taken, we weren’t together. He chased down the photographer to try to get it back, but the guy refused. I thought it was going to tank the summer camp project, but they were only after Omar.”

      “I can pitch it. See what she thinks,” I said. “Will it hurt you, though?”

      Natalie shrugged. “I don’t think so. The summer camp is growing every year. We’re taking as many kids as we can. And the wedding is coming up. The picture wasn’t what it looked like, but I still get people asking me if I know who the woman was and if I’m worried she’ll try to stop the wedding.”

      “If they only knew,” I said.

      Natalie chuckled. “Right? If you run with this as an article, they will.”

      “I don’t know if it’ll be enough for Gretchen. She seems pretty set on there being more to a story.”

      “She has a job to do,” Amelia said. “Her job is to sell newspapers. It makes sense she’s going to look for something juicy that would help with that.”

      “But why does it have to be about me?” Natalie asked. Her whine was well-earned.

      “Again, I’m sorry about that. I’ll talk to her about doing something leading up to you being the woman in the picture, and I’ll let you know what she says.” I hoped it would be enough. If not, I was afraid Mike would take over and make things really uncomfortable for Natalie and Omar.

      “If she approves it, you can have full access to everything for the wedding. All the ugly behind-the-scenes stuff. Whatever you want to see,” Natalie said, shuddering. “I think Omar is more excited that I am.”

      “You’re going to have a great day,” Amelia said.

      “I hope so. The best part for me will be when it’s all over and I can sneak away with my husband.” Natalie’s cheeks flamed red. “I mean… That sounded bad. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I snickered. “I know what you meant. It’s one day. What really matters is the marriage, not the wedding.”

      “Yes, that’s what I meant. Jeez. I feel like I need an editor to sit in my brain and change the words before they come out of my mouth.”

      “That would be handy,” Amelia teased her.

      Natalie laughed again. “Let me know what your editor says, and we’ll figure it all out. Thanks, Casey.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be in touch.”

      I let myself out of the Community Center feeling a little better. Hopefully, Gretchen went for it, and Natalie and Omar didn’t have any dark secrets dug up before the wedding.

      And if I were really lucky, maybe this article would seal a future for me at the paper. And give me the opportunity to have only one job and more time with my daughter.
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      I plunged my hands into the soft dirt, inhaling a deep breath as the pungent scent of earth surrounded me. It grounded me in a way nothing else ever had. Reminded me I was fine. Everything was fine. I had no reason to worry about the fact that I was thirty-five years old and still single. With zero prospects.

      I used that frustration to dig out weeds from my garden. The sun was warm on my neck, the late-September air cool as my sleepy little town woke up.

      Mornings were my favorite time of day. The minimal amount of traffic that trickled past my home hadn’t picked up, and the only sounds to reach me were those of nature. Where I was happiest. Where no one judged me or made me feel like I wasn’t good enough.

      I moved from one section of my garden to another, watching the delicate plants that were starting to show off. In a week or two, I could harvest the first of my fall flowers and vegetables. I dreaded the first frost, and the impending winter, and seeing all my beautiful blooms get buried in snow and go dormant for a few months. But spring was always around the corner.

      Maybe by then I’d have my shit together and would feel like I had something to offer a woman.

      I snorted. Not likely. I accepted that the only thing I had to offer was my garden. I was definitely better with plants than people, and desperate was not a good look on anyone.

      I finished my weeding and checking on the plants, then went back inside to get ready to open the store. Blossom & Grow was my life. I’d planned to share it with Reegan, but that dream…

      That dream would never come true. It had been a year since things ended between us, and I was finally at a place where I could admit that and accept it. She was braver than I was. Stronger. She knew we weren’t right together, but after three years, I couldn’t see a way out. Everything about our lives had intertwined. I’d accepted it. I loved her, but I wasn’t in love with her anymore, but I didn’t know how to move on without her.

      I held on to a lot of anger toward her for the first nine months after things ended, blaming her for our breakup. I was finally getting better, accepting my part in it and understanding that her refusal to move in with me was really for the best.

      It still fucking hurt, though. To know I spent so many years planning a future that wasn’t ever going to happen. Even if a part of me was relieved that it didn’t happen.

      I’d been stuck since then, trying to find a new dream. A dream that didn’t leave me feeling empty inside.

      I shook off the thoughts that plagued me most mornings as I went through my routine alone, always alone, and opened the door to Blossom & Grow.

      It wasn’t long before the first visitor of the day walked in. I smiled and helped the older couple find something for their fall garden. When the husband picked out a bouquet for his wife when she wasn’t paying attention, then presented them to her as a surprise gift before they paid, I held back the bitter jealousy that surged through me at their sweet connection.

      I wanted that. Too much.

      “Thanks for coming in,” I told them before they left, smiling and wondering if someone would ever look at me the way she looked at her husband.

      When the store was quiet, I placed orders for the winter, needing to keep flowers in stock as much as possible. My greenhouse couldn’t keep up, no matter how much I wished I had the space. I chose seeds for the spring plants I wanted, marked up my calendar for when I would plant everything, and helped customers shopping for gifts through the day.

      I was finishing up with my last customer of the day when I heard the back door open and close, followed by the steady footsteps of my closest friend, Andre Davidson.

      Andre was two years older than me, and I reminded him as often as possible. He’d also spent the summer falling hard and fast for a woman who ran from her wedding to a man she didn’t love and ended up in MacKellar Cove and never wanted to leave. It took me a little while to get past my unfair resentment that Andre had found someone when he wasn’t even looking, but Joelle was amazing and absolutely perfect for Andre. I was happy for them.

      And a little jealous.

      But mostly happy.

      “Yo,” Andre said as I locked the door and turned. “You going tonight?”

      Every Thursday night, a bunch of local men got together at O’Kelley’s, a bar in town. A lot of them grew up together and had known each other for years, but some, like us, were newer to the group. Andre had made more than a few business connections. I couldn’t say I hadn’t benefited from the group, too, but I was the only single one and sometimes felt like I was the last single man in town.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I told Andre.

      “Why not? I thought you were going.” Andre picked up a stepping stone that read Life’s Better Dirty and smirked. “Nice.”

      I chuckled. I liked that one, too. It helped inspire my online screen name, not that Andre knew that. “I don’t really have anything to add to the conversation these days. It’s all babies and weddings and happy couples.”

      “We talk about other things. Plus, you love weddings.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Yes, I loved weddings. Any florist would tell you weddings were both a giant pain in the ass and something that helped keep them afloat. Back when I thought I might have my own wedding, I used all the weddings I provided flowers for as a bit of research.

      Now…

      “You’ll find someone,” Andre said, far too astute for my liking.

      “Maybe. But that’s irrelevant.”

      Andre’s brow went up, giving me a look that said he knew my words were shit.

      “I don’t know if I want to sit around and listen to everyone talk about how great life is when I’m looking at another long and lonely winter alone.”

      “Even more of a reason to come. Maybe you’ll meet someone.”

      I snorted. “At O’Kelley’s. Where everyone who goes there is already a local and either not single, or already dated someone else I know.”

      Andre’s hands went to his hips. He studied me carefully, his gaze assessing me in a way that made me want to squirm. “I thought you were in a good place with Reegan. Are you wishing⁠—?”

      “No,” I blurted before he could finish his thought. “No. It’s not Reegan. Jesus. Fuck. I’ll go.”

      Andre looked at me again, trying to find something that wasn’t there to find. “I’ll drive.”

      I rolled my eyes and followed him out the door. The fucker. All he had to do lately was ask if I was mooning over Reegan, and I caved like a fucking wimp. I wasn’t. Not at all. It was better we were done, and after a year, I could admit, to myself and no one else, that I was happy we were done. I was happy when it happened. Okay, maybe not happy, but relieved. Which was a total dick thing, but true.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I dug it out before I opened the door to his truck. I smiled when I saw a notification from Book Boyfriends Wanted.

      
        
          
            
              
        TooBusy

      

      
        Again, I leave you hanging. It’s a good thing I know you don’t mind. A compliment I’ve never forgotten? I had to think about this one for a while, but I’d have to say the first time my kid said I was the best mom ever. I think it was because I baked her a cake, but still, it was pretty damn nice. What about you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I started to text back, but Andre blew the horn and snapped my attention back to where I was.

      He rolled down the window and leaned down to look at me. “Who are you texting?”

      “No one.” I locked my phone, shoved it into my pocket, and climbed in the truck.

      “That didn’t look like no one. Are you seeing someone?”

      “No. It’s nothing.”

      “You do know you saying that makes me think it’s something. Who is it?”

      “I matched with someone. We talk sometimes.”

      “Whoa, what? When?”

      I shrugged. “A month ago? Maybe a little longer.”

      “Seriously? Have you met? Who is she?”

      “We haven’t met. She has a busy life, and I do, too.”

      “Are you going to meet?”

      “What the hell is with you?” I barked.

      Andre leaned back in his seat and shifted the truck into drive. He eased around the edge of the building and pulled out onto the road before he answered. “Is it Reegan?”

      “Are you kidding me? I already told you I’m not still hung up on her. We’re done. It was a good thing. It is a good thing.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      “No. Don’t do this. Okay, when things ended with Reegan, I was pissed. I was… I’m good. I know it was for the best. We’re not seeing each other. I’m not talking to her on Book Boyfriends Wanted. It’s all fine.”

      “How do you know it’s not her?”

      “I just do, okay. Can we drop it?”

      Andre opened his mouth to say something else, but I glared hard at him, and he snapped his trap shut.

      Thank fuck.

      He parked along the street, three blocks from O’Kelley’s. We said hello to a few people as we walked toward the bar, but otherwise, Andre was quiet.

      O’Kelley’s was crowded. We pushed our way inside, fighting for space as we worked toward the bar, where everyone met on Thursday nights. Hudson Grant, the owner, jerked his head toward the end of the bar where the other guys were sitting and standing, huddled together and glaring at anyone who tried to take one of the open stools they’d commandeered.

      “Thank you,” Ian Jameson said, taking his hand off the back of an empty stool. “I thought I was going to have to fight someone. Good to see you guys.”

      “Thanks for saving seats,” Andre said. “What’s going on tonight?”

      “New local band asked if they could play. I agreed, but I had no idea they would bring in this big of a crowd,” Hudson explained.

      “Good for business, though,” Andre told him.

      “Yeah, but I wish I had a few more servers and another bartender to help out,” Hudson said.

      “I did some bartending in college. Need a hand?” I offered.

      Hudson raised a brow. “Yeah? You wouldn’t mind?”

      I shook my head and slid off the stool I’d just taken, nodding to Ramsey Holland as he walked up. Ramsey took the stool before anyone else could steal it, and I walked around the end of the bar to join Hudson.

      Hudson gave me a quick rundown of where everything was, then left me to handle our group while he checked on some of the other patrons. I took orders and handed over drinks before easing my way down the bar to help the rest of the waiting customers.

      The band started to play, a heavy rock sound with a beat that had their fans on their feet and dancing, singing along with most of the music. Hudson and I worked well together, filling orders and keeping the customers happy as the band entertained the crowd.

      When the band took a quick break, Hudson thanked me for helping out. “I don’t know what I would have done without you. I never would have kept up.”

      “Not a problem. It’s been a while since I’ve been behind the bar. It was fun.”

      “Like riding a bike?”

      I chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “You drink for free forever,” Hudson said.

      I shook my head as James Rucker shouted, “Hey! Why don’t I ever get that offer?”

      Hudson flipped James off. “When have you ever gotten off your ass to help?”

      James scowled. “I’m a cop. I think there’s a law against me being allowed to serve drinks.”

      “Then sit your ass down and shut up about it,” Hudson said, a teasing light in his eyes. They were two of the originals, men who’d been friends for years.

      I smirked at their easy banter and thought about TooBusy. Talking to her was like that. Easy. There wasn’t any pressure between us, which was nice and new for me. I had no idea who she was, but she said she lived in MacKellar Cove, so I wondered if maybe I did know her.

      I shook off the thought. There was no way. She was a single mom, and she said she worked a lot to be able to take care of her daughter. I didn’t know any single moms. Even if she wasn’t a single mom, I didn’t know anyone I felt such an easy connection to. Someone I could say things to that I didn’t admit to anyone else.

      The band started to play again, and the crowd pressed in to listen and dance and sing along. When they announced they were done for the night, they told everyone to get one more drink and to come back to O’Kelley’s soon as a thank you for letting them play that night. The bar was slammed, three people deep, with happy and excited customers waiting for another drink.

      An hour later, the crowd had thinned, and most of the men in the group had left to go home to their families. Andre stuck around, which was nice since he was my ride home, but his nose was in his phone and the smile on his face was his Joelle smile.

      “You ready to go?” I asked him.

      He shoved his phone away before I could see what they’d been texting, but I didn’t need to see it to know I didn’t want to see it.

      Hudson thanked me again for helping out and reiterated that I would drink free whenever I wanted. I thanked him, knowing I owed Hudson way more than one night behind the bar. If it weren’t for him, I’d still be nursing my resentment toward Andre and Joelle and would probably have ruined the only relationship I had left that wasn’t blood.

      “I didn’t know you were a bartender,” Andre said when we were in the truck.

      I nodded. “Two years in college. It was a good job. Decent money, lots of phone numbers, and the hours never interfered with classes.”

      “You didn’t have morning classes?”

      “Sure, but I had enough time after I got off work to get a few hours of sleep and be up. You know I like the morning.”

      Andre chuckled. “Yes, you do.” He pulled in behind my shop and slid the truck into park. “Are you doing okay?”

      “Yes, Dad, I’m fine.”

      Andre flipped me off. “We worry about you.”

      “Tell Joelle I’m fine. I promise. I want what you two have, but I know Reegan wasn’t the one for me to have that with. It’s all good. It would be even better if you stopped asking me if I’m hung up on her or talking to her or want to get back together with her or whatever the hell else you’re going to come up with.”

      Andre smirked. “Yeah, but how would I get you out if I didn’t do that?”

      “Asshole,” I mumbled as I opened the door. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “See you in the morning.”

      I waved as he backed out, turning around and disappearing around the side of the building.

      I let myself in the back, then went up the stairs to my apartment. I loved living in the same building as work. At first, it was cheap, and I was sinking all my money into making the store a success. After years of living and working under the same roof, it was home. It certainly wasn’t special, and it wasn’t fancy, but I loved being there. It was just big enough for me, and that was all I needed.

      I turned on the TV and grabbed a beer from the fridge. I sat down on the couch and pulled my phone out, reading TooBusy’s message again before I typed out a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        DirtyLife

      

      
        I think that’s a pretty nice compliment, too. Sounds like you have a great kid.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t expect a reply from her since it usually took a few days before she wrote back, but three dots appeared next to her name, then a message popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        TooBusy

      

      
        I meant, what’s a compliment you’ve never forgotten? But yeah, she is pretty great.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        I honestly can’t think of one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        None? No one has ever given you a compliment that you never forgot?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        Nope. I’ve had people tell me they like my work or they appreciate me, but something like what you said? Nope.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        I’m guessing that means you don’t have kids.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        No kids. No wife. No husband. Not even a pet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        What makes you feel appreciated?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        In a relationship or what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        In general. In whatever way you want or need to feel appreciated.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        My work is important to me, so I guess hearing I did well is good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        What about in a relationship?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        I thought you said in general.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        I changed my mind. What would you need in a relationship to feel like you were appreciated? To feel like it was good.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DirtyLife

      

      
        That’s easy. Someone who wants the same things I do. A family, a future together, a commitment. What about you? What would you need?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TooBusy

      

      
        Um, sorry. I need to go. I’ll talk to you soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      She signed off the app before I had a chance to say anything else. Was it me? Or did she really have to go?
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