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      Everyone leaves. That’s the hard and fast rule I’ve built my life around

      Then my best friend and a fake summer relationship changed everything.

      Jase. My best friend. My confidante.

      My family.

      My fake boyfriend for the summer, emphasis on fake.

      Until one little kissing booth ruined everything. Made me see Jase as a man. A gorgeous, funny, kind, and did I mention gorgeous, man?

      But it can’t work because everybody leaves.

      And just when I’m starting to think otherwise, life proves me right once again.

      

      I’m not averse to a long-term relationship, I just haven’t found the right girl. Yet.

      But the busy and meddling matchmakers in town have other ideas.

      The kind that start and end with a wedding dress and a baby carriage and I wasn’t ready for all that.

      So I enlisted my best friend to pretend to be my best girl, just for the summer.

      Only I started to notice that my best friend’s legs were smokin’ hot, that her lips were beyond kissable, that I wanted to kiss her.

      As summer nights grew hotter things got more confusing, real or fake, I didn’t know.

      It took almost losing her to realize that our fake relationship wasn’t fooling anyone, but us.
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      “That guy is totally checking you out.” Jase Callahan, also known as one of my best friends, took the chair beside me and nodded towards the blond lawyer who worked with Walker, sitting at the bar. “He looked over here three times already.” His lips twitched in amusement until finally that dimpled smile appeared.

      I rolled my eyes at his attempt at matchmaking, a new hobby for the whole town it turns out. “Maybe he’s checking you out. Ever think of that? Some people actually find you attractive.” Jase was, objectively, attractive. His flop of thick black waves gave the rugged boy edges of his jaws and cheekbones a boyish appeal. Mossy green eyes took his looks from boy next door to magazine cover, or maybe Times Square billboard would be better. Either way Jase was attractive and it was just as, okay more likely that the hot lawyer was checking him out, not me.

      He shrugged his broad shoulders and took a sip of his beer. “He could be because I am a masterpiece after all, but despite your scowl you’ve got his attention.”

      No offense to the hot lawyer but Black Thumb on trivia night didn’t really leave a lot of options. Most of the women here were spoken for or not interested in a fling and the guys were, well guys like Jase who we’d grown up with our entire lives. To say dating options in a small town like Tulip, Texas would be a massive understatement. “It’s not like he’s got a lot of options, besides he’s looking for a wife and I ain’t interested in being anyone’s wife.” I didn’t know what the lawyer was looking for but he looked like the kind of guy who wanted a pretty, docile wife and two polite children and that held no appeal. People in my life had a bad habit of leaving and I preferred to be the one doing the leaving these days.

      “Why not?” Jase’s thick black brows dipped in genuine confusion, another reason he was a true friend, he didn’t let my snarl bother him. Much. “You’d make a great wife.”

      “You don’t believe that.” I didn’t believe it. I couldn’t get my own damn mama, Dorothy Jean, to stick around. My daddy, BoJack, stuck around but he was more stuck to the bourbon than to me until all that was left was the bottle. Mama was an only child who lost her parents long before I was born and Daddy’s Daddy, Beauregard, died about two years after he did. Leaving me alone. Moderately wealthy and completely alone.

      “I do believe it. You’re a good cook, nice to look at and sometimes you even have good manners.” Those damn mossy eyes lit with amusement and I refused to take the bait.

      “That’s what I love about you, Jase. You don’t see too well.”

      His laugh drew the stares of almost everyone inside Black Thumb waiting for trivia night to officially begin. It had become a weekly event with genuine team rivalries and everything, which no doubt thrilled Nina, the brains behind this new Tulip staple. Jase snatched my beer and drank down half. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, I don’t know where your mouth has been!” I could guess though, if I had to. But sweet lord I didn’t want to.

      He leaned forward, eyes shining with mischief. “Want to know?”

      “Ugh, no thanks, I left my antibacterial gel at home.” I managed a shudder that only make him laugh louder and harder before he took another sip of my beer. The brown liquid slid down his throat and I noticed more than a few pairs of eyes on him, but Jase, for all his swagger and bravado, rarely notices the attention.

      “I’ll buy you another.” He winked and sat up straight, making me turn just as Betty Kemp and Eddy Henderson came to a stop in front of us.

      “Hello, you two.” Betty smiled, damn near glowed really, probably because she now had Penny’s little boy to spoil, officially since she married Betty’s son, Ry.

      “Hey Betty. Eddy. You girls here for trivia night?”

      Eddy nodded, her silver curls flying in all directions. “You betcha, so get ready to lose little girl.”

      “Bring it, old lady.” Eddy was one of my favorite people in town, never once looking at me with pity. And the old girl gave as good as she got.

      The gleam in her brown eyes changed, transformed to something more mischievous and I felt goosebumps prickle my skin. “You two make such a lovely couple. I always knew there was something goin’ on but you two hid it well.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her just how wrong she was but shock had stolen the damn words right out of my mouth. All that came out was a few stammers and parts of words. “No.” Succinct but not as explanatory as I was hoping for.

      “She’s right,” Betty added, “about what a striking couple you make. All fit and outdoorsy, you’ll produce some good photos. Ow!” Betty glared at Eddy who had just sent one of her elbows into Betty’s side.

      “You talk too much. Go get us a pitcher of margaritas before Nina gets started, I don’t want that sharp tongue aimed at me tonight.” Betty tittered at that because it was one of the most anticipated parts of trivia night, who would come in late or talk while Nina asked a question, earning her wrath.

      Betty shuffled off, but before one last hope filled look that would have sent alarm bells sounding in my mind if it wasn’t well known around town that Bo Mahoney didn’t date. Not anyone from Tulip anyway. What they didn’t know was that I didn’t date period, unless internet hookups counted, and they didn’t. Especially not the disappointing ones and most of them were, which is why I’d given up the pretense more than a year ago.

      “You okay?” When I finally pulled myself from my own thoughts, I noticed his skin had gone pale, making his green eyes darker and his black hair starker.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure.” He was lying and I didn’t call him out on it. The old ladies had spooked him because with three Hometown Heroes now living in wedded bliss, the matchmakers were out with a rabid vengeance to claim the next couple as their own. “Better get going before Nina does.”

      Before I could ask him again if he was all right, Jase grabbed my reclaimed beer and joined his brother Nate and his boss Rafe, along with Nina’s husband, Preston, which made up the Tulip’s Heroes team. It was a table filled with more good looks than your average red-blooded woman could handle. They were all gorgeous, but to me, they were just the dumb guys I did stupid teenage stuff with a million years ago.

      Tulip was as small town as small towns got which meant the matchmakers had their hands full. Thankfully I was nowhere close to being on their radar.
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      “Get your own damn onion rings, Nate.” For the third time since we sat down at a booth in the back of Big Mama’s diner, I had to smack my brother’s hand away from my plate. “Next time you get the fork.”

      “Somebody’s cranky,” he laughed, somehow managing to steal an onion ring anyway.

      “Dick,” I muttered and yanked a strip of bacon off his plate. “Now we’re even.”

      The sound of Nate’s low, rumbling laughter had me looking up at his smug smile. “Not yet.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      My brother produced a tablet from his Tulip Search & Rescue duffel bag and tapped the screen a few times before sliding it my way. Now we’re even, little brother.”

      One look at the screen and the familiar blue and white logo at the top told me I was on Facebook, specifically the Tulip page that was dedicated to all things related to the Hometown Heroes. There were photos of Nina and Preston on their wedding day, Ry and Penny and Mikey playing in the park like a happy little family, even a photo Elka and Antonio had uploaded from their honeymoon. Then I saw it, the newest updated. It was another photo of a Hometown Hero, me, and Bo. We were staring at each other like a couple in love. I’m looking at her like she’s Heidi Klum in an edible bikini and she’s laughing like I’m Kevin Hart. We look perfect. We look happy.

      Like a real couple.

      “See? That face right there is how I know that now, we’re even.”

      Bo wouldn’t be happy when she saw this, I just hoped she didn’t blame me. “Why would they do this? Who did it?” Neither question mattered at the moment but it was all I had as my gaze drifted back to the screen, to how much of a couple we looked like in that picture.

      “Now you have a reason to go for it.” Nate said that like he knew what he was talking about when I knew he didn’t. We were brothers, sure, close even by most people’s standards. But we didn’t talk about our feelings or who we liked because we were men, not teenage girls.

      Before I could tell him to keep his damn opinion to himself, I heard my name. “Jase Callahan, just the man I was looking for.” Elizabeth Vargas, Antonio’s mom, sauntered towards me, a force of nature with perfectly coiffed blond hair and fiery hazel eyes.

      “Yeah? You have a fire emergency you need some assistance with?”

      She laughed as I knew she would, gripping my shoulder just a bit tighter than necessary to show her disapproval of my smart ass remarks. “You’re such a funny boy, which is good because the girl I have for you loves a funny boy.” She turned and waved to a decent looking blond who looked young. As in her license needed a thorough check because she might not be legal to drink, kind of young. And her skirt would have made more sense as a headband. “This is Becca. She’s the new first grade teacher over the school. Maybe you could show her around a little?” Hope mixed with mischief filled those hazel eyes and I knew I was doomed.

      The good southern boy in me knew that ‘yes ma’am’ was the only acceptable answer, but the grown ass man in me knew if I said yes to Elizabeth, I’d have a string of blind dates lined up for me from now until the end of time.

      Nate hid a laugh behind a cough and I felt my skin start to warm, heating with anxiety and anticipation. It was the same feeling I had before entering a burning structure, except then I had the knowledge, the expertise and the skill to handle the fire. A matchmaking woman I respected and a perfectly nice and innocent woman, was way out of comfort zone. Then my gaze landed on the screen.

      Me and Bo. Looking like a couple.

      I knew she would kill me the first chance she got, but in that split second it seemed like a better option than a year filled with matchmaking attempts. “I would like that very much, Elizabeth, but I’m afraid my woman my get the wrong idea about it. Maybe we can both show Becca, was it, around?” Even as the words were out of my mouth, as Nate stopped trying to conceal his laughter, I could feel the hit my balls would take.

      Blond brow arched in suspicion, Elizabeth folded her arms and smiled. “Yeah? I hadn’t heard you were dating anyone. Anyone I know?” I read the dare in those hazel eyes, in the way she notched her arms up, defiantly.

      There was no way out of this date with Becca without a name. One final look at the screen and our laughing, love filled faces and I turned to Nate who only shrugged, unhelpfully. Elizabeth’s gaze never strayed from my face and I stalled for time, hoping another genius plan, one that would keep my parts where they were, would come to me. “You know Elizabeth, Nate is also single and a Hometown Hero.”

      As if suddenly remembering he was there, she turned her gaze to Nate. He’d inherited our father’s red hair but our green eyes were identical. Where I was lean and muscled, Nate was a tank. His scowl though, was mostly what set us apart.

      “I’m not looking for anything serious, sweetheart,” Nate said, directing his words to Becca. “A night with me is just that, a night.”

      Her gaze flashed surprise, either at his forwardness or his actual words, I didn’t know. But both women deflated and turned expectant gazes back to me.

      My shoulders fell too. “Bo Mahoney.” There was no way out of this conversation or the confrontation I’d have later. “I’m seeing Bo Mahoney.”

      Elizabeth gave one short nod and a genuine, satisfied smile spread across her pretty face. “Good for you too.” Then she moved on, Becca all but forgotten as she toddled after her.

      Nate laughed and shook his head when we were alone again. “You just put yourself in the middle of trouble, but don’t worry Jase, I’ll lead the search to recover all the missing pieces of your body. I hear Bo is handy with a knife.”

      I wished I could smack the amusement off his face, but Nate, for once, wasn’t wrong. Bo was skilled with nearly a dozen different styles of knives and when she was angry that number doubled. “I’ll find a way to break it to her.” As soon as I found a way to make this up to her, to make doing what I would ask her to do, worth her time.

      “Good luck. I’ll keep some ice chilled for your nuts.” He laughed again, but it didn’t last long when I stole another slice of bacon. “Or maybe you two can stop dancing around each other and get it on already.”

      Nate made her seem like a ball buster, and she wasn’t. Sure, Bo could be difficult, but she had an emotionally difficult life and I didn’t blame her. She was kind and always willing to help, even if she didn’t smile about it. She was also my best friend who had always been there when I needed her, and now I needed her. “We’re friends.”

      “If you two saw you how the rest of us did, you’d stop telling yourself that lie.”

      Was it a lie? There was a brief moment in time when I entertained the possibility of something more with Bo, but the moment passed, life went on and our friendship remained. It was our friendship and only that friendship that gave me a chance in hell in getting her to agree to my crazy scheme.
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      Being inside my store was my second favorite spot to be, next to my oversized cabin in the woods. Bo’s General Store was started by my great-great-granddaddy, Beauregard Mahoney, maybe there was another great in there, I didn’t know, what I did know was that this store had been here nearly as long as Tulip Worthington. No one talked about the Mahoney’s though, not anymore and not in anything but hushed tones.

      Not that any of that mattered to me. I preferred it when people didn’t talk about me because it was always, Poor Bo, such a shame her daddy couldn’t get off the bottle. That was the worst, but not as bad as, Her poor mama took off and didn’t even take her, can you imagine? They were all reminders of what I knew well, everyone left. In time, they all did.

      One way or another.

      That’s why I loved this store. It provided the town and its tourists with essentials and it gave me a chance to scope out everyone who came into this town. Like the two guys who’d just pulled up in a tricked out luxury SUV that was sleek and black and big as hell. The truck told me all I needed to know about them, they had more money than sense. But when they ambled in, legs and backs stiff from hours of driving, I smiled.

      Everyone’s money spent the same which meant even douchebag city boys got excellent service in my store. “Hey guys, welcome to Tulip. What can I get for ya?”

      The dark haired one barely spared me a look. “Bathroom?”

      I pointed to the sign on the side of the building. “Door’s around back.”

      The blond strolled up to the counter with four energy drinks and six family sized bags of chips. And candy bars. “You can get me your number, beautiful. The name’s Troy.”

      Of course it was. It could only be more cliché if it was Chad or Trevor. “I’m Bo and trust me, you don’t want my number.” Even though Troy was normally just the type I’d take to bed, hot and from out of town, something about him gave me the creeps.

      “Oh, but I do. I’ll bet you country girls love to ride, don’t you?” Ah, there it was, the reason for the high creep factor.

      “You can barely handle that monstrosity out there, how do you expect to handle me?”

      Troy laughed and honestly, it transformed him from hot to gorgeous. But he knew it and he wasn’t afraid to use it. “Oh, I can handle you. I drive a Porsche during the week babe and she’s tougher than you.”

      I saw the challenge in Troy’s eyes but I wasn’t interested, not this time. Despite being the resident bitch in this town, I had more options than my plain brown hair and dark blue eyes would indicate. I wore jeans every single day, jeans or cut-offs, and t-shirts or tank tops depending on the weather. I wasn’t small or dainty, I was a solidly built woman who could handle herself. A guy like Troy couldn’t handle me on his best night.

      It was proximity. The first decent looking woman in a new town and he was trying to stake his claim in case the rest of the town was filled with monsters. “What if I told you I had a boyfriend?”

      He shrugged. “Is he around this weekend? Me and my boy are only here for a few days, maybe you have a friend?” I stopped listening and rang up his order, putting it in a bag and shoving it at him.

      “Not interested.”

      “Oh come on,” he began but the bell over the door sounded, announcing the arrival of my favorite twins, Trixie and Mimi Bell. Today they wore matching jumpsuits, one in purple and the other in neon pink.

      They strode up to the counter and took in Troy’s oxford shirt rolled up at the sleeves, his designer jeans carefully created to look well worn and his thousand dollar loafers, and found him lacking. “I hope you’re not hitting on Bo here, her boyfriend is a hometown hero,” Trixie added with a grin.

      “A real hero who saves people from burning buildings,” Mimi added and got in his face. “What do you do?”

      Shoulders squared and chest puffed out, troy grinned. “I’m an investment banker.” A job which he was clearly proud of, despite the twins’ disapproval.

      “So rich but not a hero?” It was Trixie who clarified. “You’re handsome I suppose, but he’s got nothing on Jase. Does he, Bo?”

      Sadly, as good looking as Troy was, Trixie was right. Jase was better looking or maybe it was that his face had a comforting type of beauty that put me at ease. Usually. “Wait, what?” Jase was good looking, sure, but that didn’t explain any damn thing. “Why are you talking like Jase is my boyfriend?”

      Troy shrugged, took his bag and stormed out without waiting for his friend but no one else seemed to notice, not Trixie and Mimi who were deep in conversation about me but not including me. “I always thought something was going on between them, Trixie, glad to see my sex radar isn’t broken after all.”

      That was a sentence I’d try like hell to burn from my mind. Later.

      Trixie tutted. “Bo’s skittish as hell on account of her mama leaving and her daddy up and dying on her, so I wasn’t sure if she’d ever let her guard down enough to let that sweet boy in. I’m glad she has.”

      Did I wake up in some kind of alternate universe? Because it looked like my life and mostly it felt like my life too, but this wasn’t my life. Nope, my life was tame and calm, predictable. Boring. Just the way I liked it. “What are you two talking about?”

      Mimi carried on like I hadn’t spoken a word. “Then I saw that photo of them on the Facebook and I knew the rumors were all true. Our very own Dawson & Joey,” she cooed, a wistful, longing look on her face.

      Trixie laughed and bumped her sister’s shoulder. “You would say that, Mimi but they’re more like Barney and Robin, you’ll see.” They both grabbed a few items, as a pretense for coming in to scope out the new tourists, and left with much less fanfare than they’d entered.

      As soon as they were gone, I dealt with a few more customers and when I was finally alone, I picked up my phone and sent a text.

      You have A LOT of explaining to do. Darling.

      I even added a bunch of heart and kissy face emojis, just in case he didn’t get the hint.
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      Pulling up to Bo’s cabin early Monday afternoon, I took a moment, as I always did, to take in the grandeur of the place. As much as she was a simple woman with simple tastes, the cabin she had built after learning she’d inherited her grandfather’s estate along with her father’s, was far from simple. Three stores that seemed to grow up from the ground as part of the trees surrounding it, the cabin was luxury at its finest. Cedar wood logs made up the walls and roof, were an intimidating picture as you climbed the oversized stairs. The whole place was built for a giant, right down to the oversized furniture in the living room, the sitting room and even her office.

      Not many photos decorated the walls though, a few of us over the years and some with her reclusive grandfather, but that was it. The only real art in the place was the chandelier in the open plan kitchen and dining room, made up of wood and metal and glass, it was stunning. Every time I came to Bo’s place, it reminded me that she wasn’t just some cashier. She was a wealthy woman.

      A wealthy woman that I found lounging on the deck behind the cabin in nothing but a pair of short shorts and a sports bra, long bare legs stretched out before her, flat stomach on display while the fishing pole beside her twitched lightly. Sunglasses covered her eyes but I knew she wasn’t sleeping just as I knew she knew I was here.

      “How pissed off are you, exactly?”

      Bo didn’t even move, which was a good thing since my gaze was mesmerized by the grid of muscles that were on display with every breath she took. When had Bo gotten so ripped and so…sexy? And why in the hell was I suddenly noticing? Why now? “What are my options?”

      He words broke through my disturbing thoughts and I grinned. “A teeny tiny bit or just mildly pissed off?” It had a snowball’s chance in hell of working, but it was worth a shot. My mama always said my smile could get me off a murder charge, might as well put that notion to test right now.

      Her lips twitched and I took that as a win. “What in the actual hell, Jase?”

      There was no excuse, well no good one, anyway and I shrugged. “Antonio’s mom ambushed me. With a woman.”

      She froze and then sat up, pushing the sunglasses off her face and into her thick, brown waves. Bo looked up at me, clear blue eyes, and then burst out laughing. She laughed her ass off, completely doubled over and clutching her belly. “Ambushed you with. A. Woman. So. Good.” Her laughter would have been annoying but it meant she wasn’t as mad as I was anticipating.

      That and the miles of skin on display distracted me from my reason for the visit. Bo cleared her throat and my gaze went from her tits to her face. Right. “You’re tan.”

      She shrugged. “It’s been a warm summer.” And Bo loved to be outside. If she wasn’t working the General Store she was hiking, fishing, camping and sometimes, rock climbing.

      But talk of summer was just the topic I was here to discuss. “Summer just started. Or so says Janey.” It was her visit that prompted this one, which I hadn’t fully prepared myself for.

      Her blue eyes perked up at Hometown Heroes news. I should have been annoyed at how amusing she found it all, but I wasn’t. “Yeah, what are you scheduled to do Mr. Summer, a car wash perhaps?”

      Was that heat in her eyes thinking of me all wet and soapy? Probably not, because despite the rampant gossip in town, Bo and I were friends. Only friends. “Worse. The Summer Food Festival.”

      Her eyes went even wider as she fell back against the lounger. Laughing. Again. “Please tell me that you’re going to be,” her words were cut off again by her laughter and I finished for her.

      “They Mayor of the festival? Yep. Got it in one.” It wasn’t so bad being the face of the festival, I enjoyed it every year since I was about thirteen years old. “All I have to do is greet people, kick off the nighttime events and take a few promo photos.”

      “Well, congratulations Mr. Mayor.” Her eyes were still lit with amusement, which made the whole damn thing at least a little bit funny.

      Sort of. “Thanks. She’s forcing Nate and I to do the kissing booth.”

      “Okay,” she said simply, like I was telling her news she didn’t need to know. As far as she was concerned, I was, because I hadn’t told her the most important part yet. Just then the fishing pole started to shake with more energy and Bo was right there, lifting it in capable hands, struggling for a minute until she declared herself the victor. “Tough little sucker.” She turned to me but I was too busy staring at the curve of her ass in those wine colored shorts that hugged her like a lost lover to notice. “Hungry? I got two big catfish.”

      “Sure. I could eat.” Maybe a meal would make the news go down a little easier.

      “Perfect. Get the grill going while I take care of these guys.” She held up the catfish with a proud smile. “You stopped by just in time.” Her smile said she was happy to see me, and that made me feel a little better. No matter how the conversation went, this was Bo, my friend.

      “Lucky me.” Fresh fish while I tried to convince my best friend to pretend to be my girlfriend, it had to give me a better shot at success, didn’t it? I doubted I’d be feeling all that lucky in a few minutes so I took my time making my way from the deck down by the manmade lake her great-grandfather had built on what used to be a big ranch house, to the grill area Bo had built a few years back. The brick structure contained the grill, making it easy and safe to get a fire going. When that was done, I grabbed a beer from the mini fridge she had built for convenience. I don’t want to ruin a perfectly good moment in the Texas sun because of something as borin’ as thirst. That was Bo, practical but still romantic. Though I loved my life too much to risk saying so to her face.

      “A little help?”

      I didn’t know how long I stood there with the fire going and lost in my thoughts, but Bo was back and she’d changed into a pair of cutoff shorts and a tank that made her eyes even bluer. She’d also had time to filet and season the fish, not to mention chop up and season some veggies too. “What’s all this?”

      She scowled. “It’s called a meal, you may have heard of it before. Usually you only eat these with other firefighters.”

      “Smart ass,” I grumbled between sips of beer.

      Bo stretched past me to grab a beer and dropped down in a chair around the umbrella covered table, leaving me to load up the grill. “Thanks. You were about to tell me how we ended up going from friends to lovers?”

      “I already told you why. But now that word is out, I need a favor.” It was a big favor so maybe I shouldn’t have sounded so annoyed, but I was for some reason. Her blue eyes grew wide and I could see the no forming on her lips, so I kept talking to avoid the inevitable. “I don’t want to be ambushed by the matchmakers and feel obligated to go on dates I don’t want.”

      “You might like one of the women.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “But chances are good that most will be terrible first date stories and I don’t have enough free time for bad dates, Bo. I want to hang out with my friends. We’re friends, aren’t we?” I added my best puppy dog eyes and a small pout just in case it helped.

      Her gaze narrowed at how thick I laid it on and I smiled because I was desperate as hell after another ambush at the fire station. “Low blow, Callahan.” Bo took another pull from her beer. “We’re friends so I should go along with this crazy plan of yours?”

      “Yes. But I am willing to do an exchange of services. I need you with me for at least three big events. Summer Festival, the solstice dance and the firefighter awards.”

      She nodded but I wasn’t foolish enough to take that as her agreement. Bo was processing, taking in all the information and looking at every detail from all angles until she had a hook on every possible outcome. “That’s three public events that take place over the rest of the summer.”

      I blinked, confused. “I guess it is.” I hadn’t really consulted a calendar when I came up with those events.

      “Don’t burn the fish,” she admonished, pointing at the grill.

      Shit. I turned to flip the filets, brushing them with oil and lemon while I waited for a response.

      “This means we’ll be fake dating all summer long. How will your libido survive?”

      I shrugged like it was no big deal but that question sounded like it was almost a yes. “It’ll find a way. How about yours?”

      She scowled. “Don’t you worry about my libido, Callahan.”

      I was actually more than a little curious about her libido since we didn’t talk about things like that. “Why not? You’re worried about mine.”

      “Not worried, just curious. If I agree to this, you won’t embarrass me by sleeping with other women, will you?”

      “I wouldn’t do that to anyone woman, especially not you.” She looked uncomfortable with my words so I rushed on. “You gonna get some plates or are we eatin’ straight from the grill?”

      She groaned as she stood and called over her shoulder. “I f I agree to this nonsense I expect you to be a lot nicer to me than that!”

      I laughed at that because we both knew soft, gentle emotions made Bo uncomfortable as hell. “I will too,” I told her when she returned with plates, napkins and flatware.

      Her shoulders sank in resignation. “Dammit. Another reason to say no.”

      “But,” I added with my most charming smile. “You’ll get to be First Lady of the festival.”

      That got her just as I knew it would. “Does that mean I get to skip the line for hot link corndogs and deep fried snickers?”

      I didn’t know but I nodded because if that’s what she needed to say yes, I’d make it happen. “Absolutely. Don’t forget funnel cake sundaes and nacho burgers.”

      She groaned. “Nacho burgers. I better get another hike or three in before the festival rolls around.”

      I blinked, feeling hope. Cautious hope. “Does that mean you’ll do it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll do it. But I get more of the fish. And the vegetables.” Her appetite was one of my favorite things about Bo and I nodded.

      “Whatever you say, dear.”

      Bo sat back in her chair and cradled the beer in one hand. “Just what I always wanted, a Stepford boyfriend.”

      I laughed. With Bo as my fake girlfriend, this was shaping up to be an interesting, if sex free, summer.
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      Thursdays were stock days at the store which meant I had to get up at the ass crack of dawn to meet up with the first delivery driver, who insisted on showing up at the ungodly hour of four in the morning. But I didn’t complain too much because he always came with really good pastries that people couldn’t get enough of, they never lasted long enough to get stale and I couldn’t buy enough of them. Which meant at eleven fifteen, my day already felt long.

      With more shops and boutiques and restaurants opening up in town, people needed everything from gourmet cheese to backup ammo, and I was happy to provide it when they could order it online. Gotta love small town living.

      “So you and Jase, huh?”

      Max’s voice startled a gasp out of me. “Dammit woman, you scared the holy bejeezus outta me.” Being scared was better than the groan I’d had to suppress all morning as every single Tulip resident came in to buy coffee, which I appreciated, and to ask about me and Jase, which I did not appreciate. “Don’t you have something more important to do, like raise your kid or wash your hair? Scrub your tile? Anything in the world but asking me this.”

      Her face spread into a mischief-filled grin. “Nope. Spill the beans because I seem to recall at least a dozen different versions of ‘we’re just friends’ coming from your mouth.” Arms folded over her chest, she gave met he same look I’d seen her gave Callie at least a thousand times. “Spill.”

      She was right. No matter how many times or how many different ways she asked, the answer was still the same. And since she was one of the few people I might break down and call in an emergency, I tell her the truth but not before scanning the mirrors to make sure the place was free of prying ears. “It’s for show. To keep the matchmakers off his back. Don’t tell anyone.”

      She thought about it for minute, still looking skeptical. “You sure there’s nothing there? No stolen glances or almost moments?”

      “Positive. You know I don’t do that.”

      “Yeah, I do. But I don’t know why.”

      I sighed, knowing this conversation was inevitable. Again. “Because people leave, Max and I don’t have the energy to let myself get attached to someone only for them to leave.” Again. I know it sounds lame but we all have our issues and this is mine. “I’ve accepted it and you should too.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it. Jase is Tulip born and bred, through and through. Where do you think he’s going?”

      “Who knows? That’s the point. Do you think Daddy knew that one day Mama would just decide she was sick of being and wife and mother? Let me tell you Max, he didn’t. Do you think I thought he’d love the bottle more than me?” I laughed and boy was it bitter. “It never even crossed my mind until I was about twelve.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Bo. But that’s crap. Jase isn’t going anywhere.”

      Maybe not this time, but he did. Once. “He did leave. He kissed me the summer after graduation and I thought maybe…anyway it was meaningless. He left the next day, a week early, for school.” He did us both a favor because now we have an amazing friendship that’s better than what could have been.

      “I never knew.”

      I shrugged. “Not something I was gonna brag about, is it?”

      “No, I guess not. But you guys have this chemistry, it’s pretty incredible.”

      “That’s not chemistry, it’s called being comfortable with each other. We have no interest in the other stuff, so it’s easy to just be.”

      “Sounds like the ideal relationship to me.”

      I laughed. “Sure it does. Were you designated to come ask today, because I can’t imagine who hasn’t been in here already today.”

      Max laughed. “No. I suspected for a long time you two had something going on but that photo on the Hometown Heroes page confirmed it.”

      I frowned. “Photo? What photo?” I would have remembered someone taking a photo of me because I would have run in the other direction.

      “Look for yourself.” Max handed me her phone and I examined the photo on the screen. “Who took this?” The photo was from Monday when we grilled some fish and hung out at my place. In the woods. “How?”

      “Don’t know. My guess is Trixie or Mimi, those girls are squirrely and reckless.” Max shrugged, looking mildly amused but I don’t think she expected my reaction to be so extreme.

      I explained to Max what that day was. “We were just hanging out. I caught two big catfish and he stayed for lunch.”

      “Yeah, but in this photo he’s looking at you like you’re the steak and the sizzle.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” But another look at the photo and I knew exactly what she meant. Even from a distance, the heat in his eyes was unmistakable but that’s just Jase being a guy, staring at female flesh on display. “Maybe he’s just squinting against the sun.”

      “Yeah? Okay, what about you? Head tossed back, nipples hard and eyes closed with pure pleasure written on your face. You’re glowing. This photos looks like you spent all morning in bed.”

      “We always have a good time together,” I insisted because it was better than thinking about spending the whole day in bed with Jase. “We’re friends, that shouldn’t be much of a surprise.”

      “All right,” Max shrugged, giving up. “I’ll leave you to work the rest of this out on your own. Eventually. We still on for dinner this week? Callie made a new hook and she’s bursting to show it off.”

      That kid was so cool. She made me think about having one of my own. “I’ll be there with my famous creamy cheesy potatoes.” Adding cheese and creamy stuff to potatoes was a crowd pleaser every single time.

      “Perfect. I need to get going anyway, there are four hundred fancy cupcakes waiting for me to make, bake and decorate them.” Max worked as a caterer, and no one did pastries like she did. “See you later.”

      Max left and took her phone with her, which meant I was squinting at my own phone, zooming in on all the details of the photo someone had managed to snap of us, when Nate walked in. He cleared his throat to get my attention and I looked up. “Two black coffees coming up. Check out the pastries, they just got in this morning.” I would take any distraction I could get just in case Nate also had an opinion on what he thought was happening with me and Jase.

      “Two cronuts, bear claws and those cream filled ones covered in chocolate.” He came in twice a week for coffee and pastries before he and Preston started their shift, yet he refused to learn the name of his favorite pastry.

      “Two black coffees, two bear claws, two cronuts and two Bavarian cream donuts. Anything else?”

      “Nope, I’m good.” He set his cash on the counter and stared at me until I looked hope. “I hope like hell you two know what you’re doing.”

      “We do,” I insisted even though I wasn’t sure. There were a lot of weird, unexplainable feelings lately that I didn’t want to think about. We had to be okay because our friendship was worth it. So, we would.

      “Good, ‘cause pretending has a way of getting things all mixed up in the mind and you and my brother are already mixed up as hell.” His gruff laugh was well-meaning but I still bristled at his words.

      “It’s fine. We’ll just be hanging out a little more than usual and we’ll look like a couple. People already think we are anyway. What’s the big deal?”

      He blinked, those shocking blue eyes so beautiful against his bright red hair. “You really don’t know?”

      “Don’t know what, Nate?”

      “Nothing,” he shook his head in disgust. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      “Sure. Thank you for your service and stay safe out there.” I refused to let his words or his ominous question get to me. It was hotter than usual this summer and everyone’s brains were just a little bit fried, that was all.

      I really hoped that was all it was.
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      “Who forgot to do the shopping?” Rafe stood in the kitchen with his arms folded over his massive chest, scowling at the collection of firefighters within scowling distance. “I asked a damn question.” As Fire Captain he didn’t need to raise his voice, that low lethal tone was enough to get us all snapping to attention.

      Johnson, a rookie, stepped forward looking guilty but I was closest to the schedule. “Says Kavanaugh was supposed to do the shopping on first shift today.” And since we all came on shift about three hours ago, it wasn’t on us.

      Rafe frowned. “Who the hell is Kavanaugh?”

      “Good question, Captain.” A few of the guys dared to laugh and then a few more when Rafe stomped to the white board and glared at the name in block letters.

      “I didn’t write this.” He turned and looked at us, confusion written on his face mirrored back on most of ours.

      “Neither did we, Rafe, ‘cause now we have no food.”

      “Maybe we do,” Johnson said, his nervousness gone and replaced with something I knew well. Male appreciation.

      I turned and saw Bo carrying two canvas bags and looking good in a pair of fitted jeans and a dark blue Bo’s General t-shirt. It was her standard outfit but today she wore it well. “What are you doing here, sweetheart.”

      She frowned at the endearment as I knew she would, but then those blue eyes scanned the room and realized that half of Tulip Fire Department was watching us and smiled. Sort of. “Betty asked me to bring this heaping bunch of tomatoes to the firehouse, something about them being the perfect chili tomatoes.” She shrugged and rolled her eyes, handing the bag to the nearest fireman. “And Mimi and Trixie insisted you boys needed lemon cupcakes, ten thousand of them,” she said and nodded towards the bag stacked with pastry boxes.

      “Weird.” It wasn’t that out of the ordinary that the firehouse got a casserole or a dessert in thanks for saving someone’s home or business, but all at once and by no recent victims? It was suspicious.

      “Ya think?” That was my fake girlfriend, sarcastic as hell. “There’s two big ass crockpots filled with stew from Eddy and a vat of wings from Elizabeth. Come give me a hand. Babe,” she added with a heavy emphasis before shoving the other bag at Johnson and walking away.

      I grinned at just how hard it was for Bo to squeak out that pet name, and watched her ass until she rounded the firehouse out of sight and I stopped short. Why in the hell was I admiring my best friend’s ass? And why was I noticing how long and lean her legs were and more importantly, where in the hell did those legs even come from?

      “My eyes are up here, honey.” She leaned against her Jeep, her one rebellion against being a born and bred Texan, one leg crossed over the other, arms folded defensively but an amused smirk on her face.

      “Just admiring the goods,” I told her honestly. For some damn reason. Must be the heat. “Why did you end up with all of this food?”

      Bo pushed off the Jeep and open the door. “We’re dating so of course I would come up here to see you at some point on your forty-eight hour shift. So said Big Mama, who by the way also sent a box of her famous fried chicken and about twenty pounds of fries.”

      “Sweet. A box?”

      She nodded. “A whole damn box. I had to put it on a towel but my car is still gonna smell like the Colonel moved in and took up residence in the back.” She grinned playfully and I arched a brow.

      “How many pieces of chicken did you eat on the way here?” Bo’s love of food was a well known fact in Tulip, as was her inability to put on any weight.

      “One on the way. One in the parking lot,” she admitted on a long, slow breath.

      I laughed and reached inside the Jeep for the food. “Smells good in here, like fried chicken and perfume.” Bo reached in and grabbed the pot of wings which she sat right on top of the box of chicken.

      With great effort I looked away when she leaned in and gave a little wiggle of her ass as she pulled the stew to the edge of the seat and lifted it with ease. “Why don’t you stay and eat with us, consider it your delivery fee paid in full.”

      “Sure. I’m going for a hike tomorrow anyway. A long one.” Her tone was odd but I knew Bo only opened up when she was good and ready. Not a moment before.

      “Want some company?”

      “Sure. I’m doing the Red Corkscrew, think you can keep up gym boy?” She laughed at her favorite nickname for me because I put in four days at the gym no matter my work schedule. It wasn’t vanity, mostly it wasn’t vanity, it was survival. Stamina and endurance and strength were necessary for all firefighters because there was too much shit you just couldn’t account for.

      “Want me to life you and that gallon of stew just to prove I can keep up?” I took a step towards her and she stepped back with a frown.

      “Do you want to wear this soup for the rest of your shift?”

      I grinned, daring her right back.

      As soon as we made beyond the trucks, the guys swarmed us, relieving us of all the food we carried most of the way into the firehouse. “I’m impressed at how efficient you guys are, that was almost like a dance,” she said when we all sat around the table to eat.

      “Gotta sit down to eat as fast as you can because you never know when the alarm will sound,” I told her and then promptly shoved a drumstick into my mouth.

      “At least half the time meals are interrupted by a call,” Rafe told her around a mouthful of fries. “It’s almost like the universe knows we’re about to eat.”

      She laughed at that. “So that’s where the firefighter chili stereotype comes from? Chili and stew can be reheated when you come back?”

      “Maybe,” Rafe said as if the thought had never crossed his mind. “I’m glad you got a girlfriend who can cook, Callahan, but I’m not done looking for who changed that schedule. There is no damn Kavanaugh, just like I thought.”

      “Don’t thank me, thank his elderly admirers,” she told Rafe and reached forward to grab more fries. “If I were you, I’d look no further than the town matchmakers for that schedule. You’re also a Hometown Hero,” she reminded him with more glee than was necessary.

      “Nice, babe,” I whispered and her response was to shove a handful of fries into my mouth. “Yum.”

      “Thanks for the food guys but I gotta go check on my cashier. It’s important to keep her terrified so she doesn’t let her friends rob me blind.” She planted an awkward kiss on the corner of my mouth, patted my shoulder and walked off.

      I pulled out my phone and sent off a quick text. “Your girlfriend etiquette sucks, honey.”

      I laughed out loud at her response, a middle finger emoji, and ate the rest of the fries left on Bo’s forgotten plate. The guys took their time eating the food given to us by the matrons of Tulip, putting off the inevitable task that we would have to do shopping if we planned to eat any more meals this shift.

      Rafe dumped his empty plate in the sink and took Bo’s empty seat. “It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if you two got together for real.” His voice was low, not that it mattered since half the table started to carry food to the common area where the TV was. “She’s a hometown girl, settled here, beautiful as hell. Plus the chemistry between you two is like a living, breathing thing.”

      I sighed because it was all true. It was no less than exactly what I heard from almost every person in Tulip aware of our friendship. “And if it doesn’t work out?”

      He shrugged. “It’ll be awkward for a while but this is a small town, you’d get over it. Eventually.” It was that damn eventually that worried me.

      “Or I’ll have ruined a perfectly perfect friendship.” Then something else occurred to me. “If she’s so great, why haven’t you asked her out?”

      “Did, years ago. She turned me down. Everyone else too, it seems. Maybe she’s holding out for someone special?”

      I laughed because of course, he meant me and that couldn’t be further from the truth. “Don’t look this way. There was a kiss, a really incredible kiss the summer after graduation.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I left the next day to move into the dorms and start EMT training before classes started. Came back six years later with a fire science degree and a job with Tulip FD, to find myself squarely in the friend zone. Permanently in the friend zone.” And it hadn’t bothered me, much. Until now.

      Rafe let out a low chuckle. “I don’t think it’s as permanent as you think, man. I mean, have you seen you two together?”

      I glared at him and again, he laughed. “Do you even listen to yourself speak?”

      “You know what I mean. I know it’s not real and your secret is safe with me,” he whispered. “But use this time wisely. Maybe this is your trial run to see if you even want to pursue that chemistry.” Rafe stood and grabbed a new plate, piling it with food before disappearing into his office.

      I did the same and bit into a lemon cupcake just as the damn alarm sounded.
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      Red Corkscrew was my favorite hike because of how it wound up the small mountain like a corkscrew, easy in portions and strenuous in others. It was the trail I preferred to hike when I had some thinkin’ to do and after the week I’ve had and the crazy rollercoaster of emotions zipping through me, I needed to do some world class thinking. But then Jase, also known as my best friend, went and invited himself along. Not that I minded, I didn’t really because we always had a good time together. But Jase had one big flaw, the man loved to talk.

      About anything.

      Hell, about everything.

      “Why did you choose this trail,” he asked but the question came out like a whine because Jase hated doing things he wasn’t amazing at, which honestly was most things. Except hiking.

      “Because I like it. Too difficult for ya, Callahan?”

      “No,” he grumbled behind me and I was happy he couldn’t see the smile on my face.

      “We’re almost there,” I assured him after another half mile incline, which I still got very little thinking done because I kept thinking about Jase, which annoyed me to no end.

      “Promise?”

      I turned to him and batted my eyelashes innocently. “Would I lie to you?”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      That was true too, but this time I shrugged and turned forward, pushing myself to the flat top of the corkscrew and stood there, enjoying the view of Tulip and the land beyond my hometown. Fields of green grass, thick clusters of trees and a wildflower field to the right made up the landscape of this area and I couldn’t get enough of it. Usually this would be the point where all my thinking would be done and I could enjoy the view, but that wasn’t the case.

      My mind wouldn’t turn off, so I busied myself with other things like the treat I had for Jase. When he made it to the top I held it out and grinned. “For your pain and suffering.”

      Chest still heaving from the last part of the hike, he looked at the banana custard cheesecake and then to me and then back to the cake. Then back to me before a wide smile spread across his face and he lifted me off the ground. “You are my best girl, forever.”

      I ignored the flutter in my chest at his words because of course a girl who always worried about people leaving would get a little misty eyed over the concept of forever. No big deal. And that’s exactly what I kept reminding myself every time my heart gave that little flutter. “You only love me for my cheesecake.”

      He snorted at my words and took the cheesecake when I handed it to him, grabbing half a turkey sandwich for myself. We ate and we enjoyed in the view for several long moments of sweet, blessed silence.

      That didn’t last long. “So what is it that you need to think about?” His question came out of nowhere and I gave him a frown. “This hike means you have some serious thinking to do.”

      I hope I hid my shock that he’d remembered that because I didn’t remember sharing that information with him or anyone else. “I do, but it’s just a thought at the moment. Nothing pressing.” It was just the sudden ticking of my biological clock and weird, unexplained emotions about a friend.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Yeah,” I asked with a mocking tone as I gathered up our trash and returned it to my pack. “What are you gonna do about it?” It was a challenge I knew he couldn’t resist and when Jase got in my face, invading my space with his size advantage, I notched my chin a bit higher. “Tough guy.”

      His lips twitched like he wanted to laugh but his green gaze was steely now, serious. Then he bent down in front me, slowly dropping to his knees and bringing to mind other instances that exact move might be more appropriate, thoughts I most certainly should not be having about Jase. Before I could get my head on straight, his shoulder pressed into my thighs and I was folded over his shoulder. “I’m gonna show you who’s boss little girl.” He smacked my ass in a totally platonic way, at least that’s what I told my sizzling skin, and then he started to run down the trail. Laughing.

      And talking. Of course.

      “You are so damn dead, Callahan! I can’t even begin to describe to you how dead you’re gonna be.” If he ever let me down from this upside down hell where I was too close to the enticing curve of his ass and that all of a sudden intoxicating scent of his. Dammit. “Slow down.”

      “We’re fine, I’m a seasoned hiker.”

      I snorted. “This trail left you winded. If not for that cheesecake I’d be carrying you down this trail,” I told him and pinched his ass for good measure.

      “Ouch!” He smacked my thigh in return and I ignored the shiver and pulse that flowed through my blood. And other parts. “Most people would just say you’re welcome, you know that, don’t you?”

      He set me on my feet and stepped back slowly. Carefully as if I were a bomb that might detonate at any moment. I felt kind of like one but not the way he was thinking. “I’m not most people because I have two working legs and I’m not lazy and…and.” My legs swayed and then wobbled and I felt my body fall to the ground, but I didn’t hit.

      “Whoa, you okay?”

      I nodded even though I felt a little dizzy and as soon as I felt normal again, I smacked him. “When you turn a person upside down all the blood rushes to their head, genius.”

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      I was about to tell him to shove his apology when I saw a better form of torture. “Hey, isn’t that Big Mama sitting at the overlook?”

      Jase turned with his arm in mid-air prepared to greet the town’s favorite cook when he saw what I had in store for him. Big Mama and her new beau, going at each other like teenagers on the bench in plain view of anyone who dared hike this or any of the other dozen or so trails in the area. “Thanks for that,” he groaned and glared at me.

      “You’re welcome. Now we’re even.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said ominous and grabbed my hand, pulling me towards the path that led to the parking lot. “I’ll let you know when we’re even, Mahoney.”

      I opened my mouth just as a clap of thunder sounded above. “If we don’t make it home before the rain lands, you owe me lunch.”

      “Does this count as how I’m returning the favor,” he asked cheekily.

      “I’ll let you know when it counts,” I told him, throwing his words back at him.

      “Damn, set myself up for that one, didn’t I?” His ability to laugh at himself was another of his most endearing qualities. Guys who looked like Jase and were living, breathing heroes to boot, didn’t tend to have a good sense of humor, but he did.

      “You did,” I told him when more thunder sounded followed quickly by lightning. “Let’s get moving.”

      “Whatever you say, honeybuns.”

      I didn’t have to time to glare at him because the sky was darkening quick and a horn sounded behind us. “You kids better hurry, a storm’s coming in fast.” Big Mama and her pink cast hung out the window, shaking one admonishing finger at us. “Need a ride?”

      That was the moment the sky chose to open up and drop a few hundred gallons of rain right on top of our heads and Big Mama’s arm. “No point now, but thanks. You two get on home before you end up on the town’s Facebook page.” I wagged my finger at her and her male companion’s laughter boomed over the sound of the rain as they took off.

      Leaving us alone.

      “I guess we’re getting delivery,” Jase added as we finally made it down to the parking lot.

      “Just feed me and you’re safe. Sugar britches.” Yeah, that was a pet name I could get behind.
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      Not so safe after all, it turns out, because after we got back to her cabin, Bo jumped in the shower without a word, leaving me standing in her living room. Alone and dripping.

      I preferred that to the hell I was enduring at the moment. Bo stood less than a foot from me with wet hair curling down her back and the tiniest robe in existence. It was short and covered in flowers, and short. This time I took a long, appreciative look at all the legs on display, the swell of cleavage present where the robe opened just a little. That little freckle on her collarbone teased me. Dammit.

      “Earth to Jase.”

      “What?” I blinked until the image before me was my best friend Bo, not an accumulation of sexy as hell body parts that belonged in my fantasies, not my time with Bo. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      Bo growled and shoved two towels my way. “Stop acting weird Jase, they’re just boobs. Use my bathroom and I’ll put your clothes in the dryer.”

      They weren’t just boobs. They were spectacular boobs and thanks to the chill in the air, her nipples were starting to pebble. “Dryer. Right. That rain came out of nowhere, we’re lucky it wasn’t a flash flood.” It wasn’t but a few months ago that a flash flood came through.

      “We’re not in the clear yet. Weather said the rain should last for hours so I’ll go make coffee while you warm up in the shower.”

      A shower sounded perfect as long as I didn’t have too many thoughts of Bo in that same space, naked and wet. “All right weather girl, I’m going.” I darted up to her room and took the quickest shower I could, keeping the water scalding hot and ignoring the fact that I was slathering myself in Bo’s scent. I jumped out of the shower like it was out to get me, wrapping a towel around my waist and escaping into the soothing purple tones of her bedroom.

      Instead of my gaze landing on a purple and lavender comforter, they landed on flesh. Miles and miles of feminine flesh, tanned and toned, and only covered by black silk. Her underwear was sexy but simple, allowing her lean, muscled frame to be the star of the show. “Eyes up here, Callahan. Why do I feel like I’m saying that to you a lot lately?”

      At that question I did look up at her, eventually because the journey was damn well worth the risk, and wondered if she was feeling what I was. “Because you’re wearing a lot less clothes than you normally do?” I knew that question was risking injury so I hurried to ask the other, more pertinent question. “What are you doing in here?”

      She shrugged like it was no big deal. “I didn’t want to cook in just my underwear so I came up here to change. I didn’t realize you took Army showers.” She glared at me again as if she didn’t recognize me. “Why are you staring?”

      I knew I had to play it cool. “Who knew you were so hot underneath your uniform.”

      “Thanks,” she rolled her eyes but I didn’t miss the pink that blossomed on her cheeks, not even when she turned into her closet to hide her reaction from me. Instead of her pink cheeks, I was met with the sight of her heart shaped ass and those long legs that were, honestly, starting to make me feel like a creep. Thankfully she found what she was looking for, slip into another pair of cutoffs, the black pair slightly shorter than the others, and a plain white t-shirt that had been washed at least a dozen times too many. She turned and scowled at me, but before I could apologize for ogling her, again, she pointed at me. “I was promised food.”

      “Hard to do anything without any clothes.”

      Her lips twitched and a dark brown eyebrow arched teasingly. “Good to know. I’ll spread the word.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. What do you want to eat?” The options were limited with the storm outside still pummeling down, but Bo knew better than most that capitalism stopped for no one, not man, woman or act of God.

      “Whatever will deliver so probably pizza. Lots of meat, lots of veggies and,”

      “Lots of cheese,” I finished for her.

      “Exactly. I’ll go get my phone and see if you can rustle me up some clothes little lady.” Bo glared at me again, pulling a laugh from me and almost making me forget I was two feet from my best friend and only a towel was keeping my cock from revealing all.

      “Black lace or purple silk? I think the purple would really bring out your eyes.”

      Why, oh why, did she have to put those thoughts in my head? And why couldn’t I keep my damn mouth closed? “Me too, especially since the black silk looks so good on you.” I could tell that I’d shocked her but Bo hid it well behind a shrug.

      “In fairness, I did buy them for me. Your shoulders and chest are a little broader than mine.”

      From where I was standing her chest looked just fine to me, which of course, sent my gaze right there. “Then maybe leave your fancy underwear alone and find me something else?”

      “Ugh, fine. Party pooper.” She rolled her eyes and disappeared to another room down the hall, while I went downstairs to find my phone. And a cup of coffee.

      Bo loved coffee, she splurged on the good stuff and made it nice and strong, just how I preferred it. I sipped the hot liquid and picked up my phone, placing an order for two large pizzas, garlic bread and spicy chicken chunks since it looked like we might be here for some time. While I waited for food and clothes, I stared at the view of the lake, or where the lake would be if the rain and the fog didn’t wash away everything and turn it gray. Normally the view was spectacular but today it was as confused as I felt, particularly about the strange, mostly sexual, thoughts about Bo lately.

      It was disconcerting. It was starting to worry me. If I couldn’t be normal around Bo our friendship was doomed, and that was the last thing I wanted. But that was a thought for another time because the bell rang and I was sure enough time passed that some pimple faced teenager had our food.

      Next time I would make use of the damn peephole, the same way I constantly yell at Bo to use it. “Well, well. It looks as though I interrupted a little afternoon delight!” Helen Landon stood on Bo’s doorstep with a gleam in her eye for being the one to catch this juicy big of gossip.

      “Nothing as fun as all that, Ms. Landon.” If she gave my body any closer scrutiny we’d be bonded for life so I took a step back and motioned for her to step in. “How’d you get our food?”

      “Boy, you’re in nothing but terrycloth, call me Helen.” She looked me up and down one last time, a definite gleam in her eyes before she brushed past me like a child who lost interest in a toy. “The poor delivery kid couldn’t get his scooter up here with all this rain and mud, so I offered to come on my way to get Big Mama and Earl. They’re car got stuck.”

      “What? They were already headed out just as the rain started.” Shit, was I too wrapped up in Bo to realize the old folks weren’t equipped to drive in this weather?

      “Settle down, they pulled over to wait out the rain and started fogging up the windows if you get my drift.” Just in case I didn’t, she wiggled her eyebrows. “Rocked themselves into a nice little groove. They’ll keep for a bit. Where’s Bo?”

      I blinked at how fast she changed topics, still talking as she put down the boxes. “She should be down in a second.”

      “She’s right here,” Bo said, holding an armful of clothes and wearing a professional caliber scowl. “You have so many clothes here I might have to start charging you rent.” I wasn’t sure if she said that for Helen’s benefit until she froze and her skin went pale. “Helen, what are you doing here?” The question was directed at her visitor but those blue eyes wanted to know why I hadn’t warned her.

      I shrugged and glanced down at my naked torso, just in case she forgot. Wait a minute, did Bo just lick her lips while looking me over. “Helen was helping out the delivery kid.”

      “I need that part for my garbage disposal. Bless his heart, but Will didn’t do a great job of fixing it.” She looked away guiltily and I wondered what I was missing.

      “Probably shouldn’t have shoved that rag so deep in there, probably killed the motor. I’ll order the piece today, Helen.”

      “Thanks, honey.” She leaned over the food and inhaled deeply as a smile crossed her face. “Here’s a little advice Bo. The best way to charge a man rent is to let him move him. Just some food for thought, now go enjoy your naked pizza.” The gleam in her eyes was enough to set me on edge, but the growling bear inside my stomach made himself a priority.

      “That was weird, right?” Bo’s thumb was pointed at the door where Helen had beat a hasty retreat after dropping that little bomb, confusion dipped her chocolate brows into a deep vee.

      I shrugged. It was weird as hell and I was pretty sure I knew what she was up to, what they were all up to, but if I thought about it too much I might go a little crazy. “Aren’t all the women in this town crazy?”

      “Crazy would be tossing your clothes out in the rain,” she said with a challenge in her voice. “So am I crazy or am I not?” She faced me but her eyes slid to the clothes on the other end of the counter and at the same time we ran to the pile. “Crazy or not,” she said and took a step back, the pile of clothes safely in her arms.

      “That’s a hard question to answer with you clutching those clothes like you stole them from Thor’s dressing room.” She took a step towards the patio door, a grin making her lips twitch at the corners.

      “That sounds like the wrong answer.” She was so smug, so sure and in that moment I knew how to beat her this time.

      “I stand by my statement,” I told her and walked back to the boxes, carrying them into the room with the big ass wall mounted TV, flipping open the boxes and laying out the disposable flatware and napkins in front. “The women in this town are crazy.” I waited until she was in the doorway, watching, before I removed my towel and folded it, placing it on the sofa so I could sit on it. When I reached for the napkin to cover myself from falling bits of steaming hot pizza, she growled.

      Damn, riling her up was so much fun.
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      “So, is it true?” Rafe slid into the seat on the other side of the blue and white checkerboard booth wearing a wide, expectant grin.

      I shook my head at the mountain of junk food in the bags he bought form me earlier and gave him a playful glare. “Rafe Montgomery don’t you have better things to do than stand around gossiping?” Of course he didn’t, the men in this town were just as bad as the women where gossip was concerned, and the firefighters were the worst of the bunch with the police coming in a close second.

      He shrugged. “As a leader in this community,” he began, sending me a narrow eyed gaze when I snorted out a laugh, “I’m just keeping myself involved with the goings on in town.”

      “The goings on? I think maybe you inhaled too many fire fumes, Captain. Besides, don’t you know you shouldn’t believe everything you read?” And that went double for the Hometown Heroes Facebook page for crying out loud. “Since when is that a reliable source of news? Did the Tulip Gazette go under and no one told me about it?”

      I spoke too soon as part-time waitress and part-time journalist, Ginger strolled into Reese’s Famous BBQ, the pad and pen in her hand and the distinct lack of apron telling me she wasn’t here to take my order. She stopped at the table and towered over me as she leaned in. “So Bo, is it true? Are you and Jase about to succumb to the luck of the Hometown Heroes and move in together?”

      The curse of the what? “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      She blinked, surprised as if she honestly expected me to just spill all my secrets to the girl who never remembered to put ice in my soda. “You know how each of the previous Hometown Heroes have fallen in love and now the Heroes page says you two are moving in together. Is it true?”

      I stared at her for a long time, counting to ten and then to twenty when that didn’t work. At forty-five I stopped counting. “If one more damn person asks me about moving in with Jase, I’m packing my crap up and moving to Hawaii! For good.”

      Rafe choked out a laugh and I glared at the sight he made, leaning on his elbows and munching on a bag of popcorn from his bag like this was a damn matinee. “Hawaii is beautiful this time of year,” he added with a smirk. “Well any time of year, or so I hear.”

      “Shut up, Rafe.” I turned back to Ginger, as calmly as I could. “No, we’re not moving in together.”

      “You sure?” Her brows arched like I might be the source of misinformation and not the bit of gossip she read online.

      “I am,” I assured here, trying hard not to get annoyed since she was a young woman in a tough field.

      “You are what,” Betty Kemp stop and asked instead of heading to the front to be seated.

      “I am sure, Betty, just in case anybody else asks, that Jase and I are not moving in together. Got it?”

      “Yes, but the page dedicated to the heroes said that you were.” She looked genuinely shocked to learn that her infallible source of gossip might have a flaw.

      “I know that, but the page isn’t’ an oracle, Betty.” I softened my tone but held firm. “We just went public with dating, don’t you think moving in is a bit premature.” She was a practical woman, surely she’d understand that.

      But no, Betty shook her head. Insistently. “Not with as long as you two have known each other. Been sniffing around each other for ears, you two should be headed down the aisle by Christmas.”

      I choked on the food that hadn’t yet arrived and thankfully Jase hadn’t either. “Are you crazy, woman? It’s already summer.”

      “Exactly,” she said through pursed lips, eyes dripping in disappointment like I was some on the shelf spinster who couldn’t find a man. Thankfully she walked away before I forgot my manners.

      “Whatever,” I grumbled but my bad mood didn’t last long as the waiter headed my way with plates of steaming barbecue and loads of sides. With more food than I could handle and a moment of complete and total silence since Rafe had slipped away during the dual interrogation, I just ate. I didn’t think about anything or anyone, or any ideas.

      Nothing but barbecue sauce. Not even Jase, whose fault this was that I had to endure this invasion into my privacy and random street interrogations. Hell, Trixie had stopped me on the street to tell me about how to please Jase in bed. Thank goodness no one had a cucumber, banana or other phallus for her intended demonstration.

      And his punishment for all of that, was that I wouldn’t wait for him. I started eating without him and he could hope that I was kind enough to leave a few scraps for him to eat. If he ever showed up.

      “Mmm, barbecue kisses. My favorite.” Jase’s were louder than they needed to be, but the kiss he pressed on my lips caught me off guard. It was quick and light, barely even a kiss so much as a greeting but still, my lips tingled. I tried not to lean into the kiss, into him, but his lips were soft and firm and I was half drunk on Reese’s bourbon barbecue sauce. At least that’s what I was telling myself.

      “Hey babe. Have you heard? We’re moving in together.” I tried for a smile but the shock on his face said it was probably a mixture of a grimace and a horror movie villain.

      “Shouldn’t have answered that damn door. Sorry,” he said sincerely and slid into the other side of the booth. My eyes were hypnotized by the way his tongue slicked across his bottom lip every few seconds as if he could still taste me. As if he wanted to.

      I shrugged. It wasn’t his fault but it was damned annoying. “How was your shift?”

      “Long. But Sawyer made this Lebanese dish with lamb and bulgur and I ate so much of it, I burped lamb for an hour.”

      “How charming,” I told him, suppressing a shudder. Barely. “Did you save me any?”

      Jase leaned back in the booth and grinned as he stretched one arm along the back. “Currently chilling in my fridge as we speak.”

      I batted my eyelashes and laid a hand on top of his. “What a good boyfriend you are, Jase.” It was terrible timing because Reese brought out another dish herself.

      Thankfully she was in her focused chef mood and barely noticed as she sat two bowls on the table. “These sauces are new and I trust y’all to be honest about what you think.”

      They both smelled good. One had a tangy pineapple scent with something smoky and the other was fiery and bright red. “Damn they smell good.”

      Jase dipped a pinky finger into the sauce and slid the finger between his lips, making all kinds of dirty thoughts run through my mind but only for the briefest of seconds. “Delicious. Add some fries and sweet corn to this. Or and some pulled pork too with that sticky bourbon sauce. Thanks.”

      Reese gave me a look that was halfway between astonished and disgust. “Where do you even put it?” She didn’t wait for an answer, just nodded at the wings in reminder and walked away.

      Jase chuckled and leaned in. “Ever notice how everything she says starts out as a compliment but never finishes that way?”

      I had but it wasn’t something I’d say to her, because we all had our quirks, but still I laughed. “Yeah but I pretend I don’t because I don’t want floor barbecue.”

      “Good point,” he said, trying his damnedest to hold in a laugh but it was no use. When Jase and I got like this, nothing and everything could make us laugh even harder. No stimuli necessary, just two old friends having a good time over some damn good food.

      When there was no pressure and no questions, like in this moment where we just laughed and smiled as we ate, things were perfect.

      I just hoped they stayed that way.
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      “Okay now we need a few without the glasses.” Janey said the words easily because the camera blocked the sun from scorching off her eyeballs, that and she was nestled neatly into a ravine. A shaded ravine.

      “You want a dozen photos of me squinting like I can’t see?”

      She growled and tugged on the hem of my Tulip FD navy blue pants, exactly what she’d instructed me to wear when she called late last night. “No, I want you to act like a professional. Smile like the sun isn’t bothering you, it’ll be worth it. I promise.”

      “Seriously? This is the last time I trust you, woman.”

      She sucked in a breath, her head peeking from around the camera. “Why? This has been great for you.” She didn’t explain but she didn’t have to because apparently my friends were under the impression I had some kind of unrequited crush on Bo and I didn’t. Hell, it had only cropped up, again, a week or so ago.

      “Has it? It’s early as hell in the morning and my coffee is getting cold.”

      “Give me five shots and I’ll find you at the fairgrounds with a fresh and piping hot cup.” She looked sincere but Janey had proven that she could get what she wanted when she wanted it and I didn’t want to push her.

      “Fine. Give me a second.” I tossed my sunglasses at her and blinked about a dozen times until my eyes adjusted the bright the sun and the vibrant landscape laid out before me. It really was beautiful and I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in the world.

      “Perfect. I even got a few of you smiling. Whatever you were thinking about, thanks.”

      “I was just thinking how beautiful all this was.”

      “Yeah, sure. Don’t let the old ladies get to you, they mean well.”

      “They’re harmless,” I told her because other than the occasional nuisance, they were harmless.

      “Okay. Sure. No go change into your mayor outfit.” She snickered to herself and I didn’t bother to tell her there was no outfit.

      Just a hat. And an hour later I was dressed in my second favorite pair of blue jeans because Bo had insisted my favorites had too many holes, a t-shirt with the Tulip town logo emblazoned across the chest and a big ass Stetson like I was a real cowboy.

      The people manning the booths didn’t seem to mind and everyone was happy to see me and offer up some kind of freebie, which I accepted with a hefty tip per Penny’s instructions. It wasn’t bad but it was a bore because my first lady hadn’t arrived yet. Bo promised she would be here so we could at least stuff ourselves silly. Together.

      And then I spotted her. I stopped right in front of a booth guaranteed to get a big ass smile out of her and watched as she walked towards me, in slow motion, like a damn romantic comedy. She even had the look down perfect, a feminine white dress that flirted with the middle of her thighs, bright red cowboy boots and because she was Bo, a baseball cap on top of her wavy brown hair. “There she is ladies and gentlemen, the festival’s first lady.”

      At the small smattering of applause, Bo froze and glared at as many people as she could set her gaze on, before she continued to her journey to me. With a huff. “Watch it, Mr. Mayor.” She poked her finger in the center of my chest and I grabbed her wrist, pulling her close until not even a sheet of paper could have fit between us.

      “You’re my girlfriend, remember?” I whispered the words in her ear, looking like a man eager to wrap his arms around his woman, before I smacked a kiss to her neck, earning a shiver that had my own body responding in kind. “You look wonderful, babe.” I hope she heard the truthfulness of my words, because my body appreciated everything about her look. “Even the hat.”

      She stuck her tongue out and laughed. “Thanks. I figured if people were gonna be taking pictures I could at least try to look halfway decent. Especially next to a real life Ken doll.”

      “Mission accomplished,” I told her. “Hey.”

      She laughed and leaned into me, tilting her head back and giving me a quick glimpse of spectacular cleavage and just a hint of red and white lace. “See? A Ken doll, pretty to look at but not that bright.” She laughed even harder when I frowned and I found it damn hard to be offended that she was laughing at me.

      “God that was such good content,” Janey gushed. “I’m so glad I was walking by. Now I don’t have to bother with more photos. Until later,” she said ominous and walked away.

      “Who knew you were so famous?”

      My shoulders relaxed when it became clear Bo wouldn’t make a big deal about Janey and the photos. “Deep fried corn for your troubles?”

      Her smile bloomed and lit up her face, forcing me to ignore the pounding in my chest. “You say the sweetest things, Jase.”

      I laughed as we took our place our line. “Food is your weakness, babe.”

      “I won’t deny it,” she finally said, holding the fried monstrosity out for me to taste. “You get the first bite, Mayor.”

      I kept my gaze on her and bit into the oversized corn on the cob, slathered with butter and dill and brown sugar and some kind of delicious bread crumb mixture. “Damn that’s good.” My teeth sank into the kernels and juice dripped down my chin and still, I didn’t look away.

      “Right?” Bo laughed and barely waited for me to release the corn before she took her own bite. “Worth the miles I’ll have to run,” she said and took another bite with a groan.

      “Like you need a reason to get out of the house.”

      “True. I like being outdoors. There’s so much of it.”

      I suspected there was more to it but now wasn’t the time to push. Besides, I had vendors to stop and chat with. Bo was a good sport while I made sure to thank all the businesses for participating and took photos with those who asked. She sampled items and chatted it up with just about everyone, proving once again she wasn’t the grump she pretended to be.

      “Thirty minutes ‘til the kissing booth,” Janey said as she rushed by, probably going in search of Nate to relay the same message.

      “Can we get a nacho burger in thirty minutes,” she asked, instead of wondering about the kissing booth. It was an oversight I planned to use to my advantage for as long as I could.

      “Want to give me stinky breath in case one of the kiss buyers likes it a little too much?”

      “Damn straight. Extra jalapenos too, just in case any of these hussies start getting ideas.” Her words were loud and forceful, but those blue eyes were filled with mischief. “How was that?”

      “Great.”

      The line for the burger was too long and I promised her we would stop after the kissing booth. “Stupid kissing booth,” she grumbled when we found Janey and Nate, along with about a dozen others gathered around. Gawking.

      “Okay you two, come here!” Janey motioned Bo and me forward and I tugged her along, ignoring her confusion. “Stand here and hold hands. Make sure you’re a little playful, blah, blah, all right?”

      “What,” Bo asked.

      Nate snickered.

      “Nothing. Just follow my lead,” I whispered and shot Nate a glare.

      “You are so dead,” he mouthed over Bo’s head and dammit, he was right.

      “Okay people, let’s do this,” Janey said and turned her gaze to Bo. “Here’s your fiver.”

      Bo frowned and looked down at the money like it might bite her. “Huh? Money for what?”

      “To pay for the first kiss and officially kick this thing off.” Janey turned to me. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “Yeah, babe, you didn’t tell me,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know how,” I whispered before stepping back with a wide smile for the crowd. “It must’ve slipped my mind, but it’s just a kiss. Right sweetheart?” It was my own damn fault for teasing her. Taunting her. Hell, for challenging her.

      “Right.” She said the word slowly, drawing it out like it was three or four syllables. Bo took the fiver from Janey’s hand and smacked it on the counter that would separate the buyer from the seller and cupped my face with a sultry smile. “The kissing booth is officially open!” Then her lips were on mine, slow at first, teasing but testing, getting use to the lay of the land, then she kicked it up a notch. I didn’t know if she was trying to get me back or was just really into the kiss and in the moment, my body didn’t give a damn. Bo’s lips were soft and pliant and she tasted like everything we’d eaten over the past couple hours plus a little bit of her. It was intoxicating.

      Around us the crowd clapped and whistled, the noise growing louder and louder and my body growing harder by the moment. I had to pull my mouth away because I needed to breath and have a chat with my cock. I kept Bo close enough to help hide what she’d caused. “You did that on purpose,” I growled in her ear, smiling at the crowd gathered with ease.

      “I did,” she said easily. “Didn’t you?”

      “Yeah but only because I didn’t know how to bring it up without you freaking out.” She turned and looked up at me, lips pink and swollen from my kisses and I wanted to kiss her again, but Bo looked…afraid.

      Her blue eyes were filled with heat and wonder and confusion. And fear. Her fingertips went to her lips like she could still feel my mouth there and then, as the crowd closed in on us, she walked away.
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      What in the hell was that? Did I seriously just kiss Jase, my best friend, in front of the whole damn town? And worse, did I like it?

      Hell yeah, I liked it. I more than liked it which is exactly why I got the hell out of dodge before I could jump him and beg for another. And another. And that would have been a mistake of epic proportions, so I ran. It was more like a fast walk since I only ran for exercise and when being chased, but the point was the same. To flee.

      By the time I made it home from the fairgrounds I’d worked up a good sheen of sweat and headed for the shower. It was as good an excuse as any to get out of the damn dress I wore to play first lady of the festival. A fat lot of good that did me. I ran from the hottest kiss I’d had in months and what’s worse, I did it before I could get my hands on a delicious, greasy nacho burger.

      That might have been a bigger misstep than kissing Jase. Or enjoying it. Or wanting another.

      “Ugh, this has to stop!” The thoughts were coming too fast and they were too graphic, too real and I needed them to stop so I wrenched the shower off and stepped out, grabbing a towel to scrub off the water and the endless loop of thoughts driving me crazy. And the one thought I couldn’t shake was, why in the hell did I run off like that?

      The answer was simple, because I am a coward. A world class coward who talks a good game, a tough game, but beneath the surface I am a yellow bellied coward who couldn’t face her emotions. And honestly, I was all right with that. Running away, avoidance, was the best way to keep things simple between me and Jase. I enjoyed our simple, uncomplicated relationship and I would protect anyway I could.

      Including running away from him like my ass was on fire.

      A knock sounded on the door and I didn’t even have to guess who it was, because I knew. Thankfully I was fully dressed with wet hair, no makeup or shoes, because I didn’t want to look like I was trying to…something or other. “Jase. What brings you by?” There. That sounded normal, right?

      Apparently not because his lips twisted into a smirk and one eyebrow rose as if to say, really. “I come bearing gifts if that helps.” He held up a greasy white bag that smelled like grease and that fake liquid nacho cheese and jalapenos. It smelled like heaven. “One of those gifts is curly fries.”

      He always did know my weaknesses. Dammit. I stepped back with a reluctant smile. “Since you brought food I guess you can come in.”

      “Thanks,” he snorted and brushed past me, leaving behind a noticeable scent of masculinity that I’d never once noticed before. Ever. Dammit, I needed a few more minutes but it was just like Jase to show up before I was ready. “You sure?” He turned, suddenly looking uncertain like he thought I might kick him out.

      I nodded. “Yeah, of course. Just don’t think you’re getting any of my burger. Or my fries.”

      Like a proud kid, he produced another bag. “Don’t worry, I brought my own.”

      “Good.” I nodded for him to go on inside, taking a moment to settle the pounding of my heart against my chest because for the first, okay the second, time in my life I felt nervous around Jase. It wasn’t a feeling I was accustomed to and I didn’t like it one damn bit but I was a grownup so I hiked up my big girl panties and tried as best I could to act normal. That meant dropping my bag on the coffee table and heading to the kitchen for forks, napkins and drinks. “Beer or pop?”

      “Beer. Something dark and ice cold if you have it.”

      I shook my head at his rote answer. “One of these days you’ll actually have to try something new, Callahan.” I rarely even drank the dark stuff but I kept it stocked because Jase did. I was a good damn friend.

      He smiled up at me when I returned. “If I did that, you’d have to order something different and I know how you hate change.”

      I cringed at his words because I didn’t hate change, I just didn’t appreciate the way it happened whether you were ready for it or not. “Or I could just make you bring your own beverages.” Dropping down on the far end of the sofa, I ignored the fact that Jase sat closer than usual and focused my gaze on the television and my attention on the giant nacho burger sitting on my lap.

      We watched some comedy that was mildly funny, mostly in silence. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence but it lacked the ease that was always there when we hung out. Always. Neither one of us was willing to address the elephant in the room, yet, so I ate my burger and fries and sucked down my beer faster than a lady would. Though, in fairness, I never claimed to be a lady. By the time the credits rolled on the movie I was a ball of tension and I needed something, anything to get it the hell away until Jase was gone.

      His hand accidentally brushed the side of my thigh and I jumped up like my ass was on fire, still feeling the heat of his touch as I grabbed our empty food containers and ran for the safety of my kitchen. I took my time, stopping to separate the trash into recycling bins while I got my erratic heartbeat and wayward thoughts under control. Why the hell did Jase have to smell so good anyway? It’s not like cologne was required to spend a day out in the sun eating deep fried foods.

      The more I thought about it, the more upset I got. Why in the hell was he here, smiling and looking all good all of a sudden? And why on earth was I noticing? It was that damn kiss. That was the only thing that made sense. That totally hot kiss, combined with a distinct lack of action, had melted my brain. That had to be it.

      “You’re awful deep in thought for a woman who should be in a nacho burger coma right now.”

      The sound of Jase’s voice startled me and I whirled around from the fridge, two beer bottles in my hand clanked together as my free hand went to my chest. “Why are you sneaking up on me? Too thirsty to wait?” I arched a brow, hoping the sarcasm would mask any other emotions.

      Pink lips curled into a grin, Jase crossed his arms, leaning against the counter as casual as you please. “Nah. You seemed nervous and I figured we needed to clear the air.”

      Silence fell between us again at his words. Clear the air, was that even possible? I stared at him like he was an alien who’d landed on my doorstep to learn about humankind, waiting for all of this to make some kind of sense.

      Jase huffed out a laugh and shrugged. “Okay. I’ll start.” His expression went from playful to serious but the mischief in his eyes was hard to miss. “It was a nice kiss. Unexpected but nice.”

      Nice? Sweaters and puppies were nice. Potpourri was nice in a weird, grandma kind of way. Kisses weren’t supposed to be nice. They were supposed to be hot and intense and raw. And dirty. Instead of saying all that to him and giving away my own emotions, I shrugged. It was…nice.” Nice was such a mild way to explain a kiss that had shot fire through my veins that it took everything I had not to be offended.

      His black brows dipped into a low vee as he pushed off the counter to his full height. Arms still folded over his chest and shoulders squared so he would’ve towered over me if we were closer, his scowl deepened. “It was a damn sight better than nice,” he growled at me, making me smile.

      My lips twitched against the urge to laugh and I shrugged, showing Jase that he wasn’t the only one who could be indifferent.

      Somehow, his scowl darkened. “Maybe you need a refresher.” Gone was the offended scowl a second later, replaced by a look that was pure heat and mischief. He took a step forward and I took an ill-advised step back and found my back pressed against the fridge.

      “Don’t be crazy, Jase.”

      He smiled, like the predator who’d trapped the prey and took a final step forward, just close enough that I could smell the scent of him, man and musk and sandalwood mixed with just a hint of sweat, damn him.  “I’m not being crazy. For the first time in a very long time, I think I’m being perfectly sane. Perfectly logical.”

      I shook my head to clear away the vision of his predatory smile, that hint of laughter shining in his green eyes. “And you think it’s sane to want to kiss me? Bo? Your oldest friend?”

      He nodded but to his credit, Jase didn’t look confused or conflicted by it. “I’m as shocked as you are, but not because you’re not smoking hot. You are. But there we have it, I do. What do you say?”

      “What do I say?” I say he’s out of his mind. “What am I supposed to say about what, Jase? Your sanity or the kiss?” Did it matter what he was talking about if I didn’t know what I wanted? Did I know what I wanted?

      Rarely ever.

      “The kiss. Us.” His smile was wide and vulnerable. Expectant.

      I shook my head, feeling overwhelmed and confused. “Explain. Now.” Was he actually suggesting that we try to be an us as in a couple or was this more of a hookup proposition? And was I even interested in any of those options?

      “Well,” he began and put one hand on either side of me, trapping me between his arms. “It’s like I said.” Jase leaned in and I held my breath, knowing that those soft, kissable lips surrounded by the barest hint of stubble felt like, tasted like. His warm breath fanned my face and grew warmer as he drew closer.

      His phone rang before I could get another sweet taste of those lips and I didn’t know whether to be grateful or disappointed. “You’d better get that.” My voice came out breathy and husky. Too affected by our closeness.

      Jase pulled the phone from his pocket and groaned. “It’s Rafe. I gotta answer,” he said, taking a step back to answer the phone. “Yeah?”

      I half-listened to one side of the conversation while my heart thundered against my chest and beads of sweat slid down my back. Did I almost just kiss my best friend? On purpose? Hell yes, I did.

      “Shit. I’m on my way.” He ended the call and turned back to me with regret shining in his eyes.

      “You have to go,” I said without emotion.

      “Yeah. There’s a fire at the old paper mill but we’ll pick this up. Later.” His gaze held a promise I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to keep.

      I shook my head at his words. There was no need to pick this crazy conversation up later. “This was all crazy talk anyway, Jase. Brought on by too much sun and street food. This is the best possible outcome.” I wasn’t even sure if I believed that, but one of us had to be the voice of reason and for some reason, it had to be me. “Next time we see each other, this will all be water under the bridge.” I hoped.

      “Bullshit,” he said and closed the gap between us, trapping me in his arms once more, but this time when I looked up into those big green eyes, they were heavy lidded and as dark as the forest outside my door. And then his lips were on mine and there were no crowds cheering, no phones ringing and no unnecessary denials coming from my mouth. Just air, breathless air as his mouth devoured mine in a slow, sensual kiss that sent my temperature soaring into the triple digits.

      Then he stepped back, far too soon. And smiled. “I’d say we have plenty to talk about.” His gaze landed on my mouth, which tingled from his kiss and I knew was pink and swollen. “Soon.”

      Then Jase was gone, walking down the hall in slow steps that echoed on the hard wood. The door opened and shut, and I stood there, fingertips pressed to my still tingling lips.
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      “No wonder you needed me, this fire is a beast.” It had taken three hours and the entire Tulip Fire Department, including volunteer firefighter like Nate, to get it down to a few smoking embers. “Any clue how it happened yet?”

      Rafe shook his head and smacked a hand against the bright red rig. “Fuck if I know. Dammit, this is no good.” He was stressed out and I couldn’t say I blamed him. A fire this big didn’t get started by accident, but we were all hopeful.

      I nodded, wishing I had something to offer that would make any of this better. I didn’t. “There were no signs of an accelerant as far as I could tell, but we were more focused on putting the fire out.”

      “Of course,” he added absently, staring at the large building that was no mostly just black smoke. “The investigator will have to sift through it all and figure it out.” He shrugged like it was no big deal but even under nothing but the lights of the rigs I could see the stress lines around his puckered lips and frowning eyes. “Sorry we had to pull you away from your mayoral duties.” Despite the tension and stress the fire had created, Rafe’s lips twitched with amusement.

      “No big deal, I was done anyway. Had to bring Bo a nacho burger.”

      His brows rose in surprise. “Heard that was a kiss worth remembering at the kissing booth.”

      Of course he’d heard. I was pretty damn sure that the half of town who hadn’t witnessed the kiss had heard about it before Bo had made her escape home. “It was memorable, that’s for damn sure.” Too bad I had no damn clue how she felt about it. Her usual stoicism had been in place earlier and it left me unsure. I hated feeling unsure.

      “So what’s the problem?” Those wise eyes missed nothing and that’s why he was the guy in charge.

      “Hell if I know. Bo is hard to read and honestly, this all kind of snuck up on me.”

      “Seriously?” His gaze scanned all the guys lining the street in front of the old mill, half stripped out of their turnout gear, most of them had come from the festival or other off-duty events, rushing here to do their part. “You’re clueless.”

      “I’m not the only one. Bo thinks this is just some strange sun and food induced situation.” It was half insulting and disappointing as hell that she didn’t think I could tell the difference, but it didn’t surprise me at all.

      “Is it?”

      “No,” I answered right away and paused. Was it? That kiss had shocked the hell out of me but I’d be lying if I said it was the first time I’d thought about kissing her. It wasn’t the first or even the tenth, but I had enough respect for our friendship to keep it to myself.

      “You sure? ‘Cause you don’t sound all that certain.”

      I frowned at Rafe. “Shouldn’t we be trying to figure out the source of the fire?”

      Rafe grinned and straightened himself up to his full height. “Can’t do a damn thing about that until the investigator gets here and your drama is a damn sight more interesting.”

      “Thanks,” I grunted and snatched a bottle of water from his hand. “Think it could be squatters?” I nodded towards the building because I couldn’t spend another moment stressing about Bo until I was alone and could think straight. Rationally and logically.

      “In Tulip? Unlikely.” This was your typical small southern town in that we took care of our own because we cared and because it was good for the town. Anyone down on their luck would get the help they needed which meant if it was a squatter, they were from out of town. Most of the crime here was drunk and disorderly and speeding. “But shit, I hope it was set by someone trying to stay warm.”

      “I’ll ask the guys if anyone saw any signs that the place was lived in while you go deal with the perks of being Captain,” I told him and nodded to Jackson and Mayor Ashford as they stepped from their respective cars and ambled our away.

      “Shit,” he bit out and rubbed a hand over his face. “What the hell are they doing here?”

      “A fire this big would’ve made the gossip rounds even faster than usual. And if it’s something other than an accident, a detective and a mayor might want to know as soon as possible.”

      He nodded, knowing I was right even though he was unhappy about it. “Well then I guess I better go be Captain. Go home after you talk to the guys, Callahan, I expect you to be on time for your shift tomorrow.” The smile on his face took the sting out of his words and his twitching lips said he was only half serious.

      “I’ll be there bright and early. Me and Kavanaugh are carpooling in together.” My laughter followed him and Rafe gifted me with a middle finger behind his back and out of view of the mayor.

      I waited until we were back at the firehouse to talk to the guys, taking notes on everything they said for Rafe to review in the morning. No one had noticed anything out of the ordinary but a few mentioned having seen a few items of clothing discarded around the upper level where the offices used to be. “Anyone remember anything else?”

      Johnson raised his hand and I resisted the urge to give him shit because the kid was so damn young he still raised his hand like we were in a classroom. “I thought I saw a pair of sneakers by the back entrance but I thought I was just seein’ things, man.” The kid raked a hand through his thick blond hair and shook his head. “I looked around for a person but when I didn’t see anyone, I figured it was something else.”

      I jotted it down and shook my head. “Don’t worry about it Johnson, Captain Montgomery will have the investigator look in to it when they arrive.”

      He nodded and walked towards the fridge, grabbing a cola when I knew what he really wanted was a beer. It was what we all wanted, but only a few of us who were off duty would get. “Thanks, Callahan.”

      I nodded and made my way towards the parking lot because it was getting late and there was a forty-eight hour shift in my immediate future. That gave me just enough time to think, okay obsess, about how in the hell I would get my stubborn best friend to even consider that we could be more. Bo was a tough nut to crack and she had a right to be given all she’d been through in her life, but that didn’t make me feel any better about my chances.

      But as I fell asleep that kiss kept replaying in my mind and I knew, without a doubt, I had to do this. Had to risk it because…hell, because.
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      “This isn’t mine.” I tried to keep my annoyance with the delivery guy to a minimum but he was determined to get on my nerves and it wasn’t even nine o’clock in the morning yet. I looked down for the third time at the giant boxes of bulk food that I definitely had not ordered and then back at the source of my annoyance. “I’m not signing for it.”

      “Look lady,” he sighed and put his hands on his hips as if that was supposed to bother me, “this is the address where they’re supposed to be delivered.” His brown eyes glared at me like I was the idiot. “Your boss around?”

      “Yeah, you’re staring at her. I own this place and I order the stock so I know for a fact that I didn’t order this. It isn’t addressed to me personally or my business which means, I am not signing for it.” He continued to stare like I was some irrational woman and I was half-tempted to prove him right. Instead, I took the high road. “I don’t want to have to call your supervisor but I will.” He shrugged like it didn’t matter so I took him at his word and snatched my phone from my back pocket and dialed.

      “Once it’s off the truck, it’s not my problem lady.” The way he said lady, like it was a bad word told me everything I needed to know about this needle dick and I didn’t bother hiding my disdain.

      “Well it’s not my problem at all. Someone who isn’t me is expecting you to deliver these boxes to them. Leave it here and it’s going to the women’s shelter.” Finally the ringing stopped and a chipper female answered the phone. I explained my problem to her before she transferred me, twice, and I had to explain it again. Two more explanations later and I had an answer. “Thank you. It’s good to know that not everyone at your company is incompetent,” I told the man as I glared at the man in polyester shorts.

      “Well?” He sounded annoyed and that made me smile. “You gonna tell me what he said?”

      “Why should I when you’ve been so unhelpful? I mean you are a delivery driver, right? So it’s your job to know where packages are supposed to go and get them there, right?”

      He glared at me and I folded my arms, leaning against the door frame as if I had all the time in the world, which I kind of did. This time of morning on the weekends, most of the customers would be fishermen looking for bait, beer and sandwiches for a long day on the water, tourists looking for breakfast before a day of sightseeing or those picking up special orders. So really, it was no skin off my back. “Just tell me where it’s going.”

      “The firehouse.” I could have prolonged it but that would have only extended my own torture and as it stood, I was about five minutes away from stuffing this guy in the deep freezer and selling him for fish bait.

      “Maybe you can get them to come here?”

      “Maybe you can do your damn job since I already have one.” Before I could give him a proper tongue lashing, the bell sounded in front the way it did when anyone entered the store. “You can’t miss the building in the middle of town, if you do, I hear Google has an excellent map application.” I didn’t bother waiting for his response, turning on my heels to give him my back and shake off the annoyance before I greeted my customer. Or…not. “Eddy. What can I get for you?” I tried not to let my surprise show but her smirk said I’d failed.

      “Good to see you too, Bo.” Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on me but I let it pass. For now. “If you got a thirty year old with six pack abs, I’ll take that. Otherwise I just came to get a few bottles of that blueberry wine if you have it.” She shook her head, gray curls bouncing easily. “Weird stuff but damn tasty.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that exact sentiment. The wine had initially been met with skepticism and disgust, but a few bottles had made an appearance at so-called book club and it had become a standing order for more than a few townsfolk. “I just got a new case in this week.”

      “You’re a damn sight better businessman than your daddy ever was, rest his soul.” Eddy was about the only person in town with enough balls to talk to me about my daddy and she wasn’t wrong. “Don’t look so uncomfortable girl, I’m just tryin’ to tell ya that you’re doing a good job.”

      “I’m not uncomfortable. And, uh, thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say so I went back to retrieve two bottles of the blue stuff, hoping the annoying delivery guy had taken those boxes and left me alone. “Here you go, Eddy. Two bottles.”

      “Thanks, honey.” She pulled a folded wad of cash from her bra and handed me two twenty dollar bills with a wide grin. “That kiss between you and Jase was hot enough to make me blush. Betty too if you want to know the truth.”

      It would be rude to tell her just how much I didn’t want to know that truth. I may be an adult now, but I would never be old enough to hear about my friend’s parents getting busy, thinking about getting busy and not especially fantasizing about getting busy. Nope, no thanks, I’ll pass. “It was a kissing booth.”

      I woke up this morning to find nearly a dozen messages, all of them links to the Tulip social media pages and the photos—and video—of Jase and I locking lips in front of about a hundred hooting and hollering festival goers. Eddy leaned in, resting her elbows on the counter with a conspiratorial smile. “Sure you toned it down because you were in public, but I’m sure you two kiss like that all the time. Right?”

      If not for the sparkle in her eyes, Eddy would have gotten the truth out of me. Her mischief filled smiled was a dead giveaway. “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell,” I told her haughtily and Eddy tossed her head back and laughed until she was red in the face and clinging to the counter to stand upright. “It’s not that damn funny.”

      “Oh but it is. Kids today, you’re too damn stubborn to see what’s right in front of your face and it’s a shame. I wouldn’t let anything stop me from getting another kiss like that,” she said soberly. “Anything.”

      It had been a pretty great kiss and my lips tingled, my body sizzled just thinking about going in for another kiss. My body tightened thinking about the way he’d taken control of my mouth up against the fridge, it was raw and hungry and it had a kind of intensity I didn’t know Jase possessed. “Well since we’re seeing each other, nothing does stop me from kisses like that. Whenever I want them.”

      “Good to know.” The sound of Jase’s voice behind me startled a half scream out of me and I whirled on him.

      With a glare Eddy couldn’t see, I let Jase see my scowl. “I’ve told you not to sneak up on me like that. Honey.” The words came out through gritted teeth even though it was damn good to see him, especially in his firefighter blues. They weren’t as sexy as his turnout gear, but they were a close second. At least that’s what all the women in town said, anyway.

      Jase flashed a wide grin and folded his arms over his chest, showing off the flaming firefighter helmet on his bicep and perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “Sorry, babe. I thought you heard me stomp in through the back door.” Before I could say another word, he pulled me in close by the waist and wrapped his arms around me, lowering his head to mine until our lips connected. The kiss wasn’t the same as the previous two, this one was sweet and affectionate, especially thanks to the way his thumb brushed back and forth against the strip of skin between where my jeans and t-shirt met. “Good morning,” he said when he pulled back, wearing a heart stopping smile that was filled with amusement.

      “Morning,” I tried to grumble but it came out a breathless mess because apparently being this close to my best friend and kissing him, turned me into some kind of simpering girly girl. “What are you doing here?”

      His gaze slid over my shoulder where Eddy watched with rapt attention. “Thought I’d come by for a little morning sugar and I wanted to get here before the bagels ran out.”

      That made sense and I relaxed, taking a step out of his embrace because I wanted to stay there. Desperately. “So the kiss was just a ploy to get me to give you more bagels than I should?”

      “I’m happy to convince you,” he said playfully, making Eddy laugh on the other side of the counter. “Or pay a premium. Start negotiations wherever you want.”

      A flash of light had us both turning in the direction of the gray haired meddler who smiled at us like we were two kittens massaging each other. “What? That was a great moment, all that heat and affection and love. Look how well it comes out on camera.” Eddy turned the screen so I could see it and I tore the phone from her hands, hunching over the screen like a teenager with something to hide.

      “Not every moment needs to be captured for social media, Eddy.” My annoyance with this whole hometown heroes nonsense, including the fake boyfriend bit, was growing ten fold by the day.

      “Pshaw,” she said, waving off my concern. “This is all for a good cause, Bo. Remember that.” Wearing a knowing expression, Eddy nodded and turned on her sneakers, walking out of my shop with enough swing in her hips to hurt someone.

      “That wasn’t strange or disturbing at all,” Jase said playfully and pulled me in for another hug. “How’s it going?”

      I shrugged and put some space between us. It was still weird having Jase touch me so freely, but it wasn’t necessarily a bad weird which only left me feeling more confused than ever. “It’s going. I heard the fire was a bad one.” The news had spread within fifteen minutes of Jase leaving my house and I sat up all night, waiting for word that the fire had been contained, the same way I did whenever Jase was out fighting fires.

      “The mill would be completely gone if not for its brick structure.” He shrugged like it was no big deal, but the building was massive and they’d been out there for hours. “Thankfully no one was inside.”

      I rested my hands on his shoulders until he turned those green eyes onto me and smiled. “No one was inside and no one was hurt, Jase. That’s a good thing.”

      He nodded and flashed a one sided grin that didn’t quite make it up to his eyes. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Words I never get tired of hearing.” A long silence settled between us and for the first time in more than a week, it was a comfortable sort of silence. The kind we had before the air changed around us and things got all weird.

      Jase smiled again and tucked a few loose strands of hair behind my ear. It was an affectionate gesture, an intimate one that sent a thread of longing through me that I couldn’t ignore. “Have dinner with me.”

      I frowned. “We have dinner together all the time,” I said in lieu of an answer.

      Jase rolled his eyes but that affectionate grin never fell or dimmed. “You know what I’m asking, Bo. Say yes to dinner.”

      I wasn’t a fan of his bossy tone but I was a huge fan of food, especially free food that was cooked by hands other than my own. “Yes. To dinner.” I ignored the relief and tried like hell to suppress the effects his wide, satisfied smile was having on me so I could point an admonishing finger at him. “Only to dinner.”

      Jase grinned and swooped in, pressing a quick kiss against my mouth. It wasn’t slow or sexy or anything like the others. It was short and almost perfunctory but damn if it didn’t have the same effect. “Everything but dinner is up for debate. Agreed.” With a wink, he backed away until it wasn’t just the counter between us, but also the front door and eventually, a good chunk of the town.

      What the hell did I just agree to?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jase

          

        

      

    

    
      “How long do you two plan to keep up this nonsense?” Nate sat my sofa with his big ass feet propped up on my coffee table, a beer in his hand and a scowl on his face.

      “What nonsense? If you had any friends you’d understand the concept of two friends helping each other out.” Though I could admit that lately my feelings towards Bo had become less friendly and more romantic, but I wouldn’t admit that to Nate. Not until I knew how Bo felt, anyway.

      He huffed out a laugh and took a long pull from his beer, gaze never leaving mine. “I have plenty of friends, thank you very much. But when I’m interested in a woman, I have enough balls to admit it. This whole thing is gonna blow up in your face, you know that right?”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Nate didn’t date, not in any way that the rest of us would consider dating. He didn’t trust women and he didn’t get serious about them. Ever. “Bo isn’t just some chick, you know.”

      He nodded, taking his time and considering his words for once. “I do know that and that’s why I’m sure this won’t end well. You’re into Bo and this whole fake dating thing is just a way in, right.” I didn’t confirm or deny it, but my brother’s smirk said he knew the truth. “Exactly. So even if she feels the same way you do, how is she supposed to know that this is supposed to be something more?”

      I opened my mouth to explain but nothing came out. Twice. Shit, I hated it when Nate made a point. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Obviously,” he snorted and finished off his beer.

      “She agreed to go on a date with me.” It was dinner but it was a dinner date. That was clear, right?

      Surprise flashed in his eyes. “Really? Does Bo know it’s a date, because she can be kind of obtuse about these things.” Nate Barked out a laugh and shook his head. “To be so hot, she’s clueless as hell, brother. You’ll have to take out a billboard or something just to make sure she knows you’re making a play for her. You are making a play, aren’t you?”

      “I plan to make her mine.” I just had to take my time. Bo was skittish as hell and she was almost as anti-relationship as Nate, which meant I had my work cut out for me.

      “Well, damn. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I had a feeling that I would need more than good luck. “Maybe I ought to get Elka to make me some kind of spell or talisman.”

      “Careful Jase or you might end up in a Freaky Friday situation.” Again, he burst out laughing and I wanted to punch him, but it was too damn funny.

      I picked up my bottle cap and placed it between my thumb and forefinger, snapping it his way and smiling when it smacked him in the middle of his forehead. “Just wait until it happens to you. I know I can’t wait.”

      Nate snarled at me, practically growled to go along with the dark look he shot my way. “You’ll be waiting until the end of time for that shit.”

      Because he was my brother and my friend, I couldn’t help but give him a hard time. “We’ll see. I wonder who the matchmakers are planning for you,” I said and scratched my chin thoughtfully. “Maybe I ought to get in on that action.”

      “Maybe you should shut your damn mouth before I shut it for you.”

      No matter what anyone told you, the best thing about having an older brother is pissing him off.
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      Since I agreed to go to dinner with Jase, and I refused to call it a date because that would just be weird, I figured it was the perfect time to find something new to wear. Not that I was trying to impress him, because I wasn’t, but it didn’t hurt for a woman to look nice once in a while. A plain little black dress would be just enough effort without looking like I was trying too hard.

      “Hey there, Bo. Looking for anything in particular?” Mikki’s deep southern drawl sounded behind me, yanking me from my thoughts like a fish on a hook.

      I turned slowly, preparing myself for the full on wattage that was Mikki. She was a sweet woman, beautiful and bubbly, but she specialized in things I couldn’t care less about. Like fashion. “I’m looking for something girly for a night out, but not too girly. No lace or silk and definitely no damn tulle.” I pointed a finger for emphasis but Mikki, of course, wasn’t bothered in the least.

      A small, sweet smiled spread across her face, that toothy white smile only highlighted her smooth pale skin. “You know what you don’t want, but do you have any idea what you do what for this night out?” Her question was bland, benign even, but I felt defensive.

      “A night out with a man,” I clarified for some odd damn reason. I blamed this damn store and all the girly confections dangling from every hanger, every rafter and every shelf in the whole damn place. It had my nerves on edge.

      “Jase?” I nodded as if it wasn’t obvious and she nodded for me to follow her around the store, which I did, until things started to get out of hand. “Come on sugar, I’ve got plenty of things that will look just great on you.” She grabbed my hand with her free one since the other warm was already loaded with about five different dresses.

      “You know I only have one body, don’t you?” Who needed this many dresses? Certainly not a woman who spent more time fishing and hiking than she did trolling bars or going on out dates.

      “I have been so hopin’ that you’d come in and let me dress you for something.” Her smile beamed bright as her gaze roamed over my body, slowly, studying every inch of me like I was some kind of science experiment. “That figure of yours is just incredible.”

      Not that it wasn’t nice to hear, it was, and my cheeks flushed as evidence. But a few alarms bells went off. “Are you hitting on me, Mikki?”

      She looked up from a rack of dresses in about a hundred different shades of purple, those swirling hazel eyes lit with amusement. “Oh honey, no. While you are as gorgeous as a deep delta sunset, you’re not exactly my type. I like my dates with a bit more hair on their chest. And face.” Now she faced me head on, circling me like a hawk. “But an athletic woman with lean, feminine curves, well she’s a dream to dress and you’re her.” Mikki clapped her hands like an excited teenager. “Let’s start with these.”

      Mikki’s start included leaving me alone in the dressing room with five dresses, as if I needed all these dresses, none of which were plain or black. “Seriously Mikki, this is too many. I hate shopping. Can’t you just get me something black and simple.” I avoided using the ‘p’ word in front of her because she acted like it was a dirty word.

      “Simple means plain and I don’t do blame, Bo. You need something more than an LBD tonight. Definitely something more.” She shook her head, thick brown hair falling like a curtain around her shoulders. “Try these two next.” One was a deep sapphire blue that was just a few shades lighter than my eyes and the other was the color of wine. They were different but equally gorgeous.

      But the wine colored dress was skimpy and silky. “This is a date, not a sleepover.” At least I didn’t think it was meant to be a sleepover. This was Jase, I mean sure we’d slept at each other’s houses before and even in the same bed a few times, but not naked. Not while I was wearing anything sexy.

      “Are they mutually exclusive?” Thick brown lashes fanned as she blinked, doing a bang up job pretending to be confused even as her lips curled into an amused grin. Her eyes went wide and round. “Oh. My. God. Is this the sex date for you two?” Even though the shop was mostly empty since it had just opened, making it the perfect time to get a little shopping done without any distractions, she still whispered.

      “Keep your voice down,” I said moments later, my earlier complain forgotten. “And no, it’s not a sex date. Just stop squealing, please.”

      Mikki’s grin was contagious and she practically vibrated with excitement. “I have just the thing.” She darted off, which was impressive considering the four inch heels she wore, and returned with more clothes. A light blue dress with no straps and barely any dress came in first, and then a green dress that matched Jase’s eyes, but it also happened to be more headband than dress. “Wear this lingerie with this dress and this with the other. Trust me.”

      That was a tall order but I just shrugged and accepted the pile of fabric, figuring it would be easier to try it all on rather than argue with Mikki. Still, I came here for help so I sucked in a deep breath and closed the curtain, determined to get through these last two dresses as quickly as possible. But the moment I stepped into the indigo dress with the simple spaghetti straps and low cut back, I couldn’t deny her fashion genius. It was one of those perfect dresses that made you look ten times better than the real you actually looked. “Is this dress magic or something because my boobs and ass don’t look this good. Ever.”

      Her laugh sounded right on the other side of the curtain and I knew what was coming. “Can I see?” Before I could form an answer or come up with an excuse, the heavy curtain slid back and Mikki was there, too close, studying me like I was spring finals senior year. “Oh that is the dress. Jase is gonna swallow his own tongue when he sees you,” she said on a soft giggle before she leaned in with a conspiratorial smile. “And then if you’re really lucky, he’ll swallow yours.” She winked and my laugh came out on a choked groan.

      “Jesus, Mikki.”

      “Too much? My mama always says I use fifteen inappropriate words when five regular words would be just fine.”

      “Sounds like a buzzkill,” I say before I could think better of it. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t sound sorry,” she said honestly. “But that’s all right. You aren’t wrong. Mama isn’t bad, she’s just set in her ways and those ways are from the fifties.” She grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me until I faced the mirror, a scowl marring her delicate features. “Unfortunately this cotton bra is all wrong for this dress. Put the dress back on with this underneath.” This was one of those black lace mini-corsets but this one had silky blue ribbon woven through it for a hypnotic pop of color. The matching panties were, let’s just say it was a stretch to call them actual panties.

      “Where’s the fabric that covers my ass?”

      Mikki rolled her eyes and grunted. “With that booty you should always wear a thong, honey.”

      “Not gonna happen. I like my cheeks covered just fine, thank you very much.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said and handed me a pair of boy cut panties in the same style and color.

      “Thanks.” Forty five minutes later, or maybe it was a millennia, everything was folded up with colorful tissue paper and placed inside equally colorful bags.

      “I’m happy to help, sugar. And if you want to do a post-date dissection over lunch, I am totally available.” Her voice went up at the end like it was a question and I recognized that look and that tone. It was half hopeful but still anticipating rejection. That look and the feeling that accompanied it, sucked. Big time.

      “How about just lunch with no date dissection?” Whatever happened tonight, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be ready to talk about it tomorrow. Or ever, maybe.

      “Oh, fine. Reese’s place? That girl cooks a mean barbecue,” she shook her head, sounding every bit the southern bell she was.

      “Sounds good. I’ll stop by and we can walk there together, all right?”

      Her smile bloomed this time and I grabbed my purchases and darted out of the shop before Mikki herded me back into the fitting room to try on more dresses. “Enjoy your evenin’ enough for the both of us.” She gave a knowing wink and waved, leaving my skin flushed and my stomach nervous as hell about my date tonight.

      With my best friend.

      Heaven help us.
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      “Uh, hey.” I opened the door at exactly 7:27 to find Jase standing on my doorstep wearing an unstoppable grin, and holding flowers. And candy. “Oh Turtles are my favorite!” I snatched the box of candies from his hand and stepped back to examine my loot. The sweet sticky caramel covering the pecans was enough to make my mouth water, but the fact that Jase had also gotten dark and milk chocolate was enough to turn those platonic butterflies into something a bit more erotic. “The flowers are great too. Thanks.” I took another step back and motioned for Jase to enter but he just stood there. Staring.

      Eventually I grew self-conscious and began to second guess this whole date idea. “What is it? Do I have a stain on my dress or something in my teeth?” It was impossible because I’d checked the damn mirror at least two dozen times while I got ready and three more times as I scrambled to open the door for him.

      “No, there is nothing wrong. Absolutely nothing at all.” Something in his tone made me look up at his face and the look he wore stole my breath. “You look fucking incredible, Bo. That dress really,” he smirked and shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this but that dress makes your eyes look crazy hot.”

      Crazy hot. That was a compliment, right? “Um, thanks?”

      A deep laugh erupted out of him. “Yeah, it’s a compliment.” Jase laughed again at the flush of pink that stole over me and twirled his index finger in a circle. “Come on, indulge me.”

      I can’t remember a time in my life when I had ever twirled in a dress for someone, but Jase’s playful smile made me want to, so I did. I mean, I felt silly as hell but I couldn’t deny it was a compliment that I felt all the way down to my bones. And other parts, because the dark look he wore as I turned in several circles, had my nipples going hard and fiery tingles skittering up and down my spine. It was heavy, like a caress. “Happy?” My tone was grumpier than it should have been, but he just grinned.

      “Extremely. I get to look at you all night.” Who was this charming man and what had he done with my best friend who never issued a compliment without masking it behind a joke?

      “With those sweet words you’d think you were gonna get lucky tonight.” I resisted the urge to smack both hands over my big mouth and motioned, once more, for Jase to enter.

      It was his turn to flush and try to hide it behind the big bouquet of multi-colored tulips, and I took advantage of the moment to study him. Jase was a good looking man, had been since he’d first starting showing signs of becoming a man at age fifteen but today, in jeans and a green and brown shirt that stretched across his chest like a lover, sprawled in post-coital bliss. His eyes glitter like emeralds, so bright and shiny and beautiful. “I don’t think I’ll have any complaints about the view tonight either.”

      His cheeks turned pink again and I laughed before turning to grab my shoes and the tiniest purse I’d ever seen, courtesy of Mikki, while Jase busied himself with…something. “I brought them in a vase ‘cause I wasn’t sure if you had one.”

      I didn’t and we both knew it. “Thanks. Ready?” I stood by the door, waiting. Expectantly. But Jase stood in the hall about five feet from me, staring. Again. “Eyes in your head playboy.”

      He snickered. “Oh they’re in my head, all right. You have no idea.” His tone said he was thinking about something he shouldn’t, but then again this was supposed to be a date which meant she should absolutely be thinking about doing dirty things to me. Right?

      “I might have some,” I said quietly as he handed me into the passenger seat of his SUV and watched him jog around the front, admiring his long wide frame. “So where are we going?”

      A slow grin spread from ear to ear as he slid a quick glance my way before turning back to focus on the road ahead. He still hadn’t answered my question but I knew by the way his lips quirked that he was trying to keep a secret. “I know you’re not a fan of being the center of attention,” he began, hands moving swiftly over the steering wheel as he navigated the long path that led from my cabin to the road into Tulip.

      “That would be a massive understatement.” I’d been the center of attention plenty growing up, thanks to dear old dad and his love of the bottle. I was thirteen the first time I’d gotten the call that he was too blasted to drive, as if there was anything I could do about it from the ranch. After that, I spent hours after school teaching myself to drive with the help of Jase. “I’ve had more than my fair share of the spotlight, thanks.”

      “I know and in that dress no one would ever be able to take their eyes off you. So I have something special planned.” His hand went to my knee when I froze at his words. “Stop worrying, you’ll like it. I promise.”

      I relaxed at his words because Jase was one of the few people I did trust, and turned my attention to the world outside. “I’ll withhold judgment until I see where we’re going.”

      He barked out a laugh, letting the steering wheel run through his fingertips swiftly and smoothly. “That’s one of the things I love about you, Bo, your ability to find a reason to mistrust everything.”

      “It’s not mistrust, just consider it a healthy dose of skepticism. That’s all. Besides, I’m not worried because if dinner sucks I have a big box of Turtles waiting for me at home.”

      “As if there’s even a remote chance this date will suck.” He emphasized the word as a not-so-subtle reminder that this wasn’t just two friends having dinner.

      As if I could ever forget that. “Why does this date need to be special?” Maybe this was something Jase did for all of his dates and I really shouldn’t get all worked up about it.

      Jase sighed and turned to those green eyes on me at a stop sign. “Why? Because I want to make sure you remembered this date, and so that you know I’m serious about what I said about us.”

      Us. There was that word again. Us. It was a loaded word that signified something like togetherness and that was a little too close to family. To partners. I didn’t have any of that. I had friends, sure, but my circle was small, tiny even. But the idea of me and Jase being an us did have a certain appeal because I trusted him. I liked him. Hell, he was one of the few people I gave a damn about. I loved.

      “We’re here.”

      Here, was Jase’s house. It was the same red and white duplex where he’d grown up, only now Jase occupied the first level and Nate the second. “You cooked?”

      He barked out a laugh. “I guess a trip to the emergency room would be memorable, but no. I like you too much to cook for you, Bo. Don’t move.”

      I snorted at that sort of compliment and order as Jase walked around the car to open my door. “Yeah right, you like me because there’s always food at my house.”

      He frowned and took my hand. “There’s always food at my house too, it just usually comes in fast food containers.”

      “I’m down with fast food,” I told him honestly and wrapped a hand around his bicep, letting him lead me up the wooden porch steps and into the dragon’s lair.

      I resisted the urge to kick off my shoes the moment my heels dug into the plush carpet in Jase’s living room and looked around, in awe. Jase had outdone himself, really going the extra mile to make tonight memorable and I couldn’t deny the thrill that shot through me at that knowledge. Another step forward and the formal dining area that separated the living room from the kitchen, came into view.

      “Oh, Jase.” There were candles all over the dining room and small, squat jars with flowers dotting the table and hutch. A deep red runner went down the length of the table which was piled high with food. Lots and lots of food. “Holy crap, Jase. This is amazing.”

      And a really great start to a first date.
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      Amazing. She said it was amazing and the date had just gotten started. To say I was feeling good would be an understatement, then again it might have something to do with that ridiculously sexy blue dress she had on. It hugged her curves, every last one of them, in a way that had my mouth watering like a fountain. “Thanks, I tried.”

      She turned to me, big blue eyes looking stunning lined with more makeup than I’d ever seen her wear, not that she needed it. “You did damn good, Jase. I’m impressed. So far.”

      I laughed because that was typical Bo, slow to show her emotions. But that was all right because I was persistent and the more I thought about me and Bo, together, the more right it felt. “Want to eat first or have drinks?”

      “Yes.” Hands clasped in front of her, Bo let her gaze fall on all the details I’d spent most of the day putting in place. The table was set for a romantic dinner for two, at least according to the internet, with ambient lighting, whatever the hell that was. “How’d you even know to do all this?” She was impressed, I could tell, but it was that bemused tone that forced a smile from me.

      “Pinterest,” I grunted and as expected, she doubled over in that killer blue dress and laughed her sweet little ass off.

      Eventually, after a few minutes, she pulled herself together only to start laughing again at my scowl. “Sorry but it’s funny. And sweet. Consider me suitably impressed.”

      That was damn good to hear so I took my chances and placed a hand on her lower back, just a little lower than the dress cut because I wasn’t sure that I could handle the feel of her smooth, warm skin right now. “Good, that’s just what I was going for. Have a seat and I’ll get us drinks.” Surprise flashed in her eyes when I pulled her chair out and motioned for her to sit. “Not that I’m complaining, but if we stand here and stare at each other all night, this delicious food will get cold.”

      As I knew she would, Bo dropped down on the chair and—sweet Jesus—crossed her legs. “Fine. Something cold, please.”

      Please? I took a big step back at the look in her eyes and the way she slicked her tongue over red lips, beating a quick exit to the kitchen. I needed to get my self under control before I said or did something to embarrass myself. Or worse, ruin my chances with Bo.

      The sound of Bo smacking her lips made me smile, and then she spoke. “Sure am gettin’ thirsty in here,” she called out, exaggerating. As always.

      I grabbed the bottle of top shelf whiskey, two tumblers and those weird frou-frou reusable ice cubes Bo had bought me for my birthday, along with a bunch of other girly stuff I pretended to hate but secretly found useful. “Can’t have you dying of thirst of my watch, can I? It’d be bad for business. And my reputation.”

      “Do you have a reputation for hydration I wasn’t aware of?” One thick brow arched suspiciously and she leaned back, folding her arms so all I could focus on was her cleavage. Bo wasn’t stacked but she had a little more than a handful and right now, those honeyed mounds were drawing my gaze like a magnet.

      “Are you kidding? I am known in three different counties for my ability to hydrate.”

      She laughed again and shook her head. “I’m not even sure what that means. And neither does my boobs.”

      Busted. I couldn’t even feel bad about it so I shrugged. “They are spectacular in that dress so don’t blame me for looking.” I took another look because, I’m a man and it was impossible not to.

      “Do you ogle all your dates?” There was no bite to her words so I shrugged and flashed a sensual smile, which she returned, albeit reluctantly.

      “When they look that sinful, I do. Is that a problem?”

      “Not for me,” she practically purred and took a sip of the whiskey, moaning with her eyes closed and head tilted back. Instantly my mind mingled that image with another one where she wore the same look only this time she was naked and stretched out on my bed, with me nestled between her thighs. “You know, Callahan, just because you don’t say the words doesn’t mean I can’t hear them.”

      Crap. Busted again and by the one woman who wouldn’t hesitate to call me out. “Let’s eat.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” She grinned and dug in, smiling as she uncovered each of her favorite dishes. “Jase, seriously? It’s a good thing you weren’t planning on getting lucky with mac & cheese, steak, fried chicken, potato salad and buttery asparagus.” The moan she let out at the first bite of chicken hit me straight in the cock and I was grateful the table was around to hide the effect that moan had on my body.

      “You mean you can’t get busy on a full stomach?” The truth was, gettin’ busy tonight with Bo was nowhere on the agenda, because we were friends. This couldn’t be a quick itch scratching, not when I needed it to be a seduction. But now that she brought it up, it was all I could think about.

      “Uh, not this full,” she laughed and grabbed some mac & cheese with a giddy grin. “Watch it, Callahan!” She smacked my hand playfully when I went in to take her plate.

      “Just checking.” She grinned and we ate, first in companionable silence but slowly as the food disappeared along with the whiskey, we both grew more comfortable with the new turn of our relationship. I hoped so, anyway.

      “Dinner was excellent, Jase, and the company wasn’t half bad either.”

      “Not half bad? High praise coming from you.” It was no secret Bo didn’t dish out compliments to make you feel better or unnecessarily, but when you got one from her, you knew you’d earned it. And that, felt like a big damn accomplishment.

      “What’s next, a nightcap on the sofa maybe?” She was teasing but I wonder what she would say if that was next. “Staring at the stars from the back of Nate’s truck?”

      “Nah, the view is much better from your place. Besides, I’m enjoying the view nicely from here.” No star could compare to her tonight but if I told her so, she’d brush it off as cheesy.

      “I guess I do look a lot different, huh?” That hint of vulnerability and self-consciousness was enough to tug at my heart and I put a hand over hers.

      “Bo you always look beautiful, but the fact that you tried, for me, makes you even more gorgeous in my eyes. That’s all.”

      Her shoulders relaxed and a small smile curved her lips. “Thanks. Keep that up and you just might get lucky after all.”

      I’m pretty sure my head exploded after that.
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      It was the middle of the morning and just like it had been since I woke up with the sun, my mind kept replaying the end of my date with Jase. Dinner was heavenly. Okay, it was beyond heavenly and the fact that he’d put together all of my favorite foods instead of trying to impress me with something fancy or unpronounceable worked in his favor.

      And the whiskey, smooth ages Texas silk, definitely helped. Hell, it was the only explanation for what happened when he dropped me off at home and walked me to my door.

      “Thanks for tonight, Jase. I had a really good time.” It was more than a good time, it was probably the best time we’d had together in recent years which said a lot and I wondered if it was simply because of the flirting and innuendo or who we were to one another.

      His lips spread wide, from ear to ear, as he leaned against the door frame casually as if he had nowhere pressing to be. Green eyes glittered under the yellow illumination of my motion sensor lights and then he licked his lips. He. Licked. His. Lips. “I do too, but I’m glad you did. Relieved too.”

      I could see the relief all over him. It was in the way he carried his shoulders, a little less rigid and stiff now that I had said the words to him. Seeing that it mattered to him so much made me relax and gave me a boldness I reserved for things other than men and sex. But now I felt bold and brave as I crossed my arms and smiled. “Want to come in for a nightcap?”

      His expression went from surprise to sultry in about three seconds. “I thought you’d never ask.” He pushed off the frame and stepped inside, giving me barely a second to get out of his way or get plowed over. Then again, maybe getting plowed over was what I wanted.

      “If you say something dark and ice cold I will hurt you. I promise.”

      Jase chuckled and flung an arm around my shoulder the same way he always did, only this time my heart fluttered to a stop and then started back up in double time. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I’d like something strong and hot, just like you.” He whispered the words in my ear, probably knowing the effect it would have on me, even though I tried to suppress it.

      “Hot? Me? This is the first I’m hearing of this alleged hotness.” I knew what I looked like and it was more or less average. My thick brown hair was impossible to tame and my blue eyes were just…blue. I kept in shape but I’d never look as put together as Mikki or Elka. Or Penny.

      “I would’ve told you sooner but I was worried you’d skin me alive, or damage the family jewels.”

      “Jewels? Thinking mighty highly of yourself, Callahan.” He burst out laughing but his step never faltered as he followed me into the kitchen where I found a bottle of bourbon.

      “You won’t be saying that once you’ve gotten a glimpse of the magic show.” His eyes danced with amusement and I couldn’t help but laugh even as I hoped it didn’t ruin the moment because it was most certainly a moment.

      “Magic show? Now that’s just asking for a big letdown.” I smacked my lips playfully and nodded for Jase to grab the tumblers, before kicking off my shoes and stepping out onto the balcony.

      He came out behind me and set the glasses down beside the big bottle with the red wax and then he took the spot right behind me, bracketing me between his arms. “It’s so peaceful out here.” His warm breath fanned my neck and I shivered.

      “It’s part of what I love most about it.” That much was true though at the moment all I could do was feel, his chest pressed against my back, the way his arms brushed against my bare ones and the feel of his denim against my legs. I turned in his arms and looked up at his handsome face. “Although this is quickly coming in second.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded and smiled, feeling bold when I pressed up on my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his. The kiss was short, just a tentative pressing of lips to see if all the other kisses were anomalies. Just aberrations that meant nothing beyond a little spark of chemistry. “Yeah,” I said breathlessly.

      Jase grinned again and pressed his body against mine, recapturing my mouth in a kiss that was hotter and hungrier than any kiss I’d ever participated in my whole life. His lips, smooth and firm, moved against mine with skill and intensity, his big slightly roughened hands slid up my hips and waist before they tangled in my hair with a groan. “Bo,” he moaned and slipped inside my mouth when I sighed.

      The kiss went on and on, right there on my back deck, until Jase lifted me in the air and settled both of us on my favorite lounger. “Oh!” I straddled his hips and felt just how much of an effect I was having on him and I reveled in it, adding a little grind as I took control of the kiss. I felt like I was a little bit crazy, just a hint of madness propelled me forward. It was the only reason to explain why I attacked him, no devoured him the way I had.

      It was also why I needed a long cold shower in addition to a nice long session with my vibrator.

      “Bo, you’re just the person I was looking for!” Janey stomped into the store like she was being chased.

      I blinked away the lingering memories of Jase and that fiery kiss and turned to the whirlwind I was pretty sure was about to wreak havoc on my life. Again. “Then Bo’s General Store is the absolute right place to be.” I flashed a sarcastic smile that she shook off with a shrug.

      “I need a favor.” Her big green eyes flashed in earnest and I knew I was in for trouble. “A teensy little favor.”

      I let out a loud sigh and pushed away from the counter. “Lay it on me and then I’ll decide.”

      “I want to use your property. Just a small patch of it but I’m not sure where yet, until you agree.” Arms folded, she grinned and shook her head. “So what do you say?”

      “Why, when and for how long?” Janey had a tendency to go big when it wasn’t necessary so I learned to ask all the pertinent questions before I gave an answer.

      “You may have heard of this little calendar I’m doing for the Hometown Heroes? It’s to help repair the Tulip’s Tribute, is it ringing any bells?” I nodded and she exhaled deeply. “I’m not sure when because I need to check with Jase, who I want to photograph. On your property.”

      It wasn’t a big ask, not really, and I had no real reason to say no, but Janey took my silence as refusal and pressed on, always determined.

      “I’m thinking that we’ll have Jase in his turnout pants, nothing but his turnout pants and surrounded by all that wild brush on your land. What do you think?”

      I think that my panties are already damp from thinking about how hot that photo’s gonna look taped somewhere discreetly in my bedroom. “I think that you’re enjoying turning our guys into sex objects.”

      She giggled. “It’s more fun than I thought it would be, plus turnabout is fair play, right?”

      “Yeah, sure. Let me know when so I don’t accidentally shoot you, and if it turns into a big production, everybody goes.”

      “I’d expect nothing less, Bo. Thanks.” With a salute and a wide grin, Janey left me to my thoughts and once again, they were all about Jase.

      Damn distracting man.
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      “Did you miss me?” Bo spun around and glared at me before she pulled back and punched me in the gut.

      “Stop sneaking up on me like that, Callahan!”

      I could only grin because of course Bo wouldn’t let a little thing like the hottest kiss I’d ever had stand in the way of putting me in my place. “I called your name like four times. Maybe stop daydreaming in the middle of the day. What if I’d been a burglar?”

      She raised up her Bo’s General t-shirt and flashed the gun she kept pinned to her side when she worked the store, which made me feel a hell of a lot better about her working late nights on the weekends when tourists roamed the streets in droves. Too bad my mind wasn’t focused on the Smith & Wesson at her hip, but on the smooth tan skin of her flat stomach and the sexy little belly button I couldn’t wait to dip my tongue into. “If you were a burglar you’d have a serious case of lead poisoning right now.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever been more attracted to you than I am right now.” Watching Bo stammer over her words, unsure what to say to that was more amusing that it should’ve been but Bo was always most attractive when she was out of her element.

      “Because I threatened you?” She shook her head. “You’re out of your damn mind, Jase. But thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me for telling the truth, babe. So, did you miss me?”

      “Maybe. What do I get if I say yes?”

      That was exactly the answer I was hoping for and I put my hand to her waist and pulled her in close. “What do you want?” I didn’t have enough patience to wait for an answer and as soon as she opened her mouth, mine was there ready to devour her. Bo tasted like mint and coffee and some chocolate she’d probably snuck when she thought no one was watching, as if anyone would dare say anything to her about her not-so-secret chocolate addiction.

      The kiss went on and on and on, right there in the back storage room of the general store, like a pair of horny ass teenagers. She tasted like heaven and summer time and Texas all in one big bite and I couldn’t get enough, didn’t think I would ever get enough of her. But the bell in front would not or could not be ignored.

      Bo groaned and pulled back. “Customers await.” At least she sounded disappointed about it. “Did you just come here for a make out session?”

      “Would you judge me if I said yes?” Her lips twitched but to Bo’s credit she never let the smile break free.

      “Only a little and not to your face, if that helps.” This time she did laugh and I didn’t mind one bit, especially when she put her hands on my shoulders and leaned in for another kiss. Her lips were soft and insistent and the friction was so damn delicious my hands slid down her back and cupped her ass.

      Bo moaned into my mouth and I was a second away from taking her right there in the General Store, up against the wall. But that damn bell rang. Again. “You gotta go,” I said with a grunt.

      “I gotta go,” she agreed and leaned in for another kiss before she took a step back and licked her lips.

      “You better go now, while you still can.”

      To her credit, she took another step away from me and closer to the two, maybe three customers milling around out front. “Then consider me going. Is that truly all you came by for?”

      “Maybe. Is there something else you want, Bo?” My shoulders fell in disappointment when a long moment passed and she didn’t answer and dread settled when she turned and walked away, even as I enjoyed the view of her legs and ass in a pair of jeans.

      She wasn’t ready to admit anything yet, but her kisses didn’t lie. Neither did the heat that flared in her eyes when she looked at me or the way she licked her lips after our kisses like she needed one more taste. Bo was skittish as hell so I had to be careful, and I would be.

      But if I waited for her, I’d be waiting forever.

      After taking a few minutes to get my mind—and body—under control, I squared my shoulders and prepared to run into any number of locals, all of whom would either comment on my relationship with Bo or worse, try to trip me up until I admitted it was all fake. That wasn’t gonna happen so I prepared myself but I should have prepared myself for the impact of seeing Bo again.

      She was behind the counter wearing her bland customer smile while she bagged up some bait and snacks for a pair of old-timers in fishing hats. One of them cracked a joke and her smile transformed, stunning both men. “Sweetheart say the word and I’ll move here and marry you now.”

      Bo laughed and shook her head. “I don’t think I could handle your sass, Jerry, but if I don’t get any better offers I might take you up on it.”

      Both men bellowed at her words, the guy who wasn’t Jerry shoving an elbow into Jerry’s side. “Better go get that pacemaker checked out before the end of the day.”

      “Bring back an impressive amount of fish and then we’ll talk. And remember to reapply that sunscreen in a few hours,” she told them with an admonishing finger wave.

      “Yes ma’am.” They were off, still laughing over the conversation while Bo took care of the next customer just as three more entered, which meant I wouldn’t get anymore of her time any time soon.

      “Hey, Jase,” she called out just as I reached the door and turned to see her smiling, eyes full of mischief.

      “Yeah?”

      Her lips curled into a grin. “Dinner tonight at my place?”

      Maybe she was ready after all. “Sounds good. I’ll bring the booze.”

      “And dessert,” she called after me and I didn’t even need to look back to see the smile I heard in her voice.
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      Mikki rushed out of Pretty Feathers, looking like a proper southern belle in her yellow strapless dress with matching wedge shoes, long brown waves falling around her shoulders as pretty as a picture. “Sorry I’m late, again. I swear I feel like I’ve been runnin’ around like a chicken with her head cut off!” She shook her head, talking more to herself than to me as she locked up the shop and fell into step beside me.

      “Why? Your shop seems like a well oiled machine.” Despite being put together as she always was, there was an undertone of harriedness about her.

      She blew out a short breath that sent a strand of hair flying in the air. “Oh, the shop is fine. Mostly. I had to run to Mississippi for the weekend to handle a few things and, well let’s just say that family gatherings aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Is that why you wanted to reschedule lunch, family stuff?” She nodded and looked everywhere on the street but at me. “Is everything all right?”

      She shrugged as we rounded the corner and the scent of Reese’s barbecue hit us both. “As all right as it’s ever gonna be between us, know what I mean?”

      I knew what she meant more than I even wanted to say but Mikki was a nice woman and it seemed like she needed to talk, plus it would get me out of talking about me and Jase, which I wasn’t ready to do just yet. “Unfortunately, I don’t know what you mean, Mikki.” I pulled the door open and the low hum of chatter came along with the scent of garlic and maple and smoked meat. My favorites. We found a booth near the back, away from the lunch rush.

      “You and your family are close?”

      “I have no family,” I told her simply and waved off any sympathy before she could offer it. “My mama split when I was about ten so it was just me and my daddy, BoJack. Oh and the bottle he couldn’t seem to put down. Ever. In fact it was still clutched in his hand when the police found him wrapped around a telephone pole.”

      Mikki gasped and brought a hand to her chest. “My goodness, Bo, I’m sorry to hear that. Here I am going on and on when you’ve got your own stuff.”

      “No, I don’t, actually. But that doesn’t mean you can’t talk about your family stuff, sounds complicated and messy.” Two major reasons I shied away from more connections, but hell, there was some fire in Mikki I appreciated. Respected. “So?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing major, just the first family gathering with my ex who is now my brother-in-law. I’m the bad guy because I want nothing to do with my sister or her new husband. The usual.”

      Hell. “What say we add a little bit of booze to this lunch? Sounds like we could both use it.”

      At those words, her hazel eyes lit excitedly. “Oh yeah? Tell me more.”

      I groaned just as Reese stopped by in her barbecue sauce stained apron. “Why did I open my big mouth?”

      Mikki laughed and Reese did too, bumping my hip to get me to scoot over. “Open your big mouth about what? That holy hot embrace between you and Jase?”

      “Wait, what?” How in the hell did anyone see that from the back of the store.

      “See for yourself.”

      I did just that, whipping out my phone and tapping the app I looked at more this year than I had in the past five years. And sure enough, there it was. A covertly snapped photo of Jase with his arms around my waist and my hands on his shoulders. It was a second before I kissed him and holy hell, we look like two people madly in love. And deep in lust. “Shit.”

      “Oh, lemme see!” Mikki snatched my phone and moved her fingers over the screen to zoom in. “Hot damn, y’all are smokin’ ass hot. Did that lingerie do the trick?”

      I shook my head discreetly but it was useless. “Lingerie,” Reese asked and Mikki opened her mouth to explain but I shut that down. Quickly.

      “We’re day drinking, let’s just leave it at that.”

      “Fine.” Reese stood and folded her arms to let me know she wasn’t pleased with me. “I’ll bring some of my JD ribs with some extra Jack in it, yeah?”

      “Sure. And as soon as I find which of those old ladies took that photo, I’ll need you to figure out how to sneak ribs and booze into prison for me.” Reese and Mikki both laughed like it was all some big joke, but I was deadly serious.

      “So the lingerie didn’t work?” Mikki sounded so disappointed that I almost felt bad for her until I remembered that kiss on my deck and the size of that erection pressed between my legs.

      “It’s not that, Mikki. I wore it but…we haven’t slept together. Yet.” That felt important to add because with every kiss and every passing day it felt more like an inevitability than a question.

      “But that photo,” she said in disbelief.

      “I know.”

      “But you haven’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “I applaud your restraint, honey, because I’m not sure I could kick that man out of bed. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s complicated. We’re friends. Best friends.” Going there would change things and I couldn’t be sure Jase wouldn’t leave. Everyone else I’d ever given a damn about had so what would make him any different?

      “I get that, but Bo how will you know if this thing is worth risking everything for if you haven’t done, well, everything?”

      “You make a lot of sense, Mikki.” She didn’t let my grumpy words get to her, instead she laughed. “Stop it.”

      A waiter interrupted us with drinks and complimentary biscuits which we both eagerly dove into. And then Mikki paused and pointed her biscuit at me. “I’ve been thinking. What you need is a seduction plan.”

      “I’m a woman Mikki, all I need to do is strip down in order to seduce.” Lingerie was a pretty frilly indulgence, but completely unnecessary where the other gender was concerned. Men were easy, visual creatures. Give them something nice to look at and you could do have pretty much whatever you wanted.

      “That’s true, but you want an unforgettable seduction and for that you need sexy lingerie. And I have just the thing!”

      I was scared. Terrified really, but deep down I was also intrigued. “Have you forgotten you already stuffed three lacy things into my last purchase?”

      Mikki grinned and rested her chin in her hands. “Oh Bo, don’t you know you can never have too much lingerie?”

      I groaned and hit my head on the table. “You know, Mikki, I was just starting to like you. Now I’m beginning to rethink this friendship.”

      Mikki response was another laugh.
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      Standing on Bo’s doorstep waiting for her to answer the door was the most nerve wracking experience of my entire life. My heart raced and there was a thin sheen of sweat coating my skin that I might be able to blame on the Texas humidity, but I wouldn’t dare, not when the night sky was perfect for romance. And other things.

      I could hear her feet on the hard wood floors, gracefully athletic and probably skidding around on socks in her hurry to open the door. Just because I could, I rang the bell again. And knocked. “Hold your damn horses,” she grunted even as she yanked open the door. Looking annoyed as hell.

      Her face was annoyed but the rest of her was looking fine as hell. So fine, I let out a low whistle that sent a sexy pink blush staining her chest, neck and face. “Bo, you’re looking mighty fine this evening.”

      “Yeah, you think so?” Oh, this was a flirty version of Bo, one I didn’t get to see too often but I always loved when she showed up. “Thanks.” Her gaze slid down her body and then back to mine, but I was still too busy studying her curves to notice.

      She wore shorts like nobody’s business but tonight she wore a little denim dress that hit her at mid-thigh, showing off miles of tanned and toned legs. The top was extra feminine with the heart-shaped neckline that drew the gaze to her cleavage. “Any chance I can get another twirl?”

      Her arched eyebrows said there was no way in hell I’d get her to do that tonight but I shrugged. “Not unless that’s all you want tonight.”

      Damn, point taken. “It was worth a shot.”

      She shook her head and gave me the eyeroll I was expecting since she opened the door and nodded for me to follow her inside. “It was. Feel like a drink?”

      “In a minute,” I told her, my gaze glued to her round denim covered ass while I used my height advantage to close the distance between us. “But first, how about a proper hello?”

      “Proper?” She frowned. “I don’t do proper, I thought you knew that.”

      “So damn sassy,” I told her and then pulled her in for a proper hello in the form of a kiss so hot and tantalizing that my eyes would’ve crossed if they weren’t closed. I was too hungry for her to pull back just yet so I speared my fingers through her hair and tilted her head back, reveling in the way she purred deep in her throat. The sound ricocheted through me and bounced off the walls around us, pushing us closer.

      One of Bo’s hands curled around my shirt and pulled me closer as she leaned against me. Smiled against my mouth. Then, she pulled back with a sexy, sleepy smile. “Let’s get inside before a video of all this appears on social media before the night is over.”

      “Saw that, did you?”

      “Hard to miss when someone stops you every ten feet to make sure you’ve seen it.” Bo sounded annoyed but she still pulled me inside and kicked the door shut behind us. “Damn nosy ass matchmakers.” I let her tug me down the hall and into the spacious kitchen where music played and a bottle of scotch sat on the table, right in the middle of two place settings.

      “Wow, you went all out. For little ol’ me?” I batted my lashes and she threw me a look that said she wasn’t amused.

      “Not for you. For us.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I liked it a whole hell of a lot. Too much, if the truth be told. “I don’t know what smells better, you or the food.”

      She laughed. “Not sure if that’s a compliment or not so I can’t be sure if I’ll drop your food on the floor. Or not.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Probably not, but only because I actually cooked this food and it took time. Lots of time.”

      “And I appreciate it, Bo. So damn much. My only wish was that you had on nothing but a sexy little apron so I could watch you cook.”

      “You’d really want to see that?” Her dark brows dipped in confusion as if she couldn’t imagine such a thing.

      “Hell yeah. Is there a chance for that?”

      Bo shrugged and flashed a sultry smile over her shoulder. “Maybe. For breakfast.”

      And just like that, a good ounce of scotch went flying across the table and both place settings. “Don’t tease me, Bo.” Just the idea of having breakfast with Bo and what it meant for tonight, and for us, had my cock stirring behind my zipper.

      “Who’s teasing? The night is still young, after all Callahan.”

      I didn’t know what to do with that. Well there was one thing in particular I wanted to do, which was get started on our first sleepover, but I had to let Bo take the lead on that. Didn’t I? “You’re teasing me.”

      “Maybe a little, but you make it so fun.” Using her hip, she closed the oven door and set a giant casserole dish on a cooling pad with a heavy sigh. “Hungry?”

      “You have no idea,” I told her with a smile.

      “I might have some idea, Jase. But you can give me some details, just to make sure we’re on the same page.” Then, as if she hadn’t just thrown down the gauntlet, Bo picked up a big wooden bowl and brought it to the table before turning back with extra swing in her hips.

      “Since when do you eat salad?”

      Bo shrugged, drawing my attention to the curve of her shoulders and the graceful way she moved without even trying. “Since I made this heavy meal that contains about a bottle of wine. Maybe a bottle and a half. Since when do you have a problem with salad?”

      “I don’t, just wanted to make sure you weren’t losing your famous appetite.”

      “Never,” she assured me and then brought the big steaming blue dish to the stove. “And here’s my very own Texas coq au vin just to prove my point.”

      I stood and walked around the table to pull out Bo’s chair because I was a damn gentleman. “Smells good. You know, Bo, some people might think that all this effort means you really like me.”

      “Of course I like you, Jase. You think I’d wear a thong for anyone?”

      I choked on my scotch and Bo laughed, flipping the lid off the casserole dish and letting the sweet smell of chicken and wine fill the air. I raised my glass in the air with a playful grin. “Here’s to hoping I get a glimpse of that thong before the night is over.”
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      “What is a solstice, anyway?” Jase turned to me with that little crinkle between his thick black brows, asking another inane question. He wouldn’t stop talking. No, not talking. Chattering. Jase was chattering. “Do you know? Does anyone know?”

      After spending ten full minutes talking, in excruciating detail, about how much he liked dinner, loved dinner, I was sure he would get around to making a move. I was wrong. But then we talked about the upcoming football preseason for another ten minutes and I thought maybe now I’d been imagining the hot looks and skin scorching kisses. Sadly it took another fifteen minutes of this odd trivia game he insisted on playing to the point of being annoying.

      Really. Damn. Annoying.

      “It’s the longest day of the year, when we get the most daylight because the sun is at its highest point.” That seemed to stop his chattering.

      For a moment, anyway. “How did you know that? You looked it up, didn’t you? I remember you always did that in school and then pretend as if you always knew it.” He was being a gentleman and I appreciated it. Really, I did. There weren’t enough gentleman in the world, not even down here in the land of the cowboy.

      But more than him being a gentleman, I had a wildly feminine appreciation for the look in  his eyes, knowing I’d made a good decision with the denim dress Mikki had convinced me to buy. I un-crossed my legs and crossed them again, feeling goosebumps nearly jump off my skin at the way his green eyes glazed over. “Jase, shut up.”

      He blinked, using every ounce of willpower he had to yank his gaze from my legs. Eventually he made it to my face, and my panties were only completely damp by the time our gazes collided. “What?”

      “You’re talking too damn much,” I told him and stood, walking a couple feet forward before I turned to him and crossed my arms. Damn but he really was a good looking man. All boy next door innocence with the body only a sinful mind could conjure up.

      “Talking too much? You can’t be serious.”

      Oh I was as serious as a heart attack, and as much as I appreciated what he was trying to do, I was over it. My body was on fire and all it wanted was Jase. “Talking time is over,” I told him and slid onto his lap, flinging my arms over his shoulders until the ridge of his arousal was pressed to the damp heat between my legs. “Yes. So. Over.” Then my mouth was on his, devouring him like I hadn’t eaten for a thousand days, enjoying the taste of the chocolate cake and dark beer we pretended to eat for dessert. We were both too nervous, too distracted thinking about exactly what we were doing now.

      Jase’s hands went to my ass and he let out a low, purely masculine growl that sent shivers through me. Which, of course, made him laugh. He kneaded and squeezed my ass, pulling my down so he could feel how hot and how wet I was for him, even through his pants. “Fuck, Bo. Are you sure?”

      “I’ll let you know when I’m not sure.” I flashed a smile and turned my attention to thick vein that ran down the right side of his throat, licking it slowly enough that I could feel the pulse pumping there. Letting my teeth sink into that slightly salty, sandalwood scented strip of flesh, he rewarded me with another growl.

      “Bo.” That was it, just my name. It was low and gravelly, like he was holding himself back because he wanted me too much. Me.

      I licked that strip of skin again and again, and each time he rewarded me with a rumbly growl and a tightening of his grip. “Jase. I want this. I want you.” I pulled back and looked him in his eyes so he could see I meant what I said.

      “Thank fuck,” he growled one final time before capturing my mouth in a kiss that stole my breath and sent a river of lava flowing through my veins. He lifted me up and laid me across the sofa, kneeling between my thighs so he could look down on me, look through me. “This dress had me hard all through dinner.”

      “And I thought it was my cooking.”

      He laughed and traced his fingertips up and down the inside of my thighs. “That helped, but it wasn’t dinner that had me wondering what was under this damn dress.” He pushed my thighs apart with a little bit of force that shouldn’t have made me clench with need, but it did. “Green silk.”

      “Same color as your eyes,” I told him and I was rewarded with another of those lazy cock-eyed smiles and the hungriest stare I’d ever been on the other side of.

      “Stop talking, Bo.”

      I frowned. “Don’t think that just becau-…oh!” His wide shoulders pushed my legs apart and he put his mouth right where I needed him. Using the friction of the silk to help drive me crazy, Jase sucked me and the fabric, hard and intense until he pulled an orgasm from me. “Wow. Okay. No more talking.”

      He laughed and looked up at me, face shiny from just how turned on I was by all of this. By him. “As long as its things like ‘oh Jase. Yes Jase.’ Then we’re good.”

      I wanted to call him a jerk, to tell him to shut his face hole, but then he yanked those green panties off and shoved my dress up even higher, pushing my legs so far apart I almost felt self-conscious. Almost. But the feel of his soft lips, his little bit of stubble that had already come back even though he probably shaved a few hours ago, the feel of that friction on my skin was too much. It was everything. It was better than I imagined in the few weak moments when I allowed myself to think about it. “Oh, Jase.” Dammit, that’s exactly what he wanted me to say.

      He chuckled and the vibrations sent my legs tightening around his head, my hips bucked up against him and Jase did it again. He moaned as he licked me, sucked me, flicked my clit with his tongue until I was wrapped around him like a spider monkey, unable to get away from the source of such intense pleasure.

      “Fuck, Jase! Yes!” I was beyond caring about anything except the orgasm that was barreling down on my with the force of an avalanche. I didn’t even care that it was Jase, my best friend, to get me two orgasms faster than I’d ever been able to have one with a partner. I let go and let the pleasure flow over me, tangling my fingers in his thick black hair while I ground out the last of my pleasure. “Okay, that was fantastic. You can brag about it.”

      “I’ll start bragging as soon as the sound of you screaming my name while you fuck my face wears off. So in about ten thousand years,” he said and punctuated his words with a smacking kiss right to my clit. “And it’ll probably take twice that long before I forget the way you taste.”

      “Feel free to come back anytime for another taste.” Speaking of taste, my gaze flicked down to the bulge behind his zipper and Jase stood.

      “You stay there. If you touch me now, this will be over too soon.” I wanted to test that theory, badly, but not as bad as I wanted to feel Jase thrusting into me, to feel that connected with the person who mattered most to me.

      “That sounds kind of hot, actually.” I reached for him and took a step back. “I’ll just help you undress. Promise.” I hooked my pinky in the air and his gaze narrowed before he stepped forward.

      “If you break that promise, I will torture you.”

      That didn’t sound so bad so I took my time, peeling his clothes from his body and making sure my hands danced over every inch of skin I revealed. His cock jutted out, big and thick and beautiful. One little bead glistening at the head and I reached out and swiped my tongue to clean it up.

      “Bo.”

      “You were undressed,” I argued when he gripped one of my thighs and pulled me closer, erotic intent clear in his green eyes.

      “You. Are. Bad.” He grinned as he began torturing me, running the blunt head of his cock all around where I was wet and pulsing for him but not slipping inside. “So bad,” he said again, his voice straining under the pressure of trying to resist what we both wanted.

      “You think so?” I reached between us and wrapped a hand around his cock, it was warm and silky and hard. And then he was sinking inside of me, growling at my surprise move.

      “Now I know so.” His jaw was clenched so tight I thought he might crack a tooth. His arms vibrated and I lifted my legs and tilted my hips, taking as much of him as gravity would give me, then helping it along with my heels. “Oh, fuck. Bo.”

      “I’m right here, Jase. Waiting for you to give me what we both need. Please, Jase. Make me come.” I wrapped my legs around his waist, urging him on and finally, the boy next door disappeared and the big sexy firefighter appeared, taking over and taking me just how I needed. Just how I imagined it would be. Hard and fast and so raw that it brought genuine tears to my eyes.

      He thrust hard and deep, an intensity in his eyes that reached right into my chest and squeezed a fist around my heart. I’d give anything for that look to be real, well to be real and lasting. Because no matter how good it was, as orgasm number three started to bead my skin with sweat, it was only temporary. “Oh fuck, Bo.”

      It was a warning that was completely unnecessary because my body seized and clenched around him. “Jase!” His name fell from my lips over and over, in every pitch and tone imaginable until my body was completely and totally spent. “Damn, Jase.”

      He didn’t hear me, his body was in the blackout stage of orgasm where he could hear or see nothing but the bursts of pleasure as they shot out of his body, bunching his muscles and twisting his eyes shut as hot bursts of pleasure filled my body. Then he collapsed on top of me, dotting my neck and collarbone with kisses. “Holy fuck, Bo. Holy. Fuck.”

      That was pretty much how I felt in that moment. Holy fuck and scared as hell because the best sex of my life, sex so good it made me cry, had just happened with the man who was my only real family. At least when I mess up, I mess up big. Must be a family trait.

      “I accept that in the spirit in which it was given.”

      He laughed and sucked oxygen into his lungs before he rolled off the sofa and brought me down on top of him. “Take it as the highest form of compliment because I’m still not sure my brain is working.”

      “No kidding.” My mind and heart were in the middle of a great big ol’ disconnect and my body had taken advantage of the lack of leadership, pushing me up to straddle Jase’s hips. “Does that mean you’re not up for round two?” I flashed a fake pout and stood, shimmying out of my dress and the green bra, tossing it to him before I turned to walk away.

      Before panic could set in, the sound of Jase’s bare footsteps behind me, had me smiling. And running up the stairs and to my bedroom.

      For round two.

      With Jase!
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      “So you and Bo are an official thing now, or what?” That was what passed for a concerned inquiry in Nate’s world and I learned a long time ago not to take it personally. The fact that he was asking meant he gave a damn.

      I just wish I had a more definitive answer to give. “Hell if I know.” It didn’t inspire much confidence, but it was all I had. Since the most amazing night of sex  of my life, and with my closest friend in the world, we had been pretty inseparable. It felt like we were together. We had dinner together every night for the past week, she’d even brought up a meal for the whole station just to get a few minutes alone with me. We spent the day hiking up one of the most difficult trails in the area and I hated almost every minute of it, at least until she pulled me into a cave, lit a small fire and rocked my whole damn world. “I’d say yes.” It was the best I could come up with.

      “But Bo would say different?” Nate arched a thick bushy red brow and shook his head. “She is a tough nut to crack, that’s for sure. She’s tough as hell without a doubt, but when it comes to relationships, the girl is running scared.”

      I shook my head, ready to defend Bo against his well meaning accusations, but the look on Nate’s face said not to bother.

      “Think about it, little brother. She’s good looking and fit as hell, but she doesn’t date. Not locally. Why? I’ll tell you why, her parents screwed her up royally. They all left and she wouldn’t know what a normal relationship looked like if it bit her in the ass.”

      “You’re wrong about that. We have an excellent relationship.” In my opinion it had only gotten better.

      Nate snorted out a derisive laugh. “You two are normal in that you’ve been sniffing around each other since high school, both of you too oblivious to the other’s feelings that it took a damn kissing booth to make you see what the rest of us have known for years.”

      His words registered and I frowned. “You’ve been talking about us?”

      “Not me. The town. Been taking bets since you came back to Tulip. Pot’s pretty huge right now,” he said, gears turning in his head and a mischievous smile on his face.

      “You think Bo and I are doomed?” It was disheartening but I wouldn’t let it distract me because I disagreed.

      “Hell no. Your friendship is strong enough that I imagine sex will only make it better. You two are as perfect for each other as two people can be so your odds are better than good.” That was about as positive as Nate got and I couldn’t blame him. Our real dad split before I could commit his face to memory but Nate remembered him. And what his leaving did to our mom. “I also think you might wanna talk between naked sessions.”

      “But our naked sessions are so much fun,” I said in a sing-song voice that made him smile. It also happened to be the truth. Bo was fit and flexible, willing to try just about anything and giving as hell. So, so giving.”

      “But she’s your best friend too, or so you keep saying.”

      Dammit. He was right. Again. “All right, I’ll talk to her.”

      Later that night after Bo and I caught a few fish to fry, Nate’s words came back to me and I decided it was now or never. “We never talked about it, but when was your last relationship?” It was something we hardly ever talked about, which now seemed kind of strange.

      “Why would we talk about it? No one serious. I’m not really a relationship kind of girl,” she said without turning but I noticed she cleaned with fish with a bit more force than necessary. “Where is this coming from?”

      “I’m just curious, Bo. How long was your most serious relationship?”

      She slammed the knife down and turned to me. “What difference does that make? Is this some kind of test?”

      “What? No! I’m just curious.”

      She looked up at me a blinked. Then, she laughed. “You want to know my number?”

      “No, I’m not.” Why in the hell was I the one feeling defensive? “That’s not what I was getting at.”

      “I don’t do relationships.” She said the words slowly and deliberately, like maybe I was hard of hearing. “Got it?”

      Hell no I didn’t get it, but if I pissed her off she’d kick me off and I’d have to start over. Instead, we finished prepping dinner in silence. She took care of the fish while I put together the rest of the food and when Bo was done, she stomped off in silence, returning a few minutes later in a pair of loose shorts and a fitted tank that had me cursing Nate and his reminder that we had to do more than make sweet hot love.

      “You gonna be mad at me all night?” I stood right behind her as she gazed out the window while the fryer heated up.

      “Who says I’m mad?”

      “I do,” I told her and kissed her neck, smiling against her skin when she tilted her head back to give me better access. “Forgive me?”

      “Maybe.”

      Not good enough. “I just want to know what the other idiots did wrong so I don’t make the same mistake.”

      She froze and turned in my arms, big blue eyes filled with a swirl of emotions I couldn’t identify. “It’ll just be a different mistake, Jase.” The words felt like an accusation but they were so bland, so emotionless I couldn’t be upset. Could I?

      “What does that mean?”

      She shrugged. “Everyone leaves, Jase. Eventually everyone leaves.”

      “Bo,” I said but her lips were on mine and her fingers speared through my hair as she climbed my body, certain I would lift her up, support her as necessary. She kissed me with a fiery passion I didn’t know she was capable of, tasting me and teasing me until I thought I would explode right there in the kitchen. “Bo, we have to talk about this.” My man card might get revoked later, but this was more important. She was more important.

      “We are talking,” she said breathlessly. “See? This is me telling you how I feel right now.” She dropped to her knees right in front of me, freed my cock and then disappeared him between a pair of sweet pink lips that made me go cross-eyed. If I was a stronger man, one who didn’t want her so much, who couldn’t resist her, I might have tried a little harder.

      Instead I spent the rest of the night exactly where I wanted to be, buried deep inside of Bo while she moaned and cried my name.

      Later, we could talk.
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      I felt like an imposter. Sitting beside Jase wearing the sexiest off the shoulder sapphire blue dress I had ever seen with my dark hair pulled up into some complicated hairdo that Mikki insisted would ‘complete the look’ with a few tendrils falling around my face, and a full face of makeup and teardrop diamonds in my ears, I felt like the world’s biggest imposter.

      Not like I did belong. This was Tulip, my hometown. This place and these people nursed me back to help as much as I let them back when my whole world fell apart. But dressed like this, like some phony version of myself, I felt like a fraud. A fake. “In case I forgot to say it, you look stunning tonight Bo.”

      My lips spread into a grin of their own free will, because it was at least the sixteenth time he said it since he picked me up. “Thanks, Jase. You look pretty edible yourself.”

      “Edible? You can’t say that in a room full of people.”

      “We’re not in a room full of people. Yet. We’re still in this limo. In Tulip.” He still hadn’t explained it and honestly I felt like this was some kind of charity prom recreation.

      “I didn’t order it. Janey and the mayor insisted. It was donated by Tulip Luxury Used Vehicles, part of their civic duty to support the town or some such nonsense.” He shrugged like it was no big deal and I knew it was for my benefit, which only made things that much more complicated.

      The truth was, I was falling for my best friend. For real. And it was only the second of our three date agreement. Tonight only highlighted that fact and the utter hopelessness of it. This was what Jase wanted, this kind of spotlight with a beautiful woman on his arm and that wasn’t me. Still, I was determined to enjoy our time together. “I accept that answer.”

      “You can tell me if you’re nervous about tonight, you know?” His face was sincere, genuine and I could’ve kissed him right there for being so supportive.

      “Who said I was nervous?”

      “You rarely go to these things.”

      “Because I find them boring and I don’t much like dressing up.” What was wrong with hanging out with your friends around a grill, in a backyard with beer and barbecue? Fancy clothes and dry chicken was not my idea of a good time.

      “It’s a shame because you dress up so damn well.” Jase leaned in and pressed his lips to the pulse point at the side of my neck, letting his lips scrape against the skin until I shivered. “I prefer you in nothing at all.”

      That’s how I preferred him too and it wasn’t just his beautifully sculpted muscles, it was the intensity that radiated off him and that raw heat that had a way of singeing my skin. “Ditto. Too bad we can’t just skip this and go for a naked midnight swim.”

      “Tease,” he growled and let his hand slide up my thigh until his fingertips brushed my sensitive folds. “Later.”

      That word echoed in my mind throughout the Solstice Dance. Somehow Jase had a knack for making that promising word sound like a threat. It almost made me believe there would be a later for us. Almost. But as we entered the community center, decorated in the theme of the summer solstice, hope slowly began to fade.

      “You two are absolutely adorable,” Betty said the moment she spotted us in front of the starry backdrop set aside for photos. “Such a beautiful couple.”

      It was nice to hear but I wished we were a couple, each time someone felt compelled to share their opinion on our fake relationship it was another lash of the knife across my heart. “Oh, we’re not-,”

      Jase squeezed me against his side and kissed my neck. “We’re not into bragging,” he winked at Betty, “but I agree. We are adorable.”

      Satisfied, Betty walked away to harass someone else, I assumed. “That wasn’t so bad.”

      He frowned. “We are a couple, Bo.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know we are, but not really.”

      He frowned but Elizabeth Vargas strolled up to us wearing a satisfied smile. “How is Tulip’s newest love match this evening? Bo you are positively glowing! A woman in love never looks more beautiful,” she said so breezily I almost missed it.

      I opened my mouth to tell her just how wrong she was but Jase’s lips were on my shoulder, brushing a gently moist kiss that sent a shiver through my spine. “I couldn’t agree more, Elizabeth.” Jase complimented her and she left with a smile.

      “Another satisfied customer,” I said with more snark than was necessary.

      Jase’s green eyes glared at me and he grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me close. “We hang out together. We sleep together. What do you mean, not really?”

      “Seriously?” Arms now folded over my chest, I couldn’t believe he was about to pick a fight with me here. Tonight. After I spent a full hour to look like a damn clown. “Okay. Fine. You never thought to ask me out, on a fake or real date, until you needed to keep the matchmakers off your scent. What about that is real or genuine, Jase?”

      He took a step back like I slapped him. “You think I’m sleeping with you as part of our fake relationship?”

      “No, but sex isn’t the same as dating, is it?” Just because my feelings had changed, or maybe because I was finally willing to admit them, didn’t mean I was delusional about what this thing between us was.

      “You’re unbelievable, you know that Bo?” There it was, that annoyed tone of someone with one foot out the door. Mama had that tone for weeks before she finally left and Daddy, well that was his tone for all the years after mama left until the bottle claimed him. I knew it well.

      “Sure.” This wasn’t the time or place to argue and there was nothing to fight for anyway, was there? “Whatever you say.” I stood to leave but Hope and Mikki made their way over, giving us some much needed space, that was unfortunately, short lived.

      “It’s time for you to kick off the dance. Officially,” Janey said as she dragged Jase and I to the center of the dance floor.

      “Just a minute,” Jase insisted, his gaze serious as it searched mine.

      “Don’t hold things up on my account,” I told him and put my hand in his while Janey did her introduction.

      “Thank you all for coming to Tulip’s annual Summer Solstice Dance,” she began with a cheerfulness that was as much a part of her as the camera.

      “We need to talk,” he whispered as Janey thanked those who’d donated goods and services for the dance.

      “No, we don’t.”

      “So let’s officially kick this party off with our Hometown Hero for June, Jase Callahan!”

      I flashed a smile and held a hand out dramatically, playing the role he’d asked me to.

      Jase grinned back and took my hand in his, spinning me until we were chest to chest, drawing a smattering of applause from the town. “However this thing began between us Bo, it’s real now.” He didn’t miss a step as he twirled me around the dance floor while some deep throated country goddess sang about waking up beside her true love.

      I shook my head. “This isn’t the time.”

      “Oh, it’s the perfect time,” he said and dipped me low, brushing his lips down the length of my throat to another round of applause. “Because I have your undivided attention.”

      He did, dammit. Looking gorgeous in his black suit with the dark green accents, I couldn’t look anywhere but at him. “Go ahead, then.”

      “You’re mine, Bo.”

      “I’m not,” I insisted. “We’re friends.”

      “We will always be friends, but now that I’ve had a taste of you, now that I know what you feel like when you’re seconds away from an orgasm, how can I go back to that?”

      “That was enough for you for years.”

      “That was then,” he insisted and pulled me close, tightening his grip on my waist and my hand. “Now, I want more, Bo. I want it all.”

      I shook my head, unable to hear these words because they were temporary. Fleeting.

      “I know the thought of being mine scares the hell out of you because it scares the hell out of me too. I don’t know why it scares you, but I know that it does. And I’m okay with that.”

      “You are?” That wasn’t what I meant to ask, dammit. “You say that now, but things change.”

      “I’m okay with that because I’ll show you, every damn day and then you’ll see. You’ll know it too.”

      I wanted that more than my next breath but I learned to stop even wishing for the moon and the stars. Instead I shook my head, ignoring the way my heart thundered and he lowered his face to mine, brush his lips against mine, slowly at first, but then he kissed me like we were alone. Like I was his. Like he didn’t care if the whole damn town saw him claim me.

      As is.

      When his lips touched mine and I got lost in that endless kiss, I didn’t care either.
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      “I can’t believe you kissed me like that in front of the entire town!” I didn’t have to look at Bo to hear the smile in her voice, but I did. I watched the wide, immensely satisfied smile spread across her face, the way her chest heaved as she fought to catch her breath.

      “Do you need me to apologize again?” I couldn’t sincerely apologize for that kiss even though I could admit it was poor timing. At least I could admit it to myself. I propped myself up on an elbow and smiled down at her, leaning close to swipe a tongue across that still stiff pink tip. “Because I will.”

      She purred. My Bo actually purred as she arched into me. “As amazing as that was, and it really, really was, I need some fuel before we go again.” Big blue eyes popped open, dark and smiling. “It was a good apology.”

      “Good? I feel insulted.”

      “You would,” she snorted and pushed at my shoulders. “Next time I promise to scream louder.” She slid off the bed and reached for a t-shirt, mumbling about giant egos and she padded towards the kitchen.

      As enticing as that view was, I couldn’t let myself get distracted. Again. Bo was a formidable opponent, especially when it came to avoidance. She was an expert, using sex or food to get her way. Sometimes both. At the same time.

      But I’d had time to think about my conversation with Nate and as much as it made my gut churn, he was right. We needed to talk so I grabbed my boxers and found her heating up leftovers. “Was it really so bad that I kissed you in front of the whole town?”

      “It wasn’t bad, no. It just wasn’t a good idea, Jase.”

      “It seemed like a damn good idea to me. What’s the problem?”

      She sighed and turned to me, eyes pleading with me to understand. “The problem Jase, is that I’m sick of being talked about. Gossiped about.” She shook her head again and I was reminded of all she’d been through and the walls she kept up to protect herself.

      “It’s just harmless gossip, not like before.”

      “It’s harmless now, but when this ends, it’ll turn right back to the vicious gossip I grew up dealing with.”

      “Who said it would end?” Had I read this all wrong? Was this just a fling for her? I shook off that thought immediately, knowing down to my bones that Bo wouldn’t risk our friendship not even for spectacular sex.

      She snorted. “Don’t try to bullshit me, Jase. We both know you’re never gonna end up with a girl like me. You need someone who is the life of the party like you are, who wants to go out and be seen and host barbecues all summer long. That’s not me.” She turned her back to me under the guise of stirring whatever was smelling damn good in that pot.

      “That’s an excuse and you know it, Bo. We’re good together. Some might say we’re perfect.” Me. I would say we were perfect together because we were.

      “Perfect doesn’t exist and now things are perfect, but how long will that last? When you get bored or sick of staying home? You’ll leave, that’s what.”

      I wanted to argue with her because she was doing exactly what Nate said, she was running scared. But I was too struck by the obvious. “You think I’ll leave you.”

      “Not just you. Everyone does. Eventually.” She turned off the stove and brought the pot of pasta to the table, slamming it down a bit harder than she needed to. “Look, Jase, I’m sorry if I gave you the impression that this was something else.” She stopped and sucked in a deep breath and I knew what she was trying to do. Push me away.

      “Don’t even fucking think of finishing that sentence, Bo.” She could lie to herself about what she was feeling but I wouldn’t let her lie to me. “I’m not going anywhere. Where would I go?”

      She shrugged. “Somewhere else. To start a new life.” She stomped back to the cabinets, returning with bowls and spoons, napkins and then she went back for more stuff. All in an effort to avoid this conversation.

      “My life is here. My family and my job is here. You’re here.” She snorted and I knew what she was thinking. “I’m not them, Bo.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?”

      “No, actually. I don’t. I’m here and I’ve been here, but there’s nothing I can say or do that would penetrate that thick skull of yours.”

      “So why bother.” It wasn’t even a question because stubborn, terrified Bo was so sure she knew everyone else’s motivations when the truth was she barely knew her own heart or mind.

      But it amused me to watch her stew angrily while she stabbed at her chili, barely tasting it or the mountain of cheddar and jalapeno peppers she dumped on top of it. Bo was terrible at processing her emotions and unfortunately for her, we firefighters talked about everything until it was talked to death. It was a good way to pass the time, especially when the problems weren’t yours. “How long are you planning to be mad?”

      “I’m not mad. I just don’t understand where all this is coming from.” She was being honest about that. Bo had no idea that I was in love with her because it had never crossed her mind that I might me. That I could be.

      And that pissed me off for her. Every woman, but especially a kind and giving woman like Bo. Even though she griped about it and pretended to hate it, she went out of her way to help people. She’d even made Mikki feel welcome and struck up a friendship with her, Mikki who she couldn’t be more different from. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “No, Jase I don’t. And I don’t really want to play a guessing game about…this.” More chili stabbing went on and I tried a different approach.

      “You and Mikki are friends but you’re night and day.”

      “Because she’s so stylish and pretty and I’m just me?”

      “No. Because she probably couldn’t last one night camping in your backyard and you wanted to kick off your shoes ten minutes after we arrived at the dance.”

      “Those things are torture devices,” she said, all indignant. Sexy and indignant.

      “Those things made your legs look a mile long and the way they poked your ass out?” I closed my eyes and moaned, conjuring up the image in my mind. “Divine.”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “I think that particular distinction belongs to you, Bo. All the guys think I’m damn lucky to have you. They all thing you’re gorgeous and you have a bangin’ body.”

      “Thanks,” she snorted but her cheeks pinkened with delight.

      “I’m serious. You have no idea how appealing you are.”

      “That’s the sex talking.”

      “You want it to be the sex talking, but it’s not. It’s me, Jase. The guy you’ve known since before you got boobs. Since before your mama left and BoJack died.”

      “The one who made me practice kissing on him so he could ask Lisa Sullivan to homecoming?”

      “The one who had to take a cold shower after that practice session.” I couldn’t ask Lisa out when all I wanted was to kiss Bo again.

      “Be serious, Jase.”

      “I am. Open your pretty blue eyes, Bo. I want this. I want us.”

      “Yeah?” She pushed her bowl away and sat back, crossing her arms in a clear back the hell off gesture. “And what about what I want?”

      “You want this too, I know you do. I’m scared too but the idea of walking away from this before we see what it could be scares me more.” She wasn’t convinced, but she would be.

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I know you, Bo. Better than anyone.” There was one thing Bo was right about, talking wasn’t getting us anywhere. I needed to strip her bare and then make her see the truth. “You just need to see things from my perspective.” I stood and rounded the table as her eyes went wide.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means,” I pressed a kiss to her collarbone, smiling when she shivered. “That we’re done talking.” I scooped her out of the chair and tossed her over my shoulder, a move I knew would get her good and mad while I carried her up the stairs.

      “Don’t you manhandle me, you ape.” She smacked my ass over and over, but I wasn’t bothered. “Oof!” She fell to the bed with an exaggerated grunt and glared up at me. “Jase.”

      “That’s my name and it’s the only word I want to hear for the next hour.” She laughed but I saw the heat flare in her eyes when I knelt on the bed and tugged on her ankle. “Got it?”

      “Don’t-,”

      I yanked her other ankle until those long tan legs dangled over the edge of the bed and I gripped her thighs, slowly massaging my way up. “Got it?”

      She moaned, but dammit she also nodded.

      It was good enough. For now.

      Bo was quiet and compliant as I peeled the t-shirt off her body and kissed every inch of her skin until she shivered and moaned beneath me. “Jase.” My name fell from her lips on a breathless whisper, over and over again, as I brought her to the peak of pleasure with my mouth, my fingers and then I gave her everything. All of me. “Jase, yes.”

      I knew she felt it too. I could see it in the way she arched into me, the way her skin flushed when our gazes collided in the heat of passion. I felt it in the way her hands reached out to me, the way she couldn’t stand for our bodies to be separated by even an inch, the way she insisted on pleasing me until I went cross-eyed, never breaking eye contact. The way pleasing me seemed to get her off so much.

      All the signs were there.

      Bo loved me too, she was just too chicken shit to admit it.

      To herself.

      To me.

      So I did the only thing I could do, I showed her with my body everything we were and everything we could be together. If she would just let us. And when she curled up in my arms and drifted off to sleep with one hand resting right over my heart, I knew I wouldn’t give up on her. Or us.

      Ever.
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        * * *

      

      Despite spending all night buried in Bo’s body, I woke up exhausted. Well-rested and somehow, still, exhausted. The sun had barely breached the horizon as I stood out on Bo’s back deck staring at the lake that had been her granddaddy’s pride and joy. She pretended to hate it yet she carefully watched the fish population and brought out some marine doctor once a year just to be sure. The fact that I knew that about her and that I’d spent all night tangled up with her in bed should be all the proof she needed that this thing between us was right. Damn near perfect.

      But it wasn’t enough. I didn’t know if it would ever be enough, which is why I had a lukewarm cup of coffee in my hand while I stared at the lake and the small fish making small waves. Bo was, as Nate had said a tough nut to crack. But I wanted to, badly. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was an impossible task.

      The buzzing in my back pocket tore me from my thoughts and even though I didn’t recognize the area code or the number, I answered. “This is Jase.”

      “Jase Callahan, this is Deputy Fire Commissioner Sean Sullivan from Omaha FD.”

      Um, okay? “Hello, sir. How are you this morning?”

      He had a good, well-used laugh that brought a smile to my lips. I didn’t know this man or why he would be calling and I didn’t want to be rude. “You’re wondering why the hell some stranger is calling you at the butt end of dawn, I bet.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind, but a good southern boy would never say such a thing.”

      He laughed again. “Met your boss Rafe a few months ago at a new fire safety methods conference and he couldn’t stop singing your praises. I’m in need of a new captain for one of my ladders and it needs an outsider’s perspective.”

      I looked at the phone like an idiot because I didn’t know what else to do. This was the dream job I never let myself hope to have. “I’m not sure what to say, Sir.”

      “I was hoping to hear you squeal like a girl while accepting with an embarrassing amount of gushing. Rafe says there’s no move up for you down in Texas.” It was a brutal reminder but it was also the truth.

      “Still, I’d like to think about it. I am beyond flattered and excited but to be honest, I didn’t even think this was an option.” I hoped I didn’t sound like an idiot but it was strange to get back a dream you mostly given up on already.

      “I understand perfectly, Callahan. You have a week.” The call ended about as abruptly as it had began.

      A captain position was something I thought I forfeited when I made the decision to move back to Tulip and start at the bottom of another firehouse and I was okay with it. Because I had to be. Because there was no other option other than to move again and start over, again. Now with a firm offer on the table, it was more than a dream.

      It was a possibility.

      Eventually, everyone leaves. Bo’s words came back to me like a punch in the gut and another one in the family jewels.

      I made the decision then and there not to tell her until I had made a decision because it would only fuel her worst fear that she pretended was a cynical worldview. When I turned towards the house and found her moving around the kitchen, I knew I had some serious thinking to do. Bo was beautiful. She was my best friend and she was beautiful as she was, with no makeup on her face, hair in a messy attempt at a ponytail and body wrapped up in a lightweight flannel robe. “Morning.”

      She looked over her shoulder, eyes wary but also filled with heat. “Morning.”

      “Why didn’t you come out?” This was her second favorite time of day to enjoy the view of the lake, which made me wonder if she had come out and heard any part of that conversation with Deputy Commissioner Sullivan.

      She shrugged and pulled bacon from the skillet. “It seemed liked you had things on your mind. I figured you were out there because you wanted space.”

      I clenched my jaw and bit back the initial response on the tip of my tongue. “You mean you didn’t want to risk I’d make you talk about it.”

      She brought the eggs and bacon to the table to join the toast and fruit, dropping them both down on the table with more force than the task required. Dropping down in her seat, she smacked together an egg and bacon sandwich. “You want to talk about whatever took you out there before the sun rose? Let’s talk about it. What’s on your mind, Jase?” She stared at me for several long seconds, and though she tried her best to look tough, I saw what was really there.

      Fear. She was deathly afraid I would burden her with a talk she clearly wasn’t ready or willing to have. Might never be ready to have.

      “That’s what I thought. For some reason you’re in the mood to fight.” She chewed her sandwich and I could only imagine who she was thinking of as she bit into that sandwich.

      “Talk, not fight Bo.”

      “We tried talking last night but you only want to hear what you want to hear.”

      “The truth would be nice.”

      “Is this the thing that you do with your women? Pick a fight with them so they’re happy or relieved when you stop taking their calls? Great. I’m not in the mood to fight so I guess I’ll see you around.” She grabbed more bacon and more toast before running upstairs and slamming the door just in case I had the foolish idea to follow her.

      I didn’t. I stayed there and stared at the food she’d made so we could have breakfast together. She was trying. And I screwed it up.

      Knowing she needed to cool down, I waited until she stomped back down the stairs and out the front door, probably on a hike, before I gathered my clothes and made my way home.

      It was time to regroup before I messed everything up.
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      “What’s going on with you and Jase?” Mikki sat across the booth from me at Black Thumb, a big steaming stack of fried food and cold margaritas between us but her chin cradled in her hands demurely. Like we were having high tea instead of greasy bar food.

      I stabbed a fried cheese stick into the spicy marinara like it was capable of doing actual physical damage. Maybe I was a little frustrated. “Who knows, Mikki.” He was gone when I came back from my hike and I felt relieved, and sure a little disappointed too. But mostly relieved.

      “How can you not know when you’re sleeping with the man?” It was hard to be mad at her thick southern drawl but I was teetering on the edge of mad already and I didn’t need much help.

      “Who says we’re sleeping together?”

      “Seriously?” She rolled her eyes to the sky and groaned. “Okay, fine. That kiss at the dance for starters. That wasn’t a first time kiss, that was a we know how to push all the good buttons already kind of kiss.”

      Dammit, I was hoping she’d say anything but that. “Fine. We are. Whatever.”

      “No offense, honey, but you don’t sound like a woman who’s getting good lovin’ on the regular if you know what I’m saying.”

      It was impossible not to know what she was saying. “He woke up in the mood to fight so I left.”

      “Maybe he was using fighting as a way to get to the naked part. My ex used to do that, but most of the time it wasn’t worth the fight.”

      “Well sex isn’t the problem with us,” I told her and turned the tray so the devil’s wings were right in front of me. I needed something to numb the pain if I was gonna talk about this. “We fought last night about us and then spent the rest of the night naked. But it was like a flip switched, so like I said, I don’t know.”

      Mikki blew out a breath and ate her own devil wing with a knife and a fork. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you, even when you’re not lookin’ back at him. That man thinks you hung the moon just for him, Bo.”

      “Right now, he does sure. But people have a bad habit of leaving just when you need them.” I told her a very abbreviated version of my family history and I liked her just a little bit more for keeping the pity out of her eyes. “Jase will leave too and it’ll be easier to miss my friend when that happens.”

      Mikki tortured another wing with her knife and fork, making me wait while she ate it and then dunked one steak fry in ketchup about six times. “Maybe he will want to leave Tulip and maybe he’ll ask you to go with him. You ever think of that?”

      “Honestly? No.” Was that pathetic or did it just sound that way to my ears? “This was all fake,” I confessed to her, telling her everything. “Until we started sleeping together. That’s when things got confusing.”

      She laughed but it wasn’t mean-spirited. “Sex has a way of doing that and I’ll bet for you it’s never happened.”

      “No, because I don’t sleep with people I like.”

      Mikki’s dark brows dipped into a confused vee that pulled a laugh from me. “Good to know, I guess?”

      “I mean that I don’t sleep with my friends and I don’t really get to know the men all that well.”

      She blew out a breath. “I wish I could do that, then everyone would know that I wasn’t secretly pining away for my brother in law.”

      Her answer surprised me. “Yeah well now I’m kind of wishing I’d stuck to my original plan because this, sucks.”

      “Only because you’re being a chicken.” She nodded behind me and I turned just in time to see Jase and Nate stroll into the bar. Those brothers had some good genes, they were big and broad and had that swagger that made all the women around take notice.

      “I am not,” I told her and stuffed a fry in my mouth. “I’m being smart. Why ruin a friendship for a relationship that’s doomed?”

      “It’s ruined either way, I’m sorry to say. The fact that he wants to talk means he’s probably in love with you and there’s no coming back from that.”

      I frowned. “So you’re saying we’re over no matter what?”

      She nodded and took a big long pull from her margarita. “I’m saying you’re already in the middle of this thing so why not take a chance? The worse that can happen is what you expect, he leaves you brokenhearted. You’re strong enough to handle it and if you’re not, I’ll be strong for you until you can.”

      “Why would you do that for me?”

      “Because you need a friend and so do I. We’re hard women to love. You’re tough and I’m abrasive so we gotta have each other’s backs.”

      I liked the sound of that. “Okay. Want me to beat up Nate for you?”

      Mikki’s face turned pink and I filed that away for later consideration. “No thanks, he’s not worth the time in jail.”

      “Interesting.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “No. Don’t even think of going there, Bo.”

      I mimicked zipping my lips and tossing away the key, making her laugh.

      “You know Bo, if you really want Jase,” she nodded over my shoulder with her glass, “you better use this time wisely.” Something in her tone made me look over to the pool table where Jase and Nate had settled in and where two cowboy chasers in denim miniskirts pressed their bodies up against the men, their smiles promising the night would end at last call.

      “If that’s what he wants, he’s exactly where he should be.” And so was I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Jase

          

        

      

    

    
      What were the odds that the one night I choose to go out with my brother to blow off steam, that it would be the same night Bo ventures from her hideaway to hang out in town? My stupid damn dumb luck, more so when those two puck bunnies confused me and Nate for a pair of bull riding brothers on the circuit. I felt her gaze burn the back of my neck, only briefly, but I felt it.

      And I couldn’t help turning every once in a while to see if she was still there. To see if she was staring daggers at me. To see if she gave a damn at all. I snorted an amused laugh to myself at that thought. If Bo was even aware of her own damn emotions, she would never let them show, never let herself be that vulnerable.

      “Just go over there and talk to her. It has to be better than this creepy stalker staring thing you’re trying hard to pull off.”

      I glanced down and realized Nate was right. I stood about a foot from our pool table, arms crossed as I scowled across the bar to the booth she shared with the sassy shop owner. I turned to Nate. “You just want to get up close and personal with Mikki.”

      His jaws clenched but Nate didn’t deny it which was more interesting than my own problems. “You two fighting or something?” But no one, except maybe Bo, was as good as Nate at shutting down any attempt at conversation.

      “Or something.” I told him about the job offer. “Apparently Rafe recommended me. I still can’t believe it.” It still hadn’t sunk in, hours after the call.

      “You haven’t told Bo.” His deep words pulled me from thoughts of Omaha.

      “I just got the call this morning.” It was a weak excuse but it was all I had.

      “And you decided to run away instead of staying and talking to her about it?” Nate shook his head and tipped his bottle back until it was finished. “You two are a matched set of ridiculous and stupid.”

      “Yeah, thanks Nate. Helpful as usual.”

      His amused grin faded into a gravely serious expression. “You risked everything to have this girl, Jase. Don’t be stupid and give it all up now just because it’s hard. Don’t be like him.”

      I didn’t know if he meant our miserable excuse for a father or Bo’s, but either way he was right. “I know that, dammit.” I lined up a shot and it went right in, but the cue ball went along for the ride. “Dammit. I haven’t given up, I’m just frustrated as hell.”

      “Women have a tendency to do that to a man, little brother.”

      “It’s not regular woman stuff though. She sincerely believes that I’ll leave. That like everyone else, I will choose to walk away from her.”

      Nate took a minute to process it, winking at the new waitress who’d arrived with another round for each of us. “You’re thinking of doing just that so don’t deny it. If you weren’t, you’d already be over there making her cuddle against her will.”

      “She only pretends that she doesn’t like it,” I insisted because it was true. Bo was a woman who needed to feel loved. She needed to know it in every way imaginable and no one knew how to love her better than I did, dammit.

      “Then tell her about the job offer. Tell her about it and then turn it down. Or leave her alone and go to Omaha.” Nate called the corner pocket, sank the eight ball and tossed his stick on the table. “Meanwhile, I think I will go ruffle a certain southern belle’s feathers.” He strolled away wearing a wide grin while I stared after him, waiting for my feet to get the message to move.

      By the time I arrived at the girls’ table, Bo stood beside the table counting cash. “Perfect timing,” she said with a fake smile. “Mikki isn’t ready to leave but I have an early morning so I’m heading home. Keep her company and get her home safely.”

      “I told you we could leave together,” Mikki said, trying very hard to ignore the way my brother stared at her.

      Bo turned to her, expression soft but forceful. “You’re enjoying that super margarita and relaxing after a long day of retail. Enjoy yourself and we’ll talk later.” She gave a general wave to the table, all without looking at me, and marched right out of the bar like I was invisible.

      “That’s how it’s gonna be between us from now on, Bo?”

      My words stopped her in her tracks and she turned, her gaze carefully blank. “No, but I’m not ready to talk to you yet.”  That was Bo, honest even when it hurt like hell.

      I wanted to argue, to fight, to insist that she listen to me, that we hash everything out right now so we could go back to how things were just a few hours ago. But that wouldn’t get me any closer to what I really wanted so I nodded. “Okay, then.” But I couldn’t let her leave without knowing this was just a fight, another in a long list we’d had over the years. “Have a good night, Bo.”

      “You too, Jase.”

      I pressed my lips to hers, kissing her hard and intense and too damn short, but it had to be. “Good night.” I walked away from her now, because that’s what she wanted.

      Next time, it would be all about what I wanted.
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      “You look breathtaking, Bo.” Mikki’s sweet southern drawl had a way of making me feel too damn girly, but tonight I appreciated it. “Jase is gonna die of heatstroke when he sees you.”

      I gave my reflection one final look before turning away from the mirror. “Let’s hope he doesn’t die.” But I could admit that I had chosen this dress with Jase in mind, right down to the fire engine red color. “While we’re at it, let’s hope I don’t die of embarrassment.”

      “Not even a possibility.”

      I was glad that Mikki was so hopeful because I wasn’t sure at all. Jase and I hadn’t talked in two days, which had to be a new record for us except when he left Tulip to help with the wild fires. I couldn’t talk to him without wanting to pummel him for changing the rules and making me wish for things I shouldn’t. Making me want things I knew I couldn’t have.

      But tonight I had to set all that aside because tonight was about Jase and the other firefighters in Tulip and the rest of the county. Tonight was to celebrate their hard work and dedication, their commitment to community, and I would be there to help honor them all. For my best friend. Who I was in love with.

      It still felt weird to admit it, even to myself, but experiencing the past couple days without Jase in my life made me realize that Mikki was right. We’d already gone too far to go back to how things were before, so the only hope was to give us a real shot and hope for the best. And that’s what tonight and this ridiculous dress was all about.

      “Let’s do your lips since we’re ready to go.”

      I puckered up and closed my eyes, hoping that all of this was enough for Jase. “What if he’s had time to realize we would never work?”

      “Then he’s a bigger idiot than we thought. I have a better question for you, what if he’s more certain than ever that you’re exactly who he wants and tries to put a ring on it?”

      “He won’t,” I insisted because that was crazy. “We’re not even technically dating.”

      “This isn’t a court of law, sugar. You’re together and that’s what matters. Now think on that while you put on your shoes or else we’re gonna be late.”

      The drive to the hotel ballroom took less than ten minutes and just a couple minutes later, there was Jase. He was gorgeous in his deep blue tux that looked purple or black under different lights. It was stylish and fun, just like him.

      “Good luck,” Mikki whispered and kept walking like we didn’t arrive together.

      “You look beautiful.” Jase’s words were soft spoken and filled with a reverence I felt down to my bones. “I wasn’t sure if you were gonna come.”

      That was fair so I shrugged. “This is a special night for you and I promised you I’d be here.” It was more than that, but now wasn’t the time so I fixed his tie with a stiff smile. “You look beautiful too, Jase.”

      He laughed and pulled me close, clasping our hands together as he pulled me into the ballroom, decorated in red and yellow because, firefighters. “I’m glad you came. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      “You’ve never invited me before,” I told him without bitterness.

      “That dress is a heart stopper, by the way.” There was heat and appreciation in his gaze that I couldn’t ignore. Wouldn’t because it felt too damn good and with this silky dress against my skin, I felt desirable. Wanted.

      “Thanks. I wore it just for you.” My reward was another of those panty scorching looks accompanied by a chaste kiss to the very corner of my mouth.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” His lips curled into a slow grin that hit me in all the right places, or they would have been if this dress allowed me to wear anything but my birthday suit underneath. “This damn dress,” he growled and pulled me along the perimeter of the room, stopping to get us glasses of beer.

      “I guess I’m gonna need this,” I told him and took a long sip, making sure to be careful of my lipstick the way Mikki insisted at least a dozen times.

      “Maybe not need, but it’s always nice to have a beer in hand when the brass is around.” As we made our way around the room, I understood what he meant. It was all the forced politeness, pretending to care that every man you met was the smartest, most interesting person in the world. It was exhausting.

      By the third beer, I was ready to poke my eyes out. “Are we done? Please god tell me that’s the last ass I have to watch you kiss.”

      “Until later,” he whispered in my ear. “Come on, I think our table is over there.”

      Jase pulled me along, looking back occasionally with that seductive grin curling his lips as if he wanted to be sure I was there. That I hadn’t gone anywhere. As if I could think straight, much less go anywhere when he was looking at me like that. “Slow down,” I finally managed when I nearly stepped out of my stilettos for the third time.

      “Sorry.” He pulled me close and smiled. “Listen, I owe you an apology Bo.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not necessary.”

      He frowned. “It is, and I just want to explain everything.”

      “Ah, there you two are.” Rafe strolled up to us with a smile on his face, laying a hand on each of us. “Looking good, Bo.”

      “Thanks. You clean up nicely, Rafe.”

      “Thanks. Spread the word, would you?” He patted his chest and smoothed his collar with a sly smile before turning a serious expression on Jase. “I expect to hear good news. Soon.” After a short not, he walked away.

      “What was that about?” Rafe was a pretty straightforward kind of guy, but that was definition of ominous.

      “Nothing,” he said easily and I just shrugged the weirdness off because Jase wouldn’t start lying to me now. Would he?

      “Okay.” It was easier to go along right now because my mind was focused on what I had to do. What I needed to say. “Anyway, you don’t owe me an apology. If anyone is owed one, it’s you. You were right about me, I was being a co-,”

      “Jase Callahan, good to see one of your Hometown Heroes up for a special honor tonight.” Mayor Ashford came up and clapped Jase right on the back and I bit back a groan. Would every citizen of Tulip stop and talk to Jase before the night was over?

      “Mayor, you’re looking dapper this evening.”

      Mayor Ashford patted his round belly proudly. “Thanks. Now listen, I sure hate to lose a Hometown Hero before the calendar even hits the newsstands, but this is a big step up son. Our loss is Omaha’s gain.” Jase froze at Ashford’s words but the mayor was oblivious, offering up another clap on the back before turning to me. “I suppose you’ll be going with him and we’ll need to court another business.”

      I had no damn clue what the mayor was talking about, but I had a pretty good idea that he and Rafe had been hinting at the same things. Jase was leaving. “Nothing’s been decided yet,” I said quietly, restraining the desire to shout at the top of my lungs.

      The mayor shrugged off our non-answer answers before joining his wife at the bar.

      I turned to Jase at the same time he turned to me and pointed right at his face. “Don’t even think about trying to talk your way out of this, Callahan.”

      “I can explain, Bo. Really.”

      Of course he could. Jase was as charming as a man could get, but that wouldn’t work. Not this time. “Yeah, explain what, Jase? That you received some sort of job offer in Nebraska and didn’t bother to tell me about it? That pretty much explains it, doesn’t it?” I turned on my heels and made a beeline for the table where a few familiar faces sat.

      “Just let me explain,” he whispered through clenched teeth, which was the only way any type of private conversation could be had at such large tables.

      Instead of quieting him, I ignored Jase, instead focusing on the intrusive questions posed by girlfriends and wives of the local firefighters. “I haven’t seen asparagus that fat since I was a girl.”

      The woman grinned. “I was thinking the same exact thing!”

      “Bo.” Jase’s deep voice was right in my ear though I felt the heat of him before his voice intruded on my thoughts.

      “Not. Now.” Not ever if I had my way about it.

      “Dammit,” he groaned and leaned back in his chair with a thud. Jase stewed but he stayed by my side throughout cocktail hour, attempting to get a word in whenever there was a lull in conversation.

      Thankfully the event organizer was on a schedule and the awards were up before dinner and Jase was nominated, a fact I’d only learned about from one of the women at the table. “So much for talking about things, right?”

      He leaned forward and glared. “It’s hard to have a conversation when you get shut down every time.”

      “Maybe because the time for conversation was before this new information came to light. Not after.”

      He grabbed the underside of my chair and turned it so we were face to face. “I should have-,”

      “The medal for bravery this year goes to Tulip’s own Jase Callahan!”

      It was wrong of me to feel relieved but that’s how I felt when he stood, leaving me with a dark but promising look, before taking off for the stage. But as he stood up there with a grateful smile on his face, all I felt was love. Affection. Pride.

      This was a big moment for Jase, being recognized for the hard work and dedication he put forth every day. I was so proud of him as he thanked the town for believing in him even when he was a screwup kid, as he laughed and joked with the audience. He’d earned this moment.

      Just like he earned that job offer, another voice whispered in my ear and I knew he deserved better. More. He deserved a chance to be the best firefighter he could possibly be, to teach other firefighters. To lead them. To teach them.

      When he was done accepting his award, I was the first on my feet, clapping and whistling the loudest because I was prouder of him than anyone. I loved him more than I’d ever loved another person, and I had to let him go.

      So I did. While he was accepting congratulations, I slipped out of the ballroom and made my way home.
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      “I wouldn’t be half the man, heck half the firefighter I am without the help of men like Captain Montgomery who helped teach a hothead like me everything he knew.” This speech and this award meant the world to me. it meant that the powers that be recognized my hard work and appreciated what this job meant to me. But what really mattered to me in that moment was the gorgeous woman in red, smiling up at me like I was absolute perfection.

      Bo. She was a stunning vision in red silk and I couldn’t stop staring at her. Especially when she stared up at me the way she was now, as I gave my speech, blue eyes filled with adoration. It was the kind of look that men would start wars to see again, they would spend a fortune just to see that look on a woman’s face again. “Thank you all and to my brothers and sisters out there, this is for us all.”

      I still couldn’t believe Rafe had nominated me for the medal of bravery. It wasn’t an honor given out lightly and it was one I would cherish for the rest of my life because it meant my hard word was being noticed. Warmth suffused me as the audience got to their feet, clapping and whistling. For me.

      But my eyes were glued to Bo with her wide smile and pride shining in her eyes, like I’d done something worthy of that look. I didn’t and I wasn’t sure any man was ever truly worthy of that look, but I now understood that urge to earn it. Every. Damn. Day. The fact that she could wear that look, so openly, meant she knew how great we could be together.

      “Rafe, you sly dog. Why didn’t you tell me?” This man had proven himself to be more than just a friend and more than a boss. He was a mentor. A good man.

      Rafe shrugged, a small hint of a smile peeking through his stoic expression. “You earned it, man. Every man you pull out of a fire means I did my job right.”

      “So what you’re saying is that my award is all about you?”

      Rafe stroked his chin with a mischievous smile. “Pretty much, yeah. Good job, Callahan.” He shook my hand and pulled me in for a half-hug, half-handshake kind of thing.

      I accepted his words even as my gaze danced right past his and in search of the woman in the red dress. But I couldn’t see her, the crowd was too thick and now that the other award recipients had finished their speeches, walking through the ballroom wasn’t easy.

      Ry and his mother, and his soon to be stepson Mikey, all stopped to wish me well. “I brought you some champagne since you’re a fancy medal winner now,” Ry said, giving me a hard time just because he could.

      “Yeah, thanks. Ladies love men confident enough to drink champagne in public.”

      His dark brows shot up in the air. “Even Bo?”

      “Sure, her too.” Where in the hell was she, anyway? That red dress seemed to have disappeared, dammit.

      I pushed my way through nearly two dozen well wishers, in search of my date. My friend. The woman who was fighting a losing battle against me. “She left.” Damn her, she left me before I could get my hands on her in that sexy red dress that hugged her hips, her tits and her ass, those tiny straps that looked like they might snap at any moment, and the sway of her hips in those sky high heels that I hoped I got a chance to see later.

      As soon as the time was right, I said goodbye to all the right people, thanked the mayor and his wife and found my way to Bo’s remote hideaway. She could run with the best of’em, but there was no way in hell I was letting Bo run from me. Not again.

      “Open up, Bo!” I knocked on the door with my fist, pounding hard because I wanted her to feel as unsettled as I felt.

      A few moments later the door was yanked open and Bo was, blessedly, still wearing that damn red dress only she’d traded in the stilettos for a pair of fuzzy slippers and a beer dangled between two fingers. “Where’s the fire?”

      “Very funny. You gonna invite me in?” I stepped up, waiting for her to take a step back to let me inside.

      “I don’t know, you seem like you’re spoiling for a fight. Are you looking for a fight, Jase?”

      “Not a fight, just a talk Bo.”

      She sighed, disappointed but resigned. “Fine. Come on in and let’s get this over with.”

      I snorted a laugh at her fatalistic words. “Just what every man longs to hear,” I told her sarcastically. “You left.”

      She shrugged. “I fulfilled my obligation to be your date, didn’t I?” Arms folded, she had no idea how great her tits looked when she did that, or maybe she did and this was my punishment for being a jerk. “Congratulations, by the way. I’m very proud of you, Callahan.” Her sweet smile was genuine. Affectionate.

      “Thanks, but I don’t want to be your obligation, Bo.”

      She groaned and stepped back from me, instantly I missed her touch. “You know what I mean. You asked for three dates and that’s what you got.”

      “So that’s it, things are over between us?”

      She barked out a laugh and took a long swig from the brown bottle between her fingertips. “I think you made that decision when you started packing for Nebraska.”

      “I haven’t even given them an answer yet, Bo. Quit being so dramatic.”

      “Of course you’re taking the job, Jase. Don’t be stupid. This is what you’ve always wanted, to run your own firehouse and this is your chance. I only wish you’d told me sooner.” The way she wrapped her arms around herself, gutted me. I hated that I was now one of the people she felt she needed to protect herself from.

      “Would that have changed anything?”

      “Probably not,” she conceded. “But it would’ve been nice to not get blindsided by the news, at least once.”

      Of course she hated finding out like that, the same way she’d always gotten bad news. In the most jarring, public way possible. “Bo, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. My issues are not your fault so don’t take them on, Jase.”

      “That’s what you do when you love someone, Bo.”

      She shook her head and ran shaky hands up and down her arms. “No, it’s what you convince yourself you have to do. Besides, you’re leaving so you have plenty of other things to concern yourself with.”

      “It’s okay to be scared, Bo.” She took scared to a whole new level but instead of being annoyed by it, I was amused. Intrigued by the lengths she’d go to deny the truth.

      “I’m not scared,” she insisted immediately. “It’s called being cautious.”

      “I’m scared too. You’re my best friend. If this doesn’t work out, will I lose you completely?” She wanted to say no, I could see the indignation written all over her pretty little stubborn face, but she couldn’t. Because Bo was many things, but she wasn’t a liar. “See? Even you’re not sure we could survive this, what does that tell you?”

      Bo sighed and held her ground, refusing to let me intimidate her with my size. “That we should have thought about this before jumping into bed together.”

      “No, smartass.” I smacked a kiss to that spot right behind her ear guaranteed to make her shiver. “That we risked our friendship because we knew there was something better on the other side.”

      She nodded, slowly as if she was about to agree but I wasn’t fooled. She wore the face she made when she was coming up with a better argument. “Maybe there might have been, Jase, I don’t know and neither do you and it doesn’t matter anymore because you’re going to Omaha.”

      “You want me to go?”

      “You know I don’t, but this is your shot Jase. How many months did I listen to you complain that if you’d come home sooner you’d be running the Tulip firehouse? At least ten million times,” she said with conviction. “Now you’ve got a chance to make that dream come true and you have to take it.”

      “What about us?”

      She shook her head. “We are, were a maybe. This job is guaranteed.”

      I heard the sadness in her voice and I knew I needed to make a decision and soon, or risk losing my best friend forever. “So that’s it?”

      She shrugged. “Every goodbye gets a little easier,” she said with the weight of someone twice her age. I hated that she was so used to be leaving, to saying goodbye that she expected it of everyone. Especially me.

      “So is that what this is, Bo. Goodbye?”

      She sighed and looked up at me until our gazes slammed together. “Not tonight. Maybe we’ll say goodbye in the morning.” A smile curled Bo’s lips as she leaned in until her lips were on mine, kissing me and reminding me of just how good she tasted, how intoxicating her scent was.

      The more she deepened the kiss, the drunker I became on her. We spent the rest of the night savoring each other, getting lost in one another. Tomorrow would be soon enough to get us sorted out.
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      I woke up with a delicious ache between my thighs, tightening my abs and arms, and a general ache that one gets when they spend all night and early into the next morning making love like it was the last time they would ever touch another human. Then again, maybe for me, that’s exactly what last night was about.

      Maybe I was just purging my love for Jase one final time before we said goodbye. I didn’t know and it was far too early in the morning to dissect or over-dissect the pathetic state of my love life. Right now I just stretched and let the ache permeate my muscles as memories flashed in my mind’s eye from last night.

      The way Jase loved me last night was enough to keep me running on memories for decades to come. He took his time, making slow passionate love to me while he stared me in the eyes, invading my body with an agonizing slowness that brought tears to my eyes. I could see it, the dark look in his eyes when he flipped me on my stomach and roughly smacked my ass, before pounding into me, hard and fast, like he had something to prove. Hell, maybe he did because at some point during the night, I forgot that it was supposed to be goodbye and I let myself forget that this was a relationship doomed from the start and I just reveled in our lovemaking. In Jase.

      In us.

      “Wow, I’d give up my entire savings to know what’s going on in that dirty little head of yours.” His deep, amused chuckle pulled me from my thoughts and I turned to him with a sleepy smile.

      “I was just thinking about last night and how incredible it was. You can have that much for free,” I told him and slipped from the bed, languishing in my naked state as I made my way to the master bathroom.

      “Which part of last night, in particular?”

      I laughed. “The whole night. Do you need your ego stroked some more?”

      Jase stepped into the bathroom with a mock scowl on his face. “It’s not my ego in need of a stroke, sweetheart.” When my gaze slid down his body I saw the proof for myself. “Know what I’m sayin’?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’d have to be deaf, dumb and blind to not know what you’re saying, Jase.” And I was happy to do this little back and forth banter if it meant we could prolong the inevitable. “I need to take a shower,” I told him seriously, motioning for him to step back which, of course, like waving a flag at a bull.

      “I’ll join you, that way we can do our part to save water.” His sultry smile said it all and I was more than happy to spend another hour or two wrapped up in Jase’s strong arms. It was likely the last time so I made a promise to enjoy every last minute.

      Almost two hours later and there was finally a steaming cup of coffee in front of me. Hot and black with the promise of heaps of caffeine, just what I needed based on the determined expression on Jase’s face. I blew on my coffee and closed my eyes, enjoying the intense scent of the Ethiopian roast I brewed for courage.

      “Ready to talk yet?”

      My eyes slammed open and found Jase’s green eyes staring back with an amused expression shining in his eyes. “Not until I’ve had at least one cup of coffee.” I was barely three sips in to the first cup, how could any reasonable human being expect a full conversation before the first eight ounces were consumed?

      “Good. Drink and listen.” The firmness in his tone drew my attention to his handsome face, slightly overgrown with stubble that I could still feel all over my body. He stood and began to pace on his side of the kitchen table, raking a nervous hand through his hair. “I love you Bo. Not just like a friend even though I’ve loved you like that for as long as I can remember. This time, I love you as a woman. A sexy as hell woman with giant heart she refuses to let the world see. I love that woman and I know she loves me too. Plus, we’re so damn good together.”

      “But your job.” It was the only intelligent words my brain and mouth could form together and granted, it wasn’t all that intelligent, it was all I could come up with at a moment’s notice.

      “My job is just an excuse, Bo. What else have you got?”

      Th damn stubborn man refused to see reason. “It’s not an excuse, I promise. Last night I thought about the speech you gave, the way you spoke about what being a firefighter means to you, the training and brotherhood. It means something to you. This isn’t about you leaving me, Jase, it’s a big damn opportunity for you and you have to take it. No bullshit.” His lips twitched at the phrase we used back in high school when we needed to be serious.

      A smile spread across his face. “If you’re trying to make me love you more, Bo, keep it up.”

      “Don’t be stubborn, Jase.”

      “But it’s one of my best qualities, or so I’m told.” I growled at him and his smile only grew bigger. “None of that matters Bo. Not the awards or commendations, not the raise or the promotion. If I can’t have you then I’m not interested in any of it. Period.”

      “Don’t be crazy, Jase. I’m not worth losing out on your dream job.” That was the damn truth. Mama didn’t stick around or take me with her. Daddy couldn’t get it together to raise me and keep me safe. They were family and this was a sacrifice that couldn’t be undone. “You have to take it.”

      He rounded the table and pulled me out of my chair, carefully setting the coffee on the table so he could pull me into his arms. “Why don’t you let me worry about what you’re worth to me, because newsflash Bo, it’s everything.”

      I couldn’t let his words penetrate. They were romantic and perfect and exactly the words I wanted to hear from the man that I loved, but they were irrelevant now. “You say that now, but what about later when you get sick of our life together. You’ll regret that you stayed for me, that’s why you have to go.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Bo. Stop trying to manage me and tell me how I feel. Just listen to me tell you that I am madly and deeply in love with you. Listen and hear me.”

      I sucked in a deep breath at his words in an attempt to slow my racing heart but there was nothing to be done about it, she was at a full gallop and showed no signs of slowing down. “I am listening and I do hear you, Jase. I love you too but we have to be realistic. It’s like you said, I can’t risk losing our friendship.”

      “And I won’t risk losing you.”

      “I’m not sure if I can live in Omaha, but I’m willing to give it a try. For you.” It wasn’t the most romantic declaration in the world but it was the god’s honest truth.

      “You’d do that for me? Leave Tulip?”

      I nodded because here was the moment of truth. For real, this time. “I would Jase because I do love you. I know I’m difficult and grumpy most of the time and not at all what anyone would consider feminine, but I do love you and if you meant what you said, then yes I’ll give Nebraska a shot. For you.” Though honestly, what was even in that place other than cornfields and football?

      “I love you for even considering it, but it won’t be necessary because I’m not going.”

      “Jase,” I began because this couldn’t work if we didn’t live in the same town. Hell, the same state.

      “Hush. I’m still talking and you’re still listening. I called the commissioner last night before I came over here and told him thanks but no thanks.”

      “You did what?” I blinked, hard, because I must have heard him wrong.

      “I’m staying in Tulip as a firefighter, but I’ve decided to do more fire rescue work for the county.”

      That was music to my ears, but I had to be sure. “You didn’t do this for me, did you?”

      “And if I did? I love you Bo, or didn’t you get that part yet? The same way you keep dark beer ice cold in your fridge for me, I’d do anything for you. Anything.” He leaned in and pressed a whisper soft kiss to my lips. “I did it for me and for us. I don’t want to leave Tulip or you, and now I don’t have to.”

      “Jase. How did I get so lucky?”

      He smacked his lips and shook his head. “You got it all wrong sweetheart, I’m the lucky one. You’re just stuck with me.”

      “Can’t imagine anyone else I’d rather be stuck with than you, Callahan.” And then because I could, I said it again. “I love you, Jase.”

      “That’s good to know, because I love you too, Bo.”

      My heart beat wildly in my chest but this time I didn’t run from it, I leaned into it and let it strengthen me. Fortify me to love this man in the way he needed to be loved, to let him love me in a way that would heal and nourish me. “Good. I’m counting on you to remember.”

      “As if I could ever forget,” he said and then sealed that promise with a kiss.

      And then another.

      And another until we were upstairs and naked in bed.

      Again.
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