
  
    
  


  
    



    



    



    



     GOOD GIRLS DON’T KISS AND TELL


    



    Codi Gary

  


  
    Copyright


    This ebook is licensed to you for your personal enjoyment only.


    This ebook may not be sold, shared, or given away.


    



    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the writer’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


    



    Good Girls Don’t Kiss and Tell


    Copyright © 2017 by Codi Gary


    Ebook ISBN: 9781943772773


    



    ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.


    No part of this work may be used, reproduced, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without prior permission in writing from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


    



    NYLA Publishing


    350 7th Avenue, Suite 2003, NY 10001, New York.


    http://www.nyliterary.com

  


  
    Dedication


    To my Rockers, who have waited so long for this book. I love your guts.

  


  
    Chapter One


    “I’m sorry, but am I the only one who thinks co-ed anything is stupid? Ladies, why would we want to ruin things like bachelorette parties and baby showers by including men? My advice…keep it separate and enjoy the male strippers.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    


    Gracie McAllister put the last little frosting owl on the cake and leaned back to examine her work. This was the second cake she’d made for her best friend Gemma Bowers’s baby shower, because the first had turned out funky.


    This one was pure perfection, though. Since Gemma wasn’t finding out the sex of her babies, yep, plural, the color scheme of the shower was brown, gray, and orange. Gracie had fought hard for a cake that would reveal the sex of the twins, but Gemma and Travis had been insistent. And it hadn’t turned out bad, with the gray background, brown tree, and falling orange, yellow, and red leaves on the sheet cake. With the owls hanging out on the branches, it was actually pretty damn adorable.


    Even if all she’d had to work with were poop colors.


    Gracie took a few quick pictures with her smart phone for evidence of its awesomeness. Then, carefully, she slid the cake lid over it and snapped it into place. Now she had to carry it out to her car, drive it out to Gemma and Travis’s place, and pray that nothing befell the cake on the way.


    No problem.


    She’d just set the cake into the back of her Honda CRV when her cell blasted “She Got It From Her Mama.” Just the sound of her mother’s ringtone caused a cold sweat to break out on her forehead despite the chill in the November air.


    She’d talked to her mother yesterday. Most weeks they spoke three times at most, and they’d reached that quota. Ever since her parents had retired to Florida, her mother had three reasons to call: to ask why Gracie hadn’t called her, to ask her how to do something that involved an electronic device, or the worst phone call of all…was she seeing anyone?


    Luckily, Gracie had been seeing Darrin Quinn for a little over two weeks. He was handsome, settled, and nice. A lawyer who worked for the DA’s office in Twin Falls. Her mother would be thrilled.


    Which was why Gracie hadn’t told her a thing. She didn’t want to jinx it.


    Of course, the fact that he’d bailed on her an hour ago for the baby shower wasn’t awesome, but she could understand. It was a little early in their relationship for a co-ed baby shower.


    She slid her thumb over the screen and answered cheerfully. “Mom. How are you?”


    “Gracie? Why do you sound like that?”


    “Like what?”


    “All high-pitched and out of breath.”


    Insulting her already? Shocker. “Because I was carrying Gemma’s baby shower cake, and it was heavy. Could be that I’m excited to hear from you, too.”


    “Hmm, okay…” There was definite doubt and suspicion in her mother’s voice, but she didn’t press her. “Did you remember the gift I sent Gemma?”


    Ah, the ‘check up on her’ phone call. She’d forgotten that one. “Yes, it is sitting right next to mine in the house. I was just heading in to grab it.”


    “Well, I won’t keep you then. I just wanted to make sure you give Gemma my best.”


    “I will.”


    “Oh, and your father and I have decided to come back to Rock Canyon for the holidays, so you won’t need to get a plane ticket this year.”


    Gracie stopped walking up the steps to her house—her tiny, tiny house—and her heart did the River Dance in her chest. “You are? When are you coming?”


    “The twelfth. We really miss our friends and the town, and figured we’d come back for a nice long visit. Do you think you can pick us up from the airport in Boise? It was less expensive than flying into Twin Falls.”


    But an hour-and-a-half drive two ways for me is okay?


    “Sure, Mom, of course I can get you guys. Where are you going to stay?”


    “Well, we just assumed we’d stay with you, sweetheart.”


    Gracie wanted to slam her head into something. The whole reason she flew down to freaking Florida for the holidays was to spend it with her parents, who had a three-bedroom house on the beach. Yet now they wanted to come up here and stay in her one-bedroom house, while she’d get stuck sleeping on the couch for two weeks?


    “Of course, if that’s a problem, I suppose we could find a hotel or something,” her mother said.


    Passive aggressiveness rears its ugly head.


    “Mom, it’s not a problem. I’ll just have to figure out the logistics. You know that I only have the one bedroom, and there’s no hide-a-bed in the couch.”


    “Sounds like something Santa should bring you for Christmas.” Her mother laughed at her own joke, but Gracie was picturing the ugly-ass couch her mother would choose for her. 


    “No, that’s okay. Really. I’ll have everything set up before you get here.”


    “Wonderful. I’ll let your father know. Oh, and can you order some of that coffee we like from Brazil? Several bags, so we can take it home with us. We’ll pay you for it.”


    Gracie didn’t mind that her parents liked the coffee she served at her coffee shop and bakery, The Local Bean. She just wished sometimes that instead of asking her to order several bags at cost, she’d at least pay full price for one. 


    It was about the only thing her mom liked about Gracie being a small business owner: the family discount. Her mother had wanted her to go to law school and marry someone with a steady job and income. When she’d gotten a business degree and started The Local Bean, her mom had complained about small businesses not lasting in a stressed economy.


    But her little shop had been thriving for nearly seven years, so her mother had stopped fussing about it…for the most part.


    “Sure, Mom, be happy to. Love you.”


    “Love you too.”


    Gracie clicked off the call and slid the phone into her pocket. She walked back into the house and picked up the two presents with a grunt of frustration. 


    Two weeks. Her parents were going to come to town and stay with her. Sleep in her room, bitch about her small kitchen. The house she rented was perfect for her under most circumstances, but not now. Not for this.


    What in the hell was she going to do?


    * * *


    Eric Henderson had no idea how he’d ended up at a co-ed baby shower on a Saturday afternoon, but there he was, carrying two trays of his mother’s frog eyes while she bustled ahead of him with a delicately wrapped present in her arms. His little brother, Grant, and his dad had managed to bow out to work at the family owned business, Buck’s Shot Bar, and his sister was rather happy living a thousand miles away in California.


    But since Eric’s friend was the father-to-be, he was shit out of luck.


    “Oh, Gemma, you look beautiful!” his mother cried.


    Gemma Bowers, his friend Travis’s wife, waddled over to his mother and gave her a hug. She was wearing a simple purple cotton dress that showed off her enormous stomach. She was six months pregnant with twins, and Eric thought she looked like she was ready to pop now.


    “Thank you, Mrs. Henderson. I’m so glad you could come.” Gemma smiled past his mother at him. “Hey, Eric. Travis is in the garage.”


    Eric took the escape she offered and carried the food into the kitchen, setting the trays on the counter before he went out the back. He headed down the walkway and found Travis, Mike Stevens, Gabe Moriarty, Gregg Phillips, and Chase Trepasso standing in the open garage, drinking beer.


    “So this is where all the men are hiding?” Eric called.


    Travis grinned at him, his blue eyes twinkling. “Hell yes. I don’t know what I was thinking agreeing to a co-ed baby shower. Men were not meant to stand around wearing paper diapers with fake poo in them.”


    Eric noticed the little white diapers pinned to all the men’s shirts and exploded with laughter. “Why in the fuck are you wearing those?”


    Every single one of them grimaced and muttered a chorus of women’s names, and Eric understood. He was the only single guy there, besides Mike, but considering Mike was friends with Gemma too, it made sense he’d pin the thing on.


    Eric took a beer from the cooler in the back of Travis’s truck and popped the top. “Thank God I don’t have a girlfriend to answer to.”


    “I think the hot sex we get to have makes up for it,” Gabe said.


    Chase shot him a disgruntled look. “Speak for yourself. My wife’s body pillow is getting more action than me.”


    All the men chuckled, since Chase’s wife, Katie, was due the month before Gemma in January. 


    Eric held his beer up, toasting. “I get all the sex I want without the baggage, thanks.”


    Greg shrugged. “Personally, I prefer the baggage to being single. Then again, my wife’s awesome.”


    “Don’t rub it in,” Mike groaned.


    Erick laughed. It was no secret Mike had been searching for Ms. Right, while Eric was just fine with being single. There wasn’t a single woman in this town that tempted him to settled down.


    A silver CRV pulled up the drive and past them, the driver waving at them. Eric recognized Gracie through the glass and took a long pull from his beer. 


    Fine, maybe I can think of one.


    It was no secret that Gracie and he had been having a weird back-and-forth thing for almost two years now, ever since he’d been the winning bidder at the Sweethearts Valentine’s Day Charity Auction. He’d hauled her off the stage so they could have a little talk, and it had just made things worse. Eight months ago, they’d called a truce on their little feud, and Eric had thought maybe they were headed in a new direction. One where they might actually be friends.


    But after he’d almost confessed how he really felt about her at the Halloween Ball two weeks ago and she’d walked away with some dork she’d met online, he was done. He wasn’t hanging onto some misguided hope that Gracie McAllister was going to wake up and realize she wanted him.


    For good this time.


    “Guess Gracie’s new boyfriend bailed,” Mike said.


    Eric raised an eyebrow. “Who? That lawyer?”


    “How do you know about the lawyer?” Mike asked.


    “I met him at the Halloween Ball.”


    Mike ran a hand through his brown hair, ruffling the short strands. “Yeah, I guess she invited him, and he said he would come. Must have gotten cold feet.”


    “Or he’s bringing his own car in case he needs to escape,” Travis said.


    Gabe tossed his beer can into the trash. “Now, who would want to escape all this fun?” 


    Eric was contemplating a speedy exit himself when he heard his mother yelling his name.


    The guys started heckling him about his mommy calling him, and Eric flipped them the bird as he walked up the driveway to the house. He came up behind Gracie while she was headfirst in the back of her CRV, wearing a lacy white dress, tights, and cowboy boots. Her blonde hair traveled past her shoulders now, covering up the collar of her jean jacket and he had to admit that he liked it better than the shorter do she usually sported.


    “Need some help?” he asked.


    She jumped a mile in the air with a scream and dropped the brightly wrapped package in her hands.


    “Geez, do you have to sneak up on people? Do you understand that if I was holding Gemma and Travis’s cake, you would have been the reason it was smashed to bits?”


    Eric held up his hands in surrender. “I was just offering to carry stuff in for you. No need to bite my head off.”


    Gracie’s cheeks turned a deeper shade of red, and he hated that he noticed how it brought out the green of her eyes. 


    “I’m sorry. It’s been a rough day. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”


    Eric was surprised by her apology. Most of the time, she would snap back at him, something snarky that would set his teeth on edge. He wondered if she was coming down with something.


    “It’s fine, we all have them. Do you want some help or what?”


    Gracie tucked a stray curl behind her ear, revealing the smooth line of her throat.


    Christ, get it together, Henderson.


    “Sure, can you grab the presents while I get the cake?”


    He reached past her to pick up the packages, and their shoulders bumped. He was close enough to smell the fruity scent of her hair and notice the shine in the blonde strands, almost as though she sprayed it with glitter.


    “Are you having fun?” she asked abruptly.


    Eric couldn’t stop his laugh. “At a baby shower? Sure, I’m having a blast.”


    “Oh come on, it hasn’t even started, so it can’t be that bad.”


    He shot her a challenging look. “All my friends are wearing diapers that may or may not have fake poo in them on their shirts.”


    Gracie juggled the plastic cake container into her arms, shaking her head. “It’s a game. Two of the diapers have a brown circle in them, and if you have one of them, you get a prize. How is winning ever a bad thing?”


    Eric closed the hatch for her. “This kind of thing is just not meant for men. You ladies would have more fun sitting around giggling, and oohing and awing over baby clothes without us.”


    “Oh my God, how sexist are you? We don’t all do that.”


    They walked into the house to find Gemma showing the ladies who were already there some of the things she’d bought for the baby. When she held up a matching set of white shoes, the whole room erupted with cooing sounds.


    Eric turned to face her with a grin. “You were saying?”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Apparently, Gemma and Travis Bowers’s baby shower was the place to be on Saturday. Amid the adorable owl decorations, there was drama…drama…and oh, yes…MORE DRAMA!” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie sat on the couch with a pad of paper and a pen, writing down all the baby gifts and the giver’s name for thank-you notes. It was a little embarrassing that Eric had been spot-on about all the excitement over the teeny-tiny baby items. Normally, Gracie would have been doing the same thing, except she was very much aware of Eric leaning against the wall off to her side. She’d caught him smirking at her a few times, and she was determined to show him that not all women were simpering simpletons when it came to baby items.


    Also, she was trying not to look at him anyway. Just a few weeks ago, she’d almost convinced herself that she might have feelings for the bearded oaf. And after their history too.


    It was no secret that the two of them had been fighting since Eric kicked her out of Buck’s at eighteen for using a fake ID. She’d had the biggest crush on him and wanted the chance to get close to him. He thought she was only flirting with him to stay for Travis’s gig. Either way, the two of them had been fighting ever since.


    And kissing. There’d definitely been some hot and heavy moments over the last few years, and when they’d finally called a truce, things had been good. Really good.


    Then at the Halloween Ball, they’d been talking and he’d been acting so sweet. And for a split second, she’d thought, maybe.


    But he’d gone home with Kirsten Winters that night and she’d met Darrin. So, she’d pushed the maybe back down and it had just seemed easier to keep him at arm’s length.


    Still, she had to admit to herself, even if she never said it out loud, that she liked the beard. With his shaved head and snapping dark eyes, he reminded her of a sexy mountain man, all muscly and waiting to carry her off to his cabin in the woods, where he would hold her captive and do all kinds of naughty things to her body…


    She was so distracted by her fantasy, she let her guard down.


    And then, Gemma lifted two identical onesies, soft white with autumn leaves and adorable gray owls with big eyes.


    “Awww!” Gracie clapped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late. She’d been foiled by adorableness. 


    When she glanced over at Eric, he was chuckling. She stuck her tongue out at him.


    “Thank you, Katie,” Gemma said, giving Katie Trepasso a soft smile.


    Gracie saw that the other woman was rubbing her own swollen abdomen. “You’re welcome.” 


    Gracie wrote down the gift, ignoring the voice in her head that reminded her that all her friends were either married or in serious, committed relationships. She was the last single girl in her circle of friends, and now that several of them were having kids, she was starting to get this sense of urgency. She’d be thirty-two next year, and although she knew that was young, society was constantly bombarding her with statistics and facts to make her aware that her biological clock was ticking like her grandmother’s cuckoo clock.


    Yes, women nowadays were having kids later, but Gracie didn’t want to be raising kids into her sixties, and she definitely wanted more than one child. Growing up by herself had been pretty lonely.


    Plus, if she turned out exactly like her mother, having multiple children might make them less neurotic, because she’d spread her focus across all of them and not just a single offspring on which to pin her hopes and dreams.


    Travis opened the next package from Mrs. Andrews. Gracie was actually surprised the old bat had come, as she tended to hold most of the citizens of Rock Canyon in disdain. For some reason, though, Mrs. Andrews had a soft spot for Gemma.


    Travis pulled out his pocket knife to slice open the shipping box beneath the silver wrapping paper.


    “Now, don’t you cut too deep, Travis, or I’ll be mighty put out,” Mrs. Andrews said from across the room. 


    Travis’s blue eyes narrowed slightly, but Gemma’s hand on his arm seemed to soothe him somewhat. Gracie wondered briefly what it was like to know someone so well that a simple, silent touch could calm them.


    When he managed to get the top open, he pulled back the flaps. Travis’s jaw dropped and Gemma leaned over, stretching her neck to see. Curiosity was eating Gracie alive until Travis finally lifted two beautiful handmade quilts out of the box.


    The whole room gasped. Mrs. Andrews’s quilts were award-winning, and she only made them for family. 


    Gracie watched her best friend take one of the quilts, intricate shapes of purple, blue, and green, and run her hand lovingly over the pattern. When Gemma met Mrs. Andrews’s gaze, something passed between them Gracie didn’t understand. 


    “These are amazing, Mrs. Andrews. Thank you so much.”


    Fat tears rolled down Gemma’s cheeks, and Mrs. Andrews wiped at her own eyes beneath her glasses frames. “You just make sure you use them to keep those babies warm.”


    “I will. I promise.” 


    And then, to the utter shock of Gracie and everyone in the room, Gemma got up slowly and waddled over to give Mrs. Andrews a hug. 


    Now I’ve seen everything.


    Mrs. Andrews stood up and returned the hug. The whole room seemed to be holding their breath, shocked silent to see the Dragon of Rock Canyon behaving like a human being.


    The, Mrs. Andrews pulled away with a huff. “Now, none of that. You need to stay off your feet, and you still have a mountain of presents to get through.”


    Gemma laughed. “I’m not sure I have feet anymore, just cankles.”


    The women in the room tittered, even Gracie. When the last present was finally opened, Gracie got up to grab a bottle of water from the ice chest in the kitchen and set the pad and pen down on the counter. When she turned, Eric was standing right in front of her, so close she could smell his woodsy cologne.


    “You know, it is really creepy to lurk behind people.”


    “Just coming in to grab a drink.” He leaned over to snatch a beer and popped the top without looking away from her. “So, where’s the boyfriend?” 


    How did he know Darrin was supposed to come? Oh, Mike and his big mouth.


    “Darrin had something come up, so we’re going to meet up later.”


    Eric’s grin widened. “Got cold feet about meeting your friends, huh?”


    Gracie was pretty sure that was exactly what had happened, but there was no way she’d admit it to Eric. “No, he’s very busy with lawyerly stuff.”


    “Right.” Eric reached up and wrapped a blonde strand of her hair around his finger, making her heart skip several beats. “I gotta say, Gracie Lou, I do like your hair long.”


    “I didn’t grow it for you.” Damn it, why did her voice have to sound so breathless?


    “I know. I still like it, though.” He tugged on the length playfully. “You could say thank you when someone pays you a compliment.”


    Regaining some of her sense, she said, “You didn’t. You told me you liked it, which isn’t really a compliment, it’s a fact. A compliment would be if you told me my hair was pretty.”


    She didn’t get to hear his response before Gemma and Travis’s twelve-year-old son, Charlie, popped up at her side and wrapped his arms around her waist.


    “Aunt Gracie, can I have a piece of cake now?”


    Big blue eyes with dark lashes stared into hers pitifully, and she knew exactly what he was doing. The kid had learned how to work her at an early age. Besides, she loved kids, especially this one.


    She ruffled his brown curls, noticing that she had to reach up instead of down to do so. Pretty soon, he was going to be taller than her.


    “No, but I can sneak you the first piece when we cut it.”


    “Fine,” Charlie grumbled, and started to walk away.


    Eric snatched him by the back of the collar so fast, Gracie gasped. He wrapped his arm around Charlie’s neck and gave him a noogie. “What the heck, man? No hi for me?”


    Charlie struggled, laughing. “Sorry, Eric, I didn’t recognize you with the rat on your face.”


    Gracie covered her mouth, trying to stifle her giggles.


    “Why you little shit, I’ll teach you some manners! Travis! I’m going to beat your son!”


    Gracie looked around Eric and Charlie to find Travis still on the couch, looking unconcerned for his son’s safety. 


    “Don’t mess with his face! We got family pictures later,” Gemma joked.


    “Mom!” Eric’s other hand found Charlie’s ribs, and, despite the kid’s advanced age, Gracie knew how ticklish Charlie was. 


    He screamed and squealed desperately crying between breathless laughter, “Aunt Gracie! Help!”


    The fun was contagious, and Gracie shrugged out of her jean jacket. “All right, that’s it. You unhand my godson, or I’m going to pluck all the hairs from your chinny chin chin.”


    Eric’s dark eyes twinkled at her. “Bring it on, Blondie—ow!”


    Gracie had grasped his beard in her hand and gave it a gentle tug. He quickly released Charlie, but before Gracie could escape, she found herself caught in Eric’s steely arms, pressed against his tall, hard body.


    Her fingers fell away from his beard and rested against his chest. The air around them turned up to a hundred and three, and despite the heat, Gracie shivered.


    “Caught you. Now you’re going to pay.”


    * * *


    Eric was breathing hard, aware of Gracie’s small, round breasts against the front of his body. Despite the fifteen inches that separated her five foot two to his six foot five, it seemed as though their mouths were much closer.


    Eric realized he was bending over, about ready to lay one on Gracie in a room full of people, just as Charlie decided to launch himself onto his back. Charlie wrapped his arms and legs around Eric like a spider monkey and yelled in his ear, “Run, Aunt Gracie! I got him!”


    Gracie slipped slowly from his arms, the moment obliterated by a cock-blocking twelve-year-old.


    Eric might beat the kid after all.


    But I thought you were done with her?


    Eric wrestled with Charlie for a minute, and by the time he had the upper hand, Gracie had disappeared from the house. 


    “Geez, kid, don’t you know I’m too old to play with you? I think you strained my back.” Eric hunched over, pretending to be in extreme pain and the boy actually appeared contrite.


    “Sorry, but nobody messes with Aunt Gracie.”


    Eric knew that Charlie loved Gracie. He remembered when Gemma had given birth to Charlie, a nineteen-year-old kid herself and scared to death. Gracie had been there for everything and defended her best friend like a rabid raccoon. It was one of her most admirable qualities; her deep, abiding loyalty to those she loved.


    And I’m not one of those shiny special people, so I need to just get over it and get out of here.


    Alarmed cries echoed through the living room, and Eric turned his head just in time to watch Gemma crumple to the floor. 


    Chaos ensued as Travis pushed his way across the room to his wife. “Gem. Gem, baby!” 


    Gemma’s mother and sister cried out and crowded next to Travis on the ground, kneeling beside Gemma.


    Eric pulled out his cell phone just as Travis hollered, “Someone call 911.”


    Charlie saw his mom, started running, shoving into people. Mike caught him and held him against his chest. Eric had no idea what Charlie’s godfather said to him, but the boy stopped trying to pull away and sobbed hard.


    The operator came on the line, and Eric calmly relayed what he knew, realizing his voice was shaking. 


    “Just stay calm, sir. Is she breathing?”


    “Travis, is she breathing?” Eric called.


    “Yes! Yes, she’s just out cold.”


    “Yeah, she’s breathing, but she’s not waking up.”


    “Okay, sir, we’ve dispatched emergency personnel from Rock Canyon Fire Department. It should only be a few minutes. Please stay on the line. Don’t move her if you can help it.”


    “Travis, the dispatcher says not to move her.”


    Travis’s expression, a raw mixture of fury and anguish, twisted Eric’s guts up. These people were his friends, as close as family. Gemma was a sweet woman, and after all the years she and Travis had spent apart, they deserved their happiness.


    Suddenly, Mrs. Andrews was next to him, reaching for the phone. “Eric, I’ll talk to them. You go get Gracie. She needs to be here.”


    Eric nodded, handing off his cell to the older woman, who seemed as shaken as the rest of them.


    He headed out the back door, yelling for Gracie. “Gracie! Gracie!” She didn’t answer, and he took the steps down to the garage two at a time. “Gracie, fucking answer me!”


    She came around the garage with her cell to her ear. “What the hell is the matter with you? I was just—”


    “Something’s wrong with Gemma. She passed out and an ambulance is on the way.”


    Gracie’s skin turned sheet white, and she dropped her phone. She ran past him up the steps, and he followed on her heels as she burst inside.


    “Gemma!” Gracie pushed ahead of him through the crowd and stopped. Eric saw that Gemma was awake but dazed.


    “What…” Gemma whispered.


    Through the big bay windows, Eric saw the ambulance pull up. Everyone moved into the backyard to make room for the paramedics and the gurney, except for immediate family and Gracie, Mike, and Eric. The EMT’s took Gemma’s vitals and then lifted her onto the gurney gently.


    Travis went to his son and hugged him. “I’m going to ride with Mom, and Uncle Mike’s going to drive you, Grandma, and Aunt Dawn to the hospital, okay?”


    Charlie nodded, and Travis followed behind the gurney, closing the door behind them. 


    Eric could tell Gracie was trembling before him. He squeezed Gracie’s shoulders, and when she turned toward him, the tear-filled green eyes were like a sucker punch to the gut.


    “She’s going to be okay.” He pulled her against him, squeezing her tight as she cried. “She’ll be fine, I promise.”


    “Eric, can you give Gracie a ride?” Mike asked.


    Eric nodded at him, and Mike led the rest of Gemma’s family out the front door. When it was just the two of them, Eric bent down and kissed Gracie’s forehead. 


    “Go on out to my car. I’m just going to let everyone know what’s happening, and I’ll meet you out there.”


    Gracie sniffled and wiped at her face as she pulled away. “I can drive myself.”


    “I know, but humor me, okay?”


    Eric was actually surprised she didn’t argue. “Okay.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “There’s a theory that stressful situations can really bring the truth to the surface. This explains all those blurted feelings at the end of romantic comedies.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    


    Gracie couldn’t stop tapping her feet in the waiting room of the hospital, the beat of “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” drumming through her head. It might have been a bit upbeat for the situation, but it was song she and Gemma had spent most of their childhood singing at the top of their lungs and it made her feel a little better.


    They’d been waiting for over an hour for Travis or Gemma’s mother to come out and tell them anything, and Gracie was slowly losing patience. 


    Suddenly, Eric’s hand was on her knee. “You’re tapping your toes off over here.”


    “I can’t help it. It’s either that or pacing the room.”


    “I get it, believe me, but it’s not going to make the time go by faster. We need to stay calm, at least for Charlie’s sake.”


    Gracie looked over at Charlie, who was sitting between Gemma’s sister, Dawn, and Mike. The poor kid was pale and his face drawn with worry.


    She willed her legs to be still.


    Seconds later, Travis came into the room, and they all leapt out of their chairs, circling him.


    “Sorry, we’ve been waiting on tests,” Travis said, wrapping Charlie in a hug.


    “And?” Gracie pressed.


    Travis looked up from the top of Charlie’s head. “And her blood pressure is high, so they want to keep an eye on her. They’re worried about preeclampsia, but they don’t know for sure yet. Her mom and I are going to stay with her.”


    “Charlie can hang with me tonight if he wants,” Mike said.


    “No, I want to stay with Mom!” Charlie cried.


    Gracie’s heart broke for the young boy, and for some reason, she found herself reaching back for Eric’s hand, as if she was the one who needed comforting.


    Travis bent over until he was eye level with Charlie. “I know, son. But there isn’t enough room, and you need to get a good night’s sleep.”


    “But—”


    “Charlie, I need you to be a man about this, okay?”


    Charlie deflated, and under any other circumstance, Gracie would have ripped into Travis about expecting too much from a twelve-year-old, but with Gemma so sick, emotions were running high.


    Gracie went over and gave Charlie a hug. “You stay with Uncle Mike, and tomorrow morning, I’ll pick you up with donuts, and we will come right back here to check on your mom.”


    “Okay, but can I see her now?” Charlie asked.


    “Sure, bud. Let’s go back.” Travis addressed the rest of them as a group. “They only allow three visitors to a room, so…”


    “It’s okay,” Gracie said. “I can come back tomorrow and pester her. Will you just tell her I love her and if she ever scares me like that again, she’ll be sleeping with the fishes?”


    “You got it.” Travis and Charlie disappeared behind the doors, and Gracie released a gigantic sigh of relief. She didn’t know what she’d do without her best friend.


    Gracie pulled out her phone and snapped a selfie of her making a sad face. She texted it to her with the message: I love you. See you in the morning.


    Her phone beeped seconds later with a picture of Gemma, who had dark circles around her eyes and a tired smile. I love you too.


    Gracie hated to leave without seeing Gemma, but with Gemma’s sister waiting and all she’d been through, Gemma needed rest instead of reassuring the rest of them she was going to be okay.


    “If you’re ready…” Eric seemed hesitant to press her, but she wasn’t mad. She was drained.


    “Yeah, if you could give me a ride back to my car, that would be great.”


    “Sure.”


    Gracie hugged Mike and Dawn and then followed Eric out the double doors to the parking lot. The temperature had dropped and the sky was an ugly gray as the mass of clouds gathered above. 


    “Feels like snow,” Eric said.


    “Yeah, my weather app showed it was coming.” Gracie pulled her jean jacket closed over her breasts, but the thin material was meant for style, not warmth.


    Eric pressed a button on his keys, and his car roared to life. 


    Gracie smiled as she waited for him to unlock her door. “Automatic start, huh? That’s nice.”


    “Especially on days when it’s too cold to function.” 


    “That’s why God invented coffee,” she said as she climbed inside.


    “You’re an addict.”


    “Flatterer.”


    He closed the door with a grin, and she relaxed against the seat, enjoying the rush of hot air blasting her. Since she was the best friend not on kid patrol, she was going to have to bust out the phone tree to let everyone from the shower know that Gemma was okay, starting with Gemma’s close friends, Ryan Phillips and Callie Jacobsen. It was going to be a really long night.


    Eric got in and blew on his hands. “Shit, I say I wouldn’t ever live anywhere else, and then the cold weather hits, and I think Hawaii sounds nice this time of year.”


    “I like the cold, as long as I’m able to stay home in my fleece-lined leggings and comfy sweater.”


    “I can’t wear leggings. My thighs are too big,” Eric joked.


    The image of big, bearded Eric Henderson strolling around in tights sent Gracie into the giggles. Soon, she could hardly breathe, she was laughing so hysterically.


    “Really? The image of me in skintight cotton is that funny?”


    Suddenly, her whole body sagged and her mirth turned into gut-wrenching sobs. When Eric’s large arms wrapped around her and pulled her across the middle console, she buried her face in his chest and let it all go.


    “Hey, don’t cry. You can laugh at me all you want.”


    Gracie would have been suspicious of his sweetness if his embrace didn’t feel so damn good.


    She pulled away, wiping at her eyes. “I’m sorry, I keep crying all over your shirt.”


    “I really don’t mind, Gracie Lou.” His gaze locked on hers, sending her heart pounding into overdrive at the warmth in his dark eyes. “You should know that I’d do just about anything for you.”


    * * *


    Shit! Fuck! Fuckity shit fuck!


    Why in the hell had he said that to her? This wasn’t the time for confessions. Her best friend was sick. Hell, she had a boyfriend. And Eric was over her.


    The air around them was so charged, he could practically see the sparks. The only thing that saved him from making a bigger ass of himself and kissing her was the blast of her cell phone.


    She broke their eye contact to rummage around in her purse for her phone. When the phone was free from the confines of her purse, he realized what the song was and made a face.


    “‘I Melt’? Really?”


    Gracie blushed. “It’s Darrin, and I happen to like this song.” Without giving him a chance to respond, she answered the call. “Hey sweetie.”


    Eric turned in his seat and started the car. It took all he had not to gun the engine; good old Darrin probably drove a Prius. 


    “Yeah, Gemma had to go to the hospital. They think she might be developing preeclampsia, so they’re watching her overnight.” Gracie cleared her throat. “No, it’s fine. I understand it was a lot to ask. Yeah, I’ll see you later. Okay, bye.”


    Eric kept his hands on the wheel, determined not to say anything else. He just lost his head whenever he was around her. Gracie didn’t speak either, and the only sound was the windshield wipers as it removed the snowflakes falling faster and faster. 


    When he pulled up behind her car thirty minutes later, she finally said, “Thank you for driving me to the hospital and everything. I forget sometimes that you can be nice.”


    The teasing fell flat, though, and he just nodded.


    “Bye, then.” 


    She seemed to be waiting for something, but hell if he knew what she wanted. “Later.”


    When she huffed, he turned to look at her, only she was already slamming out of his car. “Whatever.”


    Whatever?


    He let her go, a dark cloud settling over him. He needed to get over this infatuation with Gracie McAllister. He just had no idea how to quit her.


    He pulled out of the driveway and headed home. His younger brother, Grant, and the rest of the staff had everything under control at Buck’s Shot Bar tonight, and his dad had grabbed his mom from Gemma’s when he’d taken off with Gracie. He’d have to call them and let them know Gemma was going to be okay.


    They had mentioned they’d be headed to Jackpot after the shower. His parents might be in their late sixties, early seventies, but they acted like a couple of kids together. Still in love after all this time. And best friends.


    If he ever settled down, that was what he wanted. A friend he couldn’t wait to see every day, who, even if he was pissed at her, was still his favorite person. 


    He hadn’t found her yet, but he wasn’t in a hurry either. He was only thirty-six. His uncle didn’t get married and have kids until he was almost fifty.


    Eric pulled into his driveway a few minutes later and parked his car in the garage. It was detached, since he’d bought his land first, then his twenty-year-old modular once the land and the utilities were installed. He’d paid cash for his home, and then updated it room by room. Hardwood floors. New sheet rock and insulation in the walls. His place had been his project, and he was proud of it.


    The snow falling obscured the view of the Sawtooth Mountains and the Snake River Canyon. He’d financed the 5.7 acres when he was twenty-four, and he’d never regretted it. On top of having a fantastic view, it was secluded, away from the bustle of town. God knew he got enough of people at the bar; the last thing he wanted was close neighbors.


    He stomped his boots on the welcome mat and walked inside. The first thing he did was start to call out to Bones, his Rottweiler-pit bull mix, but then he remembered that Bones was gone. He’d had to put him down the week before; he’d come home to find Bones on the floor, unable to move. He’d called Rock Canyon Veterinary Hospital, and they’d thought he’d probably had a stroke. Eric had petted his head and bawled like a baby as he’d said good-bye to his best friend.


    Clearing his throat past the lump that had formed, Eric grabbed a beer from the fridge and settled in front of the TV, stopping on a Sons of Anarchy rerun. In a little while, he’d make dinner, maybe call some of his friends and see if they were up for a game of poker.


    Not much of a rockin’ Saturday night.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Nosy people are so irritating, don’t you think? Oh, wait…HA!” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    


    Gracie usually alternated Thanksgiving and Christmas with her parents, and since this Thanksgiving she was on her own, she volunteered to deliver meals to families in need in their community. Afterwards, she usually went to Travis and Gemma’s, but after a week of listening to Gemma bitch about being on bed rest, she needed a break. She’d bought a precooked meal at Hall’s Market yesterday and had made a couple of pies for her own enjoyment. Maybe it was overkill, but at least she could make the desserts she wanted to eat, instead of the ones her mother always chose.


    She’d actually been a little relieved that Darrin hadn’t asked her to go to his parents’. He’d come over the night of Gemma’s baby shower, and they’d watched a movie on the couch. Well, she’d watched; he’d kept trying to stick his hands down her pants while he’d slobbered on her neck. She just hadn’t been feeling it and had finally said she was feeling sick to her stomach. He’d been out the door faster than she could say indigestion.


    It was obvious she just wasn’t that into him, but she needed him, at least until her parents left. It might have been wrong to use the guy, but if it was between stringing him along another month or having to experience the weight of disappointment in her mother’s eyes, she’d play him like a fiddle.


    She was down to her last meal delivery a little after two and walked up the steps to little duplex’s door. She knocked a couple of times, and nobody answered. She had just turned around to leave when the door creaked open behind her.


    She looked down into the dirty face of a little girl, just a toddler. She was wearing a short-sleeved night dress with Ariel on the front, and her hair was a tangled mess around her head. Her thumb was shoved into her mouth, and her big blue eyes stared up at Gracie apprehensively.


    “Hey, sweetie. Is your mom home?”


    The little girl shook her head slowly, and Gracie’s stomach knotted up. “Are you sure?”


    To her surprise, the child took Gracie’s empty hand, and Gracie hesitantly followed her inside. The first thing that hit her was the smell; her eyes immediately started watering, and as she looked around the living room and tiny kitchen, she saw dirty dishes piled up, soiled diapers thrown across the floor, and the trash was overflowing. 


    Gracie set the food boxes on the counter and knelt down. She touched the little girl’s feet with her free hand and said in a high, singsongy voice, “My, your feet are cold! Do you have socks and boots you can wear?”


    She tugged Gracie’s hand again, and it occurred to her that she was too trusting of strangers. If she had answered the door for the wrong person…


    Gracie walked into the child’s room and her stomach sank. A dirty mattress sat on the barren, filthy floor with only a single blanket and pillow. There was a plastic tub filled with clothes in the corner and more diapers thrown about.


    Gracie pulled her phone out, smiling reassuringly into the thin face. She might be younger than Gracie originally thought, just skinny. “Can you find some socks and pants?”


    The little girl went to the basket and Gracie stared at her bony arms and legs. After dialing the Rock Canyon Police Department, she waited for someone to answer. 


    “Rock Canyon Police Department, how may I assist you?”


    Gracie recognized Sam’s deep voice and spoke softly, “Sam, this is Gracie McAllister.”


    “Hey, Gracie, Happy Thanksgiving.”


    “You too.” When the little girl handed her a pair of sweats, worn boots and mismatched socks, she knelt down to help. “Hey, I’m at 4113 Thistle, and I found a toddler home alone. The place is a mess, and she’s filthy. Can you send someone?”


    “Yeah, I’ll call in backup and be there in two shakes.”


    “Thanks.”


    She set the phone down, and once the socks were in place, she smiled warmly. “I think you should put on the pants next, don’t you?”


    The little girl smiled around her thumb.


    Ten minutes later, the girl was bundled up as best Gracie could get her. The jacket she had was a joke, and Gracie ended up zipping her into her own coat. Although the little sweetheart didn’t exactly smell like a rose, Gracie forgot all about the order as she felt the bones of the child’s shoulder’s poking out. Her eyes pricked as the girl snuggled into her chest, realizing that someone had been starving her.


    “Can you tell me your name?” Gracie whispered. 


    She didn’t answer.


    “Don’t you have a name, pipsqueak?” 


    Gracie stepped outside just as two patrol cars pulled up in front of the house, and Gracie walked down the steps carrying her. The little girl still didn’t answer, and as Sam approached, the tiny body started to tremble. 


    “Hey, are you okay? That’s just Officer Sam. He’s really nice.”


    Sam stopped a few feet away and smiled that wide, good old boy grin. He had a black beanie pulled over his thinning hair and a heavy police coat on. His breath fogged in front of him as he said, “Hey, Pumpkin. You don’t gotta be scared of me. I’m just a big kitty cat. Meow.”


    Gracie felt the little girl bury her head into Gracie’s chest painfully, and she shrugged at Sam. 


    Rubbing the think back under her jacket, she whispered, “Why don’t you and I go sit in my car, turn the heat up high, and I’ll find some cartoons for you on my phone.”


    Gracie passed by Officer Quinn Morgan, who she’d had one terrible date with, and smiled. He was a good guy though, so they’d decided they were better off friends. 


    “Hey, Quinn,” she murmured, aware of the terror radiating from the toddler. It was so strange that she hadn’t showed any fear of Gracie at the door, but was now petrified.


    Quinn nodded. “Gracie. What were you doing here?”


    “Delivering Thanksgiving dinners for the church.”


    Quinn grinned at her, his eyes twinkling. “Aren’t you just Mother Teresa?”


    Gracie rolled her eyes, and when she opened the car door, she unzipped her coat, but the little girl didn’t want to let go. 


    “Hey, hey, it’s okay. I’m just going to turn the car on.” Gracie put the keys in and thanked God the engine was still warm. Hot air blew out of the vents, and she slid into the driver’s seat, closing the door behind her. The toddler stayed glued to her lap, and Gracie moved the seat back to give them more room.


    She searched through Hulu and found some Disney show about a cat that was a sheriff. The child just sat there, her thumb in her mouth, staring at the screen quietly. Gracie wished she had a brush to get the hair out of her dirty face, but could imagine how detangling that mop would hurt. Softly, she stroked the little girl’s back and arms, waiting on Sam. 


    A few minutes later, Sam and Quinn came out, and she rolled down her window. Tiny arms wrapped around her neck in a death grip and she mumbled low, soothing words.


    “We need to bring her down to the station. Wanna follow us?” Sam asked.


    “Sure, but I don’t know if she’ll let me go.” 


    “Have you gotten her name yet?” Sam asked.


    “No, she hasn’t said a word.”


    “I got a kids’ seat in the car. Hang tight while I grab it.” Sam jogged back to his car, and Gracie pulled back enough to brush the little one’s hair back off her face. 


    “Are you hungry, sweetie?”


    Gracie could tell by the hollow of her cheeks that she was, but she still didn’t want to let go.


    “I promise you, I’m going to take care of you and keep you safe.”


    * * *


    At the police station a half hour later, Gracie watched in horror as tiny hands shoved hunks of banana and donuts into the little girl’s mouth. Quinn had stopped off at Hall’s per her request, and picked up a couple things a child might like.


    When the cheeks were stuffed so full, she couldn’t even close her mouth, Gracie hooked a finger inside and pulled some of the chewed globs out. “Hey, baby, slow down or you’re going to choke. I promise, no one is going to take this away from you. Take small bites.”


    Sam came into the room, and Gracie could tell from the grim look on his face that whatever he’d found out wasn’t good. 


    “The woman renting the duplex is Rita Faulkner, but she doesn’t have any kids. I’ve got a call into social services, but being a holiday, who knows when they’ll get out this way.”


    “So, what’s she supposed to do?”


    “I can keep her here until social services arrives…” Sam trailed off as if there were more options, but he couldn’t think of them.


    Gracie’s gaze met those big eyes, and her heart broke into a million pieces. “What if I keep her with me? Until social services can get out here? I can feed her and give her a bath. She’ll be more comfortable with me than here.”


    “Ah, Gracie, I know your heart’s in the right place, but I can’t—”


    “Why? You know me, Sam. Why not let me make a scared child just a little more comfortable?”


    Sam scratched the back of his neck hesitantly, then nodded. “All right, I’ll let social services know she’s got a safe haven for the night. I’m sure they’d appreciate the load off.”


    Sam left the room, and Gracie smiled, running her hand over the soft skin of the child’s cheek. “Looks like you and I are going to have a slumber party, pipsqueak.”


    * * *


    Eric pulled into Hall’s Market parking lot just before they closed, and two things stopped him in his tracks.


    Gracie was right across the aisle, chatting with Hope Weathers, who was putting a box in the back of Gracie’s car.


    And the second was that Gracie was balancing a dirty child on her hip.


    Curious, Eric crossed the way, watching out for the icy ground. “Hey, ladies.”


    Hope turned and gave him a wide smile, her blonde hair up in a messy bun. “Hey, Eric. Happy Thanksgiving.”


    “Happy Thanksgiving.” When he turned his attention to Gracie and the kid, the little girl buried her face in Gracie’s neck. “Who’s this, Gracie Lou?”


    “My new friend,” was all she said before addressing Hope. “Thanks for bringing those down. I’ll wash them and give them right back to you.”


    “It’s no hurry. Emily is grown out of them, and we aren’t having anymore, so whenever.”


    Eric’s brow furrowed. What in the hell is going on?


    Eric noticed the grocery bags in the back of the car, and the box of diapers. “You baby-sitting or something?”


    Hope laughed. “I’ll let you get her in the car and deal with Curious George over here. Call me if you need anything.”


    “I will.”


    Hope walked to her car, and Gracie went to the passenger side door, calling over her shoulder, “Close that for me, will you?”


    Eric’s jaw about dropped, but he did it anyway. 


    He heard the kid crying, and Gracie’s voice went up an octave. “Oh, don’t cry, love. I’m going to start the car, and we’ll be home in just a few minutes.”


    She closed the door and actually walked past him to the driver’s side and climbed in. He approached and knocked on her window, but she didn’t bother rolling it down until the car was running.


    “What’s up?” she asked.


    “Are you going to fill me in? Who’s the kid?”


    Gracie arched her brow at him. “I’m sorry, are you my father? Boyfriend? Husband?”


    “No, but I—”


    “Then I don’t have to tell you anything.”


    She slowly rolled up the window, and just before she put the car in reverse, she stuck her tongue out at him.


    Eric stood there dumbfounded.


    What in the ever-loving shit was that about?

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Most women seem to think that a man who keeps coming back after being rejected is crazy, but I like to think of it as determined.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    


    After a long soak in the bathtub and being scrubbed from head to toe with baby shampoo, Pip, as Gracie was referring to the little girl, smelled and looked so much better. When Gracie had first undressed her, she got a really good look at the ribs poking up under the skin, and as she washed away the dirt, she saw bruises in different shades of yellow, purple and blue on her arms and legs. She’d taken pictures of the injuries to show Pip’s social worker when they met and tried not to cry.


    The poor thing had screamed at first due to a pretty horrible diaper rash, but after she’d been dried off, Gracie had put AD ointment on it before securing a clean diaper. While she’d put lotion on the sniffling child, she’d sung “Soft Kitty” from The Big Bang Theory. Pip had liked the melody and calmed down.


    After that, Gracie had put her in a pair of the warm footed pajamas from the box of clothes Hope had brought her. It seemed like Gracie had used half a bottle of detangler, but she was able to brush through and braid Pip’s hair without tugging on the strands too much.


    “Well, don’t you look shiny as a new penny?” Gracie tapped Pip’s nose with her finger. “Should I make us dinner?”


    Pip reached her arms out to her, and Gracie picked her up, propping her on her hip. Hope had also loaned her a Pack ‘n Play and booster seat with a tray that she’d already strapped down on one of her dining room chairs. Gracie was pretty grateful for the small-town life and that all her friends had kids right now.


    Gracie buckled Pip into the chair, and when the toddler started to whimper, she held up a box of crackers. “Want a couple of these?”


    Pip nodded, and Gracie set several crackers and a sippy cup filled with half water and half apple juice on the tray. She slipped an apron on and flipped Pandora to Kids Disney Radio. It reminded her of when Charlie was little and she’d watch him for Gemma. She got a lot of Disney viewing in, that was for sure.


    As she reheated the Thanksgiving dinner she’d bought, she danced around the kitchen, singing along to “I Just Can’t Wait to be King” and “Under the Sea.” Pip smiled and even giggled softly around her crackers when Gracie danced close to her chair.


    The phone rang just as Gracie finished cutting up a slice of turkey for Pip, and she turned down the radio before answering. “Hello?”


    “Hey, Gracie, it’s Sam.”


    “Howdy, Sam.”


    “How’s it going?” he asked.


    “We’re all good. Just about to eat dinner.”


    “Good. I just wanted to let you know that we put out a warrant on Rita, but she still hasn’t come home. Social services called me back and asked if you could meet them tomorrow afternoon at St. Luke’s so they could have the child blood tested and examined.”


    Gracie smiled at Pip, who was starting to whine in impatience. “Yeah, sure. What time?”


    “Two.” 


    “I’ll be there, but I gotta go. I got T-minus five before she melts down.”


    Sam laughed. “I’ve been there. Good luck!”


    Gracie ended the call and carried the plate over to Pip, setting it on her tray. She waved the pink princess spoon she’d picked up for her at Hall’s. “Can you use one of these, or do you need help?”


    Pip picked up a piece of turkey with her fingers and popped it into her mouth. When she started to grab another piece, Gracie stalled her. “Chew that one and then take another.”


    It was a battle getting Pip to eat slowly, and by the time she finished, Gracie had to change her pajamas again. 


    Gracie finally got to eat once she’d moved any breakable or tiny object out of reach. She didn’t bother with the dishes, just picked Pip up and carried her into the living room.


    “Wanna watch a movie?”


    Gracie sat on the couch with Pip in her lap and turned on the TV. Once she’d settled on another kid’s show, she pulled the throw on the back of the couch over them. They didn’t even make it through one episode before Pip’s body relaxed into hers and her breathing became deep and even.


    And then it occurred to Gracie that she’d forgotten to set up the Pack ‘n Play.


    Crap.


    * * *


    Eric stood on Gracie’s doorstep just after eight. He’d called Hope’s husband, Sam, to ask him who the little girl was, and when he’d heard the story, it had been a little hard to believe. He knew Gracie had a big heart, but taking in a strange kid? 


    He’d told his family during dinner, and his mom had gotten up from her mashed potatoes and gone to her “hoarder’s closet,” as his dad called it. His mom had a bit of a compulsive shopping problem and would buy things she didn’t need, just because they were a good deal.


    She came out with a box of kid’s toys and stuffed animals and pointed at him. “When you’re done with your food, you take this over to that girl, you hear me?”


    “Mom, I don’t think she’s keeping her. It’s just for the night.”


    She’d planted her hands on her hips and twisted her mouth up in disapproval. “When I want your opinion, Eric Andrew Henderson, I will give it to you.”


    Which is how he found himself standing there, knocking on Gracie’s door. Even as a grown-ass man, he didn’t argue with his mother.


    “Who is it?” Gracie called from the other side of the door.


    “It’s Eric. My mom sent me over with some stuff for you.”


    The lock turned, and when she pulled the door open, he tried not to notice that her hair was tousled in the just-got-out-of-bed way he’d always dreamed of seeing…


    And her nipples were hard against the pink cotton of her long-sleeved top.


    I’m going to hell.


    “Can I come in? It’s cold as balls out here,” he said.


    “Yeah, sure. Just be quiet. Pip’s asleep on the couch.”


    Eric stepped inside and noticed the tiny being curled on her side, covered in a colorful throw.


    “Pip? Her name is Pip?”


    “No, it’s just what I’ve been calling her. Pip for pipsqueak.” Gracie closed the door behind him, and her gaze flicked to the little girl. “She hasn’t said a word to me.”


    Noting the worry in Gracie’s tone, he gave her a reassuring smile. “Probably just scared.” He set the box down on the coffee table and pulled out a stuffed horse. “Mom thought you could probably use some toys.”


    Gracie stepped up next to him, and the soft scent of her overwhelmed him, driving him out of his mind. “These toys are brand new.”


    “Yeah, my mom is a bit of a compulsive shopper. She probably saw them on the clearance rack at Target and thought she could use them for a birthday present or something.”


    Gracie shook her head, and put one of the toys back. “I…I don’t know what to say. I can’t accept these. I’m meeting social services tomorrow, and I’d hate to open these up and ruin them for one night.”


    “Don’t you have to be at work tomorrow?” he asked.


    “No, I took the weekend off. Tanya and a couple other volunteers are holding down the fort. I’d planned to do a little Black Friday shopping, but I’ll just have to settle for getting deals online.”


    Eric placed the stuffed horse in her arms. “Well, I’m telling you right now that my mom wanted you to have these. I would just send her a thank-you note if I were you.”


    “Hmmm. Good point. Don’t get me wrong, your mom adores me, but I’m not sure she’d forgive me if I insulted her by sending these back.”


    “Probably not.” Eric looked around her tiny house and noted the boxes of preheated turkey dinner and dishes in the sink. “You ordered one of those lazy man dinners from Hall’s?”


    Gracie laughed and went into the kitchen, picking the boxes off the counter and throwing them into the trash can. “It was just supposed to be me tonight, and I didn’t feel like spending ten hours preparing a full Thanksgiving dinner, but I wanted one. This seemed the easiest choice.”


    “Or, you could have asked any of your friends and they would have had you over. Where’s your boyfriend? Why didn’t he join you?”


    Gracie just shrugged, and he wanted to press her for more information. Had they broken up? 


    She’d moved to the sink to wash the dishes, and he came up alongside her. “Don’t tell me you dumped him already?”


    She shot him a dark look. “No, I did not dump him. Did it ever occur to you that sometimes I like to be alone?”


    “You? No, not at all. You’re a social butterfly. You thrive on attention.”


    Gracie snorted. “Well, I’m going to get plenty of attention when my parents come for the holidays, so I felt like I needed one holiday to just chill.”


    As soon as she mentioned her parents, her hand on the scrubber sped up. She looked as though she was about to break the dish right in half, she was pressing so hard.


    “Hey, hey, okay, no need to take your aggravations out on the dinnerware.”


    He took the plate from her and opened the dishwasher, slipping the plate into one of the slots.


    “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine,” Gracie said.


    He took the scrub brush from her hand and bumped her out of the way with his hip. “Yeah, I can tell the thought of your parents visiting you doesn’t affect you at all. Why don’t you pour a glass of wine and relax? I can take care of the dishes.”


    “It’s not even your mess!”


    “Seriously, it’s Thanksgiving. Be thankful I’m a nice guy.”


    She grumbled to herself and went down the hallway to her bedroom. Eric almost asked her if she usually kept her alcohol in her bedroom, but was afraid of waking the kid. 


    When he’d finished sliding the last dish in the washer, he looked up in time to see Gracie carrying the sleeping toddler to her room.


    He followed behind and stood in the doorway, unable to look away as she bent over the portable crib and laid the little girl down. He caught a glimpse of her face as she gently pulled a blanket up over her and he held his breath.


    Softness. The bedside lamp showed the small smile and eased features as Gracie cared for someone else’s kid. He could just imagine the love she would rain down on a child of her own.


    Gracie stood back up and turned, jumping when she saw him in the doorway. 


    “Why are you always lurking about?”


    “Again, wasn’t lurking, just watching. And I was just thinking that when you finally settle on a guy, you’ll make a good mom.”


    For some reason, her face tightened, and he had a feeling he was in for an earful as soon as she could raise her voice.


    She pushed him down the hallway until he finally grunted, “Ow! What?”


    “Who says I need a man? Women have children on their own all the time.”


    Why in the hell was she going nuts over a compliment? “Geez, Gracie Lou, I was just saying you’d make a good mom! I didn’t mean any offense.”


    “Well, I don’t need anyone else telling me how I can’t have a full, rich life without a husband to take care of me. I have been taking care of myself just fine!”


    Eric threw up his hands, his temper good and riled now. “I never said any different, but since you’re determined to take everything I say the wrong way, I better be on my way.”


    “I guess you should!” she said in a loud whisper.


    “Fine!”


    “Good!”


    “And I’ll call your mother to thank her.”


    He stopped in the doorway with a scowl. “Seems like a good idea. I’d hate to thank her for you and piss you off by helping you out!”


    She gasped as he closed the door on her and stomped across the crunchy snow to his car. As he pressed the automatic start, he climbed in with a curse.


    Why are all the women in this town tough as nails and bat-shit crazy?

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that things happen for a reason and fate doesn’t make mistakes…if you believe in that kind of thing.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    


    On the way to the hospital the next afternoon, Gracie turned onto Cherry Tree Lane when she saw the detour sign on Main Street. Whatever was going on was blocking traffic, and she couldn’t be late to meet Pip’s social worker.


    Pip had fallen asleep almost as soon as she’d pulled out of the driveway. She’d woken Gracie up at about one in the morning, screaming. Since it was obvious she’d been having a nightmare, Gracie had let her snuggle in with her for the night. They’d had a full morning of blueberry muffins for breakfast with a bowl of fruit salad, and Gracie had opened several toys for her to play with. She still hadn’t started her online shopping yet, but she’d been having too much fun to care.


    Gracie admired the trees that were shimmering white with frost from the frozen fog that had rolled through this morning. Amidst the winter wonderland, she noticed a red For Sale by Owner sign in front of 905 Cherry Tree Lane and slowed the car. Her heart skipped excitedly as she stared at the white house with the gray trim. All the houses on this side of town had nice yards and were at least three bedrooms. 


    Perfect for someone who didn’t want to sleep on the couch for two weeks.


    Of course, buying a home was a big step, but she had been saving for the down payment. And since it was for sale by owner, maybe they’d be willing to carry the loan.


    After parking in front of the house, she typed the number on the sign into her phone. She turned her Bluetooth ear piece on before she hit the green call icon on her phone and pulled out onto the road again.


    “Hello?” a woman answered.


    “Hi, my name is Gracie McAllister, and I was calling about your home for sale on Cherry Tree Lane. Is it still available?”


    “Gracie? It’s Kirsten Winters.”


    Gracie wished she could hang up the phone without looking like a tool. She liked Kirsten, but ever since she’d left with Eric during the Halloween Ball, Gracie had developed a bitter taste in her mouth whenever she saw her.


    Maybe because I was a little jealous?


    “Hey, Kirsten! I didn’t know you owned a house.”


    “I don’t. It was my grandparents’. I’m just managing the property for them since they moved to Arizona. You’re interested?”


    Part of Gracie wanted to say no, but it would be a bald-faced lie. And besides, she had no reason to be irritated with Kirsten. She and Eric were two consenting adults, and Gracie had no claim to him, didn’t even want one. He was a Neanderthal, and she was dating Darrin. 


    “Depends on the terms, yes, I am,” Gracie said coolly.


    “It’s one hundred and thirty-nine thousand and eighteen hundred square feet. It’s four bedroom, three bath, and the backyard is just shy of half an acre since it’s a corner lot. If you want them to carry the papers and have at least twenty percent down, the payment would be nine hundred and twenty-six, not including home owner’s insurance for ten years.”


    Gracie considered that. It would be faster, without the added fees of a bank. “Could I come by and look at it later today? Maybe four?”


    “Sure, I can meet you there about four thirty, if that works.”


    “Definitely. And thanks, Kirsten.”


    “See you then.”


    Gracie ended the call and turned up the radio, humming along to “This is How We Roll” by Florida Georgia Line, and considered her options. She could call Wyatt Carter at the Credit Union and talk to him about getting her a preapproval loan and pay for the house in full. Or at least have her lawyers draw something up.


    Or, I could see if I even like the place before I jump the gun. First things first. 


    * * *


    At the hospital, Gracie was surprised to find that Pip’s case worker was an old friend from her drama club days in high school. Viola Merryweather still looked like she was fourteen. An inch shorter than Gracie, with freckles and her copper hair pulled back in a twist, she smiled brightly.


    “Gracie, it’s so good to see you.”


    “You too, Viola.” Gracie tried to get Pip to lift her head, but she was still pretty tired. “And this is Pip.”


    “Pip?”


    “She still hasn’t said a word, so it’s just a nickname.”


    “Ah, gotcha. Well, hopefully, some of these tests can help us identify you, love.” Viola reached her arms out, but Pip squeezed Gracie’s neck harder.


    “If you just want to lead the way, I’ll stay with her,” Gracie said. 


    Viola dropped her arms and nodded.


    “I also took pictures of some bruises on her arms and legs and she is so thin.”


    “That’s fine. I’ll have you transfer them to me for her record but the doctor will also take some.”


    Over an hour later, Gracie wanted to just bundle Pip up and get her the hell out of there. As nice as the techs were, it broke Gracie’s heart to watch such a tiny child be poked, prodded, and positioned to take X-rays and blood work, and be photographed. 


    Pip scooted away when the doctor came in and started screaming, reaching for Gracie.


    Pushing past Viola, she scooped Pip up and faced the doctor and Viola like a bristling mama bear ready to protect her cub. 


    “Viola, she’s been through so much. Can’t we give her a little break?”


    “Actually, Ms.…” The doctor waited.


    “McAllister.”


    “Ms. McAllister, I was coming in to say we were all finished and we were so impressed with how well…”


    “Pip.”


    “Pip did that I was wondering if she’d like a sticker.” The doctor, a dark-haired woman in her mid-forties, held out a tray of different stickers. “Pick any one you want.”


    But Pip wouldn’t even look at her, and finally, Gracie picked a Little Mermaid sticker and held it in front of the little girl’s face.


    “How about this one? She’s pretty, huh?”


    Pip took the sticker without lifting her head, and Gracie could see the thumb shoved into her mouth like a safety net.


    The doctor now spoke to Viola. “We’ll try to get the results on the blood back as soon as we can. Hopefully we’ll be able to locate her mother or a next of kin. Other than the diaper rash and her weight being a little low for her estimated age, she is in good health. There were no signs of sexual abuse or trauma, and no broken bones on Jocelyn’s X-rays.” The doctor handed Viola several prescription slips. “Here is a prescription for an antibiotic ointment for her diaper rash and a children’s multi-vitamin.”


    Once the doctor left the room and it was just the three of them. Gracie stroked Pip’s back gently, meeting Viola’s gaze. 


    “Is she done now? Really?” Gracie asked.


    “Yes.” Viola seemed to be watching her intently. “You’re very good with her.”


    “I’ve taken care of kids before.”


    “And she seems to trust you.”


    Gracie stopped rubbing Pip’s back. “What are you thinking, Viola?”


    Viola lowered her voice. “I don’t have a current foster home for her in the Magic Valley, and until I get the lab results back and we figure out who she is, I either have to place her with a family in Ada County or a group home. But if you’re okay with it, I can have a motion filed this week giving you temporary care of her until we’re able to find her family.”


    Gracie’s heart leapt in her throat. “Do you think a judge would go for that? I’m not an actual foster parent.”


    “I’ve got a judge that owes me a favor, and when I explain the circumstances, I have a feeling she’ll be sympathetic. You just leave that up to me.” 


    * * *


    Eric sat in front of his computer, typing up an email to his literary agent, Neal Goodman. He knew Neal was out of town for the weekend visiting family, but hopefully he’d get it first thing Monday and be able to give him an update on his submission. Considering Neal was the only one he had to talk to about his novel, he was going out of his mind.


    It wasn’t because he was ashamed or thought his family wouldn’t approve. Writing was always something he enjoyed, but since he’d never gone to college or taken any classes, he’d always kept his musings to himself.


    The last two years, though, he’d been a bit restless. He’d been running his family’s bar since he was twenty-one years old, and although he loved it, it wasn’t his passion. 


    Still, he wasn’t ready to share anything with anyone until there was something to share. When he’d finished his manuscript six months ago, and sent a query letter to eight different agents, six of them had come back with a hard no.


    Not Neal, though. He’d sent him a contract to review five days after reading Eric’s sample chapters, and the two of them had been tweaking and working together ever since. Neal had finally told him in September that the manuscript was ready to shop.


    Now all he had to do was wait.


    The clock on the wall chimed six times, and Eric cursed. The guys were supposed to come over for poker tonight, and he had nothing but leftovers and beer in his kitchen. Travis had texted to cancel earlier, so there was one less mouth to feed.


    Pulling on his coat, he headed out to the store and walked back through the door forty-five minutes later with enough junk to feed an army. 


    Just after seven, there was a knock on his door, and he opened it to find Gabe and Mike on his doorstep.


    “Hey, guys, come on in.”


    Gabe stepped inside first, pulling off his gray wool cap and revealing the short strip of hair along his otherwise dark shaved head. He shrugged out of his jacket and pushed up the sleeves of a gray sweater that looked out of place with the diamond studs and the tattoos.


    “Nice sweater, J.Crew.”


    Gabe grimaced. “It’s warm.”


    “Apparently, Caroline’s sister Ellie made it for him. Knitted it herself,” Mike said.


    Eric couldn’t imagine Ellie, one of his bartenders and a bit of a wild child, sitting around knitting anything, but the fact that Gabe was wearing a sweater his girlfriend’s sister had made him spoke volumes about the domestication some men could experience. 


    Mike tossed his coat over Eric’s couch and made a beeline for the snacks across the counter. None of his friends were shy about their appetites.


    “I thought Chase was coming with you guys?”


    “Nah, he said something about going to bed early,” Gabe said. “Justin and Everett Silverton are coming, though.”


    Eric nodded. He liked the Silverton brothers. Justin was married to Val, Caroline’s other sister, who was in her second trimester. He shuddered. Whatever was in the water this year, Eric hoped none of the women he’d slept with had drunk it.


    Everett had been dating Callie Jacobsen, but the two had split suddenly a few weeks ago, and Eric couldn’t figure out why. They had been pretty perfect together, and Everett seemed to be taking it hard.


    Hopefully a night with the guys would do them all some good. Eric knew it would help him at least get his mind off a certain, hot-tempered blonde who took offense to just about everything. Eric was still blown away by the way she’d gone off on him, but lesson learned. He was going to avoid Gracie like the plague and stop trying to help her.


    At least, he hoped so.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Never trust a man who hates kids and animals.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


     


    On Saturday, Gracie was just putting Pip down for her nap when she heard her cell phone ringing in the kitchen. Trying to sneak out of the room without waking her, Gracie waited until she hit the hallway to pick up speed and grab her phone.


    “Hello,” she said breathlessly.


    “Gracie, it’s Darrin.”


    Gracie didn’t know why his tone made the hackles on the back of her neck stand on end, but it definitely wasn’t friendly.


    “Hey, how are you?”


    “I’m fine, except we were supposed to have breakfast this morning, and you never showed.”


    Gracie covered her mouth, trying to fight back exhausted laughter. “I am so sorry, Darrin, I’ve just had so much going on, it completely slipped my mind.”


    Her apology didn’t seem to ease his irritation. “What’s been going on?” 


    “Well, it’s the craziest thing, but on Thanksgiving, I was delivering meals for the church, and at one of the houses, there was this abandoned toddler, and I offered to take her home for the night—”


    “Why would you do that? Why didn’t you just let social services handle it?” he asked.


    Gracie was a bit taken aback by his attitude. “Because it was Thanksgiving, and they couldn’t get out right away. She’s so sweet, I just couldn’t leave her at the police station.”


    “Hmmm,” was all he said.


    “Anyway, they couldn’t find a placement for her, and since they’re still trying to locate next of kin, my friend Viola is petitioning for temporary guardianship for me.”


    “Wait, what? You mean you’re fostering a child?”


    The way he said it, as if she’d told him she’d adopted a skunk, send a flash of rage through her body. 


    “So?”


    “Isn’t that something you should have discussed with me?” he asked.


    Gracie almost laughed her ass off. “I’m telling you now. I didn’t need to discuss anything with you. I’ve been dating you, what? Three weeks? Maybe seven dates, total? I’m also in the process of buying a house. Is that something you thought I should run past you too?”


    “When you’re seeing someone, it’s only right to discuss life decisions that may alter your current status, and a child is one of those things.”


    “Wow, the balls on you. I had no idea you hated kids.”


    “I do not hate children, but I’m definitely not ready for them right now.”


    Gracie’s temples throbbed. She didn’t even care to point out that her guardianship was temporary. The bottom line was she had no interest in continuing a relationship with Darrin, and if she’d been honest, instead of trying to hold on for her parents’ sake, she wouldn’t even be having this rather aggravating conversation now.


    “I think we’ve said all there is to say, then, don’t you think?”


    “Excuse me?”


    Did he actually sound surprised? “I think it’s obvious that I’m not what you’re looking for, so it’s better this ends now before we get more involved.”


    The silence on the other end of the line was so thick, you could have cut it with a knife. Then he snarled, “I planned on dumping you anyway. I was just trying to get laid.”


    “Stay classy, Darrin,” she said, pressing the red phone icon.


    What a gigantic prick.


    How could she not have noticed what an über tool he was? Because all she’d been looking at was the fancy job. She’d known her mother would have gone absolutely apeshit over a potential son-in-law who was a settled, successful lawyer.


    Oh God, her mother. What the hell was she going to say to her?


    She couldn’t go through two weeks with her mother heaving great sighs of disappointment and talking about everyone else’s grandkids. 


    At least Mr. and Mrs. Winter had been overjoyed she was interested in their house, especially when she’d offered to put fifty thousand down. They’d emailed her the contract this morning, and she’d called her attorney, Sophia Perez, to look it over with her. 


    She was ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure she had the house; now she had just three weeks to find a guy.


    * * *


    Eric walked into the Rock Canyon Veterinary Clinic and Shelter, not really sure what he was doing there. Maybe it had to do with how quiet the house had been after the guys had left last night, but he’d driven out of his garage straight here.


    Dotty, the receptionist, sat behind the large desk. Her thick glasses made her eyes appear bigger, and her silver hair was sprayed stiffly into place.


    “Hey there, Eric! What can I do you for?” she asked.


    “Hey, Dotty, I was just coming to look at your available dogs.”


    Dotty’s face filled with sympathy. “Oh, honey. I’m afraid we don’t have any dogs right now.”


    Well, if that wasn’t a sign for him not to adopt another dog, he didn’t know what was.


    “That’s all right.” He started to leave, but she called him back.


    She held out a piece of paper to him, and he took it, reading over the bold print and a picture of a small dog in a Santa hat. “Whiskers in Wonderland?”


    “Yes, if you’re interested, the Twin Falls Animal Shelter is doing a free adoption event in a few weeks. Apparently, someone came in and paid every available animal’s adoption fee so they could get homes for Christmas.”


    Eric didn’t care about the adoption fee. He’d willingly pay anything for the right dog. 


    “Thanks, I’ll keep this in mind.”


    He left the shelter and headed to the bar. He might as well get started on inventory since he had nothing else going on today. 


    His cell beeped, and he checked the screen. It was a text message from Jim Heeler, editor for the Rock Canyon Press.


    Subscriptions are up. Nice work.


    Eric grinned. When he’d first started writing for the Rock Canyon Press, he’d done it as a joke. It had been a type of therapy for him, writing about all the goings-on at the bar and the other gossip he heard from drunk patrons. Jim had loved it, especially after the first week’s response nearly doubled sales. 


    Still, Eric had never thought in a million years that “Small Town Scandals” would take off the way that it had. Or that people would love to hate his alter ego, Miss Know-It-All. 


    After a year and half of writing the column, he was actually surprised no one had figured it out. People loved to point the finger at Gracie or Mrs. Andrews. They were obvious choices, always putting their noses is everyone else’s business. 


    No one ever suspected the big, burly bartender they told all their secrets to.


    Which made the whole thing just about perfect.


    He texted Jim a thumbs-up pic, and put his phone into the cup holder. He might as well head into work, even though it was supposed to be his day off.


    It wasn’t as though he had anything to go home to.


    * * *


    “There is no freaking way!” Gracie hissed, staring down at the newspaper column. Pip was sitting on the floor of Gemma’s bedroom, playing with one of the toys Connie Henderson had given her, and Gemma was lying in bed, snacking on a plate of almonds, cheese, and strawberries Gracie had made her.


    “What did she say this time?” Gemma asked.


    Gracie held the paper up to her face. “How in the hell did she know? It just happened this morning!”


    Gemma took the paper and read aloud. “‘Looks like bachelor number… Well, I’ve lost count. Needless to say, everyone’s favorite barista has kicked another man to the curb. It begs the question: is there something wrong with them or her?’”


    Gracie took the paper back and crumpled it in her fist. “If I ever find out who she is, she better run fast and far.”


    “Oh, come on! There’s nothing wrong with you. You just haven’t met the one yet.” Gemma glanced toward Pip on the ground and shot Gracie a meaningful glance. “So, what’s going on with you?”


    “Nothing.” Gemma kept staring at her, and she shrugged. “She needed me, okay?”


    Gemma took her hand and squeezed. “And that’s how I know there’s nothing wrong with you.”


    “Yeah, well…” Gracie looked around uncomfortably, searching for something else to talk about, when she spotted Gemma’s laptop. Gemma had been working on writing regency romances, but she had yet to finish one that Gracie knew about. “What are you working on? Handsome Hal’s turgid flesh?”


    Gemma snorted. “More like staring at a blank screen. I just can’t concentrate when I’m tied down to this bed all day.”


    Gracie took a drink of her iced tea. “Yeah, I hear that. I burned a pan of brownies this morning.”


    Gemma’s eyebrow rose. “You burned brownies?”


    “Amazing, right?” Gracie set her bottle of iced tea down on the side table and laid down next to Gemma. “We just need to forget men! Let’s be nuns.”


    Gemma laughed. “I think you have to be a virgin to be a nun, and neither one of us are that. Besides, I think my husband might have something to say about that.”


    Gracie made a face. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I just get tired of being the last single girl.”


    “What about Eric?” Gemma’s hazel-green eyes watched Gracie expectantly.


    “You mean Eric Henderson, the dude who I cannot have a single civilized conversation with without yelling at him? That one?” 


    “That’s the one.”


    “Like I said, even if I was interested in him, we’d have to make it through one day without wanting to kill each other.” 


    Gemma’s face grew animated as she said, “That reminds me of chapter seven in my last manuscript. My hero has finally ticked my heroine off enough that she’s pushed him into a pond.”


    “We’d all like to do that to our men a time or two. Are you going to finish it?”


    Gemma sighed. “Someday, I hope.” 


    Pip took that moment to crawl over onto Gracie’s lap. When she saw Gemma’s food, her whole face lit up.


    Gemma held out a square of cheese. “Do you want one?”


    Pip shyly took the cheese square and shoved it into her mouth.


    Gracie kissed the top of her head, and Gemma’s expression turned sad. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Gracie.”


    Gracie understood what Gemma was telling her. Don’t get attached. She might have a family out there.


    “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a heart made of steel.”


    Gemma snorted. “More like gouda cheese.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Life in a small town has its highs and lows, but I tell you one thing, it is never boring.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Since Gemma was unable to run her bookstore while on bed rest, Gracie had offered to do it for her, and by Wednesday, she hated to admit how much she was enjoying the slower pace of Chloe’s Book Nook. Gemma had named the little book store after the calico cat she’d had for eighteen years and the décor was country cute with cat related signs on the wall. 


    The best part about the shop was even when it was busy, it wasn’t insane.


     Tanya had needed the extra hours at The Local Bean Coffee Shop anyway and been happy to cover for her. Plus, the back room of the bookstore was the perfect place to lay Pip down for her naps, and Gracie had installed a baby cam she’d bought at Another Go Round, the children’s store down the street. And when she wasn’t playing with her toys, Pip liked having Gracie read kids’ books to her.


    Gracie was hanging Christmas lights in the window when her cell phone rang. 


    She climbed down from the step stool and pressed the green phone icon.


    “Hello?”


    “Gracie, it’s Viola Merryweather.”


    Gracie’s stomach plummeted. “Hey, Viola. What did you find out?”


    “Well, I’ve got lots of bad news and some good news. I found out Pip’s name is Jocelyn Ryder, and she is just over two-years-old. She was born at St. Luke’s in Twin Falls, and her mom was Meghan Ryder of Buhl.”


    “Was?” Gracie asked.


    “Unfortunately, her mother died of a meth overdose three weeks ago. They did pick up Rita, the woman who Meghan supposedly gave Jocelyn to.”


    Gracie gasped in disbelief. “She gave her kid away?”


    Viola’s voice sounded completely disgusted. “In exchange for her next fix. Some good news is Rita is being booked on endangering the welfare of a child, child neglect, and several drug-related charges.”


    Gracie didn’t want to admit how blood thirsty she was, but she briefly pictured herself in a quiet room alone with Rita for five minutes. “What does this mean for Pip, I mean, Jocelyn?”


    “Well, we’ve located her maternal grandmother and great-grandmother, who both live in Filer. There was no father named on the birth certificate, so I’m just waiting for one of them to call me back. Just gotta be patient at this point.”


    Gracie picked up the monitor and stared at the screen. Pip was sleeping on her back, her little mouth open. She had filled out more in the few days Gracie had been taking care of her, but still had a way to go.


    “What if her grandmother doesn’t want her?”


    “Then she’ll officially go into the system available for adoption.”


    “And what’s the average wait for a child in foster care?” Gracie asked.


    Viola was silent for several ticks. “Two years, but sometimes it is much shorter.”


    “Or longer.”


    Gracie heard Viola sigh. “That’s true, but that’s just the way the system works. I promise to call you when I hear more, but in the meantime, I’ve set Jocelyn up with an appointment with a child psychologist in Twin Falls on Friday at one in the afternoon. If you can’t take her, I can come by—”


    “I’ll make sure she’s there.”


    “Good. I’ll text you her information.”


    Gracie hung up the phone, her heart aching. Little Jocelyn had been through so much, and no one had cared. If she hadn’t come by with that dinner, what would have happened to her?


    Guess sometimes there is a reason for everything.


    * * *


    Eric was in the storeroom of Buck’s, placing bottles on the shelves, when his phone beeped with a notification. 


    He had a new e-mail from Neal. 


    He’d talked to his agent on Monday, who’d told him when he had something, Eric would know about it. He clicked on the email.


    Eric-


    Got time for a chat? I have good news, my friend.


    Best,


    Neal


    Eric tapped off a response and waited. The minutes ticked away slowly until finally, the cell rang.


    When he answered, he tried to keep his voice calm, even though his skin was humming with excitement. “Hey, Neal.”


    “Eric! I got great news! How do you feel about writing for one of the biggest publishers in New York?”


    Eric’s heart stopped beating. “Are you shitting me?”


    “No, my friend, I am not. Random House wants you.”


     “Seriously? Have you seen the contract?” Eric asked.


    “Yes, and if you agree, they want to fly you out for their special New Year’s Eve party. You’ll get to meet the editor you’ll be working with, the marketing team. It will be great.”


    Eric was still having a hard time believing this. “Is it a good deal?”


    “Of course! I wouldn’t be calling you if it wasn’t a fantastic offer. I’ll email over the deets with my suggested changes, and you can let me know what you think.”


    “Great. Thanks, Neal. I owe you.”


    “Nope, just doing my job! We’ll talk soon.”


    Eric slipped the phone back into his pocket and the energy built up from his feet, making his legs and arms shake. 


    “Yes! Fuck, yeah! Whoo!”


    He was still doing a victory dance when his little brother, Grant, pulled open the storeroom door. 


    “What the hell are you doing in here?”


    Eric was too happy to hide it and picked his brother up in a bone-crushing hug. “I’m celebrating, little brother. I got a feeling today is going to be fucking amazing.”


    * * *


    Later that night, Gracie sat across from Trent Ford, one of her ex-boyfriends, and after twenty minutes, she’d remembered why she’d broken up with Trent. 


    He was a narcissistic asshat.


    Gracie had hired Gemma’s babysitter, Jenny Andrews, Mrs. Andrews’s youngest daughter, to come over and sit with Jocelyn. She’d had Jenny get there before she put her down, so if she did wake up, the little girl wouldn’t be scared.


    Gracie still had a hard time thinking of Pip as Jocelyn, but she’d have to get used to it. Maybe she’d call her Josie.


    If I have her that long.


    And she’d done all that so she could meet Trent at Jensen’s Diner for a coffee and a slice of pie.


    It definitely wasn’t worth the ten bucks an hour she was paying Jenny.


    “And that’s how I turned a profit on a piece-of-crap Chevy nobody wanted,” Trent said, finishing whatever money-making story he’d been droning on about. 


    Gracie smiled politely, studying Trent’s short blond hair and sea-foam-green eyes. She didn’t remember his eyes being that color. Was he wearing colored contacts?


    Ugh, no. Nope, she was done. Why had she thought recycling her old boyfriends would be a good idea?


    Grabbing her purse on the bench next to her, she rummaged for her wallet. “Well, Trent, it’s been fun catching up, but it’s getting late.”


    He screwed up his face in confusion and tilted his head like a damn Chihuahua. “Getting late? We’ve hardly sat down. Besides, I thought we’d head over to Buck’s, get a little dirty dancing going on. I remember how good you used to move.”


    Double yuck with a scoop of slimeball on top.


    “I just think it’s better if we call it a night,” she said, pulling some bills out to set on the table.


    Trent reached across the surface and circled her wrist, startling her. “Better for who? Not for me. I turned down going out with my boys ’cause I thought this was a sure thing.”


     Gracie’s gaze narrowed. “A sure thing?”


    “You want to play innocent, fine, but it ain’t like you don’t flit about this town like a butterfly looking for pollen.”


    Did he seriously just say that to me?


    Yanking her hand back and breaking his hold, she bared her teeth at him in a savage smile. “It’s the twenty-first century, Trent. Nowadays, women don’t have to stay home churning butter until some kind man marries them and takes their special flower.”


    “All I’m saying is, when you call a guy you used to screw and ask if he wants to grab a late-night cup of joe, there are certain assumptions.”


    God, she wanted to throw her coffee in his smug, stupid face, but she didn’t need an assault charge. “Well, you know what they say about assumptions. So, why don’t you take yours and shove them right up your ass, because despite what you may have thought a cup of coffee meant, I don’t sleep with every man I go out with.”


    He sneered at her. “That’s not what I’ve heard.”


    Oh hell no. Screw the coffee/ I’m going to break his nose with my fist. 


    “Listen, pal, I get that you’re pissed, but you don’t have to get nasty. I was trying to be nice and let you down easy, but if you want me to get honest, I’m leaving because you are still a self-absorbed douche bag and I wouldn’t do you if it would stop the apocalypse.”


    His face turned bright red. “Oh, honesty? Well, since we’re being so honest, when we dated I overlooked your horrid taste in movies, your obnoxious tendency to sing like a braying donkey and your smart ass mouth because you were a fantastic lay—”


    “I think it’s about time you shove off, asshole,” a growling voice said.


    Gracie glanced up and was surprised she hadn’t noticed Eric come in. Right now, he stood next to Trent’s side, his large arms crossed over his red flannel chest.


    Damn, she’d never been so glad to see Eric in her life. 


    Trent’s color drained from his face, and the muscle in his jaw tightened. “Fine.” 


    Trent got up from the table, and when he didn’t pay for his pie or his coffee, Gracie just laughed. Paying five bucks was better than spending the night in Rock Canyon lock up for kicking the shit out of Trent.


    Finally, meeting Eric’s gaze again, she smiled. “I appreciate the backup. You probably saved his pretty face. And I have no idea what he’s talking about…” She took a bite of her pie, and grinned. “I sound like a freaking angel.”


    His mouth twitched as though he was suppressing a laugh. “I think you’re exaggerating a bit, Gracie Lou.”


    “If you agree with him, then why did you defend me?” she asked.


    “Oh, I wasn’t defending your singing voice. I was objecting to his tone. Only I’m allowed to yell at you.”


    Gracie crossed her arms over her chest. “Actually, you aren’t.”


    He actually chucked her under the chin as if she were a child. “Sure I am, baby. You know you like it when we fight.” He leaned over, his beard tickling her ear. “It’s really good foreplay.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer is something I hear a lot…but if you truly can’t stand someone, then why the hell would you want them in your life?” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Saturday night was the official tree lighting ceremony for Rock Canyon. Everyone gathered in the park at the center of town, where all the trees were strung with lights. It was gorgeous once it was lit, especially with the sprinkling of snow on the branches.


    Gracie pushed Pip in the stroller she’d snagged along with the baby monitor. When Gracie had told Jocelyn her name, she asked if she preferred Josie, and she’d shaken her head. After about a minute of head shaking at all the variations Gracie suggested, the little girl finally opened her mouth and whispered, “Pip.” 


    Gracie had cried, squeezed her tight, and knew she was done for; she already loved the pint-sized little squirt.


    “Hey, Gracie!” Mike Stevens, one of her best friends, came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her neck. “Happy Tree Lighting.”


    Mike had been her friend since Gemma and she were sophomores in high school. Back then he’d been a goofy guy with long hair. Now, he was hard-bodied, handsome, and a bit of a disaster romantically. It was a pretty common joke among the citizens and Miss-Know-It-All that Mike couldn’t keep a woman.


    The two of them had that in common.


     “Tree Lighting is not actually a holiday, Mike.”


    “Yeah, yeah. How’s the little bit doing?”


    Gracie slowed down so he could look down at the toddler, who was busy enjoying blueberries in her little snack cup. Her face and hands were stained purple, and when she caught Mike looking at her, she shrunk away.


    “She’s still adjusting.”


    Mike backed off. “They still haven’t heard back from her grandma yet?”


    Gracie didn’t really want to talk about it. Her heart ached every time she thought about having to give Pip up. “No, they did. She wants her. They’re just doing a home inspection.”


    “Well, that’s good, right? At least she has family who wants her.”


    I want her.


    Gracie stumbled a bit at the thought. Not that she was surprised, because for some reason, she’d felt an intense connection with Pip since the moment she saw her.


    It was the wish that she could fight for her.


    “By the way, I hear you’re shopping for a boyfriend,” Mike said.


    She made a face at him. “And where did this information crop up from?” 


    “Gemma. She said you were trying to find someone so your mom won’t be all over you about being strong and single.”


    Damn Gemma and her big fat mouth.


    “If you must know, I’m only looking for a fake one. You offering?” she asked.


    Mike looked appalled, and she hit him in the shoulder. 


    “Hey, no offense,” Mike said, laughing. “It’s just I think of you more like an annoying little sister than a potential girlfriend.”


    “That’s the whole point, doof! I just want my parents to think we’re dating.”


    “Yeah, but Gracie, I’m not that good an actor.”


    Gracie’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe this. That you, in my hour of need, can’t even pretend you are head over heels in love with me!”


    Mike took her by the shoulder, and before she knew what he was about, planted a kiss on her. It was warm, searching, and…


    Really incestuous. 


    Gracie pulled back, nodding. “Okay, okay, you were right. That was a mistake.”


    “Big mistake.” 


    “Again, you don’t have to say it like you’re all disgusted.”


    He actually wiped his hand over his mouth, the jerk. “I kind of am. What did you have for dinner? Hot dogs in spaghetti?”


    “You’re a freaking jerk!” she laughed.


    Mike put his arm back around her. “Sorry, pal, but it looks like it’s back to the drawing board.”


    * * *


    Eric followed behind his parents down Main Street on the way to the tree lighting ceremony. He had no idea why he’d said yes to going with them; the whole shindig was for families with young kids. From the lights to the free hot chocolate and donuts, and then of course there was Robert E. Roullett sitting in the little shack they called Santa’s Workshop during the holidays, playing the big guy in the red suit for all the kiddos.


    He kept telling himself it had nothing to do with whether or not Gracie would be there and everything to do with the chance to tell his parents about his book deal. He’d been wavering back and forth for days. He’d sent Neal an email back yesterday telling him to go ahead, and his new editor had emailed him almost immediately to introduce herself.


    But he hesitated about telling his family. If he explained what his book was about, then he’d have to reveal he was Miss Know-It-All, and he could just imagine how well that would go over with his dad or his little brother. 


    In fact, once the people of Rock Canyon found out, he was either going to get laughed out of town or he’d have an angry mob at his doorstep. It was a stone-cold fact that everyone had been the topic of “Small Town Scandals” at one time or another.


    Shit, he really hadn’t thought this through. 


    On the plus side, he’d changed the name of the town and the people in it for the story, and it was technically a work of fiction. He’d just based enough of it on the true happenings of Rock Canyon that anyone from here who read it might be able to piece the puzzle together. 


    He glanced across the street and noticed Gracie and Mike walking almost parallel to them. The two of them were best friends, so it was no surprised to see them together. He was a little surprised to see Gracie pushing a stroller though. He’d thought her keeping Pip was only temporary.


    He was about to call out to them when Mike leaned over.


    And kissed Gracie in a very un-friend-like way.


    Eric stopped in his tracks, completely floored and unable to comprehend what he was seeing. Gracie and Mike. Mike and Gracie.


    With his stomach churning, he ground his teeth, fighting the jealousy that was burning up his esophagus. 


    They pulled apart, and he wished he could hear what they were saying. Gracie hit Mike playfully and appeared to be teasing him.


    Before he knew it, Eric had stepped off the curb and was crossing to road, headed over to them.


    Only he’d forgotten to wear his snow boots, and when his sneakers hit the patch of ice between the crunchy snow, his feet flew out from under him. As he landed flat on his back with the wind knocked out of him, he heard the honk of a horn.


    When he turned to find headlights barreling right for him, he tried to move but couldn’t.


    Please, I don’t want to die with the vision of Gracie and Mike sucking face as my last moment on earth.


    * * *


    The chorus of shouts and the blare of a horn made Gracie jump a foot in the air. She looked over Mike’s shoulder, and her mouth went dry at the sight of Eric sprawled in the middle of the road, his mother and father hovering over him.


    “Oh my God!” Gracie cried.


    Mike turned around and rushed out to help. Gracie lowered the stroller off the curb and followed behind, reaching them as Buck and Mike managed to pull Eric to his feet.


    Connie stood on the curb, barking orders. Her long dark hair was pulled through her cap in a ponytail that trailed over her red wool scarf and white down coat.


    “Check to see if he’s concussed! We might need to take him to the hospital.”


    “I’m fine, Mom,” Eric snapped.


    “You sure, son? You took quite a spill,” Buck said.


    Gracie lifted the stroller up onto the sidewalk, and when she pulled up alongside the group, she found herself mentally checking Eric over for visible bloody wounds. He was rubbing the back of his head through his knit cap and giving her a one-eyed squint.


    Finally, he looked away from her and focused on his family. “I’m all good. Just didn’t see the ice is all.”


    “Lived in Idaho his whole life and doesn’t know to wear snow boots or at least spikes?” Mike slapped Eric on his shoulder. “What’s happened to you?”


    Eric shrugged him off with a scowl so dark, Mike took a step back and Gracie frowned. “I was in a hurry.”


    “Yeah, sure, pal.” Mike looked as confused as Gracie felt and nodded at her. “I’m supposed to meet Travis and Charlie down there. You coming, Gracie?”


    “Yeah, I’ll catch up. I think I’ll walk with the Hendersons, if that’s all right with you?”


    Mike shrugged. “Sure. See you all down there.”


    As Mike walked away, Connie smiled brightly at Gracie. “I’m so glad you came. I’ve been waiting to meet this little sweetheart.” Connie bent over and held out her hand. “I’m Connie. Can you tell me your name?”


    Pip looked at Connie’s hand but said nothing.


    “I’m the one who sent you all the fun toys. Do you like them?”


    This seemed to win Pip over, and she pulled her thumb out of her mouth, smiling and nodding enthusiastically.


    Buck came up alongside his wife but stayed quiet, as though he sensed Pip’s apprehension of men.


    “Do you want to come see Nana Connie?” 


    When Connie held out her arms to Pip, Gracie was a little shocked that the toddler took her up on the offer. Once Connie had her, Pip’s eyes grew wide, and Gracie smiled reassuringly as Pip looked down at her from Connie’s six-foot-one height. 


    “Buck, give Gracie a break and push the stroller, will you? Gracie, you don’t mind keeping an eye on Eric?”


    Gracie glanced at Eric, who was still looking a little dazed. “No, I don’t mind, but if he goes down, I’m not even going to try to catch him.”


    “Understood. Just holler timber!” Connie grinned at him over her shoulder.


    “Thanks, Mom,” he grumbled.


    As Eric’s parents pulled a little ahead of them, Gracie watched Pip for any signs of distress, but she seemed fascinated by the older woman.


    Eric cleared his throat. “So, I heard you and your boyfriend broke up.”


    Gracie rolled her eyes. “You mean you saw it in ‘Small Town Suckage’?”


    Was it her imagination or did Eric just tense up? 


    “No, I stopped by Travis and Gemma’s and she mentioned it. Plus, I figured you wouldn’t be out with that dickhole Trent Ford unless you were single.”


    Gracie blushed, remembering Eric’s words and the effect they’d had on her libido. She’d raced out of Jensen’s as fast as she could, and, unfortunately, had to sneak off for a late-night “stress relief” shower. When you go almost six months without sex, you tend to be pretty easy to rile up.


    “And you know, I saw you kissing Mike a few minutes ago.”


    Oh, balls.


    “It isn’t what you think,” she said.


    “It’s not?”


    “No. I was just asking him to pretend to be my boyfriend.”


    Eric’s head whipped her way. “You what?”


    “I said, I asked Mike to be my fake boyfriend because I really don’t want to deal with two weeks of my mother lamenting about my single status. I figured I’d just get someone to pretend for me, and when they’re gone, we’d break up.”


    After several seconds ticked by, Eric drawled, “So, you asked Mike to be your fake boyfriend, he kissed you, and then…”


    Gracie sighed heavily. “Basically, we both agreed that there was no way we could pull it off.”


    “All you need is a fake boyfriend huh?” Eric took her arm in a surprisingly firm grip, slowing her down.


    “Yeah…why?”


    Eric looked toward his parents and then shot her what could only be described as an evil grin.


    “Because I think there’s a way we can help each other out.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Secrets are hard to keep…unless you’re me!” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric paced the length of his living room the next morning, waiting for Gracie to arrive. He’d told her they couldn’t talk with so many people around, but the truth was, he didn’t want her to lose her temper and blab his secret to the whole town. And there was a good chance that once he came clean about what he needed from her, she might physically hurt him.


    And he wasn’t sure he could really blame her. He hadn’t always been kind in his column when it came to her. Mostly because she frustrated the hell out of him, but I doubt she’d want ot hear his excuses.


    It was just after noon. She’d said she’d come straight over from church, and he’d been okay putting off their conversation a few more hours so he could prepare. 


    Eric looked out the window when he heard the unmistakable sound of tires on gravel. Gracie parked her CRV in his drive, and he opened the front door. She was already out of the car, and behind the back driver’s side door.


    “Can I help you carry something?” he asked.


    She pulled her head out of the backseat to address him. Her hair was twisted away from her forehead and fell in big curls over her jacket collar. When she lifted little Pip out, Eric noticed that Gracie had done her hair in braids twisted against the child’s head. 


    “There’s a diaper bag and a box of toys on the front seat, if you want to grab it.”


    Eric walked past them to get to her car, and the toddler watched him suspiciously with those big blue eyes, her little mouth sucking away on her thumb.


    “Hey, squirt, did you have fun at church?” he asked.


    Pip laid her head down on Gracie’s shoulder, ignoring him and his attempt to be friendly. Gracie carried her up the steps and disappeared into his place.


    Eric didn’t let the kid’s rejection phase him. He hadn’t had a lot of experience with kids and he gathered this one had been through the ringer. He grabbed the stuff off the seat and carried it into the house after them. 


    Gracie was standing in Eric’s living room, gazing around in surprise. He set her bag and box on the kitchen table, unable to squash the pride in his home.


    “Wow. I can’t believe I’ve never been to your place before. This is nice.”


    “Thanks. Took me twelve years to get it the way I wanted, but I’m happy with it.”


    “You did all this?” He nodded. “Wow, I might need you to come over and help me with a few things at my new place.”


    “New place? Where did you move?” he asked.


    “Well, I’m in the process of buying a house on Cherry Tree Lane. The house belongs to Kirsten Winter’s grandparents who moved to Arizona and are willing to carry the loan. It’s a nice place. I just hope I can have it ready before my parents get here on the twelfth.”


    “Two weeks?” Eric snorted with laughter. “Good luck with that.”


    “If I can’t, it’ll be fine. I’m paid up through the first. If worse comes to worst, my parents can stay in my current place and I’ll set up a blow-up mattress and Pip’s Pack ‘n Play at the new one.”


    Eric stroked his chin thoughtfully. “You know, if we’re going to play girlfriend and boyfriend, it wouldn’t be too big of a stretch for you to stay here.”


    Gracie’s jaw about hit the floor. “Do what now?”


    “What? It seems a bit unchivalrous of me to let my girlfriend and her charge sleep in an empty house that isn’t ready yet when I have several comfortable bedrooms here.”


    Gracie put Pip down and handed her some of the toys from the box, including some Fisher Price Little People and a school bus to put them in. “I haven’t decided whether or not we’re going to be a fake couple, and most guys don’t let their girlfriends move in when they’ve only been dating a little while.”


    “But we’ve known each other for years, so it’s not really the same thing.” 


    Gracie crossed her arms over her chest, eyeing him suspiciously. “Fair enough, but I still don’t know why you’re doing this. What exactly do you get out of it?”


    This was it. Now he was wondering if he should have worn a cup. “Before I tell you, there are a few conditions.”


    She arched one brow at him. “Like?” 


    “First of all, what I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room.”


    “If you’re about to tell me you’re Batman, I’m going to smack you.”


    Eric grinned. “I’m not Batman, but I do have a secret identity.”


    “What the hell does that even mean?” she said.


    “Uh-uh, I’m not telling you jack until you swear.”


    “Are you really a mutant cooked up in a government lab? Because that would make a lot of sense.” When he gave her a dark look, she threw up her hands. “Okay, okay, I swear.”


    Eric went over to his desk and pulled a copy of his manuscript out of the top drawer. “For the last year and a half, I’ve been working on a book.”


    “Working on a book like…like you wrote a book?” She took the manuscript from him, and joked, “I didn’t know you could read, let alone write full sentences.”


    “Ha-ha, such a funny girl.”


    Eric waited for her to read the title, and when she flipped the page, her smile dropped from her face. Her forehead puckered, and she turned another. “What is this?”


    “It’s my book.”


    “Small Town Scandals? And why do you have Miss Know-It-All’s columns at the beginning…” She trailed off, her big green eyes swinging up to meet his. “You? You?”


    “Me.”


    * * *


    Gracie’s heart beat like a war drum in her chest, and her skin pricked with adrenaline. Eric was Miss Know-It-All. He’d been writing about her, them, the whole town, for over a year, and…


    He’d called her a man-eater, boy crazy, and insinuated that there was something wrong with her and that was why she couldn’t keep a man.


    If Pip hadn’t been there, she’d have kneed him square in the balls.


    Angrily, she went to the kitchen table to get her diaper bag.


    “Where are you going?” he asked.


    “Home, before I throttle you and traumatize Pip.”


    “Hang on a second, I know you’re mad—”


    “Mad?” She whirled on him, practically breathing fire as she hissed, “Why would I be mad? Because you poked fun and ridiculed me? Because you insinuated that I was a man-eating W-H-O-R-E?”


    “I did not!”


    “Maybe you didn’t come right out with it, but everyone could read between the lines, including me!” Her eyes welled up with tears against her will, and she dashed at her wet cheeks as they spilled over. “Was I really that awful? Do you really hate me so much that you wanted to humiliate me?”


    Eric sighed and ran both hands over his shaved head. “If I’m being honest, there’ve been times when I’ve been thoroughly pissed at you, Gracie, but I only put you and me in the column because I had to include everyone. I had to make it so anyone could be a suspect, so that no one would realize that the town bartender everyone liked to spill their guts to was their very own gossip girl.”


    “God, when I think of all the times I wanted to get five minutes alone with Miss Know-It-All just so I could give her a piece of my mind.” Gracie slapped the manuscript down on the table, and the sound made Pip jump. When the little girl stood up and toddled over to her, Gracie lifted her into her arms. “You know that once you publish this, even if you use a pen name, if anyone in town reads this, the truth is going to come out.”


    “Actually, I plan on changing everything, including the title. No one ever has to know. Which is why I said we could help each other. You need a beard to get your parents off your back, and I need a cover for why I’m going to New York on New Year’s.”


    Gracie kissed the top of Pip’s head, never taking her eyes off Eric. How in the hell could she never have guessed? The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind that Miss-Know-It-All could be a guy, let alone Eric.


    “Why are you going to New York on New Year’s?” she asked.


    “Because my publisher has invited me to their New Year’s party to meet the people I’ll be working with for the next year or more.”


    She scoffed. “You don’t need me! No one’s going to question you going out of town for New Year’s.”


    “A small-town guy like me, who’s never gone anywhere, suddenly gets the urge to take off to the big city?” Eric crossed his arms over his chest. “You tell me if my mom’s going to believe I’ve suddenly gotten the urge to wander.”


    Gracie had started to calm down as he talked. “You might be right about that.”


    “But, if my new girlfriend wants to take a spontaneous trip to New York, it isn’t so strange that I’d want to go with you.”


    Gracie nodded, not really agreeing with his logic, but then she couldn’t argue with it. It was the perfect cover.


    If she was willing to play along.


    “Even if I agree to this, which I’m too angry to do at this point in time, my parents wouldn’t buy us suddenly getting together. They know we’ve done nothing but fight and bicker for years.”


    Eric had the audacity to grin. “They’ll believe it. It’s like I told you, all that back-and-forth was just foreplay.”


    Gracie glared at him. “And if I agree to this, just remember that it’s all an act. We might kiss and hold hands in public, but that’s as far as it goes.”


    “As much as I love to tease you, Gracie Lou, you don’t have to worry about me carrying a torch for you. It’s all business for me…unless, of course, you want the pleasure, and then I guess I could be down.”


    She lifted one hand, shaking her head vehemently. “No, uh-uh, if we’re doing this, there are boundaries. Despite what you wrote about me in that asinine blog, I am not easy and I do not sleep with every man who comes around.”


    “Again, I never said that—”


    She broke through his attempt to reason and defend himself; she didn’t want to hear it. “Boundary number one; unless it’s for the benefit of the people around us, there will be no flirting and absolutely no hanky-panky.”


    She caught the flash of anger in his eyes, but didn’t give a rat’s ass if she hurt his feelings. It was gone anyway, replaced by a bored look and a casual shrug. “Your loss, but fine.”


    “Boundary number two. If I am in need of a place to stay, I would greatly appreciate it if we could use your guest room. But you stay out of it.”


    “I don’t know what you think of me, but I would never force myself on an unwilling woman. Especially with a kid in the room.”


    “I know, but you can be…convincing.”


    Eric raised an eyebrow. “Are you easily convinced?”


    “No, but everyone has their weak moments.”


    “Ouch. Fine. Any more boundaries.”


    “If I decide to accept your offer, I’ll let you know.”


    Eric crossed his arms over his chest. “So, how long before you give me an answer? The clock is ticking if we’re going to sell this bill of goods to the whole town.”


    Gracie bit her lip, rubbing Pip’s back more for her nerves than to comfort the toddler. “I’ll call you Tuesday night for sure. Until then, you stay away from me or I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven



    “The holidays are set up to get you laid. For example: spiked eggnog and mistletoe. And New Year’s Eve is basically just an excuse to get drunk and kiss a bunch of strangers. Need I say more?” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    On Monday morning, Gracie was just buckling Pip into the car seat when her cell phone rang. Smiling at the toddler as she answered, she didn’t even bother checking caller ID.


    “Hello?”


    “Gracie, it’s Viola.” 


    Gracie could tell from the tone of her voice that it was good news for Pip, and she hated that her heart sank. “When are you coming to get her?”


    “This morning. Her great-grandmother is very excited to meet her.”


    “Great-grandmother? Why not her grandmother?” Gracie was picturing a woman with a bad hip, who wouldn’t be able to keep up with Pip, and she didn’t like it. 


    “Her grandmother couldn’t take her, but her great-grandmother was more than happy to. She has her own house, and has been completely vetted by my department.”


    “Well, that’s it then, I guess.” Gracie sounded like a frog, the lump in her throat was so big. 


    “I know you’ve grown attached to her, and this will be hard, but this is a good thing. She’ll be with her family.”


    Gracie cleared her throat. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Do you want me to meet you somewhere with her things, or do you want to come to my house?”


    “I think it would probably be easier to meet.”


    “Okay, I’ll go inside and pack up her toys and some clothes. Do you want to meet in Buhl in the Ridley’s parking lot in half an hour or so?”


    “Sure, that sounds good.”


    Gracie ended the call and fought back the tears as she unbuckled Pip. “Good news, sweetie. You’re going to meet your great-grandmother.”


    The little girl, oblivious to what her words meant, climbed into Gracie’s arms, snuggling close and breaking her heart without meaning to. Gracie carried her inside, noting the difference in her weight in just two weeks. She sat her down when they got inside, and tucked a stray light brown hair behind her ear. 


    “Let’s put your toys in this box, and I’ll grab a bag with some clothes.”


    Gracie set the cardboard box in the middle of the floor, and Pip started gathering up her toys and putting them into the box. Gracie went into the bedroom and pulled a sparkly pink backpack she’d had in high school from the closet. She put several pairs of footed pajamas and a couple of outfits inside. She’d pay Hope for the clothes she sent with Pip, but she didn’t know what the grandmother had for her. 


    The diaper bag was packed and in the car, filled with most of what Pip needed, and she realized that this was the most painful thing she’d ever experienced. She had lost her grandfather when she was young, but other than that, her life had been pretty great.


    But knowing that in no time at all she might never see Pip again ripped her insides up.


    She walked out into the living room and saw Pip holding the stuffed horse Eric had bought her. The little girl’s face lit up as she lifted her arms for Gracie and the tears she’d been holding back spilled over. 


    Wiping at them rapidly, she picked Pip up and settled her on her hip. Once they were strapped in, Gracie started the car and took the left turn that would take them out toward Buhl. She turned on the Disney soundtrack she’d bought and watched Pip sway from side to side to the beat, her thumb shoved into her mouth as she looked out the window. 


    Gracie didn’t rush, partly because of the ice on the road, but mostly because she didn’t want to say good-bye.


    She pulled into the parking lot of Ridley’s Supermarket and spotted Viola’s car right away. Gracie parked right next to her. She pulled out the CD and snapped it into the case, turning to smile at Pip.


    “I’ll be right there, okay? I just have to talk to Miss Viola.”


    Pip’s blue eyes were wide, and Gracie wondered if she understood something was different about this drive.


    She closed the door and went to the back of the car where all of Pip’s stuff was. Viola joined her and helped load it into her car.


    “Viola, I was wondering…do you think her great-grandmother would let me see Pip?”


    Viola hesitated as she closed the trunk of her sedan. “I can ask if she’d be open to it, but it might be a good idea to give Pip some time to adjust.”


    Gracie nodded. “I’ll get her out if you want to install the car seat.”


    Gracie opened the door, determined to put on a brave face for this little girl. “All right, sweet monkey, let’s get out of there.” 


    Pip wrapped her arms around Gracie’s neck tight. Gracie hugged her back and whispered, “It’s okay, honey. You’re completely safe. You’re going to take a ride with Miss Viola, and she’s going to drive you to meet your grandma. She’s very nice and cannot wait to see you.”


    Pip’s grip grew harder.


    “And just because you aren’t here with me, doesn’t mean we won’t see each other or I won’t be thinking of you. I’ll miss you every day.”


    Viola pulled her head out of the car and watched them grimly. “It’s time.”


    Gracie reached behind her neck and loosened Pip’s hands. The minute Viola put her hands around Pip’s waist, the toddler went nuts, screaming and clawing for Gracie.


    “It’s okay, Pip. Really.” Gracie’s stomach rolled and twisted as Viola put the little girl in the car, fighting her the entire time. Gracie ran to the other side and opened the door. She leaned across the seat and held Pip’s hand, which the little girl gripped hard. Tear-streaked cheeks and desperate whimpers nearly destroyed Gracie.


    The last buckle clipped in, and Viola disappeared out of the other side and shut the door.


    Gracie kissed the back of Pip’s hand. “I’ll see you soon, baby.”


    And before she completely lost it, she pulled out of Pip’s grip and closed the door.


    Viola patted her shoulder as she passed, but Gracie didn’t want her comfort. She stood behind the car where Pip couldn’t see her and watched Viola pull forward and drive out onto Highway 30 and slowly drift out of sight.


    Only then did Gracie climb back into her car, and break down, violent sobs wracking her entire body.


    * * *


    Eric locked the door to Buck’s a little after two in the morning, and pulled his jacket tighter around his body. The wind was really blowing, dropping the already frigid temperature by ten degrees. He was looking forward to getting home to his warm house, crawling into his bed, and going right to sleep. Which was strange, considering sleep usually eluded him after work. Maybe he was finally getting too old for the night shift.


    He snorted at himself. If he told his old man that, he’d laugh his ass off. Buck had only really let go of the reins completely about three years ago; there was no way he’d jump fully in again. He filled in every once in a while, but for the most part, he enjoyed the quality time with his wife. 


    Besides, Eric loved the bar. He was just tired and grumpy. When you worked a job six days a week, sometimes for twelve hours or more, you needed a little vacation.


    Which brought him back to Gracie. Technically, he was still giving her until tonight to decide, but he was impatient. He’d already promised not to press his luck. What more did she want, it signed in blood?


    Eric climbed into his car and started the heater, blowing into his cold hands as he waited for the air to warm. When he finally could feel his fingers again, he pulled out his phone. Scrolling through his contacts, he stopped on Gracie's name and tapped out a text. 


    You have sixteen hours, Gracie Lou.


    He was just about to put his car into reverse when his phone beeped.


    I’m aware of how much time I have left.


    No jerk. No ass. What was wrong with her? 


    Are you okay?


    Several seconds passed, and then…


    No, I’m not all right.


    Eric didn’t bother to write back. Against the advice of every voice in his head warning him not to go over there, he couldn’t go to bed until he found out what was wrong with her. 


    He drove out of Buck’s parking lot and stopped off at Hall’s for a bottle of something fruity and alcoholic. It was all Gracie ever ordered from the bar. Next, he swiped some brownies from the bakery and headed for the checkout.


    Eric felt like an idiot, practicing what he was going to say to her on the drive over to her house. So far, he’d come up with standing on her porch looking cool and holding up the brownies. Then, with a wink, he’d say, “See? I’ll make an awesome fake boyfriend.”


    Ten minutes later, he knocked loudly and waited. Nothing. He knocked again, and the door whipped open to reveal Gracie, looking like a toddler in footed pajamas, her eyes puffy and her hair wild. His smile and clever line evaporated.


    “What are you doing here?” she sniffled.


    “You said you weren’t all right, so I came by to bring you some happy juice and comfort food.” He looked her up and down, and despite his best efforts to be sensitive, his mouth kicked up into a little smile. “You look adorable.”


    Sarcasm practically lashed him like a whip. “Thanks, but I’m really tired and not up to sparring with you tonight.”


    This wasn’t going the way he had hoped, and before she could shut the door on him, he turned sideways and stepped inside. “I’m sorry about the crack about your pajamas. I really did just want to make sure you were okay.”


    Her green eyes filled with tears. “Well, I’m not, and while I appreciate the concern, I think I’d rather be alone.”


    He wasn’t used to seeing this side of Gracie, the soft underbelly she only let those closest to her witness.


    “I’m here for you, if you want to talk,” he said gently.


    Gracie shut the door behind him with a slam. “Stop it! You’re not supposed to be like this. You aren’t nice, or kind, or considerate. You’re…you’re…” 


    “Shh, keep it down. Aren’y you going to wake up the kid?”


    Gracie slumped back against the door and broke down, shocking Eric to his very core. He set the bottle and the container of brownies down on the side table. She was sucking in air between sobs, and without really thinking about it, he reached out to pull her close. He tucked her against him and slid his arms around her, rocking her.


    “Is she gone? Is that what’s going on with you?”


    She nodded against the front of his shirt, and Eric grimaced. He had no idea what to say to comfort her, so he remained silent and just let her cry. He figured it was the safest move, especially since she was so close to his genitals. One wrong word and she’d probably kick him so hard, he’d be singing soprano for the rest of his life.


    “I know I’ve only had her two weeks, but it felt like so much longer. Maybe because I got to spend time with her. Today, though, when Viola took her from me and she cried and reached for me…I wanted to snatch her back.”


    “I’m sure you did. Did they find her mom or something?”


    Gracie pulled away, wiping at her eyes. Eric kept his arms around her, trying not to notice how good she felt against him. “They found her great-grandma.”


    “That’s good, right?”


    “Of course, it’s good,” Gracie said, hoarsely. “And I’m sure that she’s going to love her to pieces.”


    “But you don’t want her to forget you?” Eric said, surprised by his own intuition.


    Gracie sniffed. “No. No, I don’t. I do want what’s best for her. It just hurts.”


    Eric ran his hand over her back. “I know it does, Gracie Lou. It will get better, though. And that little girl is going to be the better for knowing you.”


    Gracie made a choking sound. “Oh my God, did you just say something incredibly thoughtful and nice?”


    He chuckled good-naturedly. “Hey, I can’t be all bad. You’ve met my mother. She tried to teach me a few things.”


    “Tried being the operative term.”


    Minutes ticked by as he held her, smoothing her hair, rubbing her shoulders, and kissing the top of her head. He found himself murmuring words of comfort to her, and a thought struck him as her crying slowed.


    He hated seeing Gracie sad. He liked her spitting fire or cracking jokes, but when she was in pain, no matter how pissed or frustrated he might be with her, it bothered him. Bothered might be too mild a word, but it was all he had at the moment.


    “I tell you what. Why don’t I get you settled into your bed and tuck you in for the night? You can enjoy the brownies and liquor tomorrow.” 


    Gracie took in a heavy breath. “Sure.”


    Eric picked her up, and when she didn’t protest, he carried her down the hall to her bedroom. He walked in and looked around. It wasn’t the first time he’d been in her room, and all the bright colors and fuzzy rugs were still ugly.


    “This place needs a man around here.”


    She didn’t respond, but he thought he felt a snort of derision against his chest. 


    He laid her down on the rumpled bed, and when she was snuggled in, he pulled the blanket over her.


    Her hand over his stalled his movements.


    “Yes.”


    He raised one eyebrow, and it took him a minute to realize what she was saying. “Yes, you’ll go to New York with me?”


    “If you’ll help keep my mother at bay.”


    He turned his hand over and cupped hers, warmth spreading up his arm the way it always did when he touched Gracie. “It’s a deal.”


    Eric started to stand, but she didn’t release his hand. He looked down into her wide, swollen eyes and pale face as she cleared her throat.


    “I know we said we’d be completely professional when no one else is around, but I…I really don’t want to be here alone. Can you just… Can you stay until I fall asleep?”


    Eric knew she was asking him for comfort, but that didn’t stop his cock from having other ideas.


    “Sure, I’ll stay.”


    Gracie relaxed back against the pink of her sheets, and Eric bent over to untie his boots. He slipped them under her bed and put his jacket on top of her dresser. Then he went to the other side and sank down on top of the comforter.


    He stared up at the white, lacy canopy and felt her turn and inch closer to him. Without asking permission, he reached out an arm and pulled her against his side, running his hand over her back. She clicked off the light on her bedside table and snuggled close to him. He could still feel silent tears wetting his T-shirt, but other than her quiet sniffles, it was silent.


    “Can you talk to me?” Her voice sounded sad and garbled.


    “What do you want me to talk about?” 


    She took a deep breath, her breasts pushing against his side, and he gritted his teeth as his erection grew.


    “Anything. Everything. I don’t care, as long as I’m distracted.”


    What he needed to think about was boring sports stats or something disgusting to draw attention away from how soft her body was against him. But the need to cheer her up outweighed his own discomfort.


    “All right. Remember when you and Gemma snuck into Buck’s to see Travis’s gig?”


    He felt her lift her head up, but didn’t dare look at her. Even in the dark, he knew every curve to her face, and he did not need the aggravation.


    “Yeah, when we were eighteen, and you kicked us out about ten minutes after they finished? That the gig you’re talking about?”


    He smiled in the dark at her snarky tone. “That’s the one. When you ordered that beer with your fake ID, it was actually a nonalcoholic beer.”


    Several seconds ticked by before she choked out a laugh. “God, that’s awesome. I guess I can’t blame making out with Joey Turner later that night as bad judgment brought on by alcohol.”


    Well, if that didn’t dim his excitement just a hair… “Joey Turner is a pussy.”


    “Yeah, I know. I had to make the first move and—”


    “I don’t want to hear about any of the guys you’ve hooked up with, okay?”


    “Why? It’s not like you really cared. You thought I was an annoying kid.”


    He scoffed. “That’s bullshit. You knew what you did to me, coming by and flirting with me. You were too damn sexy for your own good. I had a hard time keeping my hands off your barely legal body.”


    Gracie had started tracing hearts on his chest. “Really? You thought I was sexy?”


    “Still do. Infantile pajamas and all.”


    She hit him in the stomach and countered, “They are warm and comfortable.”


    He grunted and grabbed her hand, holding it to his chest. “They are pink with monkeys on them.” 


    “I like monkeys.”


    “So do two-year-olds.”


    She stiffened, and he wished he could call it back. He was sure any second she was going to kick him out and then…


    “Tell me about being Miss Know-It-All.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Why is it people always ask questions they know they won’t like the answer to? It’s as though they forget the old adage, “Be careful what you wish for.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie didn’t know why she’d brought that up, especially when she’d asked him to stay to make her feel better. Asking about his life as her nemesis…well, her other nemesis if she was counting Eric himself, seemed counterproductive to what she wanted.


    “If it’s just going to piss you off…”


    Gracie laid her head on his chest as if to prove how chill she was with his alter ego. “No, it won’t. I really want to understand why you decided to take on the guise of a woman in order to report about the goings-on of our idyllic little town.”


    Eric sighed, the movement lifting her face up with the motion of his hard chest. She didn’t want to think about the few times she’d seen him shirtless and sexy as hell. That wasn’t what this arrangement was supposed to be about. She was already crossing the line tonight asking him to stay. Thinking about him in a smutty context was a big, fat no-no.


    “At first, I think, it was just for fun. I would go home and write a biting paragraph or two about something I’d seen or heard. Then I bumped into Jim one day, and he said that the newspaper was having some trouble. I asked him if he’d ever considered taking on some racier columns, and he asked what I had in mind. That night, I sent him a column I wrote about Walt and Wayne falling ass over tea kettle and knocking themselves out. He said he’d laughed so hard, he almost choked. He agreed we’d try it out once and see how the town reacted.”


    “And everyone went nuts for it,” Gracie said.


    “Yeah, they did. It kept getting bigger and bigger. I helped Jim get the paper online, but they couldn’t get to the column without the secret password found in the print paper.”


    “That was actually pretty genius, you know.”


    She sensed his movement and heard the smile in his voice. “Did you just pay me a compliment?”


    “Actually, it may have been a mini stroke. I think I threw up a bit.”


    “Ah, that makes more sense.”


    “Please, continue.”


    “After that, I set up an email account and tip line and was shocked by how many pictures and tidbits came in. I started picking and choosing…”


    “And you chose incidents between us a lot.”


    Eric didn’t respond right away, and she wondered if he felt guilty for trashing her. “I actually got requests for gossip about us.”


    Gracie’s head shot up. “Say what?”


    “Yeah. People were actually rooting for us. They thought we were star-crossed lovers or some shit like that. We always sold more papers if word got around we were in it.”


    “The folks in this town need to get a life. Star-crossed lovers. Blegh.”


    She saw his grin flash in the dark. “For a woman bent on matchmaking everyone else, you really seem to lack a romantic side.”


    It was true that she’d had a hand in more than a few of her friend’s love lives, but she didn’t get insanely invested. “I just think it’s ridiculous that someone would get so caught up in other people’s relationships. Are they really so bored that they have to be all up in everyone else’s business?”


    Eric laughed. “Oh, come on. You can’t tell me that when the column wasn’t about us, you didn’t gobble it up like pie on Thanksgiving?”


    “Pshaw, please. I mind my own—”


    “Gemma and Travis. Ryan and Gregg. Callie and Everett—”


    “Okay, okay, point taken.” She grunted as she laid her head back down and admitted grudgingly, “I may have enjoyed your column every once in a while.”


    “Ah-ha! I knew it!”


    She poked him in his ribs. “Doesn’t mean I forgive you for insinuating I sleep around.”


    “I did not! I only said that you date a lot of guys.”


    “Which people think means sleep with.”


    “I can’t control what people think. And name one guy in this town, ages twenty-eight to thirty-five, that you haven’t been out with at least once.”


    “That’s easy. I can name lots. Travis, Chase, Gabe—”


    “Fine, but it’s no secret that you usually have a date every weekend and no guy sticks around too long.”


    The conversation was slowly bringing her temper to the surface. “Women are allowed to date, and even have sex before marriage.”


    “I’m just saying, instead of dating these pretty boy idiots, maybe you should just stay single until you find someone you really like.”


    Gracie yanked on his beard. “Guess it’s a good thing we’re doing this fake relationship deal, huh? Gives me time to technically be single and find the right guy.”


    Suddenly, Gracie found herself flat on her back with Eric’s shadow hovering over her.


    “While we’re in this arrangement, there will be no dating other people.”


    Her hands came up to land on his chest, pressing against the immovable wall of muscle.


    “Yeah, I know. Otherwise people will know we’re faking it.”


    “I just want to be sure.” She felt his fingers trail down the length of her cheek. “Besides, if Miss Know-It-All reported that the town’s favorite barista was stepping out on her bartender boyfriend, I’d have to kick the crap out of the guy.”


    Gracie’s heart skipped at the growly, possessive tone. “What if I was dating John Cena?”


    Eric moved, and she realized he’d flopped onto his back again. “I could take Cena with one arm behind my back.”


    Gracie choked out a laugh. “Oh, right! He’d crush you in his bicep.”


    “Jesus, woman, shut up and go to sleep. You’re getting on my last nerve.”


    Gracie smiled in the dark. It was amazing that one man could bring her comfort, irritation, and laughter all in the span of minutes. He really wasn’t that bad.


    Gracie rolled onto her side, and the smell of lavender baby shampoo hit her nostrils. The scent reminded her of Pip’s hair, and tears started falling again.


    She had no idea how he’d heard her, but he rolled over and put his arm around her waist, kissing the back of her head.


    “I could tell you about the time I hooked up with—”


    “God, just shut up and hold me.”


    His arm tightened around her. “Anything for you, Gracie Lou.”


    * * *


    The sound of the front door opening and closing woke Eric, who stared around at the canopy bed and pink frills in confusion. 


    Where in the hell…


    He realized he must have fallen asleep with Gracie right about the time he heard footsteps coming down the hallway.


    Mike’s voice carried through Gracie’s closed door, and Eric climbed off the bed to snag his boots. “Gracie? I’ve got your favorite donuts and am ready to drive you over to Gemma’s for some best friend bonding—”


    The door opened, and Eric stood up with his boots in one hand. Mike’s gaze shifted from Eric to Gracie, who had finally woken up and was sitting up in bed.


    “—time?” Mike finished.


    “Mike! You know Eric, right?” Gracie said lamely.


    Mike’s eyebrows shot halfway up his forehead. “Yeah, I know Eric. My question is…what’s going on?”


    Gracie glance at Eric, and he waited for her to set their plan into motion. “What does it look like?”


    “Like you and Eric hooked up.”


    “Well, I mean…”


    “We did,” Eric said, simply. “We’re hanging out.”


    Mike didn’t look convinced. “Really? Then should I say congratulations?”


    “Or you could step out and give us a minute to say good-bye properly.”


    As if to press his point home, Eric sat down next to her, and cupped Gracie’s chin. He turned her face toward his and covered her mouth with his lips. Heat spread through his body, and his already stiff cock ached. He tried to tell his body this wasn’t real; this was about solidifying their ruse.


    But when Gracie’s tongue pushed into his mouth and brushed his, he forgot about Mike and why he was kissing her in the first place. His hand moved around to the back of her neck, and he increased the pressure.


    Vaguely, he heard Mike clear his throat and mumble something about waiting in the living room, but Eric didn’t give a shit where he went, as long as he left them alone.


    When the door clicked shut, though, Gracie was the one to pull away, breathing hard.


    “I think we more than convinced Mike,” she said.


    She couldn’t have turned him off faster. 


    His hand dropped from the back of her head, and he looked away to concentrate on getting his boots on. Of course, she had just been participating for Mike’s benefit. It was what they were supposed to be doing.


    So, why was he pissed?


    “Yep. With ten days before your parents get here, we should have the whole town buzzing.”


    “With a little help from Miss Know-It-All?” she asked.


    He looked at her over his shoulder. “Oh, so you like her now?”


    “No, but she’s useful.”


    He finished tying his boots and stood up. “We have to give her something to report.”


    “What do you suggest?” she asked.


    He shrugged into his jacket on his way to the door. “I guess we’ll know it when the opportunity arises.”


    He walked out of the bedroom door and headed into the living room, where Mike was waiting. He slowed his pace and stepped into Mike with a grin. The guy was a friend, but since staying over at Gracie’s wasn’t going to be a common occurrence, he couldn’t have him blowing the fact that they didn’t have a lot of sleepovers.


    “Just letting you know, it’s probably a good idea to knock next time. Had you been ten minutes earlier, you would have caught a show.”


    Mike made a face. “Shit, man, I didn’t need the imagery.”


    “You’re welcome.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “I am in complete and utter shock. Jaw-on-the-floor, unbelievable, what-the-heck-is-going-on kind of shock!” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column


    



    Saturday night, Gracie, Callie, and Caroline went out for a much-needed girl’s night. Caroline had wanted a night out because she was still irked at Gabe for apparently leaving their apartment a mess after a guy’s night, and Gracie thought Callie was still pining for Everett. 


    As for Gracie, she was a little depressed. Kirsten’s grandparents had received another offer on their house, and had gone with the other couple. And no matter how many times she washed her sheets, she couldn’t seem to get rid of the smell of Pip from her house. Which had led to some chocolatey binge sessions and crying in the bathtub.


    And her parents would be there in six days. It was Couch City for her for two weeks.


    Unless I take Eric up on his offer.


    In the four days since the morning Mike had caught them in her room, they hadn’t talked about the next move, and there had been no peep about them dating in Miss Know-It-All’s column. Obviously, he was still waiting on whatever big moment he’d talked about, and she hadn’t delivered it. Either way, temporarily moving in with him wasn’t a good way to kick off their relationship. Whether or not they’d known each other for most of their lives, it would be completely out of character for her to live with anyone, considering she never had before. And definitely not after a few weeks.


    Gracie pulled the car into Buck’s Shot Bar after dinner and a movie in Twin Falls. Callie had asked Gracie to drop her at home, so it was just Caroline and Gracie. 


    “Gabe’s not going to flip out on me for taking you drinking, right?” Gracie asked as they climbed out.


    “Ha, no. Even if he did, I’d put him in his place. That man loves me.”


    Her total confidence made Gracie grimace. What would it be like to have a love like that? Something you knew was real and going to last?


    “That’s good, because I don’t think I want him pissed at me.”


    They moved across the icy ground, and Gracie was seriously reconsidering the boots she was wearing. As cute as they were, they weren’t exactly slip resistant. She felt as though she was ice skating across the parking lot.


    When they pushed through the door, Grant Henderson stood off to the side, arms crossed over his chest.


    “You got some ID, lady?”


    Gracie narrowed her eyes at Eric’s little brother. He had the same dark hair and eyes as his brother, but while Eric shaved his head, Grant kept his to his shoulders. He was a few inches shorter and leaner than his brother, who was built like a wall, but he still had the same devilish twinkle in his eye.


    “Get bent, Grant.”


    Grant grinned. “That’s not a nice way to talk to the guy who decides whether or not you get to stay.”


    “Ask your brother if I can stay, and see what he says.” 


    Grant’s forehead furrowed. “Why the hell would Eric care?”


    “Ask him and see.” 


    With a flip of her hair, Gracie walked farther into the bar. She could feel Caroline’s gaze on her, and she turned to meet her quizzical look.


    “What?”


    “You got something you want to tell me?”


    Gracie spotted Eric behind the bar, pouring a line of shots for a bunch of girls wearing party hats and boas, noting how delicious he looked in his green flannel shirt. Ellie Willis came around the bar with a tray in her hand and put her hand on Eric’s shoulder. 


    Ellie was twenty-three, curvy like ScarJo, and tall. Her long dark hair was striped with highlights and her hazel eyes were outlined with smoky liner. She was hot. Gracie could admit it freely.


    And as she watched Eric smile and say something that made Ellie laugh, Gracie’s skin prickled with irritation. 


    And he was giving me shit about other guys? 


    “Who are you scowling at?” Caroline asked.


    “Your sister flirting with Eric.”


    Caroline’s gaze flicked towards her sister, clearly confused. “So? Ellie flirts with everyone, and besides, don’t you hate Eric?”


    Caroline’s words sank in, and she realized this was a golden opportunity to set their plan in motion.


    “Not anymore.” She tossed Caroline a sly grin as she came around the back of the bar. Ellie saw her coming, and her eyes widened.


    “Hey, Gracie.”


    Eric had his back to her, but when he heard her name, he turned. Gracie mustered up all her high school drama geek mojo and wrapped her arms around Eric’s waist, plastering her body against his.


    “Hi, baby,” she purred. “Miss me?”


    * * *


    Eric had spent the whole night being flirted with by a bunch of barely twenty-one-year-olds and pouring enough drinks to give him carpal tunnel. So, when Ellie had come up to him asking him to knock off early, he couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Girl, you can leave anytime you want. Doesn’t mean you’ll have a job in the morning.”


    Ellie put her hand on his shoulder and batted those long eyelashes at him. “Aw, come on, Eric. Don’t you remember what it was like to be young?”


    Eric raised an eyebrow. “You calling me old?”


    Ellie laughed. “No way. I’d call you distinguished.”


    Eric grunted. Suddenly, Ellie’s eyes widened at something over his shoulder. 


    “Hey, Gracie.”


    Eric turned in time to watch Gracie walk toward him. She was wearing a pink peacoat and black high heeled boots, but he couldn’t tell what she was wearing beneath. 


    And man, his imagination ran wild thinking about it.


    Her arms wrapped around his waist, and as she greeted him like they were already lovers, her glossy pink lips open in invitation, his brain turned to mush.


    Her hands slid up his back, and she must have gone up on her tiptoes because she was several inches taller.


    “Aren’t you going to kiss me?” she whispered.


    Then it dawned on Eric: this was the moment. They were setting their plan in motion.


    He bent his head and brushed her lips with his, chaste compared to what he’d delivered in front of Mike. It was still as though his mouth was skimming a lightning bolt, but instead of frying his skin, it was a pleasant burn that traveled down his body and settled in his cock.


    Eric hadn’t even realized his hands were cradling the back of her head until she pulled away, licking her lips. “Have you been drinking on the job, barkeep?”


    “A couple of girls bought me a shot.”


    When she spanked his ass, he actually jumped. “Bad boy. I’m the only one who can get you drunk.”


    The urge to grab her rear in retaliation was strong, but he was suddenly aware of the quiet of the room, except for the band on stage. He turned to find the entire bar staring at them, some with wide-open mouths and others with looks of pure delight.


    Deciding to hell with it, he was there to give the town a show, he grabbed her ass, satisfied when she squirmed against him. 


    “As soon as I’m off, baby, you can have me anyway you want me.”


    Gracie’s cheeks turned red, and she laughed. “You really are bad.” She pulled away from him. “I’ll let you get back to work.”


    He pointed at her and growled, “Don’t go too far.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


    His gaze followed her as she rounded the bar and walked back over to a stunned Caroline.


    Eric nearly fell over when Ellie elbowed him in the side. “Dude! You’re dating Gracie McAllister? Since when?”


    He shrugged, and waved the next patron up. He figured he should wait until they got their stories straight before he said anything specific.


    “What can I get you?”


    * * *


    “No way! No fucking way!” Caroline said loudly, despite Gracie’s insistent shushes. The two of them were sitting at a booth, drinking margaritas and sharing a plate of chili cheese fries, but Caroline was still going on about Gracie and Eric after ten minutes.


    “Why is it so hard to believe? Everyone else in this town had been expecting us to hook up. So why not you?” Gracie had shrugged out of her peacoat and pushed up the sleeves of her low-cut black sweater, afraid of getting cheese and beans on it.


    “Because I actually believed you when you said you disliked, despised, loathed—”


    “Okay, okay, I get it.” Gracie finished her drink and added, “I guess it was just a case of the lady protesting too much.”


    Caroline eyed her, as if she was scanning her for any sign of bullshit. Finally, she shook her head and reached for one of the smothered fries. “Well, if you’re happy, that’s all that matters.”


    Gracie actually laughed. “That was relatively painless. Gemma and Ryan are probably going to grill me on the barbeque when they find out.”


    “You haven’t told them? How long have you been together?”


    “Officially? Since Tuesday.” Not technically a lie.


    “Oh, so not very long. But you two have known each other for a long time, so there’s a ton of history there.”


    Gracie shoved a few fries in her mouth. The last thing she wanted to talk about was their past, which was filled with anger and resentment. She needed to show they’d moved beyond that and were now crazy, passionate—


    Suddenly, Mike slid into the seat next to her, pushing her over with his hip. 


    “I hear you came out about your hot new romance,” he said.


    Gracie chewed slowly. “Mmmm-hmm.”


    “Wait, you knew about this?” Caroline asked.


    Mike stole one of their fries. “Sure, I knew. I discovered them post-hookup.”


    “You mean you barged into my house and then proceeded to give me the third degree? Yes, that’s how I remember it too.”


    Mike slung his arm around Gracie and squeezed her to his side. “I was just asking questions for your benefit. Gotta look out for my third-favorite girl.”


    Gracie elbowed him in the ribs. “Whoa, what is this-third favorite horse shit? I am everyone’s favorite.”


    “Eh, I don’t know…”


    Eric appeared out of nowhere next to their table, his gaze flicking over Mike and finally settling on Gracie. Her skin prickled as she picked up on his irritation and wondered what in the hell she’d done.


    “I’m going on break. Thought you might like to join me,” he said.


    Mike removed his arm from her shoulder, and she raised an eyebrow. “Sure, baby. Will you guys excuse us?”


    Mike slid out of the booth, and when Eric didn’t move to give them room, Gracie resisted the urge to push him. Instead, she took his hand and led him down the hall and into the storage room, away from prying ears.


    Once the door closed behind him, she swung around with her hands on her hips.


    “What the hell, man? Why are you acting like you’re threatened by Mike?”


    “I’m not threatened by Mike. But we had a deal. No other guys while we’re in this.”


    Gracie’s mouth flopped open in disbelief. “What? He’s not another guy! He’s Mike. One of my best friends, who has been with me through all the shit life has thrown my way.”


    “He’s also got a key to your place, shows up without calling, and has no problem putting his hands all over you whenever he wants,” Eric growled. “Now, if the positions were reversed, tell me how comfortable you’d be with an attractive woman I was just friends with hanging all over me?”


    Gracie blinked several times as his words sank in. Hadn’t she stepped in when Ellie was flirting with him, practically marking her territory? 


    She sighed heavily. “Okay, I can kind of see your point, but I also have never been into the possessive, jealous macho-man crap, so cut it out.”


    Eric stepped into her, boxing her in against the door with his arms on either side of her head. “I don’t buy that for a minute, Gracie Lou. I think the reason why you flirt so much is you like the attention. The only difference between me and the other pussies you’ve dated is that I’m not afraid to tell you that the only hands I want on you are mine.”


    Had someone turned the heat up in there? Because the air was suddenly stifling. “But we’re just fake dating.”


    “Doesn’t matter. To the whole town, you’re mine.” Eric leaned over, the warmth of his breath on her ear making her shiver. “And that means putting up with my possessive, jealous macho crap.”


    No, no, not how this is going to work.


    She brought her hands up and slid them over his chest, watching his nostrils flare and his eyes darken.


    And then, he cried out as she grabbed his nipples through his shirt and twisted.


    “What the fuck?” His hands covered his abused chest, rubbing it and pouting in a way that was almost comical.


    “Let’s get something straight, because even though this—” she waved her hands between them to emphasize, “—is not actually happening, I’m letting you know that the reason the other pussies I dated never tried to tell me what to do is because they knew I wouldn’t tolerate it, and above all, as flirty as I might seem to you, I would never betray someone I was exclusive with.” 


    She took the handle in her hand, tossing over her shoulder, “And the next time you want to test me, you should probably wear a cup.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Men and women can totally be friends…in theory.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric got up early on Monday and drove to Chloe’s Book Nook, figuring Gracie was still helping out in there. It had taken him a day to cool down, and after some careful consideration, he saw her point about trusting her. Despite her boy-crazy reputation, Gracie was loyal to a fault. And even though this wasn’t real, he knew she wouldn’t break her word.


    He still wasn’t happy about the comfortable physicality her friendship with Mike seemed used to, but that was a temporary annoyance. There was no reason getting bent out of shape over something that wasn’t going to affect him two months from now.


    When he walked through the door, Travis was sitting behind the counter, watching his iPad. The big orange cat Gemma let wander around the shop gave him a rumbling meow, and Travis glanced up from the screen and grinned. 


    “Hey, man, how have you been?”


    “Pretty good. How’s Gemma?” Eric asked, feeling a little guilty for not swinging by to check on them.


    “She’s good. She doesn’t like sitting still, but I’ve got Charlie keeping an eye on her. Let him have a new video game if he agreed to be her slave this week.”


    “Poor kid. So, Gracie’s back next door?”


    Travis raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Figured she’d watched the store long enough, and to be honest, I needed a little break from being home. Why are you asking?”


    “I just need to talk to her, is all.” Eric cleared his throat, trying to be cool. “So, when do you go back out on tour?”


    Travis was one of the top-selling country music stars in the world, but he’d slowed things down since he’d married Gemma.


    “Not until the summer.” Travis set his iPad down and stood up, looking him in the eye. “Wait a second. Are you telling me that column this morning wasn’t all bullshit? You’re actually dating Gracie McAllister?”


    Eric had to admit his pride was a little stung by everyone’s disbelief, including his little brother Grant, who just kept saying “bullshit!”


    “Jesus, is it really that crazy?” Eric asked.


    “Mostly, yeah. You two can hardly be in the same room without wanting to kill each other.”


    And after last night, that is obviously still true.


    “Well, things sort of changed, especially after Gemma went to the hospital. We bonded.”


    Travis nodded and suddenly looked very serious. “Okay. Just be careful with her. If you break her heart, Gemma’s going to pissed, and despite your sometimes-surly demeanor, we’ve been friends a long time. I’d hate to kick your ass to appease my wife.”


    “Of the two of us, Gracie is the one who leave hearts cracked and bleeding in her wake,” Eric said.


    “Still, be cool.”


    “Sure,” Eric said. “I’ll see you later.”


    Eric left the shop and headed next door. When he walked inside, he spotted Gracie right away, handing a cup of coffee to a couple of high school boys, giving them that million-watt smile of hers. Her blonde hair was swept back in a bun, with a small brim hat perched on her head. Her apron skirt was ruffled donut fabric on the bottom, and plain black on top with hot pink wording. 


    The boys finally got out of his way and his gaze dipped to her chest to read it.


    “Melt in your mouth sweet, just like me.” He shook his head. “You and your dirty aprons.”


    She shrugged. “They annoy the matrons and make everyone else laugh.”


    “Yeah, I know.” He ran his hand over his beard, clearing his throat. “Can we go outside and talk?”


    “No, I’m busy. You got something to say, say it or order something.”


    Eric scowled. “Seriously?”


    “What?”


    His jaw clenched at her innocent stare. She knew everyone in the place was hyper focused on them.


    “Fine. Gracie Lou, I am sorry for being a jealous asshat,” he whispered.


    “And?” she prodded.


    “And what?”


    She started to walk away, and he reached across the counter to grab her wrist. When her gaze met hers, he said sincerely, “I will try to trust you in the future, all right?”


    Gracie beamed at him. “Fine. Apology accepted.”


    He tugged her until she was right up on the counter. “Now you?”


    “Now me what?”


    He gave her a warning look, and she sighed. “I will try to curb my natural inclination to be friendly.”


    He grunted. “I guess that’s the best I’m gonna get.” 


    Then he leaned over the counter, enjoying her surprised cry as his hand cupped her bun. “Now, time to kiss and make up.”


    His mouth moved over hers, and she opened to him. Even though he knew it wasn’t real, he couldn’t help noticing it felt more and more natural every time they kissed. In fact, he was thinking that if they were doing this, he might as well take advantage of kissing Gracie any time he wanted.


    In public, of course. He had to abide by the rules after all.


    * * *


    Gracie went by Gemma’s after work to bring her a strawberry spinach salad and check in. She’d already gotten a text message from her about the Miss Know-It-All column this morning, but she hadn’t answered her about it. It was better to have the conversation in person, although, she really didn’t feel right lying to her best friend.


    The minute she walked into her bedroom with the to-go container and cup of iced tea, Gemma sat up and pointed a finger at her.


    “You sneaky bastard! How could you not tell me?”


    Gracie sat down on the bed, giving her a pointed look. “I seem to remember you keeping a secret or two from me.”


    Gemma at least lowered her finger. “If you’re referring to me and Travis in Vegas, touché. Still, considering how invested Ryan and I have been in the Eric-and-Gracie saga, you’d think we’d get the memo first.”


    “Yeah, Ryan already came into the Bean and gave me a ration of shit.”


    “Doesn’t mean you aren’t getting it from me too.”


    Gracie set the salad on Gemma’s lap and put her drink on the bedside table. “If it will make you feel better, go ahead.”


    Gemma seemed to be weighing her options, and finally opened her salad with a sigh. “No, I don’t want to torment you. I just want to know how it happened.”


    Gracie had decided to keep their hookup story as honest as possible. Which reminded her to talk to Eric so he didn’t start making up shit.


    “Well, after Viola picked up Pip, I was pretty torn up, you know?”


    Gemma took her hand, sympathy heavy in her eyes. “Have you heard anything?”


    Gracie shook her head. “I called Viola twice last week and this morning. She says that Pip is fine. She just needs time to adjust.”


    “You don’t believe her?” Gemma asked.


    “No, I mean, I’m sure she’s right. I just miss her.”


    “I know, babe.”


    Gracie wiped at her cheeks when she realized they were wet. “Damn it, I did not want to talk about this.”


    Gemma let her hand go and went about spreading dressing all over her salad. “Okay, back to Eric.”


    “He texted me to see if I was okay, and when I said I wasn’t, he showed up with brownies and alcohol. It was sweet.” It had been, which really had surprised her. Eric had his moments when he shocked the hell out of her. “Anyway, I didn’t want to be alone, so I asked him to stay, and one thing led to another…it just all sort of fell into place.”


    Gemma actually looked dreamy. “I just love that. After so many years of wondering, you two finally connected at the right time. So romantic.”


    Gracie rolled her eyes. “He’s still a Neanderthal, although he did apologize for it.”


    “What did he do?”


    “He was all irritated and jealous that Mike has a key to my place, and walked in while he was there. Oh, and that Mike had his arm around me at Buck’s on Saturday night.”


    Gemma was quiet for a minute, which never boded well.


    “What?” Gracie said.


    “Nothing. I just remember when Travis came back to town and saw how close Mike and I were. Even though it was platonic, on my side at least, he wasn’t happy about it.”


    “Yeah, but he’d been away a long time and he’s fine now. I warned Eric it wasn’t going to work if he didn’t trust me.”


    Gemma set her salad on her dresser and without warning, hit Gracie with one of her pillows.


    Gracie wrestled it away from her, ready to whack her back. “Hey, what was that for?”


    “You! Sometimes, you can be so ‘my way or the highway’! It makes me crazy. I agree that Eric should trust you, but sometimes it isn’t about trust, but perception. Mike and you have a closeness that you and Eric haven’t achieved yet. It’s intimidating, and probably a little hurtful, although I doubt he’d ever admit that. My point is, think of how you would feel coming into a new relationship and he had this close friend. An attractive friend who had keys to his place.”


    “Hey, I already told him I was sorry and I understood where he was coming from,” Gracie said defensively.


    “But, did you mean it? ‘Cause that’s important too. You’ve never been with anyone where you actually let your guard down enough to know them. I don’t know if Eric will be any different, but you should at least try to give him a real chance. Lord knows you two have waited long enough.”


    This conversation about her fake relationship was making her feel pretty crappy about all of her real ones.


    “I know that I have issues with commitment, but no matter what happens with Eric and me, I promise that I will be more open from now on. Does this make you happy?”


    Gemma pulled her salad back onto her lap and took a large, obnoxious bite. 


    “Yes. Yes, it does.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Ladies, if you want to hook a man, make sure his mom likes you…unless he hates his mom, in which case, avoid her at all costs.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Later that night, Eric was standing in his kitchen, listening to his mother and father give Grant a ration of shit. They tried to do Monday-night dinners weekly, but it all depended on how slammed the bar was. Eric had the night off, but Grant was only taking a long break.


    He’d popped a lasagna into the oven over an hour ago and was just waiting for the timer to go off when his doorbell rang. 


    “Hey Eric, were you expecting company?” his mother asked as he passed by the kitchen table.


    “Just you guys,” he said.


    He pulled the door open and found Gracie standing on the porch, holding a plate of brownies and a bottle of wine.


    “Hey, sorry to just show up, but I knew you had the night off and thought we should talk.”


    “Who is it, Eric?” his mother called.


    Gracie’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know your parents were here.”


    Eric grinned, taking in her horror at interrupting a family dinner. “They pulled their car into the garage ’cause my tree apparently leaves sap on their car.”


    “Well, I’ll just leave these, and you can call me later. I don’t want to intrude—”


    She didn’t get to finish before his mother pushed him aside and poked her head out of the door.


    “Why, Gracie, what are you doing here?”


    “Didn’t you know?” Grant came up alongside them, grinning. “They’re hooking up.”


    Gracie blushed, and Eric smacked his little brother upside his head at the same time his mom hit him on the shoulder.


    “Ow,” Grant groaned, rubbing his abused areas. “Everyone is so violent in this family.”


    “Because you’re a jackass, and that is not how I raised you!” Connie snapped. Turning her attention back to Gracie, she smiled. “Come in and join us, darling. Have you had dinner yet?”          


    Gracie looked at him again, and he just nodded.


     “No, I haven’t and I’d love to.” She held out the plate in her hands. “I brought dessert and a bottle of wine to go with it.”


    “Lovely.” His mother took the plate, and when Gracie stepped inside, he gave her an apologetic smile. Getting roped into a family dinner wasn’t exactly in the fake-girlfriend manual.


    “Look who decided to join us. Eric’s new girlfriend.” Connie said the word with emphasis, and Eric watched as his dad grinned.


    “You don’t say? Well, we’re happy to have you with us.” Buck got up and gave Gracie a bone-crushing hug.


    The oven went off, and Eric left her to go check on the lasagna. When he set the hot pan on the stove, he found Grant leaning against the counter next to him.


    “Sorry about the ‘hooking-up’ crack.”


    “Not a problem. I stopped expecting maturity out of you years ago,” Eric quipped.


    “Har har.” Grant’s face took on an edge of seriousness as he continued, “You know, she’s not exactly known for her ability to commit. I wouldn’t start thinking about getting serious, if that’s the way you’re leaning.”


    Eric knew his brother was just being protective, but it irritated him anyway. “I never said we were serious. It’s only been a week.” 


    “I’m just looking out for you, bro.”


    Eric nodded. “Noted. Now why don’t you do something useful like take some plates in and leave me and my love life alone.”


    * * *


    Gracie’s stress over crashing their family dinner eased away rapidly. Family dinners with her parents had been quiet and polite.


    The Henderson’s were not. 


    They argued loudly, called bullshit on half the things that came out of each other’s mouths, and spoke so bluntly, it almost made her cringe. She loved every minute of it.


    Buck cleared his throat after calling Grant a jackass for burping at the table. “We’re probably frightening Gracie with all our bad manners.”


    Gracie’s smile was genuine. “Not at all. This is actually one of the more entertaining nights I’ve had in a long time.”


    “Well, I’m glad to hear it. I must say, it’s awfully nice to have another woman for dinner,” Connie said, scowling at her boys. “Being around so much testosterone has a tendency to make me cranky.” 


    “I’m sure they aren’t all bad,” Gracie offered.


    Eric shook his head. “Thanks a lot, babe.”


    The endearment startled her, and she glanced his way, their gazes locking.


     “By the way, do you know how Pip is doing?” Connie asked.


    Gracie’s heart squeezed at the mention of Pip. “She’s doing okay. She’s living with her great-grandmother.”


    “That’s good to hear. I always think it’s better when children can stay with relatives instead of strangers.”


    Gracie knew Connie hadn’t meant anything by it, but it stung just the same.


    To her surprise, Eric came to her defense. “I think that Pip was pretty happy with Gracie.”


    Connie’s gaze shot toward Gracie and she could tell the older woman was embarrassed. “Of course, she was. I didn’t mean anything by that.”


    “I know, it’s fine. I completely agree.”


    It was quiet for a few moments, and then Connie shifted the topic a bit. “I always wanted a girl. Someone to dress up in pretty clothes and read fairy tales to. But it wasn’t meant to be. I guess I’ll just have to settle for being the best mother-in-law I can be, and hopefully she’ll give me a granddaughter to play with.”


    Connie was looking at Gracie like she might fit the bill. Gracie gulped.


    Eric stood abruptly, drawing attention away from Gracie. “Anybody want dessert?”


    Buck shook his head. “Not me, I’m full. Besides I’m so tired, I’m ready to hit the hay. What do you say, Mama?”


    Connie nodded, yawning to emphasize her sleepiness. “I’m ready.”


    Grant stood with them. “Guess that’s my cue to get my ass back to the bar.”


    Gracie knew that they were checking out because they thought that Gracie and Eric wanted to be alone. She did want to talk to him on their own, but nothing else. 


    Buck gave Gracie a rib-cracking hug, and Connie patted her cheek as she went by. “You’re a good girl, Gracie Lou.”


    Grant gave her a smacking kiss before she could move away. “It was good to see you, Gracie. Maybe you’ll come to the next family dinner.”


    She watched them hug and slap Eric on the back, so warm with each other. She said good-bye to them and turned to start picking up the plates. She heard the door close softly and the sound of Eric’s heavy boots coming back into the room. 


    “I’m guessing you didn’t stop by to eat lasagna and have my mother hint about you popping out grandbabies for her.”


    Gracie laughed as she scrubbed the plates, glancing at him over her shoulder. “No, although, I will admit that your mother’s approval made me feel good. I’m not always a favorite with parents.”


    “What’s not to like? You’re pretty, sweet, funny…you own your own business. You can be a bit of a ball buster, but I think that’s just a side effect of being short.”


    She sprayed him in the side with the dish hose and got herself wet in the process, but it was worth it. He jumped back with a yelp. “Whoa, it was a compliment.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Seriously, though, what brought you by?” he asked.


    She slipped a plate into his dishwasher before answering. “I just thought we should get our story straight before my parents get here on Thursday.”


    Eric snagged one of the brownies and took a large bite, bits of chocolate lingering on his lips. When his tongue slid across the surface to catch them, Gracie clenched her thighs together on reflex. 


    Why the hell does Eric Henderson licking his lips get me hot?


    Because she knew what that tongue could do. After Ryan’s bachelorette party, Eric had driven her home when she’d had too much to drink at Buck’s. When she’d come on strong, he’d given her one amazing orgasm, and that was it. He’d gotten up without getting off himself and left.


    The whole thing still sat in her craw, but she’d never told anyone about it.


    “What’s the story?” he asked.


    “Huh?”


    He quirked an eyebrow. “You okay?”


    Damn it, why the hell couldn’t she concentrate tonight? “Yeah, yeah. Our story. I think it should be as close to the truth as possible. I was sad, you texted to check on me, and showed up with brownies to cheer me up.”


    “And the alcohol to get you drunk,” he teased.


    She ignored the addition, and pressed on. “One thing led to another, and we hooked up. We realized we had feelings for each other and decided to date and see where it went.”


    “Sounds good. I also booked your ticket to New York.”


    “I could have paid for myself.”


    “I figured I invited you, and since you’re doing me a solid, I’d buy your ticket.”


    Again, with him doing something that was almost sweet. “Well, thank you. I appreciate it.” 


    Eric grabbed the last plate from her and put it in the dishwasher. “Any other business we need to discuss?”


    His close proximity was a little heady, and she tried to catch her breath. “Just dinner with my parents this weekend, if you can sneak away from the bar.”


    “Sure.” An evil grin spread across his face as he said, “Now, prepare to get wet.”


     Gracie realized a second too late what he meant just as he lunged for the hose. She screamed and tried to run, but he grabbed her close, held it over her head and sprayed. He was probably getting just as wet as she was, and the tepid water was chilly as it soaked her cotton shirt.


    She was laughing and screaming at the same time. “Stop, stop! I give! I give!”


    He released the hose, and she wiped at her eyes, catching his smirk. “Just remember that you might start shit, but I’m the one who likes to finish it.”


    “I’ll get you when you least expect it, Henderson. Just you wait.”


    He threw back his head, laughing at her threat, and she saw a tiny droplet of water slide down his neck. It was all she could do not to stretch up and run her tongue along his skin.


    That’s it. She needed to do something about this pent up, sexual frustration, or she was going to lose control…with Eric Henderson.


    That does it. Tonight, I have a date with my vibrator.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “A bet is a bet…there is always a winner, so be careful what you wager.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    It was Thursday, and Gracie stood in waiting area of the Boise Airport, watching for her parents through the glass window. She was trying hard to keep calm, but she warred between excitement and anxiety. Despite her internal and external bitching about her parents coming to visit, she loved and missed them. It was strange to go from seeing them anytime she wanted to having to make a scheduled trip and a plane ride.


    She saw her dad first, pulling a wheelie suitcase and carrying a small duffel bag. He was barely five eight, but compared to her and her mom, that was tall. He had a mustard-colored jacket thrown over one arm, and perched on his balding head was a camo hat. Gracie noted his goatee was peppered with more gray than it had been over the summer.


    Her mom came into view, wearing jeans and a bright green sweater. Her blonde hair had faded or maybe she’d lightened it. Seeing her though was like a magnetic pull, and Gracie started walking quickly. No matter how many times they fought or annoyed each other, she loved her mom. 


    “Mom! Dad!” She wrapped her arms around her mom first, noting that she seemed a little shorter, and kissed her cheek. “I missed you.”


    Her mom hugged her hard. “Oh, my baby. Let me see you.”


    She pulled away and cupped Gracie’s cheeks, turning her face from side to side as if she was five. 


    “Still the prettiest girl in the world.”


    “I get it from my mama,” Gracie teased.


    “Hear! Hear!” her dad said, stealing her for a hug. She inhaled, smiling as she laid her cheek against her dad’s chest. The smell of cedar and spice surrounded her, reminding her of her childhood. When she’d been upset, or needed a little advice, she’d come to this man, and he’d never steered her wrong.


    “Hey, Daddy.”


    “Missed you, pumpkin.”


    They pulled apart, and she took the suitcase from him, slipping her arm through her mom’s. “How was the flight?”


    “Bumpy. Your mother gripped my arm so tight, I don’t think I’ll ever get the feeling back.”


    Her mother glared at him. “Oh, shut up. You know I hate turbulence.”


    “No one likes turbulence, honey,” he said.


    “Well, I thought we’d grab your bags, maybe some lunch, and get on the road. There’s a storm rolling in from the south, and I want to get home before it gets windy.”


    “I can drive,” her dad said.


    Gracie almost sighed aloud. “Dad, I didn’t say I couldn’t drive. I just don’t want to do it in a storm.”


    “I won’t be able to relax with you behind the wheel, anyway.”


    She should have known it was going to happen. She wouldn’t exactly call her dad sexist, but in all her life, she couldn’t remember one trip where he’d let her or her mother drive while he sat shotgun.


    “Sure, that’s fine. It will give me and Mom a chance to catch up.”


    “You two talk all the time. What more could you possibly have to say to each other?”


    They stepped off the escalator and headed down toward the baggage claim. 


    “Well, for one thing, she could tell us about this boyfriend she’s been so secretive about.”


    And her it was. “I haven’t been secretive. I just didn’t want to jinx it, but it turns out, I was right. That guy wasn’t right for me.”


    Her mom actually patted her hand. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I had a feeling this was going to happen.”


    Gracie resisted the irritation bubbling up her throat, threatening to say something sarcastic.


    “That’s why we’re going to have dinner this weekend with the son of your father’s old partner. He’s an accountant at a successful firm, handsome—”


    “I appreciate the set-up, but I’m still seeing someone, just not the same one I was dating in November.”


    Her mother grew quiet, and Gracie could feel the disappointment radiating from her. “I see. Well, are you going to at least tell me this one’s name?”


    The baggage claim came to life, and Gracie bit the bullet. “Eric Henderson.”


     Her dad turned to her, his brow furrowed. “Connie and Buck’s son?”


    “Yeah.”


    Her mother seemed shell-shocked, but her dad just grunted. “I like Eric. Always had a good head on his shoulders.”


    At least I made one parent happy.


    “Mom?”


    “What?”


    “You haven’t said anything.”


    “We’ll talk about this in the car.”


    Well, that’s definitely a bad sign.


    * * *


    Gracie barely resisted slamming out of the house three hours later. Her mother had hardly said a word the whole way home, and when Gracie had finally lost patience, her mother had gone off.


    “I thought that you would be grown-up when you hit thirty and finally start looking for a mature relationship!”


    Gracie climbed into her car and screamed, banging her fists on the steering wheel. She’d tried to be calm and reasonable, but of course, she couldn’t hold on to her temper for long.


    “What the hell is wrong with Eric? He runs a successful business, is stable, and owns his own home.”


    And then the real fun had started. Bombarded with question after question, she’d just sat there, stewing as they came. “Is this what you really want for your life? To be tied to not just one but two small businesses? Riding on the back of his motorcycle like Connie does with Buck?”


    They became more and more insulting as the drive wore on. Her dad tried to intervene a few times, but her mother cut him off.


    Finally, Gracie had exploded. “I get it! I am a big fucking disappointment to you! You wanted more from me, and I just keep screwing up. But you know what? I’m happy! I am a happy freaking person, so if you can’t be happy for me, then maybe you should stay elsewhere!”


    They’d arrived at the house, and her parents had disappeared into the bedroom, where she’d heard them arguing. It reminded her of when she was a kid and they would fight; only now she was an adult with a set of keys and cakes to make.


    She’d told them she had to run an errand and was going to grab dinner on her way back. Her dad had come out and given her a hug.


    “I’ll talk to her, kiddo.”


    Gracie started her SUV and drove out onto the road, heading toward The Local Bean. What she really needed was something to help relax her. And since sex was out of the question, she would have to settle for baking.


    * * *


    Eric drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he headed down Main Street. It was just after five in the evening, and the empty street looked slightly eerie in the glow of the setting sun. 


    As he passed The Local Bean, he saw that Gracie’s car was still in the parking lot. He hadn’t heard from her since she’d left for Boise to pick up her parents this morning. Why would she be at work, especially after hours?


    He pulled into the dimly lit lot and drove around the back alley. He reached for his cell phone and called Grant.


    “What’s up, bro?” The sound of clanking bottles sounded in the back ground.


    “Hey, dude, I’m gonna be a little late. Can you guys cover it?” Eric glanced around. and not a soul was moving outside.


    “How long you gonna be?” Grant sounded more curious than anything, probably because Eric was never late.


    “I don’t know. I’ll let you know when I’m on my way.” He hung up without saying anything else and could almost hear his brother muttering, “Dick.” He got out of his car and went to the back of the coffee shop and banged on the door. No one answered.


    “Gracie? Gracie Lou?” Eric yelled.


    Still nothing.


    He reached for the metal knob and gave it a twist, surprised to find it unlocked. He opened it and stepped inside, heading down the hallway that soon spilled into the kitchen area.


    Gracie was shaking her butt and dancing around the room, singing an off-key version of a Miranda Lambert song. He grinned as he watched her slide two cakes into the oven, closing it with a bump of her hip.


    Her iPod must have switched over to Limp Bizkit’s “Faith,” because she started singing it at the top of her lungs. 


    Eric’s smile dimmed a bit and his mouth dried up as she rolled her hips slowly in a circle, slapping her hands on her thighs. 


    When she caught sight of him, she jumped straight up in the air. She had one hand on her chest, while the other pulled her earbuds out.


    “Are you out of your freaking mind?”


    “Sorry I scared you. I saw your car out front and was surprised you were here. Wanted to check on you.”


    “How did you get in?” she asked.


    He pointed behind him. “You forgot to lock the back door. Dangerous thing to do, apparently. People could come inside, although I don’t know why they would with all your caterwauling. I thought there might be a dying cat in here and came to investigate.”


    “I do not sound like a dying cat! And I do not appreciate you standing around watching me like a creeper.”


    Eric laughed. “I knocked a bunch of times, but you didn’t answer. Wasn’t trying to creep around. I really was concerned.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “Where are your folks?” he asked.


    “I don’t want to talk about it.” She turned on the mixer and stuck it into a bowl. She was probably hoping he’d take the hint.


    Didn’t she know him at all?


     He reached out and grabbed the mixer from her, switching it off.


    “Watch it! That mixer is expensive.”


    “You don’t say? I guess you better start talking, or the mixer gets it.”


    She snorted and tried to take the mixer back from him, but he held it above his head, unconcerned with the droplets of batter dripping over his shoulders.


    “Okay, Tony Soprano, stop holding my mixer hostage. I’ve got one more cake to finish, and then I’m going to grab dinner and head back to spend the evening with my parents. That’s all. Nothing else going on.”


    Eric wasn’t buying it though. “Tanya could have made the cakes for you. So, why did you need to get away from your parents after only a few hours?”


    “You’re annoying.”


    “And persistent.”


    “It doesn’t matter, it’s stupid,” she said.


    He set the mixer on the counter, then grabbed her hand and pulled her closer to him. “It matters a lot to me.”


    She tried to extract her hand and scoffed sarcastically. “Why? Because we’re supposed to care?”


    Eric growled in frustration. “You are such a pain in the ass! With or without our arrangement, I’d still care. We might not always see eye to eye, but I thought we might just be turning into friends.” 


    He watched her expression crumble, and she groaned as she scrubbed her free hand over her face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I thought this could work. My mother is completely impossible.”


    It took a second for Eric to realize what she was saying. “Your mom has a problem with me?”


    “No, she has an issue with small business owners.”


    Eric’s brow furrowed. “You’re a small business owner.”


    “Exactly, and she hates it. She wanted me to go to law school and marry some senior partner, or some shit like that. Instead, I went to college and majored in business. I took all my savings and put it into this place, and she can’t stand that she’s been wrong about me making a mistake. She likes you fine, but because you’re in exactly the same boat as me, she thinks we’re a disaster waiting to happen.”


    She grabbed her mixer from the table. “I don’t care, anyway. I just need to deal with the fact that my mother will never be happy, no matter how many times I prove I’m completely capable of handling my own life.”


    Eric wrapped his arms around her waist without thinking. He almost pulled away when she stiffened, but then he found her leaning back into him as she mixed her batter.


    “I have a crazy idea. What if you finish up here and I grab dinner for all of us? Go see if I can win your mom over.’


    She turned off the mixer and looked at him over her shoulders. Her downtrodden expression was one he’d seen too much of lately, and he didn’t like it. Gracie was always being a smiling smart-ass, and he wanted to get her back to that woman. The confident, sexy girl who drove him crazy and challenged him at every turn.


    “Seriously, you don’t have to do that. This was all a stupid idea to begin with.”


    “Well, I’m telling you that I still need your help, and I’m a guy who doesn’t like to be in anyone’s debt. You just leave it to me.”


    “She’s not going to crack—”


    “Oh ye of little faith, I will make you a deal. If I win your parents over, you have to go on an adventure with me.”


    Her green eyes narrowed, and he realized she was still in his arms, letting him hold her back against him.


    “What kind of adventure?”


    “You’ll see when I win.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “It’s hard to let people see who you really are.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric stood on Gracie’s porch with a bottle of wine, a bouquet of flowers, and a bag from Jensen’s Diner. Gracie had texted him what her parents liked after he’d left, and he was prepared to put his plan into action.


    He rang the doorbell and waited nervously for them to answer. It wasn’t that he was scared of Gracie’s parents; he’d known them most of his life. It was more that he might have exaggerated his parental appeal to Gracie. He’d never actually tried to woo someone’s folks…but it couldn’t be that hard, right? He’d watched enough movies.


    Fine, so he’d had to call Mike Stevens for advice, and he’d suggested bringing flowers for Gracie’s mom. It had been humiliating, especially since Mike hadn’t been afraid to tease him a bit about it. Eric had allowed the small revenge, especially after giving Mike such a hard time, but his main motivation had been making Gracie happy. She had been so keyed up about it, and he’d wanted to make her feel better.


    The door swung open, and now, faced with her father’s blank expression and her mother’s frown, he wondered if he was in over his head.


    “Mr. and Mrs. McAllister, how are you?” He held out the flowers and wine to Gracie’s mother. “These are for you. Gracie had to finish a few last-minute orders at The Local Bean, so I offered to bring dinner over.”


    Mrs. McAllister took the wine and flowers. “Thank you, Eric, that was very thoughtful.”


    “Well, come on in, kid, no sense in standing out there in the cold,” Mr. McAllister said.


    Eric stepped inside after stomping the snow off his boots. “I got the Philly cheesesteak for you and the barbeque ranch chicken sandwich for Mrs. McAllister.”


    Gracie’s dad’s face lit up. “Great, I’m starving. And please, I’m Ken and she’s Franny. No need to be so formal.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Eric set the food on the counter and shrugged out of his jacket, hanging it over one of the dining room chairs. “So, Gracie says you’re staying with her for a couple of weeks?”


    “We’ll be visiting friends too. We don’t want to be in anyone’s way,” Franny said.


    Her tone was filled with a hostility Eric didn’t understand, and he tried to reassure her. “You won’t be. I know that Gracie is really excited to have you here. She was actually trying to buy a bigger place, but things fell through.”


    Both of her parents stilled.


    “Gracie was going to buy a house? Where?” Ken asked.


    Eric noticed the pinch in Franny’s mouth and figured they probably hadn’t known that Gracie was trying to buy.  “On Cherry Tree, I think. It was a for sale by owner, but they went with someone else.”


    Several moments of heavy silence ticked by, and Eric almost unbuttoned his flannel so he could breathe through the tension.


    Finally, Gracie’s dad, who seemed the easier-going of the two, broke the quiet.  “Well, that’s some interesting news. Should we wait for Gracie or go ahead and eat?” 


    “We might as well start now. I’m sure Eric already knows our daughter is avoiding us. I’ll just go wash my hands.” 


    Franny’s awkward announcement and departure left Eric alone with Ken.


    Eric decided to rip off the Band-Aid by being candid. “I’m guessing your wife isn’t pleased Gracie and I are seeing each other?”


    Ken sighed and rubbed a hand over his balding head. “It’s not really you. It’s that she wanted Gracie with someone who has a stable income, and Fran thinks small businesses are a gamble.”


    Eric could understand her reasoning to a point, but America was built on small businesses that grew. There had to be more to it than that.


    “Well, to be honest, sir, it’s not as though Gracie and I are getting married. We’re just dating. And my family’s bar has been around for thirty years, and even with Hank’s Bar in the heart of town, business hasn’t slowed down yet.”


    Ken looked up at him and held Eric’s gaze. “You don’t have to worry about me, son. As long as my baby girl is treated well and is happy as a lark, I don’t care if you sell porta potties.”


    Eric burst out laughing as he placed his food container on the table. “Appreciate that.”


    “You make her cry, though…”


    “You’ll chop off my junk?”


    “That’s not even the worst thing I’ll do to you.”


    That gave Eric pause, and he decided that Ken was a lot like Gracie…little but fierce.


    The two of them sat down and had just started eating when Gracie’s mom came out of the bathroom, holding a bottle of baby shampoo and some bath toys in her hand. She looked right at Eric with a stern, narrow-eyed glare.


    “You wouldn’t happen to know why my daughter has baby items under her bathroom sink, would you?”


    Well, son of a bitch, this is shaping up to get a whole lot worse than just awkward.


    “Gracie was taking care of a little girl for a couple of weeks who ended up going to live with her great-grandmother. Gracie has been having a hard time not seeing her.”


    “Whose child?” Franny asked.


    Gracie’s mom should have been an FBI interrogator. She was hard to say no to. “Just a little girl whose mother had died and her caretaker had been neglecting her. Gracie found her all alone when she was delivering meals for the church on Thanksgiving.”


    “Our Gracie was doing that?” Ken actually sounded surprised.


    Eric looked between the two of them. Did they really not know this about their daughter? “Yeah, she does it every year you guys aren’t around. Then she heads over to Gemma and Travis’s, but with Gemma on bed rest—”


    “She never told me Gemma was on bed rest!” Franny cried.


    He had a feeling he might not be helping the situation, but it was too late to stop talking now. If he could just make them understand…


    “Yes, but she’s okay. Just a little high blood pressure, from what I got. She should be fine.”


    Ken waved his hand as if to stop any more of his wife’s questions. “Back to Gracie and the child.”


    “Sure. Anyway, Gracie took her in so she wouldn’t have to go to a foster home while they found Pip’s next of kin.”


    “Pip?” her parents said together.


    “It’s what Gracie called her. The girl didn’t really talk.”


    Both of Gracie’s parents were silent for several seconds until Franny finally put the items back. When she joined them at the table, she turned to her husband. “Well, at least we know she wants to have children. If she can take in an orphan, she can certainly give us grandchildren.”


    For some reason, Franny’s casual dismissal of what Pip had been to Gracie rubbed him raw. “All due respect, ma’am, but the bond those two shared was unique. I’m not saying Gracie won’t be an amazing mother, but I don’t think Gracie wanting a child is why those two connected the way they did. And if it’s all the same, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention Pip to her unless she brings it up first. Like I said, she’s been having a tough time not being able to see her, and I don’t want her hurt.”


    “Well, damn,” Ken said.


    Eric had no idea what he meant until Gracie’s mother flushed a violent shade of red and lit into him.


    “Who the hell do you think you are telling me how to talk to my daughter? You’ve been dating all of a couple of weeks, and you think you know her better than us?”


    Anger flashed through Eric’s body, and he tried to tamp it down, but damn, it was hard. Even if this was Gracie’s mom, Eric didn’t take shit from anyone.


    Which is probably the main reason why parents didn’t like him.


    “You didn’t even know how she was spending her Thanksgiving or what she’s been going through the last few weeks. You all moved to Florida and left her here. You see her maybe twice a year? I see her damn near every day, and she has grown and changed a lot. She is amazing. Strong and independent, with a stubborn streak a mile long. Her heart is huge, though, and the way she cares, the way she puts her feelings into all her friends and the two of you is a beautiful sight. You should be proud of her for following her dream. She’s successful, and it makes her happy. You should see the cute aprons she wears to work. They make everyone laugh, and the people in town love her. That place is always hopping. It seems like if you cared more for your daughter and less about what you think she should be doing, you would see that she’s a beautiful, successful businesswoman making it in this economy. That’s amazing in itself.”


     “How dare you! We know that about her!” Franny snapped. “Just because she chooses to keep things from us doesn’t give you the right to dictate—”


    “Am I interrupting something?” Gracie asked from the doorway.


    They all turned toward where she stood, starring at them with flushed cheeks and wide eyes. She must have come in sometime between Franny’s initial attack and his monologue. As it was, Eric’s heart was slamming in aggravation, and before he knew what he was doing, he was on his feet and stalking over to her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her, claiming her in front of her dad and her disapproving mother, and it might have been a dick move, but he didn’t care.


    Not when she tasted of sugar and sweet cream and the warmth of her body was calling to him, calming him in a way only a fifth of whisky ever had.


    She had a hold of his biceps when he pulled away and was looking a little dazed, which shot a bolt of white-hot desire right to his groin. Making Gracie dreamy was just about the best feeling in the world.


    He realized he was breathing hard when his voice came out raspy. “Nope, you’re just in time to catch your parents up on what you’ve been up to.”


    Gracie finally seemed to come out of her stupor and cleared her throat. “Like?”


    “Your mother found some of Pip’s things in the bathroom.”


    Gracie’s lips thinned. “Great.”


    “Yep.” 


    “So, considering my mother was just yelling at you, Operation Win Parents Over isn’t going so well, huh?”


    “I wouldn’t say that. Your dad said he’d like me as long as I make you happy.”


    Gracie quirked a perfectly arched brow at him. “And you think you’re succeeding there?”


    “What are you two whispering about?” her mother called.


    Eric leaned over until his lips brushed her ear. “If we survive this dinner, I have something planned that’s going to make you incredibly happy.”


    * * *


    Gracie would have laughed out loud at the absurdity of how her plan had backfired if it wasn’t quite so frustrating. She’d thought having a boyfriend would make her mother happy, but it turned out only the right boyfriend would do.


    As she gathered up the containers of food after dinner, a dinner during which Eric and her dad had carried the conversation, she debated just coming out and admitting that she and Eric were faking it.


    After the kiss he laid on me when I walked in? They’d never believe it, and if they did, they’d be pissed I lied.


    She tossed the food into a trash bag, and when she spotted her mother coming her way, decided that a glass of wine was very much needed.


    “I think we have a lot to discuss, don’t you?” her mother asked.


    “Like?” she called from inside her glassware cupboard. Where in the hell was her giant wineglass? She moved several of her tumblers out of the way and finally discovered it next to the fancy stemware she kept for company.


    “Well, for starters, why didn’t you tell me you were a foster mother?”


    Gracie set the glasses down on the counter and bit back the groan ready to gurgle up her throat. She did not like talking about this kind of stuff with her mom. Not because she didn’t love or trust her, but because she always had an opinion. She couldn’t just let Gracie talk or vent, she always had to try to fix things.


    And there was nothing she could do to make losing Pip better.


    Gracie popped the cork on the wine Eric had bought, and filled her giant glass to the Don’t Even Ask line.


    “Are you sure you want to have that much after such a greasy meal?” her mother asked.


    Gracie took a large gulp in response.


    “Fine, fine, I drive you to drink, obviously. I just don’t understand why you would keep something like that from me!”


    “Because I knew it was temporary and didn’t want to hear any lectures,” Gracie said.


    Her mother scoffed. “Why do you automatically think I would lecture you?” 


    Gracie topped off her wineglass again. “Um, maybe because it’s all I ever seem to get from you?”


    “Pour me some of that,” her mother demanded. “As far as your accusations go, that is just not true, Gracie Louise McAllister. I might not agree with your life choices, but we have always supported you.”


    Gracie almost spilled the wine she was pouring onto the counter, she was laughing so hard. “Supported me? Are you nuts? You question every decision I make!” Gracie’s voice grew shrill as she mimicked her mother. “Gracie, are you sure you want to open up a coffee shop? You could go back to school and get your masters. Really, Gracie, pink lipstick? Why did you break up with your boyfriend this time?”


    “I am not questioning you, I am trying to help you make the best decisions for your future! And it is still no excuse for not telling us that Gemma was having a hard time in her pregnancy.”


    “I just figured I’d tell you when you got here!”


    “Girls!” her father shouted from the living room, startling them both. Eric and her dad were standing by the TV, and her father’s face was screwed up in a dark scowl. “Now I’m not going to listen to the two of you bicker the whole time we’re here. If you can’t get along, we’ll just get a hotel—”


    Gracie cut him off, ready to get the hell out of there. “No, that’s okay, Dad, you guys are welcome here. Eric already offered to let me stay with him, and since we’ve been crashing with each other most nights anyway, I said why not.”


    The words were out of her mouth before she even processed what they meant. 


    And then her parents started talking at once.


    “We’re not chasing you out of your house!” her dad exclaimed.


    “You are not going to live with a man you’ve barely been dating!” her mother shrieked.


    Gracie downed her wine and set her glass next to the sink. “You are not chasing me out, and honestly, Mom, I’ve stayed with guys I’ve known for less time than I’ve known Eric.”


    “Not something you had to mention, Gracie Lou,” Eric said, finally chiming in.


    She shot him a sour look that he just shrugged off. “Besides, we’d already discussed this before you got here. He’s got plenty of room for me, and you don’t have to worry about the expense of a hotel.” Before either of them protested, she held up her hand, “No. No. I think we’re all tired, and we should just say good night. I have to be at work early, but I’ll be over tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll go grab some dinner and pick out a Christmas tree. Okay?”


    Her mother started in again. “No, it’s not okay—”


    “Franny, shut up,” her dad said.


    Her mother’s mouth dropped open before she squealed, “Ken!”


    He ran a hand over his face with a groan. “For God’s sake, woman, I am tired, and our daughter has kindly opened her home to us, given up her bed, and I, for one, am going to take full advantage of it.”


    Her dad reached out for Eric’s hand and shook it. “Eric, it was good to see you. You are welcome to join us tomorrow, if you can get over our rudeness tonight.”


    “Honestly, it’s like Monday night dinner with my family. And while I appreciate the invitation, I have to work, sir.”


    “Maybe we’ll postpone it till you can join us, then.” Her dad came into the kitchen, and kissed Gracie’s cheek. “Good night, baby.”


    Still thrown by her father’s shouting, she could only whisper, “Night, Dad.”


    Lastly, he kissed his wife briefly, then headed into Gracie’s room, shutting the door behind him.


    Her mother shot her a bitter look before she hissed, “Now, look! You’ve upset your father!”


    Gracie was about to lose her shit. Taking a deep, shaky breath, she reached out and hugged her mother. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and we’ll talk.”


    She pulled away and headed to where Eric was now standing by the door.


    “Don’t you need to pack a bag?” her mother asked.


    Gracie pulled the door open and gave her mother a smirk. “Naw, I’ll wash my clothes at his place. We sleep naked anyway.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    



    “Just remember folks…all those romance novels that tell you your body warms up just being around someone you like? It’s all bullsquirt.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie and Eric took separate cars, but both stopped at Hall’s Market so Gracie could grab a toothbrush. Sure, she might have bit her nose off to spite her face by not at least grabbing a change of clothes, but it was the principle of the thing, and her mother had pissed her off beyond rational thought.


    It seemed that no matter how old she got, she reverted to a sullen teenager in the presence of her mother.


    As they stood in the checkout line, Gracie felt eyes on them and turned to find Jenny Andrews and Ellie Willis with a cart full of junk food, watching them. Once their eyes met hers, there wasn’t any way she could pretend she hadn’t noticed them, so she greeted them with a smile.


    “Hello, girls.”


    “Hey, Gracie,” they said together.


    They seemed to be glancing between her and Eric, and since they were supposed to be a couple for all to see, Gracie slid her freehand into Eric’s. He didn’t look at her, just squeezed her hand, and she smiled. Despite the shit storm with her parents, she had to admit that having Eric in her corner wasn’t such a bad thing. It had actually been nice hearing him defend her.


    Hope Weathers, who was checking, did a double take at their clasped hands. “Are you together? I mean, your purchases.”


    “Yeah, we’re together,” Eric said, setting his items on the belt and then grabbing Gracie’s toothbrush. 


    She had no idea if it was his words or the way her pink toothbrush looked sitting on top of his nacho cheese and chips, but she shivered.


    Hope gave her a meaningful look, and Gracie knew she was going to get a call or a text from her friend demanding some answers. It seemed not everyone had believed the gossip in this town without visual proof.


    They walked out of the store hand in hand, and she liked it. More than she should for something that would be over in just a few short weeks.


    When the cold air hit her face like a wake-up call, she sucked in a breath and dropped his hand to cover her nose. “Man, did it drop twenty degrees while we were inside?”


    “I think so.” He unlocked his passenger-side door and put their grocery bag in the front seat of his car. Then he turned and, to her surprise, pulled her into his body. Her feet slid a bit as they hit a patch of ice, which only made her lean harder against his muscular from.


    Well, that’s one way to heat things up.


    “What do you say we drop your car at my place and go on an adventure?” he murmured.


    The seductive tone made her heart skip, and she tried to hide how affected she was by him. “But you didn’t win the bet!”


    He smirked at her in the parking lot light. “So? Aren’t you at all curious what I have planned?”


    Actually, she was more than curious. She was practically tingling with excitement.


    “Fine. Let’s go out. It’s not as though I’m tired after all the stress anyway.”


    He kissed the top of her head, shocking her to her toes, and released her. “That’s the spirit.” 


    Gracie was bereft without his warmth, watching him head toward the back of his car. Finally, she climbed inside, and they drove out of the parking lot toward the canyon. 


    Gracie’s thoughts strayed to her mother. It wasn’t like them to start fighting right off the bat. Usually, it took a few days for tensions to build, but for some reason, this trip had been strained since the airport. Was it her? Had she given off the vibe that she didn’t want them here?


    Regardless of why they were fighting, she couldn’t do this for two weeks. Tomorrow, she was going to have to smooth things over.


    Tonight, though, she was just stoked not to get stuck on her uncomfortable couch. She was staying the night at Eric’s, in one of his guest rooms, just a few doors down from where he’d be sleeping.


    Why wasn’t she freaking out?


    Because Eric isn’t going to try anything when he knows I don’t want it.


    Except that kiss earlier had her thinking maybe she did want it. And if people already thought they were doing the nasty, why not get a little enjoyment out of it?


    Have I lost my mind? I was the one that told him no hanky-panky, and now I want to change the rules again?


    She shook her head as she pulled in next to Eric in his garage. As much as she was enjoying messing with people and pretending she and Eric were actually a couple, they weren’t. And once they got back from his book party in New York, their deal would be over and everything would go back to the way it was. There was no point in complicating their already messy truce with sex.


    Right?


    * * *


    Eric led Gracie into his house and flipped on the light. The last time she’d come by, he hadn’t given her the grand tour, but now he figured it was only fair if she was going to crash there. 


    “You’ve already seen the kitchen, dining room, and living room. Down this way—” he flipped on the light in the room to his right, “—is the spare bedroom. You can stay here.”


    If this had been two months ago, he would have made a crack about her sleeping with him instead, but it just didn’t feel right. Not with the way things were between them now. He’d always admired Gracie for her spirit and her body, but tonight he’d been protective. And besides the pretty hot kiss he’d laid on her, he’d been respectful. It was a unique experience, one he didn’t want to cheapen with a teenaged come-on.


    The room was simple—white walls with a couple of black-and-white classic car photos he’d bought at a few thrift stores, and a black-and-white checkered comforter he’d picked up in Twin Falls. There was a white dresser against the wall and two matching nightstands on either side of the queen bed.


    “This is really nice,” Gracie said.


    “Yeah, well, I don’t get company sleeping over much. Mostly Grant, but he sleeps in the other one, and I have to bleach the sheets after.”


    Gracie laughed, and the sound traveled straight to his groin. It was part of the reason he’d put her down a way instead of right next to him. He didn’t think he could sleep at all, knowing how close she was and not touching her.


    “The bathroom is that door there.” Eric pointed to a door on the left. “It’s Jack-and-Jill style, so you go straight through and you’ll be in the other room.”


    “That’s a nice setup for kids,” Gracie mused. He jerked toward her and caught the blush that had overcome her cheeks. “Not that I’m thinking about you having kids, I was just saying…”


    “Yeah, okay.” He cleared his throat and walked out of the room, heading toward his room. “Down here is the master bed and bath. On the other end of the house is the washer and dryer, so we can throw your clothes in there.”


    “Awesome.” 


    He opened the door to his room. Should he be embarrassed by the mess? The bed was unmade, and there were a couple of empty beer bottles on the nightstand. A pair of boxers that had missed the hamper were on the floor, and for some reason, he found himself rushing forward to grab them. 


    “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting company.”


    “Oh, wow. Check out your bathroom,” she said, seeming unaffected by his dirty drawers.


    She stood in front of his tile shower, her mouth gaping. Eric smiled and leaned against the wall next to it, and popped the door open with one hand. “You like?”


    He’d done the whole thing mostly on his own. It was big enough for four people, with two showerheads and glossy blue tiles across the floor and walls.


    “It’s gorgeous. You did this?” 


    He nodded.


    “You write books. Make a mean drink. Fix houses. Anything you don’t do?”


    “Relationships.”


    Well, why in the fuck had he said that?


    She closed the door without responding and went around the corner.


    “Holy effing shit balls! Screw the guest bathroom, this baby is mine!”


    Eric grinned, glad that his stupidity hadn’t ruined her mood. He leaned around in time to watch her climbing into his giant Jacuzzi bathtub. He’d had it custom-made to accommodate him and…guests. 


    “If you’re done plotting to steal my bathtub, how about we head out?”


    She leaned her head back, closing her eyes. “Why would I ever want to leave this spot?”


    Eric’s gaze traveled the length of her throat and over the deep V of her sweater neckline, picturing her naked and under bubbling suds in his tub.


    Damn, I have to get her out of here.


    “Because what I have planned is better than that tub.”


    Her eyes popped open, and she climbed out. “Not sure that’s possible, but tell me more.”


    “I’d rather show you.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Ever notice how really romantic songs always mention moonlight and stars? Makes me think some of you folks looking for love should go camping every night.”- Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie’s heart pounded as Eric killed the headlights and rolled down the back driveway of Rejuvenation Hot Springs. 


    “This? Your adventure is to sneak onto private property and what?”


    Eric put the car in Park and killed the engine, grinning at her in the moonlight. “And I thought we could sit and relax a spell in one of their private tubs.”


    “How am I going to relax? You know Mr. Melvin keeps a loaded shotgun right by the door for trespassers! Plus, if he lets that giant Saint Bernard out, we’re toast! That dog weighs more than both of us combined!”


    “That’s a bit of an exaggeration, Gracie Lou, even for you.” He opened his car door and wiggled his eyebrows beneath the gray brim of his beanie. “Besides, it’s not an adventure if there isn’t a bit of danger to it.”


    Gracie shook her head but opened her car door and stepped out. She hadn’t done anything like this since she was eighteen and stupid Doug Dooley had talked her into sneaking onto the Andrews’ dairy to do a little cow tipping. Of course, that had ended with the Andrews’ cattle dog, Misty, chasing them both off the property and Gracie tearing her favorite pair of jeans. That was almost fourteen years ago. She was a grown-up now. You didn’t trespass, and you didn’t go skinny-dipping in the middle of the night like a couple of kids trying not to get caught.


    He waited by the hood of his car, his breath fogging in front of his face. “You coming or what?”


    “This is a bad idea,” she hissed.


    Still, she came up alongside him and let him take her hand. The mood shone bright overhead, lighting their path brilliantly. He led her through the trees to the fence line. It was at least eight feet high, and she had no idea how they were going to climb over…


    Suddenly, Eric grabbed a piece of chain link on the bottom and pulled it up at least two feet. 


    “Go ahead.”


    She stared from him to the snow-covered ground in disbelief. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”


    Gracie could practically hear his eyes roll. “Fine, you hold it for me, and I’ll go first.”


    She muttered under her breath but did as he asked. When he stood on the other side, grinning, she jumped a foot in the air as a branch snapped behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, and her imagination took hold. She could swear she saw glowing red eyes and flashes of white teeth in the brush.


    “Okay, okay, hold it up for me. I’m coming.”


    She dropped to her stomach, gritting her teeth as she army-crawled across the hard, icy earth. Her jacket and shirt rode up, and she wheezed between her teeth as the snow stung her bared skin. 


    When she finally stood up, she glared up at Eric. “You suck.”


    He threw his arm around her with a chuckle. “Come on, the worst part is over.”


    Feeling every bit like the criminals they were, Gracie crouched low and followed him across the open yard until they reached one of the private tub buildings.


    “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Eric said.


    She snorted. “Except now how are you going to get in there, genius? Aren’t they all locked?”


    Eric pulled out his car keys and waved one of them at her. “Which is why one has a key.”


    “How did you get that?” 


    “You don’t want to know,” he said.


    Her lips thinned. “Oh, that’s right. You dated Kristy Melvin.”


    Before she’d worked up to being good and irritated, he pushed her up against the side of the building. She stared up into his shadowed face in surprise.


    “I am here with you, and more to the point, I want to be here. Forget Kristy and any other person we may or may not have hooked up with in the past. Let’s just have fun.”


    His proximity was enough to have her nodding and agreeing with whatever he said. When had she become a dopey sap?


    He pulled away and unlocked the door, ushering her in. Once the door was firmly closed, he flipped on the light. A yellowish glow illuminated the room, and she wrinkled her nose as the smell of the water rose up with the steam. Hot springs always smelled like a combination of sulfur and river water to her. 


    “What’s the matter with you?” he asked.


    “I hate the smell.”


    “Anyone ever tell you that you complain a lot?” he asked.


    Before she could respond, he unzipped his coat and tossed it aside. His fingers moved nimbly over the buttons of his shirt, and her mouth went dry as he spread the plaid flannel, revealing his lightly furred chest.


    He wasn’t even looking at her, so he didn’t catch the way she stared at his abs. She was supposed to be a mature adult, but when he bent over to untie his boots, she found herself standing on her tiptoes to get a better look at the muscles on his back.


    He looked up finally, pausing. “You going to just stand there, or are you going to strip?”


    Right, she was going to get undressed too, and then they would both be naked. Buck-ass naked, with nothing but hot water between them.


    She gulped as she shrugged out of her jacket.


     He unsnapped his jeans right before she turned her back on him. She pulled her sweater over her head and heard the sound of the zipper clicking open. Her heart skittered as she listened to the rustling behind her, and couldn’t help looking over her shoulder.


    He was just stepping out of his pants, and she felt the burn of a blush on her cheeks as she turned back around. She reached behind her back and unhooked her bra, slipping the straps down her arms. She was just kicking off her own boots when she heard the splash of water behind her.


    God, is he completely naked? It wouldn’t be the first time she and Eric had fooled around, but she’d never seen his complete…package.


    “Get the lead out, McAllister. The nights a wastin’.”


    She’d been about to wiggle out of her jeans, but she hesitated. “Are you just sitting in there staring at me?”


    “No, I’ve got my eyes closed like a gentleman.”


    Her lips pursed at his sarcasm. “I’m not removing another article of clothing until you’re doing just that.”


    “Hey, don’t act all innocent. I saw you sneaking a peek. Besides, it’s not as though I haven’t seen and tasted you before.”


    Gracie quivered remembering her drunken mistake with Eric over a year ago, after Ryan’s bachelor party. “Fine, I peeked, but it’s different for women. So, shut them peepers.”


    Eric grumbled, and when she turned a bit, she saw that he did seem to have his eyes closed.


    Stripping as quickly as she could before he decided to open them again, she felt her teeth chattering as the cold air ran across her skin, tightening her nipples and raising gooseflesh over her arms and legs. She dipped a toe into the water, forgetting all about the smell as the heat of the enveloped her foot. She stepped all the way in with a sigh and leaned back against the edge of the pool.


    Gracie sensed Eric’s movement before she opened her eyes and found him in front of her, squatted down to eye level with her.


    “So? Wasn’t such a terrible idea, was it?”


    “Hmmm, it does feel good.”


    His hands glided over her foot under the water, and before she could ask what he was doing, he was rubbing his thumb deep into the bottom of her arch, making her moan loudly. She hadn’t even been aware how badly her feet hurt.


    “God, that feels good.”


    His hand skimmed farther up, encircling her ankle with his big hand.


    Before she realized what he was about, she found herself pulled under. She thrashed back to the surface and came up sputtering. 


    She wiped the water out of her eyes and glared. “You are a jerk!”


    He grinned, droplets glistening in his beard. “Come on, it was kind of funny.”


    “For you maybe. Now I’ve got super wet hair, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it is like eight degrees outside.”


    “Want me to wrap my shirt around your head like a turban to dry it, princess?”


    Gracie’s eyes narrowed, and before he could duck, she splashed him in his face. “Take your princess and shove it!”


    He wiped at his face, laughing, and when he met her gaze again, she saw the wicked twinkle in his eye. “It’s on.”


    “No it’s not!” she squealed, trying to scramble away, but he pulled her back into the water and tugged her against him.


    His arms locked around her like steel bands, and when she started to scream, she found her voice muffled against his chest.


    “Shh, you don’t want to get caught, do you?”


    She shook her head back and forth, and he eased up his grip.


    “Good girl,” he said.


    For that, she leaned over and bit his chest.


    “Ow!”


    “I am conceding for now, because sounding the alarm would bring about our mutual destruction. Doesn’t mean I won’t be seeking my revenge on you at a later time.”


    He’d released her long enough to rub his chest. “I figured taking a chunk of pectoral muscle with your teeth was revenge enough.”


    “Dude, it is going to take at least a month to get this smell out of my hair. You have not begun to feel my wrath.”


     He gazed down at her, clear amusement on his face. “Wow. Yeah, no that right there was really terrifying.”


    “Shut up.”


    Suddenly, he was inches away, his lips taunting her with their proximity. “You know what the best way to shut me up is?”


    “Drown you?”


    “Kiss me.”


    His words were like a caress across her skin, and she sucked in her breath at the sensations they aroused. There was nobody watching, no one to titillate or shock. It was a clear violation of everything she’d lined out for what their relationship would be.


    And yet, she found herself leaning in, her eyes fluttering closed…


    He must have been moving too, because his mouth crashed over hers, searing her lips like a brand. Gracie moaned and slid her hand over his shoulders to the back of his neck. The hair on his head was growing out, and the hairs tickled her palms as his tongue caressed hers. She wrapped her legs around his waist, a dull ache forming as her sensitive flesh met his warm skin beneath the water.


    His hands tangled in her wet hair, pulling her head back and breaking their kiss. When his mouth trailed along the arched column of her neck, she dug her nails into his skin. He growled against her collarbone, and the sound vibrated all the way through her, turning the ache into a throb that left her whimpering with need. 


    God, how long had she fantasized about this? How many different ways and places had she imagined giving herself over to Eric? 


    His lips covered her hard nipple, and like everything else Eric did, there was no finesse. No teasing or playful nips and licks. Just raw, animal hunger.


    He devoured her roughly, moving to the other breast and removing one of his hands from her hair to massage the neglected mound. She wiggled against him, wanting him inside her, fucking her, and giving her release, but she couldn’t form the words.


    Eric released her and came up breathing harshly, staring into her eyes as droplets of water ran down his beard.


    Eric’s fingertips skimmed over her collarbone toward her breast. “It’s just the two of us tonight, Gracie Lou. No past. No future. And no one ever has to know.”


    Gracie’s heart slammed in a fast, heavy tempo at his words. Without tearing her gaze away, she reached between them and grabbed his cock in her hand. In answer, he was suddenly sitting on the step along the wall of the shallow pool. She removed her legs from around his waist and straddled his hips, planting her feet on the rough pool floor.


    He brought her mouth down to his and covered the hand she had wrapped around him.


    “Tell me you want this, Gracie Lou. That you want me. This. Now.”


    She tried to move his cock where she wanted it, but he stopped her with a tug of her hair.


    “I want to hear you say it.”


    If Gracie had been in her right mind, she might have told him to get over himself, stop being a caveman, and fuck her.


    But the intensity of his dark gaze told her he needed this. Needed her to say that she knew it was him. That she wanted this because it was with him.


    And a tenderness for Eric Henderson she’d never known before melted over her. 


    Holding his face between her hands, she brushed her lips across his, whispering, “I want you, Eric. I want you inside me. Now.”


    Gracie gasped as he let go of her hand and hair, and dug his fingers into her hips. She didn’t have time to catch her breath before Eric was pushing inside her, stretching her, and she held on tight to his shoulders as he pulled out a little and pushed farther in. Her eyes closed as he did it again, each time pressing deeper and deeper until she was completely seated. 


    His voice was guttural, pained, and rougher than she’d ever heard it before.


    “Holy fuck. You feel better than I ever imagined.”


    Gracie would have laughed or lingered on the fact that he’d fantasized about her too, but he was suddenly moving. No more short and slow; these thrusts were deep, fast, and she cried out as he hit the end of her, lights busting in her vision. The sensation was enough to make her eyes cross, and she could feel her insides hum as her orgasm built.


    As her body started trembling and shaking with release, high-pitched cries escaped her. “Oh. Oh ohohohohyesGod…”


    He picked up speed, leveraging her hips faster, as though he was a galloping horse. 


    “Come for me, baby. I wanna make you come so hard.”


    Boom, like a lightning bolt had struck her body, she stiffened just as tingles of heat shot down every nerve ending. Her muscles contracted as she screamed, the sound dying slowly as he kept moving inside her, sliding over her aroused flesh and letting her ride the wave of ecstasy just a little longer.


    Finally, spent, she sagged against his shoulder, her lips pressing tiny kisses against his skin.


    “I’m sorry, did you think we were done?” he asked, outrage evident in his voice.


    She turned her head away, resting her cheek on his chest so he wouldn’t see her smile. “We’re not?”


    He flexed his hard cock inside her. “Hell no.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    “I never understood why in horror movies, when people are faced with danger, they just stand there. Run you idiots! Run!” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric vaguely heard the distant sound of barking, but it was hard to really process much beyond the thundering blood in his ears. As he held Gracie’s soft curves against him, sliding in and out of her warmth, his breathing became ragged. Being with her consumed him. He’d been dreaming of sinking into her, of having her wrapped around him and breaking into a million pieces because of the things he did to her. Because she wanted him.


    Now that he had it, he didn’t want to stop. Never wanted it to end.


    But he could feel the thread of his self-control snap as she squeezed her muscles around him. Her hips jerked over him, and he sensed that she was close again. 


    Gritting his teeth, he closed his eyes and thought of anything else but the slide of her tits against his chest. Of the way his dick vibrated with restraint to the point of pain.


    When she mewled loudly, he covered her lips with his and let go. He groaned into her mouth as he came inside her. 


    He finally pulled away, sucking in air and trying to speak, and realized they hadn’t even talked about birth control. He assumed if she wasn’t on the pill, she would have stopped him, but if he was wrong…


    “Please tell me you’re on the pill.”


    Gracie laughed breathlessly. “A little late in asking, but yeah. We’re good.”


    “Good. Good. And I’m clean, if you were wondering.”


    “I wasn’t. I trust you not to give me some nasty-ass STD.”


    Eric’s chuckle turned into a cough as he realized how dry his throat was. “Ah, you trust me? That’s so sweet.”


    She hit his upper arm with the flat of her hand. “You’re ruining the afterglow.”


    “Sorry, won’t happen again.” He kissed her neck, and she pulled away with a giggle. 


    “You’re gonna have to lose the beard,” she said.


    His jaw dropped. “What? You want me to give up my beard for you?”


    “Yes, it tickles and scratches.”


    “Come on, you know you love the beard. You think it’s hot.”


    Gracie pursed her lips. “I do, huh?”


    “Hell yeah. Didn’t you call me a sexy lumberjack?”


    “Ha, in your dreams maybe—”


    The deep bay of a dog made them both jerk, and their heads swung toward the only exit to the little shack. 


    “What is the matter with you, Brutus?” Mr. Melvin’s gravelly voice was loud enough to be heard through the door, but there was no telling how close he was.


    “What do we do?” Gracie hissed.


    “I’m thinking.”


    “This was your idea, Eric Henderson, and if you get us arrested—”


    “Quiet, woman!”


    Gracie grabbed him by the nipple and twisted. He let out an unmanly yip as she pulled away from him and climbed out of the pool. He didn’t have time to truly admire her small, tight ass or the nipped-in waist above it before he heard heavy breathing outside the shack. The door rattled, and the sound of scratches against the wood told him Melvin had let Brutus out to run the property. Deep growls and whimpers dissolved into frantic barking.


    Shit, we really are humped.


    Gracie was just pulling her shirt on and faced the door. Her eyes widened, and she turned toward him, glaring and pointing.


    He got the silent message. It was up to him to fix it.


    He climbed out of the pool and pulled his boxers, clothes, and boots on. He figured that he had minutes before Melvin came out to investigate why his dog was having a meltdown.


    Getting on his jacket, he faced Gracie, keeping his voice low. “I’m going to distract them, and while I’m doing that, you run back to the car.”


    “What? That’s stupid. We should just open the door and holler at Melvin. He might just make us pay for the use of the tub—”


    “Or, he’s pissed enough to call the cops and they call your parents to bail you out, thus proving your mother right.”


    She paused, her cheeks draining of color. “Yeah, you better get your ass running, Skip.”


    He walked over and grabbed her around the waist and kissed her hard. “For luck.”


    “You’re not going to war, idiot! You’re outrunning a dog.”


    “Hey, it’s a big fucking dog.”


    She pushed him away, laughing. “God, I wish I had a video camera with a night vision. I so want to record this and put it on YouTube.”


    “You’ll pay for that.”


    Eric took a deep breath as he went to the door. “Okay, flick off the light.”


    She did as he asked, and the room went pitch-black. As if sensing he was ready to run, the dog started growling again.


    Eric gripped the doorknob, and with a quick jerk, he threw the door open, pushing the dog out of the way.


    And he took off, his boots clomping against the crunchy snow. He could hear the dog behind him, panting. Melvin shouted something, but Eric kept running.


    Suddenly, a heavy weight crashed against his back, and he hit the cold, hard ground with a curse.


    He didn’t move as the dog stood above him, growling. The hot air of its breath tickled his bare head and he realized he’d left his hat in the shed.


    This was a bad fucking idea.


    Suddenly, he heard the slam of a door, and Gracie’s cry: “Hey, puppy, puppy!”


    The dog’s weight was suddenly gone, and he looked up in time to watch her running her ass off toward the fence, the huge beast hot on her heels.


    “Move, you idiot, move!” she hollered.


    Eric climbed to his feet and did what she said. The dog seemed to have a hard time deciding who to chase, since every time he started after one, the other would whistle or yell.


    Melvin was coming down the hill, huffing and puffing in the dark.


    “Who the hell is out there? We shoot trespassers, you know!”


    Gracie was climbing up the chain link, which left only Eric on the ground. He dived for the opening in the fence and had managed to squeeze in past his ass before the dog grabbed a hold of his pant leg with his teeth.


    Eric clawed at the ground, trying to pull himself through as the dog played tug-of-war.


    Gracie landed on the ground by his shoulder, and he had to hand it to her. For being such a girly girl, she could sure climb a fence.


    Gracie grabbed something off the ground and threw it over the fence. “Get the stick, doggie.”


    Brutus released Eric long enough to investigate, and Gracie grabbed the chain link and lifted it. “Hurry.”


    Eric made it just before Brutus came back, barking and jumping, his big tail swinging. Eric laughed, realizing that the dog had thought it was a big game and wasn’t actually trying to eat him.


    Gracie helped him to his feet, and they ran through the trees. Melvin called for Brutus several times in the distance, and by the time they made it back to the car, Eric was sure the old man had given up the chase.


    They leaned over the hood, breathing hard, and when their eyes locked in the light of the moon, they both started laughing. 


    “God, that was crazy.”


    “You’re crazy,” she said. “Next time, I’m picking the activity, and there will be no trespassing or giant dogs!”


    “Deal.” Eric reached for her hand and pulled her against him. “It was still fun, though, right?”


    She shrugged against him. “I guess. You know, the five minutes in the pool were pretty fantastic.”


    “Five minutes? That was way longer than five minutes!”


    She acted bored. “Fine, six minutes.”


    He growled at her and slid his hands down her thighs, then lifted her up against his body. An owl hooted in the distance, and he carried her to the passenger side of the car as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She ran her hands over his shoulders and rubbed them into his muscles as he pressed her into the car. He held her with one arm and wrapped the other in her hair, bringing her mouth down to his. He rubbed his already hardening cock against the juncture of her thighs, and when she hungrily kissed him back, he almost ripped her pants off and fucked her again.


    But he noticed the almost crisp texture of her wet hair and realized it was so cold, her hair was freezing. The last thing he wanted was her getting sick. 


    Their kiss broke, leaving them both panting heavily in the night. She leaned her head on his shoulder, her mouth right next to his ear. “Okay, we’ll say seven.”


    He laughed roughly, shaking his head. “Let’s get the hell out of here before the cops show up.”


    Eric let her slide down his body, almost groaning at the sensation, and helped her inside. He got in and turned the heat up, waiting for the car to warm.


    “As nice as latent teenage rebellion is, I am ready to curl up in a nice, comfy bed.”


    “Good thing you’re staying at my place, then,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows. “It’s less froufrou than yours, and it’s bigger.”


    She pinched his arm. “Froufrou? It’s whimsical, and my bed is very comfortable.”


    “I’m sure it is, but it’s still girly and tiny.”


    “I love my room.”


    “Yeah, but you can’t have a real man stay over. My feet hang off the end of it by a foot!” She leaned over and slid her hand down his body. “If your legs were bent spooning me, you wouldn’t have had that issue.”


    Eric shook his head. “All I can say is I am so glad your parents are in town. I want you so bad, but if I had to origami myself into that doll bed again, I might never stretch back out.”


    Gracie laughed, moving back to her side of the car. “Such a drama queen. Who says I’m up for anymore sexcapades tonight, anyway?”


    He pretended to pout. “You don’t want to play with me anymore?”


    “I guess I could be convinced.”


    Eric backed the car down the road and was just about to pull out when Gracie laughed.


    “What’s so funny?” he asked.


    “I was just thinking Miss Know-It-All would have had a field day with this.”


    Eric heard the edge of bitterness in her voice and reached for her hand. “I meant what I said, Gracie Lou. No one needs to know our business but us.”


    “Which is probably why we shouldn’t trespass and skinny dip, huh?”


    Her lighter tone made him relax. He knew that the column would be a sore spot with her for a while, but was hoping with time, she could move past it and realize it wasn’t about hurting her. It was his voice, his release, and he wouldn’t have changed where it had brought him.


    Sitting next to Gracie Lou McAllister in his car, reaching across to close the distance between them and kissing her in the moonlight.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    “Blessings and miracles occur all the time. Some just take longer than others.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    On Friday, Gracie got off work and climbed into her car, barely able to keep her eyes open. When they’d gotten back to Eric’s house after their adventure, she should have been prepared for being dumped over his shoulder and carried back into his bedroom like he was a Viking warrior and she was his bounty. However, he’d more than made up for it with a long, hot shower, twenty-two minutes of toe-curling foreplay that he’d actually timed, and the best seven minutes of her life afterward. She didn’t even regret the lack of sleep, it had been that good.


    She set her third cup of coffee in her cup holder as her cell started ringing. She figured it was her mom wondering when she was going to get there, but when she checked out the screen, it was a number she didn’t recognize. She slid her thumb over the green phone icon and held it to her ear.


    “Hello, this is Gracie.”


    “Hello?” a high, raspy voice said.


    “Hi, who is this?”


    “This is Margaret Lincoln. Are you Miss McAllister?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “You had my great-granddaughter, Jocelyn, with you?”


    Gracie’s heart hammered against her breast bone, and she pressed the phone harder to the side of her head, as if that would help her hear better. “Yes, yeah, I did. How is she?”


    “Oh, she’s doing okay. Quiet little thing. Hardly says a word.”


    “Yes, I know.”


    “Her case worker mentioned you would like to see her?” 


    Gracie caught her breath, allowing it to whoosh out slowly. “I would, very much.”


     “Well, I’d like to meet you first, if that’s all right. Have a little sit-down.”


    Gracie’s stomach flipped with excitement. “I would be happy to do that. When is it convenient for you?”


    “I was thinking Tuesday. I need to go into town for something, and my eldest daughter, Jocelyn’s grandmother, will be watching her.”


    Gracie was disappointed she wouldn’t get to see Pip, but she understood Margaret’s instinct to protect her. And boy, did she want to learn more about the family dynamic.


    “Of course, would two be all right? We could meet at the Starbucks in Twin, near the mall?”


    “That would be fine.”


    “Great, I’ll see you then. Thank you for calling, Margaret.”


    “Of course, honey.” Margaret’s voice had warmed considerably during their conversation. “See you Tuesday.”


    “Bye.” Gracie ended the call with a tap, and her chest warmed with excitement. If Pip’s great-grandma wanted to talk to her, did it mean she might get some kind of visitation?


    Gracie put her phone in the cup holder and grabbed her Bluetooth ear piece. Once she was set up with hands-free, she called Eric.


    “Hey you,” he said, his deep voice making her insides tighten.


    “Hey, guess what?”


    “What?”


    “Pip’s great-grandmother, the woman she is staying with, wants to meet me! I think she might let me see her if this goes well!”


    “That’s great, babe! I’m really happy for you both.”


    His warm enthusiasm made Gracie’s smile widen. “Me too. I just hope she likes me.”


    “She will. I guarantee it.”


    Gracie pulled out onto the main road, practically humming with happiness. “Thank you. That really means a lot.”


    “You gonna come back over tonight?” he asked.


    “Hmmm, I don’t know. Hard, lumpy couch or sleeping with you…decisions…”


    “If you’re looking for pros, my bed is big, comfy, and I’m in it.”


    “And so is your snoring…plus you fart in your sleep.”


    Eric burst out laughing, and she liked the way the sound made her heart beat fast. 


    “I hate to break it to you, babe, but everyone farts in their sleep.”


    “I do not.”


    “Um, yeah, you do. It’s cute, really, ’cause they’re kind of quiet and high-pitched—”


    “Oh my God, new topic!” she said, laughing. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment.


    “Hey, you brought it up. I was just defending my honor.”


    “Ha, an honorable man would not have described my flatulating practices.”


    She could tell Eric was having a hard time catching his breath, and she giggled at his mirth.


    “Okay, okay, enough. Are you coming over or what?” he asked.


    “Yeah, I think I’ll be there.”


    “Good. I’ll see you after work. The door will be open.”


    “Thanks. See you later.”


    “Later.”


    Gracie shook her head as she ended the call. Never in her life had she talked about farting with a guy. Well, Mike, but he didn’t count. They’d never bumped uglies.


    She pulled into her driveway, still musing about the ease with which they’d fallen into bed together, and things hadn’t gotten weird. Maybe because with everything that had happened between them over the years, it was bound to happen? It didn’t mean anything; it would actually be nice to have a little something something while they were pulling off this charade.


    Gracie walked through the door of her home to find her mother cleaning her kitchen. She was wearing one of Gracie’s “dirty” aprons as she scrubbed the counter aggressively. Across her boobs, the words I Like Sweet Treats and I Cannot Lie was embroidered in pink, and the straps and skirt of the apron was a mix of baked good fabric. Gracie had one of the women in town make them for her, to help out a fellow small business and because they were a conversation starter at The Local Bean.


    Seeing her mother wearing it, though, was a little disturbing. She doubted her mom had ever heard the Sir Mix-a-Lot song.


    “Hey, where’s Dad?”


    Her mother glanced up, then went back to scrubbing. “Out with friends at the lodge.”


    Uh-oh. Something was not right in Wonderland.


    Gracie warily set her purse and jacket down on the couch. “Did you two have a fight or something?” 


    Her mother slapped her rag against the counter and scowled at her. “Yes, Gracie, we had a fight.”


    “Well, geez, why are you biting my head off?”


    “Because according to you and your father, I am this horrible person who makes everyone miserable.”


    “Okay, that’s a bit of a stretch. I know I didn’t say that—”


    “You and your boyfriend think that I don’t respect you and all that you’ve done, but I do. I am very proud of you!” Gracie’s jaw dropped as her mother’s eyes welled up with tears and her voice got choky. “Can’t I also want you to have a plan B? Something stable to fall back on if the market crashes?”


    “Mom, come on. I get that you worry, but your backup plan is a husband.”


    Her mother dropped the rag to cross her arms over her chest. “Well, don’t you want a husband?”


    “Yeah, I do, eventually, but I also want him to be the right guy. You and Dad got married and lived with your parents until Dad was able to get a full-time job, but you were crazy about each other. That’s what I want. I’ve held out too long to settle for anything less than the all-consuming, love-each-other-even-when-we-want-to-kill-each-other kind of love.”


    “I want that for you, too, Gracie, believe me I do…but the men you usually date are…”


    Gracie grinned. “Douche nozzles?”


    Her mother laughed. “I wouldn’t have worded it that way.”


    “It’s okay, I know my track record sucks. But Eric isn’t like that. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he’d a good guy.”


    She caught her mother’s skeptical expression and insisted, “He is. He came over after Pip went to live with her great-grandmother, and he just helped me, Mom. He comforted me when I needed him.”


    Gracie realized that for a man she was only pretending to be involved with, her defense of him was pretty honest and passionate.


    Her mother sighed, a small smile tilting the corner of her mouth. “Fine, I’ll give him a chance. I hate his beard, though.”


    Gracie laughed. “Oh, I know. I told him he needs to get rid of it, but full disclosure, it is kind of hot. Especially when he—”


    “For the sake of our relationship, I will ask you to remember that I am your mother and you will always be a sweet, innocent child in my eyes,” her mother deadpanned.


    “Fair enough. So, what was with Dad?”


    “He’s just such an ass sometimes,” her mother grumbled.


    “That’s helpful.”


    “It doesn’t matter. Tell me more about your day.”


    Gracie debated telling her mom about the call from Pip’s great-grandmother and finally caved because she was so happy. “Pip’s great-grandmother, who has custody, called me and asked to meet next week. I think she’d going to be okay with me seeing Pip.”


    “Is that what you want? Won’t that be hard on you?” her mom asked.


    “Actually, it’s harder not seeing her. I can’t explain it, but she was like this light that came into my life. I can’t believe that I found her, only to lose her completely.”


    Her mother came around and hugged her tight. “You’re wonderful. Have I told you that?”


    Gracie sniffled as she started to cry. “Not lately.”


    “Then I’m sorry for that. Do you have pictures of Pip? I’d like to see her.”


    Gracie eagerly grabbed her phone and as she settled in next to her mother on the couch, scrolling through pictures. She was glad it was just the two of them, because she flashed back on all the times her mother had been there for her, supporting her, teaching her. Sure, she might be overbearing and makes Gracie nuts, but there was always love there. She was really lucky.


    She laid her head on her mom’s shoulder. “I love you, Mommy.”


    “What brought that about?”


    “I just do.”


    “Well, I love you too.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “I love seeing people about town with their pets…although, it’s a little disturbing when a guy admits he borrowed the dog to pick up chicks. Does that even work?” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric woke up on Saturday morning to the sound of loud music blaring from the direction of his kitchen. Bleary eyed, he stumbled out of bed and down the hallway, stopping in the doorway. Gracie was in one of his T-shirts and a pair of boxers, her little bare feet kicking up a storm as she mixed something in a bowl. She was singing loudly, and he could tell from the back of her hair that she’d only run her fingers through it. He looked at the oven clock and saw it was a little after nine. 


    Normally when someone woke him before eleven, he’d be ready to throw their asses out the door, but he couldn’t even dredge up an ounce of irritation. She was just too damn adorable to stay mad at.


    He moved behind her and slid his hands up under the T-shirt and over her belly. She started a little, then leaned back against him. He tilted his head down so he could see into the bowl. A creamy, off-white batter was spinning around the metal mixers, and he frowned. He didn’t have a hand mixer.


     “What are you making?”


    “Belgian waffles.” She tipped her head back and pursed her lips for a kiss. He chuckled and obliged her before she turned back to her work.


    A woman’s whiny voice came out of his stereo speakers, and Eric squeezed her. “You know, if you’re going to cook in my kitchen and use my stereo, the least you could do is not play chick music.”


    She ignored his comment and started singing loudly again. 


    His hand came up and clamped over her mouth. “Okay, you can listen to the chick music, just don’t sing it.”


    She extracted herself from his embrace to take the bowl over to the waffle maker, kicking him in the shin as she passed.


     He was rubbing the abused area when he realized he didn’t have a waffle maker either. “Where did that come from?”


    She closed the lid gently. “You didn’t have anything besides eggs, so I got up and went to the store. Then I stopped by my house for my waffle maker. You like waffles, don’t you?”


    “Sure, love them, I’m just usually waking up for lunch, so I hardly eat them. What did your parents say when you swung by and didn’t invite them to breakfast?”


    “They were already gone. They had plans with some friends in Twin Falls this morning.”


    “Ah.” He looked at the counter and several grocery sacks scattered across it. “That looks like more than just waffle items.”


    “Well, I figured since you were letting me crash here, I might as well contribute to your food stores.” She smiled. “Want some coffee?”


    She had gone out to get stuff to make him breakfast and made him coffee? Most women he slept with wouldn’t have bothered.


    Is that really all she is, though? Just another hookup?


    As he watched her move around his kitchen, opening cupboards like she belonged there, he knew she wasn’t just a convenient fuck, but was too scared to analyze his feelings further.


    “Do I have something on my face?” she asked.


    He jumped at her question. “What?”


    She was standing at the coffeepot, holding a cup in one hand and the pitcher in the other. “You didn’t answer. You want coffee or not?”


     “Yeah, that would be great.”


    She turned and poured him a cup, adding a little half-and-half just the way he liked it. He took the cup from her. “What are your plans for the day?”


    “Well, if you’re not busy, my parents asked if we wanted to do the tree today and decorate it tonight. We have a whole ritual, so if it’s too much—”


    “No, that sounds great. I’d like the chance to make up with your mother.” Actually, he was dreading it, but he found that he was willing to put himself in the most uncomfortable situations if it meant being with Gracie.


    “I did that yesterday,” Gracie said.


    “Did what?”


    “Smoothed things over with my mother.”


    “And? How did it go?”


    “It was pretty great, actually.” She pulled the waffles out of the machine and placed them on a plate. “I feel like yesterday was fantastic, as far as everything coming up Gracie.”


    “Oh yeah?” He grabbed the butter dish on the counter and a knife from the silverware drawer. He started buttering the stack of waffles as she made them, standing shoulder to shoulder with her. “And how about your new fake boyfriend? Everything great?”


    Eric caught the small smirk she tried to hide. “It’s okay.”


    Well that was a kick in the gut. “Just okay?”


    She shrugged. “Sure. I’m having a good time. As far as fake boyfriends go, you’re doing much better than Brad Gilbert.”


    “Who’s Brad Gilbert?”


    “The boyfriend I made up in eighth grade when no one asked me to dance at the graduation dance.”


    “Why didn’t they ask you to dance?”


    Her cheeks turned pink. “I sat on a candy bar during the ceremony in my white dress. When Gemma tried to help me get it off, it looked like I shit my pants. All the boys were making fun of me about it, and I ended up going home early. I told everyone that summer that I had a boyfriend in Canada named Brad Gilbert, and he would kick all their asses if they so much as looked in my direction.”


    “Did it work?”


    Gracie shrugged. “They left me alone, until we started freshman year and my boobs finally came in.”


    “Well, I’m glad that I’m doing better than imaginary Brad.” He kissed the side of her neck and whispered in her ear, “And that your boobs grew.” 


    “For the most part. They still aren’t much to speak of.”


    “I like ’em. I’m more of an ass man anyway.”


    “Gee, thanks.” She unplugged the waffle maker with a jerk, and he could tell by her stiff posture he’d said the wrong thing.


    He dropped the butter knife and snaked his arm around her waist. “Hey, now, what’s up?”


    “Nothing. You basically just said you didn’t care that I wasn’t stacked ’cause I had a big ass.”


    Eric’s jaw fell so far, it almost broke. “Holy shit, do women just hear what they want? I never said that! I implied you have a nice ass, and I even said I liked your tits, so what—”


    Gracie started making a gagging sound. “Do not call them tits! I hate that word.”


    “Fine, breasts. I was trying to make you feel better! That was the only goal.”


    Her green eyes were watching him so intently, it made him squirm. Then she reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck with a sigh. “Sorry. I don’t exactly have a stellar résumé when it comes to relationships. I tend to sabotage them before they even get started. Even the fake ones, apparently.”


    Eric had never been really serious about anyone, except Megan Barlow, who he’d dated off and on for years after they graduated high school. She had moved to Montana after college, having no interest in settling down in Rock Canyon. No one had caught his eye seriously since.


    Until Gracie.


    “What time are they expecting us?”


    “My parents? Sometime this afternoon, why?”


    “’Cause I have plans for you.”


    He didn’t even let her react but reached out and dumped her over his shoulder, carrying her back to the bedroom.


     “But I didn’t get to finish my breakfast.”


    He slapped her butt lightly. “Don’t worry, it will still be there when we’re done.”


    That was the last protest she made as he shut the bedroom door.


    * * *


    Gracie was surprised when, after some incredibly satisfying sex and some reheated waffles, Eric drove them into Twin Falls, toward the industrial area. The day was clear and sunny, if blisteringly cold. She was glad she’d thought to pack a bag of clothes when she’d gone by her place earlier, including warm gloves and a sweater.


    “What are we doing?” she asked.


    “I just wanted to check something out.”


    He turned onto Victory Lane, and when he slowed down in front of People for Pets Humane Society, she reached out to take his hand. 


    He parked the car and sat for a minute, staring out the windshield. He held on to the steering wheel with the other hand and seemed to have a hard time letting go. 


    “You sure you want to do this?” she asked.


    He gave her a sad smile that broke her heart coming from such a big man. “It doesn’t hurt to walk in and see who they have, right?”


    Gracie knew that Eric had put his dog down and that it had been rough on him, but he’d never talked about it. Of course, they hadn’t really been on the best of terms anyway, but still, everyone knew it had hit him hard.


    Gracie was starting to realize that beneath all his macho crap, there was a big old squishy heart. And it scared her a bit. Pervert Eric was one thing, but sweet, sensitive Eric? She had no idea what to think of him.


    They got out of the car, and when Eric reached out to take her hand once more, she let him. Her body warmed against the cold as she sensed he needed her, and they walked inside hand in hand. The place was hopping with people and animals in the lobby, and as they waited for the receptionist to acknowledge them, Gracie looked around. A fat gray cat lay on the counter, tolerating the occasional stroke from whoever was standing there. There was a room with the door open and several people sitting in the lobby chairs, holding on to leashes or pet carriers.


    “Can I help you?” 


    They stepped forward, and Eric said, “We just wanted to look at your available dogs.”


    The dark-haired receptionist smiled widely and pointed. “Sure, straight down that hallway, make a right and then a left through the door. How did you hear about our Whiskers in Wonderland event?”


    “The Rock Canyon Shelter,” he said.


    “Great, just let someone know if you need any help.”


    Eric and Gracie wound through the people, toward a wall of windows with adult cats. Some of them were sleeping, others were sitting there, watching them pass. 


    “What’s Whiskers in Wonderland?” Gracie asked as they walked through the door.


    “I guess someone paid all the animal’s adoption fees so they could get homes by Christmas.”


    Gracie’s heart melted at the generosity. “That’s amazing!”


    “Yeah.” They reached the end of the hall, where the walls were lined with chain link kennels. Several people were milling down the aisles, looking into the cages, and Gracie pulled Eric forward. 


    The first kennel was empty, but the second had a small dog with big ears. His ID papers had an adoption sticker on top, so they kept walking. There weren’t very many dogs left, which made Gracie very happy.


    “I guess they’ve had a good turnout, huh?” she said.


    They got to the end of the row, and Gracie stopped, making a little squeaking noise. “Oh, look!”


    Several puppies climbed the gate of the kennel, and Gracie squatted down, releasing Eric’s hand. “Aren’t you adorable? Are you all adopted?”


    She turned to ask Eric to check, but he was gone. She stood up and spotted him on the other side, bent down with his hands in a cage. She couldn’t see what kind of dog had grabbed his attention, so she followed him over.


    She stopped behind him, a little surprised. She’d pictured Eric getting taken in by a bully breed or a big shepherd. This dog was pure black and looked young, probably less than a year. His fur was thick and soft looking, and his head looked like a Q-tip. He had eyes the color of a copper penny, and the only indication that he knew they were there was the way he leaned into Eric’s scratching fingers.


    Gracie fingered his paperwork. Black lab mix, approximately eight months. Found running along Highway 93. 


    “Looks like he’s not ready for adoption yet. They’re waiting to see if his owner will claim him.”


    Eric stood, pulling his hand out, and the dog leaned against the gate, looking up at him sadly.


    “Hi, can I help you?” one of the kennel techs asked. She had long brown hair and a splash of freckles over her nose and cheeks.


    “This guy. How long is he on hold for?” Eric asked.


    “Let’s see.” She pulled his paperwork down and scanned it. “Looks like he’ll be available on Monday.”


    “Are there any applications on him?” 


    Gracie watched the intensity on Eric’s face and glanced down at the dog, whose tail had started to wag, almost like he knew what Eric was doing.


    “I can check for you. Would you like to fill out one?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “I’m afraid that the Whiskers in Wonderland pricing will no longer be available on Monday,” she said, as if that might change his mind.


    “That’s fine, I’d like to pay his adoption fee today, and if his owners do claim him, you can put it toward another animal.”


    The woman got a dreamy look on her face as she smiled at Eric. “That is so sweet. Just follow me.”


    A flash of jealousy shot through Gracie as the woman continued to chat with Eric the whole way up to the front counter, and Gracie found herself moving a little closer to him. While Eric filled out his paperwork and paid for the dog’s adoption, Gracie watched the women in the room. Several of them were discreetly checking Eric out, and she really couldn’t blame them. He was tall, built, handsome, and obviously loved animals. They didn’t even know he was successful in business and nice…


     Gracie’s stomach twisted up in knots. Was she having feelings for Eric? Like…deep, loving types of feelings?


    Her palms grew damp with sweat, and she danced on the balls of her feet as she waited for him. She tried to calm the panic in her chest by being reasonable.


    Of course she was having feelings for Eric. He’d been there for her during a difficult time. What she was experiencing was gratitude and friendship. It was natural to care about a wonderful man who supported you and who was helping you. 


    But as Eric took her hand in his, her skin tingled where their palms met, and her belly did a little flip-flop. 


    “Thanks for going with me today, Gracie Lou,” he said as he held the door for her. 


    She looked up into his eyes, at the warmth that had nothing to do with lust, and swallowed hard.


    “Anytime, Eric. It’s what fake girlfriends are for, right?”


    He didn’t smile at her joke. Not even a twitch.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    “In my experience, good things happen just before stuff really hits the fan.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    On Tuesday morning, Gracie sat at the second table near the entrance of Starbucks, anxiously watching the door. She cupped her tall peppermint mocha in her hands, hoping the warmth would soak into her chilled skin. She knew it was nerves more than the air that was turning her skin to ice. She was tired and anxious and already knew she looked like hell. That was what happened when you panicked over nothing.


     Gracie had stayed at her place Saturday night and hadn’t been back to Eric’s since. He’d seemed a little puzzled by her sudden desire to suffer the stiff lumps of her living room couch, but when she’d mentioned she had to be up at four thirty every morning while Tanya was on vacation this week and that she wanted to spend a little more time with her parents, he’d just accepted it. No questions, no asking if everything was all right. He’d just kissed her on the forehead after the tree had been trimmed and told her he’d talk to her the next day.


    And he had texted her, had invited her over on Monday night for family dinner again, but she’d declined. He’d come in a couple of times for coffee, and they’d texted and talked on the phone, but she kept making excuses for why she was so busy. She was being an insane coward, she knew that, but it was almost as if she was possessed by the need to run from him and her feelings.


    A woman who appeared in her late sixties came up the sidewalk, her dark hair striped with silver and her tan skin wrinkled. She stepped through the glass door, and her gaze immediately landed on Gracie. 


    Gracie stood as the woman approached her. “Margaret?”


    The woman held out her hand to Gracie. “Yes, and you must be Miss McAllister.”


    “Gracie, please. Can I get you a coffee?”


    “No, that’s all right, honey. I already had some.” Margaret took off her coat and draped it over the back of the chair. “I just thought this would be a quiet place for us to talk.”


    “Yes, of course.” Gracie sat down across from her, anxious for any news about Pip. “How is Jocelyn?”


    “Oh, she’s doing all right. Quiet, like I said.” Margaret hesitated, then cleared her throat. “I think she misses you.”


    Gracie wasn’t sure how to respond at first, so she just went for honestly. “I miss her too.”


    “I don’t want you to think me heartless, not bringing her with me today, but I wanted to meet you myself and get a feel for you as a person.”


    “Believe me, I understand. She’s your family.”


    Margaret grimaced at the word, and Gracie wondered what she’d said wrong.


    “Well, I’m a little thin on relatives willing to step up and help me with her, even her own grandmother, my eldest daughter.”


    Gracie’s jaw tightened. She couldn’t imagine not being there for her family, especially if they needed her. 


    “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Gracie said. “I was a little surprised to find out you were her great-grandmother.”


    “Well, I had my daughter when I was barely twenty, and my daughter had my granddaughter when she was just sixteen. I guess you could say I was the only one who ever had my life together; Lord knows all of my children seem to have struggled through life and their children, well…” Margaret shook her head. “I was ashamed when I heard what my granddaughter did to Jocelyn, leaving her with that woman. Makes me so mad and sad at the same time.” Margaret seemed to get a hold of herself. “But I don’t mean to burden you with all my family drama.”


    “I don’t mind. I was curious about you all, but I am sorry that your children aren’t stepping up to help you.”


    Margaret shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about it now. I thought I raised them better, but apparently, I failed.” 


    The older woman’s voice was so dejected that Gracie reached out for her hand to squeeze. “You know, sometimes kids are just screwed up through no fault of their parents’.”


    “Well, I wish that were true, honey.” Margaret used her free hand to wipe at her wet eyes. “You’re a good soul, you know that? I could tell over the phone I was going to like you right off.”


    “Thank you, I appreciate that.”


    “Which is why I want you to adopt Jocelyn.”


    Gracie jumped in surprise. “But…why? Don’t you want her?”


    “Of course I do. She is the sweetest thing, but I… The week before Jocelyn came to live with me, I had some tests run. Turns out I won’t be around to raise Jocelyn like I’d hoped.”


    Gracie’s chest ached for her, and she put her other hand over their clasped ones. 


    “And I’ve been asking the rest of my family if anyone would take her in, but they just…they’re just selfish.”


    “Do they know what’s going on with you?” Gracie asked.


    “Yes, but…they have children of their own, lives of their own, and the rest I wouldn’t give a dog I didn’t like.”


    Gracie bit her lip to keep from laughing, which would have been very inappropriate. “Are you sure you want me? What if they change their mind?”


    “They won’t. I guarantee it. Besides, as her legal guardian, I plan to relinquish my rights, and as long as no one contests it, you can file for guardianship, then adoption.”


    Her heart wouldn’t stop drumming. “When?” 


    “I’d like to keep her through the holidays if it’s all right with you,” Margaret said. “And visitation.”


    “Of course, that isn’t even a question.”


    Margaret gave her a small smile. “According to the doctors, you shouldn’t have to deal with me long.”


    “Stop, please.”


    Margaret was quiet for several seconds, and Gracie broke the silence. “Can I see her? Soon, I mean.”


    “Yes, I think that would be good. We can set it up and plan where to go from here.” 


    “Great. Oh, I brought Pip’s Christmas present with me. I left it in the car in case…well, in case this didn’t go well.”


    Margaret smiled. “Why don’t you hang on to it and give it to her this weekend? We’ll make arrangements.”


    “Thank you so much.” Gracie was so filled with warmth and excitement, she couldn’t wait to tell…


    Eric.


    She wanted to be able to call Eric and tell him all about it, but she’d been a shit. A lily-livered coward, and all over her own mixed feelings about what they were to each other. They were friends who occasionally fought, had sex, and confided in each other. There was nothing wrong with that. She just had to remember that was all this was.


    * * *


    Eric wasn’t an idiot. He knew that Gracie was avoiding him, but he’d be damned if he was going to let her know that it bothered him. He’d waited for her to call, to check in on him and see if he’d gotten a call from the shelter, but she hadn’t bothered. Just like he hadn’t checked in on her coffee date with Pip’s grandmother.


    So, they were both stubborn idiots. At least his pride was intact.


    As it turned out, he’d gotten the call that no one had claimed the dog and he was welcome to come pick him up. He was excited and nervous at the same time. The minute he’d met him, Eric had sensed a kinship with the shy, fuzzy dog, but hadn’t been sure until he’d touched him. If the owners had claimed him, Eric would have just chalked it up to sentimentality, but here he was, parked in front of the shelter. Things really did seem to happen for a reason.


    Eric got out and went inside. The place was quiet compared to the bustle of last week, and the receptionist immediately smiled at him.


    “You’re Eric, right?” she said.


    He was a little surprised she’d remembered who he was, until he caught the look in her eye. The one that clearly said she was available and interested.


    If only he was.


    “Yeah, I’m here to pick up my dog.”


    “I’ll have someone grab him for you.”


    She called one of the volunteers over, who then went into the back. The woman leaned onto the counter, as close as she could get to him. “Do you know what you’re going to name him?”


    “Not yet. I figured we’d get to know each other and something would come to mind.”


    “I understand completely. I’ve been fostering a dog for three weeks, and I still haven’t come up with a name that really fits her. She’s all black and has mange, so I was kind of thinking Vada, for Darth Vader, but nothing sticks.”


    Eric saw the guy holding his new dog’s leash, and a wide grin spread over his face. As if the dog recognized him, he started to trot faster, pulling on the leash. Eric found himself with his arms full of sixty pounds of soft fur and warm, wet kisses on his face.


    “You’re sure he’s not yours?” the receptionist asked.


    Eric hugged the dog to him. “He is now.”


    He set the dog on his feet and held on to the leash as the volunteer handed him a packet full of his papers and his microchip and rabies tag. Since he had been neutered when they found him, they didn’t have to come back for surgery. The two of them headed outside without looking back, and when he opened the passenger door, the dog jumped in, turned twice on the seat, and sat down.


    Eric closed the door with a laugh, and once he got in, he received several more enthusiastic kisses as he started the car. 


    “Hey, I like you too, buddy, but you are in serious need of a toothbrush.”


    The dog snapped his mouth closed, as if his breath would scare Eric away. Eric headed out onto the road and back toward the main part of Twin. He figured they’d go to PetSmart, do a little shopping, and head to the McDonald’s drive-through for food. 


    By the time Eric and his new dog got home, it was well past three. He hadn’t even written his Small Town Scandals column yet, he’d been so busy.


    He sat down at the kitchen table with his laptop, keeping an eye on the dog as he explored the place. Eric realized he didn’t even know if the dog was housebroken. Crap, he hoped he was.


    As Eric waited for the machine to boot up, his mind kept straying to Gracie and he grew irritated. They were supposed to be partners in this, and for some reason, he’d spooked her. Had she somehow sensed his feelings were deeper than he’d let on?


    Whatever was going on with them, she’d agreed to a bargain with him and he’d kept his end. She needed to keep hers.


    He opened up a Word document and tapped away, his fingers flying faster the more his annoyance took hold. By the time he finished, he had a full page written up and he sent it to Jim without second-guessing himself. If Gracie got pissed about his underhanded tactics, she’d just have to get off her butt and tell him herself.


    When it was time for him to head into work, he locked the dog into the kennel he’d bought him. He hated leaving him on their first day together, but hopefully, he’d be back early.


    To his surprise, his parents were at the bar when he got there, and Grant was nowhere to be seen. 


    “Hey, what are you guys doing here?” 


    “Your brother’s got the flu, and Jose had car trouble. So, we thought we’d come in and give you a hand.”


    Eric was relieved he had the help. There was nothing worse than dealing with a bunch of drunks alone. “That sucks for Grant, but it’s good to see you two behind the bar. I forgot what that looks like.” 


    “Hey, we’ve been tending bar a long time, sonny, and we deserve to take it easy in our golden years,” his dad said.


    The night went by fast for a Tuesday; the same guys who always came in to wind down after work and the same girls trolling. He went to the back storeroom to grab another case of beer and heard a sound behind him.  He turned and watched his mom come over to grab another case. She lifted it up and looked at him straight on as she said, “I like Gracie.”


    An involuntary smile spread across his face. “Me too.”


    His mother seemed to have something on her mind, so he set the case down with a sigh. “All right, Mom, spit it out.”


    She set her case down too and touched his arm. “Are you sure she’s right for you? She’s kind of a flibbertigibbet.”


    He laughed at the term. “She’s got a bad track record, yeah, but she’s a nice woman. She makes me happy.”


    “But does she love you? I won’t stand for her hurting my baby, no matter how good her coffee is.”


    Eric turned and grabbed the case again, avoiding the whole talk of feelings with his mother. “And on that note, it’s none of your business. But I do appreciate the sentiment.”


    She pinched his cheek as he walked by, and he cursed. He didn’t know why mothers felt like they could reduce their grown-ass sons to grumbling children, but Connie Henderson had it down to a science.


    About an hour before close, Eric handed off a lemon drop to Kirsten, and she gave him a pout he was sure she meant to be sexy but it just rubbed him wrong. “You haven’t called me, Eric. I thought maybe after Halloween, we could have made this a more permanent thing.”


    Eric almost grimaced thinking about the night of the Halloween Ball. He’d been mad at Gracie for having a date with that tool Darrin, and when Kirsten had come on to him, he’d gone with it. Kirsten was nice enough, but she didn’t stir anything up inside him.


    Not the way Gracie did.


     “Sorry about that, Kirsten, but I’m actually seeing someone.”


    His blunt answer must have surprised her, because her cheeks turned rosy and her eyes widened. “Wow, for how long?”


    He shrugged. “A couple of weeks. I wasn’t trying to lead you on that night, and I don’t mean to hurt your feelings now, but—”


    She interrupted him, her tone nonchalant and casual. “I get it, Eric, no need to explain. It was just a one-time thing. Who’s the lucky girl, though?”


    “Gracie McAllister.”


    Kirsten’s frown intensified. “I thought that was just a rumor. I always figured her and Mike Stevens would end up together.”


    Eric felt that jealous worm creep toward the surface. “No, she’s dating me.”


    “Oh, well, good for you. I hope it works out for you both. You know how that girl likes to get around.”


    The dig wasn’t lost on him, but he let it go. “Appreciate the well wishes, Kirsten, and catching up, but I need to get back to it. That will be six for the drink.”


    She handed him a five and several ones. She leaned over the bar, pushing up her breasts and fluttering her lashes. “I’ll see you around, Eric. You can always give me a call if things don’t work out with Gracie.”


    Eric backed away from the predatory gleam in her eye and felt a bit like a cornered antelope when a hunter had it in their sights. “Thanks for the offer, but we’re pretty solid.”


    As Kirsten walked away, shaking her ass for his benefit, he wondered what in the hell was up with the women around him. It was as though they could sense he was attached, even fake attached, and it made them crazy.


    It almost made him regret the column he sent in. But he suspected that Gracie’s reaction would be worth the discomfort. 

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    “Self-preservation should always be standard in matters of the heart.” - Miss-Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie wiped down the counter for what seemed like the fiftieth time, wishing she wasn’t so distracted this morning. She wanted to blame her lack of sleep on the late-night talk with her mother about Pip or the fact that Netflix had added Leap Year to it’s catalog. It was one of her favorite movies and she’d been up well past three in the morning watching it. 


    But in fact, her foggy brain was due to her lack of communication with Eric. She’d actually sent him a text this morning, asking him how he was, but she hadn’t heard a peep from him yet. Of course, he could be sleeping…


    Or he’s avoiding me because I’m an asshole.


    Her thoughts were interrupted by Buck and Connie opening up the glass double doors and stepping inside. 


    Gracie smiled warmly at them. “Hey, Buck. Hey, Connie. Where you off to today?”


    Buck gave her a grin that stretched his whole face and exposed his gapped teeth. “Gracie Lou, I’m taking my sweet Connie up to Stanley for a little romantic trip. We need two of those really good caramel mochas you talked us into last time.”


    “You got it.” Gracie finished their transaction quickly. “All right, I’ll have those drinks right up for you.”


    Buck moved over to look at a couple of travel mugs, and Connie lingered, watching Gracie with a stern expression that made her uneasy.


    “Something on your mind, Connie?” Gracie asked.


    The older woman hesitated before finally speaking bluntly. “You know I like you a lot, Gracie.”


    Gracie had a feeling there was a large “but” just waiting to attach itself to that sentence. Connie Henderson had total “but” face. “Thank you, Connie. You know I’ve always liked you too.”


    Connie leaned across the counter and lowered her voice. “I know it’s not my place, God knows my sons are both grown men, but Eric mentioned he hasn’t seen you recently.”


    Gracie swallowed, cursing Eric for talking to his mother about her avoidance. “Really?”


    Connie’s mouth dipped down into a frown. “Which I find strange, since the two of you seemed really good the last time I saw you together.”


     “I’ve just been really busy here and with my parents in town. I shot him a text this morning and planned to call him when I got off.”


    Connie’s frown didn’t fade. “I always thought you were a girl who spoke her mind and didn’t play with others. I’d be disappointed if I was wrong.” 


    Gracie’s face flushed with humiliation. There was one thing she’d always hated to hear from people, and that was their disappointment in her. 


    “I’m really sorry to hear that, Connie, and I assure you, everything is fine with us.”


    Connie finally gifted her with a small smile. “I’m glad, because I have to say, I’m not the only one who noticed something was wrong.” 


     “Oh? Who else said something?” Gracie asked.


    “You haven’t seen Miss Know-It-All’s column this morning? It said you two were already on the rocks. Something about you having the hardest time committing and you get scared off easily.”


    Gracie’s blood boiled under her skin to the point that she wanted to scratch it. That manipulative son of a bitch! It wasn’t enough that he’d dragged his mom into their business, but now he was using his column to get the whole town involved?


    Forcing a smile and hoping that Connie couldn’t tell how upset she was, she handed them their drinks. “There you go. You folks have a safe trip, okay?”


    After the Henderson’s left, she turned to Tanya, slipping her apron off. “Tanya, I’m heading out for a bit. Can you and Renee handle things?”


    Tanya’s grin split her chubby face. “Sure, Gracie, we’ve got it.”


    “Great. I’ll see you in a few.” She grabbed her purse and jacket from the office and walked out the back door, ready for war.


    * * *


    Eric pulled out another crate of Haskin’s Pumpkin Beer, stepping over a sleeping Dog, who’d decided sprawling in the middle of the floor was just about the best spot he could find. The bar wasn’t open, and he’d wanted to come in early to restock everything. He’d left early last night to be with Dog, and his parents had been slammed hard if the angry texts from his mom had been any indication. He figured at least this way, they’d be ready later for when shit hit the fan.


    His brother, Grant, had seemed to make a miraculous recovery and was busy wiping down tables. Eric went back into the storeroom for another case of Bear Island beer. He’d convinced his dad that spreading out and bringing in local vendors of spirits would help boost the economy of Rock Canyon and surrounding cities, and it definitely had. And with Hank’s sucking up some of their business with karaoke contests and shit like that, the local beers and wines that Rock Canyon locals couldn’t get anywhere else but Bucks kept them coming back.


    Eric couldn’t figure out why anyone found a bunch of drunk people butchering classic songs entertaining. He’d been thinking about going by to scope the place out but hadn’t gotten around to it. It wasn’t as though the two bars couldn’t coexist together. Although if one more place opened up, he might get a little uncomfortable with all the competition.


    “Hey, Eric!” Grant hollered from the barroom. 


    Eric came out of the stockroom with the case of beer, still walking down the hallway. “What?”


    When he finally came into view, Grant gave him a sly grin and pointed. “Someone here to see you.”


    Eric saw her before Grant finished his sentence. She stood just inside the doorway in a long black coat, her blonde hair clipped back from her face, making her narrowed eyes and thin lips stand out more. Eric wanted nothing more than to take her into his arms and kiss her until those hard eyes softened, but he had a feeling if he tried anything, she might kick his nuts straight up between his shoulder blades.


    “Well, hello there, Gracie Lou. Long time no see.”


    Gracie gave him a look that could have fried fungus. “What in the hell is wrong with you? Siccing your mother on me! Have you no balls?”


    Eric looked over at his brother, who started whistling and scrubbing the tables again. “Hey, Grant, why don’t you take off and get us a couple of burgers from Jensen’s Diner?”


    Grant grinned at him, unashamed to be enjoying his big brother’s discomfort. “Sure, bro. It was good to see you, Gracie. You look smoking hot, by the way. Too good for my idiot brother.”


    Eric shot him a warning look, and Grant sauntered out the door with a swagger. When the door closed behind him, Eric turned the full force of his irritation onto Gracie, slamming down the case of beer in in his hands. “Now, what was it you were blathering about?”


    Gracie’s acidic look matched her tone perfectly. “I was blathering about how your mother stopped by and let me know how disappointed she was that I had hurt your feelings, and how even Miss Know-It-All had noticed our strained relationship.” She pulled a paper from inside her coat and smacked him on the shoulder with the rolled-up parchment. “Really? You had to put it in the goddamn paper? You couldn’t come and talk to me like a man, but you had to use the whole town and your mother to bend me to your will?”


    Eric’s whole body lit up with rage. Who was she to come in here after avoiding him like the plague and start shit?


    “Look, I didn’t say anything to my mother, but if that column got you to do the adult thing and come talk to me, then obviously I made the right call.”


    “Except real adults don’t need to use underhanded tactics and manipulation to get what they want.”


    He crossed his arms over his chest, scoffing. “And you know all about being a mature adult, huh? You get a bug in your bonnet about something, and instead of coming to me and talking about it, you avoid me like I’m the dorky guy in high school about to ask you to the prom?” Eric shook his head, refusing to pull any punches. “You’ve always been an immature little brat. Why I thought age would change you, I have no idea.”


    She actually looked down at her nails as if he was being the unreasonable one. “I was not being immature, I was busy.”


    “Horse shit! You were having a freak-out about something, but I’ve got news for you, sweetheart. You agreed to help me out with my little problem until New Year’s Day. After that, I don’t care if you never say boo to me again, but I have been keeping up with the McAllisters for over two weeks now. This isn’t some one-way street. So, whatever your issue is, get the fuck over it.”


    All semblances of calm gone, her voice rose two octaves. “Believe me, I am wondering what in the hell was wrong with me to even agree to this crazy scheme.”


    “Well, it’s too late to back out now!” he shouted.


    Dog sat up, backing excitedly, and both of them jumped. Eric had actually forgotten he’d brought him to work with him, he’d been so chill. 


    Gracie looked over at him, and her face softened a bit. “Oh, you got him?”


    “Yeah, they called me yesterday to come get him.” Eric almost added that he’d wanted to call her but had been too chicken shit to.


    “That is so great. I am so glad.” Gracie cleared her throat as she faced him again. “I did have a little freak-out. I think I just got confused because all this started to feel too real, you know? I think it was a lapse, us taking the game past a mutually beneficial relationship to…”


    “Hot, pulse-pounding, extremely satisfactory fucking?” He walked toward her with a grin that felt more like his jaw was going to break, uncrossing his arms so they hung by his sides. “But I’m just a lapse? ’Cause that’s not what you were saying when you were ripping my shirt off and shoving your tongue down my throat.”


    Gracie’s face flamed, and she retorted, “Yeah, well, I was horny and you were there. But now that I’ve realized how complicated things can get, I’m thinking we should go back to keeping this professional.”


    He was standing in front of her now, and she had to lift her face up to look at him. He reached out his big hand and cupped her chin, running his thumb along her soft cheek. He felt her shiver and smiled knowingly. “It’s like I keep telling you, Gracie Lou, it’s not all about you. Maybe I’m not ready to give up on having your sweet little body under me.”


    She planted her hands on his chest and pushed. He barely stepped back, and she tried to push him again. “You’re a jackass! I’m not going to fall down at your feet like you’re God’s gift. If I say that this twisted friends-with-benefits shit ends now, I mean it.”


    He grabbed her hands, fury churning in his gut. How dare she act as though that was all there was here. “Wouldn’t it be more like enemies with benefits? I think we dislike each other too often to be real friends.”


    His words had been cutting, and he regretted them instantly. But he couldn’t call them back before she ripped her hands away. “You are so right. I was delusional to think that beneath all that macho bullshit was someone with an actual beating heart.”


    “Oh, I’ve got a heart, all right, but there is no way I’d open it up to someone as self-centered as you.” 


    “You know what? Screw you and our deal. It’s off!” She turned to head for the door. 


    He caught her before she got far, and pulled her slight body tight against his tall frame. 


    She slammed her fist against his chest, her face a deep red. “Stay the fuck away from me.”


    Eric saw the tears hanging on the edge of her bottom lid and knew he had put them there. He was being a jackass as much as she was being a stubborn little shit. If he’d just talked to her instead of pulling that underhanded crap with the column….


    “I didn’t tell my mother anything about you except that I like you. That’s it.”


    Her lower lip trembled, and he felt the tension in her body ease slightly. “Well, I don’t like you, so…”


    Eric chuckled softly. “Oh, Gracie Lou, why do you gotta lie?”


    Before she could give him a scathing comeback, his mouth was on hers, cutting off whatever she’d been about to say. He turned her around in his arms, deepening the kiss, his hands sliding down her back and grabbing her round little butt, lifting her against his body. She moaned into his mouth, and he backed her up toward the bar, growling in response.


    He sat her up on the counter, running his hands up over her coat to unhook the buttons. He slid his hands in, over her small breasts, the hard nipples stabbing his palm as he continued a trail down to her waist.


    Gracie ran her hands over his head, down his shoulders, and gripped his arms as she gave as good as she got. His body pressed between her legs, and she locked her ankles behind his back. All that was driving him was raw need and desire. He moved his hand up to tangle in her hair, his fingers massaging the back of her neck, and nearly crowed when he felt her melt against him. He took her surrender and ran with it, sliding his other hand up under her pink sweater and trailing his fingers over her skin. God, he had missed her. Her taste, her scent. Once he reached the mound of flesh, he squeezed it gently in his palm and she made a soft sound against his mouth. She reached down and pulled him closer by his belt, rubbing against him like a cat.


    A loud cough didn’t even register in his one-track brain.


    “Man, that is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in this bar.”


    Gracie pulled back, sucking air and looking horrified. Eric cursed and turned with a glare. “Get the fuck out of here, Grant!”


    Grant threw up his hands. “Hey, sorry to interrupt, I just forgot my wallet.”


    Gracie grabbed Eric’s wrist and yanked it away from her breast and out of her sweater. He didn’t even protest when she pushed him back and scrambled off the bar. She tried to smooth her hair, and wiped angrily at her mouth. Pointing her finger at him, she punctuated her words with a bite to her tone. “Stay away from me.”


    “Not a chance, sweetie.” She ignored him as she hit Grant on the arm and marched past him. 


    Grant rubbed his arm with a hurt expression. “I don’t know why you’re mad at me! I saved you from my big brother’s nefarious intentions.” Grant got a feminine middle finger for his troubles


    Eric walked up behind his brother and whacked him on the back of the head. “Dumbass.”


    “Ouch. Hey, just for that, I’m not getting you a burger! You can starve!” Eric ignored his brother’s threat and took off for the storeroom for more beer.


    Eric shook his head and gritted his teeth against the throbbing pain in his groin. Damn woman should come with a warning label. One hot kiss and some light petting could leave man painfully hard for long periods of time. She was hazardous to his health, but he couldn’t stay away from her. 

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    “Sometimes, a simple kindness can go a long way in repairing an old wound. So how about we be nice to each other, people, huh?” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    “So how’s it going?” Gemma asked.


    Gracie was sitting on the side of Gemma’s bed, flipping through a Babies“R”Us catalog. It was Saturday, and Mike and Gracie had come over to stay with Gemma while Travis was at the bookstore and Charlie was sledding with some friends. Gracie’s mom had gone to Boise to visit Gemma’s mom for the weekend and Gracie’s dad was at his buddy’s cabin, catching up. Which had given Gracie more incentive to ignore Eric. She got her bed back for a few nights.


    “With?” Gracie knew very well what Gemma was asking about, but she had no interest in talking about what was going on with Eric…mostly because she was too confused to suss out the situation herself.


    Gemma blew out a heavy breath. “With life. With Eric. You two seemed happy according to all reports, and then that Miss Know-It-All column came out and Callie and Ryan said the two of you seem to be avoiding each other.”


    Gracie concentrated really hard on an adorable Pack ’n Play with bumble bees on the page, instead of meeting her best friend’s gaze. “We’re fine.” She slapped the magazine down and yelled for Mike, who was in the kitchen supposedly making them food. “Mike! How long does it take to make a freaking sandwich?”


    “Don’t rush me, this is art!” he hollered back.


    Gracie snorted. “He is more of a girl than me sometimes.”


    “Yeah, we’re all aware of Mike’s anal retentiveness when it comes to sandwich prep. But back to you and Eric.”


    “We’re fine, Gem, I already told you.”


    Gemma gave her a disbelieving look. “Really? No issues whatsoever?”


    “Nope.”


    “Good, good. I’m glad you two are working out, ’cause I guess Kirsten was staring at Eric like I stared at chocolate cake last night.”


    Gracie’s head whipped around. “And how do you know that?”


    “Travis went to Buck’s last night with Chase and Gabe. You know how men gossip.”


    Although her stomach was grinding and churning in irritation, she refused to play Gemma’s game. “Well, it’s not like we’re actually together or anything. I told you, we were just faking it. He can do what he wants.”


    Gemma burst out laughing. Gracie gave Gemma a hostile look. “It’s not nice to mess with your best friend. Who knows what kind of secrets I might let slip next time we’re in an awkward social situation?”


    Gemma slipped her hand into Gracie’s and gave it a squeeze. “But I know that my best friend would never do anything like that. Besides, I’m just having a little harmless fun. I’ve waited a long time for you to fall hard for a guy. The least I can do is enjoy it.”


    Gracie spluttered. “I have not fallen hard. In fact, I’m back to loathing him.”


    “So, the two of you aren’t still hooking up?”


    “I told you…it was all fake.”


    “That is such bullshit, Gracie Louise McAllister! I have known you forever, and I can tell when you’re lying.”


    “No you can’t.”


    “Yeah, ’cause you do that thing with your hair.”


    “What thing?”


    Gemma pointed, and Gracie realized she was pulling on a strand of her blonde hair. Dropping it as though it burned, she scoffed. “Oh, for the love of chocolate, it doesn’t mean—”


    “Who’s ready for the perfect sandwich?” Mike asked as he came through the door with a TV tray. On it were three plates holding four perfect sandwiches, three bags of chips, and three soda cans.


    “You better not have made me two sandwiches. There isn’t enough room in my stomach for that much food. I may explode,” Gemma warned.


    Mike set the tray down on the dresser and handed her one of the single sandwich plates, kissing her on the cheek. “Nope, the two are for me. I’m a growing boy.”


    Both women snorted. Mike had always had a big appetite, but the man had stopped at just under six feet tall, and he had a total swimmer’s body.


    Gemma gave Gracie a pointed look, signaling she wasn’t done with their conversation. “Hey, Mike, how can you tell when Gracie’s lying?”


    “She pulls her hair,” Mike said around a giant bite of sandwich.


    Gracie got up from the bed in disgust and grabbed her food off the tray. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, you animal.”


    Mike howled in response.


    “Gracie is lying about sleeping with Eric,” Gemma said.


    Mike made a face. “Good, because I don’t need to hear about it.”


    “God, you are such a baby.”


    Mike shook his head and used his sandwich as a pointer. “Why in the hell would I want to hear about either of my best friends’ sex lives?”


    “Seriously, you’re always the one telling me to mind my own business when I interrogate people on private issues, so why are you suddenly so nosy?” Gracie asked.


    Gemma popped the top on her caffeine-free root beer. “Because it’s about time you got a taste of your own medicine.”


    Gracie dropped a chip into her mouth, chewing it slowly. Finally, she shrugged. “Fine, we slept together.”


    When Gracie didn’t continue, Gemma prodded, “And? Come on, you can’t leave me hanging without a complete list of Eric’s…attributes.”


    “Fuck, I’ve got to stop hanging out with girls,” Mike grumbled.


    Gracie’s cheeks flushed with annoyance. “Oh, knock it off! If we were guys, you’d be asking how big the girl’s breasts were.”


    Mike actually looked affronted. “I am a gentleman!”


    Gemma pointed at the door. “Whatever. You don’t want to hear, then leave the room, but as a very bored pregnant woman who has been cooped up for a month, I want details.”


    “Gemma, I am not giving you sex details.”


    “Thank God for that,” Mike said.


    “Fine, fine! At least tell me what went wrong! If things were getting hot and heavy, why do you loathe him?”


    Gracie didn’t know how she was going to put into words what she didn’t even understand herself.


    “It’s hard to explain. Besides you and Mike, I’ve never really had anyone who believed in me. My parents love me, but I spend more time defending my life to them than I think is necessary.”


    “Talking to the girl who got pregnant at eighteen, kicked out of her parents’ house, and spent years trying to make amends with pretty much everyone she loves.”


    “Yeah, see, I know you understand.”


    “I don’t, I’m perfect.” Mike took a snapping bite of his chip, smiling smugly.


    Gemma glared while Gracie threw a chip at him. “Ass.”


    “Anyway, besides me and, for some reason, Mike, Eric gets you?”


    Gracie turned to Gemma, worry etched in her face. “I think so. Otherwise, why would he basically call my mother out on her lack of enthusiasm for my career choices? I mean, you should have seen him, Gemma. He was so calm, but he didn’t back down and just kept going. I’ve never had a guy do that.”


    “Maybe because you’ve never let them get close enough to know you.”


    “Hey, I’ve had other relationships,” Gracie defended.


    Gemma squeezed her arm. “Gracie, your longest relationships were all with men your parents approved of, and you were miserable and uptight during the brief relationships. And every other guy you’ve sent packing before they know your favorite color. But with Eric, you’re you, warts and all.”


    “Dude, I haven’t had warts since kindergarten,” Gracie joked.


    “You know exactly what I mean! You fight with him and aren’t afraid to tell him exactly what you think and feel. I have never seen you like that with anyone besides the people closest to you and very few men.”


    “So, you’re saying that when I’m myself, I’m outspoken and rude?” Gracie said.


    “No. Outspoken, maybe, but also open, loving, funny, and loyal. I am so proud to have you in my life. All I was saying is that of all the guys you’ve ever been around, Eric is one of the few that you can be free with. As much as you may loathe him, that’s something to consider.”


    Gemma had never been stingy with the praise, but still the love and approval in her voice sent little tears spilling over Gracie’s lashes. She started waving her hand in front of her eyes and cried, “Well, shit, now you’ve done it!”


    Gemma moved her plate out of the way and struggled to lean forward with her arms outstretched. Gracie met her halfway and hugged her with a laugh.


    “Such a softy,” Gemma said with a definite sniffle. “You need to watch that, or people are going to think your bladder lies too close to your eyes.”


    Gracie snorted at the old euphemism Gemma’s mom used whenever the girls would cry over any little thing. “That’s still disgusting, I don’t care how long the saying’s been around.”


    Gemma grabbed a napkin from the tray and handed it to her. “So you’ve said.”


    Loud slurping interrupted their Kodak moment, and both of them turned to look at Mike, who raised his can to them. “Don’t mind me, just the last guy in this pissant town destined to be single.”


    The deep bitterness in his voice made Gracie reach out to squeeze his shoulder. “Hey, what’s up with you, gloomy Gus?”


    “Nothing, except now Gracie and Eric are going to hook up for good, and I’m going to be the last single man in our little group.”


    Gemma and Gracie exchanged amused looks before Gracie slid over and put her arm around him. “I never said I wanted to be with Eric. Did you miss the whole loathing thing?”


    “Still doesn’t change the fact that I’m repulsive to women.”


    Gracie squeezed him to her affectionately. “That’s because most of us are idiots. You just need to find a girl who’s smarter than the rest of us.”


    “And avoid drama queens at all costs.”


    “Except as friends? Friends who make you whatever you want in the form of chocolate?”


    “Except for those.”


    “Oh good, because besides Gemma, you’re the only one who will put up with me.”


    He chuckled. “Well, I guess we all have our uses. You better get started on some chocolate goodies, though, to keep me happy. I’ve always wanted to be paid to be someone’s friend.”


    She laughed. “I’ll make you so many goodies, you’ll be round as Santa Claus.”


    “If you make me fat, I’ll never get a woman.”


    His statement sobered her, and she held his cheek in her palm. “Yes, you will, Michael. You’ll get someone awesome. Wait and see.”


    The sound of Gemma’s loud chewing broke through their tender moment, and both of them turned toward her. She stared at them for a minute, her cheek full of food, and waved at them.


    “Carry on, nothing to see here. Just a preggo woman trying to get her nourishment.”


    * * *


    Around four that afternoon, Gracie pulled up to the small house in Filer that belonged to Margaret, her stomach fluttering with butterflies. It had been over two weeks since she’d seen Pip, and she wondered whether their short time together had really made that much of an impact on her.


    She stepped up onto the front porch and knocked lightly on the door, a festive bag in her other hand and a box in brightly wrapped paper on her hip. She’d picked something up for Margaret the day after meeting her and hoped she wouldn’t be uncomfortable with it.


    The door opened, and Gracie smiled at Margaret, who stepped back to let her pass. “Come on in. She’s—”


    A high-pitched squeal echoed in the small living room, and Gracie set down the Christmas presents just in time to scoop Pip up in her arms. The child buried her face in Gracie’s neck, and Gracie inhaled sharply, her eyes burning with tears of joy.


    “I missed you, Pip. So very much.”


    She couldn’t pry Pip’s clasped hands away from the back of her neck to look at her, so she just carried her over to the couch and sat. Margaret’s home was filled with shelves featuring dusty knickknacks and worn furniture sparsely displayed around the room. On the floor were old wooden blocks Pip must have been playing with.


    Gracie met Margaret’s gaze, noting the sadness in the other woman’s eyes, and reached out a hand. Margaret took it and sat beside her.


    “I brought you each a Christmas present,” Gracie said.


    The word present didn’t faze Pip, but Margaret immediately started to protest. “Now, you didn’t have to bring me anything.”


    “I know, but I wanted to. Yours is the bag, and the box is for Jocelyn.”


    Margaret went to pick up the dropped parcels, and Pip turned on Gracie’s lap to accept her box. As Margaret pulled out a beautiful barn-wood picture frame, Gracie said, “I thought we could get your picture taken with Jocelyn so she would always remember you.”


    Tears rolled down Margaret’s weathered face. “Thank you, honey. It’s beautiful.”


    Pip was pulling at the bow on the top of the package, and Gracie spoke softly over her head. “I was wondering if your family had contested your decision?”


    Margaret’s lips thinned. “No. I’ve already had my will drafted and signed by my lawyer. The only thing they want from me is what they can sell.”


    Gracie couldn’t understand what this woman had done to raise children who didn’t care that their mother was dying. She was so warm and loving.


    “If you want, you can join my parents and me for Christmas.”


    Margaret shook her head. “I appreciate it, but despite their faults, I love my family.”


    “Of course.” Gracie helped Pip finish unwrapping, worried she’d overstepped with Margaret. When they opened the box together, Pip immediately went for the toy Gracie had bought her while Gracie pulled out the dress, coat, tights, and shoes for Margaret to see. The red-green-and-white plaid dress had a poofy skirt and puffed sleeves was going to be adorable on Pip.


    “How cute,” Margaret said.


    “Just let me know when you want your pictures done. My friend Ryan is a photographer and is going to do your session free of charge.”


    “Oh, I couldn’t—”


    “Yes, you can. It’s already handled,” Gracie said firmly.


    Pip got off her lap to play with her toy on the floor. As she pushed the animal train around, Gracie reached out her hand and took Margaret’s once more.


    “I know we don’t know each other, but anything you need, just ask.”


    Margaret was watching Pip with tear-filled eyes. “Just take care of my great-granddaughter when I’m gone. That’s what I really need.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six 


    “When people talk about being “love sick,” it makes the emotional upheaval sound terrible. Who wants to be sick with anything?” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    On Monday, Gracie covered her face with her forearm just as a loud sneeze exploded. She sniffled and took Mrs. Andrews’s money while the older woman stared at her with narrowed eyes.


    When she tried to give her the change, Mrs. Andrews shook her head. “You keep it, and while you’re at it, go home! No one wants your diseased hands touching their food and drink.”


    Gracie glared at her through bleary eyes and tried to form coherent sentences past the fog in her brain. “I appreciate your concern, Mrs. Andrews. And I’m not touching food or drink, just money.”


    “Which is almost worse,” the older woman snapped.


    Gracie put the money in the tip jar. “Come again.”


    Mrs. Andrews got out of line, and Gracie greeted Caroline, Valerie, and Ellis Willis.


    “Gracie, you look terrible,” Val said.


    “Thanks, I feel terrible.”


    “Girl, you need to go home,” Caroline added.


    “I will, as soon as Jennifer gets here. Until then, I’m here, and I’m taking your order.”


    The women exchanged glances, and yes, she knew she was being a cranky bitch, but she just wanted to go home and sleep, but everyone she’d called had either let it go to voice mail or made up an excuse for why they couldn’t come in.


    Once she finished with the Willis sisters, she leaned over and put her head on the counter. The cool ceramic counter felt good against her burning forehead, and she sighed in relief.


    The bell dinged over the door, signaling another customer had come inside, and she groaned without lifting her head. “Can I help you?”


    “What’s the matter with you?”


    Gracie gritted her teeth. No, she did not want to see Eric right now, not in her current oozing state.


    “Go away.”


    “Wow, fantastic customer service.”


    “Don’t want your money or your nosy ass in here asking questions.”


    “Sweetheart, is that any way to speak to your boyfriend?”


    Gracie jerked her head up from the counter, catching herself when the room spun. “Stop that!”


    Before she could react, Eric came around the counter, stalking her with a determined gleam in his eye.


    “What in the hell are you—hey!”


    Eric lifted her up into his arms and strode out the door before she could blink. Either that or her fever was starting to make her delusional, and everything around her was moving faster.


    “Will you put me down? I have a business to run.”


    “Not today. Today, you’re going home and you’re going to sleep, watch a little TV…anything but going around town spreading your disease.”


    She grabbed him by one of his ears and yanked. “You are not the boss of me!”


    Eric sat her on the hood of his car while he unlocked the door, and she realized she couldn’t stop shivering. God, why was she so cold?


    Eric’s hands were suddenly on her forehead, and he cursed. “You’re burning up, you little idiot. You’ve probably got the flu, and now you’ve infected half the town!”


    “I go…got my flu shot,” she said through chattering teeth.


    “Well, whatever you have, you need to be home.”


    The strength suddenly drained out of Gracie, and she let Eric put her in the car. Before he’d even started the engine, she was dozing.


    “I don’t feel good,” she mumbled.


    She couldn’t be sure, but she thought he said, “I know, baby, but I’m going to take care of you.”


    Then she was out.


    * * *


    Eric had taken Gracie back to his place and tucked her into his bed. Fuzz, as he’d named his new dog, sat next to the bed, staring at her with excitement, his poofy black tail thumping the floor. Eric decided it was probably better to bring the dog with him so Gracie didn’t wake up and in her delirium, think a monster was after her. She’d been so out of her head in the car, slurring all kinds of off-the wall things. He’d stopped by her place and told her parents she was recovering at his home, which they seemed to be relieved about. Apparently, getting sick on their vacation wasn’t part of the plan.


    A little over an hour later, he walked through his front door with four bags of groceries in his hands, Fuzz on his heels, and two movies he’d thought Gracie might like. Both looked extra girly and romantic, exactly something to brighten the spirits of a sick woman with a propensity to squeal at kissing scenes. He only knew that because one afternoon when she’d been at his place, she’d stopped on one of the movie channels, and some Tom Hanks film was on. She’d made him watch the whole thing, and he’d grumbled a bit on principle, but it hadn’t been that bad. 


    Of course, when good old Tom got the girl in the end, he’d given her a big speech and kissed her, making Gracie’s mouth utter the most horrendous, ear-splitting squeals that would have made piglets jealous. When he’d mentioned the comparison, she’d whacked him with a pillow, and he’d retaliated by pinning her down and tickling her into submission.


    Fuzz gave a little woof, and Eric turned from unloading the groceries to find Gracie standing in his sweatshirt and sweats. Her nose was red, her face was a little green, and she just looked so miserable, he wanted to hug her. “I’ve got stuff to make you feel all better.”


    Gracie wrapped her arms around her body, visibly shaking. “You don’t have to take care of me.”


    “Yeah, I kind of do. Pretty sure your parents put up a blockade at the front door the minute they heard you were infected.”


    Her smile was weak and pitiful. “Yeah, my mom’s become a bit of a germaphobe in her old age.”


    “For your health, I don’t think I would ever refer to your mom as old,” Eric teased.


    Gracie’s laugh turned into a rough cough and then a groan. He grabbed a bottle of cold water and handed it to her.


    “Thank you. It was sweet of you to do all this, and I will pay you back.”


    He frowned at her, irritated she’d even suggest it. “No, you won’t. I can get you a couple of groceries without asking for a payback.”


     “But you made a special trip and risked your health.”


    Eric walked over to her, maneuvering around Fuzz, who was sniffing and nuzzling her hand. He bent over and kissed her forehead. “Just shut up and go lie down. Are you hungry?”


    “Not really.” To his surprise, she leaned against him. The fever must have wiped away the fact that she was mad at him.


    “How about some juice? Or I could make you my mother’s multivitamin shake. It’s got spinach, mushrooms, garlic, vinegar… It’s nasty, but full of things that knock colds and the flu in the ass.”


    “It sounds disgusting,” she mumbled against his chest. “Why would she give you something like that?”


    “I think she started giving it to us to make sure we weren’t faking it. There was no way she could get that horrendous concoction down Grant or me unless we were too ill to fight.”


    She gave a weak laugh, and he wrapped his arms around her, enjoying the feel of her closeness, sick or not. After several moments, she pulled back and croaked, “I think I’ll just take some orange juice. If I’m not better in a few days, I’ll let you pour your mother’s green gunk shake down my gullet.”


    “Whatever you say. Now go lie down, I’ll be in there in a bit. And I got these for you. They looked up your alley.” He handed her the movies, and her whole face brightened.


    “Oh, I’ve wanted to see these.” She kissed his chest, her lips burning through his flannel shirt. “You’re the best.” As if she realized what she’d just done, her cheeks turned scarlet. “I really shouldn’t let you do this. I’ve been terrible to you, and you shouldn’t—”


    “If you don’t get out of here and go lie down, I’m going to carry you back in there and tie you to the bed.”


    A little spark of Gracie’s sassiness peeked through her tired eyes when she rasped, “You shouldn’t say those kinds of things when I’m too weak to enjoy them.”


    Even though she looked like she’d been through the wringer and haggard as hell, her reply sent a message to his johnson to stand at attention. Man, he had it bad for this woman.


    “When you’re at full strength again, I promise to follow through.” Once she was out of sight, with Fuzz hot on her heels, he finished with the groceries and then poured her some juice. He opened a pack of cold pills and had to admit that he liked taking care of Gracie.


    He walked into the room and saw her curled up on her side on top of the blankets. He figured she’d fallen back asleep and started to leave the juice by the bed, but she rolled over.


    “Hey, I brought you some cold meds that should make you feel a bit better.”


    She sat up and took the pills, downing half the glass. “Thanks.”


    “All right, I’ll let you rest. If you need anything, I’ll be in the living room. Just tell Fuzz, and he’ll come get me,” Eric joked, noting his new dog seemed quite taken with Gracie.


    “Actually, do you mind just hanging in here? I hate being alone when I’m sick.”


    There was no way he could say no to her when she sounded so pitiful, not that he really wanted to. “Sure. Why don’t I put in one of these chick movies before I change my mind and make a run for it.”


    Gracie nodded, and he helped her get under the blankets. After he put the movie in, he crawled in the other side. When she snuggled up to his side, he pulled her against him.


    “I don’t want to get you sick.”


    He took the hand she’d rested on his chest, running his thumb over her palm. “I guess you’ll have to come over and take care of me, then.”


     “Deal. I’ll even rent all the Die Hard movies, and we’ll marathon it up.”


    “Gracie Lou, you are the perfect woman.” Eric wasn’t even surprised that he meant every word. Everything about her drove him crazy, but when it came down to imagining his future, Gracie was in it.


    But he didn’t say any of this to Gracie as they lay in his bed and watched Emma Stone come onto the TV screen. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her off again.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 


    “Jealousy is an ugly emotion, but all too human.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric didn’t get sick, but Gracie stayed at his place through Friday, when her fever finally broke. She’d been heartbroken to miss Christmas with her parents and delivering Santa gifts to Margaret for Pip, so Eric had done it for her. He’d even wrapped them in the special parchment paper and ribbons she’d bought. She’d been half-asleep when he’d told her he was leaving to deliver them, but he’d taken pictures as proof.


    Eric knew she’d gotten up this morning to check on The Local Bean and see her parents, but he was hoping she was coming back to his place after. He couldn’t help checking his phone between drink orders, hoping he’d find a text from her.


    It was almost last call, and still nothing. He shouldn’t be disappointed; just because he’d taken care of her this week didn’t mean that she wanted to pick up where they’d left off.


    “Hey, Eric, can I get a lemon drop?”


    Eric turned to Kirsten’s feline smile. “Yeah, coming up.” He mixed it quickly and when he handed it to her, she asked, “So did you and Gracie break up? I thought I read something in Small Town Scandals about the two of you—”


     “No, we didn’t.”


    “Huh. My mistake. I saw her car parked outside Mike Stevens’s house tonight. Figured maybe those two had finally connected after all these years. But good for you for sticking it out.” She did a little finger wave and walked back to her table.


    Eric gritted his teeth, cursing himself for letting her get to him. Gracie and Mike had both told him they didn’t feel anything more than friendship. He had no reason to be jealous. Kirsten was just being a bitch.


    Then why hasn’t she texted you all day if things are better between you?


    Little needles of doubt wiggled through his brain the rest of the night, and he tried not to think about it, tried not to let his imagination go crazy. He texted her as he was walking out the door.


    On my way home. You staying at your place tonight?


    He got into his car and drove, waiting for the notification ding that never came. He was getting agitated, especially when he drove by her place and didn’t see her car. The crazy part of his brain told him to drive by Mike’s house, but the not-a-jealous-bastard side went straight home instead.


    When he pulled into the drive, Gracie’s car was parked in front, and his heart thumped in relief. He got out and moved quickly into the house, feeling like the world’s biggest asshole for checking up on her.


    She was curled up on his couch asleep, the TV on one of the movie channels. Fuzz was sleeping across her legs, his chin resting on her butt. Eric peeked over at her, wrapped up in a blanket and his T-shirt. She was the best thing in the world he could possibly come home to. He reached down and rubbed Fuzz’s head until the dog jumped down.


    Eric came around the front of the couch and lifted her slowly into his arms. He was always amazed at how small she was, how light and delicate. She was such a pistol that most of the time, she seemed larger than life.


    She snuggled into his chest and whispered drowsily, “You’re home.”


    Damn, but he liked the way she said that. “Yeah, baby, I’m home.”


    A soft snore was his answer, and he carried her back to his bedroom, slipping her gently under the covers. He undressed quietly and reached out for her. She snuggled against him, and he was so tempted to say the words he’d been holding back all week, but he resisted. He needed to learn how to be patient.


    * * *


    Gracie woke up the next morning in Eric’s bed, wrapped up in a tangle of long arms and legs. She smiled at the familiar smell of his cologne and wiggled closer to him. She’d stayed late at Michael’s, talking about everything that had been going on with them, and when she’d left, all she could think of was being with Eric. She hadn’t realized she’d left her phone at The Local Bean until she’d reached into her purse to call Eric and let him know she was heading to his house. She hadn’t felt like going to the shop to get it and had continued out to his house to wait for him.


    This week had flipped something inside her. When Eric had taken care of her without expecting anything in return, and after the way she’d behaved with him, she’d realized she needed to be better. To stop letting fear of being hurt determine the direction of her romantic life.


    But was she ready to think about an actual relationship with Eric?


    Little needles of jealously stabbed at her when she thought of another woman waking up with him every morning, making dinner with him until food was forgotten and all they hungered for was each other. Another woman who would call him on his bullshit and bear his children. Another woman who would kiss him fifty times a day and grow old with him.


    The thought of Eric with anyone else made her ill, but no matter how much she cared, she wasn’t sure if they were right for each other. It had to go beyond just feelings and down to what they both wanted for the future. She had been too afraid to ask any heavy questions about kids, afraid he’d think she was trying to move fast. A month was not long to date someone, and definitely too soon to start talking about marriage.


    Unless you know that person is the right one.


    She frowned at herself. Romantic craziness got you into trouble, and that was trouble she didn’t need. They were happy right now. No sense in rocking the boat.


    And her feelings for him were definitely different from anything she’d ever felt before. She just wasn’t sure yet what to do with them except to treat him with all the respect and care that he’d done for her. That was a good start.


    She slipped out of his arms to make breakfast. Fuzz got up to go with her.


     When she reached the door, his voice stopped her. “Where are you off to?”


    She turned toward him. He looked blurry-eyed and ornery and sexy. She couldn’t stop the goofy smile that spread across her mouth. “I was going to make us food.”


    He shook his head. “Forget it. You’ve been sick all week and don’t need to strain yourself. Come back to bed, and we’ll get donuts later.” He held his arms out. “Hurry up, woman, it’s freezing without you.”


    “Well, gee, since you asked so nicely.” She walked back to the bed and crawled into his arms. His big hand played with her hair and ran down her back, over the cotton of his T-shirt.


    “How was work?” she asked.


    He shrugged. “It was work. People got drunk, acted stupid, and I called them a cab. What did you do yesterday? Somebody said they saw your car parked at Mike Stevens’s.”


    She looked up to see his expression. His eyes were closed and his face was relaxed. “Yeah, I went there after I spent the afternoon with my mom. We exchanged Christmas gifts and talked.” Several moments ticked by before she prodded, “Who said they saw my car?”


    “I don’t know. I think it was Kirsten.” His voice held something she couldn’t place.


    She leaned up on an elbow and tried teasing. “Were you jealous?”


    He opened his eyes and looked at her face so directly, she froze. “Yes.”


    His answer startled her, and a tiny part of her was thrilled. “Why were you jealous? I told you that Mike and I are just friends and that’s all we’ll ever be.”


    “I don’t know.” Eric ran his hand over his face with a groan. “Just thought maybe you might have changed your mind.”


     “Not yet. I promise you’ll be the first to know if I do, though.” She said it lightly, adding a kiss to let him know she was kidding. It was so strange to think of this big, macho guy feeling so insecure. It was just another clue that what was between them had somehow become real. “So, what should we do today?”


    The shadows left his eyes, and he wiggled his bushy black eyebrows. “I could think of a few things.”


    She ran her hand over the soft down hair covering his scalp. She was surprised he was letting it grow.


    “Oh yeah?” she purred. “Well, what are you waiting for?”


    * * *


    Eric held his breath as her lips trailed down his neck. Her hands were doing little circles over his body, and after weeks without her, his cock was ready to explode. He waited with bated breath while her hand slid over his stomach and under his boxers. He lifted his head to kiss her, playing softly over her lips. She responded briefly, kissing him back hard, but then pulled away to trail her mouth over his bared abdomen. She hovered over him, her breath warming the front of his boxers. She slipped her hands into the top and slid them down.


    His cock sprang free, and Gracie’s hand wrapped around the base of him just before her mouth covered his tip.


    “Jesus…” he groaned, running his hand over the back of her hair.


    She pulled up enough and teased, “Nope, just me.”


    Before he could laugh or tell her that was a good one, her mouth was back and his laugh turned into another groan. His hands moved out of her hair, and he gripped the covers in his fists. He tried to think about anything but the feel of her going down on him. He started visualizing a car engine and how to rebuild it, but the sweep of her tongue under his shaft made little stars explode behind his eyes.


     “Fuck, baby, if you don’t stop I’m gonna…”


    She paused long enough to whisper breathlessly, “It’s okay.”


    He rolled them until he was sitting up, hovering over her. “No. Not for me. It’s not good for me unless you go too.”


    He caught her smile a second before his mouth took hers, and he drew out the kiss, making slow leisurely sweeps of his tongue. He helped her pull his T-shirt over her head, revealing her small perfect breasts, and gave each rosy nipple a soft kiss. “You are so beautiful.”


    He watched her face as he rubbed the firm mounds gently, taking one of the hard points between his lips. He rolled it in his mouth, and her head fell back with a moan.  


    “I think about this a hundred times a day, touching you, kissing you, listening to those sweet sounds you make when I do something you like.”


    Her lips twisted up at the corners, and her voice was breathy as she joked, “Only a hundred?”


    He chuckled and moved his hands down her body. “It’s probably more, but every time you cross my mind, my dick pitches a tent in my pants, and it’s damn uncomfortable.”


    Gracie giggled until he slipped his hand between her legs. His fingers found her clit, then slid down along her slit. He worked his fingers in and out of her with one hand while the other pressed her nub, making fast circles over it as she moved against him.


    When her hand reached between them and grabbed his dick, he let her take control. She guided him to her entrance, and he pushed inside.


     She tried to kiss him hard, but he controlled the rhythm of their lovemaking and kept the kisses soft. He eased out of her and slid back in deep, so slow it was bordering on torture for him, but he wanted it to be good for her. She held on to his shoulders, and he continued to kiss her sweet mouth as he slipped in and out of her tight body.


    Finally, she started to tremble. He caught her cry in his mouth as her body rocked against his, and when her muscles spasmed around his cock, he let go.


    As they both came down, he rolled onto his back and ran his hands over her spine. Her lips were sweetly swollen and her eyes dreamy, and he reached up to cup her cheek. Her smile was like Christmas lights, bright and twinkly, and her voice was low when she quipped, “I think you’re getting better at this.”


    He grunted. “I’ve always been good at this. I’m just lucky I found the right partner.”


     Her body stiffened, and he realized he’d sounded like a fucking jackass.


    “Sorry, I just meant we’re good together.”


    “Yeah,” she said, trailing her fingers over his chest without meeting his eye.


     “It’s too bad you still don’t like me, though.”


    His teasing had the effect he hoped for, and she relaxed. “Yeah. Too bad.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 


    “Being in love with someone is all about the little things…and not killing each other.” -Miss-Know-It-All’s Gossip Column


     


    Two days before New Year’s Eve, Gracie sat down in the window seat of the Delta flight that would take them to Salt Lake City, Utah, and on to Chicago, Illinois, and finally, New York City. They had decided to fly out of Twin Falls instead of Boise because it was closer, but the two rows of seating on either side of the plane’s aisle made the jet seem smaller.


    Not that Gracie minded; she loved flying, but Eric was so tall, she was worried he’d be cramped.


    “Are you sure you don’t want the window seat?” she asked.


    “Nah, I’m good.”


    She noticed the beads of sweat on his temples, and his skin appeared ashen. “Are you okay? Are you going to be sick?”


    He jerked his head. “Yeah, no, I’m good.”


    The flight attendant gave her safety demonstration, and the plane started to roll. Gracie watched Eric grip the armrests and bit her cheek to keep from smiling.


    “Are you afraid of flying?”


    “No, I just hate taking off. And landing.”


    This time, Gracie did laugh, even as she slid her hand into his. “Don’t worry. Just squeeze my hand if you get scared.”


    “I’m not a child.”


    “That’s not why I’m offering. Everyone is scared of something. You shouldn’t be embarrassed of it.”


    Eric didn’t say anything else, but as the plane lifted off the ground, Eric’s grip tightened on her hand. Gracie’s stomach flipped as the plane hit a pocket of air and dropped. She wasn’t scared of flying, but she wasn’t a fan of turbulence either.


    “If you’re so nervous about taking off and landing, then why did we choose the two-stop option? We could have gone to Boise and just had the one stop in Denver.”


    Eric turned his head, and she realized his eyes were closed.


    “Because I didn’t want to pay for parking.”


    Gracie burst out laughing. “You would rather be petrified than pay thirty dollars?”


    “I am not petrified. If I were petrified, I wouldn’t be able to talk.”


    Gracie grinned wickedly and leaned over, brushing her lips over his. “I’ve got a few ideas on how to get you to relax.”


    “There is no way I’m fitting in a tiny airplane bathroom.”


    Realizing he thought she was talking about sex, she giggled. “Actually, I was thinking we could just make out.”


    He gave her a quick, hard kiss and whispered, “As much as I love doing that, I’m not really in the mood. I’d rather just talk.”


    Gracie’s jaw dropped, and she was glad he couldn’t see the blush on her cheeks. She would never have expected Eric to turn her down just to talk.


    He really is scared.


    “Okay, what should we talk about?” she asked.


    “Tell me about what’s going on with Pip.”


    Gracie’s heart lifted. “I talked to Margaret, and the court hearing is set for the eighth. We’re hoping that none of her children show up and argue, since they haven’t seemed eager to help take care of her, but you never know.”


    He opened his eyes and kissed her forehead. “You’re going to make a great mom.”


    Gracie’s eyes filled with tears. “I know. And I love her. Of course, being a single mom is going to make dating more complicated.”


    “Not if you’re with the right guy. He’s going to want you and her and all the baggage that comes with it.”


    Gracie’s breath caught, and it was on the tip of her tongue to ask if he was the one. If he wanted all this and her.


    But she was a coward.


    “Thanks.” She cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. “I still have to find a bigger place. She can sleep with me or in the Pack ’n Play for now, but eventually, she needs her own room.”


    “You still have time to look.”


    She was relieved he hadn’t offered to let them move in, because that would have been an awkward plane ride. Although she could picture it, which should have made her run for the hills, but it didn’t. She imagined Eric and her arguing over décor and him teaching Pip about cars. The three of them hitting all the Rock Canyon activities, like the Fourth of July parade, the Harvest Festival, the tree-lighting ceremony. Being an actual family.


    There was a loud ding, and the flight attendant came over the loudspeaker, letting them know they had hit ten thousand feet but to keep their seat belts securely fastened. Eric’s grip loosened a bit, and her hand started tingling as the feeling came back.


    “So, I downloaded a couple of movies for us to watch on my iPad.”


    “What kind of movies?” he asked, suspicion rife in his tone.


    “Good ones like Pride and Prejudice, The Duff, Veronica Mars…”


    He groaned, and she laughed.


    “I may also have a Lethal Weapon, The Magnificent Seven, and a few other masculine choices.”


    “Now we’re talking.” Eric kissed her, and as he pulled back, their gazes latched. “Thanks for being here, Gracie Lou. It means a lot.”


    Gracie’s heartbeat sped up. “Sure. I’m happy for you. I’ll even let you pick first.”


    She set up the iPad, and Eric lifted the armrest so that there was nothing between them. As they put the split-way headphones in their ears, Gracie laid her cheek on Eric’s chest while he held the screen on his knees. As the opening scene unfolded in a church, with some pretty nasty men threatening the townsfolk, Gracie realized that she’d never wanted to make a man happy before. She’d dated a lot of men, but she’d always worn the pants, and if she didn’t, she lost interest fast.


    But compromising with Eric felt good. Just being with him did.


    Who would have thought?


    * * *


     Ten hours later, Eric carried their bags across the shiny hotel floor, a definite hitch in his giddy-up from the hours his legs had been bent up to his chest. Next time they flew, he was booking first class and he was stretching out.


    Gracie kept trying to take her bag from him, insisting she could carry the pink, bedazzled-looking luggage, but he’d growled at her more than once that his woman wasn’t carrying her luggage when he had an extra hand.


    It was after eleven at night in New York, and Eric was ready to go to bed. It was funny considering he would usually be awake for another five hours or so at home, but traveling all day had wiped him out. He’d taken a little nap in Chicago, stretched out on the floor with his head in Gracie’s lap. That had been nice.


    More than nice.


    They checked in and headed up to their room on the fifteenth floor. The publisher had arranged their accommodations, and as they stepped inside the room, Eric froze.


    “Holy shit!” Gracie said.


    The room was spacious, with a king-size bed and two black nightstands on either side. The artwork on the walls was black-and-white framed photos of New York Skylines and the oversized black chair and ottoman in the corner looked inviting. A black desk was positioned against the wall, and the drapes to the window were spread open, showing off the bright lights from the city buildings.


    “This is nice!” Gracie went into the bathroom and flipped on the light. “Hey, check out the bathroom.”


    Eric came up behind her and whistled. A deep claw-foot tub and large shower, complete with two-sink vanity. It was almost as big as his bathroom.


    “Before we leave, I’m soaking in that tub.”


    Suddenly, Eric wasn’t so tired.


    “Why don’t you go first, and I’ll clean up after you?” he said.


    She smiled up at him. “You sure? We might be able to squeeze into the tub together.”


    He looked dubiously at the bathtub. “Yeah, sure, with my legs sticking out. I can wait.”


    Gracie grabbed her suitcase from him and wheeled it into the bathroom. “I won’t be long.”


    Eric walked over to the window and looked down. Even at nearly midnight, the streets were packed with cars and people. It really was the city that never slept.


    By the time Gracie finished in the bathroom, he had unpacked his clothes, including the tux he had rented for the party, and hung it up in the closet. The invitation from his publisher had said black tie, and he already knew he was going to feel like an odd duck, even in the penguin suit. He was supposed to meet his agent for coffee in the morning and go by his publisher’s office after, but he was hoping he’d get to enjoy the city a bit with Gracie.


    Gracie came out of the bathroom in Hello Kitty pajamas, and Eric grinned. “Has anyone every called you adorable?”


    She quirked her left eyebrow at him. “Yes, but it’s not always meant as a compliment.”


    He kissed her slowly until she was leaning into his body. “Mine is. And I won’t be long.”


    He grabbed his shaving kit and a clean pair of sweats before heading into the bathroom. After his shower, he stared at his face, his beard, and his short hair that was just now several inches on the top and cleaned up on the sides.


    He pulled out his trimming scissors, razor, and shaving cream and started to cut away at the hair on his face. When it was short enough, he covered his face with shaving cream and then slowly dragged his razor down his cheeks and neck.


    Once his face was toweled dry, he looked back at the man in the mirror. It had been a long time since he’d seen his face clean-shaven. His cheekbones were high, and his chin square. It was strange, and he wasn’t even sure if he liked it.


    Gracie might, though.


    He pulled on the sweats and stepped out of the bathroom. Gracie was in bed, watching something on her iPad. Something that she obviously didn’t want him to see, since she slapped it shut.


    When she turned toward him, she froze.


    “Whoa,” she whispered.


    Eric ran his hand over his face self-consciously. “I thought these city folks might be scared of the big, hairy mountain man.”


    “I forgot what you looked like under all that hair,” she said. “The party is black tie, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah, why?”


    Her green eyes raked over him from head to toe. “I just realized that as sexy as you are with a beard, tomorrow you’re going to look like fucking James Bond.”


    Eric laughed, not really taking her seriously. “Yeah, whatever.”


    “No, I’m serious. You are going to have women crawling all over you.”


    He couldn’t deny that her flattery was appreciated, but unnecessary. He flopped down on the bed next to her and reached for her tablet. “I only want one woman, so it’s not going to be an issue.”


    She moved the device out of his reach. “Aw, who? Megan Fox?”


    “Yes, I am saving myself for Megan Fox.” He bounced up and snatched her iPad. “Now, what in the hell are you hiding? Porn?”


    “Uh-huh. Boring stuff. You’ll hate it.”


    “Nah, all porn is awesome.” Eric tapped on the YouTube video and froze. “What in the hell is…”


    Gracie snatched the iPad. “What?”


    “Are you watching people pop zits?”


    “Okay, yes, I follow Dr. Pimple Popper on—”


    “Dr. Fucking What?!”


    “Dr. Pimple Popper. She is a dermatologist that posts her videos up on her YouTube channel, which I follow. She posted a new one, and I figured while I waited for you, I’d watch.”


    Eric blinked at her. “You’re gross.”


    Gracie laughed. “Shut up, a lot of people like this stuff.”


    “Seriously disturbed people!”


    “Just try it! You might like it!”


    “Nope. Nope.” He took her iPad and set it away from her. “There are things I am willing to try, but this is not one of them.”


    Gracie climbed on top of him, straddling his waist. “You’re being awfully judge-y.”


    “I’m not judging. I just don’t want to be a part of your sick fetishes.”


    She leaned over and bit his ear. “It’s not a fetish. It is entertainment. A fetish is wanting to tie you to the bed and make you follow my every command.”


    Eric’s cock jerked in response to her low, sultry tone. “Now that I’m okay with.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    “There is nothing quite like a dramatic exit. And no one knows how to do it better than our favorite barista.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Two days later, Gracie’s hands were shaking as she put on her mascara. She hated to admit how nervous she was, but considering she was about to attend a huge, black tie party filled with sophisticated people and not one person she knew besides Eric, she was feeling a little queasy. She wasn’t the type to get stage fright, but this was almost overwhelming.


    Eric knocked on the door, making her jump.


    “You all right in there?”


    “Yeah, I’ll be out in a second. Just finishing my makeup.”


    “Okay, but we need to be out the door in fifteen minutes.”


    Gracie rolled her eyes in the mirror, and once her lashes were long, black, and declumped, she stood back and studied her handiwork. Her blonde hair was loose in fat, wild curls, and a black pearl choker adorned her neck. Her dress was a rich green taffeta that hugged her body, plunging between her breasts with a sheer green lace covering her bare skin. The skirt hit mid-thigh with a slightly asymmetrical hem that changed into a sheer vine-embroidered mesh skirt that swung around her legs, stopping at her ankles. She wore six-inch strappy black heels and had a warm black peacoat to go over it.


    “You’ll do,” she said to herself, feeling more confident.


    After a sheer red gloss was smoothed over her lips, she stepped out of the bathroom…


    And gulped.


    Eric didn’t look like James Bond in a tux. He looked like a damn sex god from every girl’s fantasy. He stood over by the window, looking out at the city, and she let her gaze trail over him.


    When they got back to this room, she was going to enjoy unwrapping him like a Christmas present.


    Eric whistled, and her eyes shot back up to meet his.


    “Damn.”


    Just that single word, spoken in a deep, awed voice, conveyed a thousand compliments, and she smiled. “You too.”


    He grinned. “Do you have stilts on? You seem taller.”


    She lifted her skirt and turned her ankle. “Six inches puts me at five foot seven. That way, I can look most women in the eye and I don’t feel like a dwarf next to you.”


    “Baby, you are the hottest dwarf I’ve ever seen.”


    “Aw, that’s sweet. But don’t ever call me dwarf again.”


    “I was just repeating what you said.” He prowled over to her, and slipped his arms around her waist. “And for the record, I said hot too.”


    “Yeah, keep making jokes and see what it gets you.”


    His hand slid down over her rear, and he pressed against her. “I’m hoping it gets us right back here.”


    She ran her finger along his smooth jaw and teased, “Play your cards right, and we might not have to wait that long.”


    His eyes darkened, but he didn’t speak.


    “Nothing to say?”


    “I’m trying to figure out how to hide a hard-on in these pants.”


    Gracie laughed, her hand drifting down to find out he wasn’t lying.


    “I guess I shouldn’t mention then that I’ve got absolutely nothing on underneath this dress.”


    Eric groaned and squeezed her ass. “Maybe we should just skip the party and stay here.”


    Gracie pulled out of his arms. “Hell no. We came across the country to celebrate this huge accomplishment, and we are going to that party. We’re going to schmooze and drink champagne and have fun. Plus, I paid a hundred bucks for this dress, and I’m showing it off.”


    Eric held out his hand to her. “Then I suggest we get this over with.”


    * * * 


    Eric tried to pretend that this wasn’t a big deal, but his nerves were on overdrive. He knew his agent and editor through email and after sitting down with them yesterday, but other than that, he felt like a pig wearing lipstick.


    At least Gracie’s hand in his kept him from backing back out the door.


    They approached the podium of the swanky restaurant, where a man with thick silver hair stood, eyeing them over his glasses.


    “Hello, can I help you?”


    “Eric Henderson and Gracie McAllister.” Eric handed the man their tickets and IDs, which he looked over carefully.


    Then he handed their IDs back with a wide smile. “Just head right, and take the elevator up to the roof. It’s the button labeled R.”


    Eric bristled, sure the man was making fun of him, but Gracie squeezed his hand. “Thank you so much.”


    When they were out of earshot, Eric asked, “Do I talk like an asshole or something? Why in the hell wouldn’t I know R stood for Roof?”


    “No, he probably tells everyone that because he’s had people ask. Don’t be so sensitive.”


    “I’m not sensitive. Pretty sure he was being an uppity son of a—”


    Gracie covered his mouth with her hand before he could finish and smiled at the elegantly dressed older couple who was already waiting for the elevator.


    “Good evening,” she said.


    “Good evening,” they said, eyeing them curiously.


    When the doors opened, he pulled her hand away and scowled at her. “What?”


    “Stop cussing and thinking everyone is out to get you. Try to act like a gentleman.” She sighed heavily. “Maybe I should have given you some etiquette lessons.”


    “The hell are you talking about?” he teased. “I ooze class.”


    Gracie rolled her eyes as they stepped onto the elevator. With just the four of them, the silence was deafening, so he broke it.


    “How’s it going?”


    The woman smiled. “It’s going very well. Where are you headed?”


    “The roof,” Gracie said, squeezing his arm. “This guy wrote a book, so we’re going to celebrate.”


    “Oh, how lovely. What’s it about?” the woman asked.


    “About the little town we live in,” Eric said.


    The elevator stopped, and as the two-people stepped out, the woman waved at them. “Good luck.”


    Gracie waved, then turned back to him with one eyebrow hiked up. “See, they were nice.”


    “Mm-hm.” Eric backed her up against the wall of the elevator and kissed the side of her neck. He heard her sharp intake of breath, and just as the elevator stopped, he pulled away.


    She stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re such a tease.”


    The doors opened, and Eric took her hand, leading her out onto the roof. There was a table covered with name tags for them to pin to their shirts.


    “Your name?” the woman at the table asked.


    “Eric Henderson and Gracie McAllister.”


    The woman thumbed through the tags and held their badges out when she found them. “Here you go. Have fun, you two. Don’t forget to try the signature cocktail.”


    “What is it?” Gracie asked.


    The woman held up a glass filled with a bubbly red liquid. “They are calling it a New Year’s Dream. All I know is it tastes like heaven.”


    “Yum. I can’t wait.”


    Eric put his hand on her back to steer her away and into the crowd. He wanted a drink too, but something stronger than that girly concoction.


    “I feel like that guy in the song ‘A Jukebox and a Country Song.’”


    Gracie patted him on the arm again. “You’re doing fine. Relax. They’re just people.”


    “Not our people,” he grumbled.


    They reached the bar just as he heard his name being called. He spotted Neal hailing him and nodded. The other man started pushing his way through the crowd until he stood in front of them. Neal held out his hand in greeting.


    “Hey, Eric, you just get here?”


    Eric shook his hand. “Yeah, we just walked through the door. Figured we would grab a drink and then make the rounds.” Eric slid his arm around Gracie’s waist. “Neal, this is my girlfriend, Gracie.”


    “How are you, Neal?” she asked.


    Neal took her hand in both of his. “Jealous of this man’s good fortune. You are absolutely stunning. And where are you from?”


    “Rock Canyon, same as Eric.”


    Neal’s eyes widened a bit. “Oh, you have to tell me all about it! After reading Eric’s book, I’m so curious to see how much is the truth and what’s exaggerated.”


    Eric did not want Neal talking about the book with Gracie, especially any of the parts about her. He’d changed everyone’s name, but there were obvious correlations. And when he’d written the first draft, he’d been angry and frustrated. Now that things were better…


    Well, even though the book was a work of fiction, there were some things he definitely wanted to adjust before she read it.


    “I actually haven’t read the book yet,” she said, tossing him a disgruntled look.


    “I can send you a PDF. It’s hysterical.”


    Eric shook his head, trying to catch Neal’s attention.


    “I’d love that! Let me give you my email—”


    “I think you should read it when it’s been professionally edited, babe. You already think I’m an idiot. I don’t really want you judging my grammar,” Eric joked.


    Neal laughed. “He’s pulling your leg. It’s not that bad.”


    “Hey, if he doesn’t want me to read it, that’s okay. I can wait. Impatiently.”


    She pinched his side playfully, and Neal wagged his finger at her. “This one’s got spunk. I like it.”


    “Eric!” His editor, Vanessa Hiller stepped up and kissed him on both his cheeks. She had a blunt black bob and red lips. Other than that, she wore no makeup, and her black dress draped over one shoulder and flowed to the floor elegantly.


    She pulled away and turned her focus on Gracie. Vanessa stood several inches taller and was about five years older. “And you must be Gracie. I’ve heard so much about you.”


    “Yeah, I am. And you are?” Gracie asked.


    “Oh, I’m Vanessa, his new editor. Do you mind if I steal him away? There’re a few people I want him to meet, and then I’ll bring him right back.”


    Eric didn’t like leaving Gracie alone. “She can come with us—”


    “No, it’s fine.” Gracie grabbed a drink from one of the passing waiters. “This is your night. Have fun.”


    Eric tried to protest, but Vanessa was already dragging him away, and soon, Gracie was lost in the crowd.


    * * *


    Gracie was on her third drink as she listened to the man in front of her go on and on about his nonfiction novel on the wolves of Yellowstone. Unlike Eric, the man hadn’t shaved his beard, and his long gray hair was in a braid longer than hers.


    “I just think that we need to stop screwing up the world and take responsibility, you know?” the guy said.


    “Right.” Gracie scanned the crowd again for Eric, but even with his height, he was nowhere in sight. The only person she recognized was Vanessa with the long legs. She caught Gracie’s eye and started through the crowd toward her.


    Gracie got a bad feeling about the woman. Not that she was a mean girl, per se, but that she sensed Gracie didn’t belong. Like a shark that smelled blood in the water, she was circling.


    “Gracie, I see you’ve met Hugh. Hugh, I do believe Caroline was looking for you.”


    Hugh lit up and, without even saying good-bye, took off.


    Vanessa smiled after him like a fond mother. “Hugh is a rather good writer, but if he corners you, the man won’t stop talking.”


    “Yeah, I got that. Have you seen Eric?”


    “Mmm, I think he was talking to Margo in publicity last time I saw him.”


    Gracie took a long drink, finishing off her glass.


    “Is it hard?” Vanessa asked.


    “Pardon?”


    Vanessa swirled her drink between her blood-red nails. “Is it hard knowing that soon there will be a book out there with little pieces of you in it?”


    “What, you mean the Miss Know-It-All columns? I’ve read all of them, and besides, Eric said he changed all the names, so no one will know where it’s based.”


    “Except—” Vanessa pointed one of her fingers at her, “—I knew who you were right off.”


    Gracie flagged down another waiter, ignoring the racing of her heart. The woman was just messing with her. “And why is that?”


    “The way he describes you. Short. Blonde. Beautiful.”


    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Gracie said.


    “Oh, it’s not. The book paints you in a very favorable light, for the most part. Then the ending…”


    Gracie, new glass in hand, paused with the drink halfway to her lips. “And how does the ending leave me?”


    “Oh, you haven’t read it?” Vanessa quirked her perfect Liz Taylor eyebrows. “I wouldn’t want to spoil anything. I just assumed that since you were his girlfriend, you’d have read it.”


    “Well, I haven’t, so why don’t you stop playing games and be straight with me.”


    Vanessa, for the first time, seemed uneasy, which was good. It meant the witch wasn’t stupid. “It’s just a work of fiction—”


    “Then you should have no problem telling me.”


    The woman gave her a one shouldered shrug, as if she couldn’t even muster the energy to life both. “Fine. At the end of the book, Eric leaves town…and you’re heartbroken.”


    Anger coursed through Gracie, pouring out of every pore. Which was why the steady calm of her voice was so surprising to her own ears.


    “Does he, now?”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    “A man’s pride can only take so much.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric couldn’t believe he’d lost Gracie in this madhouse. When the band had started playing, he’d thought the crowd would thin a bit and he’d find her green dress like an emerald amongst the coal. But nope, and he was getting impatient. Ready to step up onto the stage and steal the lead singer’s mic in order to start calling her name.


    He walked through the doorway toward the restroom, and that was when he saw her. She was sitting on a settee, reading something on her phone. He strode over to her, elated.


    “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”


    Without even glancing away from her phone, she said, dryly, “Well, now you’ve found me.”


    Eric frowned at her sarcasm. Was she upset because she thought he’d ditched her? “Sorry I got pulled away and when I tried to find you, the crowd was too thick.”


    “Mmm…mmm.” Was all she said.


    Irritation swept over him. He was already in a uncomfortable social situation; he didn’t need her getting butthurt with him because he’d gotten lost for an hour or so.


    “What are you doing? Bored with the party already?” 


    Gracie’s voice came out high, almost sing songy. “Oh no, the party has been really interesting. Everyone seems reeeeally excited about your book.”


    The hairs on the back of Eric’s neck stood up at the way she drew out every word. “What have you heard?”


    Finally, her eyes met his, and he saw the hurt, the anger, and the betrayal, and cursed.       “It’s not what you think,” he said.


    She slipped her phone into her clutch and shot him a disgusted look. “Really? It’s not what I think? Because what I think is it’s a revenge piece.”


    “A revenge piece? What the hell is that—”


    She broke in before he could even finish asking his question. “It’s something you write in order to inflict the maximum amount of pain on someone without actually using their name. It’s just a work of fiction, right? Not based on anyone?”


    “That’s right, I used my Miss Know-It-All column as inspiration, but the whole book is made up.”


    Gracie’s skin had taken on a crimson hue as she spoke. “Then why did your fucking editor feel like she knew me?”


    Damn it, why were women so crazy? Why would Vanessa even bring up the book with Gracie. “There was a character who’s short and blonde, but that’s all she is—”


    “No, no, that’s not all. She is also a ‘man-eater’ who toys with the hero’s emotions. She is a horrible, selfish person, and when she finally admits she’s in love with him, he leaves her. Hell, even I was cheering for him to dump her ass and the character is based on me!”


    Eric could feel other people’s eyes on them and the murmurs of a crowd forming, but he refused to look. “Gracie, please, let’s just go somewhere and talk about this.”


    “Talk about what? How you made your brother look like an idiot? Or how the majority of the town are terrible people who treat you as if you don’t matter?”


    Unable to hold his temper in check, he exploded, “It’s just a book! Just a stupid fucking book.”


    Gracie stepped into him and shoved him. “It’s a portrayal of the way you see us. Using our lives in your column was one thing, but this, right here, it’s mean. And wrong. You’re not Taylor Swift, Eric. Nobody broke your heart or laughed at you. People like and respect you. And you stomped all over them. All over me.”


    She turned away from him and pressed the elevator button. As she stepped inside, she said loud enough for the people crowding around the room to hear, “At least this part of your book is accurate. You don’t get the girl.”


    The doors closed, and Eric stood staring, aware that everyone around him was whispering, but he didn’t care. He was too busy thinking that if he’d only told Gracie…


    Suddenly, his head snapped up, and he went after her. Taking the stairs, he ran down them, determined to catch her.


    For a split second, her dramatics had made him remorseful, but that was all they were. He’d written a damn good book, a funny book, and just because he’d gotten the inspiration for it from living his whole life in Rock Canyon did not mean that the book was about her or anyone else.


    She just wanted an excuse to run.


    * * *


    Gracie dashed at the tears on her cheeks as she stormed out onto the street. She held up her hand, realizing she’d left her jacket upstairs as the bitter cold air hit her skin. Taxi after taxi drove by, and she stomped her foot angrily.


    “Come on!”


    The door opened behind her, and she turned to find Eric, sweating and breathing so hard, it looked as though he was blowing fire.


    By the thunderous expression on his face, maybe he was.


    “Was that fun for you? Humiliating me in front of a room full of strangers?” he asked.


    She tilted her chin up to counteract the twinge of guilt. “You brought me to a party where you knew people were going to laugh at me behind my back.”


    “No, I didn’t! I wanted to be near you. Is that so crazy?”


    “Actually, it is when you think I am a ‘ditzy, arrogant litt—’”


    “Will you stop quoting the fucking book?” he snarled. “God, it’s not you, okay? I wrote that book for a year! I finished it over six months ago and have been cleaning it up with Neal. It was a release for me, but it wasn’t about you, it was about me and the way I felt.” He ran his hands over his head, and she watched him, the anguish that twisted his face. “It’s all bullshit. I wrote the column as an outlet, a way to laugh about our lives and the things the people in town did, but the book was about me. It was about how I see myself. And yeah, I might have used all of you for inspiration—”


    “Right, so none of those situations were about me?”


    He stopped pacing and clenched his fists. “Fine. You drove me crazy, all right? For years, you would flirt with me, and I’d end up feeling two inches by the time I saw you hooking up with some new guy. Fuck, Gracie, I’ve been into you since you were barely legal, and you treated me like I was dirt. So, yeah, maybe it was a little bit about making me feel better, but it wasn’t to hurt you. I wrote the book for me, and when I got the idea to shop it, I decided to change all the names, the town name, even the damn column. I picked out a pen name, just so nobody would connect the dots.”


    “Then why bring me here? Huh? If you thought you were covering your tracks so well, why even tell me about who you were?”


    She waited for him to answer, her arms crossed over her chest like a shield.


    His dark eyes met hers with so much pain, she almost buckled. Almost reached for him. “Because even though I kept telling myself to move on, I wanted to be close to you. I wanted to show you how good we could be together if you just stopped being so scared.”


    Fury sizzled through her arms and legs, her palm itching to slap him. How dare he turn this around on her?


    “No, no! You do not get to do that! I may have been a bitch in the past, and I have made a lot of mistakes, but you weren’t this innocent guy who kept handing me his heart and getting rejected. You were an ass! There were times you were so rude to me that I wanted to smack that smug look off your face. And you expected me to trust you after that? Well, guess what? I did trust you, and what do I get for it? Standing on a New York City sidewalk, screaming at you and crying because I feel like I’ve lost my best friend.”


    She could feel her nose running, but she didn’t have any tissue. Her eyes were probably black with mascara tracks, but she was beyond caring. She had to get this out. Needed to.


    “Over the last month, I’ve seen a side of you that empathizes, that can be there for other people because you’re just a good guy. I regretted hurting that man, the one who took care of me when I was sick and held me when I cried and who I thought…who I imagined more with. But after reading what you wrote, I have no idea who you are. Are you the asshole or the nice guy?”


    He reached out to her, and she stepped back. “No. Not this time. You don’t get to make me cry and then make me feel better again. You called me, or I’m sorry, ‘Suzie,’ a cold woman who kept men at a distance.”


    “It wasn’t you, it was just a character,” he growled, his frustration clear.


    “The point is, I let my guard down with you, for the first time, and I should have known better.”


    She turned her back on him and waved at another taxi coming down the street, only to be spun around. His hands held her shoulders firmly as he bent over her.


    “I’m sorry, Gracie. I didn’t mean to hurt you in any way. I had so many feelings inside me, and I needed somewhere to put them. I swear, the character wasn’t you, but maybe you’re right. All the frustration and resentment was about you and how I felt. But this last month, I’ve seen you in a new light too, you know? I started to think that all the misconceptions and misunderstandings were a thing of the past and we were finally getting somewhere good.”


    He let her go so fast, she nearly stumbled. “But at the first perceived infraction, you blow up and cause a scene. Then you run. Because that’s what you’re good at, right? You said so yourself. Love them and leave them.”


    He took another step back, and she felt the distance between them like miles of bad road.


    “When you come down from this and look at it from my side, I hope you realize that I’ve been honest. And that although I’ve made mistakes, this wasn’t a deal breaker.”


    He put his hand on the door and gave her one last long look.


    “Because I love you, Gracie Louise McAllister. Always have. Always will.”


    She didn’t even hear the cab pull up behind her until he honked, she was so busy staring into the building as he disappeared. When the cabbie honked again, she climbed into the backseat, getting angrier by the minute.


    How dare he drop the L bomb in the middle of a fight! Of all the conniving, sneaky, underhanded—


    “Where to, miss?” the cabbie asked.


    Gracie told him the hotel’s name, but when Eric got in, she wouldn’t be there. She needed to think.


    Which was something she couldn’t do when a part of her wanted to forget this night had ever happened and go back to this morning, when she was sure she was in love with him.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    “Losing someone you love can cause you to take a hard look at yourself and your choices. Hopefully, you like what you see.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie stepped off the plane first, and Eric watched the way she quickly marched away from him once they hit the pavement. Eric almost reminded her that they had ridden together, but decided it was better just to keep his mouth shut.


    She’d slept somewhere else last night, and he’d actually been surprised to see her for the flight home this morning. When he mentioned this, she’d just put in here earbuds and said, “I couldn’t get a flight home last night.”


    He turned on his cell phone as they waited for their luggage. Her sparkly pink case came out first, and she was out the door before him.


    He clenched his jaw, wishing she could see that although there was some truth to his book, it was fiction. It was a fun way to vent his frustrations at the world around him and entertain people. What the hell was wrong with that?


    Eric walked outside to find Gracie waiting on the curb. His phone went off with a thousand notifications, and he pulled it out of his pocket as he stopped next to her.


    “The car is that way,” he said, pointing.


    “I’m waiting for Mike to pick me up.”


    Of course she had called her knight in shining armor. He tapped on his voice mail, and the first message made him stumble as he stepped off the curb.


    “Gee, you walk much?”


    He ignored the jibe and turned around with his phone still in hand.


    “Mike’s not coming, Gracie.”


    She gave him a hostile look. “What are you talking about? He told me last night—”


    “Mike’s not coming because he was in a car wreck last night.”


    Gracie paled. “Is he—”


    “He’s alive, but pretty banged up with a broken arm.”


    “Thank God for that.”


    “There’s more,” Eric said. He watched her brace herself and wished he had the right to hold her right now. “They took Gemma in for an emergency C-section last night. It’s why Mike was on the slippery roads.”


    Her voice was so soft he almost didn’t hear her. “How is she?”


    “She had a seizure, and they kicked Travis out of the room. That’s all he said—”


    Gracie stepped off the curb and ran, dragging her case behind her. Eric jogged after her, knowing she was freaking out and nothing he could say would make it better.


    They drove to the hospital in silence, and when they finally got to the maternity wing, they were racing through the hallways until they came to a halt at the reception desk.


    “Excuse me, but can you tell me if Gemma Bowers is all right?” Gracie asked.


    The blonde nurse with the sunny smile asked sweetly, “Are you family?”


    “She’s my best friend. We just got off the plane and had a message that she’d had a seizure, and I just want to know—


    The nurse cut her off with a sympathetic smile and a shake of her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give out patient information. Let me see if I can get ahold of a family member, and they can come out and update you.”


    Eric could sense Gracie was about to explode and stepped forward. “We appreciate it.”


    “Go ahead and have a seat.”


    Several moments ticked by, and Eric leaned over to whisper, “I know you’re pissed at me right now, but if you need me to hold your hand—”


    “I don’t.”


    “Fair enough.”


    Travis came around the corner, and Gracie leapt to her feet. “Is she okay?”


    “Yeah, she’s fine now. The doctors have her on a magnesium drip. She had eclampsia, but they said she’d be better now that the babies are out and she—ow! Why did you hit me?”


    Eric covered a smile with his hand, and Gracie wound up and smacked Travis on his arm again with a loud whack. “You do not leave a message that she had a seizure and then not give us an update! Do you have any idea how scared I was?”


    “I left a second message on your phone, but I’ve been a little busy,” Travis said.


    Gracie threw herself against Travis and broke into sobs. “I’m so glad she’s okay. Are the babies healthy?”


    Travis looked up at Eric, who shrugged, conveying without words that he didn’t get the roller coaster of emotions either.


    “Yeah, the girls are fine. They are in the NICU for observation.”


    Eric watched Gracie pull away, wiping at her eyes. “Can I see Gemma first?”


    “Sure, I’ll take you back. Eric—”


    He stood up, and held his hand out to Travis. “It’s okay. I’m glad she’s all right, but I’ve got to get home. My parents have been watching my dog, and I don’t want to know how bad Grant screwed up while I was gone.”


    Travis gave him a one armed hug. “Thanks for bringing her.”


    “Yeah, sure. See you later, Gracie,” Eric said pointedly.


    She nodded and turned on her heel, disappearing down the hall.


    Travis raised one eyebrow. “Fun trip?”


    “Oh yeah. Time of my life,” Eric said.


    “Travis!” Gracie called from out of sight.


    “I’ll text you later.”


    Eric walked toward the elevator, and as the doors shut, he realized he’d never felt so alone.


    * * *


    Gracie sat beside Gemma’s hospital bed, a death grip on her hand and tears rolling down her cheeks.


    “You scared me to death, damn you.”


    Gemma’s face was completely leeched of color, but her smile was bright at least. “I’m sorry. To be fair, Travis scared you. You would have never known if he hadn’t panicked.”


    “You don’t understand, I need you. I can’t imagine my future without you. I want us to be eighty-year-old bitches sitting on the front porch in rockers, yelling at the kids that run by. I want us to prank the other geezers in the nursing home.”


    Gemma laughed weakly. “Charming.”


    “So, no more freaking me out, because you just took twenty years off my life. Seriously, I think you turned my hair gray.”


    Gemma pretended to search her hair. “I’m not seeing it. Have you been down to the NICU yet?”


    “No, I wanted to check on you first.”


    “I haven’t seen them yet. The nurse is supposed to come by tomorrow and take out this drip.” Gemma’s hazel eyes flooded, and she sniffled. “I haven’t even held or seen my babies yet.”


    Gracie got up and hugged her, her heart breaking as her best friend fell apart in her arms.


    “You’ll see them soon, and then you’re going to have them all to yourself. You just do what the doctors tell you.”


    Gemma pulled away, wiping at her cheeks. “God, you’re so bossy.” Once she was dry, she added, “How are things with you? I want to hear all about your trip.”


    “No, you don’t,” Gracie said.


    Gemma frowned. “Why not?”


    “’Cause it was pretty…catastrophic.”


    Gemma’s gaze narrowed. “What did you do?”


    “Why do you always blame me?” Gracie asked, avoiding her eyes.


    “Because I know you!”


    “Now, that’s insulting. I am a damn delight.”


    “Tell me. Now.”


    Gracie didn’t know how to explain what had happened without telling Gemma about the book, and for some reason, despite how pissed she was, she didn’t want to betray Eric. So, she fibbed a bit.


    “He just said some pretty hurtful things about me…and although some of them might have been partially accurate, it still wasn’t right or fair.”


    “If he was a jackass to you, then forget about him. You deserve someone who thinks you’re amazing.”


    Gracie loved Gemma, and it was exactly the kind of thing she would have said to her if their roles were reversed. And yet…


    “Actually, I think I deserve someone who sees me for who I am, warts and all, and loves me anyway.”


    Gemma scrunched up her forehead, obviously confused. “Yes, but isn’t that what I basically said? You deserve someone who thinks the world of you.”


    “Yes, but I’m not perfect, and I don’t want someone who thinks I am. That’s probably why I dump so many of my boyfriends, because they don’t see the real me.”


    “Okay, I’m with you so far,” Gemma said.


    “I just need to start being completely honest about who I am, and eventually, I’ll meet the right guy.”


    “So things are definitely over with Eric?”


    Even as her heart shattered in protest, Gracie gave a jerky nod. “Most definitely.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    “The only cure for heartache is honesty. It will either win her heart, or you’ll know it is over.” -Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Eric stood behind the bar at Buck’s and took another shot of Jose Cuervo, slamming the glass down on the bar. 


    Was he working? Hell, yes. Did he give two shits? No.


    In the six days since he’d left Gracie at the hospital, he’d started writing four texts and hung up three times after dialing her. Hell, he’d even seen her car at the grocery store and peeled out of the parking lot. This town just wasn’t big enough for the both of them, not with everything he’d been feeling.


    “Whoa, dude, what are you doing?” Grant asked.


    Eric poured another shot. “Drinking. This is a bar, right?”


    “Yeah, but it’s our bar, and we don’t drink when we’re working.”


    He downed the shot, and air hissed out between his teeth as his chest burned. “Who says I’m working?”


    His little brother puffed up his chest and scowled at him. “If you aren’t working, then get the fuck out from behind the bar, and I’ll find you a ride home. Right now, you’re pissing off the customers.”


    Eric wanted to say he didn’t give two nuts and a squirrel about the customers, but he knew he’d regret it. Just like he’d regretted not telling Gracie everything about what he’d written before they’d arrived in New York. Neal had told him that his fight with Gracie had only revved up Vanessa more about the book, but he couldn’t get excited about it. Not when he knew that Gracie might never understand or forgive him.


    He’d gone through several stages of emotions. Fury at her for being unreasonable. Guilt as he reasoned her point of view. Then rationalizing his side of things again, and finally, sadness because he didn’t know how to fix it. Wasn’t sure how to make it better.


    He stumbled outside and climbed into his car. He turned on the engine and cranked up the heat as he shivered. He’d sleep off the alcohol for a few hours and then drive home.


    He pulled out his phone, scrolling through his text messages from Gracie. Some were sweet. Others were sassy. Then there were the downright naughty ones that left him grinning.


    He pulled up his email and downloaded the PDF of his reworked book proposal he’d been writing all week and ending for the book, one that Vanessa had loved even more than his original. Then he tapped onto her name, attached the file, and started writing a text.


    I never meant to hurt anyone, but especially not you. I wasn’t thinking about anyone but myself when I wrote this, when I edited it, and when I submitted it to publishers. I love you. I don’t care about the book or the publishing contract. I’ll rip it all up, if only you’ll come back to me.


    He tapped Send just before he passed out.


    * * *


    Hours later, Eric woke up to the shrill ringing of his phone and realized he was freezing his balls off. As he searched frantically for his phone, he found it between his seats and nearly broke his hand getting it out.


    “Hello,” he croaked.


    Jim’s voice blared through his phone’s speaker, making him wince. “Eric? You sound like shit.”


    Eric tried to turn his car on and realized he’d run out of gas. “It’s kind of a shitty time, Jim. What do you need?”


    “Well, it’s about this text you sent me. I didn’t realize you were writing a book.”


    Text I sent? “I didn’t send you anything, Jim.”


    The other man chuckled gamely. “Yeah, I figured it wasn’t for me since you told me you loved me, but I did start reading your book.”


    Suddenly, Eric was wide awake. He’d sent his book to Jim? Ah, son of a…


    “Listen, Jim, I’m—”


    “I got to say, son, this is really good stuff.


    Eric paused. “Did you read the whole thing?”


    “Yeah, your text woke me up, so I figured I’d finish it. Why don’t I pick you up, and we can grab a cup of coffee? I have an idea I want to run past you. I assume you’re worried about what the town is going to think, right?”


    “Actually, yeah.”


    “Then relax, kid, and trust me one last time.”


    * * *


    On Friday, Gracie sat in the courthouse lobby, waiting for her turn to be called. Margaret was already there, looking pale and thinner than just the week before. Gracie hated that she was in so much pain, but was too nervous to come up with anything to comfort her.


    Suddenly, her phone buzzed, and she pressed the screen to see what it was. An email from Gemma about the Rock Canyon Press.


    You need to read this!!! the subject line read.


    Curious, Gracie tapped on the email.


    Miss Know-It-All Says Good-Bye


    Gracie’s heart leapt in her chest, and she kept reading.


    Citizens of Rock Canyon. It has been my pleasure to engage you, to thrill you, and, at times, irritate you with my column. Please know that everything I have written has been for the sake of entertainment and not to hurt any of you. Especially the woman I love.


    Yes, I, Eric Henderson, have been masquerading as a woman in order to give you titillating gossip. But that’s not all I’ve done.


    I have also written a novel, a work of fiction, based on my time as Miss Know-It-All. I realize I may offend some of you, and I hope you know it was not my intention. I wanted to create larger-than-life characters who would jump off the page and make readers love them, hate them, or love to hate them. They are not any of you, however. They are overblown figments of my imagination, with grains of reality at the root. All I mean is, although you may see yourself in a character, it is not how I truly see you.


    Take the character of Suzie. She’s a beautiful, selfish woman who plays the hero’s heart like a fiddle. Now, the woman who closely resembles Suzie is kind. She is selfless and loving. She is generous and loyal…


    And I am in love with her.


    I only hope she sees this final column, and finds it in her heart to forgive. To believe in me and what we have together is very real. And that I want every little piece of her.


     


    “Gracie McAllister?” someone called from the courtroom.


    Gracie climbed to her feet, her hands trembling as she turned her phone on silent. Eric had presented her with a grand gesture, a romantic overture in front of everyone. It was a move that would surely gain him some enemies and yet…he hadn’t care. He had stuck his neck out to prove his love was real.


    Gracie walked into the courtroom smiling. There was no one there to contest her guardianship, and Margaret spoke of her with such warmth that Gracie wept openly.


    When the judge granted her guardianship, Gracie hugged Margaret hard, and they walked out into the sunshine together. Despite the cold wind chill, it was a gorgeous day.


    Or maybe that was just the reflection of everything Gracie was feeling.


    A rail thin woman in her forties was playing on the front steps with Pip, and when Gracie saw her, she ran down the steps as quickly as she could. Pip held up her arms just as Gracie swept her up and hugged her tight.


    Tears pricked her eyes as she whispered, “You get to come home with me, sweetheart. I missed you.”


    Pip’s arms tightened around her neck. “Missed Mommy.”


    Gracie’s heart somersaulted in her chest. Mommy. I’m mommy.


    “Gracie, this is my daughter, Hazel. She’s Pip’s grandmother.”


    Gracie moved Pip to one hip and held her hand out to Hazel. “Nice to meet you.”


    “It’s nice to meet you too. Thank you for taking care of her.” 


    The woman avoided Gracie’s gaze and she waited for her to ask to see Pip as well, but she didn’t. It was so strange that Margaret could be so focused on everyone else, yet her daughter didn’t…


    No, no more judging people. It wasn’t any of her business why Hazel wouldn’t want her granddaughter, anyway.


    Margaret kissed her cheek, and Gracie hugged the older woman. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”


    “All right, honey.” Margaret kissed Pip, and as her daughter helped her down the stairs, Gracie knew how hard this must have been for Margaret. It was why Gracie planned on giving Margaret the picture of Pip and Margaret that Ryan had taken when she saw her tomorrow. She was hoping to help ease the other woman’s sadness as best she could.


    Gracie smiled into Pip’s glowing face. “Wanna go home?”


    “Home!”


    They headed down the steps and back to Rock Canyon. Gracie would wait until Pip was asleep before she dealt with Eric. Her parents had decided to move back to Rock Canyon and were trying to find a place to live. They could keep an eye on Pip tonight for half an hour or so.


    She had a date with destiny.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    “Sometimes doing the right thing is hard…doing the best thing for you can feel damn near impossible.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Gracie stood just outside the front door of Buck’s at half past ten that night. It had taken her longer than she expected to get Pip to sleep, and she’d been loath to leave until she was sure she was out cold. She was in a hurry, as unromantic as that might be, and the big lug blocking her entry was not helping matters.


    “Grant, so help me GOD, if you do not let me pass, I will make you sorrier than any man has ever been!”


    Grant leaned back against the wall and turned the lower half of his body away from the possible danger. “He’s working. You can see him tomorrow when the mere sight of you isn’t going to send him drowning in a full bottle of tequila.”


    “I am not going to upset him—”


    “Upset him? You broke his damn heart, and I’m not letting you do it again.”


    Gracie knew Grant’s concern was coming from a place of love, but her patience had reached its breaking point. “I’m not going to hurt him! My plan is to make him ecstatically happy! Now get out of my way.”


    When he still didn’t budge, she had no choice. Gracie kicked Grant in the shin with her pointy boots, and he grabbed his shin with a yelp.


    “You are a menace!” Grant reached for her, and she ducked under his arms. He lost his balance and fell on his face in the snow. She took the opportunity to run through the doorway. She searched the bar for Eric and saw no sign. Her eyes caught the stage, where Bobby Lassiter’s band was performing. Gracie grinned and started forward, only to be grabbed from behind.


    “I told you, you can talk to him tomorrow. He’s had a rough night, with people giving him shit about that book he wrote, so—”


    Gracie struggled, kicking and swinging her arms as he effortlessly held her off the floor. “Dammit, Grant, if you don’t let me inside, I’m going to make sure you never father children!”


    * * *


    Eric was in a surprisingly good mood considering several ladies had hit him with their oversized purses. He was also pretty sure Mrs. Andrews had thrown an apple at him in the grocery store, but still, he was downright chipper. Because the people that mattered, his family and friends, had all rallied behind what he’d done. They were proud.


    He was just waiting on one more person to show up.


    Eric opened the storeroom door in time to hear Gracie’s angry shout. He rushed out and found Grant with his arms around Gracie, holding the fire-breathing wildcat off the ground.


    “Grant, let her go.”


    Gracie saw him and, after shooting him a wide grin, elbowed his brother in the stomach


     “Ow, dammit!” He dropped his arms from around Gracie and stepped away from her, glaring. “You’re evil!”


    She pushed her wild hair out of her face to reveal a dark scowl. “Next time a woman says to let her go, maybe you should listen.”


    Grant threw his hands in the air. “Can you deal with this, bro? For such a little woman, she’s ornerier than a three-legged cat in a gunny sack.”


    Gracie turned all her attention to Eric and pointed. “You.”


    He crossed his arms calmly and confirmed. “Me.”


    She closed the distance between them until they were toe to toe. Eric was aware of the people standing around them, but he didn’t care. His attention was completely riveted.


     “I was fine you know,” she said. “I was doing great until you hauled me off that stage on Valentine’s Day almost two years ago. And even when you kept pestering me and coming into the shop, I was still good. Why couldn’t you just leave me alone?”


    “I did leave you alone. I’ve left you alone for months at a time.”


    His words carried a definite bite, which drained away as he added, “And it killed me to do it.”


    Her eyes filled with tears and his heart hammered as he wondered what all this meant.


    “Why, though? You could have picked any other girl!”


    He didn’t know what else to say but,“They wouldn’t have been you.”


    “See, and then you have to go and say all these amazing things when I want to be mad.” She sniffled loudly. “You know I’m a wreck when it comes to relationships. You’ve said it yourself, I always run.”


    “I have a theory about that.”


    “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


    “I like to think you weren’t running away from them, but toward me.”


    She didn’t struggle as he pulled him to her. “What about the times I ran from you?”


    “Your feelings were just too strong. But now that you’ve seen the worst, you’re ready for the best.”


    Gracie’s lips twitched. “Weeding through all the frogs?”


    “And penguins.”


    She laughed huskily. “Penguins?”


    He nodded. “Yeah, penguins. Nice enough fellows, but aren’t as cool as a bald eagle.”


    “Except you aren’t bald now. Your hair’s getting a little too long, actually.”


    He scowled at her. “You know, I have no idea why I missed you. Grant is right; you’re ornery. You are the orneriest woman I’ve ever met. First my beard makes you itch, and now my hair is too long? Are you never satisfied, woman?”


    Her laughter died. “With you? Yes. And I missed you too. I haven’t slept very well without you.”


    “Just because you’re still sleeping on that hard couch.”


    “It could just be that maybe I’m used to your snores.” Her smile was teasing and a little sad.


    He clenched his hands into fists around her waist so he wouldn’t reach up and shake her. “I’ve told you how I feel. I love you. The question is, how do you feel about me?”


    She seemed to be thinking awfully hard for someone who had just fought his brother to have her say.


     “I’m waiting.”


    She took a deep breath and stared up at him, and the look on her face nearly brought him to his knees. Her smile was soft, her eyes were shiny in the dim light, and she was watching him with such a tender expression, his arms fell limp at his sides.


    “I’m an idiot. A dipshit. A moron…” She took another breath. “Dumbass, stupid, crazy…”


    He didn’t want to hear her call herself names, he wanted her to tell him that he hadn’t been crazy to write that column. “Gracie, get to the point!”


     “I needed to tell you that you are the only man who has ever known me and liked me anyway, and that I think you’re the most amazing…”


    “For God’s sake, are you just going to keep rambling at me?”


    Her eyes narrowed. “…pain-in-the-ass guy I’ve ever known.”


    His mouth twitched a little. “I don’t think that’s what you were going to say.”


    “If you’d stop interrupting, I’d probably be able to get it out.”


    He waved his hand in front of him and said, “Go ahead.”


    “I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone, and I can’t breathe without you, I can’t sleep without you. I want to spend all my minutes, days, hours…”


    He took her shoulders in his hands, and this time, he did gently shake her. “Okay, I know I said I wouldn’t interrupt, but I’m a guy. I don’t need romantic speeches or dramatic gestures. I want it straight forward and to the point.”


    She swallowed hard. “You want straight forward? All right, I’m sorry, and I want to start over. For real this time. You and me. Because I love…”


    His mouth covered hers before she could finish, and he held her tightly to him, kissing her desperately, putting every lonely night, every smile he missed, every misery he’d felt over the last week without her into the kiss. He felt her melt against him and slip her arms around his waist, meeting his lips and tongue. The sound of cheers broke through the blood pounding in his ears, and he pulled back. The bar patrons, his family, and the band were whooping and shouting. 


    He shot them a glare. “Can’t a man get a little privacy around here?”


    “Not in this town, Miss Know-It-All!” someone shouted.


    Laughter erupted, and Eric smiled good-naturedly. “Wanna take this somewhere private?”


    She squeezed his waist. “Sure.”


    He led her back to the storeroom and shut the door behind him.


     “You didn’t let me finish,” she said.


    “So finish. Who’s stopping you now?” he teased her, and when she opened her mouth, he cut her off again. She laughed against his lips, and he took advantage of the opening. Gracie tasted like chocolate and strawberries, and she was his.  All his.


    He felt a sharp pain in his side and yelped, pulling his head back. “Ow! What did you pinch me for?”


    “Because I love you!” She sounded exasperated, even though she was smiling.


    He reached up and cradled her cheek in his palm. “I love you too, Gracie Lou.” He kissed her again, hungrily. “God, I wish I could take you home and make up.”


    “I can’t. I need to get home before Pip wakes up and finds me gone.”


    He frowned down at her. “So, she’s yours, then?”


    “I’m her guardian for now, and soon I’ll petition to adopt her. Why, does that upset you?”


    “No, I just wish we hadn’t been fighting so you would have told me sooner.”


    Gracie sighed and snuggled into his chest. “Are you sure this is what you want? You don’t have to say it if—”


     He kissed the top of her head and slid his arms around her back. “I want this. All of it.”


    They kissed again, and Eric whispered, “When do you need to be back?”


    “Soon. Why?”


    “I can lock the door and use nine minutes to make up.”


    The corner of her mouth curved. “You’ve got six.”


    “I can make that work.” 

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Guess who’s back? Back again.” - Miss Know-It-All’s Gossip Column.


    



    Two months after the best six minutes of her life, Gracie couldn’t believe how much her life had changed. Eric had gone ahead with the book at her insistence. She’d grudgingly admitted she might have overreacted, to which he’d generously not made a big deal about. 


    Then, two weeks ago, they’d tied the knot on a secret trip to Tahoe. Things between them would never be calm and quiet; their love would always be a little stormy. But it was real, and neither one of them had wanted to wait.


    And finally, yesterday, they’d officially adopted Pip. She’d had no idea what was happening, except that Gracie was laughing and kissing her, before handing her over to Eric, who had managed to win Pip’s heart with a little help from Fuzz. As he’d tossed her up in the air, and caught her to his chest, Gracie had decided that it was the most perfect, wonderful moment she’d ever experienced.


    Their life had pretty much been a whirlwind, but Gracie couldn’t imagine it any other way.


    It was Saturday morning, and as Gracie waited for the bagels to finish toasting, she’d gone outside to get the newspaper. Spring was finally coming back to Idaho, but still, the wind brought along a chill that had her rushing back inside.


    Gracie opened the Rock Canyon Press, and for a second, she thought she’d read the headline wrong. Frantically turning to page six, she screamed.


    “What in the holy hell?”


    Eric came racing down the hall in a pair of sweatpants, shirtless, with a baseball bat in hand.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked.


    “This! I thought you were done with this!” Gracie said, waving the paper around.


    Eric took it from her, and his jaw dropped. “Well, I’ll be damned!”


    “You seriously didn’t know about this? This is your column! How is this possible?”


    Eric shrugged and handed her back the paper. “I guess Jim found someone to keep the title alive. Like the Dread Pirate Roberts.”


    “Ugh, I was just starting to like the paper again too. We haven’t even announced it, so how does she know?”


    “It’s public record, babe.”


    Eric went into the kitchen while Gracie read the new Miss Know-It-All column aloud. “It seems that after years of will they/won’t they, everyone’s favorite barista and bartender have tied the knot. It’s rumored that the hurried nuptials have nothing to do with the couple adopting Gracie’s foster daughter and everything to do with their deep and abiding love. Cue the violins and hand out the barf bags, folks, ’cause I’m guessing the newly minted Mrs. Henderson has a bun in the oven. Only time will swell, though.”


    Gracie threw the paper down in disgust. “God, she is more annoying than you and has a terrible sense of humor! ‘Only time will swell,’” Gracie mimicked in a high, nasally voice. “She is going down.”


    Eric kissed her on top of her head. “While you’re plotting how to take out my replacement, I’m going to wake our daughter up.”


    Gracie’s mood lightened at the mention of Pip. As Eric came out holding a sleepy toddler, Gracie had an idea. 


    Eric shook his head when he caught her gaze. “I hate when you get that look in your eye. What are you up to, woman?”


    Gracie got up and went to the coffeepot, keeping her back to her husband so he couldn’t see her evil grin.


    “You shall see.”


    * * *


    



    Two Years Later


    



    Eric stood in the crowd inside the community center, watching the stage as they brought up another woman to be auctioned off for charity. It was the night of the Sweetheart Dance and Charity Auction, and the place was packed full of men and women waiting to bid on their loves.


    His four-year-old daughter sat on his shoulders, hanging on to his hair, which his wife, Gracie, had begged him not to shave. Apparently, she liked something to grab onto when they were—


    Suddenly, he felt Pip lean forward, and he was looking into upside down blue eyes and a pert nose.


    “Daddy, when is Mommy coming out?”


    Eric smiled and pulled on one of Pip’s loose curls. “Any minute, Pipsqueak.”


    “You said that already!”


    Eric rolled his eyes and reached up to gently pinch her nose. “Have a little patience, or I’ll hand you off to your grandma.”


    “Which one?”


    Since Gracie’s parents had moved back to Rock Canyon, he could understand her question. Both sides spoiled Pip shamelessly, much to his and Gracie’s annoyance. At least Pip was sweet…most of the time.


    “The first one I see.”


    “Okay.”


    Eric chuckled, thinking his threat was pretty weak. He used to leave grown men quaking, yet his daughter had him wrapped around her tiny, perfectly painted finger.


    His dad was the auctioneer again, and as he escorted the current young lady down off the stage, he addressed the crowd with a wide smile. “The next bachelorette is my beautiful daughter-in-law, Gracie Henderson. Normally, this auction is for single ladies, but Gracie said she would make it worth everyone’s while if we let her participate. So, give it up for the sweetest barista in twenty miles.”


    Gracie walked out onto the stage, smiling and waving. Maybe walked wasn’t the right phrase; Eric would never tell her out loud, but at this point in her pregnancy, she was waddling a bit like a duck. Her pink dress with white hearts all over it protruded in front of her. Her blonde hair, cut just above her shoulders now, was held back from her face, and her skin glowed with health and happiness.


    Eric might be biased, but he thought she was the most beautiful woman in the room.


    Gracie took the mic from Buck and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Dad.”


    The crowd chuckled, and Gracie continued. “I’m offering the highest bidder a year’s worth of coffee!”


    “Shit,” Eric said as the crowd started murmuring.


    “Dad, you said a bad word. You have to put money in the jar.”


    Eric grunted. Gracie had made them a swear jar to keep down on their cussing after the first-time Pip had dropped her cereal on the floor and said, “Son of a bitch.” They’d had to explain about bad words, and now that Pip knew them all, she seemed to enjoy calling them out on it. Especially since when the jar was full, they took her to do something fun with the money.


    His dad took the mic back and grinned. “I’m gonna start by bidding fifty bucks.”


    The crowd exploded. A flurry of bids around him made Eric grit his teeth. He knew that they weren’t actually bidding on his pregnant wife but her amazing coffee. Still, it was too reminiscent of the first time he’d won Gracie four years ago.


    “Aren’t you going to bid on Mommy?” Pip asked.


    “Not yet.”


    When the bidding finally closed, Gracie and her year’s supply of coffee had gone for eight hundred and twenty-five dollars to Carl Andrews. Eric headed toward the stage with Pip, trying to beat Carl there.


    Once they were both in front of the stage, Eric pulled out his wallet. “Carl, I’ll give you a hundred for my wife.”


    Carl stroked his chin as if he was considering the offer. “Two hundred and she’s yours.”


    Gracie stood over them with her hands on her hips. “Standing right here, and I’m a little insulted. I’m worth at least three hundred.”


    “You’re worth a gazillion, Mommy!” Pip cried in solidarity.


    “Thank you, baby.”


    Eric held out two bills. “A hundred and fifty.”


    “Are you seriously low-balling? I’m carrying your child, Eric Henderson!”


    Eric looked up at her with impatience. “Which is why I’m trying to save money. Considering how much you spend on our daughter’s shoes, I can only imagine how much our son’s gear will cost.”


    Those around them laughed at the exchange, and Gracie conceded. “Fair enough.”


    Carl took the money. “Deal.”


    “You can grab your certificate at the auction stand, Carl,” Gracie said.


    “Thanks.”


    Eric came up onto the stage, and Buck reached for Pip.


    “Come to Papa, darling. You can help me auction off the rest of the lovelies.”


    Pip practically fell into his dad’s arms, and Eric wrapped his arm around Gracie’s waist.


    “Ready to dance all night with me?” he asked.


    She shot him a disgruntled look. “My feet are too swollen for any of my shoes. What do you think?”


    Eric swung her up into his arms and kissed her in front of everyone. The room erupted with loud catcalls and whoops.


    “Will you two get off the stage so we can get this thing going?” his dad growled into the mic.


    Eric carried Gracie off the stage and through the crowd. They’d already made arrangements for Pip to stay with his parents tonight, because he had plans with his wife.


    Really hot, sexy plans.


    * * *


    “Oh God, Eric, don’t stop!” Gracie’s eyes rolled back in her head as he hit the spot just right, digging his thumb into the bottom of her foot. She was lying back against the arm of the couch in her maternity nightgown and flannel robe, enjoying the loving ministrations of her husband.


    Eric chuckled low. “I missed hearing those words, you know?”


    Gracie leaned up to smack his shoulder, which was difficult due to her giant stomach. “Don’t ruin it by being a pervert.”


    “What part of loving sexy noises from my wife makes me a pervert?”


    “The part where I can hardly move around by myself, I’m so big.”


    Eric leaned over and kissed her roughly, his tongue gliding across her lower lip and causing a shiver to race down her spine.


    “There has never been a time that I haven’t wanted you, Gracie Lou.”


    Gracie’s heart squeezed with love. “Even when Pip had the stomach flu and puked all over me?”


    “Well, I wanted you to shower first, but yep, you were hot with the dark circles under your eyes and the hair sticking up everywhere—”


    “You are such an ass. If I could get up gracefully, I would storm out of here.”


    Eric massaged her heel, and she moaned loudly.


    “You’re full of shit. You like this too much to leave me.”


    “You’re right. That feels really, really good.”


    Gracie relaxed once more. When Gracie and Pip had moved in after the wedding, there’d been several changes to her style. Gracie had convinced Eric to let her keep her princess bed and they’d moved it into Pip’s room. It was the one room that Eric had let her go crazy girly with.             For the rest of the house, she preferred more rustic décor, which Eric went along with.


    Fuzz was stretched out on the other couch, watching them curiously in the candlelight. Gracie had finally given up trying to keep the massive dog off the furniture. At nearly a hundred and fifty pounds, the vet thought he was probably a Newfoundland mix instead of a lab, but despite his ginormous size, the dog thought he was a lapdog. Most nights, their bed was taken over by both Pip and Fuzz. Pip usually slept between them, while Fuzz would lie across their feet.


    As if he knew she was watching, Fuzz’s tail flipped to the side and he let one rip. Gracie wrinkled her nose as Eric laughed. Fuzz couldn’t do any wrong in his eyes.


    Gracie had to admit that she loved the big, drooling fart factory.


    It was a good thing Eric had set candles around the room, or the smell might have bothered Gracie. On the coffee table were several yummy treats: chocolate-covered strawberries, her half-eaten burger from Jensen’s, and a pitcher of virgin Sex on the Beach.


    Her husband was really quite romantic.


    Suddenly, a cramp seized her abdomen, and she gasped. Fuzz sprang off the couch and was in her face, licking her while she tried to push him back.


    Eric told him to stay and hovered over her, concern etched across his face. “Gracie? What’s the matter?”


    The sensation of warm wetness soaked her between her legs and through her robe.


    “Eric…”


    “So, help me, if you are screwing with me again, woman, I am going to—”


    “I’m pretty sure my water just broke.”


    Eric’s eyes went wild, and he leaped from the couch. “How do you know?”


    “Gee, I don’t know…’cause I’m soaked through and my belly feels really tight?”


    Without another word, Eric ran out of the room and down the hallway, Fuzz barking frantically behind him.


    Gracie tried to swing into a sitting position, but she was going to need help. Eric came back moments later with the overnight bag she’d had packed for weeks, another nightgown, and her boots. Fuzz went back to her side, sniffing her and whimpering. She stroked the dog’s fur and kissed him on top of the head.


    “I’m okay, buddy.” She shrugged off her robe and added, “Blow out the candles, okay?”


    Eric handed her the new nightgown and went around the room, blowing loudly.


    “Are you panicking?” she asked.


    He stopped after the last one, grinning sheepishly. “A little.”


    “Just take a breath, babe. Everything’s going to be fine.”


    * * *


    “Oh my God, something is wrong!” Gracie hollered as another contraction ripped through her body. They’d made it to the hospital when her contractions were four minutes apart, and the doctor had assured her it wouldn’t be long.


    Ten hours later, she really wanted to know his definition of “not long.”


    Her mom was on the other side of the hospital bed, holding one hand while Eric held the other.


    “No, baby, this is just what labor without drugs feels like,” her mother said.


    “Like my vajayjay is about to explode?” Gracie shrieked.


    “Yes, just like that.”


    “Well, that’s some bullshit!”


    Her mother gave her a stern look. “Stop being a drama queen. You were offered an epidural, and you declined. Women do this every day without cursing. Besides, you’re scaring poor Eric.”


    Gracie looked up into her husband’s pale face and glared. “You better not pass out.”


    His dark eyes snapped to hers, and she saw the worry and fear and took a deep shaky breath. After the scare with Gemma and the twins, she could just imagine what he was thinking, and she squeezed his hand.


    “Sorry, it just hurts.”


    He shook his head and leaned over to kiss her sweaty forehead. “You curse me all you want, Gracie Lou. I can take it.”


    And that was why he’d been the one. Because he gave her exactly what she needed.


    “All right, Gracie, on the next contraction, you’re going to bear down, okay?” the doctor said, sitting between her sprawled legs.


    She nodded, and as the next pain exploded, she released a string of curses that left the nurses blushing.


    “You’re doing so good, babe,” Eric said encouragingly.


    “Almost there, Gracie,” the doctor said. “Another push.”


    Gracie squeezed her mother’s and husband’s hands and screamed. The pressure eased, and when she heard the wet cry of a baby, she realized it was over. Her son was here.


    “I did it,” she said tiredly.


    Eric rained kissed all over her face. “You did, God, Gracie you were amazing. I love you…”


    That was the last thing she heard before passing out.


    * * *


    Six hours later, Eric was still shaking. Although the doctor and nurses had assured him that Gracie had just passed out due to exhaustion, watching his wife lose consciousness had been the scariest damn moment of his life.


    She’d taken twenty years off his life and had the audacity to tell him to chill out.


    He sat in the chair next to her bed, watching her nurse their son. They’d been tossing out baby names for months but couldn’t seem to agree on one.


    “We have to have a name before we leave the hospital,” Eric said.


    Gracie looked up at him, her eyes heavy and her hair lying limply against her head. His chest tightened as he reached out and smoothed his hand over her cheek. She was his. They’d fought and struggled to overcome their baggage and fall in love, but now Eric realized all the hardship and fighting and misunderstandings had been worth it, because they were meant to be.


    “I was actually thinking Ian,” Gracie said tiredly.


    “Ian?”


    “What, it’s Irish and cute.”


    “Hmmm…” Eric ran his hand over his son’s bald head as he considered. “Okay.”


    Gracie’s face lit up. “Really?”


    “Yeah, it’s fine. My mom will love it,” Eric said.


    “Mine too.” Gracie grabbed his hand and squeezed. “So, we have a name.”


    “We have a name.”


    Gracie kissed his knuckles. “Thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “For always being what I need.”


    Eric cocked his head. “I am?”


    She nodded. “Whether it’s someone to take my frustration out on or my rock to lean on, you always step in and are willing to give me what I need to get me through. I don’t always deserve you, but I love you.”


    Eric sniffed and blinked back the sting of tears in his eyes as he stood. He leaned over and kissed her, whispering against her lips. “I like to think we deserve each other. After all, who else would put up with us? The surly bartender and the drama queen?”


    Gracie laughed. “Touché. I guess we are pretty perfect together.”


    “Imperfectly perfect,” he corrected.


    “Exactly.”
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