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Chapter One


“I’m so excited.” Alice Winter gripped her best friend’s arm as they stood on the pavement, staring at their shop front. Their sign writer was busy putting the final touches on the window advertising. The bright red love heart logo she’d designed faded from blood red to the softest cotton candy pink and rained across the big glass picture window before it dribbled down onto the pavement like melted ice cream. Nobody was going to be confused about what they stood for. They screamed romance, bright and cheerful.

Hopefully, nobody would think she was being flippant regarding their love lives when they looked at her design.

But she hadn’t intended it to be subtle. They wanted to make their mark and this was the way to do it. They were going into this venture with guns blazing, ready to take over Marietta’s dating game.

“Do you think it’s too much?” Maybe she should’ve cut back on the hearts and added flowers or a handsome couple. Or maybe she should stop second-guessing herself. Crease didn’t seem to suffer from that as much as she did. He was Mr. Confident. Alice blamed it on her nerdy nature.

“No. You’ve done an awesome job. I almost reconsidered the color, but I’m really glad we didn’t change anything.” Crease Hansen tapped his lip with his finger, a sure sign of deep thinking. He glanced up and down the street, reading the signs hanging over the shop fronts, then back at their window, tilting his head to one side.

He was comparing their artwork to that which already existed on the main street. Not that it’d been an issue when they’d decided on the design for their window—they finalized that before they came to town. Alice had spent many a night scribbling on her art block to find the perfect fit for them. When they’d arrived last night and dragged their suitcases upstairs to the apartment that came with the business, the last thing that concerned either of them was how the window would look when the signwriter arrived the following day. But maybe they should’ve at least thought about the color for longer. She wasn’t sure Marietta was ready for her kind of love even if she loved it.

“Thank goodness. I was worried for a moment that you were going to tell me I’d overdone it. What is it you say—men in pink don’t stink… they’re comfortable with their feminine side?” Alice screwed up her nose and poked him in the ribs. “I can’t count the number of shirts in your wardrobe that color.”

He feigned pain and slung his arm across her shoulders, pulling her close. “That’s the one. Hard to try and hide with that in your face.” He grinned at her. “You know this is going to be fun. The good folk of Marietta won’t know what to think when we open the doors.”

“So long as they sign up for our dating service and I get a chance to dance with their data, I’ll be happy.” Alice leaned her cheek against Crease’s chest and soaked up his calm vibe, doing her utmost to keep the anxiety that’d been hovering at bay. She’d never been to Marietta before, but it was what Crease wanted to do and she’d fallen in easily with his plans. He was hard to turn down once he got excited and drew her in with promises of endless spreadsheets and numbers. He really knew how to get her interested.

Now, as well as starting a new business, Alice had to find her feet in this town where Crease knew everyone. Of course, he’d help her and introduce her to people, but it wasn’t that easy. She had to start a new life, find new friends, new contacts. She had to find her way around unfamiliar streets, find a new hairdresser who shared her philosophy on color, a doctor who wasn’t afraid to dish out common sense advice, and a favorite grocery store that sold her flavored herbal teas. All the little things she’d taken for granted before moving.

But it was the promise of the chocolate shop that pulled her over the finish line. Alice could see it from where she stood. As soon as she could, she’d be over there for a tasting to see if it lived up to the hype Crease had built around it.

“I do hope we’re doing the right thing.”

He rested his chin on her wild curls and breathed. Easy to do when he was six feet two and she was five foot nothing. It always made her feel safe under his protection. Not that she needed protecting, but a girl liked to know it was there if she wanted it.

“We did the business costs and ran the figures, Alice. We know this is going to work. The business model alone is enough to make people sit up and take notice. There’s nothing out there remotely like it. Nothing.” He squeezed her shoulders reassuringly. “Look how excited you got when your computer started spitting it all out.”

She had. Dancing around the room like a loon. It’d been so exciting to know that the data program she’d made actually worked. Her first real test at something substantial and she passed with flying colors. They’d used friends as guinea pigs to tweak the master plan and it was brilliant, even if she said so. Crease had been over the moon about it. It was hard not to get caught up in his excitement, but still, the jitters would remain until she’d used real people, real data to run through their program. She took a deep breath and counted silently until her heart slowed, letting herself believe what he said was true. And data never lied.

“True. Once they start signing up and I get to play, I’ll calm down. I’m still not convinced a town this size is going to give us the database we need.” One more day until they threw open the doors and people signed up for the deal of a lifetime. One more day until Crease could weave his magic and change the lives of everyone looking for love with his calm words and cool logic. Just like he’d changed hers.

“You’ll see. Marietta may look like a sleepy little town on the surface, but you mark my words, they need our help just as much as anyone in a big city. Plus, the outlying towns aren’t that far away and we’ll get business there too. I’m sure you’re going to love living here. It’s so different from what we’ve had for the last five years, and I’ve really been looking forward to some calm and quiet. The people are different, too. Just you wait and see.”

And were they going to get a shock when they found out just how clever he was and what business they’d brought to town. He was so switched on with what men and women wanted it scared her sometimes. Made her feel like she was an open book he could read anytime he felt like it. Not that he invaded her privacy, but there were times he came out with things that threw her. It certainly wasn’t what she expected from the quiet country boy who’d followed her with his eyes when he arrived on campus. Nor was it something their friends expected.

They’d teased him for his hangdog look and his dismal dating attempts in the early days. He’d taken it all in his stride and proven that anyone could change. Once he started getting dates, people started to take notice and stopped the teasing. And when they asked for advice, he turned their lives around. It made the five years they’d spent on campus more exciting. And gave Alice her best friend and now business partner.

“Crease Hansen. Is that you?” A spritely older woman crossed over the road and headed straight toward them.

He whispered in Alice’s ear, “Here she comes, eleven o’clock.” Carol Bingley was the town gossip and Crease had warned Alice well in advance.

He stepped forward to meet her, his warm smile beaming. “Mrs. Bingley. How wonderful to see you again. My, you sure are looking as young as ever.”

She batted her hand at him and peered at Alice around his body. “And you are?”

Crease put a hand on Mrs. Bingley’s arm. “Ma’am, I’d like you to meet my best friend and business partner, Alice Winter. Alice, this is Mrs. Carol Bingley, legend of Marietta. If you need to know anything about anyone, this here is the lady to talk to.”

“Best friend? Business partner? Exactly what does that mean, Crease? Your brothers never said anything about you going into business with a lady. I was sure when you finished all that learning you’d come home and go ranching like them.”

Alice held her tongue. She was going to let Crease sort this out. Forewarned was forearmed.

“Best friends are the perfect people to do business with. Alice and I met in college and we both majored in business. What do you think of the artwork on the windows? Pretty, isn’t it?” He smiled and the poor women couldn’t help but look across the street.

“If you’re opening a flower shop, I’d agree. But I suspect that isn’t what you have in mind, is it, young man?”

He shook his head, the grin getting bigger. Alice held her breath. Even his family didn’t know yet. Crease wanted to keep it to themselves until they were in town. Carol would be the first person who heard what they were doing. And from what Crease said, she would be sure to spread the word faster than a scrub fire on a windy summer’s day. They couldn’t buy that kind of advertising, so seeing her before everyone else was an added bonus.

“It’s a dating business, Mrs. Bingley.”

Her mouth dropped open, but before she could say a word, Crease said, “And because you’re such a wonderful person and you know how much I love you, I’m going to give you a free consultation, if you ever need it. Same goes for Mr. Bingley. I suspect you’d be a hard act to follow if that day, lord forbid, ever came around.”

Alice turned away as the woman tried to squeeze out a few words.

Crease wasn’t giving her a chance to say anything negative. “We’re having an opening party tomorrow night. You and Mr. Bingley are the first people I’ve invited. Drinks at seven with finger food followed by a small presentation of what we have to offer.”

Carol finally shut her mouth and stared up at Crease. She blinked a few times before answering. “I’m not sure what to say about that.”

He put on his best winning smile and held her hands in front of his chest as if he was pleading with her. “Please say you’ll be here. All my family will be coming and, hopefully, so will most of the town. It’s like this, Mrs. Bingley. I believe there’s someone out there for everyone, and it’s easier if you know what the likely chance of a long-lasting relationship is before you risk your heart by falling in love. Have you seen what the divorce rate is these days?” He frowned and shook his head.

He was so earnest when he began talking about his passion for long-lasting relationships. It always made Alice melt a little more each time. Whoever got Crease for a husband would be a very lucky girl indeed. It was a shame it wouldn’t be her. Despite their business venture and friendship, marriage wasn’t in her future plans. But if it was, Crease would be the perfect fit for her.

“Alice and I aim to take that uncertainty out of the equation because nobody likes to lose at love. It’s heartbreaking and really puts a damper on your self-confidence. Makes it harder to try again when you have a broken heart, and I understand that just as much as anyone.” He grinned and shook his head. “You should’ve seen my feeble attempts when I got to college. Enough to make you want to weep in frustration.” Crease laughed and gave Alice a wink before turning his attention back to the town gossip. “So bad, Alice turned me down repeatedly when I asked her on dates.”

“No.” Carol’s mouth dropped open and she frowned at Alice.

“Afraid it’s true, but I grew a thick skin and tried again, not that it did me much good then, either. That’s a whole other story. I got better at asking once I figured out what I was doing wrong. So, because of my experiences, we’ve come up with the perfect way to find your soul mate. It’s the least we can do for our friends in Marietta.” He gave her a winning smile, his gorgeous blue eyes lighting up.

Alice knew from experience that no one from a toddler to an elderly lady was immune to Crease’s charm when he turned it on. Except herself, and that depended on the day. Even she couldn’t deny him anything when he was in the mood to woo her over. And most of the time it was just the way he was, not smarmy or conniving but kind and genuine. He had that earthy boy-next-door look that everyone loved. A ready smile for everyone, despite their moods or greetings. Very little got Crease down.

I’d rather be glass-half-full kind of person. Makes me feel happier, and it doesn’t hurt to spread a little bit of joy. You never know what a smile could do to brighten up someone’s day. The amount of times Alice had heard him say that. At first she thought he was being too nice in the hopes that he’d win friends and fit in, but she found out he was simply the proverbial optimist.

“You can do that?” Carol frowned and gripped her handbag in front of her like a shield from cupid’s arrow.

“Sure can. Alice here is the best data person I’ve ever met. Show this girl a page of information and she’ll shred it to fine-tune everything that matters and then some. Now, for instance, what do you think are the best qualities a man should have? What was it about your husband that made you want to be with him?” He put a hand on her arm and moved her away from the edge of the pavement, and Alice let out the breath she was holding.
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If Crease won over Carol Bingley, he’d win over anyone. He hadn’t expected her to be the first person to approach them, but now that she had, he was ecstatic. He was prepared to talk up their business to anyone who walked past, married or not, to get out the word about their way of shaking up the dating business and working toward happy endings. He believed in helping people fall in love, and if this was going to be his toughest critic, so be it. He was game for anything.

Crease expected her to protest, but she surprised him. “Well, now. Not that I have a lot of experience or anything, but I do think a man should be able to support his family.”

A tinge of color had risen on her cheeks. Behind her gruff and nosey exterior lay a misunderstood woman. Crease was sure of it.

“I agree, and you have more experience than you can imagine. Forty odd years married to the same man? You can’t get a better recommendation for a happy marriage than that. So a steady job is top of your list then?”

She nodded, her gray curls bouncing around her ears. “Manners are good. I don’t abide sloppy manners, Crease, never have. No, sir. I was brought up to treat people right and I expect everyone else to do the same.”

“You’re picking my top ten, Mrs. Bingley. I can tell.” He tucked his hand under her elbow and walked her across the road. The signwriter was almost finished and Crease paused to admire his work. “Bet you have something in your list about being kind to animals, too. Am I right?” He guided her inside the door and stopped to let her get a good look at what they’d done.

She stared at the interior of the building, looking taken back. Gone were the white office cabinets that were inside when Crease and Alice signed the lease. In its place were separate areas divided off with a clever layout. There was an open style office space for him and Alice near the windows. They’d chosen reproduction antique desks butted together so they could talk over their computers and dark wooden filing cabinets that made him immediately think of a warm, welcoming old southern home.

The dirty-brown linoleum on the floor was gone and in its place was plush carpet in a dark honey brown to complement the timber furniture. Everything looked expensive but warm and relaxed at the same time. All strategically chosen to calm and soothe. In one corner, they had an old leather settee they’d picked up online, with a low table positioned in front of it. Magazines and flower arrangements made it more homey looking. Easy chairs were placed in another corner, with low lamps to give an intimate setting. Potted plants dotted the room, separating it into different but cozy areas. Their training-coaching room was behind closed doors, and only once people had signed up would they be welcomed into that part of the building.

“What do you think, Mrs. Bingley?”

She stared up at the chandelier hanging over the corner, shooting sparks of light over the ceiling. “It’s, well, it’s fancy for a dating place. But will it work?”

“That’s what we’re hoping.”

“Hmm, for the life of me, Crease, I don’t know why you’d want to open a dating service in Marietta. Isn’t it a bit quiet for that kind of business? Surely a bigger town would give you more customers.”

He nodded in agreement. “Can you keep a secret, Mrs. Bingley?”

Her eyes widened as she stared at him. “I know what you’re thinking, Crease Hansen. I hear what people say and maybe it’s well deserved, but here’s the thing—you tell me it’s a secret and it won’t get past these lips.” She put a hand on his arm. “If you need to talk to someone, I’m right here.”

Crease sighed. “I’m a fraud. Plain and simple.”

“What are you saying? For the life of me, I don’t understand.”

Crease ran a hand around the back of his neck before he spoke again, all of his insecurities rushing forward. “All the time I was in college I played a part. Oh, I liked learning well enough, don’t get me wrong, and I did well with my studies. But I wasn’t what everyone wanted. I was the country boy who didn’t know what to say most of the time, who always got his words mixed up and didn’t seem like the cool kid. It’s not a wonder Alice turned me down when I asked her out.”

Carol sniffed. “Nothing wrong with rural folk. Backbone of the country. Anyone can tell you that.” She patted him on the arm. “Why, even our past president is country born and living back on the ranch again. I don’t see anyone complaining that he never fit in.”

“Bit of a difference, but I get what you mean and I agree one hundred percent. Regardless, I still didn’t fit in. Never felt like I was part of the crowd.” He’d expected it to take a while to make friends and settle in, but he wasn’t prepared for the loneliness he faced. He’d almost come running back home in the beginning. If it weren’t for his sense of pride and the money he’d laid out, he would’ve thrown it all away. His brothers would never have forgiven him and Crease would’ve regretted it. Instead, he’d knuckled down and studied people.

“So, why did you go away then? Why not stay and work in Marietta like your brothers?”

He’d asked himself that question on many lonely nights and always came up with the same answer. “Because I thought I owed it to Grandpa to be the best I could be after all he’d done for us boys. When Jethro paid me out for my share of the ranch, I figured I should use the money to do some good. To change my lifestyle, get out of the rut I was in. All I knew was roughhousing with my brothers, getting into trouble. Jethro made me see that there was another way. I just had to be prepared to grab that chance and stick with it.”

“He’s done good too. So has Nate. Both those boys turned around for the better and I’m glad to see it.”

“And it got me to thinking too, only I never had much of an opportunity to do anything until the buyout. I’ve always followed my brothers in whatever they did, but I wasn’t sure about ranching. Not sure it was where my future lay. I decided it was time to find my own feet, so off I went.”

“I sense a but in there, Crease.” She put a soothing hand on his arm, giving him a motherly connection that calmed him.

“I played a part and everyone believed it, even Alice. By the time we graduated, I was the guy everyone wanted to be with, to take advice from. They forgot who I was and fell for who I became. But it wasn’t me. Not the real me.”

“And so you came home. That’s not such a bad thing, is it?”

He glanced over at Alice, who stood on the sidewalk scrolling through her cell phone, then put a hand on Mrs. Bingley’s arm and led her to the settee. When they were both sitting, he clasped his hands on his knees and met her gaze.

“Alice wanted to go to Seattle because she figured the business will do better there, but I insisted on Marietta even knowing she was right and I was wrong. I know it was selfish, but I couldn’t see myself in a big city. I don’t fit in, no matter how much I try. I was afraid I’d fail there, that the new me would eventually return to my old ways and I’d let her down.”

Understanding shone in her eyes. “So you’re going to have to work hard to prove to Alice that Marietta is as good as anywhere? What will you do if it doesn’t turn out like you hope? Worse yet, what if she finds out, Crease?”

“That I’m a fake? I have no idea.”


Chapter Two


The following evening, Crease stood at the door welcoming his family. He’d already made contact the night before and they’d caught up on what the business was all about. Listening to the call, Alice had kept her fingers crossed. It seemed as though they were more confused about it than Mrs. Bingley. She was sure Crease would turn them around to his way of thinking once they got to see him in action.

“Alice, I’d like you to meet my brothers, Jethro and Nate and their lovely wives, Sadie and Joy. Everyone, this is Alice.”

Sadie and Joy shared a glance, eyebrows raised in unison, and Alice’s heart kicked up a notch. She didn’t want to have to sell herself to anyone, least of all Crease’s family, but like him, she was prepared to do what it took for the sake of the business. Being at this party was enough to give her the jitters. There was something to be said for being a nerdy girl and hiding behind her computer screen—her preferred place. Alice consoled herself with the fact that this was a one-time event and things would go back to the way she liked them tomorrow.

Sadie was the first to speak. “Lovely to meet you, Alice.”

She slipped her hand through Alice’s arm and moved her away from the men toward the back of the room where a barman served champagne and beer. People milled about, chatting and sharing secretive glances as they read the flyers Alice had placed around earlier. More than a few glances were sent in their direction, making her feel anxious about the evening’s results. They’d worked out a projected number of signups. Now all they had to do was wait and see if she was right.

“Tell us all about yourself.” Joy picked up two glasses of champagne and handed one each to Sadie and Alice, then took one for herself. “This has all come as a big surprise. I had no idea Crease was going into business, certainly not the dating game.”

“Hasn’t Crease told you anything about me?” Surely he had. They’d been friends for years, and even though she hadn’t been in Marietta before, she knew more about his family than most of her other friends. He’d been to her family home during the holidays and knew her parents. Alice expected his family to at least know the basics about her. She glanced his way, hoping he’d come and save her from what looked like a potential grilling from his sisters-in-law. He could’ve warned her to expect this kind of reception so she could prepare herself.

Sadie smiled. “Oh, yes, he certainly has. But I want to hear about you from you. Men can be rather, shall we say, elusive when it comes to talking about the women in their lives. And I want to know more about why you’ve gone into business together. I don’t understand at all.” She took a sip of her champagne, closed her eyes and sighed. “This is perfect after a shocking day in court.”

Alice jumped on the opportunity to steer the conversation away from herself. This felt more like an inquisition and she wasn’t ready for it. Crease hadn’t warned her about his sisters-in-law’s nosy dispositions. Sadie might be used to interrogating people in the courtroom, but Alice wanted to avoid it.

He’d talked about his brothers, but very little information was forthcoming about the wives except the basics—how they met, what they did, the usual minor details that told her little relevant information. But Alice had done her own checking. She wanted to be ahead of the game since Crease wasn’t that forthcoming. “Yes, you’re the lawyer. Crease is very proud of your track record. He said you’re a tiger in the courtroom.”

“That’s lovely, but Crease is the sweetest person I know. He wouldn’t say a bad word about anyone. That doesn’t tell me anything about you though. Come on, fill us in. No need to be shy around us.” She stopped the waiter as he walked past with a tray of party food.

Sadie took a couple of tuna rolls and popped them in her mouth.

“When he called last night and said he was starting a dating business, I have to say I was shocked.” Joy glanced over at her husband and when he looked her way she blew him a kiss before giving her attention back to the conversation. “Business degree and he wants to deal with Marietta’s singles issues? I don’t quite understand. I honestly thought he’d come home and take up ranching like his brothers.” She shrugged as if she, too, couldn’t understand the new Crease. “Never would’ve thought he was the kind to meddle in people’s love lives. Cows maybe, but people?”

It wasn’t her place to tell his family the idea of being a rancher was the last thing he wanted to indulge. In one of their late night bare-it-all conversations, he’d admitted it held no appeal now he’d seen another side of life. But she wasn’t going to be the one to tell them that.

“You’re not the only one. A lady commented exactly the same thing yesterday. I know he still loves being a cowboy, but making people happy seems to be his thing. At least that’s how I see it. You ladies know him better than I do though.”

Why did she feel like a bug on a pin in front of these two women? All her confidence had flown out the window as soon as they dragged her away. This was ridiculous. Alice might be nerdy, but she would hardly call herself a wimp. It seemed Crease’s relatives brought out a feeling in her she hadn’t noticed before. Unsure of herself? That was disconcerting to say the least.

“That’s a side of him we haven’t seen. Tell us more.” Sadie tilted her head. “Sounds to me like we hardly know Crease at all. At least, not the Crease you know.”

“I’m sure that’s not right. You’re family.” That got her a raised eyebrow from the lawyer.

She wasn’t getting out of this one. Crease had obviously changed a lot since he’d left home. She pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose and chose her words, determined not to go over as pathetic.

“Right. Where to start? We met in college, as you know. We both got into some of the same groups and we clicked. Liked the same things, started hanging out a fair bit, and the last year and a half we’ve shared a house with another couple of friends.”

Joy and Sadie shared a smile and her stomach flipped. These women were quick to assume. Better sort that out fast before they got the wrong idea.

“Not like that kind of friends. Good friends who dated other people. At least I did. Crease seemed to spend most of his time setting other people up.”

Joy stared at her, glanced over at Crease, and gave a grunt of disbelief. “Crease set up dates? Now I’ve heard it all. Really?”

She tried to hide her smile but failed. Was it possible they didn’t really know the real Crease at all? “Okay, don’t say anything, but he tried to date me and it didn’t go well. I wasn’t in the market for a boyfriend then and I’m still not really interested.” Alice ignored the raised eyebrows and forged ahead. “He never really had trouble dating other girls once he found his feet but noticed a lot of his friends did. He tried to help them and one thing led to another.”

“Sorry, what led from one thing to another?” Sadie put her glass down and crossed her arms, giving Alice such an intent stare that she took a couple of steps back, feeling a bit like a field mouse dodging a swooping eagle. No wonder she did well in court. Her stare was a perfect mix of don’t mess with me and I can see right through you.

“Um, well, he started coaching the guys, you know, giving them tips on how to treat women, and it kind of snowballed from there.” She’d been as shocked as everyone how well it had all worked. Even now, Alice still couldn’t believe he knew so much about what women wanted—no dirty socks on the bathroom floor, dirty dishes left in the sink, or expectations that she’d do the cooking and cleaning because she was a woman. What a bonus for her. He really made the best type of housemate.

“Crease coaching guys about women? Where the heck did that come from? He never even dated when he lived here as far as I know.” Joy turned to look at the brother-in-law that she obviously didn’t know as well as she thought she did. “All he did was get into trouble from what Nate said. But then, Nate wasn’t exactly a good role model either.”

“But look at him now.” They shared a warm smile before Sadie turned back to Alice. “I don’t get it,” Sadie said. “Where on earth did he get these people skills? The young Crease I knew had an ability to get into bar fights with his brothers. I’d hardly call that people skills. This is blowing me away.”

Alice smiled, remembering how awkward he was when he first asked her for a date. He’d stumbled over his words and blushed charmingly as he tried to woo her, daisies from the front gardens on campus in his hands and a smile most girls would melt at, but she wasn’t interested in dating anyone. Her focus had been her degree, and not much had changed since then. That refusal hadn’t dampened his spirit because he asked her again and again, each time becoming more articulate, but still she’d refused him. For some unknown reason, she couldn’t commit to him in that way.

Come to think of it, he hadn’t asked her lately. Would her answer be any different if he did?

“I guess it’s because he messed up to begin with in college. He started studying people and reading up to so he could understand what made people act the way they did.” He’d been so cute back then, the way he threw himself into finding out what made people tick. She’d felt drawn to him from the get-go. But not in the way he’d hoped. Over time they’d come to an understanding, and now they were best buddies and business partners with a bond that, hopefully, being in business wouldn’t shake. “Look at him now, charming everyone he talks to. That is not the guy I met five years ago. Not surprising that what you see isn’t familiar to you all.”

Sadie shook her head and pinched the skin between her eyes, and Alice grinned.

“Okay, I don’t quite have that all compartmentalized in my brain, but tell me, Alice, where do you fit in if Crease has all the people skills?” Sadie exchanged her empty glass for a full one as the waiter circled the room.

This was the part she was happy to talk about. “Oh, that’s easy. I’m a data nerd. Nothing like spreadsheets and numbers to get me all excited.” She closed her eyes and indulged her inner geek for a moment before continuing.

The blank stares of her new acquaintances brought her up short. Not everyone loved numbers like she did. But then, they probably didn’t understand them like she did.

“Sorry. I tend to get carried away when figures are mentioned. My bad.” She pushed her glasses up again and tried to focus on the conversation. “I’ve put in my application to work for Zapper—you know, that huge wholesale company that’s in every country, every state bar none. The one that’s changed the retail landscape. Biggest data mining company in the world.” Even talking about the company gave her a thrill like no other.

Sadie and Joy stared blankly at each other before Sadie spoke again. “Why are you here if you’re only planning on going away? Is this a short-term business deal you have with Crease? Does he even know that you’re going to bail on him?” The lawyer pinned her with a cool stare, clearly ready to go to battle for her brother-in-law and protect his assets.

“No. No, nothing like that. The deal was that we get the business up and running and then I become more of a silent partner working in the background. Because Crease is the people person, he doesn’t need me onsite, per se, once things are running smoothly. I can do the work anywhere so long as I have my computer with me.”

She smiled, but they stared at her as if she was talking a foreign language. Alice tried again. “It’s how we planned it right from the beginning, honestly. Crease will back me up on this—just ask him. I’m the introvert kind of person who would rather be in the background and away from the public, so doing my part of the job remotely works for both of us.”

A carefully made-up older lady tapped Alice on the shoulder, giving her a chance to breathe.

“Excuse me, dear, but here on your signup sheet it says you want all of my social media details. Why is that? What if I don’t want to be friends with you on Facebook?”

“Excuse me, ladies.” Alice took her arm and walked her to a quieter corner of the room. “Let me explain how I collect the data I need to find your perfect match.”
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“So this”—Jethro indicated the people milling about the room, his expression confused—“this is what you went to business school for?”

A sense of pride filled Crease’s gut. The shop had turned out better than he expected, and with the final touches he and Alice added this morning, it was perfect. He glanced at his graduation certificate hanging over his desk, proud he’d managed to last the time it took to achieve. “Yep. Isn’t it amazing? Can’t wait to get started. I didn’t think so many people would be here tonight.” He did a slow turn to look at the crowd milling around in the office and adjoining training room. It was a good idea of Alice’s to play romantic movies for background noise and ambience. “Pretty sure just about everyone I invited is here. Isn’t it amazing?”

His brothers stared at him, blank expressions on their faces.

“Sorry I didn’t give you guys any warning about what we wanted to do, but we decided it would be good to hit the town with a bang rather than let everyone know what we were planning months before we opened. Kind of like a wham, bam, here I am. I think it worked. I never thought there’d be so much excitement tonight.” He lifted his hand as the man he’d had a lot of dealings with over the years walked in the door. “Mr. Sheehan, thanks for coming.”

Troy Sheehan glanced at the milling crowd and headed over to shake his hand. “Crease. Welcome home. Jethro, Nate. Good to see you again.”

His brothers shook hands with the owner of the Graff Hotel where they’d gotten into too many bar fights to remember. Now they were older and wiser, Troy shook their hands instead of twisting it behind their backs as he marched them out of the bar like he used to do.

“Good to see you again, Troy.”

“Likewise, Jethro. How are things out at the ranch? Hear you’ve expanded your herd again to include some Texas Longhorns.”

Jethro nodded, a grin on his face now that he was talking cattle. “Yes, we have. Fine-looking beasts they are too. You should come out one day and have a look.”

“I might take you up on that. Been thinking about them myself.” Troy took a beer Crease handed him and cast a glance around the room. “Thanks. So, this dating business wasn’t what I was expecting after five years of college, Crease. Why?”

Crease’d been waiting for someone to ask him this question. “Have you seen the divorce rate these days? It’s shocking, and I can’t see anyone doing much about it. Do you know what the statistics are, Troy?”

Troy shrugged. “Nope. I’m happily married so it wasn’t anything I needed to worry about.”

“Fifty percent. Fifty percent of all marriages in the United States during 2018 ended in divorce. As a child of divorced parents, I think it’s time to stand up and change that.” Both Jethro and Nate stared at him, their mouths open.

Alice slipped in beside him and he put his arm around her to keep her there. “Alice and I have it all worked out. We’re not like some of those other dating sites that rely on air-brushed photos and fake information you can swipe right on. This isn’t a hookup for a quick one-night stand. No, sir. We’re more thorough than that. No lunch dates either because, seriously, who can decide if the guy sitting across the table from you is ‘the one’ over a bowl of pasta?” He shook his head and glanced at Alice. “This fabulous woman has joined forces with me to come up with the perfect way to find your match, and I reckon we’ve nailed it.”

Troy sipped his beer before commenting. “And, pray tell, how do you do that?”

Alice stood straighter. “I mine data about every client. They fill out an intensive information sheet when they sign up and I go to work. I discount suggestions of what they think they want and find the perfect match based on their own data. Hopefully ‘the one’ will be easier to find if they’ve answered honestly.”

“Tell me how that works.” Nate joined in the conversation. “If I didn’t want to give you that much information, for personal reasons, for example, how would you find out what I do and don’t like?”

“Do you have a Facebook page, Nate?”

Nate looked between them. “Yeah, doesn’t everyone?”

Alice grinned. “Just about. Over one billion people to be exact. You have no idea how much information you give away on that page. I just happen to know how to mine it to extract the relevant data, and it all goes into a big file I analyze along with what you tell me, to find you the type of person you should be looking for versus the person you have in your mind as a dream mate. What you think you want and what you really need are two different things.”

Nate’s mouth dropped open. “Are you serious? Facebook?”

Alice grinned. People were always shocked when they found out how much personal information they let slip online with their social media posts. No matter how often the subject came up on the news, it made little difference to how people acted online. They still overshared information for anyone to see. “Yes. Haven’t you ever wondered how those social media sites work?”

Nate screwed up his face. “Well, I go and like people’s posts. Maybe put a few things up myself and comment on something that interests me, but no, I’ve never really given it much thought.”

“And haven’t you wondered why you suddenly get ads trying to sell you things you might have mentioned in passing or scrolled through on a website?”

Nate gave her a blank look. “No.”

“Everything you do online can be tracked. There’s this little thing called a tracking pixel that Facebook can put on your page. It records every website you go to, and it stores that data. Then companies that advertise on Facebook can target you. Pretty cool, eh?”

Nate’s mouth dropped open. “Shit, really?”

Alice laughed. “Yes, really. If you’re worried about Big Brother finding out what you’re up to, it’s too late. Everything is out there, ready for anyone who has a clue about how to strip that data.”

“This girl is incredible with statistics and figuring out how to use them.” Crease hugged Alice tight. “I’d be lost without her.”

“Oh, so you two found each other that way then? It makes sense now seeing you both together. You’re talking from experience. Clever move.” Troy raised his glass in a salute and then wandered off to mix with the crowd.

“No.” Crease stared at Troy Sheehan’s back and willed him to turn around so he could explain the real relationship between him and Alice.

“Suck it up, Crease. I’m not such a bad person to get lumped in with.” Alice dug him in the ribs and he burst out laughing, startling the people closest to them. She knew exactly where to poke her sharp fingers to get the best reaction from him, too.

He reached for her and cupped her face in his hands. “No, you’re pretty special. The best, in fact.” He dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose before she rested her face against his chest.

Jethro cleared his throat. “So, little brother. You’re doing this because of the folks?”

Crease said over Alice’s head, “Some. We had it pretty rough growing up, and if it weren’t for Grandpa, it would’ve been worse. But that’s my point, guys. It doesn’t have to be. If people could take off the rose-tinted goggles and choose the right person the first time, the divorce rate would drop. It’s amazing how many people choose their life partner because of looks or money. Not many dating sites take into consideration the basics, like who hogs the bathroom or if you prefer to be the driver in the relationship or the passenger or if you want to share everything fifty-fifty. They’re too focused on superficial things, like jobs and social contacts. That’s wrong in my mind and isn’t the least bit helpful long-term. Looks fade, social standing can change any moment, and none of that brings long-lasting love. I want to dig deeper into people’s wants and needs and see the good things happen.”

“So you and Alice…”

“Worked it out together. Yes, we did.” He signaled the waiter. “Anyone for another drink? This is a night to celebrate on us. Don’t hold back.”


Chapter Three


Don’t hold back. Those words thumped inside his head. What an idiot. The signups had been so great, even better than they’d anticipated; Crease had talked Alice into their own little private party after everyone had gone home. They’d turned off the lights and hurried upstairs to their apartment with a wad of papers and a bottle of champagne. They’d flipped through the forms and laughed hysterically about how the evening had gone. Everything they’d predicted had happened but on a grander scale.

“We did it, Crease. We made a first-class impression.”

“You know why, don’t you?” He reached out and twisted a dark curl around his fingers.

“Because we studied and put together the perfect plan, that’s why. Just like we learned in college.” Alcohol slurred her voice and she stumbled over the words.

How on earth did she miss the way everyone looked at them last night? Probably because she didn’t know everyone like he did and thought they were all just being sweet and welcoming. In reality, they were sizing her up and wondering how he’d gotten so lucky to have someone as gorgeous as Alice Winter on his arm and in his life. Even he’d admit it was a far cry from the boy he used to be.

“Not quite. They think we’re together. Didn’t you hear Troy Sheehan? I got so many knowing looks last night too. Hints about being in love and some you don’t want to know about. I’m guessing everyone else thinks the same and that’s why they’re trusting us to help them find their perfect match.”

“Because they think we’re in love.” Her eyes got comically huge when it hit her.

“You got it. So, how do we break the news to them that we’re not?”

Alice giggled hysterically for a moment, paused to stare at him, and giggled again. When she finally had herself together she tried to form a sentence. “How about we just tell them the truth? That could work.”

Crease didn’t have to think about it. He’d already been chewing it over all evening, wondering how he was going to bring it up without scaring Alice off. “Do you think that’s wise? I mean, should we be the romantic couple for a bit? Let them think what they like until we match some folks and show the town how successful we can be? Would it really hurt to play it up a bit?”

She put down her glass. “So, would we have to do stuff like kissing?” She blinked and then rolled over laughing again.

He sighed. And to think he wanted to date her when they first met. She’d be the death of him yet. Alice had never been one to pump up his ego. She told him the truth, whether he liked it or not. His biggest problem would be touching her and not letting himself think it was all for real.

“Maybe just a bit. Not too much ’cause that would be weird.” For her obviously, not for him.

Alice rolled over onto her back, hooked her feet over the back of the couch, and stared at the ceiling. He could see her mind clicking as she tossed back and forth the pros and cons of what he was suggesting. “If you really think it will help, sure. It’s not like I’m here forever anyway and I don’t have a boyfriend to get jealous. From what I hear, you’re a pretty cool kisser, and we’ve never explored that option between us.”

She stared at him, her lips moving as if she was testing out the idea of locking lips with him. Alice grinned—maybe the idea appealed to her even after her earlier laughter. But it was the practical Alice who spoke up. “The good folk of Marietta will get the hint sooner or later that we aren’t the real deal. Just don’t surprise me and be too sappy, okay? I like the snappy Crease, the fun guy I know and trust. I don’t think I could handle the romantic Crease too much. Romantic anyone isn’t in my future right now.”

Hopes dashed.

She liked the snappy Crease. But not enough to date him officially. Which meant, since he was sappy Crease at heart, friendship was his only foothold.

Better to preserve that gift at all costs until he could prove they’d made the right business decision by coming to Marietta. Maybe then she’d understand him better and contemplate a future together. But he wasn’t holding his breath.

Eventually, Crease convinced Alice it was time to call it a night.

But when he rolled over the next morning, he met resistance in the shape of a warm body. Crease forced his eyes open. A mass of dark curls tumbled over the pillow beside him. He closed his eyes again and groaned. How the heck did that happen?
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“Stop overanalyzing this. We didn’t do anything.” Alice gently turned her head to face Crease. The sheer panic on his face made her want to giggle. But besides that, there was a little pang of remorse. It would’ve been easy to take things further last night because neither of them would’ve called a halt to it. They were both high on success and champagne.

He lifted the blanket and looked under the sheets. The relief on his face when he realized he was still partially clothed was comical.

“So glad you’re not disappointed.” Was that a hint of bitterness in her voice?

And when did she get to the point of wanting more than friendship with him? Could it be he was beginning to mean more to her now she’d known him for so long? Maybe seeing him with people he knew had made more of an impression than she first thought. Being back in his hometown had softened him even more, and that man appealed to her. Made her see how sweet he really was. And she had to admit, waking up to him this morning hadn’t scared her as much as it’d scared him. She was quite comfortable snuggled up to his warm body, and since they’d agreed to pretend they were a couple… well, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

How many years had Crease tried to date her? Five. That was a long time to be persistent, and she really had no reason to deny him anymore. He wasn’t the fumbling young man he was when they first met. Now he was a guy she could see herself settling down with. Confident, caring, and kind.

But had she waited too long?

He wiped his hands over his face and stared at the ceiling. “You know I love you. I think it’ll complicate things if we get to that stage.”

“That stage. You mean if we throw sex into the mix. For someone who is so articulate when it comes to women, Crease, you’re fumbling when it’s only me in the room.”

He threw back the sheet, slid out of the bed, and grabbed his jeans, avoiding eye contact with her. “You took me by surprise, is all. I must have forgotten you stayed over.”

Alice lifted herself up onto one elbow and watched him dress. “Stayed over? Has it slipped your mind that we both live in this apartment?”

“I don’t understand.” He snapped the button on his jeans and looked around for his shirt. He found it on the floor and shook it out, frowning over the wrinkles.

“I’m always here with you, Crease. We’ve been sharing a dwelling for ages.”

He stopped at the door, his hand on the handle, giving her a worried look. “But not a bed. You have your own room. I don’t remember you ending up in mine, is all.”

She crawled out of the bed and walked over to him, trying not to regret talking long into the night and falling asleep beside him. “Would it be such a bad thing if we explored that kind of relationship?” Funny she was asking that question now when she was the one who didn’t want to date him initially. But that was before she knew the sweet, sensitive guy he was. Before her feelings started to change.

He raised his eyebrows and she hated the sadness she found in the deep blue depths of his eyes. So unlike the happy-go-lucky Crease she usually saw.

“You’re going away, Alice. Nothing good would come of us getting emotionally involved with each other, a relationship doomed before it started because long-distance affairs don’t work. How many times have we dealt with that in college? Too many. It’d ruin what we have now. I can’t do that because I don’t want to lose you as my best friend.”

She patted him on the arm. “You’re right. We’re best friends and it needs to stay that way. In the future, I think we should keep the celebrating down to a minimum and maybe we won’t get caught like this again. Neither of us can do that much alcohol and be sensible. Excuse me.” She slipped past him out of his bedroom and into the bathroom before he could see the pain in her eyes. She only had herself to blame for the way their friendship was going.

Alice peered at her face in the mirror from bleary eyes. Last night had been fantastic. So many clients had signed up for their services and celebrating had seemed like a good idea at the time. Sure, she loved Crease. He was her best friend. The only person who got her weird sense of humor and could take a joke when nobody else thought it was funny. They often said the same thing at the same time, finished each other’s sentences like an old married couple, and even came up with the same bright ideas. They were the ideal couple.

That was what made it perfect for them to go into business together. He was right, the last thing they needed was sex to complicate things. Alice would do what they agreed on until she finally got her interview and, fingers crossed, a job offer, then she would do her share of the business remotely just like they discussed. That would work. She’d make sure of it.

Little hammers pounded in her head, and she turned on the shower, determined not to let last night get awkward between them.

So over breakfast she brought it up again. “You’re right, you know.”

“Yeah?” A hint of a smile kissed his lips. The first of the morning.

“Yes. We have such a great thing going between us it’d be a shame to ruin it because hormones got in the way. I have my plans and I shouldn’t deviate from that because I’ll only regret it. I don’t think it’s worth losing my best friend over.” She picked up a piece of crispy bacon and waved it like a flag to make a point. Crease snatched it and tossed it in his mouth, a big grin making it impossible for her to be cross at him.

“You are such a child sometimes.”

“You love me.” He handed her a piece of his in return. She opened her mouth and bit it when he held it in front of her lips. “I agree. Let’s get this figured out here and now because last night’s conversation is moot. We were both a bit drunk on success and champagne.” He steepled his fingers in front of him. “Everyone seems to be of the opinion that you and I are an item. Which I feel made a huge difference in the signups we got. They think we’re a product of our service, the same service we’re offering them. It’s a massive drawing card we should use as much as we can.”

“Exactly! I can’t tell you how many girls told me they want what I have.” By the end of the evening she’d heard it so many times her face hurt from smiling.

A twinkle shone in Crease’s eyes. “So they want me, too, do they? I hope you told them I was taken.”

She batted his hand. “Stop it. You know what I mean. To be honest, I think we’re our own best advertisement. We need to ham this up more for the public if it works so well. If, or should I say when, I get my interview, we can act like we’re drifting apart and by then, hopefully the business will have plenty of satisfied customers and it won’t matter that I’m not here.”

Crease raised his hand and high-fived her over the table. “Deal. Now, love of my life, let’s get down to the office and log in all those signup forms. You’re going to be analyzing data forever by the look of things.”

“Woot.” She stood and wiggled her hips in a happy dance, the very idea sending shivers down her spine.


Chapter Four


Alice held out a sheath of papers to Crease over the desk. “Here are the first six male customers for you to work with. I’ve emailed them to be here tomorrow night at seven thirty for a briefing. So far only four have replied. I’ll let you know when the other two get back to me. I’m working on organizing the first ladies’ class now too.”

“Excellent!” He grabbed them and flicked through the sheets, giving each one a quick perusal before placing them in the right slot in the filing cabinet. “Have you put their information into the database for me?”

“Of course.”

“Snap, snap,” they both replied together. They high-fived each other again, the joy of a well-thought-out plan coming together, so satisfying.

“Let me at it, baby.” Crease powered up his computer, opened the document, and scrawled through the information Alice had brought up. “Wow. I can’t believe some of these answers.” He shook his head.

“I know, right? It’s not a wonder some of these poor people are still single. Waiting for Mr. or Ms. Right to come along isn’t as easy as people think. I can’t even imagine the last time he knocked on someone’s door and announced himself.”

“Truly sad. Just as well you and I are here to fix things.”

“My biggest concern is that they won’t like what I’ve put together. I don’t know how many times I’ve been told I’m wrong about what I do.”

Crease leaned back in his chair and stared across the desk at her. “I don’t know why you second-guess yourself. Nothing you come up with is wrong because it all comes from our clients themselves. Once I get them in a class and they can see we’re guiding them on the best way forward, it’ll all be okay. The last thing you should be is worried now. You weren’t second-guessing yourself when we were at college.”

“Because this is your hometown. I didn’t have to prove myself then. It was just us and a bunch of our college friends.”

“And you don’t have to here either. Just be you, Alice. Everyone will love you as much as I do when they get to know you.”

A shadow crossed the window, and Crease sucked in a breath. “Keep a low profile. I think we have a hoverer at the door.” Alice peeked as Crease stood up and waved at the cowboy doing his best to not look inside.

“Go get ’em, Crease.” Alice made a beeline for the conference room with her laptop tucked under her arm.

“Hey, Nash. How nice to see you again. It’s been, what, five years since we last caught up? How are you?” He shook the hand of the man who had caused his brother Nate all the problems with his then new wife, Joy.

Nash looked at his feet a minute before giving Crease a quick glance. “Crease. Yeah, it’s been a long time. Heard you were back in town to start up your own business.” He fidgeted and looked everywhere but at Crease.

The guy was a nervous wreck. Crease had met his type before. With a small amount of encouragement, he’d come around. They always did when things started to go right. “And it’s good to be here. Come in for a coffee. You have five minutes to catch up with an old friend, don’t you?” Crease found it hard to hold a grudge when all he wanted was for people to be happy. Besides, none of that aggression had been aimed at him, so it wasn’t really his business as far as he was concerned.

Nash glanced around uncomfortably. “Well, I guess. Just five minutes though. Don’t want to hold you up with, ah, work or anything.” He took his battered hat off and followed Crease inside the office.

Crease shut the door behind him. “You’re not.”

“Don’t want to go disturbing anything if you’re busy.”

“You’re not,” Crease repeated as he smiled over his shoulder while he poured two cups of coffee. “Tell me, what’ve you been up to? Still working for your pa?”

“Yeah. Not much has changed. He’s still a cranky old bastard but can’t do so much anymore. His arthritis is keeping him closer to the house most days, so me and Leroy get to run the ranch more the way we want to. He’s starting to lose the plot, and we’re thinking of getting him into a retirement home. Dementia, the doctor said. Reckon Pa needs the kind of in-house care I can’t do too good. But the ranch is doing okay. Cattle prices are high and our pastures are top notch this year.”

“That’s a shame about your pa.” Crease leaned on the corner of his desk. “Have a seat, Nash. Glad to hear you’re doing okay though.” He sipped his coffee and bided his time.

“Yeah. It’s a challenge, but I love the place still. His bad mood isn’t enough to make us want to leave.”

“I get that. It’s a lovely ranch. I passed it when we came back into Marietta. Looking pretty good from the road. You must be proud of all the work you do there.”

A grin spread over Nash’s face. Before Crease could say any more, the smile disappeared. “Listen, Crease. This business you have here.”

“Strings Attached?”

“Well, I was wondering. If it isn’t too much trouble. I mean…” The poor man was working himself up into knots.

Crease put a hand on his shoulder. “Before you go too far, Nash, yes, of course I’ll help you if that’s what you want.”

Nash’s shoulders slumped and his hand shook. He put the coffee down on the desk and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe his face. “Gosh darn it. That was harder than castrating a herd of bulls.” A shuddering breath slipped from his lips. “Ain’t never asked for this kind of help before. Never thought I’d need to either.”

Poor guy was terrified. Crease understood the feeling.

“I know. I totally get it. It’s nerve-wracking to ask for help to find the person to spend the rest of your life with. It can be hard to know where to start. Heck, I remember only too well how embarrassed I was when I started asking girls for a date at college. Boy, did I luck out in a big way.” He’d been the laughingstock at campus. The hick cowboy who had no idea of etiquette. He’d stumbled around like a young calf trying to find its feet. They’d even found a name for him—Desperado. Lucky he was a quick learner.

“How could that be? You’re young and handsome. Girls would be falling over themselves to date a guy as good-looking as you are.”

Crease bent forward. “Let me tell you a secret. Girls aren’t looking for good-looking guys. They’re looking for more than that. They want commitment; they want to feel special. Looking good is merely window dressing, and it fades over time. They can see past that.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I ain’t got much in the looks department.”

“But you’re reliable, solid, a hard worker, and, if I’m not mistaken, would be a good provider for some lucky lady. That’s more important than looks any day, my friend.”

“How do we go about this, then?”

Crease took a printed form from the shelf against the wall and placed it in front of him. “First I need you to fill this out and I’ll have Alice do her side of things and find out what kind of lady you should be targeting so you don’t go wasting time on all the wrong women. Nothing more depressing than barking up the wrong tree. Take that as gospel from someone who knows.”

Nash snorted his disbelief.

“It’s true, believe me. Ask Alice one day and she’ll back me up. But back to you. I’ll coach you myself.”

“What, like in front of other people?” The terror was back and Crease was face-to-face with his first challenge.

Crease smiled. “I usually do groups of six at a time. It’s okay, Nash. We can work something out if that doesn’t suit you. I’m not sure exactly how flexible my calendar is going to be because signups are rolling in, but I’ll look after you. I don’t want you to worry about a thing.”

Once the form was filled in, Crease told him some of the things he’d be covering and saw Nash out the door. He strode to the conference room where Alice worked on her laptop and slid the form in front of her. “And here’s another one. This guy might come across as a challenge, but I think we can work our magic for him. He has little faith in himself but really wants to find someone. Claims he’s not as young as he used to be and is running out of time to find his perfect partner.”

“He’s come to the right place then.” She picked up the form and glanced at it. “Quiet type. Bit of a challenge, but that’s what we’re here for. I’ll work on it now if you like so you can help him. Leave it with me.”

Crease smiled. “Thanks. You’re a wonderful person to be so understanding and putting him at the head of the queue when you have so many other forms to work on. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. I really can’t see him sitting in a class with a group of younger guys. Not his style at all.”

“We’re here to make a difference, Crease. As much as I didn’t think a small town like this would give us much business, I’m glad I listened to you. I’ve been pleasantly surprised at the turnout so far.”

Crease mentally wiped his brow and thanked his lucky stars. If this business hadn’t had an impact on the town, he’d have stressed out trying to keep Alice from moving to her preferred city. No way he could’ve coped with that.

“It couldn’t possibly fail with you doing what you do best, Alice.”
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Alice looked up. “I heard you talking him through filling out the form. You’re a good man, Crease Hansen.”

He smiled in the disarming way he had when he didn’t want to accept her praise. But Crease had always had a sense of selflessness that amazed her. When people taunted him in the beginning for his simple ways, he’d smile and say something kind to them. Before too long, those taunts turned into conversations everyone wanted to be a part of. His little snippets of wisdom were sought after and held close. Especially by those who’d had a hard day, a knock to their confidence, or a rejection from the opposite sex.

Eventually, it had turned to matchmaking, and when the success stories had started rolling in, the business idea had taken flight and she’d been dragged along with him.

“He’s a nice guy under that shy exterior. Lonely and desperate to meet someone. I’m afraid that’s not going to happen without our help though. He doesn’t understand that to find the woman of his dreams, he has to leave the ranch and meet people. The thought of joining a dating site terrifies him.”

I can’t find Mr. Right, he doesn’t exist, and all the good men are taken. How many times had they heard that?

“The biggest fallacy in romance. Love doesn’t come knocking on your door. You have to put some effort into finding it.” Alice leaned back in the chair and tapped her lips with a pen. “He might need some one-on-one training. I know we planned on doing group coaching only, but we can do that, can’t we? Be a shame for him to miss out, because listening to you talk, I can’t see him sitting in a room full of guys learning how to talk his way into a date. He doesn’t quite fit the mold. No point in knocking his confidence from the get-go.”

Crease pulled out a chair opposite Alice and sat down. “Sure. I was actually thinking the same thing. Don’t see why we can’t so long as it’s not the same nights we have the group training. I promised I’d look after him somehow. He’s almost family in a way.”

“Good. And no, long nights don’t suit you. Maybe fit him in during the day.”

“No, Mother, they don’t.” He stretched his hands over his head then rubbed at his temples with his fingers. “Hey. Fancy chocolate for lunch?”

Alice grinned and stood. Chocolate was her weakness and Crease knew it. “Sounds like a good idea. Can I choose?”

“Sure. I told you Marietta has the best chocolate shop in the world and I promised to take you for a sample. Today seems perfect to me. It’s the real reason I wanted to come home, but don’t tell Sage that. I’d hate it to go to her head.”

He feigned pain when she nudged him in the ribs. “Sure, Romeo.”

Alice enjoyed the sun on her face as they strolled, arm in arm, down the main street. At the shop, Crease held the door for her. “After you, my chocolate lover.”

Alice giggled as she tumbled inside the store and was immediately hit with the overpowering smell of chocolate. Her taste buds stood to attention and her brain went into hoarding mode. How much could she purchase without looking as though she had a problem? She mewled and hurried to the glass display counter. So many chocolates to choose from. How was she ever going to pick just one? And they were all so prettily displayed too.

“Well, if it isn’t the lovebirds.” A woman dressed in jeans with a white apron over the top came from behind the counter and wrapped her arms around Crease, giving him a big hug. “Welcome home, stranger.”

“Sage. How lovely to see you. I missed you last night.” He gave her a big hug, then held her back and looked into her face. “What happened?”

“I’d loved to have come to the grand opening and I planned to, but to be honest, I was up to my neck in chocolate and couldn’t spare the time. Trade has been so good I have to work extra hours.” She raised her eyebrows in Alice’s direction.

Alice stepped forward, used to the inquisitive glances from the folk of Marietta after two days in town. “Hi. I’m Alice, Crease’s business partner. Lovely to meet you.”

Sage smiled. “I’ve heard all about you two. Congratulations on the business and the relationship.”

Crease winked at Alice and she held out her hand to him, mindful of their pact. “Thank you so much. It’s delightful to be here among all of Crease’s family and friends. He’s told me so much about all of you, haven’t you, my darling man?” Alice stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek, draping her arm around his waist. “But forget about us. Tell me about your chocolate. I’m in heaven here if you couldn’t tell.” It was hard not to drool at the sight before her. “I want to taste it all eventually. Every delectable, mouthwatering piece.”

Sage smiled and stepped back from the counter so Alice could see the range. “Everything is handmade, by me.” She swept her hand across the glass showcases. “I try to bring a new recipe in every week or so, but it doesn’t always happen. Depends on the demand for my other chocolates.”

“I need a chocolate fix. Can I try some samples?” Her taste buds were dancing with anticipation.

“Sure. Tell me what you like for a start. Dark or milk?”

“Dark. Always dark chocolate for me.”

“Soft centers or hard?”

“Either, so long as chocolate is involved.”

Sage took out some samples and waited while Alice tried them. The flavors that melted on her tongue were amazing. She nibbled her way through almost a dozen before she held up her hand. “Oh, my goodness. I’m going into a chocolate coma soon. Crease, have you tried these?”

“Of course I have. Why do you think I promised you chocolate to come to Marietta?”

Alice made a face at him. “You’re so lucky I love you more than chocolate, but after this, I may have to rethink that. What should we get? It’s so hard to choose.”

“If I may suggest something?” Sage offered. “Why not take a mixed box, a little of everything?”

“Make it a big one then, please.”

“And throw in a bag of caramels, Sage. Alice goes nuts over caramels. If she had to choose just one, they would be it.”

Alice snuggled into him. He knew her so well.

“The first time I asked her out on a date was when we discovered a little shop that sold dark caramels near campus. She went nuts over it. It wasn’t as big a business as this shop and sold a heap of other things, but she was in heaven all the same. I thought I was onto a winner and figured, how could she resist me when I take her to all the best places?”

Sage grinned. “Was that the start of you two as a couple?”

Crease laughed. “No. She turned me down. A long list of rejections I’m only just getting over. She did let me walk her back to that shop though on a regular basis, I might add.”

“Wow. You must have made an impression eventually because here you are. Two of the cutest people I’ve seen in ages.”

Alice’s skin heated under Sage’s gaze. Sage had a dreamy look on her face as she stared at the two of them. Eventually, she boxed up the chocolates and handed them over, taking Crease’s credit card to pay for the purchase after insisting on a sizeable discount for friends. This playing-it-up-for-the-locals spiel seemed too easy.

Back at the office an hour later with a chocolate haze taking over, she unwrapped yet another caramel delight and chewed on it with as much gusto as she had the first one. “Gosh, these are to die for. So, how did I do?”

Crease laughed at her. “Sorry, don’t understand chocolate. Chew that and then repeat the question.”

She kicked him under the table. “You understood every single word or you wouldn’t know it was a question.” She threw a chocolate at him and caught him on the chin. He reached for it and tossed it back and forth in his hands.

“I think you did great. She believes we’re a couple and so did everyone else that came in the shop while you were munching your way through the whole lineup.” He unwrapped his chocolate and inspected it before jamming it in his mouth. “Good idea putting that signup sheet online and telling everyone. There’s some pretty private people around who wouldn’t want to be caught dead using our services. It was nice of Sage to take a handful of business cards too.”

“That’s what you pay me for.”

“Brains, beauty, and wit. Don’t forget those. They’re what makes you so special.”

The door slammed, making both jump. They were so busy eating that neither of them had heard the door open. “Aww, you guys are so sweet. You’re perfect together.” Sadie waltzed over to their desks, leaned over, and snaffled a chocolate for herself. “I see you’ve discovered Sage’s shop, Alice.”

“Crease got me to move here with the promise of chocolate. It’s just that he took longer to get me to the shop than I had hoped. Now I have to make up for lost time.” Alice licked a spot of chocolate off her fingers. “Would it be greedy to take another one?”

“Do it.”

She stared at Crease before she gave in and grabbed another gold-wrapped chocolate.

Sadie laughed. “You two are incredible. How do you know what the other is thinking?”

He grinned. “It’s an art, dear sister-in-law. Surely you have Jethro all figured out. You’ve been married long enough to understand the man. Not that he’s complicated or anything.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s the problem. I understand him. He doesn’t understand me.” She pulled up a chair and sat down, a frown on her face. “I can tell exactly what he’s thinking, but when it comes to the other way around”—she slapped her palm on her forehead—“he’s hopeless. The most unromantic man I’ve ever met.”

Crease sat back and his pondering look settled on his face. He shared a glance with Alice. She kept silent but kicked him under the desk, giving him the look that meant in your court, buddy. This was one place where Crease remained king. Coaching. Plus, it was his family. An area Alice would step around carefully until she knew them all better.

“Well, maybe you need to do some coaching with me too.” He grinned. “Family rates. I can slip you in with the new group we’re starting today. Alice sent them an info sheet, which I can give you. They won’t have much of a head start on you if you read fast.”

Alice couldn’t hold it in anymore. She burst out laughing and threw a pen across the desk at him, which he managed to catch and shoot right back to her. She caught it on the fly.

“What?” Sadie stared between the two of them, totally lost.

Crease gave her an apologetic grin and Alice immediately forgave him. Sadie didn’t deserve to be teased. From what she knew, Sadie had been Jethro’s savior, which in turn helped the whole family. Also the reason why Crease had the funds to go to college and start the business. Sadie had used her trust money to buy Crease and Nate out of the family ranch.

“How about a coffee tomorrow? You and I can chat about my brother, his inadequacies, and how you’re going to spice up your marriage.” Crease wiggled his eyebrows, Charlie Chaplin fashion.

A playful smile lifted Sadie’s lips. “I like that idea so long as you don’t ask me too many personal questions. How about one o’clock after I finish court? Alice, you’ll be there too? I could use all the input I can get, and a women’s view is never a bad thing either.”

Nothing she’d like better. She wanted to get to know this family even if she wasn’t going to be here for very long, and not being the center of attention made it easier for Alice to blend in. They gave her a warm feeling she wanted to hang onto for as long as she could.

“Sure. Just text us when you’re out and we can meet you anywhere.”


Chapter Five


“Repeat after me. I will let Jethro feel empowered.”

Sadie blushed but repeated his words. “I feel like an idiot. For so long I thought being strong and independent was being helpful.”

Crease patted her hand and smiled. “Honey, most women do. The thing is, guys know you can do all these jobs yourself; we always have. With the rise of the me too movement, who needs men. Right?”

More doubt clouded her eyes. “I guess.”

“Wonder Woman has a lot to answer for.” He leaned forward. “But here’s the thing. As much as they know you’re more than capable of looking after yourself, men still like to think you need them. Even if it’s something as simple as opening a door or helping you put your coat on. Let him do it if he offers. If he doesn’t, give him a hint. Guys like to feel needed even if deep down they know they aren’t. Goes back to their prehistoric roots where they were the provider and protector.”

“Are you serious? The whole ‘he man’ is actually still a thing?”

Crease nodded. “You got it. Guys like to feel useful just like you do. You smother him in love with your cooking and nurturing; let him have his little bit of pride. Now if that’s all it takes to make your husband happy, is it too much to ask?”

Sadie chewed on her bottom lip as the turmoil rolled through her eyes. Crease felt for her. She was the stereotypical strong woman who didn’t let anything stand in her way. The women who’d been brought up to fend for herself and not show weakness. Determined, capable, and desperately seeking something to help what looked like a perfect marriage from the outside. Fingers crossed that she listened, because Crease knew he was right. He was a guy and thought like a guy. His brother was old-fashioned enough to want to feel like he was making a difference in the marriage. Sadie had come with money, something that had been a bone of contention in the beginning before she had won him over. Still, Jethro would like to have some pride left, and Crease suspected it was the one thing missing from this marriage. An easy fix if Sadie listened to his advice.

She slapped her hand on the table, rattling the coffee cups and shocking Alice, who’d been daydreaming. “Yes. Of course I’ll do it. It makes sense that he needs to be the man about the house. Feminists can back the hell away. I know I can do anything I want, but we need to be happy in our marriage.”

“Men are simple creatures at heart. We like to protect and provide.”

Sadie stood, gathered her handbag, and pushed in her chair. She bent down to put a chaste kiss on Crease’s cheek. “Thank you, darling brother-in-law.” She turned to Alice and did the same. “I can see why you love him, Alice. He’s such a sweet man. You grew up well, Crease. Your mom would be proud of you. So would your grandpa.” Sadie wiggled her fingers as she strutted away, determination glowing from her.

“Well, it seems that even your sister-in-law believes we’re in love. Maybe we should tone down the lovey-dovey stuff. What do you think?” Alice collected their cups and stacked them in the middle of the table.

“Why stop when it works so well? The better we look together, the more signups we get, the better the business is doing. Let’s leave things as they are for a bit longer.”
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And therein lay the problem. Alice ran the risk of becoming too comfortable as Crease’s girlfriend. As best friends they could step away and date other people, put a little much-needed distance between them when necessary. That wasn’t a possibility right now, and it should’ve bothered her. The problem was, it didn’t. And that was what scared her more than anything. The tag of being in love with her best friend sat very well on her shoulders, despite pretending otherwise, and more than once she questioned her initial refusal to date him. Now that he was all grown up and not acting like a gung-ho cowboy, maybe it was time to rethink the dating versus friends scenario with Crease. Perhaps he was feeling this too. He certainly acted the part well. How was she going to figure out the truth without ending up with egg on her face? If it was all in her head, how embarrassing would that be after all the times she’d rejected him?

“Better get back to the office and get the conference room ready for your first training session. You have six love-hungry ladies dying to hear all you have to share. And if the comments I’ve had from the group are anything to go on, you have your work cut out for you.” She stood and clutched her wallet. “And while you’re doing your thing, I still have the data to crunch on the last lady.”

Alice pushed in her chair. “I honestly find it mind-blowing that people expect love to fall at their feet. None of these ladies are looking in the right place for their dream date so I’m not surprised they’re still single. Talk about putting out confused signals.”

“Once they see what you’ve done for them, gleaned from their signup forms, I’m sure it will only be a matter of time before they change their mindset.”

“You have a huge part in that, Crease. Team effort.”

Together, they walked back to the office, put out bottles of water, paper, and pens, and made sure the PowerPoint presentation along with the notes they were handing out were set up.

“Looks like you’re ready to go, Romeo.”

Crease rubbed his hands together. “Phew. This is only slightly nerve-wracking.”

Alice walked up and put her arms around him. “You’ll be great. Just imagine yourself in front of the students at college. No different, really.”

“I know. But this is a big step up from free chats over at the student café or the people knocking on my door at ten thirty at night after a failed date.”

“Meh, same difference. You get more beauty sleep this way though.” Alice pulled back and stared into his eyes. “Pretend you’re asking me for a date. You had such enthusiasm back then.”

“Like that got me anywhere.” He rested his chin on her head and sighed.

“But did it stop you from trying? No. Remember that time you tried to take me on your scooter to that terrible black-and-white film premier, thinking it was the kind of highbrow thing I’d like?”

“Of course I remember. That was the second time you turned me down.” She pulled away. “You seem to forget we had an exam the following day. Unlike some people, I had studying to do, and it paid off, I might add.”

“Would you have gone with me if that hadn’t been the case?”

Alice shrugged. “I don’t remember.” She straightened his shirt collar, loath to tell him the truth. “I’ll go out front and welcome everyone and shuffle them in here for you.”
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After his initial welcome statement, Crease got down to business, and after a few moments of nerves, his enthusiasm kicked in and he was where he loved being best—training people.

“It’s a shame you aren’t on the free and ready list, Crease. You’re so kind and warm and funny. Everything I want in a man.” Ebony McKellar puckered her glossy red lips in his direction.

Flirting with the teacher would get her nowhere, but he was loath to make her unhappy, not his style. Word of mouth was everything, and he had to prove to the good folks of Marietta he knew exactly what he was doing. Teaching a man-killer like Ebony to find a date who wasn’t only after a good time was challenging, but Crease was up to it.

“If I were a free man, I’d be the first to send you a text, Ebony. But”—he pointed to the second dot point on his whiteboard—“if the first guy doesn’t react to your small talk at the party you didn’t want to go to, what do you do?”

A tiny voice spoke up. Lianne was a bar waitress at the hotel and new in town. She said she felt confident when she was working behind the bar, but away from her “crutch” she was a different person. Timid and unsure of herself. “Work the room. Don’t give him a chance to say no before you go onto the next person. Don’t let him think that he’s the only person in the room who has caught your attention. Act confident, like he doesn’t matter because you are a bad-ass lady.”

“Exactly. You need to work the room, ladies. Just a snappy ‘hi, how are you?’ or ‘lovely party, do you know the hosts well?’ or ‘love your glasses. Who’s your optometrist?’ is all you need to do. Comment on someone’s outfit. And by someone, I mean men and women. You don’t have to stand in front of the guy who doesn’t want to talk to you, hoping to get his attention. You don’t want to come across as desperate, because you’re not. And don’t forget that, okay? If he’s not that interested, don’t waste your time. Move on. Make yourself active in the room. Flirt a little.”

That last comment was met with nervous giggles.

“Guys love it, and I’m not talking sexy talk either. That’s not how you’re going to impress the guy you want to be with. Be complimentary instead. People love that kind of connection. Tell him you love his tie; ask him who cuts his hair. There’re a million ways to break the ice and let him know that you’ve noticed him. And when you go to the next person, the guy who’s interested will be still watching you.”

“But I don’t know how to talk to guys. I always freeze.”

Lianne blushed under his gaze.

“Honey, you don’t have to worry, just be yourself. If there’s one thing I want to stress here, it’s don’t be someone you aren’t because sooner or later, your date will figure out that you’re putting on a front. Be you from the get-go. It’s better to be true to yourself because it’s easier. Keeping up with a lie is hard work.” He reached for his water and took a drink. He should know—he was the expert at being someone he wasn’t. The fact that it worked so well didn’t help ease his guilt.

“Does that help you, Lianne? I know you can do this, and you don’t only talk to guys. To make contacts, you talk to everyone. Think of it this way; if you want to increase your chance of finding Mr. Right, you need to talk to lots of people. He won’t come knocking on your door unless you’ve already crossed his line of vision and he knows where to find you.”

“Why talk to girls then? I don’t get it.” Rachel, a tall blonde with huge blue eyes held up her hands.

Crease grinned. It amazed him how narrow people’s ideas were when it came to finding their soul mate. “Think of it like this. The girl you meet at the pharmacy with the gorgeous haircut you wish you had, for example. You say hello and ask who cuts her hair because you’re looking for a new hairdresser. She offers you a card for that business and you find out her brother owns it, so she has a vested interest in passing along his contacts. You make an appointment and learn that he’s taken, but the guy who supplies him with shampoo and colors is his best friend who makes a delivery when you’re sitting in the chair and he’s looking for Mrs. Right. See how it works?” Which reminded him, he should take Alice to the hairdressers and introduce her to Rainey Brown from Nell’s Cut and Curl. He’d been a bit slack in introducing her to the services she needed to make her feel at home in a new town. Time to rectify that before Alice decided Marietta wasn’t the place for her.

“I think so.”

“Staying at home every night waiting for Mr. Right isn’t going to bring him knocking on your door. Think about that for a minute. You’ll still be waiting next year if that’s your plan of attack. You have to go out and meet people. Cupid isn’t hovering over your house, honey. You have to take your own bow and arrows and go hunting.”

The ladies laughed.

“Before you go, don’t forget to make an appointment to go over Alice’s recommendations. She’s going to give you all a one-on-one breakdown on the information you provided when you signed up. You can use it or not, your choice, but I have to tell you—if you listen to what she says, you’ll have success faster than if you don’t.”

“So she’s going to tell us who to date?” Rachel stood with her hands on the desk, her gaze on Crease.

“Not exactly. She’s going to tell you the type of person you should be targeting for a lasting relationship. Once you have that information, what I’ve just told you will make more sense.”

“I can target you, can’t I?” Ebony gave him a saucy wink.

“Sorry, taken, as you already know. But there are plenty of men out there waiting to meet lovely ladies such as yourselves.”

A couple of hours later, upstairs in their apartment, Alice presented him with a glass of champagne. “To us.” She tipped her glass to his. “That was a great first official coaching session, if I may say so. Now all I’m going to think about is the women of Marietta running around with imaginary bows and arrows, sizing up every person they meet. Fearless because you told them they would be.”

Crease sipped, let the bubbles slide over his tongue and down his throat. It’d been an interesting group tonight and he had high hopes for them. He loved helping people. It gave him a sense of self-worth that more than made up for the crappy childhood he’d endured. Making people happy was what he liked doing best. “It’s a good analogy though.”

“Perhaps we should’ve put cowboys and a bow and arrow on our business cards.”

“No. I think what you designed is good enough. Everyone loves hearts. They scream love.” He drained his glass and held it up. “Another one? I think we deserve it.”


Chapter Six


Alice breathed in the smell that was uniquely Crease. She could find him in a crowded room from the scent alone. The aftershave mixed with the lime of the organic moisturizer they’d both gotten hooked on the first summer they met when they’d raided a friend’s bathroom cupboard to stave off the sunburn they were silly enough to get. That one day at the river had caused more damage sun wise than all the days he’d spent on the ranch, according to him.

Crease’s nose had peeled and Alice had skin flaking from her cheekbones, yet it was nowhere as bad as the rest of the group who’d been out paddling in the river with them. Crease and Alice had taken care of each other and the bond was forever cemented.

They’d decided then and there it was the moisturizer they must have, and they were never without a tube on hand. Despite the ribbing from the other guys, Crease religiously used it to keep his skin smooth and hydrated. It’d become his signature scent and Alice loved it.

She snuggled closer, closed her eyes, and wished she had the nerve to tell him how he made her heart race. Even being in the same room with Crease made her feel as though she was a better person somehow. He was the ultimate bestie. But was it time to make him more than that?

This week away from everything that was familiar had made her look at him in a different light.

Alice wanted to tell him how proud she was when she watched him coaching their first group of hopeful ladies tonight. He was kind and considerate. Never rushed anyone when they wanted to talk even if it took time away from what he was doing. Everyone got his full attention.

When people first signed up, they were surprised at the model Crease and Alice had developed. There were no matches to swipe right on, no database of handsome faces to pick and choose from. No speed dating over lunch or cocktails.

This dating service was all about making their clients the best they could be and giving them the skills to brave the dating game. She and Crease were training them to do what came naturally to the human species—find the perfect match. Teaching them how to react, how to behave when their nerves were encouraging them to race home and hide on the couch because it was easier. How to feel more secure in their own body. And how not to discount anyone in their quest for true love.

It was hard for some people. Especially the introverts among them. But with Crease’s kind and gentle manner, they could brave it out to put his ideas into practice.

If only Alice could be as confident in telling Crease what she really wanted. But that couldn’t happen. They had their plans, their own goals in life, and if she rocked the boat and tried to change their relationship, she risked losing it all. How many people had gone from friends to lovers and split after realizing they should’ve stayed friends? Seventy-nine percent, that was how many. It was less complicated and easier on the heartstrings not to try. It might work in romance novels, but in real life, things were different.

But a girl could dream, right?

Crease dropped a soft kiss on her hair. “What was that sigh for?”

God, she was so obvious. She’d have to be more careful with her emotions. “Tired. It’s been a hectic week getting to this point.” She rubbed her cheek against his cotton shirt and closed her eyes. “I want to stay right here and sleep for a week.”

[image: *]*

Crease knew the moment Alice fell asleep on his chest. Her breathing changed, her body slackened, and she melted against him. Now he could relax. He lifted his hand and stroked her hair from her cheek, tucked the wayward dark curls behind her ear. Such pretty little lobes with the sparkling diamond chip earrings he’d given her for graduation. She was finely put together. Alice had an almost fragile look about her, but there was nothing weak about this girl. She was all fire and passion, tucked away in a tiny body with a bubbly personality and a zest for life he longed to hang onto.

He let his arm relax and she moved with it, her face more visible now. A trail of the most adorable freckles danced over her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, mostly buried under the black-framed glasses she wore. Crease pulled them off her nose and she screwed up her face. He placed them on the table and went back to taking in every detail of her face. He would miss her when she left for Seattle, perhaps more than he thought.

He could never understand back then why she turned him down when he attempted to date her. Sure, he’d been a bit brash and full of himself, but he’d thought to go after what he wanted with confidence and style. Little did he know then that his style had come across as annoying and overconfident.

It’d taken a few more failures to make him see that he needed to change his ways. Now that he was more comfortable in his own skin, he wished he could go back and start again with Alice. There wasn’t anyone he thought more perfect for him than her.

Crease was starting to drift off himself when Alice reached up, slid her hands around the back of his neck, and swooped in for a kiss that rivaled any he’d had before. Lips locked, her fingers toying with the curls hugging the back of his head, Alice hung on for dear life and there was no way he could pull away. Her lips were all-consuming, hypnotizing him, demanding he take all he wanted.

A car backfiring out on the street startled her and she broke away. Crease stared at her, his mouth open and eyes wide as the heat colored her cheeks.

“Oh, Crease, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. One minute I was dreaming about some hot guy and then… then…”

He swallowed. Had he ruined everything by not pushing her away?

She didn’t seem to notice his discomfort. “Then I was hanging onto you as if it was my only hope.” She snorted. A cross between a laugh and a cry. “Please don’t take it personally. I didn’t mean it.”

His lips turned down and for a moment, and he debated telling her what he really thought.

Reason took over and a laugh ripped from his lips. “The look on your face.” He roared again and Alice pulled away and tried to cover her humiliation by tidying her hair.

“Funny, ha-ha. So glad I amuse you.” She straightened her shirt and went to stand but he grabbed her hand and pulled her back onto the couch.

“Sorry. You make it so easy to tease you.” He pulled her close again. “So tell me, who was this hot guy you dream about? Anyone I know?”

Alice huffed. “Bit hard to see his face, but he had red hair and was my height.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire. Her eyes darted around the room as they did when she was hiding something from him. Who had shaken her up so much?

On second thought, he didn’t want to know.

“That sucks. Never mind. If you want a date, you know all the tricks of the trade now. You can have any man you want, Alice, my love.”

She shrugged. “Don’t know if I want to date, to be honest. I still want my dream job and it’s not here, as much as I’m falling in love with the town. No point in getting involved with anyone and then leaving them pining for me. Besides, we’re supposed to be the item, remember?” She rested her head on his chest again.

It was the champagne, Crease was sure of it. Every time they celebrated, it brought up things they’d both rather not deal with. “I swear I have to stop drinking this stuff. It confuses the issues in my head, and we can’t afford for that to happen.”

“What would that do to our reputation if I started seeing someone under your nose?”

The old fake relationship. He’d forgotten that for a moment. That kiss had blown it clean out of his mind. “True. It’s paying off too. I avoided dates tonight with the new crowd even though the hints came through thick and fast. Not sure if they understand it’s not ethical for me to date clients. We got more signups online and everyone thinks we’re so cute together. This is all working out well for us.”

Alice chewed on her thumbnail until Crease flicked her hand.

“Stop that. And before you squeal, you know you want me to break that habit.” He stared at her short nails and sighed, going back to the pretend dating conversation. “It’s not a big deal. Being such a big company, I bet they get loads of query letters.”

He worried about her. He was the one who knew her better than anyone and understood the bouts of frustration that gripped her some days when doubt hung on her shoulders.

“It is to me. I’ve put in so many applications to Zapper and I never hear anything. I don’t understand what I’m doing wrong. It’s like I’m not good enough for them.”

He pushed her up and cupped her chin with his hand, running his thumb over her bottom lip. “Don’t ever think that. You know you’re perfect for them. You live and breathe data, and that’s what they’re built on. Look at the grades you got in college, for goodness’ sake. If that’s not good enough for Zapper, they don’t know what they’re doing. Seriously.”

“I know you’re trying to make me feel better, and I do appreciate it. You know I do. I’m just having a moment because they haven’t replied– again!”

Crease kissed her forehead and pulled her close. “Tell you what. Give it two more weeks. By then we should be seeing some results here from the data and the workshops, plus it will give you enough for a decent spreadsheet if you want to use it to show off. If it takes longer, so be it, although I can’t see it happening like that. But once you get your numbers, I’ll help with a new résumé and you can query them again. I wonder if we just need to apply the dating principles to your application to make it stand out more from the crowd?”

She tilted her head back to meet his eyes and screwed her face up. “Really? You think that might help?”

Crease shrugged. “What have we got to lose?”

“You’re right. Absolutely nothing.”

He nudged her off his knee. “I was also thinking of backing yourself in by finding common ground with people on sites like LinkedIn or Fiverr. You might be able to connect with other people that already work there or have in the past. Get some ideas of how to make your résumé stand out. Don’t be afraid to ask for what you want.” Crease shrugged. “Put yourself out there and see what comes back. Maybe word of mouth is the way to go. You have nothing to lose.”

Her face lit up. “You’re right. I have a profile on LinkedIn, but I haven’t been very active. That might have to change.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Crease. You always know what to say to make me feel better. I can find people who work at the company already and stalk them—but in a nice unstalkerish way, of course.” She winked at him over her shoulder as she walked away.

Alice would know which LinkedIn members worked at Zapper within minutes once she put her mind to it. He was surprised she hadn’t already thought of it.

But it was the least he could do, considering he felt guilty for dragging her to Marietta. “I think it’s time to hit the sack. The girls will be back in tomorrow afternoon to report in and see what you have to say, so we’re both going to be busy. I have a group of guys to see to first, plus a one-on-one with our most nervous client. It’s going to be a big day.”

She stopped at her bedroom door and lifted her hands over her head, stretching out the kinks in her back. “Listen, about that kiss earlier.”

Crease stood and patted her on the butt as he passed, nudging her to her own room. “Think nothing of it, Alice. I liked it. Night.” He wiggled his fingers and headed to his bedroom.

He liked it! Well, that was a weird thing to say, but it might go some way to dismissing the guilt he felt. Deep down he wanted her to kiss him. He wanted way more, too, and this fake relationship was making it harder to keep his feelings to himself. The sooner they came clean to the town and she moved to Seattle, the better for his heart. Grumpy, he stumbled to bed.


Chapter Seven


The following morning Alice was already at her desk when Crease made it downstairs. The only way he knew she was already up were the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink and the coffeepot percolating. “You’re the early bird today.”

She grinned. “I wanted to get a head start on those LinkedIn comments from last night. The way I figure it, if I don’t hurry up and make the effort, it’ll be too late. I’ll be an old lady looking for a retirement home instead of a job. No more dallying around. I need to make a move and do this.”

Crease smiled and sat at his own desk. He brought up the latest profiles Alice had done and started reading them. Anything to keep himself focused and avoid thinking about her leaving.

He was onto the second client’s data when Alice tapped her pen on the desk and nodded her head toward the door. “He looks like he’s about to run, Crease. Don’t let him go now that I’ve done his profile.”

Nash Mitchell stood outside on the pavement, his Stetson in his hands, his face a mix of emotions.

“Oh, crap.” Crease jumped up and strode outside to greet his client. “Nash. Come on in. I’ve been expecting you.”

Nash ran his fingers around the brim of his hat and kept his gaze on the ground. “Look, Crease. I’m not sure this is going to work.”

Crease put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Let’s go down the road and grab a coffee. We can talk about it there if you’re more comfortable.”

Nash nodded his head and stared at the pink and red hearts raining down the window. “Yeah, that might be best.” He slapped his hat on his head and hurried down the pavement as if being too close to anything remotely pink was going to bite him.

Crease took big strides to keep up with him. He didn’t want to lose Nash as a client before he found him love. More because he hated to fail than the monetary side of things. “How are things out at the ranch? Keeping you busy, I guess?”

“Yeah. Can’t complain.”

Crease waved as they passed Sage’s chocolate shop. He’d stop and get some more of Alice’s favorite caramels on the way back if he had a chance. “Jethro tells me that the price of beef is going up every day. Guess that’s gotta make a difference to your bottom line.”

“Makes up for the last year when things were a bit tough. Price of feed was up the year before, so this will help things along.” Nash paused outside the café. “Do you mind if we sit out here under the shade? Don’t want to go inside and have anyone’s ears flapping over our conversation.”

“Sure. Whatever you’re comfortable with.” It was empty in the garden, and Crease followed his client to a corner table, feeling sorry for the man. “This is nice, actually, to get out of the office.”

Nash put his hat on the ground and smoothed down his salt and pepper hair. “It’s going good for you then, this new venture?”

“It is. We’ve had more signups than we thought we’d get. I’ve done my first group training for a group of ladies and we have the first men’s one today. Things are humming along nicely.” Crease ordered himself a coffee, waited until Nash placed his order and the waitress left them alone.

“Tell me, did you give much thought to what we talked about?” Crease had laid out a brief plan for Nash to follow to help build his confidence and get him out in the public so he could meet people.

“I’m trying, Crease. It’s hard, you know? This is not how I usually live.” He put his hands on the table. “I feel out of my element looking for women to date. Here I am, forty-eight years old and single. I have no idea how to approach a woman and I don’t like it.”

Fair call. He heard that often. “Okay, tell me then, what do you feel comfortable doing in the public? What do you do know that involves people?”

“You mean like coming to town, not at the ranch, right?”

“Yes. Like today. What will you do before you go home? Groceries, fuel?”

“Stop at the feed barn for cattle drench, the vet’s for an injection for my horse, and”—he dropped his head, looking at his hands—“stop at the library and swap my books.”

Crease didn’t see that coming. “You like to read, Nash? What are you reading now?”

“Taylor Sheehan has a book club going at the library. She’s the librarian now. Pa always said I was wasting my time with my nose in a book, but I don’t care. I enjoy reading and it gives me a break from ranch work. Nothing wrong with it in my mind.”

“I totally agree. I love reading, and not because I had to read for my degree at college. You know our mom was an avid romance reader, right?” Crease had very fond memories of his mom and her books.

Nash lifted his head and gave the first genuine smile that day. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“Didn’t you ever wonder where I got my name from? It’s not very common.”

They paused their conversation, accepted their coffees, and thanked the waitress.

“She named me after one of her favorite Regency characters, Lord Crease of Cumberland.” He sipped his coffee and tried not to react to the startled look Nash gave him. “I’m the last the person who’d diss anyone for reading. I kept all of her books and still read them to this day. Seriously, I did. But I love espionage too. It’s fun to get lost in books. They take you on a journey you didn’t know you wanted to take.”

Nash agreed and seemed to open up now that Crease had validated his hobby. “I don’t get to the library often, but now and then I manage a night off. I enjoy talking about the story and listening to what other people thought of the book too. No good trying to discuss it with Pa or Leroy. They don’t read anything but the paper.”

“Now that’s the kind of feedback I wanted to hear from you. Okay, so here’s what you’re going to do. Remember we discussed how you need to speak to more people to widen your circle? Alice thinks the perfect place for you to find your partner is somewhere quiet and cultured. Forget the hotel. Library, movies, musicals, or recitals are more your thing. Even opera—there isn’t much scope for that in Marietta but you could always make the trip to Bozeman if necessary. I hear they have local productions every now and then. I want you to talk to every single person in the book club meeting next time you meet. When’s that likely to happen?”

“Tomorrow night.”

“Good. Stick with the simple and short questions. Ask about parts of the book you enjoyed or found a bit controversial. Pretty sure you do that kind of thing anyway. Compliment men and women, and remember to grow your circle. Nobody said it will happen overnight, but if you don’t put yourself out there, you won’t find the woman of your dreams. You can do this, Nash. I have faith in you.”

Nash snorted. “More than I do. Feel like a pretentious old fool if you want to know the truth.”

“But you want someone to call your own, too. You have to work out what you want most. A partner or a solitary life. Simple as that.”

“Been a bachelor for far too long for my liking. Sick of talking to my stupid brother every night, listening to him moan about every silly little thing.”

“You guys still share a bunkhouse?”

Nash shook his head. “No. He’s still in there. I moved into the big house once Pa got bad. He’s close to going to the nursing home. I’ll stay there, don’t want to leave it empty and sure as heck don’t want to share quarters with my annoying brother.”

“Must be quite lonely not having someone special of your own.” Crease watched the emotions running through the other man’s eyes. He had to help him find a soul mate. It was why he was in Marietta, and something about Nash being so alone tugged at his heart. He could understand not having a significant female in his life because that was how Crease grew up. No mother or grandmother to guide him.

“I guess.” He fiddled with the handle on his coffee cup. “Thing is, I like the quiet life too. Doubt I’m going to find anyone who wants to shut themselves off out there on that big old ranch.”

So full of doubt. Crease couldn’t wait to see if Alice had it right with Nash, but she was rarely wrong. Hopefully, there was someone in Marietta who would fit the bill. “Now that, my friend, is where you’re wrong. I firmly believe there’s someone for everyone. You merely have to find them, and what better way than putting yourself out in public. Sorry to say, you won’t have ladies knocking down your door like the romance novels would have us believe. But, with the things I’ve told you and the profile Alice put together for you, I have every belief that you won’t be alone for too long.”

Nash made a disparaging noise, but he didn’t put Crease off.

“Have faith, Nash. I have a reputation to uphold.” And that rep had been built over the years. “I want to dance at your wedding.”

The older man laughed, but it had a bitterness to it Crease wanted to wipe away. “Think you’re clutching at straws.”

“Not me. I believe in you. Call me if anything happens and you need any guidance, okay? I’m here for you, Nash. You only need to ask.”

“Never thought I’d see you as the dating doctor when you went away to college. Always thought you’d come back and work for one of your brothers. Let’s hope your education pays off, for me anyway.”

“It will. Start today when you swap your books. Talk to everyone you come into contact with, and if they look like they want to make conversation, stick with it.”

“I’ll try.”

Crease stood up and held out his hand. “I mean it, Nash. Call me anytime you want to. Now go out and put what I taught you to good practice. I expect to hear you have a date by the end of the week.”
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“I’m here to see Crease.” Tall, dark, and handsome paused at her desk, his hand on his hip and a grin that would melt the asphalt on the road outside aimed in her direction.

Great, someone who thought they knew it all and was God’s gift to women. Why was he even here? Oh, that was right. Because he couldn’t get a date doing what he’d always done.

“Right this way, sir. Crease won’t be long. He’s on his way back to the office as we speak.” She stood up and guided the client to the conference, but at the door he grabbed her arm.

“Any chance I can score a date with you? You look like the kinda girl I’d like to take home.” His smarmy grin made Alice’s insides roil.

She hated this overconfident type of male who thought every woman was fair game and he was capable of drawing any of them in by merely being alive and breathing the same air as her. He was the guy at the party who thought the crowd was there for his benefit, his own personal smorgasbord. Hence the reason he was still looking for the right one. Nobody wanted him when they found out all he cared about was adding a notch to his belt. How these guys still existed was beyond her. She couldn’t wait to see what his data showed her.

“You’ll have to go past me.” Crease walked in the door.

Perfect timing! He strolled over to Alice, slipped an arm around her waist, moved her out of Mr. Sleaze’s way and kissed her senseless. She clung to him, savoring the feel of his lips on hers, the way her heart raced in excitement. Alice couldn’t have stopped him if she wanted to. She was so lost in the moment she forgot the guy standing beside her or the room full of clients just waiting for Crease to teach them the perfect way to win over the woman of their dreams.

Her heart pounded when he pulled his lips from hers, but the heat in his eyes sent it up another notch. This affected him, too, from the look of things—or was it just that they were on display and Crease was the ultimate salesman? She would never know unless she asked him, and that was too embarrassing to contemplate.

Whistles came from the conference room. “Man, I want what he has.”

“You sell that kind of charm by the bottle, pal?” Even the overconfident man who hit on her was gobsmacked. He stood watching with his mouth open and a stunned look in his eyes. Take that, sleaze!

He pulled himself together enough to ask a question. “That’s some kind of move. Can you teach me that?”

“And that, gentlemen, is how you treat the woman of your dreams, as though there is nobody else around.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Let’s get this show on the road, gentlemen. See you later, my dear Alice.” Crease winked at her and shut the door to the conference room.

Holy crap. That kiss was amazing! It reverberated right down to her toes and made her hair follicles stand on end. Alice stumbled back to her desk and fell into her chair. Her skin was buzzing and a burning heat bristled over her whole body. She’d never felt this way before. She dropped her head in her hands. How was she going to pretend that their relationship was built on fake feelings after that kiss?

It was the insistent buzz of the telephone that snapped her back to the present. “Hello, Alice speaking.”

“Hey, Alice. This is Lianne. You know, from the coaching class last week. Listen, I did what Crease said and I have two dates lined up and I haven’t even had my session with you yet.” She squealed so loud Alice had to tear the phone from her ear. “I don’t believe it. I’ve never had the nerve to approach anyone like this before. Usually, I hide in the corner of the room at a party and wait for it to be over but not last night. No. This shy little duck did what Crease said. I worked the room like I owned it, baby.”

“That’s fantastic.” Alice couldn’t wait to tell Crease. He’d be thrilled for Lianne.

“And guess what else. One of the guys I met came to the bar to ask me out today. That never happens. It’s only the drunks who hit me up at work.”

“Amazing what a little confidence and a few pointers can do, Lianne. I’m so happy for you. Crease will be too.”

“He’s so amazing. I was jealous of you at first having such an awesome man to call your own, but now I’m thankful I met the two of you. Tell Crease I won’t be there today because I’m out on a date, but I’ll call him later, okay? And I’ll be sure to catch up with you soon too if things don’t work out.”

“Sure thing. I’ll email your profile over anyway so you have it to look at. Now you have fun, and please let us know if we can help anytime. I mean it. All part of the service.”

“I will.” Lianne hung up.

Jealous of them. That was funny. There was nothing to be jealous about. It was all fake, all for the business. But Alice wished it wasn’t so.

An hour later, just as Crease was seeing out his coaching class, the phone rang. “Alice speaking.”

“Um, I need to speak to Crease, please.”

“Sure, who’s speaking?”

“This here is Nash Mitchell.”

Alice caught Crease’s attention as he shut the door behind the last man. “For you,” she said. “Nash Mitchell.”

Crease hurried over and put the call on speaker. “Hey, Nash. What can I do for you?”

“Oh, man. Heck, Crease. I don’t know what to do.” The poor guy sounded like his world was going to end.

“What’s wrong? Talk to me, my friend.” Crease sat down on the edge of Alice’s desk. She leaned back in her chair and watched him try to calm Nash, who sounded like he was going to explode from tension.

“Oh, man. I went to the library like I told you I was going to do.” The sound of a truck rattling along the highway came over the line. “I did what you said; I spoke to everyone I saw.”

“Good for you. Where are you, Nash? You could come in if that’s easier for you. I’m free now.”

“I’m on my way back to the ranch. But here’s the thing. It worked better than I thought it would.”

Crease grinned at Alice and they did a quieter version of their high five hand slap. “I’m glad.”

“Heck, I’m not. Got me into all sorts of trouble and now you have to get me out of it.” Nash muttered something they couldn’t decipher, but it didn’t sound good.

“What kind of trouble? Are you okay? Pull over, Nash, and calm down. Way you’re going you’re likely to run off the road.” They could hear road traffic noise in the background.

A curse followed by the sound of gravel crunching under tires, and then a door slammed. Finally a clear voice came over the line. “Damn fool thing to do, I’m telling you now. I don’t know why I listened to you in the first place.”

Crease grinned at Alice. “Because you want to find your life partner, that’s why. Now tell me calmly what happened.”

Nash sighed. “Went to return my books and greeted everyone including Taylor, the librarian.”

“Go on.”

Alice linked her fingers and listened intently.

“You know she’s going on maternity leave, right? Well, her fill-in lady was there and we got to talking.”

“That’s good, Nash.” Crease winked at Alice. He was loving this matchmaking.

“No, it’s not. I got carried away and asked her out to dinner. Fool woman said yes. What the heck am I going to do now? I’ve never taken a woman out to dinner before.”

Alice’s mouth dropped open. “Never?” she mouthed to Crease.

“Don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll help you out. We can discuss it all before you go.”

“You’re going to do better than that. You and your girlfriend are going to come with me or I’m going to cancel.” He sucked in a breath. “Graff Hotel at seven thirty. Don’t be late.” He disconnected the call.


Chapter Eight


“How do I look?” Alice turned full circle in front of him and Crease’s heart flipped. The raspberry-red dress showed her delicate shoulder blades, tiny waist, and gave off a happy vibe he found hard to ignore. She had no idea how gorgeous she was.

“Perfect.”

“I can’t believe we’re doing this, Crease. I know we want the business to take off, but if word gets out that we double date, can you imagine how much time it will take up if other clients want the same thing? Everyone will want the one-on-one treatment.”

He doubted there were too many people as unsure of themselves as Nash. “It’s okay, honestly. Poor guy is a social misfit and I want to change that for him. Besides, he’s almost family.”

Alice placed a hand on his chest and gave him a tender smile. “You’re such a sweet guy. I can’t believe more people don’t take advantage of that. You do so much for everyone.”

“Not everyone, Alice. That guy who was hitting on you today, he’d never get this kind of treatment. I’m not silly. I can see who’s genuine and who isn’t. I happen to like Nash even though he and his brother gave my brother Nate a hard time when he was courting Joy.”

“They did? You never told me about that part. What happened? You rarely talk about your family much.”

“It’s not like I want to try to get sympathy, and if you knew the whole sordid story, you might feel obliged to send some my way. I’d rather focus on now, not back then. My life is better than it’s ever been.” He pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. “Mainly thanks to you.”

Alice blushed so prettily he wanted to kiss her again. But that would be pushing the friendship if there was nobody to play up to. Crease didn’t want to step over the line and embarrass her.

“How much longer do we need to keep up this farce?”

“Can we give it a couple of weeks? That’s what we discussed, and I think we need to stick to that. It won’t be so hard tonight, you’ll see. Nash just needs someone to hold his hand a little. Look how fast he picked up on the meet and greet. He got a date out of it, so I’m pretty sure he can handle himself once his nerves calm down.”

Alice smoothed her dress down over her hips and picked up her purse, flashing him her usual bright smile. “Right. Let’s get this show on the road. It’s almost time and this girl needs feeding. As much as I appreciated those chocolates you brought me today, they don’t really constitute a full meal.”

“Sorry, ma’am. Next time I’ll make sure the box is bigger.” Crease hooked a hand through her arm and walked her downstairs. He locked the door behind them, and, hand-in-hand, they walked toward the Graff Hotel. They didn’t have far to go and the temperature was still nice this time of the evening.

As they crossed the street to the Graff, Nash pulled in and parked out front. His shoulders visibly relaxed as he spotted them. “Crease, Alice. Glad you could make it.” He hurried around to the passenger side of the truck and held the door open for his date.

Apart from his nerves, Nash didn’t need much in the way of help as far as Crease could see. All he needed was a confidence boost. And someone to convince him to stop stressing out.

“Crease, Alice, I’d like you to meet Sandra Wallace. She’s filling in at the library while Taylor goes on maternity leave. Sandra, these here are friends of mine. Crease and his lovely lady, Alice.”

Sandra smiled and held out her hand to the both of them. “Nash has told me all about you. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

Alice shook her hand. “A librarian. Wow, I envy you. There’s nothing I’d like more than to lose myself between the shelves of the local library. I haven’t had a chance yet, as we haven’t been in town that long.”

“Oh, you must come over and say hello. Join in with some of our library activities.” She put her hand on Nash’s arm, making his eyes flicker. “Nash is going to be at the book club meeting tomorrow night. Why not join us, Alice?”

“I’d love to, but we have training tomorrow night. I might pop in during the day though. I’d love to see what books you have. I need some good spy stories to keep me awake at night.”

“My favorite genre. I have some new ones in that are just going on the shelves now. Lee Child and David Baldacci, my automatic go-to authors. When you do come in, make sure to give me a shout, Alice. I’d be happy to help you find what you need.”

Crease put his hand on Alice’s back and urged her into the hotel. They waited at the restaurant door to be seated.

“Table for Nash Mitchell. I booked earlier.” Nash gave Crease a quick glance, his eyes full of hope and desperation.

“Sandra, tell me, where do you hail from?” Crease gave the lady his full attention to take the focus from the nervous man.

She turned toward him, giving Nash a reprieve. “Washington, actually. But in the last few years I’ve been traveling around, seeing something of the country while helping out whatever library needs me. I love temp work, and it gives me a chance to see places I haven’t been to before.”

“That must be exciting.” Alice picked up some menus and handed them to Crease as they followed the waitress to their table. Crease held the chair out for Alice and Nash followed suit for Sandra.

“It is. I’ve enjoyed seeing different towns and making friends, but I have to admit to being ready to settle down for a while now. I’ve missed having that community connection, and keeping friends is harder when you’re not in one place for very long.”

“It must be difficult saying goodbye once you get to know people.” Crease passed them each a menu. “I’d find it a challenge.”

Sandra gave Nash a winning smile and rested a hand on his arm. “I might be tempted to stay in Marietta if I find the right house to buy and a job after Taylor comes back to work. So far, I really like what I see here.”

Nash choked on his water and Sandra patted him on the back as he spluttered. Crease found it hard to keep a straight face, but the pressure from Alice’s hand on his knee helped keep things under control.

“That’s good to hear. I’ve been away in college for the last five years, but I have to admit to really enjoying being back. What they say about there being no place like home is true. I just didn’t realize it until I came back.”

“And what were you studying, Crease?”

“Business management. Alice and I both majored with honors.”

“You are a couple of clever kids. And Nash tells me you have your own business in town too. He didn’t say what you do exactly.” Sandra took a sip of water and gave them a smile while Nash fidgeted beside her.

“We’ve started up a matchmaking business.” Crease could feel Nash’s gaze burning into him, but there was no way to avoid giving the true answer. She was bound to find out sooner or later, and in his opinion, it was better to get it out of the way earlier.

There was a pregnant pause before Sandra replied. “Well now, if that isn’t the most interesting thing I’ve heard all week. A matchmaking business. Tell me, Alice, what made you so interested in being part of the latest trend of finding love online?”

“Actually, it’s nothing like Tinder or It’s Just Lunch. While we do have online signup forms, we like to have face-to-face contact with our clients. What we do is way more involved than most companies, and we don’t actually supply people you can match with. We drill down in the data of what you want in a partner, what your best match will be, and coach you how to find your own date.” Crease listened while Alice expanded on their business model. Once she got to talking data and figures, her face became more animated, her voice excited, and she spoke with her hands. A lot!

Sandra turned to her date. “Don’t tell me you’ve been listening to Crease, Nash?”

Nash squirmed in his seat, blushing furiously as he searched for words, his hand out beseeching Crease to help him.

“I’ve been watching him over the last few weeks, trying to gather courage to talk to him when he came in for new books, but believe it or not, I’m a bit shy in that department,” Sandra continued. “I never did have much luck with the dating scene and gave up until Nash came along.”

Beads of sweat rolled down Nash’s forehead.

“When I first saw Nash, he avoided all eye contact and I knew exactly how he felt. Today something changed, and if it was because of you, Crease, I’ll be eternally grateful. I never would’ve had the courage to ask him out no matter how much I wanted to.”

Nash’s mouth dropped open as he stared at her. “Really? You wanted to ask me out?”

Sandra nodded and two identical spots of color washed over her cheeks.

Before Crease’s eyes, Nash changed. The once rounded shoulders sat taller, his chest puffed out, and the hound dog look in his eyes disappeared. In its place sat a man who wore a confident smile, a certain swagger of pride he’d hidden behind self-doubt. He was coming into his own and it made Crease proud to see his most nervous client in a much happier place.
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Alice gripped Crease’s hand under the table. It was so sweet to see how he had changed Nash’s life with a short coaching session. Crease had that way about him that resonated with people. He filled them with drive and passion to take their life into their own hands and make it better. Often only simple changes were needed, but they gave such brilliant results, and seeing him work his magic on his hometown crowd gave her all kinds of warm and fuzzy feelings that hadn’t been there before. It made her love him even more.

“I have a cousin who’s a freelance writer for a magazine. Would you mind if I told him about your business?” Sandra dabbed at her lips with the serviette and placed it on the table. “He’s always looking for interesting stories to share. You’ve probably seen some of his work around. He’s quite well-known in certain circles.” She named a couple of magazine articles, but they had no idea who he was.

Alice and Crease shared a glance. “No, sorry. I’m sure that would be fine though. All the advertising we can get can only be a good thing, right, Crease?”

“Sure. I’m all for it.”

Alice stood. “Excuse me, folks. I need the ladies’ room.”

“I’ll come with you.” Sandra walked with Alice to the back of the restaurant. When they were in private, she took Alice’s arm. “I have to say thank you again. The change in Nash is amazing, and I have really good vibes about us being together.”

Alice put her purse on the counter and took out her lipstick. “I’m so glad, Sandra. You two look great together.”

“Just like you and Crease. Gosh, you make the cutest couple ever.”

Alice looked at her in the mirror. “Thanks. We’re great friends and get on so well. Did from the day we met, actually.” She filled in her lips, watching Sandra fluffing up her hair. “Looks like you and Nash are getting on really well too.”

“He’s such a gentleman. I really didn’t think I’d find anyone at my age.”

Alice put her lipstick away. “Can I ask how old you are?”

“I’m thirty-eight. Spinster almost. At least that’s what my mama calls me. Past the use-by date once I hit my thirties, in her opinion. It got harder and harder to date the older I got. It’s not nice being a middle-aged woman on the dating circle, Alice. Lucky you and Crease have each other and you won’t have to experience that sense of failure like I have.”

Alice turned. “It’s not a failure because you don’t get married at twenty-five. Lots of women put a career first. It’s a different world these days.”

Sandra moved closer to the mirror and patted her hair. “Yes, that’s true, but try telling my mama that. I’m not one of those women who wanted a career really. I wanted a home and a family of my own. I never met the right man.”

“Until Nash?”

“Will I sound needy if I say yes? Look, I know it’s early days and we hardly know each other, but neither of us is getting any younger. We don’t have the time to be fussy or silly about a relationship. I know what I want and I’m not going to play hard to get like a younger person might do. If I like Nash as much as I think I do, I’m going to do my best to make this work.”

“I believe you, Sandy. You have your head in the right place, but if you need anything, please let me know. I’d love to see you guys make a good go of it.” Alice picked up her purse, checking the mirror one more time. “Crease always says there’s someone for everyone out there, and I happen to agree with him. You just have to be open to recognizing that person when they cross your path.”

Listen to her giving out advice as though she knew everything. Was Crease the person for her? What if she ignored that little niggle and let him go? Would she find herself resenting her life when she hit her late thirties because her career got the better of her? Alice shuddered at the thought of being alone looking for love. How sad would it be for her, after helping set up a business that specialized in couples, to be single because she was too scared to put her heart on the line?

“Exactly. Just like you and Crease.” Sandra turned toward the door. “Shall we return to the boys? They’re probably wondering what’s keeping us.”

[image: *]*

“She’s smitten with Nash,” Alice told him on the walk home later that night.

Nash had acted like someone without a care in the world after Sandra’s revelation. Crease admitted he’d never heard him talk so much in his life. As the evening progressed, he’d opened up about his father’s illness, how his brother and sister had gotten so angry with the way Nash’s father had treated their youngest brother Bradley and his wife that they’d up and left Marietta, swearing never to return while Pa was still alive. He touched on the work it took to run the ranch with only two of them left. Sandra had hung onto his every word, putting a few well-chosen comments in the conversation as the opportunity arose. When it came to discussing her career, she glowed.

“I love working at the library because books are my thing. I’ve loved them since I was a small child. If working there came to an end, I think I’d like to set up a bookstore and specialize in second hand and collectables. Do something different like you two have with your matchmaking business. It might be a good time for me to take up my other passion.”

“And what is that?” Nash asked.

“I like to write. Something I’ve been playing with over the years. I’ve written a few pieces for magazines and had them published. I often wonder if I could go one better and get a book deal.”

“I think that’s a great goal to work toward.” Alice chewed over Sandra’s comments. Everything she said made sense. People should go after their dreams, which was what Alice was doing. So why did it feel as though she was taking the easy way out where Crease was concerned?

The rest of the evening had raced past. Seeing Nash and Sandra becoming more and more smitten with each other left a gaping hole in Alice’s heart and she had no idea what to do about it.


Chapter Nine


“Alice Winter speaking.”

“Hello, Alice. Ryan Chandler here. My cousin, Sandra, gave me your phone number.”

Last night. Gosh, this guy was quick off the mark. “That’s right. She mentioned you. How can I help you, Ryan?” Alice kicked Crease under the table to get his attention from the screen he was glued to.

“I wanted to do an interview with you and your business partner. The sooner the better for me as I have a deadline looming and have nothing in the way of a good news story standing out as yet. I’m hoping you can give me what I’m looking for. How about later today?”

Alice put her hand over the phone. “He wants to do a story this afternoon. Is that good for you? Check your calendar.”

Crease nodded and gave her the thumbs-up.

She returned to the conversation. “Ryan, sure. That would be fine with us. Do you know where we are?”

“I certainly do. I checked you out online before I called in case my dear cousin had it wrong, being the romantic she is, but this time she was right on the money. I like what I see. How about three o’clock?”

“Sure. That suits us fine.”

“Do you mind if I bring a cameraman to take video as well as still shots? If the interview turns out well, I sometimes like to put it on my blog as extra content for my readers.”

Alice pulled a face. “Um, sure.”

After she hung up, Crease leaned back in his chair. “And?”

She rolled her eyes. “He wants to video us and if he’s happy with it, maybe put it on his blog.” That would mean changing clothes and making sure her makeup was perfect. Oh, boy. Why did it feel as though things were getting away from her? She wasn’t comfortable in front of a camera at the best of times, let alone a video recording. Even when she Skyped, Alice used an avatar instead of live feed.

“Great stuff. I can’t wait.” Crease jumped out of his chair and pulled Alice into a hug. “Between us, we’re setting the dating world on fire.” He started pacing the room, his excitement reverberating off him.

“Did I tell you another member of the ladies’ group has scored a second date with her man? She’s really doing well. So proud of her.”

Alice rested back in her chair, her nerves tightening with the impending interview. “It’s because you’re so good at what you do.”

He spun on his heel and pointed to her. “That’s because you nail down what these clients really want or need. If I didn’t have that, things would be different. We’d be going in blind with all the moves but no direction.” He clapped his hands together and held his fingers to his lips. “This guy, Ryan. I think I should find out what I can about him. It could come in handy at the interview if we’re in the know. Is he married, single, in a relationship, or looking for one? Might be able to do a live setup while he’s here. That would give us so much more credibility, don’t you think?”

“Sure. But let me do it. It’s more my thing than yours.” It would certainly take her mind off performing in front of the camera, and gathering info was her version of adrenaline. She flexed her fingers. “Leave it with me.”

Two hours later, Alice shared a document link with Crease. “It’s in the database.”

“You’re a machine. Thanks.” Crease sat down at his computer and opened the file while Alice rocked in her chair. “Single, good. Bit of a show pony but that’s not the end of the world. He might need to tone down the bravado a bit, but at least he’s not a total recluse.”

“No. He has some good elements, but his style is a bit over-the-top for his personality. I think he’s overcompensating, trying to be as famous as some of his guests when he comes across as the quiet type at heart.”

Crease grinned. “You got it. This guy needs to let his true personality shine and he’ll be off the dating list for sure. He seems like a really nice guy once you get past all the flash he likes to push on social media. I think it’s scaring off too many of his type of women. It’d be hard to live up to what he puts out there.”

What about me, Crease? What do you see when you look at me? The nerdy Alice, the one who’s good with figures? But is that all you see?

What about the kind Alice, the one who hated to see people unhappy, because that was the real reason she agreed to go into business with him. How about the funny Alice? Quirky but serious Alice. Did he like her, too, or was it only her mind Crease liked best?

Tell me who my type is because apart from the first heady days of college, you don’t look at me like that anymore. Are you my type, Crease?

Wait. Don’t answer that.
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Ryan gave his cameraman a nod. “One, two, three. Good afternoon, folks. Today I’m in the small town of Marietta to meet the one and only dating doctor, Crease Hansen, and the brains behind the operation, Alice Winter.”

The camera zoomed in on them and Alice stiffened beside Crease. He put his arm around her and pulled her close.

“Crease, I understand that your approach to matchmaking is very different from any other dating company out there. Give me a quick rundown of why you started this business.”

“It wasn’t anything I planned, Ryan. When I went away to college I was like any young guy, I suppose. Cocky and full of myself. Thought any girl would accept if I asked her out, but I was shot down so many times I was embarrassed. So, I started to find out why.”

Ryan’s lips twitched. “Care to share what you discovered?”

“My technique sucked, basically. I came on with too much bravado and not enough sensitivity. It was actually Alice who put things into perspective for me. She said, and I quote, ‘put it all on a spreadsheet, your misses and hits, and see what the common denominator is.’”

“Seriously?”

Alice perked up. Dare to question her data and she fired fast. “Yes, seriously.”

“I don’t quite understand. Surely it’s not that easy.”

“Not quite, but that’s the beginning,” she said. “When we take on a client, they fill out an information sheet, and that’s where I start to find their perfect type of match. I look at their social media, their lifestyle, and I determine the right type of people to target and what they’re doing that turns off that group. Crease is the one who helps them change their behavior if need be to become successful.”

Crease rubbed her back and she gave him a timid smile.

“So you can personalize a plan for any lovesick single?”

“Sure.” Crease leaned forward. “I can even tell you what you’re doing wrong after this interview, Ryan, if you want me to.”

Ryan’s eyes bugged and his mouth dropped open. “Really? How? I mean, I haven’t given you any information.”

“I looked at your social media pages and made a profile from that.” Alice gave him a smug smile.

He dropped a casual kiss on her curls. “Nobody does data like my girl here.”

“This is perfect. Tell me now. I want to know what the heck I’m doing wrong. I get plenty of dates.” He preened for the camera. “But I’ve yet to meet anyone who made me think of forever. Sorry, ladies.”

Crease proceeded to tell Ryan what Alice had told him earlier. Ryan appeared dumbstruck.

“So what would you encourage me to do if we had time to do a coaching session?”

“You’re targeting the wrong kind of women, for starters. You need to venture to quieter venues, ditch the bars where the celebrities hang out and go to more meaningful places. Like local concerts and art shows. Join a painting class if that’s where your passion is. Stop acting as though you want to be in the limelight all the time if what you really want is the quiet life. You can have a different lifestyle from your job. The two aren’t exclusive.”

“On your private social media page, you post more photos of your cats and your art than anything. Why do you think that is?” Alice tilted her head and smiled at him.

“Because I like my cats. They’re not judgmental. They like me just the way I am.”

“And so should the women you date. If they don’t, you’re dating the wrong ones.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “You’re the first person to say that to me.” He leaned back in his chair, his face a mix of confusion with a dose of annoyance thrown in.

Alice gripped Crease’s hand. “Sorry, but you did ask.”

Ryan’s gaze flickered up to her face, and he lifted his chin defiantly. “Yes, I did. And you’re right, of course. I’ll freely admit it. I may edit that bit out later when my ego gets the better of me if I decide to put it to air, but we’ll see.”

“Your call, of course, and we’d appreciate warning if it does go live. But that’s how our matchmaking service works. And if you’ve checked us out, you’ll know we have great results, don’t we, Crease?”

Ryan pursed his lips, obviously still miffed. “What made you take your passion for setting up dates to turn it into a business?”

Crease sat up straight. “Have you seen the divorce rate?”

“Hasn’t everyone? It’s becoming a ‘thing’ to be married as many times as you can squeeze in. At least for some people, it would seem.”

“I don’t like to talk about it, but I come from a broken home, so you could say I have experience and it motivated me to do all I can.” He took a breath as Alice glanced at him sideways. He’d never been comfortable discussing his childhood with anyone before, including her. But it was too late to back out now. “Do you have any idea what that does to a child, Ryan? Does anyone think of what’s best for the kids in the relationship these days, or are they all about their own feelings and what works for them?”

“I would think they’d take the children’s feelings into consideration. Don’t they?”

“Some do, yes, but not everyone. Egos and hurt feelings tend to get in the way. My father didn’t care. He walked away and we never saw him again. That left a big scar, and I had to do something about it. I don’t want any child to go through what we did. The dating doctor, as you call me, came about because it’s something I’m passionate about.”

Ryan leaned forward, a softer smile on his face now that the conversation wasn’t focused on him. “I like that it’s personal to you, Crease. And you, Alice, why are you involved? Is it because your boyfriend is?”

She took a breath. “I believe in it as much as Crease does. His intentions are good, and we know it works.”

“I have to say, when I first heard about you, I thought this might be a convenient love affair to boost your business, but I can see that it’s the real deal between you. Tell me more about how you met, and when’s the big day?”

Crease hoped he could keep a straight face as he brushed over the truth and gave the reporter what he wanted to hear. “We started out as best friends in college. The first time I asked Alice out, she turned me down. She was the one who made me want to do better.”

“That’s so sweet, Crease.” Ryan sighed and fanned his face. “I hope I get as lucky as you two lovebirds. You say Alice turned you down. How did you get past that? Give our fans something to cling onto, a spark of hope.”

“Alice turned me down multiple times. At first it hurt, you know. I couldn’t figure out what I was doing wrong. But once I started to chart it like she suggested, a pattern emerged and Alice realized how accurate it could be if we took it a step further with data mining. Not only was I full of myself, I was targeting all the wrong girls, with the exception of Alice. Because I was the quiet country boy, I figured that putting myself out there would be a good thing. But it wasn’t. None of my dates lasted beyond the one night.”

Ryan nodded, a pondering look on his face.

“So, a pattern eventually emerged, I analyzed it, and changed the people I approached. I joined more groups that suited my lifestyle. Math club, book club. Things that mattered to me.”

“And that worked?”

“Yes, Ryan. It did. And that was the beginning for me.”

Ryan winked. “And that was the beginning for you and Alice?”

Alice shook her head and so did Crease. “Sadly to say, no. We did stay best friends and it wasn’t until we decided to start the business that we really clicked.” Crease squeezed Alice’s hand. “Good things come to those who wait and plan. Especially if you know what you’re doing.”

Ryan sat back in his chair, a fixed smile on his face. Crease hoped that giving him a live lesson didn’t come back and bite them in the butt.

“Best of luck with the business and all the best for your future together.” He turned to his cameraman. “And that’s a wrap.”

Once the camera turned off, Ryan stood and discarded his microphone. “Okay, Dr. Love. Tell me how to get the woman of my dreams, because my life has become a nightmare of meaningless dates and horrid morning afters that don’t bear repeating.”

“I think you should listen to what Alice has to say. She’s done a quick profile on you.”

She gave Ryan a timid smile, and Crease watched as she laid out what she’d learned from his data. She was so earnest with her words, so confident that she was right. She was. Every single time.

That was why it hurt when she kept turning him down. She knew exactly what she was doing. He wasn’t good enough for her, not by a long shot. If she ever found out the reason for his move to Marietta, she’d never forgive him. The last thing he needed was her disappointment.

While she talked, he watched her lips, the way her hands gestured, and the light in her eyes as she detailed data. Thank goodness he didn’t have a Facebook page she could analyze. Staying off the grid was the only way he could keep his secret from her.


Chapter Ten


“Are you kidding me?” Alice tried to understand what Crease was saying. “A photographer and an assistant? Here? For us?”

He nodded.

“Makeup and clothing? The whole freaking deal?”

“That’s what they said. They’ll be here tomorrow by noon.”

Alice dropped into her chair, her face pale, eyes wide and terrified. “Look at me.”

“I don’t understand the problem. You look like Alice. I like what I see.”

He shrugged and she wanted to throw her computer mouse at him. Guys never got it. The panic, the fear that if she had a hair out of place or her eyeliner on crooked she’d be judged by whoever saw the article and shamed for eternity. Who could live that down? Certainly not Alice. The world had turned very judgmental and Alice hated that. It made her glad that, as a nerdy girl, she leaned more to the introverted side of personality orders.

Crease never worried about stuff like that, and he loved her without makeup, insisting she was perfect au natural. He never saw that side of social media because he never went on it, claimed he wanted to live in the real world. He never saw the nasty side of the internet, the judgy side that brought out all the bullies.

Besides, he was gorgeous no matter how much or how little time he took with his preparation. Girls could never get away with little or no preparation.

And there was the whole public persona Alice liked to avoid. The video interview was one thing and might never go to air, but to do a photo shoot that showed everyone who she was would be putting herself out where she didn’t want to be. She liked sitting behind her computer where nobody saw her. It was her thing. Anonymous and out of reach. Thank goodness she only trawled social media sites, rarely posted on them. Looked like she was going to get way more visibility thanks to the interview, more would be the pity. Images of hundreds of notifications commenting on her makeup and hair failures whizzed through her mind.

“Surely they got enough footage they can use.”

Crease screwed up his mouth in the cute way that usually meant he didn’t agree. “Apparently not what they were after. They said something about it being a spread in the magazines, something about syndicating it or something so they wanted styled shots. I don’t really understand all that stuff.”

“What?” she squeaked. Her heart went into overdrive and she gasped for breath. There went her anonymity.

Crease grabbed her shoulder. “Hey, calm down. You look like you’re going to pass out or something.”

“I might.” She took a moment to try to slow her heart, but it was no good. “Do you not understand what syndicating a magazine article means?”

“Nope.”

“It means, Crease, that we could be in every single magazine in America.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, my thoughts exactly. Why on earth would they do that? We’re a small-town dating business, not some flashy big chain company.”

He pulled his chair around and sat down, his face paling somewhat. “But this is amazing. Such an opportunity. We must have made an impression, I guess. Didn’t think it was going to get this big.” He blew out a breath and grinned. “We can do this, Alice. It’s more than I thought we’d get this early on, but think of the repercussions.”

He chewed on his bottom lip and her gaze was drawn to it. She licked her lips, leaned forward to touch him, her hand outstretched.

“Alice!”

She blinked and withdrew her hand. That was too close to call. “What?”

“What are we going to do? Do I really have to wear makeup? Surely, they meant that for you, not me.”

She poked her glasses up her nose and shrugged, trying to gather her scattered wits. “I’m going to the hair salon, and I’ll wait there until they fit me in.”
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“That’s it. Perfect.” The photographer adjusted his lens and clicked madly while Alice looked into Crease’s eyes. “You two are so cute.” He came closer, clicked some more. “Blow him a kiss, sweetie.”

Her pupils dilated as she did as instructed, and Crease grinned. Now that his nerves were calming down, this was kinda fun. At least he thought so once they stopped smearing goop on his face. Alice still looked like she wanted to bolt for the door. That scared rabbit look she got when her privacy was invaded and she couldn’t hide had dropped only a notch or two. She’d have to get used to being recognized if this went as well as the photographer said it would. Her days of hiding behind the computer screen were over.

They’d dressed her in a slinky red number, long and flowing around her ankles, a split that almost came to her waist. Her hair was pulled up in a bunch of messy curls on her head but still showing the coppery highlights she’d had put in yesterday. The makeup artist had spent time on her eyes making them smoky and sensual, ditching the glasses. She looked stunning, and her comments about messing up her makeup were unfounded.

“Okay, lose the shoes, Alice. I want to see you two dancing. Make sure it’s close and personal, Crease, okay? Let’s show the world how much you two are in love. Prove that the love doctor knows what he’s talking about.” The photographer instructed Lori, the dresser, to undo his bow tie and the top button of his white shirt. She messed up his hair a little as well.

“Beautiful. Don’t forget the close moves and don’t be afraid to kiss her senseless.” He grinned at Alice. “Darling, try not to look as though he’s going to eat you alive. You’re in love, remember, and I want to see it in your eyes. Stop looking like you don’t want to be here.”

She blushed. “Sorry.”

Lori touched up Alice’s lips and then stepped out of the way as the music began to play. “Don’t stop dancing until I tell you to.”

Crease held out his hand. “Shall we?” The Graff’s ballroom where they were set up was the perfect backdrop for the photo shoot. At first, Crease had been surprised, but when they arrived to meet the photographer, he’d been impressed. If they were going for a romantic feel, this place had it. Old-world charm with the lighting just right. He could imagine himself in another world.

He held out his arms to Alice and she glided into them. “I’m so scared right now.”

“It’s okay. We’re nearly done. Just dance and pretend we’re at a formal. Ignore the guy and it will be over before you know it.” He slid a hand down her dress to rest on the small of her back and linked his fingers through hers. Crease started moving across the floor. Slowly, Alice relaxed in his arms.

“Fun, right?”

She stared up at him. “I’d rather be in a battle with a two-year-old and a paint gun.”

Crease roared with laughter and tried to ignore Pete snapping away around them. “You say the darndest things, Alice.” He spun her around and let her go so she twirled in front of him, her dress floating out around her legs. A pretty smile lit up her face.

When he pulled her back in, the tension had gone from her body and she looked like she was finally enjoying the session.

“I’m so glad I’m doing this with you.”

He gripped both of her hands and held her close. “Me too. There isn’t anyone else I’d feel comfortable with like I do with you.”

“Thank goodness you’re my best friend, Crease.” She leaned in to give him a gentle kiss and something snapped inside him. The first touch of her lips made him forget where they were, what was happening. All Crease cared about was the woman in his arms.

He cupped her cheeks and held her captive with his lips. She sighed into his mouth and her arms slid around his neck. Alice leaned into his body, and one hand reached up to play with his hair.

Crease wasn’t about to let this kiss end if he had any say in it. He dropped his other hand and lifted her up to settle on his hips. Now she was above him and Alice kissed him back like she meant it. Her tongue toyed with his; small moans came from her throat. It was all Crease needed to spur him on.

His arms tightened around her and he stepped toward the wall, leaning against it to hold Alice in place on his chest and free his hands. He ran his fingers up the bare skin on her back to tangle them in her hair. The silky softness of her tresses fell around his cheeks, the smell of her perfume driving him wild. This was his Alice, the woman he dreamed of, and for as long as he held her in his arms he could pretend this would be forever.

Alice broke the kiss, paused for a breath, and stared into his eyes, the heat between them flushing her skin. She kissed the tip of his nose before going back to his lips. She teased him with her teeth, taking small nips at his bottom lip that made his stomach flip. She had no idea what she was doing to him. Or did she?

Crease gripped the back of her neck and took her mouth again, desperate for the moment to last. Her legs tightened around his waist and a whimper escaped her throat. She was invested in this kiss as much as he was.

The all-encompassing passion burst forth and Crease was lost. There wasn’t anyone he’d rather be with right now than Alice. They were made for each other, and all he had to do was prove it to her. Surely, the times of her turning him down was over. He tasted the sweetness, the passion burning between them.

Until the sound of clapping broke them apart. “Thank you, lovebirds. And that’s a wrap.”

Alice opened her eyes and blinked. Her cheeks were pinker than before and her lips swollen from his kisses. Crease was loath to let her down and break the spell. But the timing was all wrong. And there was still the issue that he hadn’t discussed with her—his real reasons for starting the business. So far Alice hadn’t mentioned it but he could sense it was on her mind. Would it make any difference to their friendship?

“Alice…”

“Yes?”

He couldn’t say it, couldn’t bear to hold her back from what she wanted. “We did great. Even that kiss was convincing, don’t you think?”

Her eyes clouded over and she pushed herself down to standing. “Yeah, it was. They brought it.”

He’d hurt her when it was the last thing he wanted to do. He desperately wanted to beg her to stay, to give up her dream and be with him. He’d even move the business to Seattle if that was what she wanted. No matter how much living in a big city scared him, if he was with Alice, he would cope. It wouldn’t do anything for the folks of Marietta, but it would still be helping couples somewhere, and they’d be together. That was the most important thing. He blew out a shaky breath. He could do this.

A thought occurred to him. What if Alice didn’t want him like he wanted her? What if this was all just his imagination running wild because he never managed to get a real date with her? He had no idea how she would react if he told her the truth about himself. He might be reading too much into it when he should be valuing their friendship over everything else. He should keep his mouth shut and not rock the boat. Stick to his promise, and if she decided she wanted to stay in Marietta, then Crease would tell her how he really felt. Why he’d done the things he’d done and became the person she thought he was today.

Alice tripped over to the cordoned off dressing area to discard the red dress while he waited his turn to change out of the tux they’d supplied for the shoot.

“You two look great together. I think this story is going to make more waves than Ryan thought when he did the interview. Have you seen the views online?”

“What views?”

Pete shut his camera in the bag and zipped it. “The video I shot of the interview the other day. That’s online now. You’ve had over six hundred thousand views, Crease. I think I should charge you for advertising your business the way it’s going.”

He stood dumbfounded. “What?” Ryan never said it was going to go up. Didn’t he say he’d warn them if it did?

“Yep, that’s right. Over half a million views. Why do you think Ryan sent us down to do a spread for the magazines? This story is the best feel-good story he’s done in ages. He’s aiming for an award with this one. You two are going to be household names by next week.”

“No way.”

“Yes. And if you need a photographer for your wedding, give me a shout. I’ll give you a great discount.”


Chapter Eleven


Sadie pushed in through the office door, bursting with excitement. “I saw you in that interview with Ryan Chandler, Crease. Have you seen how many people have viewed it?”

“Not since last week when the photographer mentioned it. We’ve been too busy to worry about it again with everything going on. Alice went up to Marietta Pharmacy to get the magazine to see if we’re featured yet. He did say this week or next.”

She placed her hands on his desk and grinned like a Cheshire cat. “Go online and have a look. I’ll wait while you do.”

“Okay.” So maybe this was why their signups had gone through the roof. Alice tried to work it out why things had changed and came up empty-handed. They’d looked at the interview, but it had been heavily edited and didn’t really give away anything that would account for the increase in traffic. But his coaching classes were full for weeks to come, and panic had set in when Alice looked at how much work she had to analyze while trying to get a foot in the door with contacts at Zapper. Although, so far, she’d had no luck.

Crease sat back while the video loaded and began to play. When it was finished, he shared a glance with his sister-in-law. “He went back and edited the personal stuff back in. It wasn’t there last time we looked. It was a bland and boring interview. Guess he had a change of heart.”

“Yeah, he did. I bet that’s done wonders for his dating life too. Now every mild-mannered women who never thought she had a chance with a minor celebrity like him is sending him messages.”

“Wow.” This had grown out of proportion like a baby sumo on steroids. How was he ever going to keep good on his promise to help Alice get an interview at Zapper? He never wanted to let her go before for his own selfish reasons, but he really couldn’t let her go now. The business would crumble without her.

“Sooooo, Joy and I were thinking.” She gave him a coy look, which could only spell trouble if his two sisters-in-law were ganging up on him. “We want to throw you guys a party. You’re doing so well with the business and all. Plus, Jethro is feeling a bit out of sorts. He didn’t realize it hit you so hard losing your father like that. You never said that much about it growing up and he feels bad that he didn’t notice you were unhappy.”

“I wasn’t unhappy. We did just fine with Grandpa. I only meant that I wish we didn’t have to go through that in our lives. It got me to thinking when we started discussing starting this business. Doesn’t every child deserve to have it all, both parents?”

“Yes, I agree. You’re preaching to the choir here. I see so much in my job, children being displaced by divorce. I totally get what you’re saying, Crease. Jethro always figured you boys were better off without your father, and you probably were.”

“He doesn’t have anything to be sorry for. It was me who had the issues, my problem. End of story.” Now he wished he hadn’t said anything. He’d kept his family shame from Alice all these years because he didn’t want her feeling sorry for him. The poor little boy whose father had run out on him and then he lost his mother so soon after. Being brought up by their struggling grandfather hadn’t been that hard, but some would pour on the sympathy, which Crease didn’t want. Now that it was out, he couldn’t take it back.

“He knows that, but still, it made him stop and think.” She folded her arms and relaxed her stance. “Crease, your brothers care about you and feel bad that they didn’t know how much it affected you. Let us give you a party to celebrate how far you and Alice have come. It’d make us all very happy.”

Alice came racing into the office, her face pale. Crease immediately jumped up and reached for her. “Babe, what’s wrong?” He pulled her against his chest and ran his hand over her back until he felt her breathing steady and the tension went out of her shoulders. He peered down into her face. “Tell me what’s got you so freaked out before I lose it too.”

She held up a national magazine for him to see. On the cover was a photo of him and Alice locked in a passionate kiss. What the heck?

“He put us on the cover?”

Her voice came out in as squeak. “Yes.”

“Holy shit!” Crease grabbed the magazine and stared at the photo of the two of them. “The love doctor gets a taste of his own medicine.” He chuckled as he read the headline. The love doctor. That was priceless. “We made the front cover.”

Sadie leaned over his arm and read the heading. “You two are fantastic.”

Alice sank into her chair. “This is way more than I expected. You should see how many magazines are featuring us. All on the front cover, I might add. Most of them used this photo too. I didn’t want to buy them all because I’d never be able to carry them back to the office. Oh, and the lady in the pharmacy got me to sign one for her to keep.” Alice ran a shaking hand over her face. “She said something about celebrities in Marietta being few and far between and making the most of it.”

Sadie took her hand. “Honey, there’s more to come. Crease, show Alice what you were watching.”

He put the magazine down and turned his monitor around to face her and hit the play button. “He reedited the video and put back all the personal stuff.”

When the video finished, Alice looked at how many people had watched it and shuddered.

“What are we going to do?”

“What do you mean?” Crease flicked through the magazine, pausing at the interview to read it.

Alice held up her hands. “When it all goes crazier than it is now. Bound to happen with all these magazines running the story.” She rubbed her temples. “What are we going to do, Crease? There’s only two of us, and signups are already higher than they were the week we opened. For a small town, there sure are a lot of people needing help finding love.” She took off her glasses. “And did you notice that a lot of these signups are from out of town? How the heck are we going to deal with those? That’s a whole new side to the business we didn’t even think about.”

He’d never seen her so frazzled before. Even the night before exams she was calmer than this. “Yes.” It was easier to pretend they could cope than to work out how they were going to fit it all in. This by far exceeded even Alice’s calculations.

“I’ll never be able to walk out in public again. I’ve lost my privacy, Crease. Lost it!”

“It’s not all bad, babe. We can cope.”

She closed her eyes. “I doubt it. You might want to take another look. I don’t think we’re ever going to sleep again.”

Sadie laughed. “Oh, you two will work it out. Maybe employ someone to help. Certainly looks like it’s time for extra staff. Listen, Alice. The family wants to throw you two a party on Saturday afternoon. To celebrate how well things are going.” She squatted down in front of Alice’s chair and took her hands. “It’d be nice to get you out of the office and we really haven’t had a chance to catch up with you two since you’ve been here. Saturday, four o’clock, and don’t bring a thing. Okay?”

Alice nodded and continued to stare straight ahead.

“I’ll leave you to it, Crease. And congratulations on the interview.”

“Um, thanks. I think.” He kissed Sadie on the cheek and wondered what he was going to do to bolster Alice’s mood.
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“You didn’t have to do this, Crease. It’s not like we have the time to be silly like this.”

He pushed her into the bathroom, ignoring her protests. “We have time for self-care, Alice, and you’ve been glued to your computer screen for far too long. Too many late nights and early mornings. How many times this week have I found you asleep with your computer on your lap? Besides, you know what’s coming up. You need a mental health break now before it becomes a priority.”

Candles lit the small bathroom, their scent making her want to weep at the thoughtfulness of it all. He spoiled her more than she deserved. He always had. At college it was Crease who played the motherly type and pulled her into line when she overdid it– her biggest failing. If it weren’t for him, she doubted she would’ve lasted the last couple of semesters when the workload was at its peak. He’d managed to talk her through the stress of graduating.

The bath was filled to the brim with sweet-smelling bubbles she’d picked up at a local store, fluffy towels hung on the heated towel rail, and a small radio played quiet love songs in one corner. She wanted to cry at the thoughtfulness of it all.

“Strip, get under the bubbles, and give me a shout when you’re ready.” He closed the door and left her alone. Tears threatened at the thought of all the work she had to do downstairs, but Crease would be disappointed in her if she didn’t take care of herself. How was she going to survive without him in the hungry world of data mining and management? How was he going to cope without her in the office?

She removed her clothes and dipped a foot in the water, sighed, and then climbed in the tub. A moan of pleasure escaped her lips as she slid down in the water until her head was the only thing above the bubbles. She really needed this. Bless you, Crease.

“You in?” his voice came through the door.

“Yes. Come in.” He peeked around the door and smiled when he saw her relaxing. “One more thing madam needs to unwind.” He handed her a glass of champagne.

Alice lifted a hand out of the tub and took it. Now she really felt spoiled. “You’re too good to me.”

“You’re worth it, Alice. If it weren’t for you, I never would’ve made it through college either. You kept me on the straight and narrow more times than I can count. I’ll do anything I can for you. Just wait until you see what I’m making for dinner tonight.”

“Whoever gets you is a very lucky lady indeed.” Sadly, that wouldn’t be her. She sat up enough to sip her wine.

He laughed, his pearly white teeth bright against his tanned skin. “As it just so happens, that would be you, according to the magazine article.”

“But only until the business is doing well. Actually, we may need to reevaluate that. The business is doing too well. We should say until the business can sustain another employee and I can get my own career on track.”

“That’s between you and me though, right?”

She glanced at the frown between his eyes. Where did this sudden doubt spring from? “Yeah, between you and me.” The sooner she got the job she wanted, the better. Things were getting awkward between them, and that was the last thing she wanted to happen.

“Excellent.” He grimaced. “No rest for the wicked. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me and your PJs are on the toilet seat. Slippers outside the door.” He blew her a kiss and left her alone.

“Crease!”

He ducked his head back in. “Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

His answering grin made her heart flutter. Then he was gone.


Chapter Twelve


Crease and Alice had a frantic morning catching up with paperwork before heading out to Jethro and Sadie’s ranch for the party they apparently needed. “I have a bad feeling about this.” Alice chewed on her bottom lip, hating that she didn’t want to go to his family ranch for a celebration.

“Me too.”

“Are you sure we need to go? I mean, isn’t there any way we can get out of it?”

“You probably could, but I’ll never live it down and I do owe them my loyalty if nothing else because they’re family. If it weren’t for Sadie buying me out of the ranch, college wouldn’t have been possible. It meant I didn’t have to work two jobs while I was studying or stay here and go to community college. And I never would’ve met you.” He pulled into the street. “This is us. I grew up just down there.” He pointed to a mailbox where a large tree marked the driveway. Red heart-shaped balloons flapped in the wind like angry snakes trying to break free.

“This is looking a little bit more than a celebration for work, don’t you think?” Alice hated that she was feeling so uncharitable but lack of sleep was getting to her.

“Yeah. I had a feeling this wasn’t only going to be about the business.” He gave her a quick glance before he pulled into the driveway. “Sorry to drag you into this.”

“It’ll be okay. We don’t have to stay too long. It’s not like we don’t have the excuse that we’re snowed under at work.”

“True. I don’t know how we’re going to fit it all in.”

Crease pulled in and parked the car in the only gap he could find. It looked as though most of the town folks were here. A huge pink-and-silver congratulations banner hung from the front of the house, taking Alice’s breath away.

“Crap.” Crease took the keys out of the ignition and sat as stunned as Alice felt looking at it.

“You need to tell them. Look at this place. It’s like the engagement party from hell and we aren’t even thinking about it.” She held her hand on the door handle. The beef burrito she’d scarfed for lunch sat like a stone in her gut.

“I swear I didn’t know they were planning this kind of party.” He slammed his hand on the steering wheel. “We can leave and call them to say you’re sick or something.”

Two women came barreling down the steps. “Too late. They’ve seen us and here they come.” Sadie and Joy ran toward the car, their smiles adding to Alice’s pain. “Oh, my goodness. Crease, what do we do?”

“I don’t know. Pretend you don’t know it’s a preengagement party or whatever it is they’re trying to pull off. They said it was for the business so let’s go with that and ignore the less-than-stellar hints.”

“Can’t we tell them the truth?”

“I don’t think it would work. They’re so focused on us being a couple, I doubt they’d listen. Please just follow my lead on this one, and I’ll sort it out later, okay?”

“Right.”

“I’m so sorry for this, Alice. Really I am, if you could walk in there and pretend it’s not happening, that would be awesome.”

Like that was a possibility. “And you promise to sort it out later? You’ll come clean and tell them it was all for the business from the beginning? I don’t want to be left holding the blame for leaving you when the time comes, Crease. They need to know the truth.” Alice released her death grip on the door handle as Sadie pulled it open. There was no point trying to evade the woman as she leaned in and pulled Alice from the car. “Come inside, you two lovebirds. Everyone’s waiting for you.” She hugged Alice while Joy pulled Crease out and gave him the same treatment. He shared a panicked look with Alice over the car’s roof. There was nothing they could do but go along with it.

Red and white heart-shaped balloons hung from the trees, too, and the eaves of the old ranch house, flapping in the soft afternoon breeze. The porch had been decorated with more hearts in varying shades of pink and red hanging from every available object, leaving Alice in no doubt as to the girls’ idea. They probably thought that faced with the inevitable, Crease and Alice would play along and announce their engagement. After all, their love was all over the internet and in the international magazines. She could see how everyone made the assumption they would marry soon. Heck, they were pretending to be in a relationship, they’d had the magazine shoot that’d gone crazy. As far as everyone was concerned, all they had to do was make an official announcement.

Not going to happen!

“Wow, these decorations are, um, bright.” What a dumb thing to say, but it was obvious the girls were waiting for some kind of reaction and there wasn’t much she could say after giving Crease her word she’d let him deal with it later.

“Pretty, aren’t they?” Sadie gushed. “I got them from a wedding shop online.” She gave Alice a wink and a nudge. Alice smiled back, held back the dread rising in her chest, and skipped up the steps. She was anxious to get this party over and done with. She ran into a large, potted fake tree with pink hearts as leaves. There was nothing subtle about this party at all! How much worse was this going to get?

“You shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.” Crease paused but was pushed to stand alongside Alice. The vibe coming from him was exactly how Alice felt.

Trapped. She almost felt sorry for him but stopped herself. This was going to be a long afternoon.

Sadie guided her in the door and the crowd milling inside the house cheered and started clapping. Pink and red streamers hung from the ceiling and glitter hearts rained down on them as they stood, stunned. Alice reached for Crease, needing his protection from the swath of ridiculously excited people waiting to greet them and the over-the-top decorations. She flicked her curls to shake off the glitter and blew up on her glasses to dislodge the pink heart stuck on her lens.

“Save me, please. This is worse than it looked from outside.” She wrapped her arm around his waist and leaned into him. He dropped his arm around her shoulders, picked a heart from her hair, and whispered in her ear, “Stick with me, kiddo. We’ve survived college and exams, we can survive my family.”

Somehow Alice doubted that. Never before had she been subject to such overbearing people so quick to believe anything and act on it with no regard to her feelings. Her family would never treat her like this. They’d give her privacy until she made the announcement herself. Crease’s family was obviously very different.

It was their fault, she got that. Pretending to be a couple for the business had seemed like a good idea at the time and now they had to pay for that deceit. To break up this fake relationship, they were going to have to make it something major that everyone would believe and not try to fix. The thought of that was even scarier than what she was facing now.

“Everyone, in case you haven’t guessed yet, this is Alice. Crease’s, um, best friend.” Sadie stepped away and left them to say something. Alice stared up at Crease. It was his family, so he could be the one to get them out of it.

Bless his heart, he got the message.

“It’s wonderful that the girls set up this party to celebrate how well the business is going, and I want to thank you all for coming to help celebrate with us.” He paused for applause. “It’s great to be home in Marietta, and for those of you who didn’t make it to the launch of the business, let me tell you a little bit about it.”

He paused, and his usual good charm rose to the surface. Thank goodness he isn’t as easily swayed by opinion as I am. There was no way she could breeze in and change the tide of the party like he was doing now. It was what made Crease such a great coach in this business.

“I’m lucky I have such a supportive family but the business wouldn’t be where it was today without the help of this wonderful woman, Alice Winter.”

A round of applause thundered around the room.

“Our success rate has been phenomenal, as I’m sure you’ve already heard.” The crowd cheered again and Crease held Alice close as she trembled. How on earth was she going to get through this party without making a run for the car and the safety of their apartment?

“The articles in the magazines will keep us in business for years to come. It’s the kind of advertising you couldn’t buy. And heaven help me if I don’t manage to coach Ryan Chandler to his own happy date. He’ll never forgive me after being so upfront and public about it.”

Crease took a breath and looked around the room.

“So, I’d like to raise a glass and celebrate the success of Strings Attached and the wonderful woman by my side who helped make that all possible.” Sadie pushed a glass into their hands and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “Isn’t there something else you want to announce, Crease? You’re among friends and family, you know.”

“Not right now, Sadie.” He turned from her and raised his glass. “Cheers, everyone and thanks for coming today. Alice and I both appreciate it very much.”

Alice wanted the floor to swallow her up. How embarrassing! Thank goodness Crease wasn’t going to give them what they wanted. He was good at deflecting his sisters-in-law, which was good, but an engagement would’ve been taking things one step too far. Alice had been floored when she figured out what they were up to and was already plotting her escape from Marietta.

She leaned into him and his arm folded around her. It was getting harder pretending to be in love when she wanted it to be for real. Obviously, she was the only one thinking like that. At least, the only one who mattered. If it was so easy for Crease to dodge his family about the two of them, what reaction would Alice get if she told him the truth?
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After the initial excitement cooled down, Crease managed to get a word with his brother. “Jethro, what the heck was Sadie thinking? Talk about putting us on the spot.”

“Sorry, Bro. I told her to take it easy, but she and Joy got it into their heads that since you guys were doing so well with the business and all, it would be the right time to announce your engagement. I kind of figured that it’d be a good move for you anyway. Don’t leave it too long, okay?”

“Why not?” He wasn’t prepared to tell even his brothers why he was holding off.

Nate eased himself over and stood with them. “Because we want to see you happy and settled. All the talk about how much you were impacted by Mom and Dad’s divorce rattled us. We want to see you as happy as we are.” He gave his wife a smile as she hovered over Alice, with Sadie talking up a storm.

Alice would never forgive Crease for this. He could see the terror in her eyes still, but he couldn’t get away from his brothers just yet to save her. First the interview, then the photo shoot, and now this. Talk about dragging her kicking and screaming out of her comfort zone. He needed to address this before it became a bone of contention between them.

“Look, what Dad did was horrific. He hurt Mom and that in turn hurt us. You can’t tell me we had a great childhood.” Jethro shrugged. “Sure, Grandpa did his best, but it was never enough, you know? We never got to do the same things other kids did because he was too busy running the ranch and money was short.”

Jethro held up his hand. “He did his best. Give him credit for giving us a roof over our heads. Plus, if it weren’t for him, you never would’ve gone to college.”

“I know all that and I’ll always be eternally grateful for what he did, but you started this conversation, Jethro. I don’t want to have to go over this every time we meet. Let’s sort this out here and now.”

“So why’d you say that in the interview then?” Nate sighed. “It was almost as if you were blaming someone.”

“No. That’s not how I meant it at all. Ryan asked me why I do what I do, and that’s the truth of it. I hate to see families break down. If our father had been faithful and kind, life would’ve been far different and I wouldn’t have felt as much need to match up couples. I wasn’t meaning to come across as accusing. Grandpa was great, he really was. But wouldn’t it have been nice if he got to retire when he was still fit enough to go traveling, to have a life of his own after working his butt off for years? Instead, he got saddled with us kids. It wasn’t right. Not once did he complain, but still, it wasn’t fair on him or us. We gave him a hard time, and I’d do anything to take that back, but I can’t. All I can do is try to make things right in the world for other people.”

Jethro put his arm around Crease’s shoulder. “Okay, got it. Discussion over—right, Nate?”

“Sure.”

“So tell me, little brother. When are you going to make an honest woman of Alice?”

Crease counted to ten before he spoke. Such an outdated statement. “When we’re both ready and not before.”

“Seriously? You guys have been all but living together for how long? Since college first or second year? If you love her so much, put a ring on her finger.”

There was nothing Crease would like more, but it wasn’t going to happen. Alice had plans and he didn’t fit into them. He had his dream and she deserved hers, no matter what it cost him. But he wasn’t going to discuss it with his brothers. Alice liked her privacy, and he didn’t blame her.

“Drop it, Jethro. Worry about your own life and keep your nose out of mine.”

Jethro stepped back, his hand up. “Wow, dude. Chill out. You two have a lovers’ tiff or something?”

Crease needed to stop and breathe. He was feeling under pressure since the interview had come out. Their phone rarely stopped ringing, emails were crazy, and both of them were stressed. His promise to help Alice redo her résumé and chase her interview with Zapper was playing on his mind. Crease hated how his thinking had changed. He couldn’t bear to lose her and have anyone take her place.

“No. Nothing like that. We have a lot on our plate right now. Give us a chance to catch up with business and get that sorted before we think of adding to the crazy schedule we have. Besides, Alice is private and I need to remember that. She’s not like us, putting everything out there for the world to see. You guys should respect that too.”

“We only want what’s best for you, little brother.”

“I appreciate that, but you have to let me do things my own way.” Because if it all goes wrong, I’m going to need my brothers to lean on. I doubt I’ll get through it without them.

Jethro glanced at Nate before looking at Crease again with a frustrated sigh. “Crease, you need to understand something. You might be the dating guru and all, but women like Alice don’t come along every day. When you find one, you really need to make the move before someone else does, you know what I mean?”

“I do.”

“Some guy is going to waltz in here and cut your grass. Then where will you be?”

“I get it, but I can’t rush her. It’s not how Alice works.” But no matter how much his brothers pushed him, Crease had to let her chase her dream. He’d gotten most of what he wanted already. It was only fair to let Alice have the same. The biggest problem looming over his head right now was letting her go.


Chapter Thirteen


The following Sunday morning, Alice read her new résumé Crease had drafted up, and smiled. “This is incredible. You were right.”

He leaned back in his chair and crossed his foot over his knee, his heart aching at what he’d done. “I know, but I did promise to do it for you. If I don’t do it now, who knows when I’d get around to it? Have you seen my calendar for next week?”

“I’m going to shoot this off today.” She jumped up and came around to give him a hug, paused, and then leaned in. Things had been a bit uncomfortable between them since the kiss at the photo shoot, and it broke his heart to see the distance starting to become an issue neither of them could move past.

“Are you sure I should be doing this, Crease? If you need me to stay here, I will.”

Here was his chance to come clean and tell her what he really wanted, but the light in her eyes when she read her new résumé stopped him. Alice desperately wanted to prove—to herself more than anyone else—that she was as good as any employee in a company with the clout of Zapper.

“No. We had a deal. You’ve wanted this for so long. Don’t give up now, Alice. You’ll never forgive yourself if you do.” He stood up and lifted her chin with one finger, staring into her troubled eyes. “Tell you what. You go and knock them dead with your charm and brains, and if you don’t like it, you can come back.”

“Really? You won’t hold it against me for leaving you holding the place together?”

“Never. This is still your business too. That will never change. You’re going off chasing your dream. That was always the plan, and it’s not like you’re leaving me in the lurch. You’ll still be working for the business, just not in the office. And we’re at the stage we need to employ someone else anyway. Nothing is really changing. You’ll always have a place here. Don’t forget that.”

She leaned on his chest and hugged him. “You’re a gem, Crease. You know that, right?”

“Wow, look at you two.”

The door slammed and Delia, one of the ladies from his second group, waltzed in the door. She had a bitter smile on her lips. He’d known from the get-go that she was going to be difficult to work with because she came with the attitude that there was nothing wrong with her, it was everyone else who didn’t measure up. But he’d never turn anyone away. Everyone deserved a chance at love, and even the most arrogant of people could be helped eventually.

“Delia. Hi. I wasn’t expecting to see you today. Everything all right?” Alice slid from his arms and busied herself with her own work at her desk.

“No. I want to have a private chat with you. Can you break yourself away from Alice for five minutes?”

“Of course.” He put a hand on her back and urged her into the coaching room, ignoring Alice’s side-eye. “What’s wrong?”

“This isn’t working for me. I’ve done everything you told me to do and I keep bumming out. There aren’t any good guys out there for me. They’re all taken.”

Crease took her hand. “No, they’re not. You just haven’t met the right guy yet. Tell me how your dates were this week.”

“Terrible. Your methods don’t work, Crease, at least not for me.”

“Let’s you and I have a coffee and chat about this. I never give up on a client, and I want to see you succeed. We’ll go through the steps one by one and see where we can improve.”
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Who wore that much makeup this early in the morning? Small tendrils of jealousy crept around Alice’s belly as she stared at the closed door. Girls always threw themselves at Crease, wondering if they were going to be the lucky one who managed to snag him away.

Pretending to be his girlfriend had been a challenge on some levels more than others. But that woman with her long, red nails digging into Crease’s arm and the sideways glances at Alice had made more of an impression on her than any other time. She wanted to rip her hand off Crease, push her out of the way, and lay claim to him, which only added to the confusion dogging her for the last few weeks.

She stared at her computer screen, debating whether to send her latest query letter. It was her dream to work in Seattle. But her feelings for Crease were changing. She couldn’t deny it any longer. Sure, it would be easy to say, nah, Zapper no longer interested her, but would it really make any difference? Would he change his mind about how he felt about her?

He’d had plenty of opportunities to make a move and he hadn’t even tried. Plus, he’d just handed her the résumé and query letter that would be her best chance at getting the job she’d so desperately wanted. So why did it seem that the dream had turned sour?

Alice leaned back in her chair and chewed on her thumbnail. She rocked as she again ticked off the pros and cons of staying in Marietta versus going to Seattle. After a solid ten minutes of going back and forth, she still hadn’t come up with anything concrete either way.

Laughter made her glance toward the coaching room seconds before the door opened. Delia emerged with her arm tucked into Crease’s and that little green monster screamed in Alice’s ear.

“Thank you, Crease. I knew I could count on you to make me feel better.” Delia kissed him on the cheek and wiggled her red talons in his face before she sauntered out the door, her hips wiggling more than was necessary.

Maybe this was his way of starting a life without her in it. She’d never given that any thought. Did he want to date someone? Was there already someone he had his eye on? Pretending they were a couple might have dampened his style, held him back. Had he thought of that? Probably not. He’d had plenty of time to meet other girls. During his coaching lessons, there’d been more than one who’d tried to catch his eye, and it looked as though Delia had made an impression.

“That looked intense.” Alice couldn’t help but notice the tension lines around his eyes.

“It was, but she’s on the right track now. Still needs her confidence boosting.”

Yeah, right! Alice had never seen a more confident man-eater before.

“Great. That’s what we’re here for.”

He sat down at his desk and jiggled his mouse. “True. Have you sent that letter yet?” Crease ran his fingers over his keyboard and concentrated on his screen.

“Um. Not yet.”

He stared at her. “Why not? Alice, you’re crazy not to do it. All I’ve heard these last five years is how you’re going to work for the biggest data miners out there and now you’re getting second thoughts?”

“I can’t help it.” She pushed her chair back and jumped up. “Just look at you. You’re run off your feet. You have so much work coming in that you’re getting bags under your eyes. You need me here, Crease.”

“No, I don’t. I need you to be happy. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. You’ve worked so hard to get there, Alice. Don’t cop out now.”

“What if what I want has changed?” Oh god, she’d come out and said it.

Crease tilted his head back and closed his eyes as if her words caused him pain. He pinched the bridge of his nose, and Alice’s stomach took a dive.

“Look. I don’t want you to stay here. We planned on me doing this alone once it was up and running. I think we can both agree that it’s barreling along better than expected, so much so that I need to hire an office assistant.” He opened his eyes and stared at her, his lips in such a tight line she wanted to walk away and lick her wounds. “But don’t you dare let that influence you.”

He’d cut her deeply.

“Fine. I thought that—”

“What did you think, Alice? That you could throw away everything you’ve worked for and I’d be okay with that? That I’d be so selfish as to say, ‘Stay Alice, I can’t do this without you’?” He frowned.

She nodded. This wasn’t what she wanted to hear from him.

“Sweetheart, you’re so wrong. I’d never let you do that, not even for me. I’ll manage. Things will calm down once everyone gets over the video and the magazine spread. People will find something else to swoon over and I’ll get on with my life. The same as you will.”

“I guess.” But he was wrong. She’d never be the same again now she finally figured out what she wanted.

He stood up but didn’t touch her, which spoke louder than words. “Alice, you need to do this because if you don’t, you’ll never know if you’ve made the right decision. Trust me on this.”

“You’re right. I’ll send it off now.” Hopefully, this time they’d come back and offer her the interview. She wasn’t needed here and now it seemed that retreat was the best idea.


Chapter Fourteen


“Okay, guys. It’s time for some home truths.” A ripple of nervous laughter followed Crease’s comment as he faced a room full of recruits for their next coaching lesson. Not all of them had scored dates, and it was up to Crease to push them harder for results.

“Walking around with your chest puffed out, your chin in the air, your muscled arms tensed will not win her over. Nor will approaching every woman in the room, one after the other, like you’re on a mission to score the most points. That only makes you a player and, believe me, she will see that. By the time you get to her, she’s not interested.”

A couple of guys in the room shrank in their chair.

“Nor will playing the introverted nerd make her sit up and take notice. What a woman wants is a confident partner.” He walked to the whiteboard and picked up a pen. “We’ve talked about widening your circle by talking to more people every day. Now we need to focus on your approach.” Crease wrote the number one before turning back to the class.

“I know you care about what your friends might say when you get rejected. Believe me, I know that all too well. It’s a blow to the male ego, and that ego is exactly what stops you from approaching the women you really want to talk to.”

His group hung onto every word without offering a comment.

“You start to obsess about how you’re dressed, is your hair okay, does your breath smell like last week’s socks or the takeaway you grabbed on the way to the pub? You worry that the bunch of girls she’s hanging out with will judge you before you get halfway across the room, and she’ll feel that vibe and turn you down without giving you the chance you so desperately want.” He put the lid on the pen and watched their reactions. He’d hit it right on the head.

“But here’s the thing. If you don’t make the effort, how can you expect the reward?”

There was a shuffle of feet as Crease let that sink in. “You’ve all had a chance to go out and practice what we talked about last time. Give me some feedback and don’t be embarrassed to share your experience. I can’t help you if I don’t know your results.”

Shane, a fireman, put his hand up and glanced at the guys present. “I did what you said, practiced being casual as if I didn’t have any ulterior motive. In the back of my mind, I pretended I was from out of town and looking for a café or restaurant and kept that mindset all night. I spoke to a few girls and bummed out a couple of times. I talked to guys as well, and I think that helped get me into the frame of mind where I wasn’t looking for a date, I was looking for people to meet.” He cleared his throat. “But then I met this girl who seemed really nice and offered to show me her favorite place. We had coffee and it went well.”

“Great stuff.” He turned to another client. “Joel. And what would you change, if anything?” Crease stood with his feet apart and waited. The other guys in the room hung onto everything Joel said.

“My ideas on what I want out of a relationship and the kind of girl I want. I thought I preferred blondes. She has red hair.” He laughed as the guy next to him thumped him on the shoulder.

“There you go. Preconceived ideas can really let us down. That’s why I suggest talking to anyone and everyone. Looks might matter initially, but they aren’t everything. You’re looking for character, personality, not window dressing.” He turned back to the whiteboard. “Now I want to talk more about that connection and how to know if you’ve found someone you could be with.” Crease wrote connection with a number two beside it.

“Give me a good example of what to say when you want to make the connection, to make this conversation last longer than the small interactions you’ve had with everyone else so far.”

His words were met with mutters and more shuffling feet. “Come on, guys. If this is how you react when you meet someone, I’m not surprised you need me. Ask her what her job is and be interested when she replies. Listen to her. If there’s one thing you take away from tonight, it’s to listen to what she says because women have a radar that will pick up boredom like you won’t believe. You need to be genuinely interested in what she has to say or you may as well not bother.”

Crease walked down the front of the coaching room, hands behind his back. “When I was in college, I fancied this girl. She was a stunner. Long, blonde hair, incredible figure, and there were always guys hanging around her. I never bothered trying to talk to her because I didn’t think I had a chance.” He had their attention. “One day I was in the local café getting a coffee—a caramel latte I think I asked for—and I heard a voice. ‘You should try it over ice.’ It was her. Here was my chance to make an impression. Do you know what I said?”

Heads shook and the guys leaned forward.

“I told her I hated cold drinks. If I was going to have a coffee, it had to be hot. She walked away. I blew it.”

“Man, that sucks.” Joel nudged the guy beside him.

“You know what I should’ve said? I should’ve said, ‘You know what, that sounds great. What made you go the iced coffee route?’ Instead of dissing her suggestion, I should’ve jumped into that conversation. She gave me the perfect opportunity and I stuffed up.”

“So you blew it. Couldn’t you hit her up again?”

“No. Opportunity lost. In her mind, I was closed off to suggestions, which made me look like I wasn’t the type of guy to try anything new. Don’t be that guy.”

Like I’ve blown it with Alice. He should’ve gone to Seattle like she wanted. Crease’d totally blown the last chance he had to get Alice to love him, because he was scared. He should’ve tried to live somewhere new despite his fears. It would’ve been worth it to keep her. He didn’t know if he could live without Alice. Imagine if that got out. The love doctor failed to sort out his own love life when it was right in front of him.

Now he was that guy all over again. The failure stung, but losing Alice hurt most of all and there was no coming back from that.
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“You need to slow down, Crease. You’re trying to do too much.” Alice kneaded his shoulders. They were so tight they felt like boulders under his shirt. “You won’t let me work this hard. Goes both ways as far as I’m concerned.” The last week had been all about late nights, early mornings, and trying to keep their heads above water.

“I’m loving it. It’s so hard to slow down when it’s all coming together so well, lovely lady. I’m gobsmacked that it’s all falling into place for us. It’s like a dream come true that I’m not waking up from.”

“We always knew it would, but it was that magazine spread that did it for us.”

“The old ‘be careful what you wish for’ scenario. We’ll never need to advertise again.” He closed his eyes and grabbed her hand. “But, before you go on about staying, don’t. I’m going to put an advertisement in the paper and see what happens. All I need is an office assistant to take care of the mundane day-to-day stuff. You’ll still get to play with their data. That’s if you want to. I’ll understand if you don’t.”

Alice spun his chair around, anger building in her gut. She wasn’t going to let him push her away. If the only contact she had with him was going to be because she was still working for the business, so be it. “Why wouldn’t I? This is still my business too. I told you before we started this, Crease, if I do go away to work at Zapper, I still want the input and some say in how we build up this business.”

He held up his hands. “Okay. I was only giving you an out if that was what you wanted.”

Fool of a man. “All I want right now is a big feed of ribs and a cold beer.” She sat on the edge of his desk and he turned the chair around. Crease looked as exhausted as she felt. “I can’t be bothered cooking tonight and you look beat. Let’s go eat and then we can crawl into bed.”

His lips twitched.

“Don’t get smart with me. You know exactly what I mean. Go freshen up.”

He stood and saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”

She was going to miss him so much. Alice walked over and turned the lock on the front door before she followed him upstairs to their apartment to freshen up for dinner.

Once they were seated at the pub and had placed their orders for ribs, the waitress brought them each a beer. Crease clinked his glass with Alice’s. “Here’s to getting an interview for you.”

“Thanks. Now I’m half wishing I didn’t do it. I keep thinking I’d be better staying here and getting the business more settled. Give us a decent track record. I don’t have to do it anytime soon. Zapper isn’t going anywhere.”

Crease put his glass down with a frown. “Why? It’s not like we’re going to be selling the business anytime soon, so it’s not a big deal if we try to slow down. There isn’t anyone to impress besides the two of us. We don’t need the bottom line to look fabulous even though it does. It’s doing everything we ever wanted and more. The profit alone will keep you in shoes even if you decide you never want to work again after you nail your dream job. You could probably afford to retire in a few years.”

“I know that.” She put down her beer and picked up a coaster, running her nail around the edge of it as she tried to sort out her feelings so she could put them into words. “I wonder if the timing is all wrong. I know I said I wanted to do this, work for Zapper, but I feel like I’m deserting my baby somehow.”

He reached for her hand, put down the coaster, and smiled in his usual calming manner. “You have cold feet. Same as I did when I asked you for a date the first time. My tongue was thick in my mouth, I felt light-headed, and I swear to god that if you smiled so kindly at me any more than you already were, I’d have melted like a chocolate on a hot summer day.”

“Really? You think that’s it?” If only it were so easy. Still, Alice wasn’t convinced.

“Pretty sure that’s what it is. You’ve wanted this for so long, it stands to reason you’re scared.”

“I don’t know. You may be right, but I have a funny feeling about it. Like the world will crumble if I go.”

“Nerves. I promise you that. You remember what Nash was like before he went on that date? The poor guy wanted to throw up. His face was almost green when he called in to meet us. I still can’t believe he actually asked her out.”

“They’re cute together, but you’re changing the subject.”

Crease ran his thumb over her knuckles. “I know, but I really do want to hear how they’re doing. Was he at the book club meeting this week?”

Alice sighed with a smile. So far, despite her idea of spending time at the library, she’d only managed to get there once. “They’re so cute together. Nash can’t stop following her with his eyes. Everything she does, he just adores.”

“But does she feel the same way? I’ve been trying to call him but never seem to have the time.”

She gave him a really? look.

“I get it. I’m doing too much, but that’s still not a good enough reason for you not to follow your dream. You didn’t answer my question. Does she feel the same about Nash?”

“Yes. Sandra told me at the double date that she liked him and wasn’t going to drag out a courtship if they liked each other. Seems they do, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s sporting an engagement ring soon. Both of them are more than ready to settle down and not being as young as most of our clients—her words, not mine—they don’t want to wait.”

“Wonderful. I’m really pleased for them.”

A waitress paused beside their table and placed down two plates of ribs in front of them. “Here you go, folks. Enjoy your meals.”

Alice leaned over her plate and closed her eyes, letting the aroma tantalize her senses. “I love ribs.”

“Me too. I missed these when I was in college. Nobody makes them quite the same away from Marietta.”

A shadow encroached over their table. “That’s good to know.” Troy Sheehan stood looking down at them. “I hear you’ve been doing some matchmaking with Taylor’s temporary help at the library.”

“Looks like it. She seems quite happy with her new beau.” Crease picked up his fork.

“So long as he’s not going to take her away. She has six months on her contract, and I want my wife to have a decent break when she has this baby.”

“Yes, congratulations on the pregnancy, Troy.”

“Thank you, Crease. Now I know you’re not deliberately trying to steal her staff, but if you could give me a heads-up if you hear any whispers about Sandra moving on, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sure. You know who she’s dating though, right?” Alice asked.

“No. Who?”

“Nash Mitchell. So even if they hurry to the altar, I doubt you’d lose her. She loves her job anyway. Tell Taylor not to worry. It’s the last thing she needs to focus on in her state.”

Troy seemed to relax. “Well, that’s okay then. I didn’t want to go talking out of turn, but since you were the one responsible, it made sense to speak to you first. Don’t want to go making waves by interfering in Sandra’s life if I can help it.” He shook Crease’s hand. “You guys enjoy your ribs and have a great night.”

“Thanks.”

“Let’s hope you’re not too successful and annoy anyone in this town.” Alice picked up her beer and took another drink. “He looked ready to chuck you out of here.”

Crease roared with laughter. “Not like he hasn’t done that plenty of times before.” He shook his head, laughter still bubbling up his throat. “The amount of times my brothers and I got kicked out for drunken fighting, I lost count.”

“But that isn’t the reason this time. I hope Sandra fulfills her contract at the library if she marries Nash, because you’ll be in trouble of a different kind with Troy if she doesn’t.” She picked up a side of ribs and took a deep breath. “Oh, the joy. In my belly.”


Chapter Fifteen


Crease took a couple of notes from his wallet and dropped them on the bill and placed the plate near the edge of the table for their waitress. “My treat. You can get the next meal.” He stood and slid his jacket on.

Alice laughed. “You said that the last time. You never let me pay.” She wound a scarf around her neck before picking up her handbag. “I need sleep. Lots of sleep.”

Crease put his arm around her shoulders and walked her out to the front of the hotel. “How about a nice hot chocolate before bed? I’ll make it while you go snuggle into some warm PJs.”

“Marshmallows on top?” Alice slid her arm around his waist. Invariably, she had to do a couple of skips every now and then to keep up with his long strides, which only ended in laughter.

“When are you going to grow some legs, short stuff?”

“When are you going to stop growing is more to the point.” Alice dug him in the ribs, making him double over.

“For a little tyke, you sure do pack a punch.” He ruffled her hair and pulled her across the street, dodging cars to get to the pavement. Once there, they slowed down again.

“I’m going to miss this. The teasing, the quiet dinners and the conversation more than anything.”

Not as much as he would, Crease could guarantee that. “You know you can call me anytime. Plus, flights are cheap. The business can spot you a deal every so often because I’ll need my Alice fix to keep up the punishing pace you’ve set me.”

“See!” She whipped around to face him, her cheeks coloring. “You need me here, Crease. I can put this off. Maybe, say, a year and see how the business is going.”

He shook his head. To put it into words would only make things worse. Losing Alice was going to be the hardest thing that could happen to him. But he wouldn’t be responsible for derailing her dream just because he had his and wanted more.

“Crease, just listen to me.” She stamped her foot and glared at him.

When he turned his face away, she swore and stomped off, leaving him on the sidewalk, watching her retreating back.

“Lovers’ tiff?” Sage Carrigan stepped out of her shop and closed the door but not before the waft of chocolate rolled over him.

“You could say that.”

“Anything I can do, Crease? Not that I should even be offering to help out the love doctor, but the offer’s there.”

He gave a small laugh and shook his head. “That name wasn’t my choosing, believe me.”

Sage jammed her hands in her pockets. “Seemed appropriate until you see how upset Alice is.”

Time to change the subject. “What are you doing working so late?”

“Huge mail order. Me being me, I had to stay until I finished it. Nothing worse than waking up in the morning already behind schedule. But don’t try to change tack, Crease. Would a box of those dark caramels Alice likes sweeten her mood, do you think?”

He thought for less than two seconds. If it would keep her on track toward her dream, he’d try anything. “It’s worth a shot. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” Sage pulled her keys from her pocket and opened the shop. “Come in. This won’t take long.” She hurried behind the counter and plucked a gift box from the shelf and started to load it with chocolates. When it was full, she closed the lid with a small gold sticker and tied it with matching ribbon before handing it over to Crease.

“Complements of the chocolate shop for boosting my business.”

“Really? How is that possible?”

Sage frowned. “You don’t know?”

Crease shrugged. “I coach people on how to date, not eat chocolates.”

“And when they date, what do you think they give as a token of appreciation or love?” She watched while it registered in his brain.

How did he not see that? “Chocolate. Of course. I wasn’t thinking. In that case, I’ll accept them and thank you once again.”

“And it’s not just me who had a rise in business. The florist is going nuts too. We all love having you back home.”

“At least I’m making someone happy.”

“I hope they work. Alice looked pretty annoyed with you.”

“She is. Hopefully, things will work out. Once I give her these, she’ll stop being angry long enough to let me explain myself.” He headed to the door while Sage got the lights.

“Maybe it’s time to use some of your own advice.”

He held the door as she stepped out onto the pavement. “Such as?”

“Take her on a proper date. The way you two have been working your butts off since you opened the doors, I bet you haven’t had time for each other. Dinner at the pub doesn’t really constitute a date. That sounds more like an ‘I’m too tired to cook and I need a feed now’ thing. All business and no play…”

“Yes, I hear you.” He stared down the street, but Alice was long gone. She’d be lying on her bed, her mood getting worse by the minute. “Thanks, Sage.”

“Good luck.”
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The sound of the door opening stopped her tumbling mind. Footsteps approached her bedroom door followed by a soft tap.

“Alice, are you awake?”

She bit into her pillow to stop the sounds of her sobbing. If she ignored him, he might go away. After a few minutes and another tap, his footsteps headed for his own bedroom.

Alice lay in the dark, churning over her options, adding up the pros and cons for each with a mental spreadsheet in her brain. Of course Crease was right. She had to chase her dream while she was still young enough to withstand the pressure of such a demanding job. If she waited a year or two as she suggested, her desire to work such hard and long days could wane and Alice feared she’d never apply for the position. The problem was, she was so confused she didn’t know if she still wanted that job.

Her parents would be disappointed to see her give up so easily too. After all they’d sacrificed to get her into the college of her dreams, she couldn’t let them down. But at least her mother would understand why Alice was fussing about going away. Love had been the big factor in the decision she’d made at college to follow her future husband instead of her own career and she’d never regretted it.

But Alice wasn’t her mother. She had more drive, bigger dreams.

She vowed to call her in the morning and talk it out. At least her mother would tell her to go with her heart if that was what she wanted to do. She wouldn’t force her to leave like Crease seemed intent on doing.

Could it be that this fake relationship was giving him an insight into what they would be like if their relationship was real and it wasn’t what he wanted? Maybe now he was grateful that she’d turned him down and their friendship was purely platonic. Perhaps Alice had been reading him wrong all along.

That thought only made the tears start up again. By the time she fell asleep, the sun was starting to peek over the mountains.

Her cell phone’s vibrations woke her up. Alice opened her eyes to a bright room and she buried her head under the blankets, not ready to face the day. She emerged bit by bit until her brain got used to the daylight.

She reached for her phone and screeched when she saw the time. She bolted out of bed and ran to the bathroom to get ready. Why didn’t Crease wake her up? Was he that annoyed with her that he was ignoring her this morning?

Not that she’d blame him. She’d done the same last night. What a mess. What a god-awful mess being in love was. She didn’t know how he did it and managed to keep his good moods. Coaching lovesick fools must be draining, but Crease never let it get to him. Alice wished she was half as good as he was.

She quickly dressed and stopped in the kitchen to grab a coffee before heading downstairs to the office when she noticed the parcel on the counter. A small note lay tucked underneath the gold box. Alice, you’ll always be my bestie, no matter how cranky you are. I’m sorry I made you cross. Love, xoxoxo

Bestie. That said it all. She sucked back the tears and poured a coffee, downing half a cup before looking at the box again. He’d brought her caramels. Probably charmed his way into the shop after hours thinking it would make her compliant.

Well, guess what, Crease? It worked. I’m going to take that job, and I’ll make you miss me whether you want to or not.


Chapter Sixteen


Building client profiles kept her incredibly busy during the next week, including interviews with a couple of likely candidates to be Crease’s new assistant. A bittersweet moment, but once she’d reconciled herself to the fact that she was going, it made sense to not leave him in the lurch.

“What do you think?” He perched on her desk after the last interviewee left the office.

“I like her. She’s happily married, stable, and seems to know what she’s doing. You?”

“I agree. I don’t really want to spend my day giving dating advice to either of those younger women who applied. Besides, they didn’t really have the people skills Nancy has. I say we give her a trial. How about two weeks and then we can make a decision?”

Alice kept her eyes on her computer screen. “Sounds like a plan to me. You call her and give her the good news. I want to run this latest lot of data through my spreadsheet to get everything up to date.” Her mail icon pinged in the corner of her screen, and she sucked in a breath. Holy crap. A reply at last to her job query.

“Open it.” Crease leaned over her desk, his gaze glued to the screen.

With her heart in her mouth, Alice read the email.

“Holy crap! You have an interview, Alice.” Crease slapped her on the back, catching her by surprise.

She coughed to clear the sudden fear from her throat. “Shit.”

He pulled her from her chair and danced around the office with her in his arms. Eventually, he paused and her world stopped rotating. Her gaze focused on his lips. His smile slowly faltered as she leaned up, ready to kiss him.

Her heart pounded and stole the breath from her lungs. “Last chance to beg me to stay.”

Crease’s eyes widened, and for a moment hope surged in her chest.

“Not going to happen. Too much at stake here. This is your chance, Alice. Your opportunity to shine.”

Gutted, she faked a smile and laughed aloud. “Oh, my goodness, it is, isn’t it? I’d better go book a flight.” Alice pulled herself from his arms and spun around to her desk. She dropped down in her chair and tried to read the email again, but her vision blurred.

Crease’s hands landed on her desk beside her keyboard. “Take an extra day or two. You may as well look for an apartment while you’re there. At least it’ll give you an idea of expenses when they come back and make you an offer. Do a bit of sightseeing too. Relax. Goodness knows you’ve earned it.”

He really doesn’t want me here. Crease is pushing me away, and I’ve given him every opportunity to ask me to stay. She swallowed the bitterness those suggestions brought up, determined not to let him see how much he’d hurt her and reread the email. “It’s a long time to be away. Look at this—they want me there for three days to do some testing, but I have to answer the attached questions first and shoot it back ASAP. They’ll let me know if I pass that within twenty-four hours, and then I can go to Seattle for the in-person interview. Guess they’re pretty stringent in their selection process. I’m not sure if it’s a good idea to stay longer. With travel there and back, it’ll mean I’m away for almost a whole week.”

“No, it’s perfect. You deserve a break. And if I were you, I’d book a flight anyway. There’s no way they’re going to turn you down, you know. They’ve already checked you out and found out how clever you are. That questionnaire is merely a formality. Trust me on this. Nancy will get a real shot at running this place in your absence. That way you won’t feel so worried when you go.”

“If I go.” He was so sure and determined to get rid of her.

“As if they’re going to turn down someone with your brains. You can bet they’ve already figured out exactly how well you’ll fit into the company.” Crease strode around to his desk and sat down. “Book your flights and go pack. You can leave tomorrow morning and have a day’s relaxing and sightseeing before your first test. I’ll take you to the airport myself.”

“Fine. I will then.” Alice booked her flights and gave herself a full two days off before coming back to Marietta. If she could survive that, she could survive actually leaving him.

At least that was what she told herself while she filled in the questionnaire and sent it back.
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It was actually happening. Alice was really going to Seattle. After all the years of talking about it, planning for it, it had actually come to fruition. And he was the one pushing her to go. Damned stupid fool.

He dropped her bag on the conveyor belt when she checked in and watched as the staff tagged it and sent it on its way. “Gate four, Ms. Winter. You’ll be boarding in forty-five minutes.”

“Thank you.” She turned to Crease. “You don’t have to stay. You know how I hate goodbyes.”

No more than he did. But he put on a brave face. “You’re right. That’s not the way you want to arrive in Seattle, sad about leaving me. I get it.” He joked through their goodbyes and only held her for a short time. Crease kissed her unruly curls and pushed her away. “Go get ’em, Alice. And have a good time.”

“I will.” She blew him a kiss and turned away, hurrying to the gate to catch her plane.

He swallowed the lump in his throat and watched until she was out of sight before leaving the airport. All the way back to the office, he cursed himself for being so considerate. He should’ve tried to talk her out of going, insisted that they meant too much to each other to part. But that was his heart talking, and she’d turned him down too many times over the years for him to believe they were anything but best friends. Better to hang on to what they had than risk losing even that.

His mood when he got into the office was bordering on foul. Even the prospect of a new group of students didn’t make him as excited as it usually did. With Alice gone, there was a shadow looming over the business and his personal life. He ignored the ringing phone and ran up the stairs to their apartment.

The emptiness screamed loud in the quiet room. With Alice gone, the joy he usually felt in the apartment was gone. Would she take the trinkets dotted around that she’d collected? The sea glass Alice sprinkled along the windowsill they’d collected on vacations at the coast, the photos of the two of them at the German beer festival last year, and the cute his-and-hers glass paperweights that threw light over the ceiling they’d found at an artists’ colony in Florida. Would he be left without the memories they’d made together? The happiness that usually bounced around the walls when Alice was here had gone, leaving him deflated. His cell vibrated in his pocket.

“Why aren’t you answering your damned phone?” Nate’s voice stabbed his numbing brain. “I’m outside the office and I can’t see anyone in there, but your lights are on in the apartment. What the heck’s going on, Crease?”

When he let his brother inside, Crease threw himself into the lounge in the corner of the room. “She’s gone.”

Nate looked around. “Alice?”

“Yeah.”

“Where is she? Have you two had a disagreement?”

“She’s in Seattle applying for a job.”

Nate sat down, a dumbfounded look on his face. “What the heck for? You really have had a fight.”

“I may as well tell you the truth. We were never a couple; it was all fake.” The words churned in his gut. How he wished it wasn’t the truth. “Just like me.”

Nate gave him a look bordering on disbelief. “Fake. What for? No, don’t answer that. Funny enough, I get it, but I don’t believe it. I’ve seen the way you look at her, Brother. You’re smitten. It’s all over your face, whether you admit it or not.”

“Maybe, but to her, we’re just best friends. I messed up in the romance department with Alice but gained in the friends department. Guess I can’t have both.”

“No. I don’t believe it. Even the girls told me how much she adores you. Pretty sure they know what they’re talking about. Everyone could see it.”

“All put on for the business and the magazine article.”

Nate shook his head. “Nah. You can’t fake those kinds of emotions. Even I could see them. I was almost jealous of the way she looked at you. Like you were some kind of hero or something.” He scratched his chin and then sighed. “Even Joy suggested I take some lessons from you to spice up our romance. Not that I think there’s anything wrong with the way things are or anything. Just a suggestion, she said.”

Crease gave him a smile. His brother had never looked happier. He didn’t need Crease’s advice, especially when he couldn’t even sort out his own romance. Or lack of it.

“It’s true. The deal between us was that Alice would help me set up the business and still keep a share when she left. Her dream was always to work at Zapper. This was a steppingstone to that job, more to help me than prove she could do it.”

“No, I don’t believe it.”

“I shit you not.” He took a few deep breaths. “We had an argument the other night. Stupid words over her leaving or not leaving. She’s worried that she’d be dumping me in a big mess if she went now.”

“So why didn’t you stop her?”

“I couldn’t. Because one day she’d wake up and see what I’d done. I got her to move to Marietta under false pretenses and I’m not proud of it. I’m not going to be the one who holds her back. You don’t understand, Nate. This is what she’s worked for ever since she was little. She read math books while I read romance novels. She blitzed the business course, top of our class. She’s made for this. I couldn’t let her stay and stagnate in Marietta, no matter how much I want her.”

“You’re a fool then, Brother.” He looked around the room. “Why can’t you take this business to Seattle? Why do you have to have it here?”

“It’s home.”

“So what? Doesn’t mean you have to stay here.”

“Yeah, it does. I tried for five years to find my feet at college. All I wanted was to come running home.”

Nate cocked his head. “What the heck are you talking about?”

“I’m a fake. I didn’t fit in so I become someone else.” He walked over to the window and picked up a small pink heart, one of the many Alice had strewn around the office. “I became what they wanted me to be. The popular guy, the one everyone came to for advice. The one who sorted out everyone else’s problems. And all the while I wanted to come crawling back to Marietta and be the simple cowboy I was when I left.” He turned, hating the uncertainty in his brother’s eyes. “I can’t let Alice see that part of me. She deserves better.”

Nate slapped a hand on his thigh. “I thought you were clever, Crease. You’re supposed to be the love doctor, yet you can’t cure your own love life. How is that going to look to your public?” He jumped up and paced the office, throwing Crease looks of disbelief now and again.

“You’re not listening to me. F-A-K-E.”

“Bullshit.”

“True. Just listen to what I’m telling you.” How annoying was it that his brother still didn’t listen to him? How the heck was he supposed to get through to him?

“What have you done to try to make up for that argument?”

“I brought her chocolate.”

Nate raised his eyebrow. “So?”

“We argued the other night about her going or staying. Whichever. I brought her chocolates, her favorite. They’re sitting in the fridge unopened.”

“And you’re going to let that stop you from telling her how much she means to you? I thought you were better than that, Crease.”

“I did too. I can’t clip her wings.”

“Did you stop to think that maybe you already have?”


Chapter Seventeen


“Welcome to Zapper, Ms. Winter.” The head of HR held out her hand. “I’m glad you could get here. It’s a bit of a flight for you. Montana, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s right, but the flight is under two hours.”

“Right. That’s okay then. Tell me why you want to work for us.” Janine Petrova sat back with a well-practiced smile.

“Data fascinates me. It always has, and with Zapper being the leading data miners in the universe, it seemed like the obvious place for me to work.”

The smile fractured a little. “We sell products, Alice.”

Alice smiled. “Of course you do, but that isn’t the main business. You gather data and with that you sell products. I’ve followed your model since conception, Ms. Petrova. I know how it works and I also know how well it works.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and hoped she wasn’t coming across as a know-it-all, but Alice wanted this job and wasn’t about to mince her words. She wanted them to know she understood their business model and that she was happy to be in this environment. It was a cutthroat business that took its toll on employees. The staff turnover was constant, and Alice wasn’t going into this company expecting to take it easy.

Janine smiled. “You’re correct. But that still doesn’t tell me why you want to be here.”

“Opportunity. I know how to use data, how to analyze it, manipulate it to get the best possible outcome for any company. I’ve used it to set up a new business venture I share with a friend, and it’s going extremely well.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of it. I checked it out when you queried us, and I must admit, I like what I see business-model wise. What I don’t understand is why you don’t stay with that business when it’s so successful.”

“It wasn’t my long-term goal, although I will keep an interest in the company. I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it, that the model I helped create would work. Much like you’ve done here. I like a challenge, Ms. Petrova. And I think this is the only company that will give me that and get something worthwhile in return.”

Janine gave what Alice decided was her first genuine smile. “I see. Tell me where you see yourself in five years, Alice.”

“A corner office, an assistant or two. A massive pay raise because you’re going to want to keep me here when you see what I can do for the company. And four weeks annual leave per year because I’ll earn it twice over.”

Janine’s lips twitched. “You’re confident, if nothing else.”

“Of course I am. You said yourself you’ve seen what I can do with Strings Attached. I don’t shout out how good I am for the sake of hearing my own voice or because I’m arrogant. I do it because, quite simply, it’s true. I earned my degree with hard work and dedication, and we built that business from scratch. If your company doesn’t want that kind of skill, others will.” She astounded herself by saying so much. But if nothing else, everything that had happened in Marietta had given her the confidence to speak up.

The introvert had grown wings.

“This company thrives on hard workers like yourself, but we will work you hard. If we take you on, Alice, your life will be work, work, and more work. There won’t be time to relax once you get into the office.”

“I can deal with it.” She’d need that kind of schedule to keep her from thinking about what she’d left behind.

“Fine. Let me set you up with a couple of trial scenarios to analyze and then you can do the standard questionnaires. I know you’ll probably breeze through these, but they’re compulsory for everyone who is considered for employment, regardless of the position.” She stood and smoothed down her skirt. “As much as we’d like to hire by instinct, the boss has a rule that everyone does the groundwork first. I hope you understand.”

“I’ve taken time off with the expectation I’ll be tested before being offered a position.”

“Good. Follow me, Alice, and let’s get started.”

Sitting in her hotel room after the first day’s testing, Alice found it hard to not pick up the phone and call Crease to tell him how well she’d done. But something made her hesitate. If she didn’t call, would he miss her as much as she missed him? Would he rethink her moving away if he was pining for her as much as she was pining for him? He’d hardly have a chance to notice her gone if she was on the phone to him every day. Or was it more a case of punishing herself because she couldn’t bring herself to tell him the truth?

After the second day, she couldn’t resist any longer. Call her weak, but she couldn’t help it. Her plan to leave a hole in his life while she was away had failed already.

“Hey, Alice. I was sitting here eating pizza and wondering how you were doing.”

His voice brought tears to her eyes. “I’m going good. Two days down, one more to go.”

“That’s great. I’m really pleased for you.” His joy sounded genuine, but that only added to her loneliness.

“So, how’s Nancy doing? Is she managing okay?”

Crease laughed. “Seems to be. She’s been organizing me like a crazy coordinated mother on steroids. I bet her kids don’t dare put a foot wrong. She’s like an army general once she gets going. Tell you the honest truth, Alice, she scares me, but I don’t dare argue with her.”

That was funny, but Alice didn’t feel like laughing. “Great. I’m glad she’s working out.”

“She is, and once she finds her feet, things can only get better. She streamlined my coaching classes so they don’t run over so much time wise. I was letting the guys drag them out longer than necessary and losing time for other parts of the business. I think that’s a good thing because it means we can get through the clients we have with room to breathe.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“Hey, did you see that Ryan has been getting dates? I saw him on television with a lovely looking lady on his arm at a movie premier. The reporter mentioned us again too.”

“Really? What did he say? Something nice, I hope.” She grabbed the television remote and clicked it on, keeping the sound down with the hopes of seeing something about them come through on the entertainment channel.

“He did. Said he was surprised how easy it was once he changed his mind-set on what kind of woman he wanted to date. Gave the love doctor the thumbs-up. The signups have kicked in again. Nancy’s dealing with them.”

Disappointment flooded her heart. “But that’s my job, Crease.”

“I know, but I told her to do the groundwork on it so you don’t get interrupted. All she’s doing is importing the raw data, not actually analyzing it. You can do that because it’s your thing and there’s nobody like you, but I want you to deal with this interview without having to schedule anything for the business. We can discuss it when you get back.”

It sounded as though he was pushing her out. That wasn’t fair. Alice had worked too hard on this business to let it go now. But now wasn’t the time to argue with him.

“Yeah, you’re right. I need to focus on why I’m here. I think they like me, Crease. So far, I’ve been invited to drinks with some of the executives, had lunch with department heads, and been shown the office that will be mine if they offer me the job. I’m guessing that’s a good sign, right?”

“Heck yes! Go you, Alice. I knew you’d knock them out with your brains.” His enthusiasm bubbled over the line, but instead of boosting her, it made her heart ache.

“You were right with your style of query letter. If it weren’t for that, I doubt I’d be here now.”

“You would’ve gotten there eventually, sweetheart. You’re too good to turn down. You’ll see. They need you.”

But what about you, Crease? You don’t need me as much as I need you. They spoke for another few minutes before she hung up and lay on the bed, sadder than ever that he was breaking away from her and there was nothing she could do about it.
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Hearing her voice made his decision even harder. She was enjoying being challenged and wasn’t too broken up over the changes at the business. Nate had it wrong. She was where she wanted to be or she would’ve got up him for letting someone else get their hands on her precious data. Alice had never been good at sharing what she considered her jobs. Many a time they’d had cross words when Crease tried to take over some of her pet projects. It was a lesson he wasn’t keen to repeat, but Nancy had insisted she knew what she was doing.

He had to face it, Alice wasn’t going to be here to do it anyway, and he could see that her doing remote work for the business eventually would peter out. Nancy might as well learn all she could while Alice was still in the mix.

But things weren’t as good as he made out. His matchmaking skills without her around seemed to be lacking. The spark was gone. As if without Alice here, he couldn’t project what he wanted his clients to achieve. It felt a bit like Samson cutting his hair and losing his powers. Alice was what kept Crease going. His creative and confident soul mate.

He wouldn’t bring her back to save himself though. He had to forge ahead and make his life without her. He had to up his game and stop relying on her, let her have her own life.

Crease groaned when the doorbell rang. He stumbled over to the intercom and pushed the button.

“Hello.”

“Crease, sorry to bother you, but it’s Nash. I need your help.” He paused. “Can I please come and talk to you?”

Crease pushed the button to unlock the door. “Sure, why not?” Might as well try and keep his mind off of Alice any way he could.

Nash stumbled into the room. Gone was the bright-eyed man who’d managed to get a date early on. Black smudges ringed his eyes as though he hadn’t slept in days. “Man, I messed up bad.”

Join the club, Nash. Bet it’s not as bad as I did. “Have a seat. Want a beer and pizza?”

Nash shook his head. “No. I want to know how to get Sandra back. She dumped me, Crease.”

“How is that possible?” They were the success story Crease talked about in his coaching when trying to convince the shy people that anyone could do this given the right skills. “Why? What happened?”

“She wants to get engaged and married pretty much right away. I freaked out. I don’t know if this is what I want, you know? It’s all happening too fast for me to deal with.”

It was fast, but he’d seen faster. “Did you tell her that? I thought you two were going great together.” Crease hooked his right foot over his left knee and encouraged Nash to explain.

“We were. But things got serious real fast and I… I pushed her away. I got cold feet, Crease. I don’t know if I’m ready for marriage.”

“And she is.” She’d told Alice right at the beginning she wasn’t going to muck around. If she and Nash got on well, she was going to fast-track the relationship because she wasn’t getting any younger. Her chance of ever having children was waning by the day.

“But I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing, Crease. What if I don’t ever find anyone to be with?”

“That’s not how you should be looking at this, pal. You need to decide if Sandra is the right woman for you. Does she make your heart flip when you see her?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you miss her when she’s not there?”

“Damn fool question.” He scratched the back of his neck rather than look Crease in the eye. “Feel lost without her, to be honest. Like I’m wandering around in a fog.”

Crease felt like he was talking to himself. “Will you regret it if you walk away and someone else gets your girl?”

Nash looked at him with soulful eyes. “Reckon I would. Never been in love before so I didn’t know if I was being silly or if it was the real thing. I don’t want to grow old alone, and Pa is going into the nursing home soon. I’m going to be alone in that big old house. My mind is all kind of mixed up right now.”

“Understandable.”

“But I don’t want to use her, not if it’s just because I’m lonely. She deserves more than that.”

Crease sat forward. “Here’s a suggestion then. Why don’t you talk to her, have a heart-to-heart and ask if you can have a little bit more time to decide? Put your cards on the table, tell her you’re scared. That you don’t want to take advantage of her when you’ve never been in love before.” Crease gave him a sympathetic smile. “Women love honesty, even if it means they don’t win in the end. Talk to her, Nash. Tell her how you feel.”

“If she says no?”

“Then you have to decide on the spot. Do you want her, or are you prepared to let her go? There are always other people to meet, Nash. You might find someone more suitable if you keep looking. You know the old saying, more fish in the ocean.”

“And I might not.” His shoulders drooped, and Crease felt for him.

“Or she might just be the perfect woman for you, but you haven’t realized it yet.” I’m ahead of you there. Time I started taking my own advice.

Nash stood. “You’re right. I have to make a decision sooner or later. I can’t let her go if she’s the one for me.”

“Don’t rush it. That’s the best advice I can give you. Make sure it’s what you want before you commit. Okay?”

“Okay. Sorry to bother you, Crease. I appreciate it.” He glanced around the room. “Say hi to Alice for me.”

“Will do.”

Crease saw him out and went back to his solitary beer and cold pizza, wondering if he’d ever be in Nash’s position.

But that meant having someone who loved him first.
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“Surely, he didn’t say that, Sandra. That doesn’t sound like Crease.”

Sobs came over the phone. “Nash saw him and that’s what he said. There are more women out there for him to find if he decided I wasn’t the right one. I think I’ve ruined everything, Alice. I so wanted this to work out. Nash is everything I want in a husband.”

She was going to kill Crease when she saw him. How could he do that to Nash and Sandra? “Maybe Nash just needs more time. He’s been a bachelor for so long.”

“I know that, but I’m thirty-eight, for goodness’ sake. I don’t have many years left to have children. If I’m going to be a momma, I have to move fast, and Nash was the one for me. At least I thought so.” She sniffled and cleared her throat. “I can’t go through this again. I just can’t.”

Alice didn’t blame her. Falling in love hurt more than it should. She should know. “I’ll be back home tomorrow, and I’ll try to sort it out then. I know it’s hard, but try not to worry.”

“Too late. I’m a blithering mess. I feel as though my life is over.” She sniffled again. “I can’t even face work. This is ridiculous being so lovesick.” Sandra blew her nose. “You know, when I came to Marietta I thought this was where I wanted to be, but now I’m not so sure.”

After she hung up from Sandra, Alice called Crease, but his phone went to voice mail. She called the office and Nancy picked up. “Alice, how are things going?”

“Great, thanks. Listen, is Crease around?”

“No, he’s with a client, Alice, but he did say if you called to let you know that he’d be at the airport tomorrow to pick you. Save you calling back, he said, and ruining your go-get-em vibe. He said you’d understand what that means.”

Really? He was giving her the brush off? What a jerk. Just when she was ready to give him a dressing down about their clients, he refused to talk to her. That was a first.

“Right! Okay, then. But tell him if it’s a problem, I can get a cab back.”

“I’m sure it’s not. He has you in his schedule already. See you when you get here.”

Alice hung up with a shiver down her spine. He was pushing her away more each day. He really didn’t want her to stay in Marietta. He wanted her gone. How had she not seen this coming?


Chapter Eighteen


Troy Sheehan leaned over his desk, hands splayed, reminding Crease of the angry bar owner who dragged him out and dumped him in the street too many times to count.

“I warned you not to mess up my wife’s maternity leave, didn’t I?”

Crease sat back in his chair, hands out to try to calm the man. “You did, but hear me out, Troy.”

“I’m not ready to listen, Crease. Taylor goes on leave next week and her replacement is hiding at home, sobbing over a relationship you had a hand in ruining. Would you be ready to calm down in my position, knowing your wife is stressing to the max and may have to work right up to delivery or close the town library? How do you think the good folk of Marietta will look at you then?”

“Nash is scared. You can hardly blame him. Poor guy’s never been in love before.”

“So you tell him there are plenty more fish in the sea and break a good women’s heart. Good move, Doctor Love.” His sarcasm made Crease cringe, but now wouldn’t be the time to tell Troy he had it wrong. “You fix this or I’m going to make your life hell. What happened when you were a kid is nothing compared to what I’ll do to you now. I have a reputation in this town, Crease, and it’s not going to get tarnished because some smart-assed kid comes back with a college degree and thinks he knows everything about love. My wife is the most important thing to me, and you will fix that romance if it’s the last thing you do. Understand?”

“Yeah, I understand. Leave it with me.”

“You have until Monday to fix it or I’ll make sure everyone knows what a farce you are.”

“Gotcha!” How the heck was he going to pull this one off? He couldn’t fix his own love life—what chance did he have of sorting out Nash and Sandra after what had happened?

Troy gave him a final glare and strode out of the office, slamming the door behind him. If word of this got out, he could kiss the business goodbye. Then Alice would really hate him. Life was too hard some days.

Crease leaned back in his chair, eyes closed. What a mess. Not only was he in trouble with Alice over this, but now Troy was on his case. He had no doubt he’d keep his word too. Being a lover of books himself, Crease could imagine the impact closing the library would have on the town.

“What are you going to do to fix things?” Nancy toyed with her ballpoint pen.

Crease had no idea. He’d never failed before like this. All through college, his touch was gold. He could do nothing wrong. This was a foreign territory for him, and he hated the thought of letting anyone down.

But he’d never been so scared of losing the woman he loved before either. The moment Alice went to her interview was when the glow of his success started to fade. Without her around, he didn’t have as much zest for his job. Not seeing her across from his desk everyday made it drag on. Being at work was a chore.

Was it possible the advice he gave Nash was his own conscience speaking up to make him feel that life would be okay without her around? The more he thought about it, the more it made sense.

“I can see your mind going crazy. Talk it out, Crease. That always helps.”

“Nancy, I have to fix this.” But how, he had no idea.

“Can I give you a word of advice?”

Nothing to lose. “Sure. I’ll take anything right now.”

“First you need to decide what you’re going to do about your relationship, and then you can deal with Nash and Sandra. The last thing you want to do is let your own personal life impact your business, and I have a sneaky suspicion that’s what’s happening.”

“I do too.”

“So fix it. Decide how you’re going to convince Alice that you adore her and don’t want to lose her. When two people love each other, there has to be a way to fix things. Sometimes pride gets in the way, and we need to find a way around that.”

“How on earth did you get to be so wise?”

“Three boys who went through the same thing. Moms always have the answer—didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

A lump rose in his throat. “No. No, I wasn’t so lucky to have mine for long.”

Nance rose and put a consoling hand on his shoulder. “I know, Crease. I’m sorry. I should’ve thought before I said that.”

“You’re right though. Thank you for being so wise.”
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“Mom, I don’t know what to do.” Alice stared out the window of her hotel room. “I think they’re going to offer me the job.”

“That’s great. Your dad and I are so proud of you.”

She sighed. “Thanks.”

“But something tells me you’re not as happy about that as you thought you would be. What is it, honey?”

Her mom always knew when she needed a shoulder to cry on. “I don’t know if it’s what I want anymore. I thought I did, but now that I’m here it’s not giving me the feels I wanted.”

“Talk to me, honey. Get it all out.”

Alice wandered over to a chair and sat down. “I was thrilled to get the interview, but when I got here all I could do was find fault with everything. Like the testing I had to do. I couldn’t see the point of a lot of it.” Some of it was so childish she faltered giving her answers. “By the time I’d done the second day, I didn’t want to return. It all felt wrong somehow.”

“How’s Crease?”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“Sweetheart, your father and I have been waiting for you to announce your engagement. You’ve been like peas in a pod for five years.”

“Mom, we’re friends, that’s it.” Unfortunately.

Her mom laughed, not unkindly. “Are you sure, Alice?”

“I thought I was.” Her heart ached. “Mom, what am I going to do?”

“What your heart tells you. For a couple in the dating business, you two are both so blind to what’s in front of your own nose.”

“He doesn’t want me. It’s Crease who encouraged me to try for this job. He wrote the latest query letter for me and that’s why I got the interview. That has to tell you something. He wants me gone.” That was pretty obvious. She’d been replaced at the office already.

“Have you ever stopped and thought about why he’d do that? All through college, it’s all you’ve talked about. Even when you started this business, you made it clear that you were going to be leaving sooner or later. What was the poor guy supposed to say, Alice?”

“Don’t go?”

“That’s not Crease’s style. He’s too sweet to put himself first. If you want him, you have to tell him that. You need to convince him that what you thought you wanted has changed.”

“I don’t know if I can do that. He’s the dating guru, not me.” This wasn’t going to work.

“But, honey, even he can be wrong.”


Chapter Nineteen


Alice headed to the boarding gate for her flight, a bundle of nerves and apprehension. Her phone rang and she scrambled around in her handbag to grab it, stepping out of line to take the call.

“Hi, Alice. It’s Janine. I wanted to let you know before you go home that the board has approved your application. I’ve emailed you a contract and an official offer of employment. Look over what we’re offering and get back to me within the week. I have to fill this job, and I’m sure you know how many applicants we get.”

“Wow, thank you, Janine. I’ll be sure to call you as soon as I can. Thank you.” She dropped her phone back into her handbag and stood stunned, staring at the people around her but seeing nothing as her mind raced.

Here it was. The job that would catapult her into… what exactly? She hadn’t given the end result that much thought. All she’d cared about was getting the position and proving herself. Where to after that was never more than a passing thought.

After the conversation with her mother last night, Alice was almost ready to ditch the idea of working for Zapper and stay in Marietta. But maybe her mom had it wrong and he wasn’t that into her. It was more than possible. Being friends didn’t mean they would ever be more than that.

Crease always talked about being confident, taking what you wanted or at least asking for it. The whole “if you don’t ask, you don’t get” theory she’d completely forgotten about. He’d coached plenty of people to gain confidence, to go for what they wanted, and if Nash could do it, so could Alice.

Alice rejoined the line and boarded her flight.

She was going to tell him exactly what she wanted when she saw him. No way was Crease going to change her mind. It was time to get her point across and stick to her guns. First about Nash and Sandra and then about trying to push her away when she should be the one deciding her future, not him.

She was determined to make him understand how much she loved him.

The plane made a smooth landing, and pulled up to the gate. Alice waited impatiently for everyone in front of her to offload, and then she was walking down the steps and into the small airport. She searched the concourse for Crease.

He wasn’t here. Perhaps he’d taken her at her word and she was going to have to cab it back to the office. Fine! But he was going to get a more pissed-off version of Alice if that was the case.

She gathered her small bag from the luggage carousel and headed to the door, ready to scope out a taxi, a sheen of tears clouding her vision. Then a blur of red balloons crossed her eyes and she was enveloped in arms she knew.
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He was so late he’d almost missed her.

“Alice. I’m so sorry. I got held up at the office at the last minute.”

Anger glinted in her eyes and he cringed. This wasn’t going well.

“Listen, I wanted to talk to you about something…”

“Crease, we need to talk.”

They both spoke at the same time. He took her bag and walked beside her. “Let’s get out of here and we can chat. I have so much to tell you.” He guided her outside, but she shook his hand off and stopped on the pavement.

“I need to tell you something.”

Her face was pale and uncertainty clouded her eyes. She’d been offered the job; he knew it.

“Me too. But ladies first.”

Alice looked at her hands and then his face. Her mouth worked as she tried to find the words and Crease’s heartbeat shot up. This was it. She would tell him she’d succeeded and was leaving him for good.

“Crease, I… look, they offered me the job.” Her voice hitched on the last word.

“Of course they did. We both knew it. Congratulations, Alice. I’m thrilled for you.”

She tucked a curl behind her ear and chewed on her lip. “It’s…” She heaved a sigh before dropping her bag on the pavement, grabbing his cheeks in her hands, and planting her lips on his.

Gently at first, Alice tasted him, pressing against his body until his hands circled her back. Her tongue prodded the seam of his lips, and Crease opened to her, his emotions getting the better of him as she kissed him senseless. He took everything she had to offer, tasting her sweetness, his regret at not making his move earlier. This was a goodbye kiss, he could sense it. Before he could break his resolve and beg her to stay, he broke the kiss. She was going to tell him she was going away, but there was no way he was going to let that happen.

Crease didn’t want to be that guy who could never let go, become the stalker kind of boyfriend. But he wasn’t that guy; he knew that now. After his discussion with Nancy, Crease had given himself the biggest talking to of his life and made his decision. Now all he had to do was convince Alice they were meant to be together, and coming clean was part of it.

“Congratulations. You deserve everything you’ve worked so hard for. I’m immensely proud of you, Alice.”

“I’m not.”

“Why? You got the job. Your dream is finally about to be realized.”

“I’m a wimp.”

He frowned. What on earth did she mean?

“Before we get into that, what on earth have you done with Nash and Sandy? They were going fine and then I got a panicked call from her saying—”

“Wow. Stop. I fixed it. They’re together and working out their differences.” It’d been some honest talking that was quite close to the bone, but Crease had invited them to a quiet dinner last night and told them what he’d done wrong—the advice that hadn’t sounded the way it should have. The pain he’d caused them. It wasn’t his brightest moment, but he felt relieved that he’d managed to make them understand and get them back together again.

“You did?”

“Yeah, I did. I’ve never messed up so badly before. It made me wonder if I should be doing this job.”

“But you’re so good at it. All you’ve ever wanted to do was put people together.”

“I thought I did, but here’s the thing. I never should’ve let my own personal relationship get mixed up with our clients. Keeping them apart is harder than I thought it would be, and I made a mess of things because I was focused on what I wanted and not what was best for Nash.”

The light in her eyes dulled and Alice stepped away. “Guess you won’t make that mistake again.”

“No, I won’t, because I’m going to clear this up here and now.” He let go of the red heart-shaped balloons and cupped her cheeks. The balloons floated up and over the roof of the terminal, but he only had eyes for Alice. “I want you, Alice Winter. If that means moving the business to Seattle so we can be together, so be it. I’ll gladly do it, but I’m not letting you go.”

Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Crease took the opportunity to kiss her, hoping with everything he had that she’d respond favorably. He was willing to beg if necessary, but he wasn’t going to let her go again. The last few days without her had been hell. It was the longest they’d been apart for ages.

Alice leaned into him and gave him all the encouragement he could ask for. Her fingers toyed with the hair on the nape of his neck and her tongue danced with his. He reveled in the smell of her perfume, so familiar to him. Crease blinked as a man walked toward them, ducking around them to get to the door they were blocking. “Get a room.”

Alice giggled and broke the kiss.

“There’s something else I need to say to you.” He blew out a breath. “The guy you got to know in college isn’t me. It’s who I thought I needed to be to have a chance with you.”

Alice looked at him. “I don’t understand.”

Crease wiped a finger down his jawline and put the words straight in his mind. “I’m a fake. When I arrived in college, I was the country kid who didn’t have a lick of personality. The clumsy conversationalist. The guy who couldn’t get a date with you, the only girl who made my heart flutter. So I made it my mission to learn to be the guy you would want to be with, and one thing led to another and here we are.”

“Exactly how does that make you a fake?”

He bit the inside of his cheek. She wasn’t making this easy for him, but Crease expected no less. He had to make it up to her and honesty was the best way forward. “Because the guy I am now isn’t the real me. I’m living a lie, and moving to Marietta was a mistake too. I was scared if I moved to the city, I’d fail, you’d see the real me, and everything would come crashing down. I know we should’ve gone with what you wanted and moved to Seattle, but I just couldn’t face it.”

Alice crossed her arms. “Because?”

“It would’ve made more sense business wise to be in a big city. But after being in college, I knew I couldn’t stand to be somewhere so busy. It took all my time to stick to college and not rush home. I’m a homebody, a small-town guy, and that’s not fair to you.” He tried to smile and failed. “I forced my ideas on you to get my way, lied about how great Marietta is so you’d move here with me.”

Crease picked up her luggage and pushed her toward his truck. “Sorry. But that couldn’t wait. I needed to tell you how I feel.” He clicked open the door and held it for her, then put the suitcase in the tray. When he was in the driver’s seat, he reached for her hand. “Don’t say anything now. Let’s get home and we can talk about things then.”

“No. I want to do it now. Get it out in the open. It’s been a terrible few days thinking about what I want, Crease.”

She was going to turn him down. He’d tried to ignore that little niggle and only focus on what he wanted to achieve, but she’d turned him down years ago saying they were only friends and she wanted to keep it that way. The kissing was good, but there’d always been a small charge between them. After baring his soul and admitting he was wrong, why would she change now?

He turned toward her. “Okay. Let me have it.”

“First off, I’m really pissed at you for what you said to Nash. Where the heck was your brain when you told him there were more fish in the sea?”

“Alice, drop it. They’re back together.”

The fire sparked in her eyes. “I don’t care. It was a stupid thing to say. You need to address this and analyze it so you don’t make the same mistake again.”

“You’re right. I let my own emotions get in the way.” Crease looked away. “I missed you, but I kept telling myself that it was what you wanted and I had no right to stand in your way. I told myself there were plenty of women out there I could date. Maybe I’d find the one I wanted.”

Alice sucked in a breath but didn’t say anything.

“It made me bitter because I knew I was lying to myself. There is no one out there better for me than you. I figured if I couldn’t fix my own love life, what right did I have to fix anyone else’s? I let that trickle over into my advice to Nash. Stupid now that I look back on it, but I’m as human as the next guy.”

“You are. So how did you fix it?”

“After Troy tore a strip off me, Nancy gave me a talking to as well.” He grinned. “I accepted her advice. Not having a mother of my own, it sounded like she knew what she was talking about.”

“Sounds like she’s very wise then. I can’t wait to catch up with her.”

“She is. She’s the one who told me to move the business. Actually, so did Nate, but it carried more weight coming from Nancy.”

“Why?” Alice asked.

“Because she stands to lose her job. I figure she’s onto something. But I agree with her, Alice. I’ll move the business if it means we can be together.”

She looked out the window. “Take me home please, Crease.”


Chapter Twenty


It was a lot to take in. She wanted desperately to tell him it would be all right. That they could take the business to Seattle and be happy together. But there was something niggling Alice that she had to settle in her mind before she said yes to him. Or no to the job offer.

Crease drove in silence to Main Street and parked outside the office. Everything looked the same. Comforting and steady. People went about their business as always. Children ran along the pavement, pausing to giggle or ask their parents something.

The tension eased from her shoulders and she felt herself relaxing for the first time in days. This was home, where she wanted to be. Alice was sure of it now. What Crease told her about Marietta was true. It was a nice place to live. Comforting and friendly. After Seattle, it felt more like home than any place she’d been in years. Before she went for her interview, she’d started to find her feet in Marietta, to make friends. Alice even had her favorite shops already. How was she going to let go of that? She reached over for Crease’s hand. “I don’t want you to take the business to Seattle.”

His eyes darkened and the corners of his lips turned down at her words.

“I want to stay here, Crease. My dream has changed. I don’t want to go to Seattle to be a numberless clone in that huge corporation. I saw what people in those cubicles looked like. As if the joy had been sucked out of them and they were working on autopilot. Empty shells of people whose dreams had gone up in smoke. That’s not me. Not how I see my future. The last thing I need is to be a carbon copy of everyone else. I want what we have already. I want you and me and the business we’ve built together.”

Crease grinned and moved toward her. “But what about what I said?”

“About being a fake and lying to get me to Marietta?”

He nodded.

“You’re not a fake. Learning new ways to do things isn’t wrong. We all move forward as we grow. Staying the same isn’t human nature. We adapt to our environment, and that’s what you did.”

“I’m not convinced I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Alice smiled. “Why do you think I turned you down so often?”

Crease shrugged. “Because I was a jerk and had no sense, I guess.”

She ran a hand up his arm. “No, dear man. It was because you weren’t the man you are today. I knew you had to find your own feet before you committed to a relationship, and I was prepared to wait and let that happen. You’ve grown so much over the time I’ve known you, Crease. I always wanted us to be together, but the timing had to be right. Even you figured out for yourself how important that is.”

“It doesn’t take away from the fact I lied to you.”

“If it made you fit in and happy, why is it a problem? Let it go, because I have. It’s not even worth talking about.”

“And dragging you to Marietta?”

“You suggested and I came willingly. I could’ve said no, but I didn’t. I’m glad we moved here, too, because it turned out to be a great choice. And you’re right about small towns—I love it here. The people are lovely, the pace of life is just what I need, and our business is doing well. Why would we want to be anywhere else?”

“Are you sure? You really mean it?”

She laughed and buried her face in his neck. “Yes, I really mean it. I missed you like crazy.”

He kissed her hair, his breath racing. “I missed you too. I was so scared you were going to come home just to pack up and go away again.”

Alice sat up and ran a finger down his cheek. “I thought for a while there that you had someone else and were trying to get rid of me. That maybe Ebony had managed to score a date with you after all.” She rolled her eyes, embarrassed at how much she’d doubted him. “I was prepared to tell you as soon as I saw you that I loved you and wasn’t going anywhere, but I think I needed to see the street, feel the pull of Marietta before I decided that we were staying here. Is that okay?”

Crease wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. “Yes. So long as you love me, I don’t care how much you made me hang on. I love you, Alice.”

“I love you. More than you’ll know.”

A tap on the window tore them apart. Carol Bingley stood beside the car. “Alice, I’ve been waiting for you two to get back.”

Alice opened her door and climbed out. “How are you, Mrs. Bingley?”

“Good now that you’re back. That shampoo you like, the one with the lavender oil. We have it on sale at the pharmacy so I thought I’d let you know.”

“Thank you so much.”

Carol Bingley blushed. “Listen, I need you to do me a favor. I want you to find a date for my nephew. He’s lonely and hasn’t had an ounce of success doing it on his own.”

Alice glanced at Crease over the hood of the truck. “I know just the person to help him out. Crease hasn’t been dubbed the love doctor for nothing.”

The End
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“Jethro Hansen, meet Sadie St. Martin.”

The woman he’d seen a few weeks ago when he dropped off some paperwork for Layla. Interesting that she turned out to be the new assistant.

Layla Cox cupped her swollen belly and reached for the edge of her desk. “Sadie used to work for me in Denver. Out of all my so-called friends, she’s the only one who’s kept in touch, and that means something. And being the good friend that she is, she’s kindly offered to spend three months here while I go on maternity leave and she works out where her future lies. Works well for both of us.”

Layla paused for breath, grimaced, and wiped a hand across her cheeks. He reached for her, but she brushed his hand away. “I’m fine.” Layla took a shuddering breath. “As I said, Sadie used to work for me, and there isn’t anyone else I’d trust while I’m away. She’ll be around to take care of anything that troubles you. I’ve told her the situation, and in the few weeks she’s been here, she’s pretty much read every file in the office.”

He glanced at the petite blonde standing beside his lawyer. Her pale blue gaze flickered over him and she quickly looked away. Was she dismissing him or merely uncomfortable in his presence? Not everyone who came from the big city fit in right away or felt at ease in such a rural town. It took longer for some than others to find their feet.

“Miss St. Martin. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He held out his hand and engulfed her slim fingers in his. Her skin was soft under his calloused grip, and Jethro wanted to hold on longer than necessary, but he let go before she could withdraw herself. The less embarrassment he caused her, the better, in his opinion. She was going to see a fair bit of him while Layla was busy being a mom, and, from the first time he’d seen Miss St. Martin, she’d cropped up in his thoughts more than once or twice.

“Thank you. I’m sure it’s going to be an interesting few months.”

Layla groaned again and leaned forward, her knuckles pale on the edge of the desk.

“Layla. Are you okay?” Sadie’s voice wobbled and a hint of fear reached Jethro’s ears.

He moved forward, slipped his arm around Layla’s shoulders, and she leaned into him. “You’re in labor, right?”

She nodded and moaned again.

“How far apart?” He had helped at many an animal birth on the ranch, but this was the first time he’d been around a pregnant woman in labor. How different could it be?

“Three or four minutes.” Beads of sweat appeared on her top lip.

Heck, that was close from what he remembered. He really should’ve paid more attention to that recent documentary, but his mind had been on other things when the television was blaring in the living room. Wasn’t she due in a few weeks, not now? Maybe he had it wrong.

He turned to Sadie. “Can you call Emily, get her to come help, and maybe let Tyson know?”

Sadie stared at him with panicked eyes. “It’s too early for the baby. We still have another three weeks and four days to get me up to speed on the cases I’ll be dealing with. I have it all written down on my calendar.”

Seriously? “Well, we’ve got no say in the matter. Call Emily. She’ll know what to do.”

Sadie flapped her hands in front of her face as she looked at her watch. “Emily’s out getting her hair done. She won’t be back for an hour or more.” She chewed her lip and stared at her boss, whose face was pale and pinched. “I’ll call Tyson, but he hardly ever picks up, according to Layla.”

There was nothing for it. He’d have to get his lawyer to the hospital himself. “Well, try anyway, and I’ll start walking her out to my truck. I don’t think we have any time to waste.” He tried to help Layla to walk out of the office, but she managed only a couple of steps before she stopped and leaned against him. Beads of sweat broke out on her brow, and she screwed up her eyes, lips taut across her clenched teeth. Jethro scooped her up into his arms and held her against his chest. “Bring your cell phone and try on the way to the hospital. This baby isn’t going to wait for him.”

Sadie ran to the next room, grabbed her handbag, and opened the front door for Jethro. He hustled past her and nodded to the truck at the curb. “Door’s unlocked. Open it for me, please, and then get in the back.”

“You want me to come too?” Her face paled. “Shouldn’t someone stay here in case Tyson calls back or a client comes by?”

“Sadie, I need you with me.” Layla gripped her hand and dragged her along. “Don’t you dare leave me now!”

“But, I… surely I should be doing something in the office. Schedule meetings or something.”

“Please, Sadie, send him a text message.” Jethro slid Layla into the front seat and reached for the seat belt, locking it in place around her. “I need help with this one. I owe her, you know, and I’d feel better if there was a friendly face with me.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“No, but she does, and from what I’ve seen, she trusts you more than anyone. Pretty sure a woman needs someone she trusts at a time like this.”

A roar of frustration came from Layla perched in the truck. “You two together, with me—now!”

“Get in. We can argue how much we know each other later.” He shoved Sadie to the back of the truck and ran around to climb in the driver’s seat. Damn lawyers. Always wanting to do things by the book instead of stepping up when the going gets tough. This woman had better not let Layla down or she’ll have me to deal with. Friend or not!

Jethro gave her a flickering glance in the rearview mirror, noting the paleness of her skin and the way she huddled back into the seat. Maybe he should’ve left her behind. The last thing he needed was a wilting wallflower in a delivery room.
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“You can come in now. Mrs. Watson is kicking up a fuss because you’re still out here instead of in there helping her.” The nurse gave Sadie a gentle push on the back and guided her to the delivery suite.

She inched through the door and pulled up short. Layla lay on the birthing bed with her legs up in stirrups. Jethro stood behind her as she screamed through another contraction. Never had she heard such profanities from her boss. Was it too late to run away?

“Don’t you even think about leaving me, Sadie.” Layla lay back, sucked in a breath, and glowered at her. “Get over here and tell me I look pretty, the hills are covered in early snow, anything to take my mind off this god-awful pain!”

I can do this. I can. I will. I don’t think I can stand it. Premature labor doesn’t always end well. My worst nightmare come true!

“Come up this end, Sadie, and stand with me. You can hold her hand from here.” Jethro’s soft voice amid the heavy breathing and cuss words cut through the chatter in her brain. She focused on his deep, warm eyes and, refusing to look down, shuffled past the doctor positioning himself between Layla’s legs.

Jethro moved over to gather her in beside him. “That’s it. You’ll be fine. Just stand here with me and breathe. Cousin Evan here—” he nodded at the doctor “—has it all under control. Hold her hand and ignore the screaming and carrying on. If it helps her through the process, so be it.”

Sadie took one of Layla’s hands and an instant death grip crushed her bones. This was worse than she’d imagined. The snippets she’d overheard from her parents discussing her baby brother’s premature birth described a serene experience, a lie she’d willingly bought into. He’d been born struggling to breathe, his lungs far too immature to cope on the outside world among a long list of health problems, and they could do nothing but cuddle him until his battle was over.

Not once had her mother ever indicated the pain she’d gone through during or after the birth, when infection had set in. The following operation had meant Sadie would always be an only child. And she had no one to blame for the guilt she felt but herself.

“You got this, Layla. With the next breath, I want you to push.” The doctor spoke from behind his mask, his eyes twinkling with anticipation. “Jethro, young lady, give her all the encouragement you can. We’re almost there.”

The grip on her hand tightened and Sadie gritted her teeth to stop from crying out. Had her mother protested like this? During sex-ed classes, Sadie had preferred to imagine herself somewhere else, ignoring the short film on birth. What a wasted opportunity that’d been.

“Good girl, Layla. I can see his head.” The doctor’s voice sounded far away and the whoosh of white noise echoed in Sadie’s ears.

Jethro whispered, “You okay? You’ve gone kinda pale. Don’t go passing out on me now.” He spat out a curse word, and Sadie wondered if Layla was digging her fingernails into his hand as much as she was Sadie’s.

Sadie breathed through her mouth, desperate to hang on to whatever sense of propriety she still had hold of. “I’m okay.” As long as this baby is okay.

Another wail rendered the air sending a chill down Sadie’s back.

“Okay then, push again, Layla. We’re here for you, aren’t we, Sadie?”

Like I have a choice!

“Keep going, he’s almost out. Come on, Momma, push!” The doctor reached down and guided the baby’s head out. “That’s it, almost there. You can relax now for a minute.” The nurse hurried forward, a warm blanket in her arms. “Here we are, Dr. Watson.” In a flurry of movement, a slippery newborn was handed over and whisked away.

Silence screamed loud in the delivery suite. “He’s not making any noise.” Dread filled Sadie’s chest. “Why isn’t he making any noise?”

Layla lifted herself up on her elbows. “Evan, what’s going on? Is my baby okay?”

Sadie felt the walls closing in on her and she slumped against Jethro. This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t.

“Hey, it’s okay.” He held her in his arms, her face pressed against his chest. The smell of fresh hay mixed with male sweat and spicy deodorant wrapped around her, but it wasn’t enough to keep her from losing her grip on reality. The white noise threatened to take over and Sadie wanted to give in to the darkness grabbing at her mind. She clutched his shirt between her fingers, trying to push down the panic in her chest. How could Jethro remain so calm in a situation like this? He wasn’t a freaking doctor. He was a cowboy.

“Nurse has him over there, cleaning him up for his momma, isn’t that right, Jethro?” the doctor said.

A lusty squall filled the room a few seconds later and Jethro patted her on the hair as though soothing a small child. “That’s right, Evan. See, nothing wrong with him. Just needed a little bit of help. Same as in the animal world.” He continued to stroke her hair as he spoke. “You’d be surprised if I told you how many calves or lambs I’ve had to help breathe. Why, it was only a few months back that our foal’s nostrils filled with birthing fluid. Poor wee thing struggled for a bit, but he’s all good now. I’ll show you him sometime if you care to come out and meet him.”

Sadie breathed a shuddering sigh as the crying baby was handed to his mother. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose it on you.”

He eased her back into a chair. “Hey, stop beating yourself up. Not everyone’s good at this. Least not the first time. I’m on the ranch, so it’s kinda normal for me.” He wiped his finger under her eyes, and she felt the urge to lean in again. He was comforting, strong—she hadn’t been on the receiving end of this sort of kindness before. Her family was too busy trying to live with their failures and make their mark on the world to give into useless displays of affection.

“Can I buy you a coffee? Debrief or whatever it is that people do after a major event?” He gave her a lopsided grin that made her stomach flutter.

Sadie let out a shaky laugh. “Oh, I um… sure. Why not?” She touched Layla on the shoulder. “Okay if we leave you for a little bit?”

“Thanks for being here, Sadie. You too, Jethro. I know it wasn’t planned, but you guys did great.” Tears filled her eyes. “I’m so grateful, and I know Tyson will be too.”

“Oh, crap. I never got through to him. He didn’t pick up or answer my text.” Sadie pulled her cell phone from her pocket, checked the screen for a message.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he gets the message and this lady gets to her room okay. You two deserve a coffee for helping out.” Evan Watson shook Jethro’s hand. “Thanks. Very much appreciated, Jethro.” He turned to Sadie. “Thank you.”

Jethro’s arm came around her shoulders, and with another glance at the baby to reassure that he was breathing fine, she let him guide her out of the birthing suite right into the face of Tyson Watson.

“What the heck are you doing here with my wife, Jethro Hansen?”

Sadie didn’t expect the fist that came flying and landed with a crunch against Jethro’s cheek, sending him to the ground.

“Tyson. What the heck did you do that for?” Sadie crouched down next to the fallen cowboy and shot accusing glances at Layla’s husband.

Jethro grabbed her hand, shushing her. “It’s normal between us.” He spit blood on his other hand and wiped it on his jeans.

“I didn’t know he was here. Thought it was just you when I got the message. Is Layla all right? The baby?”

Sadie handed Jethro a tissue and stood. “For your information, if it weren’t for Jethro bringing her in, Layla would’ve been in trouble. Premature births can go wrong.” And don’t I know it. “Luckily for everyone, your wife and son are both okay.”

Tyson shifted his gaze between Sadie and Jethro, mumbled something she couldn’t hear, and pushed his way into the delivery suite.

“Thanks.” Jethro reached for her hand, and Sadie helped him to his feet.

“He’s such a fool. You did a great job in there, Jethro.”

“Anyone would’ve done the same.” He prodded his cheek with a finger, wiped a bit of blood on his jeans.

“No. Look at me. I’m her friend and look how hopeless I turned out to be.” She’d heard about the discord between the families and understood most of it centered on Tyson and Jethro. If anyone was going to cop an insult for failing to stand up when it counted, it should be her, not Jethro.

“You did fine, honestly.”

Sadie doubted it, but at least he made it so easy to forget her fear now it was all over.
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