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			CHAPTER ONE
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			Bachelor auction?” Jack stared at his sister-in-law as if she’d grown another head.

			They stood in the middle of the kitchen at the Swinging C Ranch. Jack had come inside to grab some water . . . and immediately, he’d been accosted by his sister-in-law.

			Now he was trapped.

			“Please, Jack? Please? It’s for charity and Sage says she’s down a bachelor. Come on. You love women. This is perfect for you!” Becca Watson was the tiniest slip of a woman and nice as could be . . . most days. She was also darn stubborn and knew how to get what she wanted from any of the Watson brothers, Jack suspected. She had his older brother Hank wrapped around one of those pretty little manicured fingers.

			And Hank probably wasn’t the only one. Because when Becca shoved the bright pink paper at him again, Jack sighed heavily and took a look at it. Sage was almost as bad as Becca when it came to wheedling for things. The sweet-natured mayor never took no for an answer when she wanted something. She’d just smile and talk until you somehow found yourself saying yes.

			So he glanced down at the paper handed to him. The headline read:

			BACHELOR AUCTION. COME AND BID ON YOUR FAVORITE BACHELOR!

			ALL OF THE PROCEDES GO TO BUILDING PAINTED BARREL’S ANIMAL SHELTER.

			“What do you think?” Becca asked, clasping her hands under her chin.

			He pointed at the paper. “Someone spelled ‘proceeds’ wrong.”

			His sister-in-law smacked his arm. “You know what I mean, Jack. Will you do it?” She grabbed the plate of fresh-baked cookies off of the counter and held them up to him, her expression pleading.

			Damn, but she was good. Cookies and the sad eyes? No wonder Hank never stood a chance. He looked around the kitchen, desperate for someone to save him, but both of his brothers and his elderly uncle were making themselves scarce like the cowards they were. There would be no escape from a well-meaning sister-in-law. Jack bit back a sigh and took three of the cookies offered. He crossed his arms over his chest so he wouldn’t look like he was giving in too easily. “What’s it entail?”

			Becca gave a happy little squeal, hopping with joy. “You’re the best, Jack!”

			“I know, but I didn’t agree to nothin’ yet,” he teased. “You gotta tell me what it’s about first.” Still, he liked seeing her happy. Jack had a soft spot for women, even if she was married to his big, rock-headed brother.

			“Okay, well, it’s going to be super cute,” Becca gushed, and inwardly, Jack cringed. There were hearts all over the pink flyer, so he could only imagine what this was going to entail. “Cute” had better not mean him dressing up like a fool. “We’ve asked for volunteers around town to show up as our bachelors, and we’re going to auction you off to the highest bidder. All the ladies of the Painted Barrel Animal Helpers Committee are going to be there, bidding on the men, but of course it’s open to the public.”

			“The what what what?”

			“Painted Barrel Animal Helpers Committee. PBAHC. It’s the committee Amy and I and some of the other girls in yoga made to help out with the animal population. You know the city doesn’t have an official shelter, but if we can raise ten thousand dollars, Sage is going to put in a request to have the back of the city hall converted to make a shelter big enough to hold ten animals. It’s a great cause, and it’ll make you look like a great guy.” Becca pushed another cookie his way as he polished his off. “And you’re the only one that’s still single.”

			“Doc’s single,” he pointed out over a mouthful of chocolate chips.

			“He’s busy that day, unfortunately,” Becca told him. “We actually had a bunch of guys lined up, but with scheduling conflicts, we moved down to twelve. Then Mr. Hammond had heart surgery and so he can’t volunteer.”

			Jack tilted his head. “Did you say Hammond? Tom Hammond?” The man was eighty if he was a day, and skinny as a nail. “He’s doing this?”

			“Like I said,” Becca repeated slowly. “It’s for a lot of the club ladies and some of the women in yoga. You should expect the average age to be geriatric. Like, bingo-and-retirement-home age.” She hesitated and then added, “Though it is open to the public.”

			Jack bit back another groan. He knew all about the public in Painted Barrel. For all that the town was bigger than most of the ones he’d been in over in Alaska, there didn’t seem to be a ton of single women. They all seemed to be married or ancient. Becca had a cute friend that wore glasses, and he’d tried to get her name . . . but every time he’d looked in her direction, she’d given him an utterly disinterested glance, so he figured she wasn’t into cowboys. Jack knew when he wasn’t wanted, so he hadn’t pushed things.

			Even so, he had a limit. “I’m supposed to date someone?”

			“No, not exactly.” Becca shook her head a little too quickly to make him comfortable. “Like I said, it’s for charity. You show up in your cowboy gear and anyone that bids on you is bidding on your services. You can mend fences or milk cows or whatever it is cowboys do.” She waved a hand in the air.

			Milk cows? He tried not to laugh. Jack wondered if Becca even knew what Hank did all day long. “You . . . do know we have beef cattle here, right?”

			She shrugged. “It’s for charity, Jack. And you’re so cute. The girls will eat you up.” She set the cookies down and clasped her hands under her chin again. “Please? Sage is desperate.”

			He pointed down at the paper. “This says it’s a Valentine auction. You sure it’s not supposed to be romantic?” Much as he liked women, he drew the line at a twenty-year age gap. Or thirty. Or fifty. He shuddered at the thought.

			“Like I said, they’re buying a big hunky cowboy and his services. That’s all.”

			“So why can’t you get Caleb to do it?” His brother was serious with his girlfriend, Amy, but it wasn’t like they were married. And if it was true that it was just an auctioning of skills, he didn’t see why it had to be him.

			“Because Caleb will say the wrong thing,” Becca exclaimed, snatching the paper back from him. “You know how he is.”

			That he did. Jack still liked to tease Caleb about all the ways his tongue seemed to trip him up when it came to women. Or people in general. Or the public. Caleb was just . . . shy. Which made no sense, but there it was. He still liked to tease his older brother about how he’d accidentally called one of Jack’s old girlfriends “loser” instead of “Louisa” because his tongue just didn’t work right when Caleb got shy.

			It was amazing that the man had found someone as understanding (and pretty) as Amy.

			Now Jack was the lone unattached Watson brother and it wasn’t a situation he was used to. Normally he was the one with the endless string of girlfriends, the one that always had a phone full of numbers and plans for a Friday night. Even in the remote wilds of Alaska, he always had girls waiting for him to come back to town, and he was never lonely.

			Painted Barrel was different, though. Jack had been so focused on helping Uncle Ennis get the ranch running that he hadn’t really spent too much time in town this past year. Wouldn’t do any good to get attached to town life—not that Jack was the type to get attached anyhow—when they’d just be heading back to Alaska in a few months. But then Hank had met Becca. And Caleb had fallen for a schoolteacher.

			And suddenly no one was planning on going back to Alaska except Jack. But seeing as all his family was here, going back to the lonely, one-room cabin in the middle of nowhere seemed pointless. Jack was a people person, and if there were no people, he’d go stir-crazy in a week. Before, he’d always had his brothers.

			So now Jack was looking at staying in Painted Barrel and in Wyoming.

			He wasn’t sure how he felt about that just yet, but he’d given himself some time to think, and he was thinking maybe he’d get a little land of his own, start ranching on his own. Hank and Caleb were content to work with Uncle Ennis and run the Swinging C, but Jack liked the idea of having his own place. He’d eyeballed some land in the area but hadn’t come to any decisions yet.

			It seemed like a big move to make, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to do it just yet. He supposed it’d be smart to get to know the townspeople, and he guessed that showing up at an (ugh) auction and volunteering might be a good way to do it.

			“You owe me,” he told Becca.

			Her eyes widened and she clapped her hands together. “If you do this, I will totally owe you. We just really need twelve and having you as our hottest bachelor will be a total coup, I promise.”

			Jack wasn’t so sure about it being a coup, but he’d take the compliment. He pocketed the flyer. “So what, you just need me to show up in some chaps and swagger around? Romance the ladies?” He grabbed her hand and mock-kissed the back of it.

			Becca giggled and let him kiss her hand. “I’m going to tell Hank you did that.”

			“And let my brother kick my ass into next week? Why, Becca, I’m hurt. I thought you liked me.” He clutched his chest.

			“Oh, I do. I just like Hank more.” She beamed at him. “And thank you so much for doing this. I promise I really do owe you.”

			“I already know how you can pay me back.”

			“You do?”

			Jack nodded. “You still cut the hair of that real estate lady? Gimme her card. I’ve got some questions.”

			He might as well see what was for sale around Painted Barrel.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Annnnnd we’re going to ease into pigeon pose,” the yoga instructor cooed to the class in a smooth, easy voice. “Let’s stretch those hips, ladies. Get them opened.”

			Layla was such a dork, she always snickered quietly to herself at the double entendre of “opening her hips” every time she came to the pigeon pose. Not that she was great at the pigeon pose. Her hips did a lot of things—banged into walls, squeezed into too-tight jeans—but they did not open like the instructor’s did. Instead, Layla’s pigeon pose was more of a dying pigeon. Possibly a turkey. She chortled at the mental image.

			“Shhhh,” Amy hissed at her from the mat at her side. Amy, darn it all, was able to do a remarkable pigeon pose. “Everyone can hear you laughing,” she whispered.

			“Sorry,” Layla said, though she wasn’t all that sorry. She tried to lean forward to force her muscles to open up a bit more, but all it did was remind her that she had a bit of a tummy roll and her workout pants exacerbated the issue. “I think my hips aren’t very open. They’re more ‘Fort Knox.’”

			One mat ahead of her, Becca giggled.

			Amy put her finger to her lips, but she was twitching, trying to hold back a smile. It was like this with every class. Layla was absolutely terrible at yoga and all things physical, so she tended to cut up and make jokes through the class so she wouldn’t feel so very awkward. Plus, she liked making her friends laugh. She’d have quit the class weeks and weeks ago if it weren’t for Amy and now Becca. It was nice to have friends. Layla had been in Painted Barrel for three years now and it had taken her this long to make friends, and how sad was that? But she just wasn’t good with people.

			Like the yoga instructor, who was glaring quietly at her and not looking very Zen.

			Layla closed her eyes and tried to sink into the pigeon pose—she really did. When they switched legs, she gamely did so, even though she accidentally kicked Amy in the side. She knew she was hard to take in sometimes. She was an accountant, which wasn’t exactly a thrill-a-minute career. She lived in a small town, alone. And most of her hobbies were, well, they were dorky compared to what most women her age liked. Single women in their late twenties liked dancing and going out to clubs, didn’t they? Or shopping and getting their hair and nails done. Layla liked crafts—the more ridiculous the better—and video games. And board games.

			Basically, she was a nerd, and it was awful hard to meet other nerds sometimes. Nerds didn’t run in packs. Nerds were lone wolves. Thus, Layla had been lone-wolfing it around Painted Barrel for far too long.

			But she’d met Amy, and Amy was the sweetest—and somehow most clueless—woman the accountant had ever met. She’d come out of a bad, controlling marriage without a clue of how bank accounts or finances worked. Layla had felt sorry for the schoolteacher and gave her her personal cell phone number so she could ask questions without coming in to Layla’s office, and though most of the questions had started out with things like “How do I pay my water bill?” it had turned into a genuine friendship. Through Amy, she’d spent more time with Becca, too. Funny how she’d done Becca’s taxes for her hair salon for two years now but they’d never talked for more than five minutes. Now they were friends, going to yoga classes and getting drinks together twice a week, and Layla no longer felt like the saddest lone wolf alive.

			Her mat squeaked as her foot moved across it, sounding like a fart, and Layla snort-giggled again.

			Less lone wolf and more rabid, mangy mutt, she decided.

			They moved from pigeon pose into a few resting poses, and then the class was done. Layla immediately leapt up. “So, are we going for drinks? It’s my turn to buy.”

			Amy lay flat on her back on her pink mat, her cheeks flushed and her thick bangs sweaty. “We doing alcoholic drinks or coffee drinks? Because I definitely want something cold.”

			“Becca?” Layla asked. “What do you prefer?”

			Becca had a crafty look on her face. “Let’s go down to the café and get some iced cappuccinos. Amy and I have to talk to you anyhow.”

			Uh-oh. That sounded ominous. “Great?”

			Turned out, it wasn’t so great. No sooner had she sat down at the table with Amy than Becca hurried off to order their drinks and Amy gave her a knowing look. “So . . . what are your plans this weekend?” Amy’s voice was far too chirpy.

			“Um, taxes?”

			“Really?” Amy furrowed her brows. “In February?”

			“Well, I start shaking down the really disorganized clients mid-February for their receipts,” Layla admitted. “The more I nag them, the better chance I have of getting everything on my desk before midnight on April fourteenth. But these particular taxes are my mom’s.” Not that her mom would turn them in, but Layla would at least try. She gave her friend a weary look. “And trust me, she needs the head start. Mom’s a train wreck.”

			Amy tucked a damp lock of hair behind one ear and managed to look delicate and ladylike while doing it. It wasn’t fair that she could be sweaty and still pretty and delicate, Layla mused. Here Layla had barely managed a single pose in class and she still came out of it looking like a sweat hog. “Your mom’s the one always starting businesses, isn’t she?”

			Layla nodded. “That’s how I got into accounting. I had to help her with her books, and she was so terrible at it that I eventually took over.” She didn’t point out that her mom also liked to fudge numbers a little too much and Layla had always been more than a little terrified of her mom going to prison for tax fraud. “But that’s a whole story that needs more than just a few drinks, trust me.”

			Becca sat down with three icy, frothy confections and Layla shot her a grateful look. “It’s on me,” Becca proclaimed.

			Amy immediately spoke up again. “What about Saturday lunch?”

			Layla frowned. Free drinks? Amy wanting to hang on the weekend instead of being with her smoking-hot boyfriend? Something was definitely up. “Are you guys ditching me for someone cooler? Because this is a small town and I know where you live.”

			Becca snorted. “You’re going with us to the bachelor auction on Saturday. That’s what she’s trying to work up to saying.”

			“Wait, I am?” Layla stopped short of taking a sip from her straw. “Why am I doing something as awful as that?” She knew they’d mentioned it several times in the past few weeks, but each time she’d claimed to be busy. Bachelor auctions really weren’t her thing, and considering that the average age of said bachelors was in the sixties, she thought it was sweet but kinda pointless. All the so-called bachelors were mostly small business owners in the area who were going to be bid on by their girlfriends or ladies they knew at bingo. Layla had planned to avoid the entire affair like the plague, given that it’d just remind her that people her grandparents’ age were still finding love and here she was, perennially single.

			“We just need you there as emotional support,” Amy promised, reaching over to squeeze Layla’s hand. “That’s all.”

			“And if you happen to slip up and bid on Hank’s youngest brother, then it happens,” Becca added in.

			“What?” Layla screeched.

			Everyone in the café turned to look at them, which made Layla all the more aware of her Pokémon workout shirt and leggings, and the frizzy mess of her post-workout ponytail.

			She ducked her head and then frowned at her friends, pitching her voice lower. “What? Are you guys setting me up?”

			“No, of course not,” Amy said quickly. “It’s just that . . .” She bit her lip and looked over at Becca.

			“He doesn’t want to do it,” Becca added.

			“So he’s smart,” Layla butted in.

			Her friends gave her an exasperated look. Amy continued. “He’s subbing in because Tom Hammond had that heart procedure and had to drop out. We’d have been down to eleven candidates and we’re worried that the fund-raiser won’t hit the goal with just eleven. Becca asked Jack to step in and he offered to do so.”

			“But we need to make sure someone bids on Jack, and he doesn’t have a girlfriend we can rope in.”

			“Because he’s so hideous?” Layla joked. She’d seen Jack around town. The man looked like something from those old-timey cigarette ads for the Marlboro man—all rugged masculinity. And then she’d seen his face and he had the softest eyes and the prettiest smile she’d ever seen. He was like a damn model, and he’d smiled at Layla.

			Who’d promptly looked over his shoulder, pretended to be disinterested, and never made eye contact again. Guys like him didn’t look at nerd girls like her. It wasn’t that Layla was hideous. She just wasn’t his type. He needed someone classically beautiful—like he was—to hang off his arm and so they could wow everyone with their Ken and Barbie looks and raise a bunch of creepy, too-pretty porcelain doll–like children.

			Layla was . . . messy. She dressed up if she had to, sure, but she didn’t wear much makeup and her hair tended to land in a pencil-stuck bun after five minutes. She had big-framed glasses that were utterly necessary and made her look like an owl. She wore jeans and nerdy T-shirts and crocheted. She carried fifteen extra pounds and had a food baby that showed in tight clothing. So, no, she wasn’t his type.

			He was the star-quarterback type. She was the nerdy-younger-sister type, the one that was supposed to blossom into some sort of beauty but never had.

			For heck’s sake, she was an accountant. They were punch lines for a reason.

			“It’s for charity, and we’ll front you the money,” Becca said, reaching out and squeezing Layla’s other hand. Layla wasn’t sure if it was meant to be encouragement or to keep her from running away. “And you don’t have to win. It’s just we need insurance in case no one else bids on him.”

			She pried her hands out of their grips. “Are you both crazy? Have you seen Jack? Someone will bid on him if they have eyes.”

			“It’s just an insurance policy,” Becca said, her expression bright. “Since Amy and I are organizing, we’re not allowed to bid. That leaves you.”

			Layla groaned as if pained. The last thing she wanted to do was spend her Saturday watching elderly bachelors strut across a Valentine’s Day stage to impress their equally elderly girlfriends. “Must I?”

			“We could really, really use the help,” Amy said gently. “We’ve been pushing so hard for this addition to the city hall and to have all these people back out at the last minute is incredibly discouraging.”

			The sad note in Amy’s voice clinched it, but Layla wanted to drag her feet a little more. “Let me go through my desk and see what I can put off until Monday. And don’t front me the money. That’s ridiculous. Let’s stick to one embarrassment at a time.”

			Because if they fronted her the money, she’d really have to come through. If she didn’t take it, she could still get out of this.

			Theoretically.

			

			*   *   *

			When she got back to her office, her inbox had a few notes from clients who were late filing their federal unemployment returns, but nothing that needed to be handled immediately. She emailed her usual suspects, reminding them to send over any receipts for the prior calendar year, and then played a match-3 game on Facebook to pass the time.

			The nice thing about being her own boss was that if she was lazy, no one could call her out on it. If she didn’t get enough done during office hours, she’d just take her work home and pick through it while watching Netflix, her computer in her lap and her cat, Sterling, tucked against her side.

			Somewhere on round sixteen of her current game, Layla’s mom called.

			“I have a date for you, my baby,” Janet Schmidt sang into the phone. “I met a doctor and his son’s a pharmacist. He works at a hospital and they have fantastic benefits, baby. Let me give you his number and you can call him. His name is Arthur Junior.”

			Ugh. “Mom, I don’t want you to set me up on a blind date.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. Her mother always did this. It was like it was personally killing her that her daughter wasn’t the fashionista that Janet was, or the dating maven, and so she was trying to constantly “fix” Layla. Even though Layla was twenty-nine, her mother still bought her clothing and constantly tried to fix her up on dates.

			“It’s not a blind date if you guys exchange photos first! Take a picture of yourself and put it on Facebook. I’ll send him your profile.”

			“Mom, no. Don’t make me pick out a shallow grave for you in my backyard.”

			“Don’t be vulgar, Layla. Men don’t like a woman with gallows humor.”

			Well, her mom had that right. Layla shrugged to herself. “If he’s not going to like me, why don’t we skip this whole charade?”

			“Get a pen,” her mother said in a take-no-shit voice. “Write down this number.”

			“Writing,” Layla lied. “Got a pen right now.”

			“You’re not. You’re lying.”

			Layla sighed and picked up a pen for real. Her mother was far too good at that. “Fine. Read it off.”

			Janet rattled the number off twice, and Layla wrote it down, fully intending to never call the man. She was pretty sure Arthur Junior the pharmacist wanted nothing to do with glamorous Janet’s far-less-glamorous accountant daughter.

			“You’ll call him?” Janet prompted.

			“Yup.”

			Her mother sighed. “You’re lying again.”

			“I might call him,” Layla hedged. “We’ll see.”

			“Still lying. You know I do so much for you, Layla-belle. Your mother works so hard, and what are the thanks I get? Nothing.”

			She rolled her eyes. She’d long ago gotten used to the fact that Janet was a narcissist who thought of herself first and others as a very distant second. She loved her mother, but she was also familiar with her mother’s bullshit. “Thank you, Mom. I appreciate you looking out for me.”

			“I just think our lives would be easier if you married a nice rich man.”

			And there it was. It wasn’t that she wanted grandchildren or longed for Layla to be happy. No, she wanted her daughter to marry a “nice rich man” so she’d have someone to borrow from when she got into financial hot water . . . as she always did. “I’m doing just fine on my own, Mom, but thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. Did you send over your receipts like I asked?”

			“I’ll get to that, I promise.” Her mother paused and then giggled girlishly. “Did I tell you I’m going to go into business with a friend?”

			Layla’s lip curled in silent horror. Oh god, not again. “What now?”

			“Don’t ‘what now’ me,” her mother continued. “I met a guy and he’s going to help me flip my properties. You know, all those properties I bought that you said were terrible investments? Well, I showed them to him and he thinks I’m sitting on a gold mine.”

			Of course he did. Anyone that flattered her mother could get just about anything they wanted out of her. Layla face-palmed silently and took a deep breath. How many times had she gone through this with her mother? How many get-rich-quick schemes would Janet Schmidt fall for? How many times had she shown up, asking Layla to cook the books “just a little” so she could apply for another loan she didn’t need? Her mother was terrible with money and lived in a state of perpetual debt. It was amazing that she found anyone willing to partner with her—and more amazing still that these people usually found a way to squeeze even more money out of her mother.

			“Mom, no—”

			“This one is different,” Janet said firmly. “I promise. And remember that Sinclair land on the edge of town that I got for a song?”

			“The floodplain?” Layla tapped a pencil impatiently. Her mother had spent a small fortune buying up several hundred acres from a rancher on the edge of town and hadn’t bothered to ask why the land was so cheap. She’d found out later on that it was dirt cheap because it turned into a mud pit almost every spring and was practically unusable as pasture.

			“See, that’s the thing. Marco thinks if I can get a surveyor to reassess it and get it marked as hundred-year floodplain instead of normal floodplain, we can sell it for three times as much. He knows a guy that can work with me.”

			“Why are you telling me this? It sounds illegal—”

			“Because I’m going to need you to notarize some documents for me, darling. Can I bring them by Saturday morning? I’m at the spa for the next few days and can’t head your way.”

			“You were supposed to send your taxes over this weekend,” Layla reminded her.

			“Busy,” her mother said. “So you’ll have plenty of time to do this other paperwork for me.”

			Layla cringed. If she notarized something, she was putting her official stamp on it, and she didn’t want to touch any of her mom’s crazy schemes. But Janet was impossible to say no to. She’d bully and whine until she got her way. It was better to just avoid her altogether. “I’m busy Saturday morning.”

			“Doing what?” Her mother sounded openly skeptical.

			She thought for a moment and then the perfect answer hit her. “I’m going to a Valentine’s bachelor auction with some friends. There’s a cute guy I’m going to bid on.”

			“Layla-belle! That’s wonderful! Tell me about him!”

			“He’s just a guy I met, Mom. Chill. It’s not like we’re engaged.” And she wasn’t really going to bid on him, but at least this would keep her mom occupied for a while. “Listen, I’ve gotta go—”

			“But my documents—”

			“My two o’clock is at the door,” Layla lied. “I’ll talk to you later.”

			“You’re lying—”

			Damn, her mom was far too good at that. “Bye, Mom! Love you! Kisses!” She hung up and rubbed her face. How long had it been since the last scheme? Not long enough. And Layla didn’t trust anyone who told her mother she could “flip” the properties she’d been buying and make a fortune. That was a lie. Her mother had gotten a windfall—somehow—of an inheritance from a distant relative and had then proceeded to spend every penny buying up random properties she found on the cheap as “investments.” She’d listened to a few seminars and thought she knew of a “grand way” to make some cash.

			Turned out she learned the hard way that sometimes properties are cheap for a reason. Like the house that was a meth lab once, and she couldn’t sell it without disclosing it was a prior meth lab, so no one was interested. Or the “gorgeous pasture” that was a mud pit. Or the murder house she’d bought in Kansas that still had the chalk outlines on the carpet.

			Janet was not great at reading the fine print, and it always came back to bite her in the ass . . . and Layla, too, because she tried to help, she really did, but her mother was far more interested in what paperwork Layla could “smooth over” for her instead of doing her taxes properly.

			It was a constant bone of contention between the mother and daughter. Janet wanted Layla to massage numbers. Layla refused, and it inevitably led to fights.

			It was one reason Layla turned to chocolate. And cross-stitch, because crafting calmed her mind when her mother stressed her the hell out. She broke a chunk off of the Hershey’s bar on her desk and popped it into her mouth, then opened the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out her latest cross-stitch project. It was a glorious square border of bright flowers and ribbons, and in the center there was a saying that read snitches get stitches. It made Layla laugh to create detailed, beautiful works of art with terrible sayings on them, so she did it, even if everyone looked at her like she was crazy.

			Maybe she was, just a little.

			Because now that she’d told her mother she was going to a bachelor auction, she kind of had to go. She wouldn’t put it past Janet to show up on the doorstep of Layla’s office to check in on her.

			So . . . now she had plans on Valentine’s Day. Damn it all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			[image: ]

			Well, ain’t you the prettiest sight,” Hank drawled as Jack showed up at the barn that morning. The oldest Watson brother pulled a dollar out of his pocket and held it up. “Can I bid on you, Prince Charming?”

			At his side with a pitchfork, Caleb snickered.

			“Shut the hell up, both of you,” Jack grumbled. He rubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling a little self-conscious. “I just came to tell you two that I’m heading out and I’ll be back later.”

			“Did you shave for us?” Caleb teased. “You shouldn’t have. I like my men hairy.”

			“I’ll be sure and tell Amy that,” Jack shot back. In fact, he had shaved. Was feeling a little foolish about it, too. It was just . . . he knew he had a pretty face, and in the last while, he’d let his beard get bushy. He figured if he was going to be in a bachelor auction, he’d let his vanity take over.

			Jack Watson was gonna be the best-damn-looking Valentine charity bachelor Painted Barrel had ever seen.

			So, yeah, he’d shaved his face clean of the big, hairy winter beard even though it was still cold out. He’d put on his favorite black cowboy hat. Put on a tighter-fitting black button-up and some tight jeans that hugged his ass. Boots. The works. Was it a little vain? Sure.

			Did he look amazing and ready to break some elderly hearts? Absolutely.

			“You’re just jealous that you don’t look as good as me,” Jack teased his brothers, tipping his hat back. “Besides, I have to look like I’m worth at least a couple hundred bucks to the ladies that are showing up at this thing. I can’t have Clyde beat me in the bachelor auction.”

			Hank stared at him. “Old Clyde? From Price Ranch? Isn’t he married?”

			“Yeah, but he wanted to participate anyway.”

			His big, bearded older brother stared at him. His mouth twitched, and then he snickered. “I can’t believe Clyde’s your competition.”

			“Oh, believe it.” Jack shrugged. “Word is that Hannah’s bringing her wallet and gonna spend a fortune on him.”

			“And you’re dressing up for this?” Caleb asked, a dubious look on his face.

			“Well, yeah. Amy and Becca asked me to do this. I might as well go all out.” He pointed at his brothers. “And you two owe me big.”

			Hank scowled in his direction. “Why the heck would we owe you anything?”

			“Because it’s your damn girlfriend”—he pointed at Caleb—“and your wife”—he pointed at Hank—“that are running this ridiculous show. They’re the ones that guilted me into doing this instead of helping out around here.”

			“Maybe you’ll get lucky,” Caleb offered. “Maybe some local angel with nice boobs will bid on you.”

			Hank just looked as if he was trying not to laugh.

			Jack was pretty sure that the odds of any local angel showing up to this Valentine’s auction were pretty slim. Or his angel would be gray-haired and old enough to be his nana, not his date.

			Now that he was thinking about it, maybe he shouldn’t have shaved. Jack rubbed his naked jaw again. Charity, he reminded himself. This is for charity and for your sister-in-law and for Amy. You aren’t doing it because you’re expecting to score.

			It’s charity. Nothing more.

			

			*   *   *

			I can’t believe you brought your crochet to the auction,” Amy hissed at Layla as they sat at the numbered table.

			“Believe it, sister.” Layla hooked another loop in the scarf she was making and shrugged. “Mrs. Kilpatrick brought hers.”

			“She’s ninety.”

			“So? She’s still here to buy a bachelor. Like me.”

			“Yes, but . . .” Amy protested, and then sighed. “It just seems weird, that’s all.”

			“The weirder it is, the more I like it.” Layla did a few more loops, concentrating on her project. In a way, it helped her calm down. She was incredibly nervous—and sweaty—at the thought of having to bid on a guy at the auction today. She knew she was the backup plan and hopefully it wouldn’t be necessary. Maybe several ladies looking for love would show up with fat wallets and make this charity shindig a success.

			Layla had her suspicions, though.

			For one, the room wasn’t more than half full. The Painted Barrel Animal Helpers Committee had decorated the gymnasium at the high school in all manner of construction paper hearts and pink garlands. There were pink and red flowers at every round table and white tablecloths to add a touch of romance. There was a volunteer DJ (who looked like he was fourteen) putting on romantic music, and pink balloons filled the room. Each table had cute stationery and glitter stamps so you could write a love note for your valentine. There were heart-shaped cookies with bright red frosting and Layla had already eaten two of them. It was all really adorable.

			Problem was, no one was there.

			Oh sure, the elderly bingo-hall folks had shown up, but they hadn’t quite come in the numbers that Amy and Becca had expected. Maybe word hadn’t gotten out. Maybe there was a football game on. Maybe people were wanting to do other things with their Valentine’s Day than bid on a bachelor, but whatever the reason, the situation was looking pretty grim.

			Layla hooked faster, her hands sweaty and nervous. “So how many bachelors did you end up with?”

			Amy looked miserable. “Eleven. We had another last-minute drop. Turned out his girlfriend lost her dentures and didn’t want to come out in public without them. Not that I blame her, but it just means less money for the charity.” She twisted her hands in her lap.

			“We could both buy a bachelor,” Layla suggested. “I can spot you the money.”

			“I think we have bidders for the others,” Amy said, her gaze roaming the curtained stage like the most impatient stage mom ever. “But if we don’t hit our goal, you might have to buy two.”

			Layla glanced around. “Where’s Becca?”

			“She’s coordinating props and making sure they’re all fed.”

			Do . . . what? Layla wasn’t entirely sure she’d heard that right and meant to ask, but a woman with a frosty white beehive and an absolutely glittering dress pushed her walker up to their table and sat down. She smiled at them. “Hello, girls.”

			“Oh man, I love your dress,” Layla told her sincerely. “Were we supposed to dress up?” She glanced down at her worn black cardigan over a gaming T-shirt and jeans. Her hair was in her usual bun and she wasn’t wearing makeup other than a slick of tinted lip gloss. Maybe she should have dressed up, but she was trying to throw a vibe into the universe: if she didn’t look like a hot piece, she wouldn’t need to win a man at auction.

			“Honey, when you’re my age, you take any excuse to put on fancy clothes,” the woman said, chuckling. “I’m Cora.”

			“Layla,” she said, offering her hand. “This is Amy.”

			Amy smiled at her. “Thank you for coming, Cora. Do you have your eye on anyone in particular?”

			“All of them,” Cora said with a sassy wink, and Layla decided she wanted to be Cora when she grew up. She patted her little spangly coin purse. “I’m going to bid on all of the bachelors because no one should go home alone.”

			“That’s amazing.” Amy clutched at her chest.

			“Total baller cougar move,” Layla agreed, and Cora just chuckled and waved a hand in the air.

			The lights flashed and went down and the music stopped. A microphone clicked on, and when the lights flicked back up, Sage Cooper-Clements came out onstage. She was wearing a bright red sweater dress and beamed at everyone. “Thank you so much for coming out to support the Painted Barrel Animal Helpers Committee. This committee was founded in order to provide our town with a place for stray animals to stay in safety. As you all know, since we’re on the small side”—she paused for the inevitable chuckles—“we don’t have very many municipal buildings. Our library is in the water department, as is city hall and my office and . . . well, pretty much every city job imaginable.” She grinned, dimpling. “But if we raise enough money today, we’re going to add on to the municipal building and make a place for our furry friends. To show you just who we’re building this addition for, each of our bachelors is going to come out with a dog that is currently being housed with volunteers until we can find him or her the perfect forever home. So you can not only bid on a bachelor today, but you can bid on a dog for adoption, too.”

			Polite applause filled the room.

			“But I don’t want to stand up here and talk to you all day. We’re here for the men, right?”

			More polite applause.

			Oh god, Layla was secondhand embarrassed for poor Sage, having to try to pep up this mostly empty room. Seriously, why were there so many tables? Painted Barrel wasn’t a huge town, and if half of the residents had shown up, Layla wasn’t sure if the gym would be full then. This seemed like a lot for just eleven bachelors to be auctioned.

			As if she could read Layla’s mind, Amy leaned over, a worried look on her face. “We were supposed to team up with another town to do this, but they fell through on us.” She bit her lip. “I can’t believe it’s been so hard to pull a charity together.”

			“I know, you’d think people would want the tax deductions, am I right?” Layla joked.

			Amy batted at her arm. “Very funny.”

			Well, to Layla it was.

			“We’ll start the bidding at five dollars for each guy,” Sage said. “And we’ll go in increments of fives until there’s a winner. You’re bidding on each gentleman and his particular skill set. The person that wins their bachelor will coordinate with him for the ‘date’ of their choosing. Good luck to all the ladies out there.” The music started again and Sage exited off the stage and went to a podium just at the edge. “We’ll start with bachelor number one . . . Garvis Newsome!”

			The music from Magic Mike started playing—“Pony” by Ginuwine.

			Layla groaned and picked up her crochet again. “I am sweating, Amy. This is so mortifying for these men.”

			Garvis strutted out onto the stage. He had the skinny, bowed legs of a man that had spent most of his life in the saddle, and a weathered face with a white handlebar mustache that Layla had only seen in memes. She knew a lot of people in Painted Barrel, but Garvis was not one of them. He tipped his cowboy hat back and then started to do a little dance. She wasn’t sure if it was the Cabbage Patch or a dab, but it was making her incredibly uncomfortable. As he strutted forward in his red-and-black-plaid shirt and leather vest, he carried the leash of a very confused copper dachshund. The wiener dog gamely trotted after the cowboy and sat the moment they hit the middle of the stage and scratched at his ear.

			“Garvis is a much-in-demand farrier,” Sage called out in a chirpy voice. “Do your horses need a little TLC? Do you need a little TLC yourself? Then take a good look at Garvis! He’s our first bachelor for the day. Let’s start the bidding, shall we?”

			“One dollar!” Cora called out in a reedy voice.

			There was a ripple of laughter. Sage smiled and then leaned into her microphone. “The bids start at five dollars, everyone.”

			“Two dollars!” Cora yelled.

			Layla leaned over to Amy. “I am totally going to nervous puke right about now.”

			“Oh god, I am, too,” Amy whispered back. She clutched at Layla’s hand, making it impossible for Layla to do more crochet. Not that she could, anyhow. Her hands were so clammy from secondhand embarrassment that the yarn was losing all tension. She set it down on the table for now and let Amy squeeze her hand in support.

			“Five dollars,” someone called out.

			Garvis clapped his hands with delight, startling the dog at his side. It barked at him, and the crowd laughed once more.

			Amy buried her face in her hands.

			“Surely someone can bid more than five dollars?” Sage asked, a worried smile on her face as she gazed out at the crowd.

			“Two dollars,” Cora called again. No one laughed this time.

			Oh god. Here was where Layla took one for the team. She squeezed Amy’s hand and then raised her free one into the air. “Two hundred dollars,” Layla called.

			The room erupted with noise. Layla thought Sage was going to come over the podium and kiss her with gratitude.

			“All right,” the mayor called happily. “We have a bid for two hundred dollars! Sounds like someone needs a big handsome farrier to come over for an afternoon!”

			Onstage, Garvis flexed.

			“Two hundred fifty,” called another voice, and Layla breathed a sigh of relief. She wasn’t even sure what a farrier was, but if it had something to do with horses, he was out of luck. Layla had a house cat and that was it.

			Luckily, the bidding started to rise in earnest, and there was a lot of laughter and good spirits as the money slowly escalated. When it hit seven hundred fifty, the bidding came to a standstill, and an elderly woman jumped up with glee when she was announced the winner. The people at her table cheered, and even Garvis looked thrilled. Layla remembered that Amy had mentioned something about most of the bachelors being “bought” by their girlfriends anyhow. Even so, it looked like everyone was having fun. Garvis bounded off the stage and handed off the wiener dog’s leash, exchanging it for a bouquet of bright red roses, which he presented to his new date.

			That was a little disappointing. Layla had kinda been rooting for the wiener dog. He looked so small and confused up on the stage next to the cavorting cowboy.

			“Okay,” Amy breathed. “Seven hundred fifty isn’t bad. That’s not bad at all. If they all go for that much, we just might hit our goal.”

			Layla leaned over, the accountant in her taking over.
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