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NICA



CHAPTER ONE
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The late October warmth wrapped around Nica Boudreau like a heavy blanket as she stood on the wraparound porch of their plantation-style home. The white columns stretched two stories high, a testament to old Texas charm and generations of Boudreau pride. While the family had money, both inherited and from her parents’ entrepreneurial spirits, they never held with putting it on display or wanting to rub their neighbors’ noses in their wealth. For Momma and Dad, it was more important that they had a comfortable home for their family. Nica loved everything about the house where she’d grown up, had missed it fiercely the entire time she’d been away at college.

Before her stretched the Boudreau ranch, the land fertile and lush, stretches of green as far as she could see. Off in the distance was the barn, its bright red exterior boasting a new coat of paint. She smiled when she spotted Otto rubbing his backside against the fence. She loved that old donkey, even if he could be mean as a snake when he got in one of his moods. She inhaled deeply, luxuriating in the quiet Sunday afternoon lull. The same view she’d grown up with, unchanged despite her several years away, gave her a feeling of peace. The only thing that changed was her. It was nice to be able to simply breathe, slow down for a bit, after the constant rush of college life. While she was happy to be home, it was hard. Harder than she’d thought it would be, because she carried around a secret.

And a doozy of a secret it was, one that would change everything. She was scared spitless somebody was going to find out before she summoned up the courage to tell her momma and dad. That would spell disaster with a capital D. She huffed out a laugh, picturing an exploding volcano, with the top blowing. No, an atomic bomb with the mushroom cloud seemed closer to what would happen when the secret was revealed. Yep, that’s pretty much how she expected her momma, and by default the rest of the family, to react to the news.

The screen door creaked open behind her, followed by her oldest brother Rafe’s booming voice. “There’s my baby sister! You planning to stand out here all day, or you gonna help us get ready for Sunday dinner?”

Nica turned, plastering on the bright smile her family expected. “Just enjoying the view. Some things never change, right?”

Rafe’s dark eyebrows drew together as he studied her. In his mid-thirties, he had been Shiloh Springs’ sheriff for the past few years, and the job had honed his instincts. Somehow coupled with his intuition—just like their mother’s—it was a combination that had made him both her fiercest protector and her biggest threat when she was trying to hide something.

Like now.

“You sure you’re okay, sugarplum?” He used their mother’s childhood nickname for her, and Nica’s heart squeezed. “You’ve been awfully quiet since you came home.”

“Just readjusting.” She forced a light laugh. “You try living in College Station on and off for almost six years and then come back to a town where the biggest excitement is Mrs. Thibodeaux’s prize-winning tomatoes being stolen by the Jensen kids.”

“Hey now, those tomatoes are legendary.” Rafe grinned, but his eyes remained serious. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right? All of us—we’re here for you.”

The weight in her chest grew heavier. “I know, Rafe. I’m fine, really.”

Before he could press further, a truck rumbled up to the house, drawing both their attention. Dr. Gabe Summers’ forest green F-150 slowed as it pulled up and parked on the gravel pad in front of the Big House. Nica’s breath caught when he lifted two fingers from the steering wheel in greeting. Even that small gesture sent warmth spreading through her chest.

“Now there’s a man who knows how to adapt to small-town life,” Rafe said, watching the truck kick up a few pebbles as it settled, and the sound of the engine cutting off. “Remember when he first got here? Looked like a fish out of water in those fancy suits. Now he’s driving a truck and showing up to backyard barbecues like he was born here.”

Nica remembered. She also remembered the first time she’d seen him at one of these barbecues, the way his rolled-up sleeves had revealed strong forearms, how his laugh had carried across her parents’ backyard. Remembered the way his eyes met hers over the newspaper at Daisy’s Diner countless mornings since she’d been home, neither of them brave enough to do more than smile and nod. It only complicated things that he was her father’s doctor, having treated him for his heart attack months prior.

Climbing from the truck, some kind of casserole dish clutched in one hand, he waved at Rafe before continuing across the yard and around the side of the house toward the back deck, something he’d done dozens of times in the past.

“Earth to Nica?” Rafe’s voice snapped her back to the present. “You’re doing that quiet thing again.”

“Sorry.” She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Just thinking about how much has changed. And everything that hasn’t.”

“Well, here’s something that definitely hasn’t changed—Momma’s going to have both our hides if we don’t get those potatoes peeled before everyone shows up.” He held the screen door open. “After you, princess.”

Nica ducked under his arm, breathing in the familiar scents of her mother’s cooking—the rich aroma of fresh-baked bread mingling with the scent of the honey-baked ham momma had cooking in the oven. Here in the kitchen, she could pretend everything was normal. That her heart didn’t skip a beat every time a certain green truck drove past.

For now, normal would have to do. Even if she was starting to forget what normal felt like.

The kitchen was a symphony of controlled chaos. Her mother, affectionately known to the town as Ms. Patti, moved between the stove and the sink with practiced grace, her blonde hair pulled back in a neat chignon despite the heat, though it was still teased to add height. She couldn’t remember a time when her momma’s hair hadn’t been fluffed to within an inch of its life. Sometimes she wondered whether it was because that was the style she’d always worn it in, or if she was secretly trying to add a little more height to her diminutive frame. Two of Nica’s other brothers, Chance and Lucas, were already hard at work outside on the back deck, Chance manning the outdoor smoker while Lucas set the massive wooden table that had been part of the family’s furniture for as long as she could remember.

“There you are, honey.” Her momma barely looked up from the pot she was stirring. “Start on those potatoes. Your father invited the Winters family today, so we’ll need extra.”

“The Winters’ family?” Nica’s hand stilled on the potato peeler. “All of them?”

“Mm-hmm. Including the new son-in-law.” Her mother’s tone was carefully neutral, but Nica caught the quick glance she exchanged with Rafe. “I heard he’s settling in nicely at the clinic, working with Dr. Summers.”

Of course he was. Because that’s just what she needed—more reasons for Gabe Summers to be brought up in conversation. More chances for someone to notice how her cheeks flushed at the mere mention of his name. She pulled in a deep breath, praying her eagle-eyed mother didn’t notice how her hands shook.

“I wouldn’t know,” she managed, focusing intently on the potato in her hands. “I don’t exactly keep track of the clinic’s staffing.”

“Really?” Lucas appeared in the doorway, his dark auburn hair still damp from a shower. “That’s not what I heard. What was it Mrs. Patterson said at church last week? Something about seeing you and the good doctor having quite the cozy breakfast at—”

“Don’t you need to help Dad with something? Like fixing the ribs? You mess them up and Dad will never let you hear the end of it.” Nica threw a piece of potato peel at him, but her brother just laughed and dodged.

“Children.” Ms. Patti’s voice held a warning note. “Not in my kitchen. Lucas, go help your dad, we need to be ready when company gets here. Nica, those potatoes won’t peel themselves. Rafe—”

“I know, I know. Keep the peace.” Rafe ruffled Nica’s hair as he passed, dropping a quick kiss against the crown of her head, ignoring her squawk of protest. “Just like old times, isn’t it, sugarplum?”

Just like old times. Except it wasn’t. Because the old Nica hadn’t been hiding something from her family. The old Nica hadn’t spent nights lying awake, thinking about green-eyed doctors with gentle hands and troubled pasts.

The old Nica hadn’t known what it felt like to want something—someone—so badly it hurt.

Through the window, she could see Chance tending the smoker, the rich scent of barbecue drifting into the kitchen. He was whistling something, probably that same country song he’d been obsessed with all summer. The sound mixed with Ms. Patti’s wooden spoon scraping against the sides of a pot, creating the familiar soundtrack of Sunday dinner preparations.

Another afternoon of laughter and stories, of watching her brothers tease and jostle while their mother pretended to be exasperated. Another few hours of pretending her world wasn’t about to change forever.

She just had to keep it together until she figured out what to do. How to tell them. How to face the consequences of choices made in another city, choices that seemed so far away from this sun-drenched Texas kitchen. But first, she had to survive dinner with the Winters family and their brand-new son-in-law. And some subtle and not-so-subtle hints about Nica still being single, and how maybe they could find a nice boy for her. If only they knew. It would be hard enough to not think about the fact that Gabe was joining them, just like he had so many lunches before.

Just another Sunday in Shiloh Springs. What could possibly go wrong?

[image: * * *]

Gabe Summers gripped his truck’s steering wheel tighter as he turned onto the long drive leading to the Boudreau family home. The white two-story plantation house rose before him, stately and intimidating in the late afternoon sun. Just like its owners—old money, old values, a lifetime of hard work, and a whole lot of Texas pride.

The invitation had come, as always, through Ms. Patti after church. “You’re coming to dinner, aren’t you, Gabe?” she’d asked, though it hadn’t really been a question. In Shiloh Springs, an invitation to Sunday dinner at the Boudreau ranch was like winning the lottery. Nobody turned down an invitation to Ms. Patti’s Sunday supper. It held a certain cachet, helping maintain your standing in the community.

Community standing. He almost laughed at the thought. If they knew what he’d left behind in San Francisco, what whispers still echoed through the halls of Stanford Medical Center…but they didn’t know.

He shouldn’t be here. Every Sunday dinner invitation he accepted was another chance for someone to notice. Another risk that his carefully constructed new life could come crashing down. And yet, here he was, a covered dish of his mother’s recipe for apple-blueberry cobbler on the seat beside him—because in Shiloh Springs, you never showed up empty-handed to Ms. Patti Boudreau’s Sunday dinner. Not that she expected anybody to bring food. Nope, there was always—without exception—more than enough food to feed an army. An army of Boudreau males, the whole kit and caboodle of them. Eleven sons, foster boys, lucky enough to have been raised by Douglas and Ms. Patti. And that didn’t count the ones who’d showed up again over the last several months, the ones affectionately called Ms. Patti’s “Lost Boys.”

Shaking his head, he let out a soft sigh.

I can’t believe I baked. Jill Monroe’s going to laugh her butt off when she sees this.

Jill Monroe co-owned the town’s new bakery, How Sweet It Is, with Ms. Patti. The woman made the best cakes and cookies he’d ever tasted. But he’d had the urge to bring something, wanted to contribute a dish to Sunday supper at the Big House that he put together with his own two hands.

He still got a kick out of people calling the Boudreau ranch the Big House. Sounded more like a prison than a loving family home. Bet the boys kind of felt that way when they’d been in the foster system and sent to live in the middle of the country. But he well knew how much affection and outright love lived in this home. Sometimes he wondered what it would have been like to be brought up in a house filled with all the love Ms. Patti showered on those who were fortunate enough to fall within her gravitational pull. She was like the sun, the center of Shiloh Springs’ universe, holding everything together, with everyone circling around her.

Including me.

As he pulled up behind Chance Boudreau’s black pickup, he caught a glimpse of blonde hair on the front porch. Nica. His hands tightened on the wheel again, but for an entirely different reason. She was wearing a pale blue sundress, her hair loose around her shoulders, and the sight of her hit him like a physical blow.

“She’s too young for you,” he reminded himself. “Too innocent. Too everything. We made a mistake.”

But that hadn’t stopped him three months ago when—

No. He wouldn’t think about that night. Or almost every night since. Right now, sitting in front of the Boudreau family home, he couldn’t afford to remember the way she’d felt in his arms, the soft sounds she’d made, the way she’d whispered his name like a prayer. Guilt ate at him, knowing the secret they shared would hurt so many people when it came to light.

“Get it together, Summers,” he muttered, killing the engine. He was a respected physician here in Shiloh Springs, not some lovesick teenager. He had a reputation to maintain, a practice to run.

A past to keep buried.

He lifted two fingers from the steering wheel in greeting before climbing from behind the wheel, his practiced small-town doctor’s gesture. But his heart hammered against his ribs when she met his eyes, that same spark of recognition, of shared secrets, passing between them.

Gabe grabbed the cobbler and climbed out of his truck, forcing a casual smile, and waving at Rafe. He didn’t stop, wasn’t ready to make small talk with Nica. Didn’t want to see in her eyes what he knew would be there.

Regret.

Guilt.

But there’d also be love.

Instead, he kept walking around the side of the house to the humongous deck Douglas had built at the back of the ranch house. Of course, with a family that size, it had to be big.

“Doc, glad you could make it.” Douglas waved the pair of tongs he held in greeting. That man never let anybody but himself man the grill. Not until he was satisfied everything being cooked met his standards, which meant perfectly cooked brisket, chicken, ribs, burgers, and hot dogs. He’d heard around town Douglas had won several barbecue and grilling competitions, and he didn’t doubt it. He’d eaten enough of the man’s brisket and ribs to know they were competition worthy.

“Wouldn’t miss Ms. Patti’s Sunday dinner.” Couldn’t stay away was more like it. “Hope there’s room for one more.”

“Always room for family and friends,” Rafe said, walking over to join them at the grill, and the words twisted in Gabe’s gut. If they knew what he’d done…“Dad’s been wanting to talk to you about his latest check-up results anyway.”

Saved by the bell. Or in this case, by the older brother. The eldest Boudreau son had always been friendly enough, but lately Gabe had noticed a certain watchfulness in Rafe’s eyes, as if he sensed something wasn’t quite right with his baby sister.

If he only knew.

As Gabe turned toward the back door which Rafe had just come through, he watched as Nica emerged from the house, walking down the porch steps. Their eyes met, and for a moment the rest of the world fell away. He saw the slight catch in her breath, the way her fingers curled around the door frame. Remembered those fingers trailing down his chest, remembered—

“Dr. Summers.” Her voice was perfectly steady, perfectly proper. Only someone who knew her well would catch the slight tremor underneath. “Nice of you to join us.”

“Nica.” He managed a polite nod, ignoring the electricity that crackled between them. “Good to see you.”

“We were wondering if you’d be able to make Sunday dinner. I know Momma’s always happy to see you,” she said, but her eyes told a different story. We need to talk, they seemed to say. This can’t go on.

She was right. The secrets between them were like a powder keg, just waiting for a single spark. One wrong word, one careless glance, and everything would explode. His carefully rebuilt life, her family’s trust—all of it gone in an instant.

But then she moved past him onto the deck, and the subtle scent of her perfume—vanilla and something floral—made his head spin. The same scent would cling to his shirt for days after—

“You coming, Doc?” Rafe’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Or are you planning to stand there holding that casserole dish all afternoon?”

“Sorry.” Gabe shook himself. “Just…admiring the view.” If Rafe knew the view Gabe was really admiring was Nica, well, he’d probably be nursing a black eye while being frog-marched back to his truck.

Inside, the house was alive with the sounds and smells of Sunday dinner. Ms. Patti’s voice carried from the kitchen, directing traffic like a general commanding her troops. Lucas and Chance’s laughter echoed through the kitchen window. Everything normal, everything perfect.

Except everything was a lie. Gabe didn’t belong here, around this happy, smiling family, because his whole life was built on a lie. He didn’t belong anywhere near the Boudreaus and their family, not while he was harboring secrets. Because Gabe Summers, respected small-town doctor, the man who’d rebuilt his life from the ashes of scandal, was in love with Nica Boudreau. And sooner or later, everyone would know exactly what that meant.

He just hoped Shiloh Springs didn’t kick him to the curb when they discovered the truth.


CHAPTER TWO
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The Boudreau backyard hummed with the familiar sounds of Sunday dinner—laughter floating over the clinking of ice in glasses, the sizzle of meat on the grill, and the comforting rhythm of family conversation. Nica stood by the old oak tree, nursing a lemonade and half-listening to Harper’s story about her newly commissioned mural in Austin. Her eyes kept drifting to Gabe across the lawn, who stood at the grill talking to her father, fielding questions about his recent medical research.

When he finally broke away and headed toward the cooler, Nica seized her chance. “Need help with that?” she asked, falling into step beside him as he walked toward the house.

“I’ve got it,” he said, then lowered his voice. “But I wouldn’t mind some company.”

They made their way around to the front porch of the sprawling ranch house, away from the festivity of the backyard. Gabe set the cooler down with a sigh on the worn wooden boards that had supported generations of Boudreaus. “Your brother can talk for hours about fishing lures, which is a bit surprising, considering there’s not much fishing done around these parts.”

“Try growing up with him,” Nica said, attempting a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

The air between them felt charged, heavy with unspoken words. Past the porch railings, they could see the tall lone oaks, hear the rest of the family and neighbors gathered in cheerful clusters on the back deck, out of view and oblivious to the tension just around the corner.

“So,” Gabe finally broke the silence, “you’re still mad.”

Nica crossed her arms. “I’m not mad. I’m…disappointed. When we got married, I thought we were on the same page about staying in Shiloh Springs for a while. I just finished my master’s, Gabe. I need some time to breathe, to figure things out.”

“The WHO position is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” he said, his voice gentle but firm. “You know how long I’ve dreamed of doing international work.”

“I know,” she sighed, leaning against one of the porch columns. “It’s one of the things we talked about when you visited me at College Station. But does it have to be right now? Right after we…” She glanced toward the yard, lowering her voice even though no one was nearby. “Right after we eloped? Were you planning this all along?”

Gabe ran a hand through his dark hair, the temples showing a bit of salt-and-pepper, and the gesture emphasized the age difference that weighed on him but had never once bothered her.

“Of course not. The timing is terrible, I know. But we can make it work, Nica. You could come with me. Your degree would—”

“I don’t want to make plans based on your career,” she interrupted. “I just spent six years working on achieving my bachelor’s and master’s degrees. I always planned on getting a job close to home, maybe Austin, where I could still live in or close to Shiloh Springs. I want to use my degree here, where my family is, at least for now.”

“And I respect that,” Gabe said, reaching for her hand and squeezing it gently. She didn’t pull away but didn’t squeeze back either. “But we need to tell them soon. About us. This secret marriage is making everything harder.”

Nica winced at his words. She, more than anybody, knew her mother had been planning her wedding since Nica was in pigtails. “Momma’s already got three wedding venues on hold, did you know that? Since I graduated, she’s been leaving bridal magazines around the house. How do I tell her I robbed her of the big white wedding she’s always wanted for me?”

Gabe’s expression softened with understanding and a flicker of guilt. “Your mother loves you. She’ll understand eventually. And we will still have the big white wedding she’s always dreamed of, just not right away.”

“And what about you?” Nica asked, meeting his eyes directly. “Are you having second thoughts? About us, I mean. About marrying someone so much younger?”

“No,” he said firmly, though she caught the moment of hesitation. “But sometimes I wonder if you should have waited, found someone your own age who’s not already set in his ways, someone who could give you more time to—”

“Stop it,” she said, stepping closer. “I chose you. Not some hypothetical guy my age. I repeat…I chose you. Yes, we’re having a bit of a rough patch. Yes, we’re fighting, and the other night I really wanted to stomp over to that table at Juanita’s and punch you in the throat, because I was jealous thinking you were with somebody else. But I’m not some kid who doesn’t know her own mind, Gabe.”

“I know,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “It’s just…I’m thirty-eight. Being that much closer to forty feels a lot older than somebody who’s twenty-six sometimes. Especially when I’m thinking about uprooting and moving halfway around the world. I haven’t accepted the position yet,” Gabe paused, and she felt his eyes studying her intently. “I wouldn’t, not without talking it through with you properly. You’re my wife, Nica. I want you with me, wherever they might send me.”

The word still gave her a little thrill, despite her anger. Wife. They’d said those vows in a small, weathered Justice of the Peace’s office with only a bored clerk as witness, caught up in the certainty they belonged together. Now, just weeks later, everything felt complicated, and she hoped not irrevocably broken.

“We should get back before they send a search party,” she said, straightening from the column.

Gabe caught her wrist gently. “Nica. I love you. Whatever we decide, we decide together. That’s what we promised.”

She met his eyes, seeing the sincerity there, one of the things that made her fall for him in the first place. “I love you too. But right now, that doesn’t feel like enough.”
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The Monday morning rush at Shiloh Springs County Clinic had finally ebbed. Gabe leaned back in his chair, taking in a deep breath. So far this morning, he’d treated three cases of strep throat, one broken wrist, and done Mrs. Gilroy’s weekly blood pressure check—a typical Monday morning in small-town medicine. And for the most part, he loved every minute of it. It was just that today, he had so much on his mind; he and Nica as a couple, the offer from WHO. Working in the clinic had become almost second nature, where he hadn’t had to do a lot of thinking about what he was doing.

He rolled his shoulders, feeling the familiar tightness. A few years shy of forty, he wasn’t old, but the years of surgeries and night shifts had left their mark. Still, this work—this simpler life—held its own satisfaction, even if it wasn’t the prestigious career he’d once had.

The phone on his desk rang, and he picked it up absently, expecting to hear Lisa, the clinic’s receptionist, at the other end. Guess his break was over, and it was time for the next patient.

“Dr. Summers,” he answered.

There was a pause, then a flat, computerized voice spoke: “I know where you are, and I know what you did.”

Gabe’s blood turned to ice. It was him, the person who’d taken to calling him almost incessantly for the past several weeks. Sitting up straighter, his free hand gripped the edge of the desk. “Who is this?”

A short pause and then, “Remember Stanford. Operating Room Three. April 17, 2020.” The mechanical voice droned out the words, devoid of emotion but precise in its accusations.

Memories crashed over him. The bright lights of the OR, the beeping monitors, the moment everything went wrong. The reason he fled California and ended up in this small Texas town where no one knew his past. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the harsh reality playing out in living color in his memories. Though he’d told her some, even Nica didn’t know the full story of why he’d moved to Shiloh Springs.

“Listen,” Gabe said, his voice low and urgent. “I don’t know who you are, but that case is over and done. In the past, where it belongs. Everything was reviewed. The board cleared me—”

“The board was wrong,” the voice interrupted. “And now I’ve found you again, Dr. Summers.”

The line went dead.

Gabe stared at the phone for a long moment, his heartbeat racing in his chest. He quickly dialed *69 to trace the call. Nothing. The number was blocked. He tried the clinic’s caller ID system, but it showed only “Unknown Caller.”

Leaning back in his chair, he ran both hands through his hair. Who had found him? A relative of the patient? Someone from the hospital? The case had been all over the news in the Bay Area. He remembered the headlines splashed across all the papers. Prominent Surgeon Loses Patient, Accusations of Negligence and Drug Abuse, Career in Jeopardy. He’d been cleared of malpractice, but the whispers still followed him. Colleagues suddenly wouldn’t meet his eyes. Nurses who had once loved working with him requested transfers from his OR.

So, he left. Resigned his position, sold his condo in San Francisco, and drifted around for months. Money wasn’t an issue; he had enough to live comfortably the rest of his life without ever working again. Portland, Seattle, Vegas, he moved from town to town trying to stay ahead of his nightmares. When he heard about an opening in a small Texas town, he’d impulsively applied for the position, and been hired to replace the town’s aging physician, Doc Jenkins. Now he was simply Dr. Summers, the capable physician who could handle everything from infected splinters to migraines. Not the fallen star of Stanford Medical Center’s cardiovascular and thoracic surgery department.

And now, just when he had found some peace—with the clinic, with Nica, despite their current tension, someone seemed intent on ruining his new life.

A soft knock interrupted his thoughts. Lisa poked her head in, her cheery smile a bright light in his lousy musings.

“Dr. Summers? You alright? You’ve been off calls for nearly fifteen minutes.”

Gabe forced a smile. “Fine, Lisa. Just…catching up on some paperwork.” He glanced at his schedule. “Who’s next?”

“Timmy Wilson. Poison ivy, looks like.”

“Send him in.” Gabe straightened his white coat, pushing the phone call to the back of his mind. He couldn’t deal with this now, not with a waiting room full of patients. But as he prepared to examine Timmy’s rash, his thoughts kept circling back to that mechanical voice and what it meant.

Someone knew. Someone had found him. And worst of all, this threat wasn’t just about him anymore, it was about Nica too, and the fragile new life they’d begun together.

The gold band in his pocket felt suddenly heavy. He carried it everywhere he went. It was important to him, a tangible link to Nica, even though at the moment they were having difficulties—again, mostly his fault. He shouldn’t have sprung the whole WHO thing on her without warning. That gold band was his tangible hope. When Nica had slid it on his finger, he’d felt like he’d finally found the peace he’d been searching for. Now it felt like a target, a bull’s eye marking him for whoever had discovered his location.

The voice had been right about one thing: Gabe knew exactly what he’d done. Even though what happened in California hadn’t been his fault, the memories and guilt lingered, never forgotten, never fading.

Now somebody threatened to upend and destroy everything he’d struggled so hard to rebuild. They knew all the ugliness of the past. The question was, what would this mysterious caller do with that knowledge?


CHAPTER THREE


[image: ___]

The bell above the door chimed as Nica stepped into Daisy’s Diner, the familiar scent of coffee and freshly baked biscuits washing over her. She spotted Jill in their usual booth by the window, sunlight streaming in and illuminating the steam rising from her coffee mug.

“There you are,” Jill called, waving her over. “I was starting to wonder if you’d changed your mind.”

Nica slid into the booth, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. “Sorry I’m late. I kept changing my clothes. Silly, right? It’s just breakfast.”

Jill studied her face. “Except it’s not just breakfast, is it? You’ve got that look—the one where you’re about to burst if you don’t talk to someone.”

Daisy, the diner’s owner, appeared with a pot of coffee. “Morning, Nica. The usual?”

“Please,” Nica nodded, grateful for the momentary distraction.

“How’s everything going, hon? Sorry we missed supper yesterday, but Derrick’s been down with the flu bug that’s going around, and you know how a man is when he gets sick. Plus, Ian was visiting his mom over the weekend, and I didn’t want to leave Derrick alone. Thank goodness he was feeling better this morning.”

“I hate to hear Derrick’s not feeling well. Let me know if there’s anything we can do. I’m sure Momma will drop by once she hears. You know how much she loves Derrick.”

Daisy smiled. “I know she does. If I wasn’t sure that man loved me, I think I’d be jealous.” She tapped her order pad. “Let me get this in, and I’ll be right back with more coffee.”

“Thanks, Daisy.”

When Daisy left, Jill leaned forward. “Spill it. What happened after I left the Boudreau ranch yesterday? You texted me at midnight saying you needed to talk.”

Nica toyed with the napkin in front of her, unwrapped the silverware, and teased the edge, running her fingertips repeatedly against the seam. She gave Jill a brief smile and wrapped her hands around the warm mug Daisy placed in front of her.

“I almost told them, Jill. During dessert, I almost blurted out that Gabe and I eloped.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.” Nica sighed. “And now Gabe’s got this job offer with the World Health Organization, Jill. In Geneva. Switzerland. And he wants me to go with him.”

Jill’s eyebrows shot up. “Geneva? That’s…wow. When did this happen?”

“He’s been interviewing with them for six months. I knew about it, we talked about it multiple times before we got married, but it always seemed like this distant possibility. Then last week, they officially offered him the position.” Nica’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He really wants to accept. That’s why he was so quiet at dinner.”

“That explains a lot.” Jill took a thoughtful sip of her coffee. “So, when are you planning to tell everyone that not only did you secretly get married, but you’re moving to another continent?”

Nica groaned, burying her face in her hands. “I don’t know. Remember that night at Juanita’s, where he was dining with those other people? When I got upset and nearly had a meltdown right there in the restaurant? Apparently, they work with WHO and they were there meeting with him, talking to him about the difficulties and changes to his life that would come with making such a big move and how it would affect everything. Ugh, I was so mad at him that night. It took three days before either of us talked.”

“Oh, I remember that night. You were a total wreck. That’s the night you slipped and told me you’d eloped. You obviously made up, right?”

Nica nodded. “I’ve been trying to find the right moment to tell my family, but how do you casually mention something like this? ‘Pass the potatoes, and by the way, I married Gabe in secret and we’re moving to Switzerland’?”

Daisy chose that moment to return with their food—blueberry pancakes for Nica, an omelet for Jill—providing another welcome pause in the conversation. She loved Jill like a big sister, having known her all her life. Jill had been in love with Nica’s brother Lucas for years and years, and they’d finally admitted how they felt and were getting married. The wedding was in a couple of months, and Jill and Momma had been going crazy with all the preparations. It wasn’t going to be a huge wedding, but even with just family and a few friends, that wasn’t exactly small either.

Once they were alone again, Jill cut into her omelet. “What’s really bothering you, Nica? Is it telling your family, or is it the idea of leaving Shiloh Springs?”

“Both. Neither.” Nica pushed her pancakes around her plate, watching the maple syrup soak into their golden-brown edges. Her stomach felt like it was tied in knots, and any vestiges of appetite deserted her. She pushed the plate away untouched.

“I love Gabe. I don’t regret marrying him. I knew going into this marriage that there would be problems. The secrecy, the lies, the sneaking around that the family didn’t know about. Running away to get married and then keeping it quiet. That’s all on me. I’m the one who insisted we not tell them. Gabe wanted everything out in the open from the beginning, but then things changed, and I didn’t want to spring it on Momma and Dad.” Nica didn’t want to tell Jill about the threats Gabe had been getting, that was something between the two of them. Nobody else knew. It was one of the biggest reasons she hadn’t wanted to tell her parents. She knew the minute she told them somebody had been subtly threatening Gabe, the family would do what they always did when one of their own was in trouble. They’d circle the wagons and start planning on how they could eliminate the threat. It’s what they did, and she loved them for it. But right now, Gabe wanted to handle things on his own, and she respected his wishes—even if she didn’t always agree with them. But she’d do whatever it took to make him happy and keep him from danger.

“I can see where it might be a hard decision. Leaving the place you grew up, the town you love, it can be a huge choice. And one that’s been kind of sprung on you without any warning.” Jill reached for her coffee and took a long sip, watching Nica over the rim of her cup.

“Everything’s happening so fast, and I keep thinking about all I’d be leaving behind. My family, the clinic, this place.” She gestured vaguely at the diner, but they both knew she meant the whole town. “Shiloh Springs is all I’ve ever known. Other than college, this has been my sanctuary, my haven. How am I supposed to simply give it up and walk away?”

“Change is scary,” Jill acknowledged. “But it can also be the best thing that ever happens to you.”

“Did I tell you I’ve never even been on a plane?” Nica laughed nervously. “And now I’m supposed to move across the ocean?”

Jill reached across the table, stilling Nica’s fidgeting hands. “Let me ask you something. When you picture your life in five years, where are you? Who are you with?”

Nica closed her eyes briefly. “With Gabe,” she answered without hesitation. “But I always pictured us here, not living in some foreign city where I don’t even speak the language.”

“You know,” Jill said carefully, “when I decided to open the bakery here in Shiloh Springs, I was terrified. I was leaving behind a crappy job, sure, but I was following my dream. It felt like I was jumping off a cliff, and it was a long way to the bottom. I needed to make a decision, take a chance. I could leap and everything would be roses, or I could fail and go down in flames. Life is all about taking chances, big ones and small ones. I took mine, and it’s working, both with the bakery and with Lucas.” A tiny smile curved the edges of Jill’s lips at the mention of her fiancé’s name. “It turned out to be the best decision I ever made. Now it’s your turn to have to make the hard choices. I know you’ll do what’s right for you…and for Gabe.”
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