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Chapter 1: Caroline




“Mommy! I want Mommy!” My two-year-old son Dylan raises his arms above his head and jumps up and down. 

I laugh and kiss him for the thousandth time. “I love you, sweetie. You’re going to have a great day. I’ll see you this afternoon when I come to pick you up after work.”

“Mommy!” he yells. “I want Mommy!”

My best friend Willow Hastings steps in. “Hey, Dylan. We just made a brand-new batch of play dough. Some of the other kids are already playing with it. Why don’t you go over to the table and see?”

She turns him around so he’s facing the play dough table and gives him a push to propel him across the room. He takes a few halting steps, and in that moment’s pause, he sees the other kids kneading and rolling bright green play dough on the table. 

He keeps walking and I take the opening to escape. I hug Willow. “Thanks. I owe you big time. You’re a lifesaver.”

“It’s my secret superpower.” She waves me toward the street where my car sits parked at the curb. “Get out of here while you can.”

I laugh and turn away. Willow is already hanging up Dylan’s coat and backpack on the hooks by the door. She really is a lifesaver and she’s the best with kids.

I start to leave when I stop dead in my tracks and gasp in horror. “Oh, my God!”

Willow looks up. “What’s wrong?”

I can’t move. I stand riveted to the spot and ice water dumps into my veins.

Willow follows my gaze and she gasps, too. “Oh, my God!”

We both stand there staring in abject shock at a man standing across the street. He wears a thick leather bomber jacket that shows off his muscular shoulders, faded jeans, and tan work boots. 

His short-clipped black-brown hair hangs over his forehead and frames his rugged features, but it’s those crystal black eyes that make my world tilt on its axis. I would recognize those eyes anywhere.

“It can’t be him,” Willow mutters. “It just can’t be.”

I shake my head, but I can’t make a sound. My throat feels parched and I can’t decide whether to run away or attack someone.

Willow swivels in front of me and blocks my view of him. “Caroline! Look at me! It isn’t him, okay? Your husband died in an explosion in the Philippines five years ago. That can’t be Hunter. It just can’t be.”

“I…. I know. It’s just….they never found the body…..It might be….”

“It isn’t,” she snaps, but she glances over her shoulder at the man like she’s just as afraid of him as I am. 

He stands there staring right at me. Why would he do that if he isn’t Hunter? Is this really my long-dead husband coming back from beyond the grave?

Willow plants herself in front of my eyes and commands my full attention while she whispers low in my face. “Listen to me, Caroline. Hunter loved you more than anything. He worshiped the ground you walk on. If there was the slightest chance that he survived that explosion, he would have come back a long time ago. He wouldn’t be showing up now after five years gone. You know that. He didn’t just come back all of a sudden. He’s dead. This is some other guy.”

I nod fast. I want more than anything to believe that, but….

Willow massages both my shoulders. “You need to get to work or you’ll be late. Go get in your car and drive to your office. Don’t look at that guy again. Understand?”

I nod again, but I can’t move. Cold sweat breaks out all over my body. What if it is Hunter? Why would he stand over there staring at me instead of coming over to talk to me? Why would he come back to town without telling me?

“You did the right thing by getting pregnant with Dylan,” Willow goes on. “You had to rebuild your life after Hunter died and you did that by having the child you always wanted. So what if you used donor sperm to get pregnant? You’re the mother of a beautiful little boy and you’re a great mother. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Even if Hunter came back—which he won’t—he would be proud of you. You have no reason to think he would mind that you had Dylan now.”

I nod again. I don’t seem to be able to stop myself. I can’t do anything else. “O…okay. I know you’re right. I just have to….”

I glance toward my car planning how I’m going to get there without the guy seeing me, but when Willow follows my gaze again, we both see that the guy is gone. He’s nowhere in sight and I nearly collapse in shaky relief.

I pass my hand across my eyes. “I don’t think I can take this.”

“It’s okay,” Willow tells me. “It isn’t Hunter. You understand that, don’t you? Hunter is dead.”

“Yeah,” I gasp. “I know.”

“Go on and get to work. Whoever that guy is, he won’t hurt you.”

I nod one last time, she pats me on the back, and I start walking to my car. Thank God the guy isn’t there anymore because there is no way in Hell I could walk to my car with him watching me.

Is it Hunter after all? This guy looks exactly like Hunter. He has the same build, the same hair, the same chiseled features, the same eyes—oh, my God—those eyes!

I shiver when I turn the ignition, put my car in gear, and drive away. Seeing those eyes bring back so many memories that they overwhelm my mind.

Willow is right. Hunter and I were madly, world-shatteringly in love….and then I got the call that he had been killed in an explosion while he was deployed in the Philippines. 

That one phone call flattened my whole world. It took me two years to get over losing him…..except that I didn’t get over him. I missed him and cried for him just as much after two years as I did after two days.

Only Dylan pulled me out of it. I had to move on. I had to start planning my future without Hunter in it and that meant having children. I couldn’t count on meeting another guy who made me feel the way Hunter did.

So I used donor sperm and got pregnant. Now I have the life of my dreams, a good job, and a son who fills my life with love. I don’t want anything else….so why is Hunter coming back to haunt me now?

He isn’t. This isn’t Hunter. It can’t be. Hunter’s dead, but the doubts and questions still nag me. What if…...?

What if he somehow survived the explosion and came back? What if he’s been in some hospital somewhere and just got out? What if he lost his memory and only just remembered who he is? 

There has to be a logical explanation for all this and the most obvious explanation is that Hunter really is dead and this guy just looks like him—exactly like him. They might be twins except that Hunter didn’t have a twin. He had one sister and she’s alive and well raising three children in Wichita.

I get so wound up thinking about the past that I drive straight past my office. I have to drive around the block and concentrate hard to park in the right place. I go inside still hyperventilating about this. Now I just have to get through the rest of the day without losing my marbles.

I sit down at my desk and try to focus on work, but it doesn’t get easier as the day wears on. I really hope Hunter isn’t alive. That would be my worst nightmare. If he’s alive, he doesn’t know about Dylan. 

How would it work if he came back to town and found out that I had a son by donor sperm? It would complicate things a thousand times more than they already are. My life is perfect the way it is. I don’t need my dead husband coming back into my life now of all times.

Now I just have to deal with living in the same town where Hunter’s double is walking around and showing up on street corners. How am I supposed to cope with that?








  
  
Chapter 2: Noah




Ilean against my truck and look up from my phone when I hear a car pull into the driveway. I put my phone in my pocket as the real estate agent angles in and parks next to my truck. 

I grin when she gets out of her car and I see that it’s the same woman I spotted in town yesterday. She’s stunning in a simple brown dress that hugs her supple curves and shows off every single goddamn inch of juicy real estate.

Natural highlights of brown, strawberry, copper, and a few white-blonde tints flash in her wild curls. They bounce every time she takes a step and her high heels accentuate her hips to make them look wider and more inviting.

She’s a mother. I saw her dropping off her son at daycare, so that explains her figure, but she obviously takes care of herself. She looks just toned enough to be appealing while keeping plenty of her feminine hourglass shape. Her waist is delightfully small compared to her full chest and wide hips. 

I would love to get my hands on her, but she doesn’t grin back at me. She scowls and her dark brown eyes flash with something like hatred. She stands by her car and glares at me before she slams the door extra hard and stalks over to me. “Good morning,” she clips in a short, annoyed voice.

“Good morning.” I stick out my hand to her. She might be the most bad-tempered real estate agent ever, but I can still be civil. “I’m Noah Goldsmith.”

Her shoulders slump and she lets out a long, shaky sigh. She presses her hand to her forehead and turns to one side so she doesn’t look at me. She completely ignores my hand so I let it drop.

Okay. This is not how I expected this real estate viewing to go, but whatever. I’m here to buy a house, not to flirt with her.

“How long has this place been on the market?” I ask.

She turns around and faces me. Her expression relaxes, but she doesn’t look any happier about this. “I’m really sorry.” She sticks out her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Goldsmith. I’m really sorry for the way I reacted to you just now. I’m Caroline Hirsch.” 

I don’t raise my hand a second time and she pounces on me, grabs my hand, and shakes it for me. Then she waves at the house behind me and starts talking without looking at me again.

“The house has been on the market for over a year and the owners have already moved out of state, which is why the price is so low. They’re anxious to move it on as soon as possible, so they would be open to negotiating the price even lower if you’re interested. I have to warn you, though. The house has some damage to the interior. The previous owner had dogs and he would go to town and leave his dogs locked up inside. The carpet is….well, saying that the carpet is damaged doesn’t even cover it. It’s beyond ruined. The house smells terrible and most of the wallpaper and curtains are so saturated with…..” She falters, gulps, and then blurts it out. “The carpet, the wallpaper, and the curtains are saturated with the stench of urine and feces. It’s really disgusting. I just want to warn you ahead of time.”

“Okay,” I reply. “Thank you for the warning. Is the house structurally sound other than that?”

“Absolutely.” She grabs a nylon zippered folder that she carries under one arm and starts unzipping it in front of me. She tries to balance it in her hands while she talks way too fast. “The previous owner got an engineer’s report on the house….”

“Put it here.” I take her elbow and guide her over to the truck so she can put the folder down on the hood.

She jolts at my touch like I shot her with a powerful electric shock. She recoils from me, drops the folder, and the papers in it scatter all over the ground.

We both bend down to pick them up, but when she sees me getting near her, she springs back to put distance between us. I don’t understand why she’s acting like this, but at least she isn’t as overtly hostile as she was when she first showed up.

She stands three feet away from me pressing her hand to heart and gaping at me while I pick up her papers, tap them into a stack, and put them on the truck hood.

I wave her toward me. “Come on. I don’t bite. Just show me the engineer’s report.”

She takes a deep, shaky breath, shivers, and finally manages to walk over to me. She gulps visibly before she starts fumbling with the papers. This meeting is obviously making her over-the-top nervous. I just can’t figure out why.

She finally locates the engineer’s report and hands it to me without looking at me. “You can see that the house is structurally sound. It’s only twenty years old and the owner maintained it….except for the dog issue.”

“That’s okay. I like fixing a place up myself and I’m more interested in the land than the house.”

Her head snaps around and she stares at me like I just suddenly started speaking the same language as she is. She gapes at me in shock and then jolts again. “Oh! Right! Well, as the real estate listing states, there are six ten-acre pastures, each one fenced and with a supply of water from the spring up on the hill over there.” She points to a hill towering over the house and the barn nearby. “The water supply has never failed since this area was colonized back in the 1800s.”

“Do you mind if I take a look around?” I ask.

“Of course. Go right ahead. Let me know if you have any questions. Just….” She blushes and catches my eye for a split second. “You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t go into the house with you. I’ve already been in there once and I don’t want to do it again.”

“I understand. I’ll take a look and come back out and we can talk about it.”

She nods and rummages in her purse. “I have the keys here somewhere….”

She locates them and holds them out to me by the keychain so she’s extra sure not to touch my hand when she hands me the keys.

I go over to the house. It’s a nice house on the outside. It’s a standard two-story farmhouse with white-painted siding and a corrugated steel roof. Windows look out from all sides and a huge porch surrounds the front entrance. It’s the perfect place to relax and look out at the rest of the sixty-acre property.

I catch a whiff of the smell even before I approach the front door. A powerful stench of toilet and unwashed dog drifts through the walls and makes me want to gag even before I get the door unlocked.

A tidal wave of stink nearly knocks me over when I open the door. I glimpse the long front hall with the living room off to one side and the open kitchen door in the back. I have to retreat to the lawn and take a few deep breaths because I work up the courage to go inside.

I pull my jacket lapel over my nose and mouth, but that doesn’t help at all. The place is a cesspit of foul disgusting stench.

The living room is the worst with the downstairs parlor not much better. The kitchen isn’t too bad. It doesn’t have carpet or curtains or wallpaper. It’s a big ranch-style kitchen with a giant wooden table, marble countertops, and a deep porcelain sink. Huge windows look out over the backyard leading to the barn.

The upstairs isn’t too bad, either, except that the carpet, wallpaper, and curtains are all way too old. The windows are filthy and the whole house has a very abandoned feel, but other than that, it feels comfortable, solid, and homey.

I make it back outside and lock the front door. Caroline actually smiles at me when I rejoin her by the truck. “You didn’t pass out,” she observes. “I was waiting to call the rescue squad.”

“It’s actually a nice house. It just needs some TLC.”

“It definitely does.” She’s been organizing her papers while I’ve been inside and she hands me one. “I have an extra copy of the engineer’s report so you can have that one.”

I take it, fold it up, and tuck it into my shirt pocket. “I want to walk out there and see the pastures. Why don’t you come with me and you can explain a few things to me on the way?”

She blinks at me like she needs to think about what I just said. Then she jumps again. “Oh! Okay. I can do that. I just need to change into some more appropriate shoes. Just give me a second……”

She goes over to her car and pops the hatchback. She takes out a pair of socks and sneakers, sits down on the rear bumper, kicks off her heels, and puts on her sneakers. She tosses her heels in the back of the car and comes over to me.

She smiles again and blushes. “Don’t tell anyone. I have to go in disguise when I work in the corporate world.”

I glance down at her sneakers. “Do you carry those around all the time or just when you’re showing a property in the country?”

“All the time. I never wear heels unless I’m showing something. I hate them.” She waves toward the pastures. “Shall we go?”

I nod and shoot her a sidelong glance while we stroll down the fence line toward the other end of the property. I don’t get her at all. She started out acting like she didn’t want to come near me. Now she’s warming up like she’s a country girl underneath that slick exterior.

“The water line runs down that slope there.” She points across the property toward the fence on the other side. “It splits from there and runs along that center stretch of fence with side lines going to each ten-acre section.”

“Who owns those cattle there?” I ask and point to a bunch of steers in two of the fenced pastures.

“Rick Tennyson owns them. He leases the land to run his stock, but he knows the place is on the market. He’s prepared to move them off if you want him to or he’s very happy to continue leasing if you just want to live in the house….but you said you were interested in the land, so I guess that isn’t an option.”

“Who is he? Where does he live?”

“He has his own ranch right over there across the creek.” She points to a line of cottonwoods along the property’s bottom edge. “He’s the salt of the Earth. You never met a more down-to-earth guy.”

“Does he ranch over there?” 

“Yeah. He has about three hundred head of cattle so he just uses this for additional grazing.” 

She passes her hand across her forehead again, but it’s more of a cooling-down movement. She doesn’t act so agitated now.

I reach one of the fences and climb over into the pasture. The steers turn around and stare at me as I squat down and start digging a hole in the sod with my fingertips.

Caroline stays where she is and watches me from the other side of the fence. She can’t climb over wearing that dress. Would she if she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt? I’ll probably never know.

I dig down eight inches and find deep, rich topsoil with plenty of worms. This land has been under a regular grazing routine for a long time and the soil shows it.

I squeeze a handful and it compresses nicely into a dark brown lump. I throw it back, kick the dirt back into the hole, and dust off my hands on my pants. The steers blink at me while I survey the land. It’s nice land and it’s all set up for what I want.

I go back over to the fence and Caroline smiles at me when I climb over it. I brush off my hands one more time. Maybe I shouldn’t be showing how much of a hayseed I am, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She actually looks delighted. “Did you find what you’re looking for?”

“Yeah, I did.” We start heading back up to the house. 

“Like I said, the owner is very negotiable. He would be very reasonable about any offer, even one you might not think was high enough.”

“Why do you keep telling me that?” I ask. “Shouldn’t you be angling to get him the best price?”

“He doesn’t care about the price. He just wants to get the property off his hands. He’s the one who instructed me to tell interested buyers that he would negotiate the price down if you wanted him to.”

I shake my head. “That isn’t what I’m used to hearing from real estate agents.”

“Have you been looking long?” she asks.

“Not long. I just came to town so this is the first property I’ve looked at. I already own four ranches in Texas. My brother is running them for me while I branch out and build another setup here.”

She listens without looking away. She doesn’t avoid me anymore. 

“What about you?” I ask. “What is a single mother like you doing hiding undercover in the real estate world?”

She blushes again and looks away. “I’m just trying to make a living and keep a roof over my head and put food in my son’s mouth.”

“He’s a cute kid. What is he—about two and a half?”

“Yeah.” She beams at me and then opens her mouth like she wants to say something else, but she stops herself.

“What?” I ask. 

“You really gave me a scare yesterday. I’m really sorry for acting weird when you pulled up here. I thought you were someone else.”

“Who?” I ask.

“My husband—my late husband. He died five years ago while he was deployed in the Philippines and you look exactly like him. You scared the crap out of me when I saw you in town yesterday.”

So that explains it. “I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“That’s okay. I can see now that you’re a different person. He wasn’t interested in…. all this.” She waves at the property.

“What do you mean he wasn’t interested in it?”

“He was an engineer. He was a city boy. He never would have checked the soil like you did. He never would have been interested in this property and he never, NEVER would have had anything to do with that house.”

I have to laugh. “That’s his loss and my gain.”

“Anyway, I’m sorry about earlier. You really threw me for a loop yesterday. I kept imagining that he came back from the dead or that he’d been in an amnesia ward for five years or….well, my brain went into a tailspin coming up with all kinds of crazy possibilities. You have no idea how relieved I am that you aren’t him.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Why are you relieved? Was he an asshole or something?”

“No, not at all! It’s just…..I had my son after he died. I used donor sperm and….if my husband came back….it would just be complicated. I loved him, but I had to move on after he died. Him coming back would….well, I don’t know how I would handle it.”

“I see.” I don’t know what to say so I gaze out over the property. That is an amazing story and I get a secret thrill that she isn’t married or attached to anyone….except for her son.

We get back to my truck. “Do you need to see anything else or ask me anything else?” she asks.

“That’s it. I’ve seen enough.”

“Okay.” She grabs her folder from the hood. “You can call the office if you want to discuss anything else.”

“Can I make an appointment now to finalize the paperwork?”

“What paperwork?”

“I want to make an offer. Your owner is asking three hundred and fifty thousand. Tell him I’ll give him three-twenty-five.”

Her jaw drops. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why not? This is a nice place and it definitely won’t cost me more than twenty-five thousand to replace the carpet, re-wallpaper the interior, and change the curtains.”

“You’re serious!” she gasps. “You could get it for so much less.”

“I don’t want it for less. I want to pay what it’s worth and it’s definitely worth three-fifty.”

She shuts her mouth with difficulty and turns away to pick up her folder. “Okay, whatever you want. I’ll call him when I get back to the office, but I can promise you he’ll take your offer.”

“Great. So can we make an appointment to finalize the paperwork?”

“Yeah. Sure.” She fishes around in her purse and pulls out her phone. “When would you like to do it?”

“How about Friday? Could you get it done by then?”

She hesitates for a split second. I can’t tell if it’s because Friday is too soon or not soon enough. “Okay. We can do that. Just tell me what time.”

“How about ten in the morning?”

She taps her phone. “Done.” She looks up and beams at me. “I’ll see you then.”

“Perfect. Looking forward to it.” I nod down at her feet. “Aren’t you going to change your shoes before you go back to the office?”

She grins and her cheeks color. “I’ll keep these on until the last possible second….and I won’t be wearing them on Friday, either. Just warning you.”

“Damn,” I tease.

She laughs, gets in her car, and waves to me before she drives off. I gaze after her thinking everything over. She really is the nicest woman I’ve met in a long time and I’m going to see her again in just a few days. I can’t wait.








