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      Coffee was critical. And I peered into the old tea tin someone had given me once (it had been filled with tea, but I’d fixed that right away), only to find I was out. Because of course I was.

      And what the hell was that tapping noise outside? It was half-past barely the buttcrack of dawn. And I had no coffee, an increasingly bad attitude, and a growing irritation for woodpeckers. If that was actually a woodpecker.

      Was he pecking on something metal? Stupid bird. I squinted out the cheap broken blinds over the dinette, but didn’t see anything except trees. Because that was one thing I wasn’t short on up here in the place to which I’d been relegated. There were plenty of trees.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      And persistent birds. I really hated birds.

      But I didn’t think that was a bird. The sound was annoying and abrasive, most likely human in origin, I thought. And only one person I knew was capable of inspiring the level of irritation I was feeling. I shuffled across the thin bubbled linoleum floor to the window that looked out the front. A glance out the window confirmed my worst fear. Jack.

      An ungodly rage filled me at the sight of him, and perhaps I should have taken a breath and given more thought to the situation before acting. But that had never really been my style.

      I pulled on the thin robe hanging on the back of the door and clattered my way through the tinny space to the front, throwing the flimsy door open to crash loudly against the side of the trailer.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” My voice surprised me. It carried all the frustration and annoyance I’d kept bottled up and hidden under my assurances to everyone over the last year that I was fine.

      “Well, hello, darlin’! You’re a sight, Maddie.”

      Typical. Ambiguous. Everything Jack said could be interpreted nine different ways, and everything out of his mouth sounded charming, thanks to that lilting Scottish brogue of his. He knew it, too. It was his strategy for staying out of trouble.

      “Thanks.”

      “Oh, it’s not a compliment, love.” He gave me his half grin and cocked his head to the side, his waves perfectly styled above his perma-tanned face. God, he was sexy. And God, I hated the bastard.

      “Don’t call me ‘love’. Or darlin’.” I sputtered. “My thanks was sarcastic.” I knew it wasn’t a compliment. I couldn’t recall the last compliment my bastard of an ex had paid me. But now if he believed I thought that he’d paid me a compliment, I was already losing this conversational battle. This was what happened when I had to talk to Jack before I’d had coffee.

      “You’re a gorgeous woman, Maddie, but today you’re really working that mountain woman thing, ya know. The tatty robe, the smudgy black stuff around your eyes …” He motioned to his eyes, as if I wouldn’t be sure where the smudgy black stuff was. And then he laughed. He was smiling, but the venom in his words worked as he’d intended. The smooth Scottish accent did nothing to me now except deepen my desire to kick him in the balls.

      I tried not to care about his words, but I couldn’t help it. I swiped at my eyes. I didn’t exactly practice perfect makeup maintenance now that I was living on my own. In a trailer. On the side of a mountain. No one was usually around to care. “What are you doing here, Jack?” My plan was to get to the heart of the matter and then get him the hell away from me.

      “Just doin’ you a wee favor, darlin’.”

      I stared at the mallet in his hand, and realized that he’d been pounding a sign into the ground in front of the half-framed house that stood next to my trailer. We were actually talking to one another through the non-existent walls of the front room. The front room of my dream house. My ex-dream house. The one I had been building with my ex-husband. Jack.

      “What’s the deal with the sign?”

      “What do think the deal with the sign is?” Jack grinned and my blood bubbled hot beneath my skin.

      “It’s eight a.m. I don’t want to play guessing games.”

      Jack turned away from me as a car motored slowly up the narrow road and came to a stop behind where he stood. “I think you’re about to find out.” As he said it, he turned back around and winked at me.

      The wink threw me over the edge.

      “Don’t you wink at me, you ass!” I practically screamed it, and as I did, the owner of the car emerged, his head turning my way as he ran a hand through shiny auburn locks.

      Wow. I suppressed an involuntary shiver and pulled my robe a little closer around me.

      The car was one of those practical luxury types. A Land Rover or a Land Cruiser or some kind of four-wheel-drive Land thing. I wasn’t an expert in slow, hulking cars. Actually, given that I now found myself living in a trailer next to a half-built reminder of my failed marriage and was working in a diner, it turned out that I was not an expert at anything. Not marriage. Not big cars. And certainly not men.

      The man who approached the threshold of my trailer, taking in all my terrycloth-robed glory, had an air of practical luxury about him, too. He was tall and broad, his hair glinting with hints of copper in the morning sunlight. It was a little long, a little messy, but clearly some attention was paid to it. He wore aviator sunglasses that hid most of his face. But not his lips.

      And his lips … his lips were like a sculpture. The kind of lips that would make nuns blush and giggle. They were a little too perfect, maybe. But the guy wore flannel, like most people in this mountain town. And the short stubble covering his jaw gave him a rugged look that inspired in me a wild urge to rub my hand over it. Or better yet, photograph it.

      I longed to dart back inside for my camera, but I already looked like a loon. A robe-wearing loon with a camera would definitely not be better.

      The man stepped around the car, gazing up at the half-built house, and I chastised myself for staring. My fascination, beyond his movie-hunk looks, was that this man was clearly different from the other people I’d seen up here, but he still managed to fit in. Something I hadn’t mastered.

      “How much?” the man asked, speaking to Jack.

      “How much what?” I asked, my voice bordering on a high-pitched scream. What was going on here?

      Jack ignored me. “I guess given the state, and the fact that winter’s not far out, the better question is what’s it worth to you?”

      The man walked around the house, stepping into rooms, and testing structural beams with his hands and his body weight.

      While he wandered around inside my house, I stepped down the front step of the trailer and stomped through the dust in my pink slippers to where Jack stood with his arms crossed.

      “What is going on?” I hissed.

      Jack raised an eyebrow as he looked me, his eyes sliding down to my chest. “Is that the teddy from our wedding night?”

      I glanced down, horrified to see a flash of leopard-print silk exposed in the deep V-neck of the robe. “No.” But of course it was. He was right. My humiliation was practically complete.

      “You can take the girl out of the city …” Jack grinned, shaking his head.

      I pulled the robe tighter. So what if I still wore my expensive lingerie to bed? I deserved nice things. Even if Jack had taken most of them from me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Selling the house for you.”

      “For me?”

      “Thought you’d appreciate the help.”

      “I don’t want your help, you cheating ass!”

      The man had stopped examining the house and was looking toward me now, a tilt to his head and a half-smile on those sculpted lips. I wished he’d take off those damned shades so I could see what he thought of this whole exchange, which he had surely overheard. I didn’t know why I cared.

      “This is my house, Jack. Maybe you forgot. Maybe you’re so overwhelmed by the details of managing your own house—the one that has actual walls and a roof and working plumbing and sits on a nice street in a real city—Maybe that’s all so overwhelming that you forgot this heap is mine.”

      Jack had the grace to drop my gaze for a split second. But then the smile appeared again. So freakin’ confident. “I didn’t think you really wanted it. Wouldn’t you rather have the cash?”

      I might, but definitely not with his help. “Isn’t that for me to decide?”

      “You’ve been sitting on it for four months, love. It’s gonna rain and snow and blow up here before much longer. If someone’s gonna build some walls, they need to do it now. Not good for the frame to sit out exposed like this for so long.”

      “That’s not really your concern. And since when are you a construction expert?”

      Jack took my elbow in a conciliatory gesture, and I wrenched out of his grasp. “Don’t touch me!”

      He offered me his most condescending smile, the one reserved for willful children and, of course, for me. “This gentleman is serious. He called as soon as the ad went live. He’s got money. Wants to pay cash. I still care about you, Maddie, and I’m trying to help. ”

      I sniffed. His platitudes would do very little to ease my burning desire to see him foundering in a pit of venomous pythons or drowning in a giant vat of scalding pea soup. “I’ll tell you what would help me then. Talk to my lawyer next time she calls instead of dodging her! Give me what you owe me and then get out of my life, stay out of it, and get the hell off my property.” I raised my chin and pointed it toward the strapping stranger who’d gone back to testing the foundation. “Both of you! Get off my property! It is not for sale!” I leveled my gaze at Jack again. “And take down whatever listing you put up!”

      I marched over and grasped the sides of the For Sale sign that Jack had planted and gave it a mighty tug. Naturally it wouldn’t budge, and both men were staring at me as I pulled on the thing, squatting down low in my robe and slippers so I could put some back into it. I tugged again, like a Sumo wrestler lifting an opponent (did they even do that?) but the thing was stuck. I let out an unintentional grunt with my third failed attempt and then winced in shame. The entire world was conspiring to ensure that I looked like a complete idiot whenever possible. I bent my knees once more and really put my body into it, pulling as hard as I could, but the sign was planted like a Sugar Pine, roots deep and wrapped around granite.

      “Let me give you a hand.” The voice that rolled over my shoulder was low and smooth. Not Jack. The stranger.

      Before I had time to respond, two strong hands reached around the sides of me, grasping the sign below my hands. He was standing directly behind me, practically hugging me. As if things weren’t awkward enough. And he was close enough that I could smell him—some distracting combination of the woods and baked goods seemed to waft off of him.

      “On three,” he said. “One, two …”

      We pulled together and the sign popped out of the ground. The sudden release sent me backwards, of course, right into the solid chest of this complete stranger who had just been sizing up the irritating relic of my former life. I practically bounced off him in an effort to get some space between us, and then pulled my robe back together, glancing up at him.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      He handed me the sign. I took it while looking up at his face, but I still couldn’t read him. Damned sunglasses. All I could see was a reflection of myself. Brown curls flying in every direction, pink robe barely covering the ridiculous teddy I’d slept in.

      “If you change your mind, why don’t you give me a call?” he said. Then he handed me a card that he seemed to produce from thin air. This guy was either charming or eerie. I hadn’t had time to decide which.

      “I won’t.” I put the card in the pocket of my robe without looking at it. Unfortunately, that pocket had come unstitched a month ago when I’d caught it on the handle of the bathroom door, so the card fell to the ground at my feet.

      The man scooped it up and leaned forward, holding it out to me. “Maybe the other pocket?” I took it and tucked it into the pocket on the other side of my robe. As he walked away, a lingering scent of pine and cinnamon floated by. He smelled like the mountains. And like coffee cake.

      I just stared. Because pretty much every last vestige of dignity I’d imagined myself to have that morning had dropped with the card to the dusty ground through the stupid hole in my pocket.

      “Well then,” I said. “If we’re all done here.” I turned and marched back up the rickety stairs of my trailer and slammed the dinky door. It barely made a sound.

      As I made coffee with the previous day’s grounds, I heard both cars drive away. When I was sure they were gone, I pulled open the shades and stared out into the wall of dark green trees across the road from my lot.

      Alone again. Really, truly alone. Just me and my stupid unfinished house and my stupid trashy trailer. Living my stupid, stupid life.
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      I probably should have just stayed away. After all, I had a house in Kings Grove already, and it wasn’t exactly my policy to run around introducing myself to people. I liked my privacy. I worked hard to maintain it. It was part of why I lived in a remote village in the high Sequoias in the first place. That, and the fact that of all the places I’d been in the world, Kings Grove was the only place that had ever really meant anything to me.

      And that particular property? I knew it was ridiculous, but owning that actual piece of land would be like coming full circle, closing a loop.

      But when I’d spoken to the guy on the phone—what was his name? Jack something?—the  Scottish brogue didn’t charm me. I could feel when someone was disingenuous from miles away. And this guy was smarmy AF. That said, I’d been willing to meet with him to take a look at the property, see the state of the house.

      I just hadn’t expected her. I’d seen the trailer there the few times I’d driven by, but I’d never seen the woman with the wild curls and the fiery eyes. I would have remembered.

      The woman next to the trailer should have been comical, maybe pitiable. But instead, as I watched her—Maddie, I think the Scotsman called her—march around in her terrycloth bathrobe, railing at her ex-husband, I didn’t pity her. I couldn’t help but admire her. In fact, if anything, I was drawn to her.

      First of all, no one had yelled at me in years, and when she’d screamed at us both to get off her property, a little thrill went through me at being treated like a regular person, like a nobody, even. When you’re famous, people tend to be nice to you even if  you’re a complete fucktard. And I was pretty sick of that.

      But besides her anger, Maddie was beautiful. Her flying  curls and those light brown eyes pulled at something inside me. And couple her beauty with the fiery glint of her anger, her indomitable spirit . . . I didn’t care about the house anymore, or the property. I just wanted to see Maddie again.

      “Get off my property! It is not for sale!” She had said emphatically, her small pointed chin raised in defiance. I couldn’t help but move closer to help her remove the For Sale sign. And when I leaned in over her shoulder and stood behind her, nearly embracing her and inhaling the floral scent of her shampoo, an electric charge filled the space between us, and I wondered if she felt it too.

      Then again, I suppose it could have been considered pretty fucking creepy to get up right behind her like that and help tug the thing out of the ground. But I didn’t always do the right thing around other people. I was bad at peopling. I was a writer. That’s all I was good at. Imaginary peopling.

      I didn’t make a habit of giving out my card, but I hadn’t been able to stop myself, practically shoving it into her hand before she managed to disappear from my life again.

      As I’d climbed into my car to drive back down the rutted one-lane roads through the residential village of Kings Grove, I found I no longer really cared about buying the property. I didn’t want it nearly as much as I wanted her. Of course, there were a few other things standing between us, not the least of which was that I was currently being investigated by the police.

      But maybe once that blew over. Maybe.
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      When the morning’s excitement was over, and I’d had three or four cups of almost-coffee, I felt prepared to move forward with the day. Which, for me, meant pulling a long shift at the diner in town.

      Kings Grove was actually a wide spot in the road at just over six thousand feet up a California mountain. We had the necessities—a post office, a market, a library, a restaurant, and a hardware store. There was an old lodge, and the town saw its fair share of tourists, thanks to the towering trees that clustered in thousand-year-old groves to watch over us like sentinels. Grudgingly, I had to admit the place had a certain amount of charm. I’d liked it enough when I was a kid, when my family came to camp on the land where I now inhabited a tin can.

      Forget that Jack had moved me here from San Diego, where we’d done wonderful things like go to the Old Globe Theater to watch Shakespeare in the summers, and eat the freshest seafood ever in La Jolla cove at a rooftop restaurant near the pink hotel where he had proposed. Forget that I’d been a girl who could find no occasion where heels were not appropriate, or that my previous wardrobe exploded from a walk-in closet roughly the size of my trailer. Where else would you store sixteen pairs of designer blue jeans? Before my divorce, an endless search for the perfect pair of jeans was exactly my kind of challenge.

      But now? Now I was stranded. Literally.

      My lawyer still could not explain to me how Jack had walked away with almost everything even though he’d been the one who cheated. When I’d pressed her, she’d thrown up her hands in frustration. Typical. Jack was the kind of guy who got everything he wanted. He was the definition of winning. Charlie Sheen had absolutely nothing on him. He got the house. He got the Escalade and left me with the racy Jag coupe I’d gotten as an engagement present, which was hardly an appropriate vehicle given the terrain of my new home.

      Though I had to admit, I did love that car.

      Jack got to keep his cheap little girlfriend and his fancy life, and I got … this. A half-built shell in a dusty mountain town where I didn’t belong and hadn’t belonged since I was a kid. Oh, and let’s not forget, I also had a rickety fifth-wheel trailer on blocks that Jack had bought used and towed up here when he’d put together his master plan for getting me out of the way. A trailer that barely had plumbing and maintained only a fleeting acquaintance with electricity.

      That said, I was Maddie Turner before I became Madeline Douglas. And being a Turner meant that I would stand up, dust myself off, and fight my way forward. That’s what Turners did, as my dad would have reminded me if he were capable.

      I tried to give myself a Dad-worthy pep talk as I pulled on the maroon polo shirt that was required for my fancy diner gig. It’s not forever. Just for now. Dad would have said that if I called him. Maybe. Or maybe he would have told me again about the cruise he was on, about the food and the other passengers.

      Dad wasn’t really on a cruise. He was in a nursing facility for patients with dementia. But the cruise idea was one he held on to, and I thought it was better than his reality, so I didn’t try to disabuse him of the notion.

      I glared at myself in the small mirror in the bathroom. This shirt was hideous. It matched the way I felt about my life at the moment. It was fitting that I should have to endure it all while wearing a poly-cotton blend in a color that brought out the red in my skin tone.

      My lawyer assured me we weren’t done and that the money I needed to start over would come to me. There was a joint account she was convinced should be mine, one that would allow me to finish the house or move to a place I could live more comfortably. But Jack was fighting tooth and nail, and as of now, I was a broke would-be photographer-turned-waitress working in a mountaintop diner. And I was late for work.
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      Adele, the diner owner, frowned at me from the register as I arrived, her over-glossed lips sticky, pink, and disapproving as always. “Thanks for joining us, Princess.”

      “Morning, Adele. Sorry I’m late.” I hated it when she called me ‘Princess.’

      “Tables one through six will be happy to hear your sob story.” She tossed my pad to me and turned away to pluck at her cuticles in the light from the window.

      “Morning, Mad.” Adele’s husband Frank was always reliable for a smile.

      I didn’t think I was really a princess by any stretch, but compared to the locals up here in Kings Grove, I was fairly shiny. Visitors to the village tended to arrive in shorts and sandals with socks, or tank tops and acid-washed jeans. And the locals favored practicality over a flattering hemline or a leg-extending heel. Personally, I found it hard to shake the fashion ideals I’d cultivated over so many years, but tried to limit my mountain choices to denim and boots. Even if they had a three-inch heel, I figured boots were practical for a rugged environment.

      Kings Grove was home to trees thousands of years old, and a place like that is bound to draw in all kinds. I’d grown up around these Giant Sequoias, but I was still floored by the sheer bulk of the things. It was humbling, standing next to something you knew had been in that same spot for over a millennium. My crumbly little life was a flash in the pan next to the lives of those trees.

      “Sam. Chance.” I greeted the local contractors who had built the frame of our house before the divorce halted further progress.

      “How are you, Maddie?” Chance Palmer gave me a smile. He was the most eligible man in town, a Stanford MBA who’d come to take over the family business when his dad had died suddenly of a heart attack. With his little brother Sam, he’d built almost every new structure in Kings Grove over the past four years, and plenty before that when they worked for their dad during high school and college. Chance was lean and muscular, his blue eyes sparkling above a chiseled jaw and a chest that appeared to be cut from stone.

      There was no doubt he was the star of the daydreams of most of the ladies living in Kings Grove, with his hometown-boy good looks, easy smile, and bulging biceps. I’d had many opportunities to witness the way his muscled torso glistened in the sunlight when I’d been left alone to “supervise” the construction of our dream home. His brother was pretty cute too, in a more understated way. But I was hardly in the market, and they were both too young for me.

      “I’m doing fine, Chance.” There were words unspoken there. Chance had seen a lot transpire between me and Jack. He and Sam had witnessed the complete disintegration of my marriage, and they treated me with a mix of pity and overprotectiveness.

      “What’s going on with the house, Maddie? The weatherman’s saying this winter’s going to be a real one.” Sam watched me over the rim of his mug.

      There’d been very little snow in California’s Sierra Nevada for the past four years. The odds of a real winter seemed slim.

      “For the sake of this drought, I sure hope so, Sam.” I evaded his question and topped off their coffee. “Food up in a sec, guys.”

      I tended my other tables, getting omelets and stacks of half-dollar pancakes out as quickly as I could while Adele hissed and tsked from her spot at the register. I probably wasn’t cut out for waitressing, but I did the best I could, and Frank helped me when I forgot to turn in an order or messed up someone’s request. He was the best part of the diner’s management team. The only good thing about Adele was that she disliked the other waitress, Miranda, almost as much as she hated me. Our shared despicability had forged an immediate bond between Miranda and me. Adele disliked us for different reasons: I was evidently just too fancy for her tastes, while Miranda had a nasty habit of spilling coffee, dropping plates, and finding things to trip over on completely smooth floors.

      When the place was a steady hum of satisfied diners and empty tables, I poured a cup of coffee for Miranda and another for me. We stood behind the counter, savoring the calm, as we gazed past the yellow Formica tabletops to the quiet street.

      “What’s going on?” Miranda could read me like a book. I hated it. But I also kind of liked it. It wasn’t like I had lots of girlfriends to talk to.

      I sighed. “Jack stopped by this morning. He’s trying to sell the house. Some guy actually wandered around testing beams and tapping on things.”

      “What guy? Someone from up here?”

      “Like I would know.” I knew the nearest neighbors to my property, since my parents had been good friends of theirs when I was a kid. Otherwise, I kept a low profile and didn’t get too close to the folks who lingered around the village. I did make friends with some of the little kids who came running through my property now and then, fishing out snacks that I brought home whenever I went to the grocery store. Kids, I understood. Grown ups? Not as much. And the dust-smeared mountain kids who roamed in packs during the summer were my tribe. Or they had been once. My brother Cameron and I had roamed these hills with a band of grimy children of all ages, scrambling over rocks and laughing off scraped elbows. Now when the kids showed up with their jubilance and spared me a few minutes of laughter kicking dust around my lot, I relived the past for a little while. They let me snap photos of them and I let them climb on the unfinished structure of my stupid house.

      I fished the card from that morning out of the pocket of my jeans. I’d pulled it out of my robe and stuck it there, planning to examine it later. I put it on the counter in front of Miranda.

      “Holy cow,” she said, bending over to read the card as she pushed her blond hair from her face. “This is the guy who wants to buy your house?”

      “Yeah, why? You know him?”

      “Everyone knows who he is. No one really knows him.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This is Connor Charles.”

      “Yeah, I got that from the card. Where it says right there? See?” I pointed to the name. “Connor Charles.”

      “Right. Well you know who that is.” She was nodding and giving me a look that said I should understand immediately whatever she was trying to convey.

      “Miranda, seriously? No. I have no idea who that is. Some guy with dark red hair and sunglasses.” The card didn’t offer any other information. Who had a card that only had a name and a phone number anyway, besides psychics and socialites? Weird. I shrugged and added, “Kinda hot, too.” I couldn’t help it. He totally was.

      “He’s that super-creepy writer. The one who lives in the cabin around Deerwood Point off the meadow?” Her eyes were wide and the freckles across her nose seemed to stand out as if they were trying to help her make her point.

      “Oh him.” I made my voice reverent, but I was just doing it for effect. “No idea. I haven’t really had a lot of time to get to know the locals, and I’m not exactly a bookworm. If he doesn’t eat here, I don’t know him.”

      “He definitely doesn’t eat here. Not anymore, anyway.” Miranda glanced around and then leaned in, her glasses slipping down her nose. “He writes those twisted books. About serial killers and stuff? He’s super famous and super hot. And super scary.”

      “Because he writes horror novels?”

      She shook her head, a smile on her face that told me she was enjoying sharing the gossip. “No, because when he moved up here, he had a wife. Or a girlfriend. But no one has seen her for like a year. They used to go out together, eat here, go to the village potlucks. But then we didn’t see her again. Like literally, she disappeared. Rumor has it he’s keeping her prisoner up there in his fancy house.” She looked around, as if Connor Charles might appear at the counter. “Stay away from him, Maddie.”

      “Well, I’m not planning to sell the house anyway. Not yet.”

      “Right.” Miranda nodded as if that made perfect sense, and then spun around to answer a wave from one of her tables. Her coffee cup toppled off the saucer on the counter as she swung her arm, and I caught it and wiped up the mess as Adele watched from the podium.

      I wondered how much of what Miranda thought she knew about Connor Charles was true. She had a vivid imagination and an appetite for gossip. Since I’d never seen Connor up here before, I wasn’t too worried about crossing his path again.

      I spent the rest of an endless day at the diner, watching the sun weave among soaring treetops from one side of the village to the other as some of the season’s last tourists stopped through for burgers and sundaes before heading back to their tents and rented cabins. It was easy to lose track of the days up here. The mountains and the big trees measured time in centuries, not in months, days, and minutes. And most days looked about the same to me. But since Jack had stopped by, I knew it had to be a weekend, and a glance at the calendar on my phone confirmed it. It was Sunday. I had Mondays off. Normal people would be looking forward to some down time, or some project they’d been hoping to tackle on a day off. But Monday held little interest for me, and I’d spent many of the last few in bed, pretending things were not exactly as they were and hating myself for letting it all get so screwed up.

      The cooktop in the trailer worked intermittently, and I got lucky that evening, managing to heat a can of soup to go with my toast and red wine. I carried dinner outside, managing the door with my foot and elbow, and wound my way through the skeleton house. In what would have become the eat-in kitchen, I set my bowl and bottle down on the concrete and lowered myself beside them. The kitchen was supposed to have soaring plate glass windows facing the slight decline behind the house that led to a ravine farther down the slope. In the early spring, you could hear rushing water down there, but by this point in late summer the entire state was parched and dry. Just a trickle of dusty water coursed through the rocky bed now.

      I’d almost drown in that water as a tiny girl. I didn’t really remember the incident. My brother Cam had told me that we were playing with some other kids from around the village, and I’d fallen in. There was a deep pond that had been formed over years and years of water rushing into it from the rocks above. It was a side branch of the bigger stream when it was flowing in full force, a quiet spot to the side of the rushing water. Quiet and deep. The water was freezing cold since it was snowpack runoff. I’d reached out too far that day and fallen in, and neither Cam nor I were good swimmers. We were too little. One of the bigger kids had jumped in to save me, pulling me out and carrying me back up to my dad. I hadn’t been in long enough to swallow much water, and I was fine, but it had scared my brother. He’d made a big deal about learning to swim after that, and stayed close to me any time he thought we might be in danger. He had been my protector from that day forward. All the way through high school to college and beyond. Until three years ago when he decided not to be anymore.

      I stared at the darkening green around me. My home was perched atop a mini mountain, at the end of a dead-end road that climbed out of the small village of private homes. Many of them—most of them, really—qualified as true cabins. A few of our neighbors still had working outhouses, and most of the structures were rustic. One of the nearest neighbors had done his damnedest to ensure that our huge modern house would never be built, petitioning congressmen and lobbying the Forest Service and anyone else who might help him preserve the sanctity of the place. But my family had owned this land for more than one hundred years, and there was little anyone could do to stop it from being developed. I had pushed Jack to build something a bit more spare, something that fit in with the rustic landscape instead of competing with it, but as with most of our arguments, I’d lost.

      Jack had been everything I’d ever wanted when we’d met. It was like he’d read a book about how to sweep someone off her feet and had followed the instructions page by page as we got to know one another. He’d mastered the grand romantic gesture long before we met, and he had it down to an art form by the time I strolled into his office to ask about buying a condo I’d seen in my neighborhood. Jack was as slick and polished as any man I’d ever known, from his perfectly shined loafers to the salt and pepper waves that set off his blue eyes.

      He told me he wanted to take care of me and didn’t want me to work. I’d believed him, and too easily gave up the cluttered photography studio I’d been building into a real business. At the time it seemed like just another reasonable thing I did for love.

      As the trees faded to blend into the background of inky blue sky overhead, I considered going in and picking up the camera. But it seemed like a lot of trouble, and every time I touched my camera I still heard Jack’s voice telling me that photography was a ridiculous hobby for a woman like me. That I could easily pay someone to take the pictures I wanted. Jack’s answer to everything.

      But I had a fresh desire to take pictures after meeting Connor Charles. There was something about the mystery of those aviator shades, the intrigue Miranda had made me feel when she told me to stay away from him. She was probably right. But I just might pick up my camera again. Maybe.

      The next day—my day off—I didn’t give myself time to mope around. I put my jeans, boots, and ponytail in place, and then I climbed into my shiny Jaguar and drove down into town. The car didn’t fit up here in the mountains any better than I did. And it was ridiculous that I lived in a tinny trailer and drove this particular specially ordered and ridiculously pricey car. I knew that. But I pretended I was a woman of mystery, full of amusing contradictions instead of terrifying swirling eddies of nothingness.
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      Kings Grove was quiet. The summer was coming to an end, and weekend visitors tended to drive back down the hill on Sunday nights, taking their noise, dogs, and children with them. I liked the quiet. For one thing, it made it easier to write, when I actually managed to do it. I knew writers’ block wasn’t a real thing. When writing is your job, you just sit down and get it done, like any other job. But I’d gotten to a level of success where if I didn’t quite feel like writing—and honestly, it had been months—I could tell my agent to hold off the publisher. The promise of my next blockbuster was enough to convince them to slide deadlines along a bit.

      I didn’t enjoy going into town lately—I hadn’t for a long time, really—but I needed to restock groceries and pick up my mail. The grumpy post office administrator, Craig Pritchard, didn’t appreciate it when I let my mailbox overflow and I didn’t appreciate being lectured by an asshole. So I drove the short distance from the residential side of the village to town and eased into a parking spot in front of the post office next to a shiny convertible Jaguar. I spent a moment lingering next to the car, wondering who was crazy enough to drive such a thing in a place where tree sap and pollen did no favors to shiny paint jobs. I looked around as I always did in public, but this morning I didn’t see any police cars, and no one I recognized was out on the sidewalk. Good.

      It turned out there was someone I knew inside the post office, kind of. I busied myself opening my own box as the pretty woman from the half-built house pulled a pile of fashion magazines from her own box on the opposite wall.

      “You should really check more than once a week if you’re going to be ordering all these magazines,” Craig Pritchard’s flat voice informed her.

      “Sorry, Craig.” Her tone said she was not sorry at all, and I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my face at the sarcastic sound of it.

      Maddie looked beautiful today, her hair pulled back in a casual ponytail, and her face shining and fresh. She wore jeans, and I admired the way they molded to her long legs, hugged her curves. She glanced over at me and caught my eye for a quick second before jerking her gaze in the other direction, pretending she hadn’t just seen me. I couldn’t help but chuckle as she opened a magazine and leafed rapidly through the pages, obviously waiting for me to leave.

      Before I could think better of it, I stepped near her, made it impossible for her to ignore me. “Hello again,” I said, feeling a goofy smile cross my lips as I got a whiff of the fruit-scented shampoo she must use.

      “Hi.” She looked up at me, a slow blush creeping up her cheeks.

      “Nice to see you again.” I said the words and forced myself to turn away, handing Craig the fat envelope I needed him to send my agent—the signed book his mother wanted. As he weighed my package, Craig decided to quiz Maddie about her choice in postal deliveries.

      “What do you do with all these magazines, anyway? It’s not like anyone up here gives much weight to what kind of shoes you’re wearing.” He leaned out to glare at her high-heeled boots and then went back to ringing up my package.

      “Just like to keep up with civilization.” There was a barely contained ire in her voice, and it made me like her even more.

      “How’s the house?” He sneered when he asked this, his thin lips disappearing beneath the silver and blond mustache.

      “The same.”

      “We get enough snow and those walls might just topple over, you know,” he said with a smile. I didn’t like his tone, and wasn’t sure why Craig was inserting himself into Maddie’s business. Still, I knew there was no place for me in the conversation.

      “So they say.” She closed her mailbox and stuffed her magazines into the big bag hanging over her shoulder, taking her sunglasses in her hand.

      “You gonna get back to work on it? People say you can’t afford to finish it.” Craig continued. I narrowed my eyes at him, but he wasn’t really paying attention to me.

      “People should probably mind their own business,” she said lightly. I couldn’t stifle the laugh that burst out of me at that as I took my credit card back from Craig and accepted the receipt.

      Craig was not deterred. “The things people build in the confines of a national park are pretty much everyone’s business, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Not when we’re talking about private property, Craig. Thanks for your thoughtful interest in my home, though.” I’d moved to the door as they wrapped up their conversation, and held it open for her as she turned. I laughed again at the face she was making, her nose scrunched up and her tongue stuck out—an expression I knew was meant for the nosey mail clerk.

      “Nice face,” I whispered, stepping out behind her as the door swung shut.

      She stopped just outside the door, a blush turning her pretty skin pink. “I know. Mature, right? He just pushes my buttons.”

      “I think that was his intent.”

      “I’m sure it was.” She sighed.

      We were standing on the sidewalk in front of the post office, Maddie looking up at me as the sun cast her curls aglow. She was gorgeous. I wished I could find some other reason to keep her talking, but nothing came to mind. “Well, it was nice to see you again, Mrs. Douglas.”

      She visibly cringed. “It’s Turner. Maddie Turner. Douglas is Jack’s name. Jack’s my ex.”

      “Right. Well, nice seeing you again.” I needed to walk away before I did something ridiculous, like ask her to stop by and visit me, like admit that all my solitude had grown old and that I was tired of being the mysterious subject of village rumors. I needed to go before I let myself become even more interested in the woman with the rampant curls and fiery attitude.

      “Bye,” she said.

      I spotted the young blonde from the diner approaching, and took that as extra incentive to be on my way. I watched as they spoke together, turning to watch me get into my car and then getting together into the Jaguar parked at the curb.
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      Miranda’s plan to drive down the hill to Fresno for some shopping and a movie was perfect. I was thankful for a friend, and as we slid into the low seats of my car, I grinned over at her. Miranda had a lovely innocence about her—part of it was her youth. At six years my junior, she still seemed fresh and young, and the long blond ponytail and complete lack of makeup added to that image. Her dark-edged glasses framed her pretty blue eyes and her open smile had made me like her immediately when we’d met.

      I drove the car down the narrow winding road out of Kings Grove, enjoying the way it felt to harness some kind of power that I could hold onto.

      “Slow down, Speed Racer,” Miranda said, gripping the sides of her seat as we roared around a curve.

      I tapped the brakes. “Sorry. I like the speed.”

      “I can see that,” she grinned at me. “I’ve always been a little scared of this road.”

      “But you grew up on this road!”

      “No. I grew up in Kings Grove. And I like staying up there. Or being down in the valley. I don’t like the in-between parts.”

      I took the next few curves a little less aggressively and Miranda stopped clawing the leather.

      “I didn’t figure you for a crazy driver,” she said, looking at me with wide blue eyes.

      “I’m not. I’m a good driver. Just a little bit aggressive, I guess. I learned to drive on Southern California freeways and then out at the track at Buttonwillow.” I flashed her a grin.

      “Buttonwillow?”

      “The racetrack. Jack enrolled me in some driving courses when he bought me this car.”

      “Like defensive driving?”

      “Not exactly. It was a ‘performance driving clinic.’ I learned how to control a skid, brake correctly, and how to ride a corner. Stuff like that.”

      “You’re a race car driver?”

      “No, I’m a woman who can handle a V8 with five hundred and fifty horses.” I downshifted around a curve, neatly making my point.

      “Why’d Jack care if you could drive?” Miranda asked.

      “It was part of Jack’s effort to mold me into the perfect woman.” I glanced at Miranda. Jack was generally an off-limits topic, even for Miranda.

      “I see. What exactly did that involve?”

      I sighed. “Lots of little things, but in the end, he must have missed some crucial element.” The valley rolled out before us, dusty brown hilltops with waves of dark green orchards curled between them.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I’d been a success, he wouldn’t have had to bring in a newer model.”

      “He cheated?”

      “Spectacularly.”

      Miranda didn’t press, but I could feel her buzzing with the effort of holding the question back.

      “We moved up here to build our dream house. He parked me up here full time and went back and forth to San Diego to manage his business down there. He was supposedly moving his office to Fresno. He was going to specialize in vacation properties, cut down his hours. We were supposed to live up here and raise a family in the clean air.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Miranda said.

      “I was to stay here and supervise the building. Because I’m such an expert at that.”

      “Right.”

      “And I did. Despite how bored I was. No lunches with friends, no shopping on Coronado and no general San Diego wonderfulness. Instead I had an exciting daily routine of staring at trees and missing my old life. I got sick of Kings Grove.”

      “How could you get sick of watching Chance Palmer build something?” Her voice took on a dreamy quality. Miranda had a not-so-secret crush on the overeducated contractor, though I’d never seen him look twice at her.
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