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        To the OG’s: Sam, Kristen, and McKenna.

        Thanks for the late-night dates.

        Having my back.

        And always making me laugh.

      

      

      

      
        
        You light up my life.
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        This book takes place five years after the previous book, Coffee Shop Girl.

      

        

      
        For those of you who have read my book I Am Girl Power from the Health and Happiness Society series (not something that needs to be read before this book), then you’ll recognize Lizbeth as the barista from the Frolicking Moose.

      

        

      
        You’ll also recognize JJ as Megan Bailey’s brother.

      

        

      
        Lizbeth’s story takes place a couple months after I Am Girl Power ends.

      

        

      
        Now, that’s not confusing at all, is it?!
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          LIZBETH

        

      

    

    
      My knuckles turned white as I gripped the steering wheel of my 1992 Honda, a silent mantra playing on repeat in my head.

      I won’t slide off the canyon road. I won’t plunge into the icy river below. I won’t die tonight. I won’t slide off the canyon road . . .

      “Don’t be so dramatic, Lizbeth,” I muttered to myself. “This is fine. Everything is fine. I’m not panicked. Nope.” My voice broke as a gust of wind slammed snow flurries into my window. “Not at all!”

      No consolation in sight.

      Snow pelted my windshield like a vortex of flying white icicles. Only my headlights illuminated the darkness of this mountain canyon. I’d never felt so alone or so tired.

      The soft scent of baby powder lingered in the car as a sublime reminder of the reason for my fatigue. My older sister, Bethany, had just been in labor for forty-eight hours before she gave birth to my nephew, Shane. The most adorable, squishy, wrinkled, funny-looking baby that had ever existed. He was exquisite.

      Despite the arrival of my first nephew, every muscle in my body remained tense. I shouldn’t have left the hospital. Shouldn’t have brushed off the storm. Shouldn’t have arrogantly claimed that I’d driven the mountain pass from Jackson City to Pineville a dozen times in far worse snow than this.

      I crept along toward home in Pineville at twenty miles an hour, but felt like I wasn’t moving. Maverick would kill me when he found out I hadn’t put winter tires on my car yet. But really, who’d expected a late-November blizzard?

      Maybe I should have.

      The subzero temperature left a delicate swirl of frost along the windows’ edges, despite the heat blasting on maximum. All happy vibes from the hospital vanished when my front tire skidded on a patch of black ice. The car jerked to the right, then back. My heart dropped into my stomach as I let off the gas.

      The car whipped right again. By sheer willpower, I managed not to scream as I pumped the brakes and counter-turned.

      The Honda headed right for a break in the trees anyway.

      The forest was the only barrier between me and a frothing river at the bottom of a rocky canyon a hundred yards below. The snow had frozen over like a field of pearlescent lacquer. In one second, I comprehended that, if kept on this trajectory, I would plunge right into the canyon.

      A burst of cold terror shot through my body when my car vaulted past the trees.

      “No!” I screamed. “Stop!”

      As if possessed, the car lurched downhill between gaps in the forest. I stomped on my brakes, but the tires skidded on the frozen snow.

      With a sickening crunch, my front bumper collided with a rock. A pop rang in my ears as the airbag deployed. The car flipped onto its side, and the seat belt strained against my chest. I pitched upside down, seized by a stomach-turning sensation.

      Half in a daze, I barely registered the car swinging onto its hood, then rocking back onto the passenger side. It remained there for a moment, then two. A burning scent filled my nostrils as I risked a look down at the snowy ground beneath the passenger door.

      “Oh no,” I whimpered.

      One move and my body weight would tip us back onto the hood. Would that squish me? Could I wiggle out? What if the seat belt was jammed? I’d freeze here in less than an hour.

      Or the car could tip back onto the tires and head right for the river.

      How far away was the canyon wall? Couldn’t be far. The general downward slant meant I was near the edge of a slippery shale slope. Thousands of gallons of freezing whitewater rapids streamed onward a couple hundred feet below.

      The odds were precarious either way. The seat belt ground into my shoulder as I drew in a deep breath.

      “I’m calm,” I whispered. “I’m calm. I’m fine. This is fine. Everything is fine.”

      The car engine had stopped. My headlights illuminated the underside of the snow-laden trees. I tried to shove the gear into park, but the shift had jammed. My emergency brake had broken a year ago.

      A gust of wind shook the car. I blinked through the haze from the airbag, barely able to make out a murky darkness ahead. Fractured glass marred the windshield in a spiderweb pattern. My thoughts settled onto one point of focus: I could not fall with the car. And if it rocked onto its tires, this car was going to fall.

      Snow pelted the cracked windshield. A burst of cold brushed across my face. I realized the whistle I was hearing wasn’t the wind, but my own frantic breaths.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “I have to remain calm.”

      Maybe someone would come help. Could anyone have noticed from the road? Not likely, but I flashed the brights just in case. There was a small chance someone would see my brake lights.

      But the chance was very, very small. Almost nonexistent. I hadn’t seen any other cars in the canyon. Nope, help wasn’t an option, then.

      Had to get out of this myself.

      Panic filled me like a hot teakettle. How long would it take them to find me? What if the car washed downriver and took my body with it? Bethany might never know what happened. Ellie would always wonder.

      The car moaned.

      I froze.

      The snow continued to fall, thick and gauzy, while I fingered the seat belt. Maybe I could get free, then jump out once the car landed back on the wheels. But how to undo the seat belt now without falling toward the passenger side?

      Well, I had to try.

      Moving an inch at a time, I reached for the door. Thankfully, the window rolled down. An icy chill snaked into the car. I froze as the car groaned, tires inching closer to the ground.

      It didn’t matter anymore. Whether or not I moved, this car was going down. If I wanted to live, I had to get myself out. With a sharp breath, I threw my weight against my door and jammed my hand into the seat belt. The car shivered. The seat belt stuck.

      I did it again.

      The car shrieked this time. With a guttural cry, I slammed my hand into the seat belt again. It loosened, hissing as it retracted. The movement tipped the car to the side until it landed back on the tires.

      Blood pulsed through my body. It thundered in my ears. A scream built in my throat, rushing out in a wild shriek even though no one could hear.

      “Help! Please!”

      Frantic, I threw myself out the window just as the wheels started to roll. The edge of the window cut into my torso as I tried to scramble free. My left leg didn’t follow the rest of my body. Something hugged my ankle.

      The seat belt.

      Ice cut into my palms as I grabbed at snow in a poor attempt to extricate myself. The car inched forward. Grunting, I yanked at my left foot. Rocks skidded beneath the front tires as the car crested the edge of the cliff face. It slipped, then shuddered.

      “No!” I shouted. “No!”

      My body slid forward with the car. Ice raked against my fingers as I uselessly grasped for purchase. The movement only seemed to encourage the car forward. Just as the front tires tipped off the edge, a hand gripped my arm.

      With a cry, someone yanked me free.

      My leg pulled away from the seat belt, and I slammed into my rescuer. A pair of strong arms dragged me to safety. We landed on the ground together.

      “Oof.”

      The sound of the Honda crashing down the mountainside ended with a splash and a sickening crunch. I blinked, suspended in time as I stared at the snow swirling in the spot where the car had disappeared. My mind raced, unable to comprehend any of it.

      How was I not in that car?

      A voice called over the gusting wind. “You all right?”

      I spotted a pair of bright olive eyes tucked into the hood of a parka. Broad shoulders and a strong hand held onto me.

      My breath caught—this time, I wasn’t sure I’d get it back. I knew those eyes. The sprinkling of stubble on a chiseled face. My stomach dropped all the way to the river.

      “JJ?” I whispered.

      He grabbed my shoulders. “Lizbeth, are you okay?”

      What were the odds that JJ Bailey, of all people, would have saved me? I put a hand on my swimming head as my fingers tingled.

      Then everything went black.
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          JJ

        

      

    

    
      Lizbeth shivered on the seat next to me.

      This old truck—aptly named the Zombie Mobile—issued only a desperate gasp of heat. It drove like a tanker, weighed as much as a mountain, and plowed through snowdrifts with joy, but it kicked out heat like an arctic breeze. The perfect truck for a night like this, unless you wanted to be warm.

      She blinked awake slowly, half-dazed. She looked so frightened with her wide emerald eyes, ghost-white skin, and limp hair.

      I fiddled with the knobs on the dash to give myself something to do. “Are you cold?”

      She stared at me, blinking.

      “Did you hit your head?” I asked.

      Her fingers brushed her forehead. She shook her head. “No.”

      I reached into a bag behind her seat. An assortment of clothes were stashed in a small duffel there. I grabbed a hoodie and handed it to her.

      “Put this on. Then you can put on my parka. They’ll help.”

      She wasn’t wearing a coat, although there had likely been one in the car. Her thinness probably meant a whiff of wind could chill her. There weren’t many lights in the Zombie Mobile, but her dazed expression and dusky lips were unmistakable. She slipped her arms into the hoodie and pulled it as far down her body as she could. I slid out of my parka and handed it to her.

      “My parka too.”

      She hesitated. “W-what a-a-bout you?”

      “I’ll be fine. We’re only a few miles away from the turnoff to Adventura. Once we get over the bridge, it’ll be much safer.”

      She nodded. The parka nearly swallowed her, but her shivers had already slowed. I set a hand on her shoulder.

      “Are you all right? That was . . . that was nasty business back there.”

      She nodded again, the muscles in her neck tight. How had she survived such a fast-moving event? How easy it would have been for me to miss her. If I hadn’t glanced to the left at the exact right moment, I never would have seen her brake lights. The flashing brights. If the Zombie Mobile didn’t amble so slowly, I couldn’t have stopped in time to help.

      To arrive seconds before she plunged into the river.

      Unable to contemplate that thought further, I set it aside. Right now, I had to make sure we both remained intact.

      “I’ll get us to Adventura safely.” I put the old truck into drive again. “I promise.”

      My muddled brain turned back to the road, which looked like a white cloud. By now, the canyon would be closed. I doubt we’d see any other cars, which made it all the more miraculous that I’d found her.

      “Okay,” I muttered. “Here we go.”

      Striking off into the white set my hair on edge. Definitely the worst storm I’d seen since moving back to Pineville late last winter. Lizbeth’s recent scrape with death didn’t help my nerves. Still, I forced my mind to focus on the path ahead.

      The road rumbled if I drifted toward the edge, which helped me stay in the middle. We crawled along at twenty miles an hour. Lizbeth clutched her seat belt, nostrils flared. She held her breath when we crossed the river over the bridge that would take us to my home, a camp named Adventura on the other side of the canyon from Pineville.

      Seconds later, the Zombie Mobile roared through eight inches of fresh powder without a problem. That’s when my mind opened again. Under the canopy of trees and the comforting rock faces on either side of the valley, I let out my first metaphorical breath.

      The universe had been kind to Lizbeth, but Lizbeth could also be a gift for me. With Lizbeth at my side when I returned, I wouldn’t have to explain to Mark why I’d been in Jackson City on a random Friday night.

      Everything happened for a reason.

      I wasn’t a full-on hippie, but I was zen enough to believe that.
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          LIZBETH

        

      

    

    
      JJ’s intent concentration on the road helped me stop my mental sobbing and get a hold of myself again. If I had to speak, I’d lose it.

      Absolutely lose it.

      Despite the horrifying conditions, he appeared as laid back as ever. JJ had always been easygoing. Quick to smile. He was calm water compared to his boundlessly energetic twin, Mark. I couldn’t have picked anyone better to be my saving grace.

      Or so I hoped.

      The fact that I was plunging into the snowy mountains with a man I didn’t really know—despite my raging crush on him—didn’t escape my notice.

      Snow fell in buckets as JJ smoothly navigated a pristine lane. The mountains loomed overhead, dark specters behind the snow. The wind slowed slightly. Frigid air crept in from the windows and the bottom of the truck, which I strongly suspected had a hole beneath a wooden board at my feet. The old thing smelled like rust and hot dogs.

      “Adventura is just around the corner,” he murmured a few minutes later. “We’ll get you all warmed up, Lizbeth.”

      JJ and Mark Bailey were enigmas. People spoken of constantly in our small mountain town, but rarely seen. Mark and JJ had returned to Pineville around the same time I did. They came late last winter to open Adventura, a summer camp. I came back after graduating college in May. The summer with them in town had set my world on an awkward axis.

      Every time JJ came into the Frolicking Moose for a green tea, my heart somersaulted. Maybe it was his olive eyes, subdued but bright. Or his corded, muscular arms or equally strong legs. His climbing expertise was legendary. His affinity for hiding in the rocks made him even more popular.

      The Zombie Mobile, the name Mark had given his truck, sputtered to a stop next to a bank of snow, then died. JJ chuckled. Through a thick blanket of snow, I could barely make out a building in the dim headlights. Relief coursed through me so profoundly I sagged.

      Safe.

      The wintry world gave only a few clues to the building that seemed to lurk in the storm. A flash of warm light appeared, then vanished. JJ looked at me. For what felt like the first time that night, I really saw him.

      My heart almost seized again.

      Gentle hazel eyes. Long hair pulled into a sloppy man bun at the back of his head. With his wiry, strong shoulders, quick smile, and tight jaw, he was the picture of masculine grace. He regarded me with concern and compassion.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      A thousand replies surfaced on my tongue, but I forced them back. “Yeah,” I croaked. “Getting there. Th-thank you.”

      “Your car just plunged into an icy river in the middle of a snowstorm, and you almost went with it. It’s okay if you’re not really feeling great.”

      He slapped on a panty-melting smile that would have reduced a lesser woman to goo.

      “Let’s get inside,” he said. “Both of us could use something very warm.”

      Snow blasted the back of my neck as I stumbled out of the truck. I couldn’t feel my toes. The storm swirled in eddies of ice as I attempted to wade forward. JJ reached out, clamped a hand on the parka, and guided me to him. Once he was at my side, he hooked an arm around my shoulder and all but held me up as we trudged through two feet of snow. He wore a long-sleeved gray shirt that fit him a little too well.

      Only a few feet away stood a wooden door. We hurried inside and were greeted by a blast of blessed heat.

      “You’re alive, J-man.”

      A man with black hair and meaty shoulders stood up from a chair near a cluttered desk. Mark, JJ’s twin. Despite being twins, they only had their face structure in common. All three of the Bailey kids, their sister Megan included, seemed to have the same face but with vastly different expressions. Where JJ was more thoughtful, Mark reminded me of an enigmatic quarterback: in love with the spotlight and adored by all.

      JJ shut the door behind us with a shiver. “Definitely alive.”

      “And you brought a friend!” Mark cried. “Tell me you also have coffee, Lizbeth. I could really do with a cappuccino right now.”

      I felt, more than saw, JJ shake his head.

      Mark’s face fell. He appraised me with open curiosity. Mark and I had never really spoken. Although he came to the coffee shop I managed, he was always on his phone. JJ and I sometimes spoke, but it was rare that I could summon words in the face of my soul-deep crush.

      “She’s going to hang out with us for the night,” JJ said. “She’s . . . had some car troubles.”

      Suddenly, the warm fire was especially warm, and the smell of man-cave especially pungent. My trembling had ceased, but I still felt sick to my stomach. When the crunch of the falling car replayed in my head, I forced back a wave of nausea.

      My eternal gratitude for his perceptiveness deepened another notch. I just wanted Bethany to wrap me in her arms while I cried.

      “She needs a hot shower,” JJ said with a gentle squeeze. “Storytime later.”

      “No problem, Liz,” Mark said as I peeled off the parka. “Get warmed up. JJ’s on deck for dinner tonight, so you know it’s going to be good. You’re shaking. I’ll build up the fire.”

      Mark grabbed a coat and disappeared through a back door at the end of a hallway. The area was sparsely decorated. What was there looked accidental. A giant desk with a computer and phone filled the far wall, near the fireplace. Papers, file folders, unwashed coffee mugs, fast-food wrappers, and a ridiculous number of pens littered the desk’s surface. A rolling chair burdened with winter coats, pants, and a pair of wool socks sat behind it.

      A few old couches occupied most of the floor. Behind the front door, a ladder led to what appeared to be an attic. Posters cluttered the walls, displaying snowboards, mountains, and treacherous climbs.

      “Mark and I sleep upstairs,” JJ said. His hand fell away from my shoulder. A physical pang jolted through me at the loss of his touch. “We have a spare bedroom down here you can sleep in.”

      “That’s perfect. Thank you.”

      On reflex, I reached for my phone, then realized too late that I didn’t have one anymore. This situation would be far more terrifying if I didn’t know the Bailey boys.

      “Can I borrow a phone?”

      “Oh, yes. Of course.” He reached into his back pocket. “Here.”

      With numb fingers, I typed a quick text to Maverick.

      

      
        
        Lizbeth: Hey, it’s Lizbeth texting from JJ Bailey’s phone. Had some car trouble in the canyon. Everything is fine. JJ stopped and helped me out. I’m staying with them at Adventura until the storm passes. Can you let Ellie know?

      

      

      A reply came moments later.

      
        
        Maverick: Glad to hear you’re all right. I’ll let Bethany know in the morning. Texting Ellie now. Be safe, Liz.

      

      

      The simple connection with Maverick eased my heart. Tears thickened my throat. He wouldn’t be dealing with a birth and a death in the same day, at least.

      
        
        Lizbeth: Baby boy okay?

      

      

      
        
        Maverick: Stealing my breath every minute, just like his mama. :)

      

      

      I released a relieved sigh. I’d tell them the full truth later. In ten years. Or maybe never. Except for the part about the missing car . . .

      With a weak smile, I passed the phone back to JJ. “Thanks.”

      He held out a hand, and I accepted it, trusting myself into his care for a few moments. Right then, I needed it.

      “C’mon.” He gently steered me toward the hallway. “You need a hot shower first, dinner second. It’s been a helluva day.”
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      Standing in a square shower with cobwebs in the upper corners, I bit into a clean washcloth and silently cried. Letting go of my tears felt as cleansing as the hot spray that prickled my skin. I’d put up my hair in a bun so I didn’t have to worry about drying it.

      With shaky legs, I leaned against the wall and let my thoughts roll out. The air grew humid, sharpening the scent of pine and curling the stray hairs at my neck. Eventually, JJ knocked and said, “Leaving some clean clothes on the counter for you, Lizbeth.”

      The door whispered open, then shut.

      Steam clogged the room when I grabbed a towel, wrapped it around me, and stepped out of the shower. The heat had restored life and humanity to my frozen limbs. I stumbled into a pair of ridiculously big workout pants and one of JJ’s sister’s shirts. The top fit me better than one of his would have, but it still hung loose. JJ’s heady, masculine smell lingered in my nose.

      Rallying my courage again, I wiped steam off the mirror. My cheeks had pinked from the heat, which at least distracted from my bloodshot eyes. I removed my residual mascara, folded my clothes, made sure the bathroom was clean, and slipped out the door.

      The hallway was empty, so I ditched my other clothes in the guest bedroom JJ had pointed out, then wandered back toward the living room/office. JJ stood on the far side of a room divided by a half wall. It appeared to be a makeshift kitchen. He’d changed into a pair of sweats and a long-sleeved T-shirt that hugged the contours of his shoulders.

      His expression brightened when he saw me. “Feel better?”

      “Much, thank you.”

      “Have a seat.” He nodded to the couch. “The hot chocolate is almost ready.”

      “Thanks.”

      Instead of sitting, I perused a bookshelf against the far wall. Death on the Mountain and A Climber’s Guide to Everything drew my attention. I pulled them down, my thoughts wandering. Surely these were JJ’s. Likely all these books were JJ’s. Mark didn’t strike me as a reader.

      By the time I finished my brief perusal, JJ had returned, a mug of hot chocolate in hand. He passed it to me, then sat on a nearby chair to nurse what appeared to be tea.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      The sweet warmth calmed my stomach. I took another eager sip, suddenly ravenous. It seemed to expand in the hollow part of my body. I peered at him over the top of the cup.

      “And thank you for . . . you know.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t mention it.”

      “But you could have⁠—”

      “And didn’t.” He finished firmly. “I’m grateful I was there to help. You would have done the same. You just came back to Pineville this summer, didn’t you?”

      Grateful for the change in subject, I let out a long breath. “Yes. Around the same time as you. I graduated college in May. Since Bethany was pregnant all summer, and very sick, I’ve been running the coffee shop. I just came from the hospital, actually. She had a little boy.”

      His eyes lit up. “Wow. Quite the day for you.”

      “Yes. I’m a proud auntie—who’s alive, thanks to you.” I lifted my mug. “Here’s to several new beginnings.”

      He clinked his mug against mine with a witty smile.

      “What did you graduate in?” he asked.

      “Bachelor’s in Computer Science.”

      “Impressive.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You should fix Adventura’s website,” he said. “Mark attempted it last winter. It’s absolutely hideous.”

      “I’d love to look at it.”

      Website makeovers were a fun part of what I could do, but the idea of working with the Bailey boys was too unreal to think about. Besides, the warm purl of heat in my stomach surely had nothing to do with the curious expression on his face. I curled deeper into the couch, feeling drowsy after the shower.

      “What are you going to do next?” he asked.

      Great question. “Um . . . there are job options.”

      “Ah. I know that hesitation.”

      He sat halfway on the couch, elbows resting on his knees. There was something sexy about the way he held the cup of tea in his whole hand, the palm cupping the bottom. Although tempted to drop my gaze, I didn’t.

      “I just needed a break for a year,” I said. “College was hardcore for me. Nonstop. So when I finished, I just . . . I needed some time to figure out what I wanted to do. Running the Frolicking Moose and paying down some debt was ideal.”

      A grimace crossed his face. “Adulting stuff.”

      “Unfortunately. There’s also this job I really want.”

      “Oh?”

      I nodded.

      JJ regarded me curiously for a moment, then turned back to his tea. “I remember that transition. As if it wasn’t hard enough just to graduate, now you have to figure your life out. There’s a lot of pressure.”

      Several things startled me there. First of all, I didn’t know college had been part of his world. Second, he was at least nine years older than me. Word around town pegged the Bailey boys at thirty.

      “You graduated college?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Bachelor’s in Environmental Science.” Then he laughed, presumably at my expression. “I take it you’re surprised?”

      “A little.” I gave him a sheepish smile. “I guess I assumed you’ve just always been climbing and living in a van.”

      He shrugged and leaned back, leaving the tea to cool. His arms looped behind his head, and it was a struggle not to stare.

      “I’ve always climbed. Just like you, after I graduated, I took a step back to see what I wanted to do. Then I just . . . never did it. We did live in a van,” he tacked on with a roguish grin. “For about a year.”

      The last words came out quieter, but I couldn’t tell if it was regret in his voice, or something else. A loud bark of laughter came from the attic.

      “What about Mark?” I asked, taking another sip of hot chocolate. It was over halfway gone by now, and I almost was too. The snap of the fire had lulled me. Being alert and on guard for so long had worn me out. Not to mention sleeping on and off in a ball on the hospital bed for forty-eight hours.

      “Mark went too. Graduated with a degree in business. Eventually did his MBA online while we traveled.”

      “And then?”

      “We bummed around together for a long time. Neither of us wanted to grow up, so we just kept playing. Traveling. Getting into trouble. My poor mother has too much gray hair because of us.”

      I smiled. His mother, a flight nurse in Jackson City where Bethany had just birthed my adorable nephew, was lovely.

      “We messed around for almost a decade, living off climbing sponsorships, odd jobs, and sometimes Mark’s rampant charm. We did that right up until he bought Adventura and ‘settled in.’” JJ’s air quotes looked ironic, at best. “Mark will never really stop. He’s started one business and he’s already on to another one. He’s a moving target.”

      Sensing something beneath the surface, I asked, “And what about you? Are you a moving target also?”

      “Dunno yet.”

      The last sip of hot chocolate slid down my throat. Although curiosity tugged at me, I stood with the empty mug.

      “Thank you, JJ. This helped calm me down. But I think I’ll go to bed, if you don’t mind.”

      My body had relaxed into a state of near-sleep. This seemed as good a time as any to hide away. To avoid the beautiful way the fire warmed his skin to golden tones. No reason for me to study the angle of his jaw and replay the way his arms had kept me from death.

      He took the mug from me. “Good. I’m sure some rest will help. I’ll take care of the cup.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh, Lizbeth?” he called as I headed for the bedroom.

      I glanced over my shoulder. He stood there, holding my mug, looking gorgeous in the firelight.

      “If you get too cold, we keep the fire running all night. Feel free to add more logs to it, or sleep on the couch. Mark and I are upstairs if you need anything.”

      “Okay.”

      “We can report the accident in the morning, but there isn’t much they can do now, anyway. It’ll eventually have to get towed. If they can even reach it down there.”

      My mind spun. I hadn’t even thought of getting the car out.

      “Thanks.”

      I closed the door behind me, bathed in a sudden chill. This little cabin clearly didn’t have central heating, and the window didn’t keep out the cold. JJ had set a few more blankets and a pillow on the bed. I fluffed the pillows and climbed in. When I tugged the blankets all the way to my chin, I realized that the pillow smelled like JJ.

      Was it his?

      Regardless, my body molded to it like mush and I fell to a quick sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          JJ

        

      

    

    
      Mark appeared from the attic thirty minutes after Lizbeth went to bed. He tilted his head toward the spare bedroom. “Bed?” he mouthed.

      I nodded.

      Once she’d left, I’d sunk into food preparation. The smell of marinara and pasta filled the room. Mark gravitated to the food naturally.

      “She okay?” Mark asked in a quiet voice as he approached. “She didn’t look so great when you arrived.”

      “Fine, I think.” I rubbed a hand over my face, suddenly exhausted. I recounted the story, with the scariest parts emphasized appropriately. While I told it, Mark grabbed dishes for dinner.

      “Seriously?” he whispered and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “JJ, you’re a freaking hero. It’s all those climbing muscles. I always knew you had a knight in shining armor buried underneath all those layers of hippie.”

      “I couldn’t have done anything if she hadn’t gotten herself halfway out already.”

      “You look shaken up.”

      He leaned back in his chair, spaghetti piled high in a bowl. I felt shaken up. Reality had set in. Tonight could have been a tragedy. I loosed my hair and let it fall to my shoulders, relieved to ease the pressure from the hair tie.

      “I am shaken. I almost didn’t get her.”

      “Well done, brother. You saved her.”

      He decked me lightly in the arm as he dove into his food. My mind wandered to Lizbeth. She still seemed to be in shock. Her overall mien was a bit too calm. I wasn’t the one who’d dangled over a white-capped river, seconds away from death, and even I felt it all the way to my gut.

      “I made you some hot chocolate,” I said. “It’s in the microwave staying warm.”

      “But not because you made it in there.”

      “Don’t insult me.”

      “You’re the best brother ever. Real, made-from-scratch hot chocolate on a blizzard night? You’ll always be my fave, JJ. What would I ever do without you? Fortunately, we never have to know. Hey, I had an idea tonight and started putting out some feelers. You want in on it?”

      His voice faded into the background as I turned my attention back to my food. Mark rarely wanted me to respond—he just wanted a listening ear—so I let my mind drift.

      Thoughts of a certain terrorized redhead circled my brain in an endless loop for the rest of the night.
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          LIZBETH

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up, my neck felt as tight as the spine of a new book.

      I straightened carefully. My collarbone protested each millimeter where it had pressed against the seat belt. My stomach felt a bit sore from lying on the windowsill before the car fell. A quick inventory confirmed I was fine. Alive.

      A wooden ceiling loomed overhead. Behind me, the warm crackle of a dying fire filled the air. I blinked away a dream of tangled steel, grating metal, and deep ravines.

      Yet here I sat in . . . Adventura.

      Memory returned quickly. With a groan, I rubbed a hand over my face. At some point in the night, I’d slipped out to the living room, too cold to sleep. The Bailey brothers had already gone to bed, so I’d made a little nest on the couch closest to the fire and slept there.

      Nightmares had replayed every second of the crash in excruciating detail all night long. As if my brain wanted to process it in slow motion. In the dream, my car hadn’t just been sliding. No, I’d dangled on the edge, one finger on a rock. I screamed and screamed and screamed, stuck in the awful sensation of almost dying.

      It left me feeling cold.

      I blinked and forced my thoughts back to the present moment. The clock said 7:34, but the room lay in shadows. Little light made it past the ongoing storm outside. But the wind seemed to have lessened. A quick look at the windowpanes confirmed that snow had frozen to the glass.

      What a perfect setting for a romance novel.

      I’d read my fair share of mountain romances. Handsome stranger fetches feisty woman from inevitable death in a whirling snowstorm. Forced to stay in the same cabin, they secretly connect and realize they’ve never been so disarmed by someone else before.

      I stared at the ceiling and blinked.

      Odd.

      I’d read almost every romance novel in existence. Dreamt of the day I’d live my own because, frankly, I’d dated almost no one in college. Now I sat in a literal storyline for a perfect romance. And all I could think about was my pale eyelashes. Or the awkward fact that, when I read romance books, I often pictured JJ as the love interest.

      Which just made all of this totally surreal and weird.

      A quick review confirmed it: I was definitely stuck in a cabin, in a storm, having been saved by the one man I couldn’t have but always wanted. Last night should have been far sexier. Really, it had just been terrifying.

      So . . . when would the ultra-giddy romance vibes hit me?

      Soon.

      Maybe after the crushing reality that I’d almost lost my life—and definitely lost my car—faded. Not only the car, but my phone with pictures of little baby Shane. The keys to the coffee shop. Some newly purchased winter clothes. My laptop.

      The surge of panic that swelled in my chest ebbed quickly this time. All of that didn’t matter. The pictures were backed up to the cloud. I could replace my car and laptop . . . eventually. There was car insurance, even if it wasn’t the best because I’d limped by as a college student.

      At least I hadn’t died.

      Regardless, the romance books never covered braless nights and invisible eyebrows. They sped right to the sparks and fireworks. But this? This was crusty reality. My car and accoutrements had just plunged into an icy abyss.

      Besides, the idea of anything between me and JJ was a literal dream. Not only was he nine years older, but a declared perpetual bachelor. He wouldn’t fit anywhere in my ultra-specific, very-much-happening-soon plans.

      After landing my dream job at my favorite social media company, Pinnable, I would have a storybook romance, get married, and have babies. That’s when I’d settle into the sort of magical romance that Bethany and Maverick had.

      The one I craved all the way to my bones.

      I would have marriage and babies while armed with a college degree—because Mama never did care about education, and I’d die before I ended up like her.

      But first, I’d make breakfast.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For the next ten minutes, I shuffled through cupboards and the mini fridge, tiptoeing around so I didn’t wake the Bailey boys. The open floorplan transmitted sound like an empty cave.

      Finally, I settled on pancake mix made with water instead of milk and the last of a dozen eggs. No bacon, sausage, or OJ in the fridge. Some old, frostbitten breakfast sandwiches lingered at the back of a tiny freezer, but I wasn’t putting my hand back there. Only bachelors would run out of food in advance of a blizzard. I bet they only had one roll of toilet paper, too.

      Pancakes were easy enough, although I really wasn’t into the food scene. But making them on a hot plate in the middle of what should have been a camp office?

      Not my kind of party.

      Still, I endured. Because JJ deserved a light, happy breakfast to counter the intensity of last night.

      The hot plate smelled like burnt iron as it warmed, and I wafted away a few initial fumes while I stirred batter with a plastic spoon. The first two pancakes were a total flop, so I set those aside. The third came out half-decent. Just then, someone appeared from the attic.

      “Lizbeth?”

      JJ languorously stretched his arms above his head, eyelashes heavy against the morning light. My heart gave a little whomp at the adorable, sleepy way he smiled. Why did men always have the biggest eye fans? Mine were so light they were almost translucent. Putting on mascara changed me incalculably.

      “Smells good down here.”

      There it was—the rush of giddiness at the sound of his still-sleepy voice didn’t disappoint. The way his muscled arms reached overhead in taut perfection gave my heart a second reason to race. Romance books had something perfect, all right: there was definite beauty in the male form.

      “Good morning,” I said, gaze averted.

      He paused. His gaze dropped to the semi-chaos around me. I prayed there wasn’t batter on my face.

      “Are you . . .”

      “Making you breakfast. I guarantee nothing. But I . . . I wanted to do something nice for you. It’s poor thanks but . . .”

      “It’s amazing.”

      He blinked several times. His mouth parted as if he were about to say something, but then he stopped.

      “I’m not great with a hot plate.” I grimaced. “But I think they’re edible.”

      “I bet they’re the best I’ve tasted. Thank you. I can’t remember the last time someone else cooked around here. Did you sleep okay?”

      “Better than in a freezing river.”

      Mark’s barking laugh broke the still morning. “Good one,” he called from the attic. Footsteps thundered down the ladder.

      He appeared, hand shoved through his shaggy hair, with a growl of frustration. His eyes were bright, face darkly stubbled. The usual intensity of his bright, ever-changing expression wasn’t dimmed by the early hour. Mark was quite handsome . . . if you could get him to stop moving.

      “Morning,” he sang in a grating operetta.

      “You look like a bear,” JJ said.

      Mark threw something at him as he walked past, clad in flannel pajama pants and an old race T-shirt that said, Tough Mudder. His broad shoulders filled it out. He disappeared into the bathroom.

      Concern filled JJ’s expression. “You sleep all right?” he asked me.

      “Yeah. Yes. I mean, in the light of day, it’s not all quite so overwhelming. And I’m alive, right? So I’m definitely okay.”

      JJ glanced outside and grimaced. “The sort-of light of day.”

      He pulled back repurposed pillowcases that doubled as drapes to reveal another foot of snow. I could just make out the Zombie Mobile coated so thick with white that it almost blended into the forest. Flurries whirled around it.

      “Pretty cool storm, isn’t it?” he asked.

      I had other opinions about extreme winter weather. “It’s something,” I muttered.

      JJ laughed and stepped behind me, setting a hand on my shoulder as he pulled a cup out of a high cupboard. Was he always so touchy? I’d take it seven days a week. My heart woke up again at the heavy heat of his hand.

      “It’s supposed to last through the day,” he said, “but without as much wind. I think it’ll taper off in the night. I bet the canyon opens back up in the morning if there aren’t any avalanches. Coffee?”

      “Already going.” I pointed to the Keurig across the way. “Now that is one food I can make.”

      “You’re a godsend.”

      He squeezed my shoulder, then turned to the machine. There was no frisson of electricity that slid between us. No unreadable frown on his face as his skin touched mine. No small gasp that I tried to hide at the unexpected fireworks of his touch. But his firm hand on a cold winter day was comfort without words.

      Mark hurried upstairs to the attic, phone already to his ear, while I finished the pancakes. JJ set out some faded plates and camping utensils. When we finally settled at the table with my almost-pancakes-mostly-crepe-looking-concoctions, Mark slid back down the ladder again and into the kitchenette with a whoop.

      “I am the literal master of the universe. I figured it out, JJ. I did it!” Mark punched the air once, his expression taut with energy. “I know what I’m going to build on that lot I bought in Pineville last year.”

      “What?”

      “A spa.”

      Mark stopped for a second to take in JJ’s reaction. When JJ’s face scrunched, Mark started to pace.

      “A spa?” JJ asked.

      “A full-service day spa. Mani. Pedi. Hair. Fingers. Meditation. Whatever it is people do in places like that, I want in.”

      “Mark, that’s . . . insane.”

      Mark rolled his eyes in the most dramatic fashion I’d seen since Ellie turned eight. “It’s not insane, JJ! It’s good business. Crazy people are hated all the time for their progressive ideas.”

      “A spa? In Pineville? Population 100?”

      “It’s a business idea, not a cultural revolution.” Mark threw himself into a chair. “The people in Pineville are way too wound up. They could use a few massages. Pineville is adorable, right? A cozy little mountain town. What better advertising is there for a place to relax? This could create more traffic, which would boost the economy. It’s so close to Jackson City that we have a guaranteed funnel from . . .”

      Mark trailed off as he jogged to his desk in the other room and grabbed a piece of paper. Then he came back to the table to frantically scribble on it. There was more space to be agitated behind his desk, but he seemed glued to JJ. I tilted my head to the side, a syrupy piece of pancake on the end of my fork.

      How interesting.

      “Is he always like this?” I whispered to JJ.

      JJ nodded with a sigh. “It’s worse when he’s cooped up like this in the winter, though. Mark very spontaneously bought a lot on his own last year. Normally we’ve done our business ventures together, but this time he used his own cash. He’s trying to figure out what to do next.”

      “Obviously any good spa has a salon—” Mark continued, this time slashing lines across the piece of paper. A few scrawled numbers came next, then something that wasn’t legible. Perhaps a list.

      “It won’t turn a profit for years, Mark,” JJ said. “You’ll have a steep build-out.”

      “True. Good point. Heavy build-out.”

      “You sound like you’ve done this before,” I murmured.

      JJ nodded. “He always has ideas.”

      “Okay, fine,” Mark muttered. He scribbled something on the next page. “What if I start it as a hair salon and eventually grow the offerings? Reduces the build-out and decreases time to profit. Millie Blaine has been looking for a new space since the previous salon owner shut down and left town.”

      “You’re going to build a three thousand square foot building for a salon?” JJ asked as he peered at Mark’s scribbles.

      “No, a spa!”

      JJ muttered something unintelligible in response while he scooped a few pancakes onto his plate. The smell of butter and syrup lay thick on the air now. The banter bounced back and forth between them like a ping-pong ball.

      Fascinating. So this was the Bailey brothers in their natural habitat. I chewed on a piece of pancake as I watched. For having been made on a hot plate, these were delicious.

      “Opening a spa would seriously cut into your plans for next year,” JJ said.

      “I won’t run the spa,” Mark mumbled, deep in thought. “Someone else will. I’m just funding and giving the initial push. I’ll need a manager.”

      “He wants to go full mountain man,” JJ said to me as an aside. “Beard, attitude, flannel, everything. He said it was his goal next year to finally realize it. He just needs a little more guaranteed income to make it happen.”

      “A man can only dream,” I said wryly.

      JJ waved Mark back to his seat. “Mark, eat breakfast. Keep thinking on it. You’ll have to round up some investors, anyway, so let the idea simmer.”

      Mark rubbed a hand over his scruffy face. He tossed the pen away and shoved the papers under a plate JJ had set out for him. “Fine. You’re right. But keep thinking on it. I’m willing to bet the idea grows on you. You survived the night, Lizzy?”

      “Thanks to your hospitality, yes.”

      “You can stay with us anytime you drive your car off a cliff.”

      I snorted into my coffee.

      Mark winked. Several minutes passed in companionable, hungry silence. Mark flipped through his phone, muttering under his breath, spitting out details on the weather. JJ seemed lost in thought as he stared at the top of the table. The pancakes disappeared quickly to their wolfish appetite.

      Mark swore at his phone when the internet failed, then stood up. “Thanks, Lizbeth. Breakfast was delicious. We’ll see how the weather does later today. I might be able to take you home. More likely I’ll take you tomorrow when I leave for a business meeting.”

      “Thanks, Mark.”

      He stalked out of the room, cursing the gods of mountain internet. I watched JJ slowly unwind in the aftermath.

      “When did you guys get internet, anyway?” I asked.

      “A couple months ago,” said JJ, still shaking his head. “It’s actually not too bad. Faster than I expected it to be when Netcast announced they were expanding out here in the canyon. Does seem to be hit-or-miss in bad weather. But it’s really letting Mark go full steam ahead with his expansion plans.”

      “Oh, is that why you guys haven’t been in the Frolicking Moose as much lately?” I teased with a grin. “I was afraid you’d found a new favorite coffee shop.”

      He shot me a quizzical look, like he was surprised I’d noticed, and I scrambled to change the subject.

      “What do you do while Mark does . . . all this?” I asked casually. My coffee mug half-covered my face. Not only was I hesitant to ask, but I didn’t have a book to hide behind. Coffee was the next best thing.

      JJ froze. I held my breath.

      His jaw tightened, but he didn’t look back at me. “Ah . . . stuff here and there.”
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