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          STELLA MARIE

        

      

    

    
      Drizzling rain pattered my windshield as I stared at a two-story cabin built of wooden logs stacked on top of each other. Faded white lines lay between each log, making it look ancient. Rain stained the wood a darker shade of brown, and a little wisp of smoke rose above the chimney despite the moisture.

      Charming, if I wasn't so terrified the owner would kick me out as soon as he saw me.

      The longer I sat out here in my beater car that didn't even have a real license plate yet, the weirder this whole situation became.

      And it was already pretty weird.

      Still, there was one man that could help me, and that man both resented my existence and desperately needed it. He also proudly lived the life of a hermit in the mountains—I mean, who bragged about that?—and hated all details.

      Mark Bailey.

      That alone seemed pretty ridiculous, but so was this entire situation.

      A few more moments passed while I rallied my courage. In fact, I prepared myself like this every time I had to talk to Mark. I'd clutch the phone for a few minutes, think through every sentence that I had to say, and then hope that he didn't wander off on a list of ideas. Eventually, he would wander. That much was inevitable. He'd talk things out, and I'd have to pull him back to reality with the main points he'd called for anyway.

      Lately, he'd called a lot more often than usual.

      Today would be very different, however, because we'd be face-to-face for the first time. I stalled this inevitable confrontation while trying to picture what he looked like. Mark and I had always spoken on the phone. He called me out of the blue one day, declared his need for an accountant, and proceeded to tell me about every business venture he'd ever started. For a man that hated details, he had a mind like a steel trap.

      Plus, I'd seen his tax returns too many times. He was overly generous on charitable contributions to the point he sabotaged profit from his company. A bit of a bleeding heart, really.

      Blonde, I'd guess. He sounded nice enough on the phone, so probably straight-laced, with short hair like a businessman and crisp clothes. He was single, at least his tax returns weren't filed jointly, and had no other income besides his own. Slight of frame, maybe. Like Ryan Gosling?

      With a jolt, I shook my head. No, I had to stop assigning actors to everyone I met. It just . . . made people easier to approach.

      With a shove, I forced myself out of my little car and into the pounding rain. It slammed onto my shoulders while I shut the car door, then skirted the edges of a dirt path filled with water. Mud squished under my shoes as I scuttled under an eave and forced myself to knock. The only thing that kept me moving was momentum. If I thought too hard about this, I'd just leave.

      Ten seconds after I knocked, the door flew open. Out of sheer nerves, my heart fell all the way to the pit of my stomach.

      Then I burst out laughing.

      A tall, broad-shouldered, bear of a man glowered at me. He had brown hair, almost black, that stuck up in odd angles from the back of his head. It was at odds with his hazel eyes in a lovely way. His beard hadn't been trimmed in days. He wore no shirt and gray sweatpants with a pair of flip-flops on his feet. My glance was quick, but he certainly wasn't slight or business-like in any sense of the word.

      A hibernating bear came to mind first. Hardly Ryan Gosling. Hardly what I always pictured on the other end of the phone. Somehow, though, this was better. First, who would mess with me if that scowl came to the door? Not Joshua. At least, I'd hope not. For years I thought I knew Joshua, but the last few weeks had been revealing.

      Second, I could fit Mark's voice with this guy.

      This was a wild Mark Bailey.

      Quickly, I drown my amusement in the face of his dark annoyance. Now that I thought about it, this may not even be Mark. He spoke about a twin brother, JJ, often enough. Behind him was a warm-appearing cabin, with a snapping fire that let out heat. A trickle of rain ran down my back, and I shivered.

      “Are you lost?” he asked.

      “No, I . . . I'm looking for Mark Bailey.”

      His eyebrows lifted. When he said nothing more, I realized that was the only response I could expect.

      “Are you Mark?”

      He nodded. I rolled my lips to school my laugh. No, I couldn't laugh at him again. He'd hear the wild hysteria. The tinge of desperation and fear and uncertainty that belied everything in my life now. Then he'd turn me away.

      “I . . . I'm . . .”

      My name hovered on the end of my tongue. Stella Marie. Did I dare say Marie? I'd always run my accounting business through my middle name because I didn't want the world to know my first name. It felt too much like an invasion. The two names together may not clue him into my identity.

      But maybe the sound of my voice and the name Marie would get him thinking.

      In a perfect world, I'd get through this confrontation without him knowing me. Mark tried to hide it, but he ended every call frustrated. Didn't like when I curbed his wild ideas with sound financial sense. If there was one thing Mark felt like he didn't have, it was time. He was in a hurry for everything even though he was what, thirty-one? Two years older than me.

      Money didn't always run at the same speed as Mark, and that galled him to no end.

      “My name is Stella Marie,” I finally said.

      You are Stella Marie, grandma Marie always insisted. Not just Stella. Be proud of your heritage.

      His gaze tapered further.

      I swallowed a squeak of fear and the desire to ask if I could come inside. No, of course I shouldn't ask that. I wouldn't let me inside if I were him. He hadn't let go of the door, giving me unparalleled access to his abs. By sheer willpower, I kept my gaze on his face.

      “What are you doing here, Stella Marie?”

      “I need some help. I heard you might have a cabin to rent.”

      Confusion clouded his annoyance. “Who told you that?”

      No one, I thought. Just the hope deep in my heart and what I know of your world.

      “Oh, just driving through town.” I waved an airy hand in the vague direction that I thought Pineville would be. “I need a place to stay and I'm willing to pay cash. Maybe just for a month or so?”

      His brow furrowed.

      Please, I thought. Please don't care about these details. You never have before . . .

      “Who in town told you to come here?”

      Dagnabbit. Of course he had to ask questions now of all times. The conversation we'd had a few days ago when he said he wanted to start a ride-a-horse operation ran through my mind. He hadn't asked how much it cost to keep a horse alive or pay vet bills or bring hay into his canyon or any of that.

      No, he just found a horse he thought was handsome and wanted to try it out.

      Thankfully, I'd backed him out of the idea. He hadn't been happy at the time. Now he had to know who sent money his way? Mark needed money as desperately as I needed to disappear. Why didn't he take the offer?

      Perhaps he'd be deterred away from how I came to know him and focus on the dollars.

      “$500 a month for a small cabin? I can pay in advance if you want the cash now.”

      The money burned a hole in the back pocket of my jeans, but I didn't reach for it yet. He leaned against the doorframe instead, unbothered by the misty fall air that flowed past him into the cabin. No one else had stirred inside, and I caught a vague peek of furniture and a can of something pried open with a spoon sticking out of it.

      Bachelor, for sure.

      “Why do you need a place to stay?” he asked.

      “Does that matter?”

      His brow lifted. “It does now.”

      My nostrils flared. I wasn't good at this. Lying, deceptions, sneakiness. I just wanted to find a place where I could hole up and not see anyone for a while. Maybe I'd been naive to think this would be easy. To show up on his doorstep and ask if I could live with him? The man lived in the middle of a mountain canyon. No one drove out here unless they had to, which was why I wanted to stay. Why I'd driven all the way across the country on a desperate prayer and a crappy car not yet registered to my name.

      My breath was shaky when I let it out. “I just . . . I need someplace to disappear for a while, and I've heard that you have cabins to rent and no one comes out here.”

      He snorted. “You're hiding.”

      Yes, I thought.

      I didn't answer him, just studied his face. Beneath all that beard and wild hair, I sensed a general kindness about his eyes. The same kindness that I heard in his voice on the phone when he wasn't rattling off plans. His gaze had an edge to it, however.

      He straightened up. “Look, I'd love to help. I really would. Being the nice guy used to be my favorite thing, but I'm kind of over it now. My brother just got married and moved out and I initiated this plan to go full mountain man this winter. The last thing I need here is a renter.”

      I blinked. Full mountain man? What did that mean? The words rushed out of me before I could stop them.

      “But why?”

      He shrugged. “I don't know! Seems like a good idea. We'll see how it pans out. I'm full of ideas, and sometimes the ones that seem the most stupid are actually the greatest in the end. Regardless, I'm not harboring a sketchy fugitive from the law that's lying about someone in town telling her I'd rent a cabin for $500 a month on my property. Sorry. No one in town would have sent you here to rent.”

      My heart raced as he reached for his door and began to close it.

      “I go by Marie sometimes!”

      Two inches before it shut, the door stopped. His fingers tightened around the edges, but I couldn't see his face now. A lump filled my throat and I swallowed it. My voice rang out clear despite my worry. I shivered but wasn't entirely sure it was from the cold.

      “If you listen hard, you might recognize my voice. My full name is Stella Marie Lee, but I do business under Marie Lee. Mark, I know you're always annoyed with me because I stifle your ideas and I honestly have no idea why you still pay me to do your books, but I . . . I need some help.”

      Slowly, the door opened back up.
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          MARK

        

      

    

    
      A shiver passed through me before I pulled the door open again.

      Marie Lee, the most frustrating, safest-playing accountant on this planet. The woman who probably rolled her eyes every time she saw me call, but spoke such calm sense I couldn't help but listen. Even if she never said what I wanted to hear.

      Now she stood on my doorstep.

      She clutched her arms under a wet, red parka. Hints of light blonde hair peeked out from behind her ears. Her eyes were wide, uncertain, and a gentle brown. She was younger than I expected. I'd always pictured her in her late fifties. No, if I had been given a lineup, the last person I would have chosen as Marie was this girl.

      Plus, it changed everything about her sketchy request. I mentally berated myself for letting her stand on the rainy porch. JJ may have left me, but I didn't have to be a jerk.

      “Come inside.” I opened the door wider. “It's freezing out there.”

      With a grateful half-smile, she stepped onto a towel I'd thrown on the floor as a rug. Lizbeth and JJ married six weeks ago in an outdoor wedding near his favorite local climbing rock. It had taken all of seven days for this place to devolve back to the chaos it had been before her arrival.

      I missed it.

      Marie—no, Stella—skirted out of my way as I closed the door behind her. She didn't bring anything inside with her. Then again, she probably didn't know what to expect from me, so why bring her bags? I gestured toward the fire with a tilt of my head.

      “Have a seat. I'll warm up some crappy hot chocolate, unless you want coffee this late?”

      “Hot chocolate sounds great.”

      While her parka rustled as she peeled it off, I grabbed a half-gallon of milk from a tiny refrigerator and reached for the crappy hot chocolate packets that were, frankly, insulting to my taste buds after JJ's real-deal homemade stuff.

      I shoved that cranky thought away. Lizbeth and JJ were perfect together. I was happy for them. Jealous, but happy.

      The cabin remained quiet while Stella peeled out of a pair of fuzzy white boots and padded over to the fire, shivering. Without her parka, she looked as normal as anyone. Blonde hair with darker streaks in a bob around her jawline. Soft eyes. Wiry body. A runner, maybe. It occurred to me that, as my accountant, she knew almost everything about my business. Enough to find it on a cold fall night. But I knew nothing about her.

      Talk about unfair advantages.

      The microwave dinged, so I pulled the mug out, grimaced when I realized I'd forgotten to wash the old coffee stains out of it, and grabbed a clean one. I'd take the dirty one.

      “So.” I leaned back against the sink while the microwave hummed away, then realized I still didn't have a shirt on. No wonder she wouldn't look away from the fire. As casually as possible, I grabbed a shirt from the back of a chair and pulled it on. “You must be in pretty bad shape if you're coming here.”

      Did I imagine that grimace? Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, her profile silhouetted against the bright flames. Outside, the rain began to ease.

      “Yeah.”

      I waited for more, but she didn't elaborate. Once the milk finished warming, I dumped the chocolate powder inside, grabbed two spoons, and headed her way. She turned, giving me another tentative smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

      A veritable damsel-in-distress?

      Well, maybe I didn't mind being the good guy so much.

      “Thanks.” She accepted the mug from me. I sat on the couch a few feet away to give her some space. She sat on a recliner across from me, glanced at me over the top of her cup, then looked away. The spoon clinked against the side of the mug as she stirred.

      Oh, she seemed docile, but I'd been on the phone enough with her to know that something else lived under all that uncertainty.

      Wildcat.

      “Of course I'll give you a place to stay,” I said, just to dissipate the tension in the air. No bruises colored her skin, and she didn't jump at unexpected sounds so far. Didn't seem like she'd been in an abusive situation. No, why would she run to a single male in the middle of nowhere?

      But something was surely up.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “Of course.” I ran a hand over my beard and held back my own grimace. At least I'd showered, but not much else had happened for grooming the last two weeks. No wonder she burst out laughing.

      “Thank you.”

      There it was. A hint of that confidence again.

      I shrugged.

      “What would you like me to pay you?” She reached for her back pocket. “Like I said, I have⁠—”

      I waved that off. “We'll figure it out later.”

      She stifled a smile. “I insist.”

      “You will. We just don't need to deal with details tonight.”

      My phone buzzed against my thigh and I ignored it. An incoming text message from the Hearts on Fire dating app, no doubt. Stupid thing wouldn't stop buzzing, feeding an endless stream of girls that, once I started messaging, lost interest too quickly. Easier to message them back from the computer, anyway.

      “So.” I leaned forward, scrubbing hot chocolate off my mustache, which definitely needed a trim. “There's a small cabin behind this one that you can take. Lizbeth lived there until she married my brother and moved out. I haven't stocked it with firewood yet, but I can do that pretty quick.” I lifted an eyebrow. “I assume you have clothes?”

      “Yes,” she said quickly. “I have a few bags in my car.”

      “Good. Anything I can help with?”

      She hesitated, then said, “I just . . . I came here because I wanted to be left alone for a while. I don't want anyone to know I'm here.”

      “Sure.”

      She blinked. “You're really okay with this?”

      “Of course. Is someone after you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “But will be?”

      “I'd rather not go into more details.”

      “Are you in danger? I won't ask any more than that.”

      “You wouldn't be.”

      She didn't answer my question, but I could tell she wouldn't elaborate, so I let that one go.  I did love a challenge.

      “It's no secret you avoid my calls and get frustrated with me on the phone,” she said as she set down her hot chocolate. “I wasn't sure what kind of reception to expect, to be honest. But you need cash, you live in the mountains, and that's a good fit for both of us right now. I figured it was worth a shot, at any rate.”

      I grinned, and it seemed to surprise her. There wasn't a single person on this planet as stubborn as Marie Lee—Stella Marie Lee, I meant—or as fit to do my accounting. She told it like it was, and most of the time, I didn't like reality.

      But I still went with it.

      “That's true.” I toasted her with my mug. “Our conversations are frustrating. But I haven't gotten rid of you yet, have I?”

      She blinked. “No. Why is that?”

      “I need people that challenge me.” I stood up and set the hot chocolate near the sink. Then I pulled a coat on and stepped into a pair of muck boots by the door. “Help yourself to whatever you want. There's some food in the fridge. I need to get the fire going in your cabin so you don't freeze tonight. It's still warm during the day, but the nights get cold.”

      “Oh.” She nodded. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      Without another word, I walked outside. What else was I supposed to say? She was far more charming in person than I'd expected. Although she was clearly in an uncertain situation now, it didn't seem to change the inner core of strength I'd always sensed on our calls. Though I couldn't reconcile the frustrating woman on the phone that rarely backed my investment ideas with the confident woman before me now.

      And, for some reason, I didn't want to.
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          STELLA

        

      

    

    
      The twitter and call of a bird outside woke me the next morning.

      I stirred, wrapped in the warmth of a sleeping bag that Mark had dug out of . . . somewhere . . . after starting a fire in a small fireplace. The cabin he'd given me wasn't large. Barely had room for a small bed, a square desk, a chair, a pole to hang clothes across the far wall, and a tiny bathroom with a standup shower. It had just been built a few months ago when a woman named Lizbeth had moved in here. But it was oddly perfect.

      Small. Isolated. Quiet.

      Heaven.

      My new phone chimed. I grabbed it off the ground where it charged near a plug in the wall and yawned to find a text message.

      
        
        Grandma: You've arrived safely at your mountain retreat?

      

        

      
        Stella Marie: Yes! My friend is here and all is well. Love you.

      

      

      My finger hesitated over the send button. Was Mark a friend? That would be a generous interpretation of the word. But client sounded weird, and he was more than just an acquaintance. He had, without pressing much, taken me in when I needed it the most. If that wasn't a friend, then what was? I sent it.

      Her response came moments later.

      
        
        Grandma: Love you.

      

      

      With a little yawn, I stretched my arms over my head. The dying fire kept the room warm. Outside, fresh sunlight streamed through the naked tree branches and onto the ground. A little wind drifted by, and the soft scent of fall lingered in the air. Beyond my cabin lay a summer camp—Adventura—but I didn't know much else about it beyond annual income, operating expenses, and a few other ratios that had nothing to do with reality. I knew Mark and investors had sunk money into this, that he'd had a bad second summer, and those investors had left at the end of the summer. A guy named Maverick took over those investors in a last-minute save that prevented Mark from losing everything.

      Several big churches had pulled their reservations at the last possible minute in July, and now Mark still scrambled to come up with cash. With a shake of my head, I pushed those thoughts away.

      Work would come later. It never had before. Work had always been first. But now it couldn't be.

      Because I had no job anymore.

      Right now, it was time for a run. Running here would be far different than a city park or long blocks, but there had been a road that brought me here.

      Last night, Mark had wordlessly helped me lug my two suitcases and rolling laptop case inside. I riffled through them now, yanking out a pair of black pants and my favorite socks. Even so little luggage cluttered the available area. I'd have to buy hangers at some point, but living out of bags was acceptable for now. My gaze drifted outside. I'd also have to confront Mark again at some point.

      Perhaps it wouldn't feel so daunting now that I knew he wouldn't kick me out. At least, not yet.

      Once ready for my run, I rooted through my laptop bag, grabbed a stack of sticky notes, and scrawled my goals for the day on top. Then I slapped them on the wall on my way out.

      
        
        1. Notify grandma

        2. Buy food, hangers, and chai mix.

        3. Check on my clients.

        4. Go for a run.

      

      

      Maybe hiding in the mountains wouldn't be so bad after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          MARK

        

      

    

    
      If Stella had made anything clear last night, it was that she wanted to be left alone. 

      So did I. 

      A craving for isolation, or maybe something else entirely, drove me to declare my official mountain man status after JJ's wedding. The summer camp season had ended at Adventura, which made the timing perfect. Justin winterized the most remote cabins and ran off somewhere with my little sister, leaving me alone with a lot of ideas and thoughts and . . . other things.

      What mountain man status actually meant, I had no idea, but the vague idea in my mind involved isolation, snowy nights, and a really big beard. 

      So far, the experience had mostly been itchy and silent. Being alone at Adventura wasn't too bad. This wasn't my first time. It involved pacing the cabin, prowling the trails to find a cougar that kept wandering too close, and trying not to explode from the sheer quiet. Ideas stacked up in my brain like dust without JJ here to talk me through them. Which had, for a time, driven me to call Marie more. By some miracle, she actually answered each time. 

      Now that she was here, I couldn't help but wonder if I'd given time to some of those random ideas just so I could talk to her.

      On one hand, the fact that she seemed close to my age, was definitely confident, and absolutely single, was great. On the other hand, it was also massively embarrassing. My financials had taken a swing in the wrong direction this summer. Not only had the spa idea fizzled out, thanks to an overzealous city council after I'd sunk money into the build-out, but Adventura lost two big clients and took devastating hits as well. Only Maverick's curiosity and deep vision kept me from being homeless, but my problems were far from over. 

      Embarrassing. 

      Now, I had to figure out a way to save Adventura and survive the winter alone. Or maybe not so alone.

      With a sigh, I cleaned up the bathroom, swept up the remains of my ghastly beard—which now was trimmed and wouldn't try to grab all my food—and ran a comb through my hair. Even that improvement might drastically change her response to me. 

      I mean . . . she laughed. 

      My pride still stung, even though I didn't really blame her. When I stepped back into the cabin, my phone chimed. I grabbed it, then grunted at the Hearts on Fire notification. Two new messages. 

      
        
        StephLuvsDogs: Hey Mark! Saw your profile and just wanted you to know I love hiking. I think we'd have a lot in common. 

      

      

      A snort bubbled out of me. Six months on and off this stupid app had quickly taught me that most women thought that hiking and living in the mountains equated to about the same thing. But once they saw Adventura, they skittered off. 

      Too isolated, one girl said. Are you like a hermit or something?

      Nope. If I can't hear sirens, it's not for me, said another. Which still didn't make sense to me. Did they not read my profile where I was very clear about where I lived? What did sirens have to do with anything?

      Or maybe it was me they avoided. 

      Another message waited below that one. 

      
        
        AbbyKessler65: Sorry for the late response, Mark. I got caught up with some work stuff. Hope you're doing great! 

      

      

      My fingers tightened around the phone. Clever girl. Yes, she hadn't responded to my follow-up message after our first date ten days ago, and now she expertly ghosted me here. Apology. Explanation. Well wishing. Now I had nothing to really say back, and if I did, which I wouldn't, she'd ignore it.

      Classic move. 

      For the thousandth time, I considered ending my time with Hearts on Fire, but I'd already done that three times. Eventually, I wandered back. Because what else was there? Sitting alone in the mountains while I stewed over my money loss and desperate need to gain it back? 

      Besides, I was my mother's son, and couldn't dissuade my natural optimism about people in general. 

      There was always a bud of hope that the next woman would be someone I could talk to. Someone that didn't mind my crazy ideas. Wasn't intimidated by my energy. Dynamo, someone had once called me, and it hadn't been kind.

      Someone to just be with. 

      A memory of JJ and Lizbeth snuggling on the couch, reading their separate books, rose in my mind. I sent it away. JJ deserved her. They were perfect for each other. And now I was insanely jealous that he was the first Bailey brother to cave. JJ, the one that didn't care about love and never talked about having a family. Of course he'd be the one to break because he was the one that didn't want it so bad.

      With a shake of my head, I pitched my phone to the couch. I'd talk to Stephanie about her alleged love of hiking later. For now, I needed to lift. Heavy squats. Maybe some presses. Something to push against. 

      Stella Marie filtered through my mind, but I forced her back out. She wanted to be left alone, so I'd honor that. 

      Even if I was intrigued.

      A quick tap came on my front door and I pulled it open. Stella stood there. Sweat rolled down her face and she breathed heavily. 

      "You good?" I asked.

      She grinned. "Fine. Just went for a run. You look . . . less like a bear."

      My fingers raked my beard. "Thanks." 

      "I need to go to the store. Is there somewhere I could store food? Like a . . . kitchen or something?"

      My head tilted toward the combined kitchen and dining hall through the trees. "Big building down that trail. I don’t winterize the kitchen, so the power should be on. There's a massive fridge, so help yourself."

      "Thanks." She turned to go but stopped. "Need anything at the store?"

      "I'm good, thanks."

      Stella hesitated, nodded, and disappeared around the side of the cabin. My mouth opened to call her back, but not knowing what to say, I shut the door. No, I had to leave Stella Marie alone. She was my accountant. Saw my tax returns. And she'd come here needing help. She'd asked for space, I'd honor that and act as if she wasn't here.

      Meanwhile, I had someone else to swoon in town. 
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      "Adventura is going great."

      My lack of enthusiasm sparked a hint of amusement in Maverick's eyes. He sat across from me at the Diner, where a plate of rubbery eggs, butter-soaked toast, and watered-down ketchup awaited him. I used my fork to cut into a pile of pancakes as he grabbed a knife. 

      A waitress named Dagny set a cup of orange juice in front of me and I thanked her. Dagny had tucked us into the back of the diner against the wall. Fading yellow flowers drooped in the middle of a cheap vase that I pushed out of the way to make room for maple syrup.

      Our fourth-quarter meeting had just begun, and what a bangarang report.

      "I figured as much," Maverick said, "but I also think you're holding back. What's going on? How did Q3 play out?"

      Maverick, a previous corporate powerhouse turned small-town-business-guru loved a puzzle. When my brother married his adopted daughter, we'd become good friends. No one gave me the truth as hard as Mari—Stella, but Mav came a close second.

      The words stuck in my throat like needles, but I forced them out. "I had to put the staff payroll on my credit card to get them paid after the loss. It closed out payroll, at least, but I got nailed on the payroll taxes."

      He grimaced. 

      Mav had started talking to me about his interest in Adventura last April. When things started to tank in July, and my other investors decided they didn't like the risk after the second year of sketchy returns, Mav swooped in, bought their shares, and now had a controlling interest in the company. 

      Also my life.

      "I worried about that," he said.

      "There is still the mortgage to pay and the minimum balance on the credit card. The camp can't sit all winter, and JJ isn't renting anymore to do his catering, so Adventura effectively has no cash flow until spring."

      Doubts assailed me. Maybe Adventura had been a mistake. Summer camps made no money. This wasn't feasible. I let them roll through, then back out. Too late to have doubts. Time for action.

      Maverick lifted one eyebrow and silently indicated for me to continue. He held a controlling interest but acted more like a mentor. So far, he hadn't solved any of my problems except taking the shares. Thankfully, he didn't want to control Adventura—just advise and then make money. After two years of summer camp management, it was clear that Adventura wouldn’t survive on that alone. Which meant it was time for me to generate some new ideas. Sometimes, I thought Maverick invested out of sheer curiosity about me. 

      Now I had to prove him out because who knew where a partnership with a guy like Maverick could lead? Anywhere.

      While I laid out the numbers with clinical sterility, I could feel his thoughts churning behind his eyes. I paused only to take a few bites of bacon and pancake every now and then. By the time I finished, he gave a low whistle. 

      "Tough situation, Mr. Bailey."

      "Tell me about it," I mumbled. 

      He shrugged. "I've seen worse."

      "I have a couple of apartments and townhomes I rent out to tourists in Jackson City and some other places. I could sell one and use it to pay the mortgage through the winter, but that drops the money that feeds me. Plus, I don’t want to give up long-term assets."

      He punted a few more questions back and forth. I rolled with them, even as I hated the punch to my pride. Business was like that. High and low. The highs felt amazing. The lows were a deep crash. I'd always pulled through somehow, but this time I wasn't so sure I'd pull through the way I wanted to. It wasn't a matter of surviving. 

      It was what surviving looked like at the end. 

      "So what's your plan?" he asked. 

      Something sparked back to life inside me. Yes. Ideas. I had no lack of ideas. "My gut tells me I need to focus inward. Make use of what I have." My brow furrowed. "But how do I repurpose Adventura?"

      He reached for a glass of ice water with a sudden, mischievous gleam in his eye. "If anyone can figure that out," he drawled. "It's Mark Bailey. I have faith in you, brother. How is the mountain man life?"

      I snorted. "Quiet."

      He laughed after taking a drink. "Want my six-month-old? He doesn't stop babbling."

      Yes, I thought. I'd take your family life in a heartbeat. Instead, I grinned. "Fatherhood too much?"

      "Nah. It's everything I wanted. Just need to update my tattoos now." 

      "Everything else okay?"

      A cloudy expression followed the question. "Ellie is struggling lately, which affects Bethany, but things will eventually even out."

      "Yeah?"

      "Devin Blaine left." He set the water aside. "Joined the Marines unexpectedly and is gone." He snapped two fingers together. "No real explanation. They had plans to attend state university together, but he joined without telling anyone, then left two weeks later."

      I leaned back, stunned. "Devin did? I had no idea. They're close."

      "Were."

      I winced. Ellie, Lizbeth's sister, and her best friend, Devin, were loose figures in my life. They came to Adventura every week to see Lizbeth when she lived there. I liked them both. Devin would make a solid soldier. Ellie was a veritable mountain goat, and I'd been embarrassed when she almost out hiked me. 

      There was definitely something electric between them. They claimed to be best friends, but it didn't take an idiot to see there was more. An unexpected departure would be ugly, particularly to a girl like Ellie. She trusted at glacial speed and had a sharp wit for survival.

      "Sorry about that," I said.

      Mav smiled. "I think it's a good thing for both of them, to be honest, but Ellie can't see it yet. With time, she will."

      The conversation devolved into his latest business project, revamping The Boulangerie bakery in Jackson City that JJ had worked for in late winter and spring. Didn't seem like they'd pull through with their current strategy, and brought Maverick in to save their cash flow.

      While he told me about the details, a movement behind him caught my eye. A familiar woman with a bright smile, slightly crooked front teeth, and trailing brown hair sat in a booth across from us. A thin, clean-shaven man with glasses sat across from her. They smiled in that warm, lovey-dovey way that made my stomach queasy. 

      Abby Kessler. 

      The latest girl to ghost me on my messages this morning. 

      Half my attention kept the conversation going with Maverick, the other half tracked her. Abby and I had messaged for two months on the app before we finally found a time that worked to meet up ten days ago. I'd liked her more than I thought I should for never having met her and she seemed to feel the same way. Our date had been easy. A fun hike, some easy rock climbing, and lunch on top of a massive boulder. 

      Then she'd ghosted. 

      And now, if her entwined fingers and googly eyes with that guy meant anything, she'd found someone else. 

      A sardonic mixture of amusement and annoyance filled me. If she found someone else, good for her. But the timelines were pretty squished. She would likely have known about that guy while messaging me—unless, of course, they moved at light speed. Our date was only a week and a half ago, it's not like it had been an eternity. She'd been very careful with me, too, and seemed that way in general. Was she hesitant because she had this other guy on the line at the same time?

      Had it been a pity date with me?

      She had no obligation to me, of course. Let her date five guys at the same time if she wanted to. But the same frustration arose again regardless. Why was I always the loser in this equation? The one that didn't get the girl? 

      I must be missing something.

      When Maverick slipped to the bathroom, his prosthetic legs drawing a few surprised stares, Abby looked up. Her eyes tangled with mine for half a moment. Shock came to her face first, then uncertainty, and finally a forced, tight smile. She turned back to her date, but her eyes flickered to mine a few times. She shifted in her chair, although she tried to hide her discomfort. 

      Oh, yeah. 

      That was definitely guilt. 

      You led me on, I thought, and then you ghosted me. Hope that feels good. 

      "R-ready to give me money?" Dagny asked, hand held out. I gave her my credit card between two fingers. 

      "I'll get both of ours here." Even though I didn't have the money for it, I gestured toward Abby and her date with a tip of my head. "And put those two on my card too, but don't tell them until they leave. Just tell the woman it's a parting gift from a friend."

      Dagny snatched the card and swiped it. "Got it, boss."

      Maverick returned, we parted with a handshake, and I left the diner without another backward glance. Closure felt good, but an unforgettable exit from a woman's life felt even better.
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