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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Noah

      Sitting in the car with the engine idling, I stared through the car window at Lily's Diner, halfway down Main Street, in the small town of Whisper Ridge. The windows were covered on the inside with broken down packing boxes and a solitary rainbow cling was stuck between the cardboard and the glass. Peering through the windshield, which was being covered by a thickening layer of snowflakes, I reached for the controls and flicked on the windshield wipers. The blades moved back and forth, clearing away the snow, so I could get a better look.

      “It’s strange seeing it like that,” I said to Fox, nodding toward the diner.

      My son, with the requisite shrug of not caring about anything these days, glanced at me, then back down at his phone.

      The wipers continued their rhythmic motion, swiping away the snow that was falling heavier now. We sat in silence for a moment, the gentle patter of snowflakes against the car so pretty.

      “It used to be so full of life,” I added. “It’s a shame to see it all boarded up like that. Well not boarded. I mean, with flattened boxes, cardboard I think. What do you think?”

      Fox grumbled something under his breath, but I was used to that—he hadn’t forgiven me for leaving Columbus for this trip down memory lane, whatever the reason.

      I stared back at the diner and couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia. It was something from my past, memories of happier times before everything imploded. Despite its abandoned state—Lily had been gone for over a year now—the place was part of Whisper Ridge's history, a reminder of better times.

      Thank you, Aunt Lily. I wish I’d come back sooner. I’m so sorry.

      Out front, the Lily’s Diner sign, with its open white flower and my great-aunt's name, swung gently. For some reason, she'd left the place to me, so Aunt Lily’s little piece of Whisper Ridge was mine now, and even sitting here in my car, staring up at the sign, I didn’t know if I deserved it. The town was smaller than I remembered, or maybe I felt bigger, older, weighed down by everything that had happened since I was last here. Not least the divorce, which was still a fresh hurt, and one of the reasons I’d decided not to sell the property, but to reopen the diner.

      Somewhere new for us.

      Safe.

      A fresh start for me and for my son, Fox, because there was no way my ex, Briggs Lewiston, MLB pitcher for the Columbus River Kings, would be seen dead in the-middle-of-nowhere Wyoming.

      Not to mention, it might give me a chance to get my head straight and stop jumping at shadows.

      Fox, slouched in the passenger seat, was the spitting image of his dad, Briggs, with his dark brown eyes, blond hair falling in a curtain over one eye, and that stubborn tilt to his chin telling me he was pissed. He’d been tapping away on his phone, as he had been doing the entire three days and change hotels and driving it had taken to get here, and now, as he stared at the diner, his brows were knitted in a frown that seemed to be his default expression these days. Fourteen was a wonder of mood swings and surliness and boy did Fox ace every facet of being a teenager.

      “Why here, Dad? I mean, look at this place.” Fox’s voice was flat, his gaze not leaving the screen.

      At least he was back to calling me Dad. There had been a shaky few months after I’d left Briggs and gotten custody of Fox, when he’d decided I didn’t have to be called Dad. Never mind that I’d brought him up since Briggs and I married when Fox was six. I’d been the one ferrying Fox to school, attending events, helping with homework, teaching him to swim… me. I loved Fox. I was his dad in every way possible.

      Hell, I’ll take Fox calling me Dad again as a win in a very long battle.

      I sighed, my fingers wrapping around the cool metal of the diner keys. “It’s a fresh start, Fox. For both of us.”

      He snorted, finally checking out the diner. “A fresh start in a freaking ghost town. Great.”

      “Language,” I murmured without heat.

      Fox rolled his eyes. “I hate Papa, but at least we had a life back there.”

      The implication scared the hell out of me—was Fox thinking we shouldn’t have left? If Fox ever chose to go back to Briggs over me, that would be his decision. Biologically, he was Briggs’s son, but I’d have run away to a country with no extradition rights before letting Fox anywhere near his dad until he was old enough to decide for himself. Thankfully, Briggs’s indifference to his son, and some of the things Fox had seen his dad do to me, meant he was with me. There was so much I could’ve said about why his father’s world had no room for us, but the words caught in my throat, tangled up in the heartache and betrayal.

      Instead, I stared at Fox, really looked at him, and part of me hoped the things he’d seen were forgotten, because I didn’t want him carrying fear and hurt around forever. But to suggest moving back with Briggs? “Fox, your papa… he’s got his life, and it’s not one that’s good for us. Not anymore, you know that.” The DUI charge, gambling, throwing games, filing freaking bankruptcy… the everything messing up Briggs’s former charmed life, was a hateful place for anyone to be, let alone a fourteen-year-old kid abandoned by one of his parents.

      “Whatever,” Fox said, trying for sullen, but the weight of sadness in his tone was overwhelming.

      “And this diner, it’s a piece of family, of history, and maybe it can be a good thing for us, a fresh start somewhere new.”

      He shot me an incredulous stare, as if I’d said I was happy we’d moved to the moon. “We could’ve stayed in Columbus, then I wouldn’t have had to leave school. Seb is having a party this weekend, and I’m missing out.”

      I schooled my features into sympathy, but all I could think was thank fuck he was missing any party with those asshole kids he’d hung around with. To say I wasn’t fond of the friends he’d had at the academy was an understatement. The school and the pupils were obsessed with materialism, constantly surrounded by the best and most expensive things—nothing in their lives had any authenticity. I didn't want Fox to be a part of that.

      I pressed on, trying to connect with him by changing the subject. “You know, my Aunt Lily used to show me how to make the most awesome pies right in that kitchen. It’s where I learned to love her craft, and that’s why I chose to be a pastry chef.”

      Fox was unmoved by my statement, taking in the weathered facade of Lily’s Diner. “That’s your ancient history, Dad. It’s not mine.”

      “It could be yours too,” I murmured, more to myself than to Fox. Memories of Aunt Lily’s warm laugh, the scents of her baking, and the summers I’d spent here until I was eleven… those short weeks each year were some of the happiest times of my life. Until, just like that, they were gone. My parents divorced, my dad heading off to find himself and never coming back. Then, Mom remarried and moved herself and me to France, and an entire ocean between me and this tiny town had severed any connection I had to Whisper Ridge.

      I placed a hand on Fox’s shoulder, feeling the tension in him.

      “I know this is hard on both of us, but how about we give it a chance, Fox, see how it goes, and if in six months you want to go back…”

      He turned a hopeful gaze to me. “For real?”

      What did I do? We couldn’t go back to Columbus, back to the media gaze, and Briggs, and the River Kings fans who didn’t believe their beloved pitcher had done anything wrong at all.

      “Give me six months, to the end of the summer, yeah?”

      He narrowed his gaze. “August is eight months, not six.”

      “Eight months then.”

      He grimaced, frowned, then faced the diner again, his shoulders tight. That was all I was going to get—an agreement to try at least for a few months, albeit a frustrated, angry silent one. I knew that was as much as I could ask for the time being.

      I could only hope this chance I’d taken would be enough for us, that we’d open the old diner, make a go of it, find our place in this town, and then stay. I felt for a moment things could get better for us both. I had to believe that for Fox and for me. This diner wasn’t only a building; it was a link to my past, and maybe it was a foundation for a new beginning if I could manage it. Everything might go wrong. I might fuck everything up, and Fox might end up hating me, but I had to try.

      “Okay, you want to go inside and check it out?”

      He shot me his patented do-I-have-to stare, but then he nodded.

      “Okay, then coats on, gloves, hat, scarf; it’s cold out there.”

      Fox muttered something about knowing how to dress in the cold, and we bundled up to brave the bitter iciness of this mid-January day in the Wyoming mountains. As we stepped out of the car, the crisp, cold air hit me, sending a shiver down my spine, and freezing my breath. I pulled my scarf up to cover my face, and saw Fox had done the same, his eyes wide at the shock of ice. Whisper Ridge was a stunning white canvas, the peaks of the Wind River Range barely visible, shrouded by heavy, dark clouds. Snow blanketed everything, smoothing out the rough edges of the landscape and draping the trees lining Main. The streets were deserted, but then, it was three in the afternoon on a Saturday, and I thought maybe I’d seen one or two people, but I imagined the whole town had decided to huddle indoors, away from the biting cold. The buzz I remembered of everyone going about their business was absent, replaced by a hushed stillness only a heavy snowfall could bring. With each faint crunch of my shoes against the snow-packed ground, I left a crisp imprint behind.

      I paused for a moment, taking in the serene beauty of it all. The way the snowflakes danced in the air before settling, the soft outline of the stores under their snowy roofs, the quiet—it was all breathtaking. The harshness of the cold was undeniable, but so was the beauty it brought.

      “It’s a winter wonderland,” I mumbled into my scarf, but a gust of icy wind stole my words, and Fox didn’t hear my fanciful nonsense. We headed for the door.

      “Aunt Lily’s legacy to us,” I said a little louder.

      “She’s not my Aunt Lily,” Fox muttered, his voice muffled by his River Kings scarf. He was right—she was my mom’s aunt, no blood relation to Fox, a bit like me, but the link through me was unshakeable.

      He was a step in front of me, his reluctance showing in trudging through the banked snow, scuffing his boots as he stuck in his ear buds, but at least he’d headed out.

      The key turned, and as I went inside, I waited for the jingle of the bell sounding like a welcome home, but there was nothing, the metal kick plate bent back to stop the noise. The inside was a stark contrast to the warm, buttery smells that had greeted me each morning on of those summers long ago, in the original diner. The life in this new place had surely faded since Lily’s passing, and it felt like a photograph from an old album—frozen in time, colors dull—and the sound of our footsteps was the only noise as we closed the door behind us. Despite shutting out the snow, it was as icy cold inside as it was out.

      There were still scuff marks on the worn linoleum floor, and we followed them in. By the glow of my phone, I located and tried the lights, but there was no electricity, which was another thing on my to-do list. Instead, I eased out the loose hooks and took down the cardboard blocking the window on that side of the restaurant. The sudden appearance of the pale sun bounced off the snow filtering inside to give us enough light to find our way.

      I inhaled sharply as old memories flooded my thoughts and left me feeling something between the grief of never having come back to Whisper Ridge and a manic happiness at being here now. It was the oddest sensation, and I wondered how much of it was bound up in leaving Briggs and feeling free for the first time in eight years.

      “Look!” Fox exclaimed.

      I followed his finger, which was pointed toward the back wall, where, in bright neon orange, there was a crudely drawn cock and balls. Vandals had been inside, and I glanced around, searching for more damage, but couldn’t see any. Stools were pushed haphazardly under the counter. The red vinyl seats had small cracks and creases and were more of a sad looking thing than a reminder of the people who’d sat there. On one of them, the stuffing peeked through the cover, and I poked at it with a finger.

      “This is so sad,” Fox said with a sigh, pushing open the door to the kitchen. Above the counter, a menu board hung without the descriptions of daily specials, and every corner of the place sat empty of life.

      “What am I doing?” I asked the empty space, given Fox had vanished. I was worried for a moment. Then, recalling the layout of the place, knew there wasn’t much space for him to get lost in. There again, were there knives in the kitchen? “Don’t touch anything sharp!” I called out.

      “Doh,” Fox replied, his voice dulled by the closed serving pass.

      Doh was another word that Fox used a lot, specifically when I asked him to watch out for something, as if I hadn’t had to take him to the emergency room when he’d climbed the tree in the yard.

      The teenager handbook, page 5, doh. Page 6, whatever. I had an entire list of things I could add to the book. Talking of lists, I took off one of my gloves and pulled out my phone. Top of the to-do list was to enroll Fox into the local middle/high school in nearby Collier Springs. Next was visiting the bank, third was a lawyer. I scrolled down and added a new line, electric to the diner, then pushed the glove back on before my fingers froze.

      Our new home.

      It needed a breath of life, a new beginning, but with the apartment above, this could be what we needed. The U-Haul wouldn’t be here until Thursday, so, in the meantime, we were booked into Ridge Hotel, which, if I remembered right, had barely more than eight rooms on a good day. Plenty of time to roll my sleeves up and get the apartment in shape for Fox and me. Time to get the electricity back on because this place needed to be loved again. And maybe, just maybe, Fox and I would be the ones to bring it back to life.

      And fix us in the process.
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      Chris

      Sitting facing a counselor had been a regular thing for me over the past decade and a half. The scents, the furniture, the diplomas on the wall, the warmth and security—they evoked a sense of déjà vu, because it didn’t matter what counselor I saw; everything else was the same. The sameness was supposed to make patients feel calm, but I didn’t feel relaxed. Instead, I sat across from Doctor Susan Trent. I’d randomly picked her from a list of recommended therapists and she looked at me with the same understanding gaze as every other person who had seen me. Her hands rested in her lap, she wore a gentle smile, and she chose not to point out that I was tapping the armrest.

      Still, today felt different because I hadn’t been ordered to see a counselor after attempting to take my own life—I’d chosen this for myself.

      The moment where Laurie had gotten ahead of me and fallen into a well on my brother-in-law’s property was a nightmare I couldn’t shake. My fucking prosthetic, my inability to help him, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to rescue him. All I’d been able to do was try to hold on, but even then, the rope had been slippery.

      Sometimes in my sleep, when I couldn’t stop the fears, the rope unraveled and Laurie dropped into the darkness, and it was those nightmares that had sent me here today. My choice. Not mandated. Just me and my need to get ahold of myself and call a halt to the self-sabotaging.

      The sweeping views of the city from the window were nothing but a temporary distraction from the knots in my stomach as I sat facing Susan in my neatest slacks, a button-down, and tie—every inch the professional high school English teacher that I was, waiting for any words of wisdom that would make everything better.

      Susan, in her more casual jeans and shirt, kept on smiling, and something about her reminded me of my mother in that caring—I understand—kind of way. The last thing I wanted to be thinking about was my mom, who would hug me to death and worry if she had even the tiniest idea of how much I was struggling. Not to mention there would be a family intervention, and I’d seen that firsthand and didn’t want it for myself.

      I knew Susan was waiting for me to get settled and, probably stop staring out of the window. I focused back on her, steadied my breathing, noted her blonde hair—slightly tousled, settled around her shoulders—and the glasses perched on her nose, adding a touch of wisdom to her gaze.

      Stay in the moment.

      Be present in the moment.

      I shifted in my seat.

      “Are you comfortable?” she asked.

      I held back a snort of self-derision. Was I comfortable sitting in a room with someone who could dissect my every word and assign meaning to the most random thing? Hell no. But I needed to be here.

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      She leaned forward, encouraging, understanding. “So, what brings you to my office today?”

      “I don’t know how to explain,” I replied with hesitation, taking a deep breath.

      “There’s no rush,” she reassured me, something else I was used to hearing. We don’t need answers straight away, your life has changed, everything is different. Don’t rush into thinking you’ll be okay all the time.

      After a deep breath, I began. “So, you have this on the intake form, but basically, I lost my leg below the knee in a car accident when I was nineteen. 2006,” I explained and lifted my pants leg to show her the prosthetic, as if she needed to see it to verify that I was telling the truth. “This is another remnant of that same accident.” I touched my face, gesturing at the scar from my temple to my chin, burns that had never healed as they should and a constant reminder of a desperate moment of terror. “The scars go down my left-hand side as well, but I think it gives me an edge. Makes me look sexy.” I tried to make light of the situation with a smirk, something I’d learned in a hundred counseling sessions way back when.

      She smiled along with me, but then waited for more, and boy, did I have more I needed to say.

      “I don’t really know why I’m here, except I’ve had therapy after the accident, tons of it, and I know when I’m struggling. I’ve dealt with the physical loss as best I can. I have a job. I love teaching high school English, and I coach baseball, and sometimes football. I have a bunch of really cool student and players who respect me.” I sighed. “But now, I feel I’m in a holding pattern. Frozen. I couldn’t… help this kid who could have died.”

      “One of your pupils?”

      “No, my brother-in-law’s sister’s kid. Micah married my brother, but it’s Micah’s sister’s kid, Laurie…”

      “A child who means something to you.”

      “Yeah, Laurie is a good kid, and he’s like a nephew, and… it all went wrong, and now, I’m teetering on the edge of all this self-pity that I don’t want or need. Only, I can see that I’m allowing myself to wallow in it, and that isn’t good. And that is why I’m here.”

      She inclined her head as if she understood. “Can you explain what happened with Laurie?”

      I blinked at her, the image of Laurie clinging to a wall, pleading with me to help, when all I could do was lean there, not able to do anything. Useless. Until his uncle, Quinn, stepped in and rescued him. Useless.

      Nope. I’m not thinking that.

      I don’t think that.

      I am strong. I have purpose. I am alive.

      “Laurie was playing, and he fell into an old well on the family ranch; well, it’s Micah’s ranch.”

      “Your brother’s husband.”

      “Yeah.” I scrubbed at my eyes—this was all too complicated. “I couldn’t help in any way. I couldn’t rescue someone who needed me, and it was on my watch, and I couldn’t keep up with him and his friend. They ran off, and, well…” I tapped my knee. “I don’t do a lot of running now.”

      “So, this incident occurred, and you felt powerless, and you blame your physical limitation.”

      “Exactly. I’ve spent so much time proving to myself that I’m more than capable of overcoming the loss of half my leg, that it shocked me to the core. It’s set me back, made me rethink, made me cautious, shaky, as if I’m expecting to fail, and the helplessness of that moment is just shit.”

      She nodded. “You seem to have a handle on your thought processes.”

      I swallowed hard. “That’s the problem, in black and white I know what I’m doing to myself, and why I’m circling the drain, but my thoughts are dark. I’ve been down that road before, where everything was so dark after the accident that I ended up overdosing.”

      She paused a moment. “Do you feel suicidal now, Chris?”

      “God, no, I have everything to live for. I’m happy. The thought of not seeing my family grow old.” I shuddered. “No suicidal ideation,” I said, using the term I recalled from previous counseling. “I can see what I’m doing. Rationally, I know how to stop it, but I have behavioral dysregulation.”

      Susan’s gaze was unwavering, understanding. “Using terms like ideation and dysregulation sounds like you’re very self-aware, Chris, and that you clinically understand where you’re at right now. Recognizing patterns in yourself is winning half the battle.”

      “I know.” There was a knot of emotions in my chest, and words came out in a rush. “I just keep thinking I should have done more, you know? To save Laurie. And after the accident, with the prosthetic… sometimes, I feel like less of a man. Weak.”

      Susan leaned forward, her expression kind. “Chris,” she said, “you’re a survivor. You’ve been through so much. Your journey, the resilience you’ve shown, that’s your real strength.”

      I shook my head, unconvinced. “Doesn’t feel like it. I feel as if I failed.”

      “Your worth isn’t based on what you can or cannot do in extreme situations,” she continued. “You matter because of who you are, not because of what happened with a child you said you couldn’t help.”

      I looked down, struggling to accept her words.

      “So, take me back a little bit, tell me about before.”

      “Before the well, or before the accident?”

      She considered me carefully, and I could almost see her brain working—did we really have to go back to the car crash, losing one of my closest friends, being caught in a burning vehicle, dragged out to survive when I wasn’t sure I wanted to live at all. She seemed to decide the same as me—we didn’t need to go that far back.

      The conversation flowed from then on, touching upon my closer-than-close interfering, caring, annoying, loving, family and my work, which I loved. The only stumbling block was when she probed about personal relationships, and I hesitated, unsure of what I would even tell her. My last relationship, with Yan-the-asshole, had been at least two years ago, and I’d made it work for a while, until he’d decided it was better to move on. He wanted marriage and kids, and decided for himself that this was something I could never give him, or cope with.

      Fuck him.

      “I don’t have a significant other right now,” I said, and she nodded. “But I have had relationships since the accident, so there’s that.” I got in there before she could ask because that was what counselors did. They always wanted to know how much I’d allowed into my life, or how much I’d been capable of. “I’ve had a sex life and all that,” I added, also to pre-empt the question. Not that this was something I’d enjoyed with another person since Yan had left; in fact, me and my right hand were very well acquainted.

      “So, can you tell me a bit about the support network you have outside of family.”

      “My colleagues at work, and I have friends; my best friend is… well I guess that’s probably Levi up at my brother-in-law’s ranch. But mostly, it’s my family. I’m one of five siblings, and we’re close.”

      “Have you talked to Levi about how you’re feeling right now?”

      “No.” That would be an X against my name. My first counselor—the one way back post-accident, the one who’d talked me through me not wanting to live at all—said I should concentrate on forming healthy relationships outside of family. Said that talking to people not related to me would give me fresh perspective. But what could I do when I had siblings who always wanted to be part of my life to the point where sometimes it was overwhelming.

      Somehow this latest thing though… the self-pitying part that was so freaking stupid… wasn’t what I wanted to share with Levi. When the two of us bonded over horses, we sometimes talked about personal issues, but mostly, we just enjoyed the riding. He wouldn’t want me burdening him with every single shitty thought that had emerged since the well incident about me being a failure. That was why I was here talking to a professional.

      She smiled at me. “Okay, Chris, let’s dig deeper.”

      Oh joy.

      I made it back to Whisper Ridge a little after four, parking on Main to head into JJ’s for coffee and catching the sign for what used to be Lily’s Diner, jonesing for coffee and one of Lily’s cakes. The diner had been one of my safe places before and after the accident. Lily would sit and listen to me, or give me space to sit and think, plying me with home-baked goods and coffee. I'd visited every day, until the day she passed, and the diner closed. As usual, grief curled inside me that she was gone because I missed her no-nonsense attitude to life, her morning smile, and the way she somehow got me. So many hours I’d spent in the small stock room as she fed me and kept me in drinks, all the time letting me talk out my fears. There was something about Lily that had made the accident, the scars, the amputation, and the depression manageable, and I wished she was still in my life.

      The inside of the diner was dark, had been for a year now, ever since she’d passed, and no one knew what was happening to the heart of the town. I’d grown up there, from kids’ parties, to teenage angst, to the post-accident depression I buried in cake, to coffee that kept me going, to the regular Friday meet-up I’d once had with my siblings. Rumor said there was a new owner, some relative out in Ohio, probably looking to sell it off for profit. I knew that much, given my younger brother Scott, part-owner of our family firm Sheridan Realty, already had plans in place for conversion to two separate storefronts should the new owner want to sell.

      I hated that, but I’d been outvoted, some nonsense about moving on, blah, blah.

      This abandoned place with its boarded-up windows served as a painful reminder of how Whisper Ridge had changed when Lily McGuire died before her eighty-fifth birthday. Lily’s Diner was a relic of the past left untouched since Lily’s sudden passing. The CLOSED sign hanging crookedly in the window made me sad. The diner had never been closed when I needed it.

      I was lost in memories of times spent at the diner with friends and family flooding back, when a flicker of movement caught my eye, and I realized one of the windows was lacking the boarding that had blocked everything from view. Freaking vandals must have gotten inside again. I should call Neil, get the sheriff out here to pull them in, but then, what if it was one of the kids in my classes who just needed Teacher-Chris to go nuclear on their ass, and therefore, avoid law enforcement being involved?

      I saw a shadow. A silhouette of a person moving past one of the booths. Nope. No way. If there was someone in there vandalizing the place, trying to rip out parts of it to sell, then I was stopping it right now, kids or not. Without thinking, I twisted out of the car—my leg wobbly until I got my prosthetic steady under me—and approached the door, trying the handle only for it to open easily.

      “This is private property!” I shouted as soon as I opened the door. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      The interior was dim, and I blinked as my eyes adjusted, taking in everything that was familiar—the old benches, the worn tables, the counter, the signs with menus that hadn’t changed in a year.

      And right in the middle, a man in a defensive stance, who was as startled as me. He wasn’t tall, a head shorter than my six-two, but there was an undeniable presence about him. His frame was slim, hinting at an active lifestyle or perhaps just fortunate genetics, and he was bundled up like a snowman in deference to the frigid day. However, what caught my attention the most, was the fact that when he pulled down the scarf from his mouth, he was gorgeous. Very pretty, and beautifully put together. A little closer, and I could see his wide eyes were pale, maybe blue, or gray?

      An attractive stranger who didn’t fit in a familiar place. He didn’t look like a vandal, but he was brandishing his phone like a weapon.

      “Who are you?” I demanded and yanked down my scarf. “This is private property.”

      “Who are you?” he snapped back, casting a glance to his left as if he were searching for something, then staring back at me, and I knew the moment he clocked the scars on my face because his eyes widened again. I was used to the stares, but this time, there was also genuine fear in his expression at me storming in. Good. If he was breaking in, then you bet I was going to scare his ass.

      “I asked first,” I snapped. “If you think you’re going to steal a single thing from here, you’re wrong.”

      He blinked at me, staring at my face again, and I was drawn into his steady gaze, a little lost, until I yanked my attention back.

      “I can’t steal what I own,” he said, phone still in front of him.

      “What you own?” I pulled out my cell, and he stiffened. What did he think I was going to do? Have some kind of battle of the cell phones. “I’m calling 911.”

      “Me too!” the stranger exclaimed.

      And that made no sense at all. Were we both calling the cops? Something about that didn’t sit right, and apparently, we realized that at the same time because he pocketed his phone and sighed.

      “I’m supposed to be here,” he said, tired and confused. “I’m Noah Lew—Bennett, Lily is my great aunt.” His voice hitched. “She was my great aunt.” He dangled keys in front of him. “She left the diner to me.”

      I’d never seen the piss and vinegar drain from someone so fast, nor seen a man so lost and out of place, but my suspicions didn’t subside. Keys meant nothing—I had keys to a lot of places in town, didn’t mean I owned them. What grabbed me was the way all the fire vanished from his intriguingly colored eyes. I couldn’t work out if they were blue or gray, the light too low, but they were bright and focused, until suddenly they weren’t.

      “Dad?” A voice echoed from the direction he’d glanced in, and the man stiffened as I half turned to check out the voice and saw a kid standing there—nobody I recognized from school. Noah made a subtle move to stand between me and the lanky teenager, who was maybe fourteen, and was so unlike this Noah guy there was no evidence they were related at all apart from the kid using the dad word.

      “Fox, stay back there,” Noah snapped.

      “Whatever,” the kid—Fox—muttered. Shit. The kid was pissed, the man was tense, stress bracketing his eyes, and his gaze darted between us, as if I was an ax murderer and I was going to kill them both.

      I took a deep breath.

      “Chris Sheridan,” I introduced myself, and even extended my hand. Someone who got between another man and his child had to be one of the good guys. Right? “I knew Lily well enough to hear stories of her family, yet she never mentioned a Noah. So, how about we start again?”
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      Noah

      I pocketed my cell, then stood with my back to the counter, Fox behind me where I could know he was safe. Then, arms crossed over my chest, I stared down the man with the scarred face who had come barreling into my aunt’s old diner like a storm ready to break. I’d faced a man more intimidating than this guy, and I wasn’t backing down and letting him scare Fox.

      My initial reaction to the stranger—fear, anger, and my defensiveness—subsided in an instant. As to his face, the man had been in a fire or something, corded scars ran from his temple to his chin, edging his hair line, and half hidden by his scarf. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the pain he’d had to have suffered to have those marks on his skin, and compassion edged my anger.

      “This is my place now,” I said.

      Chris’s eyes narrowed, a glint of challenge in their depths. He was tall, growly, and imposing, someone I didn’t need in my space. Whisper Ridge was supposed to be a friendly place to start over, and the hostility pouring off this guy was anything but happy. His accusation of breaking in hung in the air between us, and with it, a surge of defiance swelled within my chest. I didn’t come here to make enemies, but I wasn’t about to lie down and show my belly either. This place was my legacy, my chance to start fresh, and no amount of brooding intensity from a stranger was going to shake that from me.

      “I’m a concerned citizen,” he said, and leaned to the right a little, I guess to look around me at Fox. I blocked his view because my son was not there to be judged or stared at.

      “This is mine.” I motioned to the surrounding space—the countertops I would polish until they gleamed, the chrome stools I’d line up perfectly. “I inherited it from my aunt.”

      He tipped his chin at me. “Then you won’t mind me getting the sheriff out here.” I saw that he still had his cell out.

      “Go for it,” I dared him. “Call him.”

      Chris moved again, a fraction more to the right, placing a hand on the back of one of the booths, and yet again, I concealed Fox. But that meant little when Fox did this complicated parkour jump thing and ended up standing right in front of me, a saucepan in his hand.

      “It’s my dad’s place,” he snapped. “Just leave him alone.”

      I didn’t want my fourteen-year-old son defending me—he’d done enough of that in this life, and all the wariness drained out of me in an instant.

      “It’s okay, Fox; give that to me.”

      Fox hesitated, then threw me a glance over his shoulder, and I nodded in reassurance. Only a few months ago, he’d been defending me from his father, from paparazzi, from lawyers, and he hadn’t turned that part of himself off since. For all his teenage angst and moodiness, he would always be in my corner when I was threatened. He turned and thrust the pan at me, as if he wanted me to have a weapon, and I fumbled it as he let go.

      “I want him to leave,” Fox said, his eyes bright with emotion. “Make him go.” There was a streak of fear running through his words.

      Chris’s stance shifted, and he forced himself to relax before he pocketed his cell the same as I’d done. “Didn’t mean to scare you, kid,” he said.

      Oh, shit. He did not just use the word kid. I waited for Storm Fox to explode and beat his sexy ass.

      Fox rounded on Chris. “I’m not a kid. I’m fourteen, asshole!”

      I winced. “Fox!”

      “It’s okay,” Chris said, when clearly it wasn’t. We were in a standoff. Fox vibrating with anger, and I recognized the hint of panic; Chris staring at him as if he’d seen a unicorn riding a bike; and me, right at the back, losing control of the situation.

      “Okay, okay,” I raised a hand and stepped between my son and Chris. “I have paperwork. I’m meant to be here, and⁠—”

      The door swung open, with a rush of wind-driven ice and snow, and another man barreled in. A flashlight filling the space with light, his eyes were wild, peering past me, until they landed on Chris. “I saw your car,” he panted, the words tumbling out, “and the board is missing from the window! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      I saw the man’s concern, and Chris’s reaction.

      “For fu—” Chris stopped the curse, probably for Fox’s benefit. “I’m okay.” Then, he nodded meaningfully in my direction, and the man's expression changed from worry to confusion.

      “Noah Bennett,” I said.

      The new guy’s expression of confusion cleared as he spotted us in the shadows, and he straightened. “Scott Sheridan, Sheridan Realty. I wasn’t expecting to see you in here.” He extended a hand, which of course I took, then he glanced back at Chris. “This is Lily’s great-nephew,” he explained. “And this is Chris,” Scott added, “my brother.”

      Chris and I stared at each other for a moment. He hadn’t known who I was—he didn’t mean to accuse us of anything or trigger me or Fox.

      “Is there anything you need, Mr. Bennett?” Scott asked, all business.

      “Electricity—”

      “I can handle that,” Scott interrupted, “and when I come back, we can talk valuation because I have an interested party⁠—”

      “I’m not selling the place,” I said, and heard Fox’s huff of dismay. “This is our new home.”

      Chris raised an eyebrow, but Scott was bewildered enough to comment. “What are you going to do with it? Downstairs doesn’t have residential zoning in place⁠—”

      “We’re living in the apartment above and reopening the diner.”

      Scott glanced from me, to Fox, and then to Chris. “Reopening the diner?”

      “Yep.”

      “The diner,” he repeated, as if I’d thrown a stick into his carefully laid plans.

      “Yep.”

      Scott cast a look around him, gave a sigh of disappointment, then smiled, and I could see the smile reach his eyes. “I’m bummed you’re not selling, but yeah, getting Lily’s back would be so cool. How about I set up getting the electricity back on for you?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      Scott shrugged. “It’s the neighborly thing. Chris, do you need a hand?” He touched his brother’s arm, and Chris scowled.

      “Leave. Me. Alone,” Chris muttered under his breath, then without a backward glance, left the diner with a slight limp, yanking Scott with him.

      I didn’t relax until the door closed and I locked it after them to stop any other unneeded visits by people from town.

      “This town is weird,” Fox announced.

      “It’s protective of its own,” I defended, still feeling some of the warm and fuzzies from Scott saying he’d help me. It had been a long time since someone had helped me out for no reason, instead of the customary ulterior motives involving my ex-husband.

      “Well, I hate it, and nothing you can do will make me like it.”

      The warm and fuzzies vanished.

      Reality was a bitch.
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        * * *

      

      The Ridge Hotel, at the corner of Main and Abernathy, was as much a remnant of an older time as the diner was. Marjorie and Emmet Lowe still ran the place, and I swear, if I’d mentioned the summers I’d stayed here when we visited Lily, they’d probably even remember me and my parents. Emmet, who’d been old back then, must be seventy now, but he insisted on helping us carry a bag from the car. I tried to tip him, but he waved it away, all stoic and silent, and it was Marjorie who led us up to our two rooms. They were next to each other, and despite wanting Fox in with me—yeah right Dad—this was the best we could do. At least, he could get to me quickly if he needed me.

      I organized him in his room as much as he would let me before I was told, in no uncertain terms, that he was okay, and could I just go away and leave him to unpack.

      So, I did.

      My room’s layout room was a mirror of his, a sofa, a small kitchenette with coffee stuff and snacks in small boxes, and the most comfortable bed—way better than the expensive monstrosity Briggs had insisted we buy that stood in the house Fox and I had left. I munched on a cookie, made myself a coffee, and now, had an hour to kill before Fox and I headed out to find food. Of course, that was way too much time not to think about the man who’d stormed in and accused me of breaking in. I’d seen the name of his brother—Scott—on papers in the Lily-file I’d been given, an offer to buy the place from the estate, but it wasn’t Scott that I was focusing on.

      “Chris Sheridan,” I murmured, making myself comfortable on the sofa. It was time to put my Google Fu to the test.

      Sheridan Realty was the first hit, a picture of a smiling Scott front and center, and listings of properties from here to the next town over and beyond.

      I typed in Chris Sheridan, got a couple of hits, but the first one led me to the high school in Collier Springs. Chris was an English teacher and sports coach specializing in baseball—go figure. I got waylaid then, clicked around the school, getting a feel for it, as this was the high school that Fox would be attending. I guess maybe Chris might teach Fox. Given their standoff and the saucepan incident, I wondered how that would go.

      Just because he’d come at me like a bull in a china shop didn’t mean he wouldn’t be a good teacher, because I’d glimpsed compassion and understanding in Chris when he’d backed off under Fox’s temper. Then, a little further down, a headline: “Local Community Mourns as Tragic Car Accident Claims Young Resident’s Life.”

      I didn’t click, and I stopped scrolling then, because somehow it felt intrusive, so I went back to my to-do list, and all the while the words tragic accident spun in my head.

      My to-do list included balancing finances and considering whether Briggs would ever get another team to take him on after the River Kings got rid of him. I bet not even the rookie leagues would be interested in him. So much for the millions he’d earned up until then. So much for the money I’d tried to put aside for Fox.

      All gone because I hadn’t put the money in trust.

      Now the only assets I had to my name were the diner and the apartment above, and enough money in my account to at least fix the parts that people could see and get in supplies. I hoped the kitchen was still in a useful state, and I prayed that, when I took the board from the windows and light flooded the diner, there wouldn’t be in too much disrepair.

      That wasn’t much to ask.

      Right?

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/spring-rains-title.jpg
RAINS
RJ SCOTT

Love e Boks






OEBPS/images/spring-rains-jpg.jpg
RAI

Whisper Ridge, Wyoming #3

RJ SCOTT





OEBPS/images/llb-large-logo-copy.jpg
Lo e Brobs





