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Tell me your secrets, and I'll tell you mine...

***
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Schoolteacher Sienna Cruz has always been a good girl. She’s a dreamer, a rule-follower, and she’s saving herself for marriage. She’s also just won a coveted position teaching in a prestigious London school, which means in a few short months she’ll be saying goodbye to Whispering Pines forever. 

Everything is going according to plan until she meets playboy Dashiell Springer.

Dash has made too many mistakes to count. He dropped out of high school and hitch-hiked his way across the country. He met the wrong woman, ran with the wrong crowd, and ended up with a prison record. After eight years on the West Coast, coming home to open a local gym is his first step toward a fresh start. He has no intention of revealing his past or starting up a relationship with anyone, let alone a woman like Sienna who’s way out of his league.

But the more time they spend together, the more both Sienna and Dash begin to question everything about the rules of dating they’ve set for themselves. When Dash’s past catches up with him, will their relationship be strong enough to withstand the truth?

If you love small towns, memorable characters, and swoon-worthy happy endings, then you'll love this sweet romance by a USA Today best-selling author!

Join my newsletter today to receive a free read, the sweet medical novella Angle Shot!

Other Books in the Series:
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Chapter One
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“No peeking!”

Sienna covered her eyes and tried not to laugh. Someone whispered on the other side of the wall. The refrigerator door opened and closed. More whispering, a cabinet door knocking, silverware rattling. A cell phone chirped with a notification. Abruptly, the lights turned off, and then she didn’t have to worry about peeking, because she couldn’t have seen a thing even with her eyes open. But the whispers continued. 

“Almost—”

“Is everyone ready?”

“Hang on, is Jason here?”

A twinge poked between Sienna’s shoulder blades. They’d invited Jason? They shouldn’t have. She’d broken up with him months ago. 

The lights flashed on. 

“Surprise!”

“Congratulations!”

“Open your eyes!”

“Get her picture. Frank, are you getting her picture?”

Voices shouted one over the other as Sienna blinked into the sudden brightness of her parents’ living room. Balloons and streamers hung from every lamp and piece of furniture. Her father stood in the doorway to the kitchen, holding his cell phone three feet from his face and punching buttons as he tried to record the moment. Her mother beamed over an enormous chocolate cake. Her younger brother lounged on the sofa, looking bored. Nate Hunter and his daughter Autumn stood on the stairs holding a handwritten banner proclaiming London or Bust! And Jason Kingsley stood just inside the front door, hands in his pockets, an uncomfortable look on his face. 

The whole house vibrated with energy and excitement and the smell of her mother’s cooking. It was too warm, as always, with the woodstove in the corner kicking out heat. And it was too small for the crowd of people jammed inside for this belated celebration. Still, for just a moment Sienna felt a pang of longing. How could she leave all this, even for the prestigious Allbright Award? Yes, it was given to only four people each year. Yes, she’d beaten out three thousand other applicants to win the chance to work in another country. But she’d lived in Whispering Pines her entire life. How could she just pick up and move to the other side of the ocean?

“Are you surprised?” her mother asked. “You didn’t guess, did you?”

“No,” Sienna lied. “I had no idea.”

Nate grinned as he handed her an envelope. “From Max. She can’t wait until you get there.”

“I’m not leaving for another six months.” Against all odds, Sienna and her best friend Maxine had both won fellowships to work in London, but while Max had left the week after Christmas to work as a research librarian, Sienna’s teaching position didn’t start until July. “Not that I’m counting the days or anything,” she added. 

“I know. But look inside,” Nate said, pointing at the card. “I’m pretty sure it’s a list of must-dos before you go.”

“Of course it is.” No one made more or better lists than Max did. “When do you both leave?”

“Next week!” Autumn said as Nate curled one broad arm around his daughter. “We get to fly on a big plane and everything.” Her cheeks shone, and Sienna hoped she’d feel the same enthusiasm when it was her turn to board. She’d never flown anywhere, not even to Florida on spring break. 

“Well, I can’t wait to hear all about it,” Sienna said. 

“Here, sit down so you can open your gifts,” her mother said. She set the cake on a side table. “Louie, please get the forks and plates from the kitchen. And a knife so I can cut this.”

Louie rolled his eyes. At sixteen, everything bored him. “Do I hafta?”

“Yes, you have to. Stop asking me that. And stop using slang, like you weren’t taught proper English in this house. When your mother asks you to do something, you do it.”

Louie shrugged and ambled into the kitchen. 

“You know he won’t be able to find anything,” Sienna said. She waited one, two, three seconds, then pointed at the kitchen. 

“Ma!” Louie called. “Where are they?”

Her mother groaned. Everyone else laughed. 

Later, after Louie had begged off to a friend’s house and Nate had taken a sleepy Autumn home, Sienna sat on the couch next to Jason. Her parents were doing the dishes, a joint effort that her father insisted on every night. She could hear her mother singing under her breath in Spanish and her father banging around pots and pans like he still hadn’t learned where they went. It was sweet, really, the way they still enjoyed each other’s company after all this time. They called each other sweetheart and honey and kissed like they meant it. Sienna wondered if she’d be lucky enough to find someone like that someday. In Whispering Pines? Probably not. But maybe in England...

“You didn’t have to come,” she said to Jason. “You know what my family’s like. They make a big deal about everything.”

“You getting the Allbright is a big deal.” He looked at his lap as he said it, and his ears reddened. He had a rash on one side of his neck from shaving, and his hair needed trimming. He dug one hand into his pocket and pulled out a small, wrinkled envelope. “I got you something.”

Sienna flushed. “You shouldn’t have.”

He shrugged. “I know we aren’t together right now.” He gave her a hopeful look out of the corner of his eye. 

I don’t think we’ll be together ever again. She couldn’t say those words out loud. They’d wound him too deeply. But she knew Jason Kingsley wasn’t the guy for her. He dreamed of staying in Whispering Pines and raising a family and becoming the minister at the Valley Presbyterian Church, and there was nothing wrong with any of that—except none of it was Sienna’s dream. 

He handed her the envelope. “I wanted to get you something practical. Something you could use while you’re in England.”

A credit card? A pass for the Tube? She opened the envelope and pulled out a small slip of paper. Introduction to Self-Defense. Six Week Course. Springer Fitness. 

“Self-defense?”

“I thought it might be helpful in case...” He reddened even further. “I don’t know, in case...I mean, you’ll be living by yourself. I don’t know how safe it is over there.” He reached over and squeezed her upper arm. “You aren’t exactly made of muscle.”

***
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DASHIELL SPRINGER GRUNTED and shoved up the chest press bar one last time. His arms shook and sweat ran down his face, but he got it all the way up.

“Hell, man, two ninety-five.” Zane Andrews, Dash’s best friend, took the bar and set it on the rack. “Nice job.”

Dash sat up and mopped his face. “Thanks.” He took a long drink of water and draped the towel around his neck. 

Zane surveyed the gym, half full at four o’clock on a Sunday afternoon. “It looks good in here. More and more people all the time.”

Dash stood, his legs still wobbly from the squats they’d done earlier. “New Year’s resolutions brought in a bunch of new ones.” He hoped they wouldn’t stop coming by the time February rolled around. “I got some new classes I’m tryin’ out, starting next week. Pilates on Saturday mornings and kickboxing Tuesday and Thursday nights. And that six-week personal training course, heavy on the self-defense depending on who shows up to take it. Figured I’ll give it a go. Couple people bought gift certificates for it over the holidays , so that’s somethin’.”

Only a year into the gym-owning business, he was still trying to see what appealed to the Whispering Pines residents. Small group training, full classes, short-term passes, discounts...he was trying it all. For now he kept the place open seven days a week, with shorter hours on the weekends. He experimented with what he offered, and slowly, his membership was growing. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t proud of that. He’d come back to Whispering Pines with nothing but twenty bucks in his wallet and a dream of leaving the last six years behind him. Eighteen months after leaving California, he was making a go of it. 

Zane wiped his face, finished his water, and headed for the door. “Have a good one, man. See you tomorrow.”

“Likewise.” 

Dash took a quick shower and then walked to the front of the gym, dressed in a clean pair of workout pants and a red-collared shirt with Springer Fitness embroidered over the pocket. “How’s things?” he asked Hans, the twenty-year-old manning the desk.

“Good. One new full membership, and two women came in for a tour.”

Dash flipped through paperwork and glanced outside. Yesterday’s snow had stopped, but he could tell by the white streams coming from pedestrians’ mouths that the frigid temperatures remained.

“Days like this, don’t you miss L.A.?” Hans asked.

“Nah.”

“Seriously?” The kid rested his arms on the desk. “I’d be out there in a minute if I could afford it. Sunshine, beaches, women in bikinis.” He grinned. “Is it true? Is everything out there silicone and Botox?”

Dash pulled up last month’s spreadsheets. “Most of it.”

“I don’t think I’d care. Fake or real, if I can put my hands on it, it’s good enough for me.”

“It gets old after a while,” Dash said, eyes on his computer screen.

“How long were you out there?”

“Too long. Six years on the West Coast. Three of ’em in L.A..” Worst three years of my life.

“I’d still like to see it someday.” Hans pulled on his ski jacket and hat. “Guess I’m stuck here for now, though. See you tomorrow morning.”

“Have a good one.”

Dash focused his attention back on the spreadsheets. Outside, daylight waned as the sun set and clouds crawled over the sky. This far north in New York State, winter lasted forever. He didn’t care. He’d still rather be in Whispering Pines, where people had your back, instead of someplace else where they tried to stab you in it.

The door opened with a rush of cold air, and as he looked up his fingers froze on the keyboard. It wasn’t a member. But it wasn’t a stranger, either. He knew the dark-haired, dark-eyed woman who’d just walked in. He knew of her, anyway, because she was a local the same as he was, though Sienna Cruz was way out of Dash’s league. She and Max Abbott had both just won some fancy scholarship to study in England. He’d read about it in the papers. He’d heard people talking about it. But he’d sure never seen her in his gym. 

Man, she was beautiful. Her hair, shiny and black, fell almost to her waist, and her eyes changed from dark hazel to a lighter shade of brown when they caught the light. She gave him a hesitant smile, and her cheeks turned pink as she approached him. 

Dash folded his arms on the desk and told himself to behave. “Welcome to Springer Fitness. How can I help you?”
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Chapter Two
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Sienna began to sweat ten minutes into their workout. “I don’t know anything about self-defense,” she said. “My—” boyfriend bought this for me, she almost said, then thought about changing it to ex-boyfriend, and finally didn’t finish the sentence at all. “And in case it’s not obvious, I can’t tell you the last time I worked out.” She’d jogged two laps around the room, done ten pushups, and was already gasping for air. 

They were in a small studio at the back of the gym. When Dash found out she was there for the self-defense course, he’d announced they could start right then. Not really what I’d planned, she thought, though she’d brought workout clothes just in case. Stupid idea, she chastised herself now. 

Dash himself had changed into navy shorts and a black tank top that showed off every muscle in his body. She tried not to stare and failed. They’d gone to school together, but he’d been quite a few years ahead of her. And never looked that good when he was eighteen. She would’ve remembered, even as a middle schooler. Now he looked like something from the cover of a magazine, beastly and dangerous and sexy all at the same time. He stood half a foot taller than she, and his face was weathered, as if he’d lived another life before settling into this one. Girl parts of her that hadn’t announced themselves in a very long time now stood up and demanded attention. 

Whatever you do, don’t drool. And don’t stare at his chest. Or his arms. Or his... She yanked her gaze away from the waistband of his shorts and cursed Jason for buying her the gift certificate in the first place. Okay, sure, she’d added take self-defense to her before-leaving-for-England-to-do list. She might not be as extensive a list-maker as her best friend Max, but she still kept them. And checked them off methodically. And occasionally shared them with Jason, which meant he’d probably bought her this gift as a way of reminding her he still knew her. And hoped they’d get back together. 

Thinking of Jason took care of the urges. 

“I’m just going to show you some basics,” Dash was saying. “You won’t need to be in killer shape to use them. It doesn’t matter how strong you are. If you know how to manipulate the situation, you can take down an attacker.”

She glanced through the windows of the studio. Out in the rest of the gym, people blissfully walked on treadmills or lifted weights or patted themselves with towels. “I think this might be a mistake.” She’d never felt so out of her element. 

He grinned and rested his enormous hands on his hips. “Can I ask you a question?” 

“Ah, sure.” She crossed her arms. Maybe that would keep the girl parts at bay, along with their ridiculous chatter about being neglected for so long. 

“Was this your idea or someone else’s?”

She thought about her to-do list. Sort of mine. Mostly not. She probably wouldn’t have followed through with taking self-defense if Jason hadn’t actually bought her the gift certificate. “How obvious is the answer?”

He flashed her another grin that turned her knees weak. Tattoos covered his arms, and their intricate designs distracted her. He had ink on both legs too, which made for one heck of a piece of artwork standing across from her. She’d heard the stories about Dash Springer and his reputation with women. Being this close to him, she had no doubt they were true. 

She took a step back to put some distance between them. “I’m actually moving to London in July.”

“Think I heard about that.”

“You did?”

“It was in the paper, right?”

She nodded.

“Are you surprised I read the paper?”

“No.” She felt herself redden. “I mean, not many people do, that’s all.” Of course she was surprised. Men who looked like Dash didn’t spend time reading the paper, at least not in her experience. Not like you have a lot of experience with men like Dash. 

“So what does that have to do with taking self-defense?” 

She twisted her fingers together. Dash didn’t look like a list-maker. “I have some things I want to do before I go.”

Read Pride and Prejudice again. 

Get a new laptop.

Buy an honest-to-goodness camera and learn how to use it. 

There were other items on the list, but to be honest, she couldn’t remember them at the moment. Dash’s gaze seemed to be burning them right out of her head.  

“Ah,” he said, “and one of those things is learning to fight off Jack the Ripper?” 

Sienna blinked. “Is he still a thing? I thought he died last century.”

Dash laughed, an amazing sound that filled up the room. His dimples popped and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “I think you’re right. He’s probably long gone. But I’m sure there’s someone over there waiting to kidnap pretty young women.”

He thinks I’m pretty.

Don’t be stupid. He probably says things like that to everyone who walks in here.

“Sienna?” Dash waved a hand in front of her face. “Sorry. I was kidding. I didn’t mean to scare you. I think London’s as safe as any place these days.”

“Which means, not so much.” She tugged down her tank top and wished she’d brought something baggier than yoga leggings and a thin cotton top. Under his gaze, she felt oddly exposed. Vulnerable. 

He took her hands and shook her arms lightly, as if to loosen them. “Then we better get started. If you have a list of things to get through, I mean. I’m sure self-defense training is just one of many.”

Was he teasing her? She couldn’t tell. His mouth seemed perpetually curved into a half-smile. 

“Though I can promise you, it might be the most fun of all the things you’ll be checking off that list.”

Oh, he was definitely teasing her. And she was definitely enjoying it. 

“We’ll take it one step at a time,” he added, fixing those intense blue eyes on hers. “That’s how you tackle anything, you know. Self-defense, lists, life in general. One step at a time.”

* * * 
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ONE HOUR LATER, FLUSHED with adrenaline and good old-fashioned lust, Dash made two protein smoothies and slid one across the desk to Sienna. “You did good for your first time.”

“Thanks.” She wrapped her lips around the straw and sucked, which did nothing to cool his desire. “But you have a strange definition of good.” She loosened her damp hair from its ponytail and combed it out with her fingers. “I think you mean I didn’t pass out or break a bone.”

“Well, that too. I’ve seen both happen.”

“I’m sure you have.” She looked around the gym. “You’ve probably seen a lot happen inside these walls.”

He’d seen more happen outside them, but he wouldn’t tell her that. “So what are you doing between now and July? Besides checking things off your to-do list?”

She stuck out her tongue, looking so cute he almost couldn’t resist the urge to make a dirty comment. “Very funny. Lists are helpful, you know.”

“Or confining.”

She shrugged. “Not for me. Anyway, I took a leave replacement at Whispering Pines Elementary School. The regular teacher’s going out on maternity leave, and I start tomorrow. I figure it’ll give me some good experience for when I go abroad.”

“Is get experience on your list?”

“I already have some, Mr. Wise Ass. I taught when I was in college. For just a month, okay, but it was something.”

That didn’t surprise him. Teaching seemed like the perfect job for someone like Sienna, someone obviously smart and organized and put together. Someone who’d made all the right choices in and after high school. Someone who wasn’t anything like him. 

“You might need some self-defense moves down there,” he joked. “I’ve heard school kids can be tough.”

“Geez, I hope not. Although I guess it would be good practice.” She pulled out her phone. “So should we set up some kind of schedule?”

Hell, yes. He wouldn’t mind spending a lot more time training Sienna. “I have most afternoons free, depending on what time you’re done with work.”

“How’s four-thirty?” She tapped something into her phone. It buzzed, and he saw a text message come up on the screen. She swiped it away without answering it. Another message came a moment later. “It’s fine,” she whispered under her breath. “Stop texting me.”

Dash resisted the urge to ask. A moment later, it turned out he didn’t have to. 

“It’s my ex,” she said. “He’s the one who bought me the self-defense training. He wants to know how it’s going.”

“Ah.” So she’s single. 

“He hasn’t really gotten the message that we’re over.” She put her phone down. “Do you know Jason Kingsley?”

Dash thought for a minute. “Don’t think so.”

“He’s a good guy. His father is the minister at our church.”

At that, a cold feeling washed over him. Our church. Her casual tone suggested she went on a regular basis. If she had dated the minister’s son, she probably did other church-related things too, like serve coffee and cookies after the service or bring meals to the homebound or pray with the sick. She’s so far out of your league, it’s not even funny. “Which church is that?” he asked, more to make conversation than anything else. 

“Valley Presbyterian. Right at the bottom of Sunrise Mountain, before you start over to Silver Valley.”

He’d probably passed it a thousand times. He’d sure never slowed or stopped or gone inside, though. “How’s Tuesdays and Thursdays at four-thirty?” he asked, to change the subject. He felt suddenly embarrassed, ashamed of his life.

She tapped into her phone. “Sounds good.” She pulled on her hoodie. “I should probably go.”

“Sure thing.” He stuck out his hand. “Nice to meet you. We’ll get you in shape in no time.”

She took his hand and smiled, and against his better judgment he said, “Let me walk you to your car.”

“Oh.” Her cheeks pinked. “Okay.”

He held up her coat and waited as she slipped first one slender arm and then the other inside. A touch closer and he could wrap her in his arms. Behave, Dash. She’s a good girl. A church girl. She doesn’t need to get mixed up with anyone like you. He pulled on his own coat and followed her to the door. Their breath came in long white streams the moment they stepped outside. They walked around the building to the parking lot behind. 

“Miserable weather tonight.” She unlocked her car, shivering.

He glanced up. “But take a look at that view.” Above them, stars studded the early evening sky. In the distance, Sunrise Mountain was a dark, solid shadow, keeping watch over the town. 

“It’s pretty, I’ll give you that.” She blinked and looked upward as well, and her long lashes fell to her cheeks. “Guess I’ll see you on Tuesday.”

This was the moment she would turn and say goodbye, duck into her car, and leave him standing in the falling snow. Except she didn’t. She stood with her back against the sedan, not moving, her chest lifting and falling, the breath still streaming from between her cherry lips. It took everything he had not to lean over and kiss her. 

I want you. 

The thought flashed in and out of his head, and suddenly he was twenty-three again, lusting over a woman he’d just met. But that was crazy. He’d just spoken to Sienna for the first time a mere hour ago. “Okay, well, I’ll see you later,” he said, and waited as she got into the car and flashed him a smile goodbye.

She beeped as she pulled away, and Dash raised one hand and watched her go. What was he thinking, flirting with Sienna, walking her to her car like he was interested in something more? She was a client, obviously smart and well-bred, and he had no intention of turning into a cliché by sleeping with her.

He pulled his coat tighter against the wind and walked back inside. Dash had vowed eighteen months ago to focus on his mom, then his business, then his friends, in that order. Not women. Not relationships. Sienna Cruz was only in town until July, anyway. So she was good looking. And smart. And had a moral compass.

They had absolutely no reason to get involved.
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Chapter Three
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Sienna thought about Dashiell Springer the entire way back to her apartment on the opposite end of town. She thought about him as she hiked up three flights of stairs and as she peeled off her clothes and took a long, hot shower. She could still feel his hands touching hers as he positioned her arms. She could still see his gaze in the biting winter air. All muscle. All confidence. She had no intention of getting involved with anyone before leaving for England, but wow. A guy like that might almost make her change her mind.

Clad in a robe and fuzzy socks, she poured herself a glass of wine. She’d miss this apartment when she left Whispering Pines. From the wide front window, she could see one full block in each direction. Two floors below her sat Zeb’s Diner, a fixture in town for as long as she could remember. Directly across the street were Bernie’s Barber Shop, a pet store, a clothing boutique, and a hardware store. A few streetlights twinkled in the dark. A car, then two pickup trucks, then a snowmobile, drove down the street and north toward County Route 78, which eventually led out of town and over the mountain to Silver Valley.

She settled into the recliner and had just picked up the TV remote when her tablet buzzed with an incoming Facetime call. She picked it up, fumbled with the screen, almost dropped it. No one else would be calling her via Facetime except her friend across the ocean. 

“Max?” 

No answer. She righted the tablet on her lap and checked the volume. “Max?” The screen went fuzzy, then finally settled into clarity. Sienna’s best friend grinned back at her from half a world away.

“Sienna, hi! Can you see me? Hear me?”

“Yes, now I can. What time is it there?”

“I don’t know. Midnight?” Max yawned. “I still haven’t gotten used to the time change.”

“How is it? Amazing? Beautiful?”

“Yes and yes. Also cold and rainy.” Max swung the tablet around to show Sienna a window smeared with rain. 

“Where are you?” She could make out a few faces in the background and the sound of music and British accents. 

“A local pub. It’s right down the street from my flat.” Max laughed. “Flat. Not apartment. Do I sound British yet?”

“Not yet, but you’ll get there.”

“Hey, Nate tells me you’re working out with Dash Springer. That’s a little detail you failed to mention.”

Sienna clutched her wine glass a little tighter. “How does Nate know that?”

“Oh, come on. Small town and all.” Max took a long drink from a beer mug. “I guess he ran into Jason downtown.”

Sienna didn’t answer. 

“So did you start yet?”

“Actually, yeah. Just today. Just this afternoon.”

“Ooh, how was it?”

“Hard. I thought I might pass out.”

“I’ll bet.” Max bent closer to the screen “What about Dash?”

“What about him? He’s in, like, perfect shape. I don’t even think he was breathing heavy.”

“I’m not talking about that. Dash is gorgeous. Just what you need after Jason. He’s the total opposite of Jason, if you know what I mean.”

“Max, I always know what you mean.”

“So?” Max leaned close to the screen. 

“He’s a major player with a reputation a mile long.”

“Exactly. Some eye candy to take your mind off your broken heart.” Ever since Max had found her own happy ending with Nate, she’d turned into the expert on all things romantic. “Enjoy him, Sienna. That’s all I’m saying. Why not?”

“I’m not going to spend my time at the gym flirting with my personal trainer.” Although she had to admit, the thought had crossed her mind. More than once. 

“Why not? Flirting’s harmless.”

But Sienna didn’t think anything was harmless when it came to Dash Springer. She’d seen the look in his eyes in the parking lot. “I’m done talking about this.” 

Max laughed. “Fine. But if you decide to give up that vow of celibacy, Dash would be the perfect person to show you the ropes.”

That vow of celibacy. 

Right. The one she’d taken ages ago, when she and Jason were still serious and he’d told her he’d wanted to marry a virgin. 

“Sienna?”

“I think I need to break that vow.” The words came out almost before she realized it. 

“Really?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, I have zero experience when it comes to guys. What if I get to England and I meet someone who wants to...I don’t know. What do they say there? Snog?”

Max burst into laughter. 

“Is that the wrong word?”

Now Max was holding her stomach. In a minute she’d end up rolling on the floor of the pub. 

“Stop laughing. You know what I mean.”

Finally Max took a breath. “Sienna, I can’t tell you what you do. Sex with the right guy is amazing. I can tell you that first-hand. It takes your relationship to a whole new level. But I don’t think you should be looking to jump into the bed of the first guy that comes along just because you want some experience snogging.” 

But the more Sienna thought about it, the more it made sense. She and Jason were over. She’d stayed chaste for him, not for her. In fact, there were plenty of nights when she’d come close to asking him to change his mind. Lose my virginity. She’d add it to her list. Put it on the bottom, just in case she didn’t get to it. She didn’t have to make it a priority. But if the right guy did come along, she wasn’t about to cling to an old vow any longer. 

Maybe the right guy already has. And maybe he owns a gym right downtown.

Sienna took a long sip of wine and let Max laugh. 

* * * 
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LONG AFTER NIGHTFALL, Dash climbed into his pickup truck and headed for home. On impulse, he swung down Red Barn Road, passing a few of the old historic homes on the edge of town. Several had been redone in the last couple of years by Mac and Damian, and the workmanship was obvious. Just before the road curved up and over the mountain, he stopped. 

There it was, a small white church with a simple sign out front: Valley Presbyterian Church. All Are Welcome Here. Empty parking lot. A single streetlamp that cast more shadows than light on its grounds. The property was neatly kept, the paint fresh, the pine trees around the church still trimmed with red bows from the holidays. It was probably one of those places that filled to capacity on Christmas Eve, with a choir singing at the top of their lungs and kids in their Sunday best running up and down the aisles. 

“If I stepped inside, I’d probably get struck by lightning. Set the whole thing on fire.” Dash did a U-turn in the parking lot. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been to church. 

In another five minutes, he was in another world on the south side of Whispering Pines, where one-story homes alternated with rundown trailers and empty lots. The mansions of Red Barn Road could’ve belonged to Rodeo Drive, for as far away as they seemed now. Most of the town lived from paycheck to paycheck, making the bills when they could and scrambling when they couldn’t. On Cornwall Road, he pulled up to the last house on the block, a dingy white ranch with black shutters. He parked in front of the garage and headed up the crumbling brick steps.

One twist of the key, a creaky push of the door, and he was home. Dash tried his best to keep the place clean, but it didn’t seem to matter since he was the only one living there. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and collapsed onto the couch. Eighteen months since he’d come back to Whispering Pines. Thirteen months since his mother had died of a stroke. Those five months before she died had been some of the best of his life, though he hadn’t realized it then. Now the house echoed with silence. Probably should put it on the market and use the money to beef up the gym. But somehow he couldn’t bear to sell the only place he’d ever called home. 

He finished his beer and walked to the bigger of two bedrooms at the back of the house. The smaller one he hadn’t touched, and it remained a sewing room with pencil marks on one wall that measured his height from first to twelfth grade. He’d had to make the marks himself when he outgrew Ma at fourteen. On impulse, he flipped the light switch, illuminating piles of fabric, yarn, rubber bins filled with supplies, and a large crucifix on the wall. Dash stared at it for a long moment. Ma had attended St. Mary’s Catholic Church in town, but he’d stopped going with her sometime back in elementary school. For the first time, he wondered how different his life might have been if he hadn’t. 

He turned off the light and headed into his bedroom. Blue walls, blue curtains, a queen bed left unmade and a closet full of workout clothes. Not much else. He pulled off his shirt and tossed it onto a pile that would eventually get washed. 

He wondered what Sienna Cruz would think if she knew he still lived in his childhood home. Of course, lots of people did in Whispering Pines, for various reasons. He hadn’t thought twice about moving back in after returning from California. He’d needed a place to stay, his mother had needed a helping hand, and it had worked out well all the way around. In the bathroom, he started a shower and dropped his workout pants and boxers to the floor. One tattoo above his right elbow stood out in stark contrast to the others: no color, no design, just a single date and the words Never Again inked above it.
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