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      Welcome to Black Wolf’s Bluff, where turning forty doesn’t mean your life is over. It might just mean the next unexpected encounter could lead to explosive fireworks—in and out of the bedroom.

      

      He’s sworn off dating.

      Carter Deveraux is looking forward to a quiet week in Black Wolf’s Bluff with his ten-year-old son and his best friend. Definitely no dating, especially after his last disastrous effort. But he never expected their vacation to start with a cute blonde nearly running them off the road. And he certainly never expected his son—and himself—to be captivated by the sassy contractor once they meet in person.

      She’s sworn off him.

      Erin Jenkins is the responsible one, the woman who holds her family and her professional projects together. But something is definitely itching under her skin, tempting her in a different direction, and that itching is aggravated by the appearance of her boss’s best friend in Black Wolf’s Bluff. His son, Thad, is cute and curious. Too bad his sexy-as-hell dad is an arrogant jackass.

      Sparks fly whenever they’re in the same room together. Carter might try to deny their chemistry, but Erin fears they have far too much to ever control. Can the heat that flares between them lead somewhere special before they end up going down in flames?

      Don’t miss this grumpy single dad meeting his match in an independent woman with a not-so-hidden inner smartass.
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      Carter Deveraux was going to kill his sister. No more blind dates, no more harassing him till he agreed. He wouldn’t have to put up with Emma’s pestering because she wouldn’t be around to pester him anymore. He would make sure of it.

      “Carter?”

      The woman standing beside his table had to be at least half his age. Maybe more, given he would be fifty in a few months and she didn’t look like she was out of her teens. That might just be the clothes, though; the barely knee-length plaid skirt she wore was more suited to a Catholic schoolgirl than a dinner at a restaurant listed in the top ten of New York City. Come to think of it, so was the tight white button-down. And God almighty, she was wearing knee socks.

      Thank God he hadn’t taken her to the Prime—Linc would never let him hear the end of this.

      He belatedly realized he was still sitting and came to his feet. “Chloe?” Was that the name Emma had given him? Or maybe it was Zoey? All the women she’d set him up with were starting to run together at this point, which probably meant he should take a long, long break from dating.

      As he pulled out the woman’s chair, trying hard not to stare down the deep vee of her open shirt, he amended that thought. A permanent break would be best, at least if it was Emma engineering the dates.

      “Zoey.” She smiled up at him, her lips a soft pink that reminded him of his cousin’s youngest daughter. He tried hard to shake that thought as he returned to his seat.

      “I apologize, Zoey. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Their waiter came by with the bottle of Screaming Eagle Sauvignon Blanc he’d ordered before Zoey arrived, and Carter resisted the urge to card his own date to verify her age.

      And he’d thought having a ten-year-old son made him feel old. He couldn’t resist rubbing a hand over the beard that covered his jaw—a beard that was more white than dark blond these days—as he stared down at the menu. Emma had to have set him up with Zoey just to mess with him. This wasn’t about making up for Carter being alone while Thad was with his mother for the weekend. This was about Emma fucking with her older brother, and when he finally escaped this nightmare of a date, he was going straight to wherever his sister was and strangling her.

      After they ordered, Carter poured Zoey a glass of the wine, sticking to water himself. “Where did you say you knew Emma from?” His sister seemed to know everyone and made friends as easily as other people breathed.

      Zoey fingered a strand of her silky blonde hair, which he had to admit was eye-catching as it fell over her shoulders. “We met at Zen.”

      Of course they had. Emma’s favorite bar, right around the corner from her apartment. Sometimes he thought she spent more time there than she did at home. Of course, she didn’t cook, so Zen’s above-average kitchen made meals convenient. And everyone loved her there. Literally the entire bar lit up when she came in.

      That was his sister for you. Life of the party—and the source of trouble, always.

      “Oh. When was that?”

      “Last week.”

      As Zoey told the story of meeting a group of friends at the bar, then striking up a conversation with Emma over martinis, he resisted the urge to lecture her on the dangers of trusting people in the city, particularly on dates. He wasn’t her parent, after all.

      Not that she seemed bothered by their age difference. She was currently fingering her wineglass as she stared up at him adoringly. That look had him shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

      “So…you’re a daddy.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m a father, yes.”

      She traced the soft curve of her glass, the long pink tip of her fingernail matching that baby-pink lipstick. “Do you believe in corporal punishment?”

      He choked on the swallow of water he’d taken just to give himself something to do with his hands. “Do I what?”

      She glanced up at him from beneath unnaturally long lashes that framed soft, innocent-looking blue eyes. “You know…spanking.”

      His lips tightened. He really was going to strangle Emma. “No. No, I don’t spank my boy.”

      “Boy?” Zoey straightened in her seat, the flirtatious facade falling away in favor of a confused pout. “You have boys?”

      “I have a son.” Surely Emma had told her. Oh, not details about Thaddeus, of course, but that he had a child.

      She tilted her head, and a lock of golden hair curved over one side of her face. “But have you ever wanted a baby girl?”

      “Sure, maybe.” Although he was getting a bit old for that. His ex, Rachel, hadn’t wanted children until her career had been well-established. She’d also been ten years younger than him. Bringing home a newborn was a totally different thing at thirty than at forty. He was definitely feeling his age with Thad rapidly approaching his teen years.

      At least his son hadn’t decided he was too old to cuddle with his old man yet.

      “How about now?”

      His gaze jerked from the cut-crystal glass he held to the woman across the table from him. What the hell was she talking about? “Now?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled, the flirtatious curve of her lips dotted perfectly in the center with a drop of her wine. He watched in horrified fascination as her tongue sneaked out and swiped up the last lingering bit. “Now. There are plenty of baby girls available if you just…look around.”

      Baby girl.

      Daddy.

      Baby girl.

      Daddy.

      Spanking.

      “No.” The word shot from his mouth with zero finesse. “No, definitely not now. Not—”

      Zoey’s flirtatious look shattered, laughter taking over. “I’m sorry, I can’t—”

      He couldn’t stop staring as Zoey leaned back in her chair, clutching her stomach as if it ached as she laughed and laughed. Each time the sound eased off, she’d take another look at him and off she went again. He was beginning to get irritated when she finally caught her breath enough to explain.

      “I’m sorry, Carter.” Chuckles bubbled up, interrupting her words. “I thought I could do this, but I just can’t keep it together. The look on your face…”

      More laughter. What was wrong with his face?

      And then he remembered.

      “She put you up to this, didn’t she?” he asked sourly. He’d even considered the idea earlier. The Catholic schoolgirl outfit—and that’s definitely what it was, he could see now—had tipped him off, but he’d never considered Zoey being in on it.

      And thank God she was. Saved him from some very awkward conversation after the baby-girl comment.

      He ran a hand down his face, scrubbing hard. Now that he thought about it, strangling might be too good for Emma.

      When he looked again, Zoey was still struggling to control her amusement. Her laughter made him feel about the same age as Methuselah.

      “She did put me up to it,” Zoey confirmed. Her bright smile dimmed a bit as she watched him. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      His chuckle was still a bit reluctant. “You, I don’t mind. Emma…”

      “She’s in for it later, I gather?”

      “Definitely.” From the corner of his eye he noticed their waiter approaching with full plates of food and sighed, releasing his pent-up irritation at his sister—for now. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy dinner.”

      And they did. When Zoey dropped the flirtatious facade, he found a pleasant young woman—still far too young for him at twenty-four—who was easy to talk to and spend time with. She told him how she’d met Emma during a “munch” her BDSM group was having at Zen, how Emma had overheard a bit of conversation and introduced herself. Which didn’t surprise him at all. And the sense of fun he got from Zoey told him exactly why she’d agreed to this blind date.

      “Besides”—Zoey shrugged as they lingered a bit, waiting for dessert—“you never know when an older guy is going to be interested in someone a bit younger.”

      “I don’t think it’s difficult to find an older man who’ll go for a younger woman.” That seemed to be the preferred scenario with too many men he knew.

      “But not you, huh?”

      “My son is nearly half your age, Zoey,” he told her.

      Her laughter said she didn’t take offense. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      After dinner, he hailed a taxi in the early evening rush of traffic, settled Zoey inside, and prepaid the fare before giving her a wave as she drove away, all the while thinking about how many times in the past year he’d sent a woman home in a taxi, either after dinner or after something else. He wasn’t celibate and he had no objections to a little fun, but women didn’t stay overnight on the rare occasions Thad was with his mother and Carter found someone he was interested in. After this, though, he felt like a moratorium on dating was a necessity to cleanse his palate.

      A daddy?

      As he waited at the corner for the light to change, he snatched his phone from his back pocket, then crossed the street with the crowd, beginning the ten-block walk to his penthouse. His temples tightened with a headache as he clicked on his sister’s name and waited. Emma picked up just as he came to the next cross street.

      She was already laughing.

      “I guess you thought that was funny.”

      “I don’t even have to hear your version of what happened to know it was damn hilarious,” Emma said, her laughter nearly choking her. She always reminded him of sunshine, which allowed her to get away with far more little-sister shit than he would like to admit. Today, though, he’d forgotten his sunglasses and wasn’t in the mood.

      “Putting Zoey in that position wasn’t funny.”

      Emma’s laughter didn’t dim the least bit. “She was in on the whole thing. How’d you like the outfit, by the way?”

      He growled.

      Emma snickered. “Lighten up, Daddy.”

      “If you’d like I can come over there and show you what corporal punishment is all about.”

      “Don’t think so,” Emma sing-songed. “Even our daddy couldn’t get away with that.”

      Not that he’d tried much. Emma was a force of nature, bowling all of them over. When she got her head wrapped around an idea, there was no shaking it. Unfortunately his dating life was the idea she’d wrapped around, and she wasn’t letting loose.

      He had to stop appeasing her.

      “Tell me you didn’t have a little fun,” she said. “You could be at home in that New York loft, looking out on a bustling city with silence behind you. With Thad at his mom’s…”

      “It’s quiet. I know.” He sighed, releasing his irritation with his breath. “I actually do like quiet every once in a while.”

      “You’d wallow in it if I let you.”

      “At least next week I’ll be gone and you won’t be able to throw any new prospects at me.” He and Thad were headed to the Tennessee mountains to see JD and his new fiancée. Apparently the mansion was surrounded by woods that would be perfect for Thad to get out and explore. Even if the idea of woods gave Carter hives. Talk about quiet. He definitely wasn’t a woods kind of guy. He wasn’t sure why JD seemed to enjoy it so much. Or Lincoln, who thrived on the adrenaline of his constantly packed Manhattan restaurant.

      Guess sex could addle any man’s brains.

      “Watch it or I’ll follow you down there,” Emma warned.

      He shut up and let her babble on about meeting Zoey, which led to various other topics in a stream of consciousness he could barely follow. Yes, he was definitely looking forward to getting away next week. He loved his family, but their mission to make sure he was happy since his divorce was getting a little too intrusive.

      Especially Emma. Maybe he’d get lucky and his cell phone wouldn’t get reception at JD’s place.

      Emma was winding down about the time he reached the door to his building. “I’m about to hit the elevator, Sis. I’ll have to catch you later.”

      “You better. I plan to get all the juicy tidbits from Zoey in the meantime. Bye!”

      Carter groaned. Of course she would. And every last moment would be dissected until she found just the right pieces to rib him about.

      Great.

      When was he leaving?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Erin clutched the collar of her coat closed against the chill wind sweeping through the valley, and glared down at the arrogant male blocking her exit at the bottom of her front-porch steps.

      “Willard!” She stomped her booted foot. “Go away! I’ve told you, I’m not interested in you.”

      Willard stared up at her, blinking his beady bird eyes, his gorgeous display of turquoise and yellow and purple peacock feathers spread high into the air. At her words—or maybe it was her tone—he shook the feathers and began a slow turn, circling to show off his beautiful plumage.

      “Yes,” Erin admitted, “you’re stunning. Okay? Now go away.”

      Willard blinked up at her again and gave a chirp. Took one, two, three steps toward her stairs. Another chirp as he tilted his head, almost as if asking her a question. Probably wondering when she was going to give in and agree that she was his mate, different species aside.

      As if.

      With a heavy sigh she glanced at her watch and realized she was now officially three minutes late to meet Lily for lunch at Casa Blanca. A frantic search told her there was no help in sight; her in-laws were probably inside eating their own lunch at the moment, completely unaware that the wayward head of their peacock brood had gone a-courtin’.

      “Willard…” The bird’s name came out a whine. “I just wanna go to lunch.”

      Giving up on getting him to move, she backed her way toward the front door and inside the house. As she watched through the cut-out panes of glass, Willard came up the stairs and began to strut back and forth across her long farmhouse porch.

      Perfect.

      Digging her keys out of her purse, she made her hasty way through the house toward the side door. Sneaking past a stupid bird wasn’t something she really wanted to admit to other people, but she didn’t have time to waste and Willard wasn’t responding to logic. Carefully pushing the door open to avoid that tell-tale squeak if the hinges were forced too fast, she eased her way onto the tiny landing beyond her side door and silently maneuvered it closed behind her. It was her first step onto the crunchy grass that alerted the crazy bird out front that she had gotten away. As she ran for her truck, keys clutched in her hand, Willard wobbled around the front side of the house, feathers still straight up in the air like Einstein’s hair, and beat feet after her. She barely made it into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut before he appeared at her side.

      “Ha! So there!”

      God, she was as crazy as the bird. She’d lived alone far too long, apparently, if she was having conversations with Willard—and crowing her victory over him through the truck door.

      Still, she couldn’t keep herself from a little bounce in her seat as she backed out of the driveway and headed into town. Normally she’d be at JD’s job site atop Black Wolf’s Bluff today, but the crew from Nashville that was putting the steel frame in place had run into a delay due to their unusually wet autumn season, and nothing else could be done in the meantime, so for today at least, Erin was free. It didn’t happen often, but she’d take it when she could.

      Her watch hit half past by the time she pulled her truck into the restaurant parking lot. She hurried inside, feeling like a mess with her hair all over the place and sweat under her usual coveralls. Which was what she got for rushing off to town without removing her coat. The heater in the truck worked great—usually too great. A coat wasn’t a necessity after the first three minutes of driving, but no, she’d been in a hurry.

      And why did she care how she looked?

      Fanning her heated cheeks, she jogged up to the usual table for her and Lily’s weekly lunches and plopped down in the bench seat opposite one of her best friends. “I’m so sorry, Lily. I got caught up—”

      Lily took in her ragged state over a queso-covered chip. “You need something besides that job to occupy your time,” she mumbled around a bite.

      “I wasn’t—”

      “I mean”—Lily swallowed the chip, simultaneously reaching for her margarita—“I get loving your job. Lord knows there’s no other reason I’d put up with the crap that I do. But you let those guys take up way too much of your life.”

      Erin groaned. As if she hadn’t heard this argument for years. “I am perfectly happy the way that I am.”

      “You are perfect the way that you are,” Lily agreed. After a sip of her (what looked like) strawberry margarita, she dabbed at her lips before continuing. “That doesn’t mean things couldn’t be better. Work isn’t all there is to life.”

      Erin sighed. “Work isn’t all of my life. After all, I have you—to annoy me—”

      Lily snickered.

      “And Scarlett and Claire, not to mention Claire’s goodies.” She counted off on her fingers. “Then there’s my in-laws, Maria and JD and now Linc, I guess, and Iris and Lou and—”

      “Are you going to name everyone in town?”

      Erin rolled her eyes. “Why not?”

      “How about Clayton?”

      Erin choked on the sip of water she’d taken from her water glass.

      “You know,” Lily went on, “Clay—”

      “I know, I know.” If her friends weren’t reminding her, someone else in town was. “He’s the most eligible bachelor around.”

      And despite being desperately handsome, the man drew absolutely no spark from her whatsoever.

      “But that doesn’t matter,” she went on to say, pausing when Adrian stopped at their table. Besides being their usual waiter when they lunched at Casa Blanca, Adrian was also their friend Maria’s son, and never failed to give them a hard time—as he proceeded to prove.

      “So you finally showed up?”

      Erin gave the young man her best matronly stare. “And?”

      Adrian smirked. “And I can get you a margarita?”

      “That better not be a question,” Lily told him.

      “Make it a strawberry,” Erin added.

      Adrian winked. “You got it. The usual for lunch?”

      Erin nodded, waiting until Adrian had headed for the kitchen before turning back to Lily. Who picked up right where they’d left off.

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Lily asked.

      It took a moment before Erin could get back to her train of thought. “Ah! Because”—she paused dramatically just to irritate her friend—“apparently I’ve already been claimed.”

      Lily spit out her sip of margarita. Erin barely dodged the spray. “Hey, watch it!”

      “You’re what?” Lily choked.

      Erin giggled. “I’ve already been claimed—by Willard.”

      “That crazy peacock?”

      “The very one. He’s actually why I’m late. I wasn’t at the job site…” She raised a brow at Lily, who flushed guiltily. “I was at the house, and the damn bird wouldn’t let me out. He’s decided I’m his mate or something. As if he doesn’t already have a harem hanging on his every move. If I don’t manage to sneak out, he can have me holed up in the house for hours.”

      “But he’s just a bird.”

      “Have you ever seen a peacock get aggressive?” Erin shuddered. “They’re massive, and those talons are not just for decoration.”

      Lily nodded mock-thoughtfully. “Still, you can do better than a peacock.” Then more seriously, ignoring Erin’s howl of laughter, “With me and Claire both very much involved with our other halves, now we need to find one for you.”

      She knew Lily was teasing, but the thought sent a shaft of something she couldn’t really identify—and didn’t want to identify—through her heart. “God, not you too. Seems like everybody and their brother in town wants to throw some man at me.”

      “Sounds dangerous.” Lily giggled, but then her gaze sharpened on something over Erin’s shoulder and she grimaced. “Speaking of…”

      “Erin!”

      Erin’s heart dropped.

      “How’s the food?” Big Rich asked as he came even with their table. The massive former high school quarterback—way back, if his pot belly and the gray in his mustache was any indication—had taken over the restaurant from his grandfather straight out of high school, and though Erin couldn’t fault his food, he knew her in-laws very well, and that meant he had no problems poking into her social life. In fact the only time he came out from the kitchen was when he had someone else to introduce her to. After so many years, she would think he’d learn.

      “You know it’s good, Rich,” Erin assured him. The big man smiled down at her like an indulgent grandfather—and since he’d been her husband’s godfather, that wasn’t far off.

      From behind his back he pulled her margarita, which she grasped with eager hands. “Plain strawberry today, huh? You girls keep me on my toes finding new flavors to indulge you.”

      “I think Abril is the one doing that,” Lily pointed out, waving to the older woman with the long black braid manning the bar across the room. Abril waved back.

      “Well, she comes up with the ideas,” Rich admitted reluctantly, practically blushing. “But I source the ingredients.”

      “Speaking of which,” Erin put in, “when are we getting some more of that yummy prickly pear?”

      “Just got a new order in!”

      Too bad Tennessee didn’t allow carry-out for cocktails, or she’d ask Abril for a to-go cup for later.

      “So, Erin…” Big Rich rocked back on his heels.

      Uh-oh, here it comes.

      “My nephew just came in from California.”

      “Oh?” A sense of dread crept from her belly to her throat.

      “Yeah, nice young man.” Rich was about the only person who would equate Erin with young. Even her in-laws had gotten past that stage. “He doesn’t really know anybody around here. Maybe I could set you up with him this weekend, get you to show him around town?”

      Lily shot Erin a sympathetic look just beneath Rich’s radar. Let’s face it, if you were an old maid, like Erin and her friends had long been considered—all being single, or at least formerly single—people were always trying to hook them up with someone, thinking they needed something more than what they already had in their lives. Or her life, since Lily and Claire were now firmly attached. That old-fashioned perception that being single and in her forties made her an old maid never seemed to go away. At least she didn’t have any cats or they’d be calling her the crazy cat lady.

      Well, there was a barn cat that visited on occasion, but that old tom really belonged to her in-laws.

      She mustered up her most appreciative smile. “I appreciate that, Rich, but I’m really busy with the project at the resort…”

      “All work and no play,” he pointed out.

      They really did see her as a boring old maid, didn’t they?

      Erin tried to laugh it off. “That’s very true. Unfortunately my play will have to wait until we get farther along in this project. But I appreciate the thought.”

      “Besides—” Lily gave Rich her best, brightest politician’s smile. Erin narrowed her eyes, suspicion sparking. “Erin’s new boyfriend won’t want to share her.”

      An awkward pause followed Lily’s words. Erin could see the battle in Rich’s eyes—he wanted desperately to know who said boyfriend was, either because he was just nosy or to have the privilege of sharing the latest juicy bit of town gossip. He also wanted Erin to hook up with his nephew. The two needs duked it out as she watched, but the need for gossip won out. “Boyfriend?”

      “Oh yes,” Lily said before Erin could correct Rich’s mistaken impression. “He’s such a playboy, but he’s fallen hard for our Erin.” She reached across the table and patted Erin’s hand indulgently. “We just love him for her.”

      Erin shot Lily a don’t-take-this-too-far glance.

      Big Rich didn’t look like he was about to give up. “Well…” He drew the word out with obvious reluctance. “What was his name, you say?”

      “Willard.”

      Erin was fighting hard not to giggle.

      The stubble along Rich’s jaw made a raspy sound as he scrubbed a hand on it. “Maybe you can point him out to me. Y’all will be at the pub on Thursday, right?”

      It was their weekly ritual, but Erin was now thinking about skipping it. “Uh…”

      Lily jumped into the gap. “We will, although we’re not sure if Willard can make it. He’s so busy.”

      “Sounds like you two are a pair,” Rich said, disapproval pulling the edges of his mouth down. What was it with people criticizing her work ethic lately? “Maybe we’ll see you there.” Another awkward pause settled over them while the big man stood there beside the table, seeming to be searching for something else to say, but then he nodded. “Okay. Enjoy the drinks!”

      They assured him they would, and he headed back toward the kitchen.

      Lily shook her head. “First Clay and then Willard and now Big Rich’s nephew. How many men are you going to turn down this week?”

      “As many as it takes for everyone to leave me alone.”

      Lily eyed her. “Yeah, you might be a lost cause.” She winked. “After all, if you won’t date Clayton, I don’t think there’s anybody else that could possibly spark your interest.”

      Erin groaned as Adrian arrived with their plates. “Eat. Then you can smother me in wedding talk.” And hopefully forget about throwing Clayton her way.

      “Oh, you’re asking for it now!” Lily launched into a discussion about her latest decisions on the catering for her Christmas Day wedding, and Erin sat back with a sigh of relief. Finally, someone else’s love life to discuss. Hers was fine, thank you very much. When was everyone going to accept that?

      Of course, that didn’t stop her from a little daydreaming when Lily moved on to tales of her wedding dress and the matching ribbons on her and JD’s cake.
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      “Dad,” Thad called from the back where he was strapped into the seat opposite Carter, “can we stop for an apple pie?”

      Carter glanced at the golden arches outside his window as they swept past. “Nope. You had a shake with your chicken nuggets two hours ago, right after we left the airport. That’s plenty of dessert.”

      “Are you sure?” That wheedle only ten-year-olds could perfect sneaked into his son’s voice. “I don’t remember a shake. I think I had apple juice.”

      Thad said the words apple juice like he’d say rancid milk. He hated apple juice.

      So did his dad.

      Carter chuckled. “No apple juice. We swapped it out, remember?”

      Oh, Thad remembered, but he’d get around it if he could. Carter didn’t normally give him a lot of sugar, but a milkshake had seemed like the perfect way for a ten-year-old to begin his vacation. A shake and an apple pie, though? He’d be bouncing off the ceiling of the SUV before they got twenty feet down the road.

      The sound of Thad’s sneakers banging into the bottom of his seat was a sure sign of boredom. Carter didn’t enjoy being strapped in most of the day either, but a quick glance at his phone said they were almost at JD’s house.

      “The GPS says ten minutes, son. Just a little while longer, I promise.”

      Grumbling came from the back seat, but Carter gave it a pass and focused on the road. It had been raining since just outside of Nashville, and navigating the wet curves made him nervous with Thad in the car. He’d been sure to rent an SUV for the extra room and the four-wheel drive, but the strangeness of drenched, winding roads so unlike the ones at home and an unfamiliar rental car had intensified his awareness of the need to be careful.

      A glance into the rearview mirror told him Thad was looking out the window too, into the woods, which was all there was to see. Carter could read the fascination in his son’s eyes as he stared out at a landscape that was certainly nothing like their New York apartment and its surroundings.

      “Is Uncle JD’s place all trees and stuff?”

      “He has a lot of land just like this, he told me. Once it dries up outside, we can do some exploring.” After Carter talked to JD about snakes and mountain lions and bears or whatever other hazards might await unsuspecting city slickers in the woods. “Hey, JD says they built a firepit in the courtyard behind the house. Maybe we can roast some marshmallows one night.”

      More kicking of the seat. “Do they have sugar-free marshmallows?”

      Carter felt a melting sensation in the center of his chest. Whenever Thad had a treat, he was adamant that his dad be able to join in. But Carter was a type one diabetic, so sugary carbs were 95 percent a no-no. At McD’s that had meant a Diet Coke instead of a shake, and s’mores would mean sugar-free marshmallows and chocolate. Carter and Rachel had kept a close watch on Thad for issues with his blood sugar, but luckily so far he had tested totally normal, for which Carter was so damn grateful. “I’m sure someplace has them.” If they didn’t, Amazon delivered.

      The turnoff up the mountain appeared, and Carter slowed to make a left. JD had warned him that the road was under construction, in the process of widening so that traffic could get to and from the resort, but the crew hadn’t gotten far yet. Right now the drive was narrow, with no room for passing. A wide plane of construction on one side showed where the new lanes would be, but for now that area was a swath of running water rushing down the mountain, as was the drop-off on the opposite side. The setup reminded him of the one-car lanes he’d encountered all over Scotland when he visited his business partner, Gavin, there. Thad hadn’t been with him then, though, and he took extra care to keep the SUV centered as they made their way to the top of what JD had told him was the mountain that lent the town of Black Wolf’s Bluff its name.
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