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        The Lord himself goes before you and will be with you; he will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged.
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      In loving memory of my brother, who didn’t come into our family by birth but was chosen. I love you.
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      It was a Thanksgiving miracle. Devin Hendrixson’s parents were actually going to carve out time for her—at a restaurant, no less—because nothing said American family holiday like filet mignon. As soon as her mom sent the address of the restaurant, Devin was more than happy to drive two hours on snowy roads to make it happen. At least she could count on an hour of uninterrupted quality time with them, and that was more than she’d had in six months.

      Devin paced the length of her living room, her phone clutched in her hand. At this rate she’d wear right through the plush gray area rug and at least the topcoat of the dark cherry floors. She needed something to distract her, but both of her roommates, Jess and Piper, had each gone to spend Thanksgiving with their families. Jess had even taken her French bulldog, Pearl, with her, so the place was quiet. Too quiet.

      Devin dropped on the couch by the window and opened her text messages. Still nothing from her mom, but the one her boss at LIFE had sent last night taunted her. She tapped it and read it over once more, as if there was some small chance it might have changed overnight.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryLynn

      

      
        The meeting with the board didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. Let’s talk soon. And pray.

      

      

      

      

      

      Devin sank back into the couch and closed her eyes. Pray? Pray for what? That the board of the small nonprofit would approve the new budget she’d sent over? Pray that she still had a job? Those were very different prayers.

      
        
          
            
              
        Devin

      

      
        Can you elaborate?

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d sent that response last night, but it still sat unanswered. What did she expect? It was Thanksgiving, and most people spent the day with people.

      The phone rang in her hand, and she jolted upright. But it was Jess’s face that appeared on the screen, not her mom’s. Devin accepted the call. “Hey, Jess, how is Grandma Evans?”

      “Spicy as ever. You’d never guess she’s pushing ninety-five.” There was laughter in the background that became muffled as if her cousin had escaped into a bedroom. “I’m calling to make sure you saw the weather.”

      Devin eyed the Heritage town square across the street out the big front window. The sun was bright off the fresh snow that had fallen last night, creating a Christmas wonderland. She’d been surprised a few weeks ago when the town had put up Christmas decorations so early before Thanksgiving, but now she could see why. “We got about ten inches last night, but the sun is out now.”

      The thirty-foot Christmas tree just south of the gazebo was covered with thick snow, creating different-colored glow patches where the Christmas lights struggled to shine through. Even Otis, the mysterious moving brass hippo statue sporting a Santa hat, had drifts up to his ears.

      “It’s supposed to start up again.” Jess’s worry didn’t seem to match what Devin was seeing outside. “Maybe you shouldn’t leave.”

      Ah. That’s what this was really about. “Jess⁠—”

      “I just hate the idea of you sitting alone in that nice restaurant on Thanksgiving. I wish you’d come to GG’s here in Indiana with me. We are cousins, after all.”

      “Second cousins once removed and on the other side of the family.”

      “I don’t care if she isn’t your great-grandmother. She’s known you since you were born and would love to see you.”

      “And I would love to see her. But I haven’t seen my parents in six months.”

      Jess huffed. “How are the illustrious Drs. Hendrixson? Have the two eccentric scientists cured cancer yet?”

      “Their work is in type-one diabetes, not cancer—and if they’d cured it, you’d know. I know I’m not close with my folks like you are with yours, but I take what I can get.” Devin swallowed down a lump as she picked at the treads of the couch. When someone’s life work was to cure a disease that affected more than three million children in the United States alone, everything else came second—even their only child. “Besides, GG is six hours from here, and you know I have the pinewood derby race tomorrow and I can’t miss that.”

      “Maybe I should’ve stayed home.”

      “Would you stop worrying about me?” Her phone buzzed with an incoming text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        About to leave. See you in about two hours.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then there was a location link to the restaurant.

      She sent back a thumbs-up.

      “That’s my mom now.” Devin stood and grabbed her teal winter coat and pulled it on. “I need to go.”

      If her parents were really going to follow through this time, she wasn’t going to be late.

      Devin ended the call and stepped out onto the wide, covered porch of the Victorian rental house as she tapped the link. According to Apple Maps, Benton Harbor was two hours and five minutes south of Heritage.

      She paused at the top of her porch steps.

      The town square was even more beautiful from here. From the silver bells on the light to the garland and red ribbon trimming along the old one-room schoolhouse and gazebo, Heritage appeared Hallmark Christmas–movie worthy. It really was the perfect little town. And maybe that was why, when she’d had the opportunity to move here, she’d jumped on it.

      Not for the decorations, but because she’d spent her entire childhood wanting to climb inside her TV and have a beautiful family Christmas. She had to figure out how to convince the board this place was worth the investment.

      “Devin!”

      Devin hurried down the few steps and then squatted down as her neighbor Roman ran toward her full steam along the freshly shoveled sidewalk. His red coat was unzipped, one mitten in place, and a blue hat was pulled down so far that only a hint of his red hair peeked out. She caught him mid-run and struggled to keep her balance as she scooped up the four-year-old in her arms.

      His green eyes lit up and his smile stretched full across his freckled face. He was missing one eye-tooth because of a playground incident, not Mother Nature.

      “Happy Turkey Day!” He wiggled his finger below his chin. “Gobble, gobble.”

      “And happy Turkey Day to you!” She mimicked his gobbler motion. “Where is everyone else?”

      “They’re slow.” He pointed to where Luke walked toward them down the sidewalk, Roman’s missing mitten in hand. Luke was just over six feet and had a head of dark hair with a bit of wild curl to it. The guy looked so much like his half brother Liam, her friend from college, that even after six months of living two houses away, she still did a mental double take every time she saw him.

      Liam and his fraternal twin brother Logan were off living their best life and rarely checked in with the friend group or their family, from what she gathered—which was crazy. She’d give anything for a family like this.

      Although, she wasn’t sure what she’d do if the twins did visit more. She and Liam were still friends. Logan and her? She wasn’t so sure. Then again, she’d never really seen him as a friend. And after their last encounter, he definitely didn’t see her as one.

      Roman slid to the ground and claimed his mitten from Luke. “We’re gonna go watch the parade at my grandma and grandpa’s house.”

      Devin’s ears snagged on the use of grandma and grandpa, and her eyes darted to Luke’s.

      He nodded in confirmation. “It’s official. Or it will be after the court date in January.”

      “Yup. I’m a Taylor.” Roman jumped with the words, a smile stretching across his face again. Even at just four years old, after two years in the foster care system, he got it. People who wanted you around were not to be taken for granted.

      She pushed down the building pressure in her chest and concentrated on Roman again. “You’ll have to tell me tomorrow about your favorite balloon from the parade.”

      The screen door squeaked open and smacked shut again as six-year-old Joseph and ten-year-old Asher exited their house and started walking toward them. Joseph was practically a clone of his father, and Asher was a spitting image of his uncle Thomas with his strawberry-blond hair and wide grin, even though he too was adopted about a year ago.

      “You should come with us.” Roman grabbed her hand and tugged it. “My grandma makes great pies. She lives on Carter Road. You know where that is?”

      “I do. But you can’t invite me to someone else’s house.” She bopped him on the nose as the other two boys joined them.

      “Grandma says there is always room at the table for one more. Right, Dad?” Roman smiled up at Luke. “She calls it table math.”

      “I told her that table math doesn’t math,” Asher interjected. “If there’s always room for one more, that could never end.”

      “I think that was her point.” Luke ruffled his hair. “You are definitely welcome, but you look like you’re on your way out.”

      And for the smallest fraction of a second she wanted to deny it. Agree to join them. Because as much as she wanted to see her parents, it wouldn’t be this. There would be no warmth, few smiles, and definitely no conversations about parades or pies. They would talk about work and how she had the opportunity to do more with her life, then hang out with kids.

      She shoved away the thoughts because they may not be perfect, but her parents were all she had. “I’m meeting my parents in Benton Harbor.”

      “Is that where you’s from?” Roman worked unsuccessfully at his zipper.

      “Nope.” She squatted down and helped him with his coat. “I grew up in Chicago. But they have to work tomorrow and so do I, so we’re meeting halfway for dinner.”

      “You don’t work tomorrow. We have the race.” Roman’s face twisted in confusion.

      “That is her work, dodo head.” Joseph nudged Roman’s shoulder.

      “No name-calling.” Hannah walked up, carrying a casserole dish and joined them, with her long dark hair flowing over her shoulders. She was followed by their oldest, Jimmy, who was carrying a Tupperware container of cookies. At fourteen, he was the typical quiet teen boy, but he nodded.

      “I have one more thing I need to grab.” Hannah handed the foil-covered dish in her hands to Luke. “But if you don’t get back too late, Devin, you should join us for pie and games.”

      “Maybe.” But she wouldn’t. As much as they said she was welcome, and as much as she longed for a family like this, she had no need to impose on others. Asking for help when you are capable of doing it yourself is selfish. Her mother had drilled that into her all her life. Maybe this wasn’t asking for help, but the same principle applied. Take care of your own needs.

      Hannah’s easy smile turned down at the edges as they made eye contact. She walked back to Devin and laid her hands on Devin’s shoulders. “I used to try and do it all alone. It doesn’t work. I learned you are never alone in Heritage. Even when you want to be. Remember that. Consider us your extended family. It’s what we consider you.”

      Something gripped Devin in the chest, and she struggled to swallow. This was what she wanted, but it wasn’t her reality, no matter what Hannah said. Her reality was detached parents who, if she didn’t hurry, would be waiting for her at the restaurant. And not patiently. She pulled out her keys as she stepped back. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Just promise if you need anything, you’ll let us know.” Hannah pinned her with her gaze.

      Devin nodded as she climbed into her car. Consider us your extended family. Could it be that simple? She started the engine and headed south on Henderson Road.

      She waved to the Taylor family as they divided between their minivan and Luke’s truck. What would a real Thanksgiving be like? A family where everyone was welcome and no one was made to feel like an inconvenience?

      She needed to stop feeling sorry for herself. After all, she hadn’t had a rough childhood. Working with kids in foster care and those who had gone through adoption had taught her it could’ve been worse. So much worse. She’d always had everything she needed. Everything but people. Actually, Karen, her nanny, had been very present until she’d been let go when Devin turned twelve. She laughed to avoid the tears forming. How sad was it that her emotional rock was the memory of a nanny she hadn’t seen in over fourteen years?

      As she wound her way through the town toward Heritage Street that would lead to the US 31, the Victorian homes slowly gave way to the larger properties and farmhouses set back from the road.

      Her phone rang through her radio, and Devin accepted the call. “MaryLynn?”

      “Hey, Devin. I know it’s Thanksgiving, but do you have a moment?”

      “I’ll be driving for the next two hours. What’s up?” Her heart gave a small poke as she passed the green Carter Road sign on her right.

      “I was going to call you for a meeting on Monday, but I don’t want you freaking about my last text until then.” A deep sigh accompanied her words, and Devin would put money on the fact her friend had removed her glasses and was rubbing her eyes like she normally did when she was stressed. That wasn’t good. “We had an end-of-the-year budget meeting last week, and we need to make cuts.”

      Cuts? As in cutting a few events, or as in eliminating her job? “But we just started this program. It takes time to⁠—”

      “I know. I told them. But giving has been down this year, and right now, yours has the highest spending with the lowest return.”

      “What can I do to change their minds?” Devin adjusted the heat as the chill of the car settled in her toes. The road had been cleared, but occasional clumps of snow broke free from the trees and littered the path.

      “I don’t know. But we’ll try to save it, trust me. I have to go. Let’s talk more tomorrow. And don’t worry about it, enjoy Thanksgiving.” The line went dead.

      Not worry about it? She had basically said the program here was as good as dead. But it wasn’t her own job she was worried about. MaryLynn had told her before that if the program failed, they would move her position back to Detroit. But where did that leave all the kids she worked with? Their little faces flashed through her mind. The last thing they needed was one more person walking out of their lives.

      The phone rang through the car with another incoming call, and she glanced at the screen. Mom. A pit landed in her stomach. Devin tapped the screen and accepted the call. “Hey, Mom, what’s up?”

      “We have amazing news.” The tone said it all. There was only one thing her parents got this excited about, and it wasn’t seeing their only child. “We were headed out the door when one of your dad’s samples showed up positive. Can you believe it?”

      Strangely, she could. It would still be positive tomorrow, but they wouldn’t want to waste a minute. She flipped on her blinker and turned into the Marathon gas station just before the on-ramp to US 31.

      “I was hoping to catch you before you left, but it sounds like you’re already on your way.” The disappointment in her mom’s tone was a gut punch. They’d still agree to meet her, but they wouldn’t be happy about it, and they’d be distracted the whole time. She couldn’t hold back the tears that sprang to the corners of her eyes.

      “I’ve not gotten far.” She kept her voice steady. The Marathon station was dark, but a few of the pumps were open. She needed gas but two cars were filling up, and she was fairly certain that was Mrs. Smith at last pump. The last thing she needed right now was someone asking her what was wrong and breaking into tears while she talked to her parents. “I can turn around.”

      “Oh, great. We do want to see you, but this is actually very important.” The story of her life.

      “No worries.” Devin turned away from the pumps and chose a remote parking spot away from the other cars. It hadn’t been cleared of the six inches of snow that had fallen in the night, but it would give her more privacy. She was about to stop when her front wheels dropped down off what must have been the edge of the asphalt. Grinding from the scraping of the undercarriage filled the car. Oops. She shifted into park. “Happy Thanksgiving, Mom. I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

      “Christmas for sure. There’s no way we’ll miss that.” Her mom’s voice had softened but shifted back to its practical tone. “After all, they close the lab that day.”

      Of course they did. Because that was the only reason her parents would guarantee taking time off to see her. That was the only way their daughter wouldn’t be seen as an interruption to things that were actually important.

      She ended the call and drew a steadying breath. So much for Thanksgiving dinner. So much for her parents showing up this time. Another lump formed in her throat. She had to convince the board this program was worth it. She refused to abandon the kids who had just begun to trust her, because showing up mattered.

      When the last car drove away from the pump, she shoved her car into reverse and pressed the gas. But the car only rocked as the whir of spinning tires filled the air. She tried again, slower, but this time the car didn’t even rock.

      She popped open the door and stepped out into the frigid air. Her breath escaped in white clouds as she squatted by the front wheel and brushed away the snow to get a better look. The tire had dropped off the edge all right, and it was down about six inches on solid ice. She wasn’t going anywhere.

      Great.

      Not only was she not getting that family Thanksgiving, but now she’d have to pull someone from their family time to help her.
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t have time for a big family dinner today, but Logan Kingsley couldn’t very well drive the two hours south to his parents’ house today only to download his manuscript from his editor and not stay for Thanksgiving.

      Logan secured the lock on the cabin door, then wound his way down the porch steps to the driveway. The dark wood cabin built into a hill had the main entrance on the second floor off a large wooden deck. It wasn’t fancy. A few bedrooms and a main area that served as living room, dining room, and kitchen, but he didn’t need more.

      He’d gotten this place at a steal a couple years ago and had planned on making it just a writing cabin, but after last year, the break away from everything had been good. Life was easier with fewer people in it. Dogs were much more loyal anyway.

      He reached the bottom of the steps and scanned the snow drifts in the surrounding dense woods. No sign of Cal. He lifted his fingers to his mouth and released a piercing whistle into the air, then waited.

      He needed to start editing his manuscript today, but with no internet at his remote cabin, his options were limited. He’d just have to make it a short visit because he had a gut feeling his latest book would be no small amount of work.

      His first three novels in his epic fantasy series hadn’t been easy, but they had been a story inside of him bursting to be told. They’d taken untold hours of tedious rewriting to hammer into a final form, but the stories themselves had been a passion. Book four? Not so much. Every scene, every chapter, every bit had been a fight to get his characters to perform.

      But he’d done it, and now with his editor’s insights, he would make it better. What was the old saying? Books aren’t written—they’re rewritten. He was ready to get rewriting.

      Logan swung open the rear door to his 2023 Bronco, then flipped up the rear window as the jingle of a collar reached him just before Cal bound toward him. His labradoodle was so matted in snow that Logan could barely see the dark brown of his fur. But with the way his pup’s tongue hung out of his mouth, Logan couldn’t begrudge him having the time of his life.

      “Dude, you are a mess.” Logan stopped Cal and brushed him off the best he could. “Good thing I love you. Want to go for a ride?”

      Cal’s whole backside wiggled, and the moment Logan patted the side of the Bronco, Cal leapt in, circled the back three times, and then landed with a flop on the blanket that had become a permanent fixture on the floor. With the back seat down, the dog had plenty of space to make his own, and he definitely hadn’t been shy about doing so.

      Logan secured the back, then walked around to the driver’s door and got in. He was glad he took the time last week to put up the fluorescent road markers to line the driveway. Once off his property, navigating the trees would be a lot trickier now that the winding dirt path had been erased by the eight to ten inches they’d gotten last night. Logan started the engine and put it into four-wheel drive. His tires struggled to find purchase on the uphill slope, but once he locked the differential, he made steady progress out to the main road. He’d have to pull out his plow attachment soon, but he could handle this.

      He reached the main road in a matter of minutes. It had been long cleared, and the surface was even dry from the sun. He unlocked the axle and put it back into two-wheel drive before turning south. The roads were pretty quiet, no doubt because most people were already with their families, elbow deep in pumpkin pie. He passed a familiar bend in the road. Nothing about it looked any different from the rest of the forest, but it was the unseen boundary of civilization and cell service. He reached for his phone but set it back down. He’d enjoy the peace a little longer.

      He could just drive to the local diner only thirty minutes away to download the file. But who knew if they were open on Thanksgiving or if their internet was even working? It seemed to go down every other week. Besides, he hadn’t been to his parents’ in two months and even then, it had been a drive-by. For the most part, his family visited him under the guise of weekend vacations, but he was pretty confident they were only making sure he didn’t turn into a full-on hermit.

      Almost two hours down the road, he couldn’t put it off any longer. He powered on his phone and connected it to the CarPlay app. Let the never-ending notification chimes begin. His remote cabin had definitely helped him make his last few deadlines, but living without communication had its drawbacks. He’d checked into satellite Wi-Fi, but the trees surrounding his cabin blocked any hope of that.

      When the notifications stopped, he glanced at the icons on the display in his car. Six new voicemails, zero emails, and over three hundred texts. Awesome. That wasn’t too bad for being over three weeks since he’d last checked in.

      He pressed the phone icon to play his voicemail.

      “Logan, this is Sandy.” Good, he was hoping to hear from his editor at Palmer & Jones Publishing. “I plan to have your manuscript back in your inbox the day before Thanksgiving. I don’t need to remind you that this is a tight turnaround. After your two extensions, we need you to make this your top priority.”

      He glanced at the email icon again. Zero. Strange. He checked the date of the voicemail. Sandy had left that nearly two weeks ago. He pressed play on the next message.

      “Hey, Logan, this is Mark.” His agent’s deep voice came over the line. He turned up the volume. “I have some exciting news. Give me a call when you’re back in service.”

      About the missing manuscript or something else? He checked the time. Almost eleven. But with it being Thanksgiving Day, he’d wait until this evening. He pressed delete and waited for the next message.

      “Lo-gan!” Liam’s familiar voice echoed through the car. “You are missing it! Switzerland is amazing! You should be here.” That was pretty much how Liam started every phone call. But the adventure life was for his twin. Logan preferred the quiet cabin. “Anyway, I got a new gig offering paragliding tours here. It’s sweet cash, and every trip down is awesome. Well, almost every one. Yesterday, the lady I took down screamed the entire time. In the end she said she had fun, but I’m pretty sure I’m deaf in my left ear now.”

      There was a muffling sound, then Liam came back. “I gotta go, but tell everyone Happy Turkey Day, and I’ll try to call Mom later, but the time difference makes it tricky. Love you, bro.”

      The line ended, and Logan deleted the voicemail.

      The next three were spam and he deleted them. No more from his editor. Strange. Had she sent it to the wrong email? He tapped on the display screen of his Bronco and called his brother Luke.

      Luke answered on the second ring. “Hey, you’re in service.” His voice lowered as he seemed to be making his way to somewhere more private. “Does that mean you’re coming to dinner after all?”

      “I’m about five minutes from the Heritage exit. Mom and Dad still have no idea?”

      “I think Dad suspects, but not Mom. She’ll be thrilled. Hold on.”

      Hannah’s distant voice carried through the line as she talked to Luke in the background, her voice a little distressed.

      “Everything okay?”

      “A friend of ours car is stuck at the Marathon just off US 31, and I need to go get her. Wait. You’re right there. Can you grab her as you go by?”

      “Her?” Logan shook his head even though Luke couldn’t see him. “You really think a woman wants to get into a car with a strange man even if you say you know me?”

      “Actually, you know her. It’s your friend Devin from college.”

      Everything went cold for a moment before heat coursed through him as a pair of big blue eyes framed by light-auburn hair flashed in his mind. No doubt she still had the smattering of freckles that had driven him to distraction in more than one of his college classes. “Devin Hendrixson?”

      Like he needed to clarify. There had only ever been one Devin in his life. In so many ways.

      What was she doing in Heritage? Last he knew, she was living in Detroit. No doubt visiting her cousin Jess, who was from Heritage, but then, why couldn’t Jess pick her up? Maybe the roads were worse off the main road.

      Luke’s voice broke into the silence again. “This is perfect, she’s⁠—”

      “You seriously can’t be asking me to do that.” Logan knew his voice sounded frantic, but if anyone should get it, it’d be Luke. “Don’t you remember our conversation last New Year’s about the Christmas party Liam and I threw?”

      “Was that the one at your parents’ old house in Chicago?”

      “Yes, Liam wanted a final hurrah with our friends there before the moving trucks came. There was a girl…there was a mistletoe…”

      Luke didn’t even know the whole story, but he knew enough to understand this was a bad idea.

      “Wait, that was Devin?” The humor in Luke’s tone didn’t offer the sympathy Logan was hoping for. “I don’t remember Liam ever dating Devin.”

      “It was short-lived, but he definitely showed up with her as his date to the Christmas party and then stuck pretty close to her all night.” The memory of Liam walking in with her hand in his, leaning down to whisper in her ear, touching the small of her back…He shoved the image away. He was over it.

      “It’s been almost a year. I bet she’s forgotten. I mean, you’ve put it in the past. I’m sure she has too.” Luke was right. She probably hadn’t thought of Logan once since that night. “Unless you haven’t put it in the past.”

      “I have.”

      “I mean, if you’re still in love with⁠—”

      “I’m not.” And he wasn’t. Not anymore. He shared a lot with his twin, but never girls. So he’d buried that crush, and he’d never felt more free. At least, that was what he kept telling himself.

      “Then consider this an opportunity to apologize.” Luke wasn’t letting this go, and if Logan fought this any longer, his family would get suspicious.

      “Fine. I’ll be there in about two minutes.” He ended the call, then checked his reflection in the mirror. His gray beanie covered his mop of dark hair in desperate need of a haircut, but he was about a week overdue for shaving. Not the best first impression after almost a year.

      Shoot! He was doing it already. Not ten seconds with Devin back in his life and he was falling down the rabbit hole.

      As if sensing his mood, Cal stood and nosed Logan’s shoulder over the seat. Logan reached back and patted his head. “We’re almost there. But I do fear, buddy, that leaving the house today was a bad idea.”

      Because the last thing Logan needed was to spend the next year getting over Devin all over again.
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      As much as it went against her nature, Devin had done it. She’d called Hannah for help. And it had gone well. Well, it’d been that or freeze to death. Because the moment she’d figured out that she was stuck was also the time cars stopped showing up at the pumps. Devin scanned the surrounding empty parking lot. It had started to snow again, but Hannah had said Luke should be here any moment.

      Because some people did show up when you needed them. Hannah hadn’t even made it feel like a problem. She’d actually made it sound like Devin joining them would be a gift. That type of acceptance was mindboggling. Maybe today she could let herself be fostered into this family—her brothers, her sisters, her nieces and nephews.

      When her phone rang though the car, she took the call.

      “MaryLynn? Everything okay?”

      “I know I said Monday, but you said you’d be driving for two hours, and I had a thought. How many do you expect tomorrow at the derby?”

      “Maybe fifty, but not all of them qualify for the program. I opened it to the community to have critical mass for a real race.”

      “That won’t help.” A tapping came over the line as though MaryLynn was drumming her well-manicured nails against a counter. “The board wants to limit the events to only the foster and adoptive families.”

      Which was a challenge because so many of the families in this area needed a program like this, but she understood the parameters. “I know. But the program only paid for those that qualify. The rest paid for their cars.” Or she covered them out of her own pocket.

      “We don’t blame you, but if the area isn’t going to be responsive, then they won’t keep sending resources there.”

      “But they are responsive. It’s just slow. The Barlows are a new family that are supposed to be there tomorrow. They’re in the process of adopting a sibling group of three but feeling a bit overwhelmed with taking on three kids at once. I can help them. And I can help more like them, but it takes time to build relationships.”

      There was a long pause before MaryLynn’s voice filled the line again. “The next meeting with the board is in the second week of January. If you can show steady growth over a series of events, that might do it. What do you have planned for the Christmas season?”

      “A Secret Santa exchange.” An incoming call beeped in her ear, and she glanced at the screen. Jess. Her cousin would have to wait.

      “And?” MaryLynn’s voice had lost its softness.

      “That’s it.” Okay, saying it like that didn’t seem like much, but the kids had wanted the opportunity to not just get but also give gifts. She had set up a Santa’s Workshop store the kids could shop at for free in what used to be an old candy shop next to Donny’s Diner. What had seemed a simple undertaking originally had overwhelmed her last month with planning and setting up.

      “That’s a good start, but you need an event every week leading up to Christmas. That way you can show the steady increase in attendance before the next meeting.”

      Jess tried to beep through again, but Devin ignored it. “But how am I going to get them to come? They don’t respond to the mailings I’ve sent. I can’t very well show up at their door and drag them there.”

      “I’ll think on that. I’ve got to go. Send me some photos tomorrow for the newsletter.” With that, she was gone.

      Her phone rang in her hand, and Devin accepted Jess’s call. “Hey.”

      “Finally. I was beginning to panic.” With the rushed words, Devin didn’t doubt that. “You haven’t moved from the gas station in like twenty minutes.”

      “Are you tracking me?” Maybe she shouldn’t have shared her location with her cousin last month.

      “Watching out for you.” Jess released a sigh as if she’d flopped into a chair. “What’s going on? Your parents canceled, didn’t they?”

      Devin let her forehead fall against the steering wheel. “I don’t need an ‘I told you so’ right now.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.” Jess’s voice softened. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Not really, but if she talked about it, she’d be crying when Luke showed up, and that would be too embarrassing. “But fear not, I’m eating with the Kingsleys, so you don’t need to worry about me.”

      And they would be her family today.

      “The Kingsleys? As in Logan and Liam?”

      Okay, saying it like that felt less familial, but Logan wasn’t supposed to be there. “As in Luke Taylor’s parents and the rest of the family, but the twins aren’t there.”

      “Just think, if it wasn’t for hitching a ride with them to visit me that Thanksgiving all those years ago, you’d never have met those boys. I will admit, I was hoping they’d visit their brother more than they have over the years. I only met them that one time, but from what I remember, they were really good-looking.”

      She couldn’t deny it. Most people found Liam the more attractive twin, with his Henry Cavill looks teamed with his reckless charisma. And maybe she had been initially drawn to him, but that had quickly passed. Logan’s quiet, steady nature had a much deeper impact. Those piercing pale-blue eyes mixed with his dark, brooding Mr. Darcy persona had stolen more than one night’s sleep from her. That was until he’d smashed that fantasy with a few choice words last year. “So if I met them coming to see you, can I blame the most humiliating moment of my life on you too?”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      Devin glanced up as a vehicle turned into the gas station, but it was one of those newer Broncos, not Luke’s old truck, so she rested her head back on the steering wheel. “Logan basically told me I was the last person he’d ever want to kiss. How is that not bad?”

      “To be fair, he didn’t actually say that.”

      “You’re right, I believe he said”—she lowered her voice, mimicking his—“‘I don’t think this is where either of us wants to be’ as we were standing under the mistletoe.”

      “Okay, that is pretty bad.” Jess’s voice became muffled, like she’d tucked the phone in her shoulder.

      “Then he stared at me with those blue eyes a moment before walking away. I didn’t see him the rest of the night and haven’t seen him since.” The Bronco hadn’t gone toward the pumps. Rather it parked next to her.

      “Blue eyes, huh?”

      “What?” She sat up and eyed the vehicle. Of all the places, why did this guy have to park right next to her?

      “I just think it’s interesting that you remember the color of Logan’s eyes.”

      She remembered a lot more than the color of his eyes, but she wouldn’t mention that.

      Devin side-eyed the Bronco, but the window was too high for her to see the driver. The distinct sound of the driver’s door opening and then slamming shut reached her. “Oh shoot.”

      She hit the automatic locks. Did she hang up and call 911 or keep Jess on the line?

      “Devin, is everything all right?” The worry was back in her cousin’s tone.

      Devin gripped the phone tighter as a man circled the vehicle and approached the window. All she could see was his tan Carhartt jacket and a red flannel shirt over shoulders that looked like he could move her car on his own if he wanted to. “I don’t know. There’s a guy here and⁠—”

      “Devin. Hang up and call the police. Or maybe I should, just⁠—”

      The man bent down and peered at her through the window.

      Aw, man. What was Logan doing here?

      “Wait, Jess. It’s fine.”

      It was definitely not fine.

      His jaw was more angled, his shoulders were wider, and there was an edge to him that hadn’t been there before, but those pale-blue eyes she’d know anywhere. Boy, did he look good.

      “Devin!” Jess’s voice screeched through the phone. “What’s going on? I am two seconds from calling⁠—”

      “I’m okay.”

      Logan tapped on the window. “I heard you need a ride.” His deep voice was muffled by the glass.

      The scruff that shadowed his face testified to the fact he would have no problem growing a full beard now, unlike when he and Liam had gone for the no-shave November in college. He’d left the last of his boy years behind, that was for sure. His dark hair, which he’d always worn short, now peeked out of the gray beanie, curled around his ears, and brushed the top of his collar. The rogue look was working for him.

      Shoot. And she thought she’d had it bad for him before.

      “You’re safe?” Jess’s desperate voice came again.

      Was she safe? From harm, yes. Other than that…Maybe she’d go with the simple answer. “It’s Logan.”

      “Logan Kingsley?” Her cousin’s voice hit a different, yet also painful, pitch.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      “You better.”

      Devin ended the call, dropped her phone in her purse, and drew a slow breath. Letting the Kingsleys be her foster family for the day had been simple when that equation didn’t include him. Because there was no way she ever had or ever would see Logan Kingsley as a brother.

      This was what came from asking for help.

      She gathered her purse and climbed out. She glanced at him, the Bronco, then back at her car. She didn’t know where to look, but definitely not at the guy behind her, because he had the same expression as when he’d said those infamous words. I don’t think this is where either of us wants to be. Only then it had been about a kiss. Now, it was about this ride.

      She locked her car and reached for the door of the Bronco, but Logan was already there. He pulled the door open and waited for her to climb in before shutting it. The leather interior wasn’t cool like she expected. Did he have seat warmers? She scanned the ten-inch display and all the buttons and knobs. She wasn’t exactly sure what he did for a living, but Logan was doing well for himself.

      A wet nose jabbed her shoulder, and Devin spun to face a large dog with curly brown hair and friendly eyes. She held up her hand to let the dog sniff it. “Aren’t you cute.”

      Logan’s door opened. “That’s Cal.” He climbed in and started the engine.

      Devin ran her hand over the dog’s head once, then twice. “Aren’t you a pretty boy.”

      “Don’t believe her.” Logan’s voice was rough, but he seemed to be holding back a smile. “You are rugged, handsome, and tough.”

      “Is Cal short for something?” The dog nosed her hand again.

      “Yup.” That was all he gave as Logan put the vehicle into reverse. “I checked out your car. I think Luke and I can pull it out this evening if he has a tow strap. I took mine out last week and forgot to put it back. How long are you staying in town?”

      Devin lifted an eyebrow as she pulled on her seat belt. Guess that answered the question of if he’d been completely ignoring the group texts of their college friends or just not answering. “I live here now. Two houses down from Luke and Hannah. They’re actually my landlords.”

      “Right.” He nodded like he was remembering. “What do you do here again?”

      She side-eyed him. Nice try, Logan, but she wasn’t buying it. “I work for a nonprofit based out of Detroit named LIFE. It stands for Loving Investment for Fostered and Adopted Families Everywhere.”

      “Wouldn’t that be LIFAFE?”

      “I think it started just as a resource for foster care years ago and then expanded but didn’t change the acronym.”

      “So what do you do at LIFE?”

      “We help provide resources as well as create events to foster community so families can support each other.” She kept her voice steady, which was a miracle considering the lump that had formed at the reality it might all go away soon.

      “Heritage is a long way from Detroit.” His concentration on the road grew more intense as the snow picked up in thick flakes.

      “I came to visit my cousin Jess last February and met Hannah. When I explained to her what I did, she went on about how much she would love a program like that here.”

      “I imagine. Every time I turn around, she and Luke are adding to our family. Not that I mind, I love being an uncle. Roman is always cracking me up, and Libby’s daughter Rose could pretty much talk me into anything.”

      The way his face lit up while talking about his nieces and nephews gripped something in her. Why did everything she learned about this guy make him more attractive, not less?

      “Your family definitely has a heart for foster care. Your parents are even in the process of being approved to do foster care. Not foster to adopt—more emergency placement—but it’s kinda cool that they want to be available in that way during their retirement years.”

      “I think learning how Luke grew up in foster care really changed all of us a bit.” Logan shifted his weight as he moved one hand to the top of the steering wheel.

      Luke grew up in foster care? That was new to Devin but probably not a story for today.

      Logan glanced back at her. “Sorry for the tangent—you were saying how you moved here.”

      She fixed her eyes back on the road. “Well, when I returned to Detroit, I pitched the idea to my boss, and she loved it. I moved out here six months ago and have been trying to single-handedly build the program.”

      And failing.

      “So if you live here, I assume you were headed somewhere for Thanksgiving.”

      “I was supposed to meet my parents in Benton Harbor, but they called to say they had to work.”

      “On Thanksgiving?”

      “Their work is important.” The words rolled out of her mouth like they had done hundreds of times before.

      “You are more important than their work.” Was that indignation in his voice? His brow furrowed a moment before he seemed to shake whatever he was thinking away. “So where am I taking you?”

      “Your parents’ house.” His smile disappeared as he focused with a bit too much focus on the road. “Um…Hannah invited me to eat Thanksgiving dinner with you guys.”

      “Right.” And he was making that face again. He didn’t want this. Any of it. Including spending Thanksgiving dinner with her. This was why she never asked for help. She might be welcome to the rest of them, but Logan didn’t share the sentiment. And now he was stuck with her for the day.

      She knew the feeling of being someone’s problem too well. So much for that real family Thanksgiving. She’d gone from being her parents’ problem to Logan’s.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One look at Devin practically clinging to the door and it was obvious he was already messing this up. He needed to fix this. After all, none of this was her fault. Not his old feelings, not the fact his returned manuscript wasn’t in his email, not even the fact that the snow was picking up and no doubt the road would start getting bad before too long.

      It didn’t matter—he’d still get back home tonight, and he’d do so without letting his old feelings for Devin mess with his mind, even if he had to spend the day with her. But Luke was right, this was the perfect time to apologize. Almost a year overdue, actually. And that had been the plan when he’d knocked on her window. But when she’d climbed out of her car, words had left him. She had the same long, light-auburn hair, the same big blue eyes, the same distracting freckles. But if everything was the same, then how was it possible that she was even more beautiful than the last time he’d seen her?

      So instead of apologizing, he’d looked away, shaken off the image, determined to drop her off where she needed to go and drive away. Only he’d opened the door to find her making friends with Cal. Was she trying to kill him?

      And the hint of sadness in her face when she’d talked about her parents choosing work today had him ready to fight someone. But she wasn’t his to protect. She wasn’t his, period.

      He refused to resurrect any of those old feelings. And maybe if he said that enough times, he’d actually believe it. Because he didn’t have time for this—he had a book to deal with.

      Which was why when she’d asked about Cal’s name, he’d not so gracefully dodged the question.

      Maybe he should have just told her, but Calavar was supposed to make an appearance in his next book, and nobody outside his family, his agent, and the publishing team knew Logan Kingsley was The New York Times bestselling author Victor Holt.

      When he had originally published the first book of the Stone of Anwar series under the pen name Victor Holt, he hadn’t thought much about it. He just hadn’t wanted to be embarrassed if it crashed and burned. Only it hadn’t. The first one had taken a while to get traction, but the second had been a bestseller the week of release. They were now calling book three “the most anticipated book of the year.” And as popularity grew, so did the mystery of Victor Holt.

      His agent and editor loved the way social media ran with his secret identity so much that when they extended the one-book contract to four books, it was stipulated that he wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.

      Maybe she wouldn’t have put it together after all. Maybe she hadn’t even heard of Victor Holt. But dodging questions had become his MO.

      And now she’d announced she’d be spending a day at his parents’ house, which meant the apology could no longer wait. At least for the mistletoe incident. He wound down his parents’ long drive. It really did make a winter wonderland with tall pine trees lining the path. The heavy snow clung to the branches and stuck to the west side of the trunks.

      “I’m sorry for what I said last year at the party.” The words tumbled out before he could even consider the best approach. “It was rude and not…” True. Honest. “Kind. I was just mad about…” You showing up as my brother’s date. “Something. That was my fault. Not yours. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      “Of course.” Her voice was soft as she stared straight ahead, while her hands fidgeted in her lap. “Thanks for picking me up.”

      “No problem.” Okay, that might have been the worst apology ever, but saying any more would invite questions he couldn’t answer.

      He pulled to a stop behind a line of cars and eyed his parents’ retirement house, as they liked to call it. Logan was pretty sure that buying the two-story farmhouse had been more about the fact that all six—soon to be seven—of the grandkids lived in Heritage and less about getting away from Chicago. Although, with the yellow siding and a wraparound porch, it was practically straight out of one of his mom’s silly Hallmark movies, so maybe it was a little about retirement.

      Devin glanced across the car at him. “Is it weird not going to your house in Chicago?”

      He hadn’t expected it would be, but yeah, it was. “Weirder thinking that some strangers are probably having Thanksgiving dinner in the very room where I spent most of the past twenty-six Thanksgivings. At least this place won’t have stains on the walls where Liam used to try and shoot peas at me during dinner.”

      She glanced down at her gray slacks sticking out from the bottom of her coat, then eyed his jeans and flannel.

      “Am I too dressed up?” A definite waver to her voice.

      “You’re fine. Many of them are probably dressed up. My family is a come-as-you-are family.” He offered her a grin. “And this guy doesn’t dress up.”

      He opened the door and got out, then moved to the back to set Cal free before walking toward the porch. Cal ran off to mark a few bushes but still got to the door before Logan and Devin.

      The front door flung open, revealing Hannah with Libby’s youngest, Sophie, on her hip. The little girl had a head of blonde curls that framed her smiling face, and wore a sweater with a bright turkey on it.

      “Mom and Dad are still in the kitchen, and Mom still doesn’t know.” Hannah stepped back from the door as Cal rushed inside.

      Sophie’s bright gray eyes lit up as her pudgy little toddler hands reached out. “Lo-Lo.”

      Logan scooped her up from Hannah’s arms as he held the door and then followed Devin inside.

      The entryway was warm and decorated with garland winding up the banister of the staircase in front of him. When his parents bought the place nine months ago, they had ripped out the dark carpets and put in vinyl plank. The ash wood appearance made the place look more open, but this was the first time he’d seen it with the freshly painted light gray walls and white baseboards. It looked good. Inviting. And with the scent of stuffing and turkey filling the place, dinner wouldn’t be too far off.

      Sophie snuggled against his shoulder for a moment, then started bouncing. “Up-up.”

      He tossed her up and caught her a few times just as Libby came around the corner with her blond hair tied up in a messy bun. Her waddle emphasized her pregnant belly that was two months from its due date. “Ah, the favorite uncle has arrived.”

      “Hey now.” Luke hung a kid’s backpack by the door. Then wrapped Logan in a quick hug. “But it is true. I’m too tired from chasing my own kids around to be the fun uncle. And Liam isn’t around enough. Speaking of your other half, have you heard from him?”

      “In Switzerland giving paragliding tours.” Disappointment seemed to shadow everyone’s faces, including Devin’s. Of course it did—Liam was the life of the party. Logan was just…Logan.

      “Up.” Sophie bounced again.

      That was, unless you were under sixteen, then he was definitely a hit. He tossed her again, caught her, and set her down to shed his coat. By the time he’d hung it up, she had toddled back toward the living room. He took Devin’s coat, then considered asking her to put it back on. Not that there was anything wrong with her pink sweater and fitted gray slacks, but with the shapeless winter coat, it was much easier to pretend all the old feelings weren’t banging on the door of his memory. There was no question, she had definitely grown more beautiful with time.

      Hannah wrapped Devin in a big hug. “I’m sorry about your plans getting canceled, but I am so glad you agreed to join us. We aren’t meant to do life alone.”

      Hannah sent him a look that left little doubt that her statement had been aimed at him as well. Yeah, yeah. He liked his cabin in the woods with his dog. So sue him.

      Devin followed Hannah, but Logan needed a moment. He picked up his phone and scanned over the old email in the inbox to make sure he hadn’t missed one from his editor. Nope. He sent off a quick email asking about the absent manuscript. The likelihood of her checking her email today wasn’t high. But it was his last hope if he wanted to have it in hand before he drove back.

      He followed everyone into the great room. The wide-open space had become the natural gathering place of the family with its vaulted ceilings and large floor plan. Hannah and Luke’s four boys were all crowded around one end of the large gray sectional, where Cal had plopped himself. The dog lay on his back with his feet in the air and tongue out, basking in all the attention the boys were giving him.

      Libby’s four-year-old daughter, Rose, stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows with her arms stretched out to the winter wonderland outside. And with her white-blond hair and blue gauzy dress, he’d put money on the fact she was probably pretending to be Elsa.

      Opposite the windows stood a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf, and in front of those, the adults had gathered in a circle of chairs. Roman, who must have just spotted Devin, jumped up from his spot on the couch and ran toward her. “You came!”

      “I did.” She squatted down to his level. “Is the parade over already?”

      He shrugged. “They were singing too much.”

      Without warning, Roman ran toward Logan and launched himself at his uncle. Logan caught him just in time. The kid had more guts than sense. Not unlike his uncle Liam. The boy’s green eyes were locked on him. “We’re doing a race-car race tomorrow, and I’m going to win.”

      Before Logan could even respond, Asher was there. “No, I’m going to win.”

      Logan held out a fist bump to Asher, but the boy put out his palm against the fist with splayed fingers. “Turkey.” Then Asher used his other hand to pretend to chop off Logan’s fist from his hand. “Thanksgiving dinner.”

      Logan glanced at his brother Luke for interpretation, but he just shook his head. “It’s a whole thing. Don’t ask.”

      Right. He set down the wiggling Roman. “So, what’s this race?”

      “Devin is leading a pinewood derby for Black Friday at the community building.” Hannah wrapped an arm around Devin’s shoulders. “There’s a workshop in the morning for any kids to work on their car. They already cut them out and decorated them, but they can come early for help with weights and alignment. She’s a godsend to the community.”

      “I’m so glad you joined us today, Devin.” Libby adjusted her position in one of the wingback chairs as if trying to find room for her round belly. “Consider yourself a Kingsley for the day.”

      Devin Kingsley. Yup, that idea definitely messed with his head.

      Her eyes darted to him for a brief second before she faced Libby and smiled.

      “Logan!” His mom’s blue eyes sparkled as a smile spread across her face. She wore a green apron that had some flour dusted across the front. Her gray hair that normally brushed her shoulders had been tied back. She dabbed at the corner of her eyes as she rushed toward him, drying her hands. “I thought I heard your voice.”

      “Surprise.” He walked over and wrapped her in a hug. When he stepped back, his dad appeared in the doorway, wearing his own apron, but he didn’t look nearly as surprised to see Logan as he claimed a hug. His dad had an inch on him, but other than the gray hair and the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, it was like looking into a mirror.

      “You could help tomorrow.” His mom clapped her hands as if she’d just had a brilliant idea. “You and Liam used to love the pinewood derby.”

      Logan glanced at Devin. There was definite hesitation in her blue eyes. He may have apologized, but they were a long way from an easy friendship again.

      “I would”—he focused solely on his mom—“but I really need to take off tonight after dessert. I have a lot of editing to do.” At least he assumed he would once he got the manuscript back.

      Devin perked up, her head tilting. “What do you edit?”

      Everyone in the room seemed to hold their breath—well, not the kids, as they were as much in the dark as Devin. But every other adult in the room knew exactly what he needed to edit, and every one of them knew that he couldn’t talk about it.

      He didn’t mind the secret, normally. After all, from what he read by some of the fans online, he was happy to stay hidden. But occasionally, he was in situations like this, and it just felt…awkward. Finally, he met Devin’s gaze. “Some work for a publisher.”

      Devin nodded, then turned her attention to what Rose had brought to show her. Right. Because he wasn’t the exciting brother. Honestly, he preferred being the brother who was in the corner reading a book rather than the center of everything. He’d never wanted all that attention…most of the time.

      “Are we going to do another reading challenge?” Asher leaned on the end of the couch, his eyes trained on Devin. “If we do, I’m going to read those books.” He pointed to a row of books by one of Logan’s favorite authors. It had been that series that first sparked Logan’s love of reading.

      Devin walked over and squatted down to get a closer look at the books with Asher. She said something to the boy that Logan couldn’t hear but made Asher laugh.

      She stood but seemed to freeze in place as she stared at one of the upper shelves. After a moment, she reverently pulled a book from the shelf and turned around. Her wide eyes were fixed on the purple cover of his third novel. “How do you have this book?”

      Everyone stared at him. Well, that was subtle. But Devin’s eyes were still fixed on the book like it might disappear if she looked away.

      “We have all three. Victor Holt is one of my favorite authors.” His mom pulled his first two novels off the shelf. First holding up the dark-blue cover of The Keeper, then the green cover of The Fighter. Then pointed to The Defender, still in Devin’s hands, as if it were the most natural thing. And to her, it was. Because she didn’t track his release dates. She got his books when he dropped them off.

      “But how do you have this one?” Devin ran her hand over the cover. “This is The Defender. As in book three. As in this book doesn’t release for another month. Rumor has it they didn’t release any early copies. Do you know how much people would pay for this?”

      His mom’s eyes widened slightly as if she realized what she’d revealed, and she placed the first two in the series back on the shelf.

      “Maybe we should sell it on eBay.” His dad chuckled, obviously trying to help redirect. “I could pay for these overpriced couches Ann had to have. Does it help that it’s signed?”

      Logan nearly choked on—well, nothing. Maybe redirecting had been optimistic. What were his parents doing to him?

      “A signed book by Victor Holt? You can’t be serious.” She started to open the cover but paused and looked at his mom. “May I?”

      “By all means.” His mom stared at him as if trying to send him a telepathic message. But what did she want him to do, admit he was Victor Holt to anyone who they had over for dinner?

      “How did you get this?” She opened the cover and gawked at his signature. Thankfully it was simply a signature and not anything personalized. “He doesn’t do signings. I mean⁠—”

      “Can I guess you’re a fan?” This was from Austin, Libby’s husband, who had been sitting quietly in one of the recliners with Sophie on his lap. His dark hair was a strong contrast to his daughter’s blonde curls, but their gray eyes were the same.

      “You could say that.” Devin’s eyes were fixed on his signature as her finger traced it. Was her hand shaking?

      Wasn’t that a kicker? Devin, who had never noticed Logan Kingsley, was nearly hyperventilating over his pen name. Guess it was a good thing he hadn’t shared Cal’s full name.

      “Sorry.” Devin closed the book and returned it to the shelf. She pressed her hands onto the sides of her face, which was two shades redder than it had been a moment ago. “Let me try that again. How were you able to acquire that?”

      When no one answered, Libby spoke up as she pulled Rose onto her lap. “We’ve known Victor Holt since he was a child.”

      His dad seemed to be biting back a smile. “Practically one of the family.”

      “You could say he’s like a son to me.” His mother’s face was the picture of innocence. “In fact, Logan knows him better than any of us.”

      He shot a look at his mom then his sister, who’d started this, but she just smirked. Did the NDA they’d all signed mean nothing to them? He wasn’t ready to go to jail or pay the hefty fine. He glanced at Devin to tell her it was all a joke—a not-funny joke—but the look in her eyes stopped him.

      She blinked at him with big blue eyes. “You really know Victor Holt?”

      And for just a second, he was tempted to tell all because he wanted to be the one to put that look in her eye. Not his brother. Not the mysterious Victor Holt. Him.

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t a hundred percent over her.

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I know him.”

      “I can’t believe Victor Holt is our age. I always imagined he was some old man hiding away in a cabin, being dark and broody.”

      “Not too far off,” Luke mumbled from next to him, and Logan nudged his shoulder, but Devin didn’t seem to see or hear him since her attention was back on the spine.

      “You can borrow it if you want.” His mom walked over and pulled it off the shelf again.

      “I couldn’t.” She shook her head.

      “You must. We’ve all read it, and it’s a good one.” She held it out until Devin finally took it.

      His phone buzzed. It was his editor. He glanced at the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sandy

      

      
        Sorry. I meant to email you. Let’s connect tomorrow. 2 pm Eastern.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then there was a Zoom link.

      Not his edits. A meeting.

      Which meant one thing. Book four was not what they were looking for, and he was running out of time to get it done.

      And with spotty cell service and no internet at his cabin, going home tonight was out of the question, unless he wanted to drive back here tomorrow first thing. He’d rather not waste a full tank of gas. At least he had his computer with him.

      He slid his phone back in his pocket, and his dad found his gaze. “Everything all right?”

      “Work.”

      “The editing you need to do for the publisher?” Devin turned back to him.

      “They want me to hold off on the editing project until we have a meeting tomorrow afternoon.” He looked over at his mom. “Is there a guest room available?”

      “Always.” His mom walked over and stood next to Devin. “And if it’s in the afternoon, you can help with the pinewood derby workshop in the morning.”

      First, the Victor Holt disaster, and now this. But what out did he have now? He met Devin’s eyes. “Of course.”

      Because it wasn’t enough that he was stuck here in Heritage another day, he now had to spend one more day with the woman who had broken his heart. That was enough to tip the scales. He wasn’t sure he could see any scenario in which he returned home unscathed.
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"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.
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