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      Ronnie

      

      Ronnie Ross dug one knee into the back seat of her compact SUV and planted the opposite foot firmly on its frame. “I can do this.” Gripping the last box holding the remnants of her former life, she tried shimmying it free from its tight quarters.

      Forgetting to sign her lease renewal had presented its own set of problems. But adding unemployment to the mix had forced Ronnie to condense her belongings in her car like Tetris pieces, wedging every box, container, and stuffed suitcase into its nooks and crannies.

      The box of tile backsplash samples wouldn’t budge.

      With a deep breath and a hard yank, her hands slipped from their cardboard handholds. Ronnie shot backwards onto the hard, gravelly surface. A rock stabbed painfully into her hamstring.

      “Thanks for the warm welcome, Wyoming,” she muttered to the small stretch of fourteen narrow storage units with orange steel doors, lined up in two rows, vacant of people or even wildlife now that the owner had left her alone with her rented space.

      At the sound of a diesel engine, Ronnie quickly picked herself up and dusted off her jeans. She didn’t want anyone to know she was here, hiding her pitiful failure of a life into an eight-by-eight unit.

      The truck—white, not hunter green like her brother’s—passed by the storage yard and sped out of town. Ronnie let out a breath.

      Hudson was so proud of her for chasing her dreams. Had told her so only a few days ago on the phone. Deciding the one box of backsplash wouldn’t spill her secret before she did, Ronnie yanked the door to her unit shut and clipped on a padlock. How humiliating would it be to break it to him that she’d just been fired? Picturing the pitiful look in his eyes nearly brought Ronnie to tears.

      Where average people might stuff furniture, books, framed photos, or collections of DVDs in a storage unit, Ronnie’s held cartons of samples. That was most of her life. Paint colors, carpet squares, fabric swatches, tile samples. Everything a well-prepared interior designer needed to someday be successful on her own.

      Hopping back in her car, Ronnie turned up the only radio station she’d been able to find and crept along the drive to the road. The storage units were set up like some maze, not placed well. But for the price, she’d deal with the blind turns and lack of those convex mirrors mounted up high.

      The hours she’d spent on the show had been grueling, working for an interior designer who found her fame on reality TV. The show, Design of Your Dreams, was an instant hit, and Ronnie’d been the lucky intern working for Lana Bojanski when fame followed. Though Ronnie had very little screen time, America seemed to love her witty personality. The producers insisted Lana hire her on as a full-time assistant.

      Cringing, Ronnie wondered if the producers would decide to air the embarrassing episode of her being fired from that very job. Ronnie with her blouse misbuttoned, rushing to the celebrity client’s house with her water-damaged cell phone lodged in a bowl of rice, grains flying free in her mad dash.

      Ronnie couldn’t call because her phone was waterlogged. Lana hadn’t cared.

      “I don’t care if you overslept, if your phone died, if you had car trouble. You’re over two hours late. Didn’t I say be on time or don’t bother showing up at all?”

      “I’ll do whatever you need to make this right,” she promised. But her pleading got her nowhere. There was no flicker of pity or understanding in Lana’s fire-shooting eyes.

      “Nothing you can do, Veronica.” Lana’s venomous sting still cut deep, a week after its bite. “You’re fired.”

      It had been the final blow. No one ever called Ronnie by her given name except her mother when she was in trouble.

      Weaving though the unit maze, the memory jarred, tears threatening once again. Hopefully, a couple of weeks here in Wyoming with Hudson would help Ronnie reset—figure out a way. She flipped off the radio, the station now mostly static. Whatever it took, she’d get her job back. Somehow.

      The blare of a honking horn shook her from her daze. A long-bed silver pickup filled her driver’s side window. She heard the crunch before she felt the collision.

      Once the gentle rocking stopped, she shifted into park. Hands still anchored to the steering wheel, Ronnie slowed her breathing. The impact to her front bumper had seemed minimal, but with a truck that enormous, there had to be a decent dent.

      When she saw a man come around the front of her car, she took a deep breath. Ronnie slid her sunglasses to the top of her head, glancing in the rearview mirror in search of any unwanted witnesses.

      Ronnie pushed open her door, expecting an apology. The man staring back at her was filling out some Wranglers quite well, and she couldn’t help but notice how his jeans rode low on his hips. For a moment, she wasn’t even mad that her bumper was probably smashed. But the blue eyes peeking out from beneath the brim of his tan cowboy hat would have been a lot more attractive if they weren’t filled with disbelief.

      “Please tell me you weren’t on your phone?” His deep voice held a light tone of reprimand, as if scolding a child.

      Ronnie’s skin prickled, her defenses flaring. Maybe she should’ve approached the blind corner a little slower, but she hadn’t been on her phone. “It’s hard to see around these things!” She waved her arm at the orange units. “And how do I know you weren’t on your phone?” Ronnie walked a little closer to the impact site to assess the damage. Her car definitely sported a dent in the quarter panel. “Your monster truck dented my bumper.”

      His hands came up, revealing the lack of a ring, she noted. Not that she cared at all about that. He waved at his truck and then back to her. “I was just driving down the road.”

      Ronnie narrowed her eyes, assessing him and his possible motives. Just motives. There was definitely no assessing how well he filled out that dark blue T-shirt.

      The cowboy dipped down to examine the damage. “Just a small dent. Trent down at Anderson’s can pop it out pretty quick. Local body shop. I’ll give him a call. He owes me a favor.”

      “Where is that?” Ronnie figured in a town this small, she could zip over there to have it fixed before she met Hudson for dinner. The last thing she wanted was to explain why her little SUV had a fresh dent.

      The cowboy nodded toward the setting sun. “Trent’s closed up by now or I’d be heading there too.”

      “Your truck isn’t even scratched!”

      The tall cowboy knelt from the other side of the damage site. “There is too a scratch. You can’t waltz into town and drive like you’re still in the big city.”

      Before Ronnie could fire a retort, he started laughing. Ronnie narrowed her eyes at the menacing cowboy. “This is funny to you?”

      “I was just making a . . . never mind. Look, I’m willing to overlook it this time. People drive slower around here and follow things like traffic laws.”

      “How did⁠—”

      “Your license plate doesn’t help.” He pointed, with what might be amusement dancing in his blue eyes. “Don’t get a lot of folks from Illinois out this way. And you have ‘city girl’ written all over you. Especially with those shoes.”

      Ronnie looked down at her wedge sandals. “What’s wrong with⁠—”

      “Nothing.” The cowboy shook his head. “What are you doing in the storage unit yard anyway? Not moving to town, are you?”

      “Of course not.” A small tinge of panic rose, but she kept her glare steady. “I pulled in so I could use the GPS on my phone.” The lie rolled off her tongue easily enough. Never mind that she only had one bar and her map feature wasn’t cooperating. Starlight, Wyoming had fewer than twelve thousand people, Hudson had told her. How hard could it be to find a restaurant without a map?

      “You couldn’t have picked a better place for that?” He nodded toward a deserted gravel lot on the other side of the road, with no obstructions like the boxy units. “Like across the street?”

      A car rolled up to their little accident scene, cautiously edging around them. The cowboy waved the driver on.

      “Look, if you’re done insulting me, I really need to go.”

      “Back to Chicago?”

      “And my brother said this was such a welcoming town,” Ronnie muttered under her breath. “If you’ll kindly peel your bumper off my car, I’ll get out of your hair.” Ronnie dropped back into her car and slammed the door shut before she felt tempted to add any more insults. If she never saw this cowboy again, it’d be too soon.
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      Colten

      

      Colten Livingston backed up his long-bed truck, dislodging his bumper from the compact SUV. Thankfully he’d been crawling along, watching a stray elk at the edge of the graveled lot to ensure it didn’t make a mad dash across the street, or her bumper might be more than a little dented. The last thing he needed was a reason to talk to that woman again.

      Colten recognized the type: city girl caught up in the idea of country living. First chance she got, she’d run back to civilization and all the conveniences—and shoe stores—she was used to.

      It didn’t stop him from catching a glimpse of her leaning over the bumper, rubbing it with her hand as if it were a living thing. Her wavy ponytail, the color of dark chocolate, fell to her shoulder, shielding her face but showcasing what looked to be soft skin.

      He did feel bad about the dent, but Trent would be able to pop it out in a couple of minutes. With any luck, the gesture would help the woman head out of town sooner rather than later. Trent owed Colten a favor for helping repair his grandfather’s pasture fence a couple of weekends ago. Maybe he should have saved his favor. She hadn’t even said thank you for his offer to have her dent repaired.

      At the outskirts of town, just past the water tower sporting the town’s name, Starlight, on its broad side, Colten slowed for the turn that would take him to his childhood home. The long, winding gravel drive snaked through a patch of cottonwood trees, healthier than most around here. When the driveway forked right, he stayed left. To the right sat an empty two-story barn, tucked into a cluster of trees. Years ago, there’d been horses. But once his dad got sick, his parents were forced to sell them.

      He continued on through a clearing, to where a two-story structure sat atop a gentle hill. A fine house with a wraparound porch, though it was in desperate need of a paint job.

      His mom, Becca Livingston, sat in one of two rockers on the front porch, nursing a cup of coffee. Colten’s dog, Lou, sat at her feet and perked up at the sight of his truck approaching, her tail wagging against the wooden planks. He parked beside his mom’s red Ford truck and hopped out. Before he made it to the steps, he felt her observant eyes studying his expression.

      “Something crawl up your britches?”

      Colten hopped up the three stairs, greeted by an excited Lou. Rubbing the pup behind the ears like she loved, he eyed the opposite rocker. His dad’s seat. It didn’t matter that he’d been gone four months. It didn’t feel right to sit there. Probably never would. Instead, Colten dropped down on the porch, his feet stretched onto the stairs. Lou’s tail batted up against his shoulder as she wriggled. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re scowling.”

      “I don’t scowl.”

      “If you say so.”

      Two women under his skin in the same half an hour. That had to be a new record. Colten’s mind kept drifting back to the storage unit lot, wondering what the city girl had been doing there. Why hadn’t she pulled into the empty lot across the street without any obstructions?

      “I told you I’ll be gone for a week?” his mom said.

      “Denver?”

      “Yeah.”

      He knew what that meant. He’d need to watch the house. He’d been meaning to replace some of the trim in the dining room anyway. With no one underfoot, that seemed doable, but working on the Livingston ranch for his uncle kept him busy. He’d think on it. Mom hated to see him fuss over a house she’d eventually have to leave behind.

      Two years ago, Colten moved back when his dad grew too weak and spent more time at doctors’ offices and hospitals than home. He’d taken his dad’s place working at the ranch.

      But now that his cousin Jed was out of school for the summer, Colten might get Mom’s trim replaced. Heck, with an entire week, he might get far enough on painting before she got back and stopped him.

      “There’s really no way to sugar coat this, Colten.” She leaned forward in her chair to stop the rocking and hugged her hands around her mug. “It’s time. I’m selling the house.”

      Colten tensed for a moment but relaxed almost instantly. They’d talked about this months before Dad passed, how when he was gone his mom would move on to Denver to be closer to the rest of her family. Somehow Colten believed she’d stick around for a couple of years.

      “Going out to house hunt?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How soon you looking to sell?” He had to stay objective or he’d lose it. Sometimes the sting of his dad’s absence cut razor sharp, right to his chest. It was trying to now, but Colten swallowed it back. If he broke down, his mom surely would too.

      “Well, need to get it ready first.” She gestured to the siding. “Figure I’d hire someone to come out and help once I get back.”

      “I can do the work, Mom.”

      “No.” She shook her head. Her wavy hair, pulled back in a low, loose ponytail, shook with it. Strands of silver glistened in the sunset against the fiery red sky. Colten didn’t like seeing his mom age. It only reminded him how precious life was. That they’d lost his dad much too early.

      “No?”

      “This time of year the ranch’ll keep you plenty busy. And you should be using your spare time to focus on your future. Make that phone call to your old boss and get working on making your way back to Glacier. Find out what recertifications you might need to get done.”

      They’d talked about this too. How he could get on with the life he left behind to come back. Well, the job he could go back to. Danica, she was long gone and could stay that way. “I can still work on the house,” he offered.

      He might have to redo paperwork that was now more than two years old, but the formalities wouldn’t consume much of his time. His boss had been clear about hiring him back when he was ready. Colten had dreamed about those peaceful days roaming the mountainous acres since he left.

      “I don’t want you to end up stuck. Promise me while I’m gone you’ll make that call.”

      “I chose to come back here. You remember that, right?” Lou perked up at the sight of a squirrel, her busy tail swishing against his arm.

      “Lot of good it did you.”

      Colten didn’t have much to say to that. It had cost him a lot, returning to Starlight. He’d been offered his dream position as a park ranger at Glacier National Park but only made it three months before Dad’s diagnosis. Aggressive cancer. Moving home to Wyoming had cost him a wife, too.

      But not moving back had never been an option. When Dad fell ill, chasing his dreams meant Colten wouldn’t be around to say goodbye. As it was, his dad beat out the three-month odds he’d been given and hung on for fourteen more beyond that diagnosis. Though there’d been plenty of rough days, there had been some really good ones. Colten had been given memories of afternoons fishing. Of riding on the trails of the gently rolling hills talking about life. Not everyone was so lucky.

      “You should let me help on the house,” he said. “Hate to see some shoddy contractor mess her up.”

      “I’ll think on it. Give me a bit. I’ll be right out and we’ll get going.” Becca stood from her rocker and took her empty cup inside, letting Lou in with her. When she returned, she’d changed the blouse she wore and the subject. “Hudson tell you what this special-occasion dinner is about?” Becca asked as they made their way to Colten’s truck.

      “Nope.” He jingled his keys and shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”
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      Ronnie

      

      An upper deck wrapped around the front and one side of the Starlight Bar and Grill. Half a dozen people leaned against the railing, sipping on drinks. All in plaid shirts, half wore cowboy hats. “I don’t belong here,” Ronnie mumbled. The urge to run to her car and drive straight back to Chicago tugged at her. She was so out of her element.

      Maybe coming here had been a mistake. How could she possibly get her job back if she hid out in some country town in the middle of nowhere? She barely had two bars on her phone. She should be back in Chicago, studying, learning, looking for new clients to bring the firm. With enough persistence, Lana would cave. She had to.

      Of course, being homeless came with its own set of problems. It wasn’t easy convincing a prospective landlord to rent to you without a job. But if she’d stayed in Chicago, sucked it up and moved back in with her parents for a few weeks, she wouldn’t have to admit her biggest failure to Hudson tonight. Despite the urge to jet, she kept her feet moving forward past the last row of parked cars.

      A sign overhead simply read Bar, so Ronnie followed a long wooden ramp to the upper level, where Hudson told her the restaurant would be.

      Despite feeling out of place, the log cabin exterior intrigued her, making her curious about the theme. Her interior-design brain locked on, memories of leaving Chicago a faint whisper. How old was this building? How had it been constructed? Were the logs cut from nearby timber or had it been special ordered, quarter sawn?

      Though Lana’s clients primarily included luxury homeowners, most of their properties modern and sleek, Ronnie yearned to work with something older. Something with more character. What stories could these logs, the color of perfectly toasted marshmallows, tell?

      “There’s my famous little sister!” She heard the familiar voice, and searched till she found Hudson in the crowd. She’d missed him, one of those hidden beneath a black cowboy hat, leaning with a beer in hand. Setting the bottle on the thick wooden railing, he barreled toward her with outstretched arms. They clamped around Ronnie before she had a moment to prepare.

      “I . . . uh—” Ronnie tapped him on the shoulder, but her brother only squeezed harder. “I can’t breathe!” she spit out in a strangled whisper.

      “Sorry!” Hudson let go, and the air came back. “I’m just excited to see you. It has been over two years, you know.”

      Ronnie saw no need to bring up why that was. “I’m excited to see you, too.” The last time she saw Hudson, he’d been standing at the altar, waiting for a bride who never showed. Days after that let-down, he called to tell her he’d accepted a summer ranching job in Wyoming.

      “Let’s get something to eat.” Hudson waved her farther inside. “Bet you’re starved.”

      “You could say that.” Ronnie’d spent two and a half days on the road, stopping long enough to sleep and refuel—both the car and her stomach. She’d eaten enough gas-station hot dogs to last a lifetime; it left her craving something hearty and filling.

      Inside the rustic restaurant Ronnie found reclaimed wood tables, wagon wheel accents, and a stone fireplace along the far wall.

      “The Starlight Bar and Grill is no fancy Chicago restaurant.” Hudson steered her, hand on her shoulder, to a booth adjacent to the unlit fireplace. He hung his hat on a hook on the outside of the booth and slid in. “But the food’s amazing.”

      The booth’s leather creaked as she slid in. “I like it,” Ronnie said. “It’s got character.” When she had time for meals out, it’d been to take notes while Lana consulted with clients. Those restaurants catered to the sleek, modern look Lana’s clientele wanted in their homes.

      Ronnie’s designer eye couldn’t help but absorb the character of the Starlight Bar and Grill. A single string of white lights danced along the walls, just above the windows, giving the dimly lit restaurant a true starlit effect. “Nice!”

      “You’re supposed to be on vacation,” he teased. “But you can’t turn it off, can you?”

      Slipping a plastic-covered menu from behind the condiment tray, Ronnie shrugged in apology. “Hazard of the job, I guess.” A job she no longer had.

      Dread filled her chest. How was she going to tell him she’d messed up in such a huge way? Hudson had always been her biggest fan. Two weeks ago, she told him all about the promotion she was certain was coming her way. She’d gushed at the thought of being an interior designer. At no longer being just the assistant.

      “How is work go⁠—”

      “Hudson Ross, who is this pretty lady?” Their waitress wore cowboy boots and a Western-style shirt. A friendly smile extended toward Ronnie, but the woman kept sneaking glances at Hudson.

      “Patti, this is my little sister, Veronica.”

      Ronnie hated it when anyone called her that. It felt too formal and stiff. “Ronnie,” she added.

      “She’s a famous designer from Chicago, gracing our little town with her presence for a couple of weeks.” Pride beamed from that smile, and Ronnie felt her heart constrict. She should have tried harder, insisted they talk outside first. Now she’d have to eat, then dump her unfortunate news on him.

      “Are you, now? That’s interesting.”

      Ronnie pasted on a smile, returning her attention to the menu as though she needed to survey their water options.

      “Been on TV, too.” Hudson had always loved embarrassing her. Sometimes it was by teasing. Sometimes it was by bragging to others while she squirmed in her seat, unable to escape. But he had no idea this embarrassment wasn’t modesty.

      “I recognize you now!” Patti’s eyes widened, her smile growing with them. “You’re on that TV show. With that designer, Lana Bojanski.”

      Surely Ronnie was a shade of red to match the booth’s leather by now, even if the low lighting hid some of it. “Don’t mind my brother. He likes to brag.” Ronnie tried to dismiss the unwanted attention. There’d been a few times in Chicago when someone recognized her and asked for a selfie to post online. Those times had always made Ronnie feel special, as though she was on the right track.

      Now the recognition felt closer to a death sentence. Did people in this little town really watch Lana’s show? How could she lay low if too many did?

      “She’s always been shy about the spotlight,” Hudson explained, unrolling his silverware from its napkin and grinning.

      “And I’m on vacation, as he keeps reminding me.”

      “Well, welcome to Starlight. Hope you enjoy our little town. It’s no Chicago, but wait ’til you see the sky on a cloudless night. You’ll understand what your brother loves about this place. We’re sure glad he decided to stay.”

      They ordered their drinks and an appetizer, sending Patti on her way without any selfie requests, much to Ronnie’s relief. “She knows your name?” Ronnie couldn’t help but ask.

      “That’s the beauty of living in a small town. Lots of people know me by name.”

      “You’re not planning on leaving, are you?”

      “I like it here.” Hudson shrugged. “Is that such a bad thing?”

      “I’ll let you know once I’ve had a chance to look around.” Her words held a hint of jest and he smiled. It was refreshing to see him happy again. Ronnie wondered if maybe he’d met someone, but the question could wait.

      “Give Starlight a little time,” Hudson suggested. “It grows on you. I know you’ll be going back to your fancy job, but I bet you’ll want to come back and visit.”

      She should do it now, rip off the Band-Aid. But after all that business with Patti, Ronnie needed a moment to gather her thoughts. Her words. This humiliating news would surely shatter his good mood and crush that smile she hadn’t seen since before the wedding. Ronnie didn’t think she could endure that right now.

      “Hey, I’m going to use the ladies’ room.”

      “I can’t promise to save you any soda bread. It’s crazy good.”

      Normally Ronnie would fire back a witty remark, but her throat seemed swollen shut. Instead, she scurried off.

      

      After locking the bathroom door behind her, thankful it was a one-person room, she faced herself in the mirror behind the door. She needed to get it together. The longer she put this off, the harder it would be. Part of her wanted to keep the truth hidden. If she could convince Lana to hire her back, maybe she wouldn’t have to tell Hudson about the . . . snag.

      But Ronnie’d always been a horrible liar when it came to her brother. If she didn’t tell him now, the truth would come out in another more humiliating way. Especially if the producers decided to air that dismissal show ahead of schedule. She’d seen them do it before, when something exciting happened. They’d rearrange the schedule to boost ratings.

      She leaned against the sink, ran some cool water over her hands first, then dabbed some on her red cheeks. She looked as if she’d been out in the sun too long. Thank goodness for that indirect lighting.

      “Okay, Ronnie,” she said into the mirror. “You can do this. It’s going to suck, but get it over with.” Sometimes mirror talk helped when she had to give Lana bad news about delays or setbacks. It didn’t change the reaction she received, but it did help steel herself for circumstances created.

      Ronnie marched back toward their booth, more than prepared to blurt out the news before she chickened out.

      But the words caught in her throat. It wasn’t only Hudson sitting there now. A woman about her mother’s age sat next to him, engrossed in conversation. The woman smiled while they talked, and in the dim light Ronnie noticed lines creased at the outer edges of her eyes. Something about those lines hinted at a tough life and a strong-willed woman.

      And there was a man sitting in Ronnie’s spot, his tan cowboy hat hanging from a hook at the side of the booth.

      “You must be Veronica.” The cowboy slid out of the booth, alluring blue eyes meeting her own. The smile nearly melted her into a puddle until recognition flared in his expression. “You’re Hudson’s little sister?”

      “Ronnie.” The word came out strangled, a failed attempt to sound civil warring with the snappy tone that tried to escape. She’d hoped to avoid this particular cowboy during her visit, but he’d somehow warranted an invitation to dinner. And he seemed amused by it, if that smirk was any indication. “I prefer Ronnie.”

      “Ronnie,” he said flatly. “I’m Colten.”

      During the exchange, his eyes danced with humor. Would he keep quiet to avoid causing a scene? Or would he find enjoyment in embarrassing her in front of Hudson? Colten extended his hand. Ronnie had little choice but to take it, since it was offered with a pleasant, “Nice to finally meet you.”

      “Hudson talks about you all the time,” the woman beside her brother added.

      The dread from before intensified. What had he told them? She couldn’t drop her news on Hudson now. Not in front of his friends. And certainly not in front of the irritating cowboy she crashed into. “Nice to meet you,” Ronnie managed before retaking her seat. Colten slid into the booth after her. Her face flushed again, but this time for an entirely different reason.

      “Ronnie,” Hudson said. “This is Becca Livingston.”

      “I’m Colten’s mom.”

      At least Ronnie had the sense to shake her hand. “A pleasure, Mrs. Livingston.”

      “She has manners.” Becca smiled approvingly at Hudson. “I like that. Becca will be fine, though, hun.”

      “Hope you don’t mind us crashing your dinner,” Colten said. “Hudson insisted.”

      “Not at all.” Her smile was forced, but at least there was a sweating glass of ice water on the table for Ronnie to sip on. This night was quickly going south. Not only would her news have to wait, but she and Hudson had so much to catch up on. Now that would have to wait, too.

      “Hudson tells us you’re a designer in Chicago,” Becca directed at Ronnie. “What’s that like, working for the Lana Bojanski? I absolutely love the show. I know my way around some power tools, but I’ll admit I have about as much design sense as a cardboard box.”

      Ronnie could pretend that her life hadn’t changed. Turn back the clock to one month ago when her life was looking on track and just about perfect. It was only through one dinner, right? “It’s a little crazy,” Ronnie started. “But I absolutely love it.”

      With drinks and appetizers delivered, everyone reached in. She went on to regale them about her typical daily tasks—meetings with clients, forging relationships with retailers who offered unique products she could work into designs, putting out proverbial fires when things went wrong. “There are days I pretty much live on the jobsite, making sure everything goes with as few hitches as possible.”

      Hudson tipped his drink her way. “You forgot sleep.”

      Becca smiled, her teeth flashing as she pushed her plate aside in preparation for her entrée. Her eyes twinkled approval, and Ronnie finally relaxed. “You don’t hear about all that on TV.”

      “There’s a lot involved, and sometimes it feels like sleep will have to wait for a month we’re not shooting,” Ronnie said, then immediately added, “But it’s so rewarding to see the look on the happy client’s face when their vision comes to life. I know reality TV can be a little staged at times, but that’s one part of the show that’s authentic.”

      Becca poured a packet of sugar into her iced tea and stirred with her straw. “What about that episode where they showed you manning a table saw?”

      Before Becca could ask, Colten jumped in, “Was that staged?” She felt Colten’s intense gaze burning a spot in her cheek, but she ignored him as she flattened a napkin in her lap. He probably expected her to say it was. Impossible to grasp that a city girl could wield a power tool.

      “Nope, that was real.” Ronnie beamed with a pride.

      “Ronnie’s pretty handy with power tools,” Hudson boasted.

      She knew many designers who didn’t even know how to work a power drill. But she’d made a point to learn every aspect she could. “I jump in if I can, if the contractors are running behind. We have a good crew on most projects, and they’ve been very willing to teach me to be useful.” After signing a bunch of waivers, she thought but didn’t add. “It comes in handy if you know your way around a circular saw or a tile cutter.”

      Ronnie should feel guilty about how easy it was pretending she was still a part of all that, but it allowed the humiliation to fade.

      Becca asked, “What do you have planned for your vacation?”

      “You know, I hadn’t really thought of anything.” Ronnie looked at Hudson, and they shared a smile. “I kind of sprang this trip on him. I don’t think he was prepared to entertain me.”

      “I do have to work,” Hudson admitted. “But I’ll make some time to show her around when I can. Joe agreed to let me off by four most days.”

      “You don’t strike me as a woman who likes to be idle too long.” Becca studied her now, and Ronnie wasn’t sure what to make of that. It wasn’t a fierce look, but it felt intense.

      Ronnie reached for her ice water and took a good gulp. “You’re right. I do like to keep busy. I’m not great at this relaxing vacation thing.”

      “How’d you feel about a small project?”

      Colten jumped in. “Mom, no.”

      Patti delivered their meals, interrupting the conversation. The aroma of her perfectly cooked ribeye made Ronnie’s stomach rumble. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a steak.

      “She’s on vacation,” Colten continued once Patti left them. “Anything you need done at the house, I can take care of while you’re gone. I already told you that.”

      Ronnie’s interest piqued. The fact that Colten seemed instantly opposed made it almost a challenge now. “What kind of project?”

      “My house is a bit outdated. While Colten’s father was alive, we never put much into upgrades outside of appliances and the main bathroom. Everything went to the ranch.” For the first time that evening, Becca dropped her eyes, staring blankly at the empty bread tin. “It has good bones. But the living and dining room need a facelift. Kitchen could use some help, too. Just basics. Flooring, maybe a coat of paint.”

      “Mom—”

      “I own the house, Colten. I can hire someone if I want to.” Becca turned back to Ronnie. “Too tired from traveling to stop by and see the place tonight?”

      “She did drive for two straight days,” Hudson said, offering her the chance to say no. “I talked her into coming down here first to get some decent food in her before I let her sleep.”

      “Why didn’t you fly?” Colten asked.

      “I like driving.” Not entirely a lie. Given other options, though, Ronnie would’ve boarded a plane instead of driving. But with her future uncertain, she hadn’t felt comfortable leaving her life packed in some city storage unit. She liked having her design materials close by.

      “You know, since you’re probably wiped, why don’t you swing by in the morning, when you’re rested?” Becca suggested. “I have to leave for Denver before lunch, but I think we can get all the details worked out before then.”

      “I can do that.”

      Becca smiled. “Gives me time to make a call. Confirm you’re the real deal.” There was a light edge to her words, but the woman meant business. “Can’t trust everything we see on TV.”

      Now might be the best time to drop the bomb. If this charade went on any longer and Becca found out she’d been fired, it would make Hudson look like a fool. It was one thing for him to pity her unfortunate situation, but quite another to humiliate him in front of people important enough to him to warrant a dinner invitation.
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