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      Lauren should have called in sick to work today. What were the odds that, out of all the rookie reporters at Tulsa One, she would end up covering the state science competition?

      She held her smile for the last shot, grasping the microphone so tightly that her hand ached as she stared straight into the camera and fought the urge to run. Where was a good tornado to chase when she needed one?

      Her tailored suit jacket stuck to her back, the heat still stifling in mid-August despite the air conditioner working overtime. The muggy convention center ballroom overflowed with laughing teenagers and their proud parents. Individual conversations pulled at her concentration, and she fought to block them out. Lauren Reynolds, Tulsa One News, didn’t notice those things, even if plain old Lauren did.

      Beside her, a teenage boy with shaggy brown hair shifted from foot to foot, threatening to blow her concentration more than the entire crowd combined. A first place trophy hid most of his torso, and a lopsided grin revealed metal braces with florescent blue bands. But it wasn’t his constant fidgeting that distracted her. It was how much he reminded her of another boy, who’d worn an almost identical smile after winning his own trophy his senior year.

      Lauren’s breathing quickened at the memory, and she fought to keep her brow from creasing as the camera continued to roll. She wouldn’t let being here get to her. This would be the best human interest piece the station had ever seen. If she wanted so much as a prayer of landing the roving reporter spot next year, she needed to impress her boss, Doyle.

      “And cut,” Shannon said from behind the camera, her voice rough and raspy. The red light underneath the lens blinked off, and she lowered the heavy equipment from where it rested on one shoulder.

      Lauren let the microphone drop. Finally, she could escape this dark pit of unwelcome memories. She turned to the boy, extending a hand even though what she really wanted to do was bolt. It wasn’t his fault he reminded her of someone else.

      “Congratulations again,” she said. “The spot should air on the ten o’clock news tonight.”

      “Thank you.” He shifted his trophy to one hand, then gave hers a firm shake. The action was so completely Tanner that it had her heart slamming against her ribcage. Lauren had been so proud of his win, and still in shock that such a funny, intelligent senior had chosen her, a mere sophomore, as his girlfriend. Life had seemed perfect. Back then, it had never occurred to her that they might not be together forever.

      Then a tornado had launched her parents’ car into a tree, killing them instantly, and Lauren’s entire world had come crashing down around her. Tanner had tried to forcibly repair that world, creating a fissure in their relationship wider than the Grand Canyon.

      The boy raced over to parents who enveloped him in a hug. Even his walk reminded her of Tanner—a little unsure and clumsy, like someone who had grown too fast and wasn’t used to his new body.

      Guilt coated Lauren’s tongue, thick and bitter. She’d been here a month and was no closer to apologizing for the past than she had been while a student at the University of Washington in Seattle. When she’d received the job offer from Tulsa One, exhilaration had battled with fear. The possibility of covering storms in Tornado Alley was a dream come true, but finally facing her past felt like a nightmare.

      But four years was long enough to run. She was no longer a scared eighteen-year-old paralyzed with grief. One of these days, she’d actually make the hour-long drive to Sunset Plains, instead of turning back halfway there like she’d done half a dozen times in the month since her move to Oklahoma. Odds were Tanner didn’t even live there anymore, but she had to try to find him and apologize.

      “You did great,” Shannon said, breaking Lauren out of her thoughts.

      “Thanks.” Lauren shoved her microphone in the duffel bag of equipment, more than ready to get out of here. Her entire body hummed with the need to chase a storm. Tonight’s weather forecast was promising. Tornado season was typically ended in Oklahoma right about now, but the weather patterns had been unusual this year and meteorologists predicted at least a few more tornadoes through September.

      “This piece should turn out halfway decent,” Shannon said. “At least it wasn’t another slice of bread toasted to look like Woodie Guthrie, right?”

      Lauren laughed. Last week had been slow for news, and Doyle had picked them to cover that particularly bizarre tale. It hadn’t been easy to keep a straight face while filming the piece. “Yeah, I guess that’s something.

      She lifted her hair off her neck, desperate for a breeze, while Shannon lovingly packed up her camera. Could she possibly move any slower? Lauren jealously eyed Shannon’s frayed boyfriend shorts, white tank, and frizzy auburn hair pulled back in a messy bun. Shannon looked cool and refreshed, whereas Lauren knew she was sporting more than a healthy glisten. She’d forgotten how hot Oklahoma summers could be.

      Maybe she should have become a professional storm chaser instead of a journalist. No one had cared what she wore during her summers working with the crew. But she’d always planned on being a news reporter, and her parents had enthusiastically supported that goal. Despite abandoning every other reminder of her past, Lauren had stubbornly clung to that one tenuous connection, her anchor in the midst of the hurricane.

      Shannon finally zipped the tote bag closed and slung it over her shoulder. Lauren quickly picked up her own bag and wove through the crowd, eager to escape this building filled with unwelcome reminders. Tanner had kissed her breathless in that alcove. She’d held his hand as they walked through those doors. Each of the sweet memories had been tainted by their last three weeks together, and the shame that had clung to her like a shadow for four years.

      Lauren burst through the doors, immediately feeling her muscles relax. She peered up at the sky, but no funnel cloud was in sight and no sirens wailed a warning. Just an overcast sky that barely even hinted at rain. She hoped the forecast was right, and the storm was on its way. Didn’t Tulsa know that she hadn’t moved back for clear skies?

      Shannon exited the building and raised an eyebrow, the doors swinging shut behind her. “Where’s the fire?”

      Lauren raised an eyebrow, pretending to be confused. “What do you mean?”

      “You seem awfully eager to get away from here.”

      “Just dying of heat stroke,” Lauren said, keeping her voice light. “Hey, Doyle said a thunderstorm’s supposed to hit tonight. Maybe the station will let us tag along for practice.”

      “Okay,” Shannon said easily. She popped open the van’s back doors, and they both placed their bags inside.

      “I’ll ask Doyle when we get back,” Lauren said. If they were really lucky, a funnel would form, and they’d catch the vortex on camera.

      Lauren climbed into the passenger seat of the van, eager to get back to the station. She pulled out her cell phone and scrolled through emails while Shannon cursed their way through the afternoon rush hour traffic. Lauren deleted the emails containing coupons she wouldn’t use before opening the daily digest from The Sunset Plains Chronicle. The newspaper was her daily dose of home. She’d subscribed shortly after leaving, and each piece of information was bittersweet. She hadn’t been there when her best friend from high school, Vanessa, got married and had her first baby. Didn’t get to hear the town gossips titter when Cassidy, Tanner’s little sister, got engaged to a famous movie star. But there hadn’t been a single piece of news about Tanner in four years. Lauren had searched for information about him online with no luck—he’d never been the type to spend much time on social media.

      The lack of news was both a relief and a source of stress. No news meant she had no idea what he was up to, but it also meant he probably wasn’t engaged, married, or a father. She knew it was unfair to hope he was still single, but a tiny part of her heart had never fully let go.

      A photo appeared at the top of the email, the familiar face making Lauren suck in a breath. She stared at the headline, her heart suddenly beating painfully in her chest.

      Obituary for Dana Olson.

      What had happened? Mrs. Olson couldn’t have been more than fifty. She’d been Lauren’s favorite high school teacher and her mother’s best friend. Lauren could still see Mrs. Olson’s neat all-caps handwriting filling the whiteboard as she lectured on weather systems. Could still hear her clear voice singing Amazing Grace with the church choir at Lauren’s parents’ funeral.

      She’d met Tanner in Mrs. Olson’s classroom. Fallen in love with him there as they connected over their mutual love of meteorology.

      Lauren clicked on the link with a shaking finger and quickly scanned the article. Breast cancer. They hadn’t caught it until it was too late. Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked, forcing them back.

      Shannon glanced over at Lauren, her own eyes filled with concern. “Hey, is everything okay?”

      Lauren quickly swiped her cheeks, avoiding Shannon’s gaze. The smell of coffee and cigarettes sharpened as the singing from the radio came back into focus. Lauren glanced again at her phone. She couldn’t believe Mrs. Olson was really gone.

      “I’m okay,” Lauren said. She held up her phone. “Just reading the paper from my hometown. One of my high school teachers passed away yesterday.”

      “Oh, Laur. I’m so sorry. Were the two of you close?”

      Close—such an undefinable word. In high school, Lauren would have said certainly. “I guess so. Mrs. Olson always encouraged me to pursue meteorology.” In fact, when the principal refused to allow Lauren, still only a sophomore, into the honors earth science class, Mrs. Olson had argued until Lauren was granted special permission to take it early. She might never have fallen in love with Tanner if not for that. They’d been assigned as lab partners in that class. Lauren massaged her temples, and the music blaring from the radio ricocheted around her brain.

      “Talia, turn down the volume,” Shannon instructed the car’s automated system, as though sensing Lauren’s need for quiet. The radio lowered until it was barely background noise. “So Mrs. Olson was like a mentor?”

      “More like an aunt. She and my mom were best friends.” Mrs. Olson had called Lauren daily after the funeral—at least until Lauren had her cell phone disconnected. She’d felt so broken. In a matter of weeks, she had lost both of her parents and graduated from high school. The only thing she’d known to do was run. By the time she realized she’d made a mistake, two years had passed. It had seemed ridiculous to try to reclaim her old life after so long. Who would even want her back?

      “I’m so sorry,” Shannon said.

      Lauren locked the phone’s screen and shoved it back in her purse. She wouldn’t cry. All choices had consequences, and Lauren had to live with hers. “I haven’t seen her in years. I guess the obituary just caught me off guard.”

      “Are you going to attend the funeral?” Shannon asked. “Sunset Plains isn’t far from here.”

      Lauren chewed on her lip, the pull toward home like a physical yank. She ached to see the pinks and golds of a sunset brush the tall grasses of her family home. Longed to watch the lightning bugs flicker in the trees.

      She’d missed Sunset Plains from the moment she left. It wasn’t just the town she longed for, but the people. She wanted to giggle over boys with Vanessa in the lunchroom. Kiss Tanner behind the bleachers during a football game. Stay up too late making posters advertising the school dance with the rest of the student council members. Eat dinner with her parents after a long day.

      She wanted to go back in time. But rewinding the clock was impossible.

      “Do you think I should go?” Lauren asked.

      Shannon shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      That was because Lauren hadn’t told Shannon all the dirty details about how she’d disappeared in the middle of the night, like some kind of criminal fleeing punishment. It was that guilt that made Lauren turn the car around before actually reaching Sunset Plains, every single time.

      As though sensing her indecision, Shannon said, “You should go.”

      Lauren thrummed her fingers against her leg, the low hum of the radio and blaring horns of passing cars creating a melody for her jumbled thoughts. She knew she needed to go home, but for a funeral? That seemed like a lot to try to process all at once. The obituary said the viewing would take place at the same mortuary that her parents’ had been held in—not surprising, since it was the only one in town. Mrs. Olson’s service would be held the following day at the same church. Stepping foot inside those buildings would be like ripping out her own heart. Last time she’d had Tanner’s support, but this time she’d be alone.

      And what if Tanner came to the funeral, too? If he lived close by, no doubt he’d make the effort to attend. Mrs. Olson had meant a lot to him, too.

      No. Going back like this would be too hard. Her stomach churned at the thought of setting foot in that funeral home for the viewing. Of sitting in a church pew while the choir sang a hymn. No doubt Amazing Grace would be on the program.

      “Mrs. Olson is gone,” Lauren said. “She won’t know if I’m there or not.”

      Shannon glanced over, one eyebrow raised. “Yeah, but that’s not really the point, is it?”

      Dang. Lauren hated it when Shannon was right. “I’m just not sure now is a good time. What about work?”

      Shannon rolled her eyes. “We work four days a week.”

      All true, but Lauren hung around the station a lot on her days off, hoping for a story. “Yeah, but what if a storm⁠—”

      “No one’s going to begrudge you attending a funeral,” Shannon cut in. “It’s one day, Lauren. Chances are you’ll miss out on nothing.”

      She knew Shannon was right. But Lauren wasn’t ready for the onslaught of pain returning would bring to the surface. Every inch of that town had brimmed with raw memories in the weeks after her parents’ deaths.

      Lauren had been desperate for a fresh start. But Tanner had insisted they should stick to the plans they’d made before everything changed. He wanted to stay in Sunset Plains through the summer, then leave for Texas in the fall. He’d repeatedly told her she was in no condition to make life-altering decisions. And he’d been right. But Lauren could no sooner have stayed for three more months than cut off her own arm. All of her pleadings for change had fallen on deaf ears. So she’d left without him.

      “I don’t know,” Lauren said.

      Shannon shot her another glance. “It sounds like you don’t want to go home.”

      “That’s not it.” Lauren sighed, gazing out the window. She could finally see the studio in the distance, but it would take them at least another ten minutes to traverse the three blocks. “It’s complicated.”

      “Home always is,” Shannon said. “Look, do you want to say goodbye to Mrs. Olson?”

      Lauren hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Okay then. And you said she was your mom’s best friend, right? So don’t you think your mom would want you to go?”

      Lauren remembered her mother and Mrs. Olson standing in the church foyer in their Sunday best, laughing over something only the two of them understood. But the image was soon replaced with another, more grim memory of two gleaming caskets poised on taut green belts above gaping holes.

      She hadn’t returned to the cemetery since the funeral. Did anyone take flowers to her parents’ graves, or did they stand empty and alone?

      Mrs. Olson had probably taken flowers. And Shannon was right—Mom would want Lauren to go. She’d say people were the most important thing in the world, and Lauren shouldn’t let her fears get in the way of paying her respects. She’d already done that once and still lived daily with the consequences.

      “I should go,” Lauren said quietly.

      “You should go,” Shannon agreed.

      Maybe visiting Sunset Plains could be cleansing, like a summer thunderstorm. Tanner probably wasn’t even there—a town of five thousand didn’t exactly boast many job opportunities for meteorologists. But she could get his contact information from his parents and decide where to go from there. He’d hear through the grapevine that she was back in town, paving the way for her to apologize.

      Home. In four years, she hadn’t spent time anywhere that deserved that title.

      Home. A chance to finally set things right.

      Sunset Plains was calling her back.
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      Of all the places Tanner had wanted to spend his first day back in Sunset Plains, a funeral home was at the absolute bottom of his list.

      He stared out the car window at the whitewashed brick building across the street, its parking lot filled with rusting trucks and shining SUVs. The late summer heat was stifling, making his thin cotton button-down shirt stick to his skin despite the air conditioner working overtime. Country music played softly from the radio as his parents and younger sister, Cassidy, discussed potential venues for her upcoming wedding.

      Tanner shoved a hand in his pocket, running a finger over the divots of his new key. He’d only pulled into town an hour ago, and the moving truck still sat fully loaded in the driveway of the Reynolds house. Mama had barely given him time to change into something more appropriate before hustling him into the car.

      It’s not the Reynolds house anymore, he reminded himself. It’s my home now. Four years had been long enough to stay away from the town he loved. He was ready to ignore the past and focus on the future. Buying Lauren’s old home had made that more difficult than he’d anticipated, but there weren’t a lot of real estate options in a town of five thousand. She’d sold the home to a young family after leaving Sunset Plains, and they’d fixed it up so that Tanner had hardly recognized the place when he toured it.

      He’d felt uncomfortable buying the home at first, but his older brother Shawn had convinced him to go through with the purchase. It was just a house, and Tanner shouldn’t pass up a great piece of real estate just because he’d dated the girl who’d grown up there.

      Next week he’d start teaching meteorology at the satellite campus for the University of Oklahoma. The college was nestled on the edge of town and relatively small—only one building with perhaps twenty classrooms. It served five or six nearby towns in addition to Sunset Plains and had a brand new weather center, which would be perfect for his PhD coursework. His parents had practically cried tears of joy when Tanner told them he’d gotten a job there and was moving back. They’d only raised their eyebrows a little when he told them which property he was buying and had thankfully kept any negative opinions to themselves.

      Dad cut the engine, and they all climbed out of the car.

      “We won’t stay long,” Mama said, the gravel of the lot crunching beneath her feet. “Just enough time to pay our respects to the family.”

      Cassidy caught Tanner’s eye and smirked, just like she had a thousand times when they were growing up. Despite being two years apart in age, they’d always been close. It was because of Cassidy that he’d first noticed Lauren. The two girls had been in the same grade and pretty friendly with each other.

      Tanner swallowed hard. Lauren’s unexpected intrusion into his thoughts hit him right in the gut. He hoped she was okay. That she’d found the peace she so desperately sought.

      “We won’t get out of here in under an hour,” Cassidy whispered, her voice low enough that Tanner was certain only he could hear. But her words were filled with a fondness for Sunset Plains that he could relate to.

      “Guess I’ll get all of my yes I’m back in town for good conversations out of the way in one swoop,” Tanner said. No doubt the entire town would show up at some point tonight.

      Cassidy squeezed his arm. “Everyone’s just excited to have you back, including me. Now we just need to convince Shawn and Natalie to move here, and everything will be perfect.”

      Perfect. Tanner used to think that was attainable, but now he knew that perfection was just a lie people told themselves. His family was more than proof of that. Shawn had experienced a crippling car accident—on Christmas Eve, of all days—that crushed his dreams of joining the Navy. Cassidy had been left at the alter, pregnant and alone, and ultimately lost the baby. And Tanner … well, the love of his life had broken his heart.

      He frowned, shoving his hands in his pockets. He hadn’t wanted to think about Lauren, but buying her house—being back in Sunset Plains, and more specifically, at the mortuary—made it impossible.

      Mama paused outside the glass doors and gave both him and Cassidy a piercing glare.

      “You two behave,” she said. “We’re here to pay our respects, and that kind of thing can’t be rushed.”

      “I thought you said we wouldn’t be here long,” Tanner said, raising one eyebrow.

      Mama placed a hand on her hip, eyes narrowing. “Don’t make me wallop you, Tanner Erickson. You might be an adult now, but you’re still my son and I’ll bend you over my knee if I have to. It’ll take as long as it takes.”

      Tanner stifled a sigh. Viewings were social events in Sunset Plains, and between his return to town and their mother’s penchant for talking, they’d be here all night. He’d be pushing it to get the moving truck unloaded and returned by the eight a.m. cutoff time tomorrow morning.

      “You act like we were raised in a barn,” Cassidy said. “We do have manners, you know. We want to pay our respects to Mrs. Olson just as much as you do. She was our teacher.”

      Guilt slammed into Tanner with the reminder, making his stomach clench. Mrs. Olson was dead, and he was worried about something as mundane as a late fee. He’d always meant to send Mrs. Olson a thank you card for all the recommendation letters she’d written for him—over a dozen between the scholarships and university entrance applications. She’d been his favorite teacher by a long shot.

      But she’d also been a painful reminder of Lauren.

      “We can stay as long as we need to,” Tanner told his mom.

      “Well, we don’t want to take up too much of the family’s time,” Mama said.

      Cassidy rolled her eyes at Tanner as they followed their parents inside. “I’d like to amend my earlier prediction. Five bucks says we’re here no less than ninety minutes.”

      “I’m not dumb enough to take that bet,” Tanner whispered. “I’d lose.”

      He took a deep breath and stepped inside the foyer, bracing himself for the flood of memories he knew would assault him. Floral arrangements were crammed into every inch of space, just like they’d been on the day of Lauren’s parents’ viewing. People sat on the plaid couches, their voices low and respectful as they reminisced about Mrs. Olson.

      Tanner could still remember the way Lauren had looked when she stepped through the doors, so stoic and grim. She’d worn a lacy black dress that overshadowed her thin frame. Her blonde hair had hung straight and limp around her face, and her eyes had been sunken and lifeless. It had torn him in two to see her hurting so badly. He’d wanted so badly to shield her from that pain. But when he’d tried to put a comforting arm around her shoulders, she’d shrugged him off and walked away.

      The low murmur of voices washed over Tanner as he stood frozen, replaying the memories. The bitterness burning his tongue surprised him. He’d thought he’d gotten past that, but today was bringing it all back.

      Something had changed in their relationship the day her parents died. No matter how hard Tanner tried, he hadn’t been able to repair what was broken. And he’d tried so hard.

      It had taken over a year for him to realize that Lauren hadn’t wanted him to fix anything. Losing both parents wasn’t the kind of problem that could be solved. But Tanner had stupidly thought he could make it all better. One day they were posing together for graduation pictures, and the next Lauren’s cell phone had been disconnected. The only clue had been a note she’d left in his mailbox that said, Please don’t try to find me. I’m sorry.

      For three weeks he’d heard her insist she needed a completely different plan for her life, and yet he’d never really listened to her pleas. Maybe because he’d never dreamed her new plans didn’t include him.

      Tanner wrapped his hand around the keys still in his pocket, focusing on the pain as the edges dug into his skin. He’d rearranged his entire life to be close to Lauren. After graduating high school, he couldn’t bear the thought of being separated from her for two years. So he’d attended the satellite campus in Sunset Plains, waiting to go to Texas A&M until he could bring Lauren with him.

      And she’d left without a backward glance.

      He’d planned on proposing at Christmas. Lauren hadn’t known—he’d told her the part-time job was to save up for tuition, not a ring. But he’d been certain that she was the girl for him. And even though they’d been young, only eighteen and twenty years old, it had felt like the right decision at the time.

      Mama nudged Tanner aside, breaking the spell. He stood in front of a small table covered in a white lace cloth, a book of remembrance laid open with a vase of lilies beside it. Mama reached for the pen and quickly signed all four of their names.

      Tanner blinked rapidly, running a hand over his face. He’d long ago accepted that he would probably never see Lauren again. Total closure, the kind talked about in books, wasn’t in the cards for him. He’d had two serious relationships since their breakup, but the whisper of what should have been was always at the back of his mind. Neither girlfriend had been able to compete with Lauren’s memory, and eventually they’d stopped trying. Just two more reasons to be angry with Lauren.

      Shawn and his new wife, Natalie, kept trying to convince Tanner to go on a Toujour cruise. The newlyweds had met on one last Christmas and fallen in love in eight days. But Tanner wasn’t interested in joining a matchmaking agency, even one as respected as Toujour. Shawn and Natalie were a unique case. Besides, Tanner had already experienced his once-in-a-lifetime love. She’d ruined him for all other women.

      Tanner took a deep, calming breath. He couldn’t let being here get to him. Those memories were long buried, and that’s where they needed to stay.

      “Sara!” one of his parents’ neighbors called from across the room, waving her hand.

      Mama tugged on Dad’s arm, dragging him toward the woman. “You kids get in line, and we’ll catch up to you in a bit,” she said.

      Cassidy smoothed her long blonde braid over one shoulder, causing her engagement ring to flash in the dim light. “Yeah right,” she said, her tone teasing.

      Tanner gave her a quick side hug, affection for his sister swelling in his chest. “I’ve missed you, Cass.”

      She raised one eyebrow in a clear question, then shrugged. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      The line of mourners trailed nearly into the foyer, and Tanner and Cassidy took their place at the end. He craned his neck, trying to see into the room while doing quick calculations in his head. Each person would take, what, thirty seconds to give their condolences and say their goodbyes? And that was if they didn’t linger. Brevity wasn’t a treasured trait in Sunset Plains.

      Tanner sighed, letting his shoulders slump. It’d be dark by the time they got home. He’d have to wake up with the birds and unload the truck in the morning.

      The main room was even more crowded with people and floral arrangements than the foyer. The crowd shifted, and he caught a glimpse of the shimmery plum-colored casket and Mrs. Olson lying peacefully inside.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.” Cassidy twisted the end of her braid around one finger, shifting from foot to foot.

      “Me neither,” Tanner said. Mrs. Olson had been a permanent fixture in Sunset Plains for his entire life.

      “She was still so young. Just last week at church, she told me that she’d finally perfected her cherry pie recipe and couldn’t wait to share it at the Fourth of July picnic.”

      “It’s a crying shame we’ll never get to taste that pie,” the woman in front of them said.

      Tanner blinked. He’d forgotten that there was no such thing as a private conversation in Sunset Plains. He peered around Cassidy and instantly recognized the severe bun and wide smile of Mrs. Collins. Great. They really would be here all night if they started a conversation with her.

      But he wouldn’t complain or try to rush his family out of here. Mrs. Olson didn’t deserve that.

      “I know.” Cassidy let out a sigh. “She promised to show me how to make her pie crusts so I could sell them at the bakery during the holidays. I guess I’ll have to keep working on my own recipe now.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be every bit as good as Dana’s was. I’ll be sure to stop by and order some pie come Thanksgiving.” Mrs. Collins patted Cassidy’s hand, then turned her smile to Tanner. “It’s nice to see you back in town.”

      “It’s good to be back,” Tanner said.

      “And how was it, living in Texas?” Mrs. Collins asked.

      “Not nearly as nice as living in Oklahoma.”

      Mrs. Collins laughed, slapping him playfully on the arm. “Good answer.”

      It was also the truth. Even after four years, Texas had never felt like home. Tanner wasn’t sure if it was the cramped housing or life as a college student, but he’d never quite fit in. Maybe it was because he’d planned on living there with Lauren. He choked back the anger cloaked in sadness that always waited to swallow him whole. Would the ache ever completely go away?

      He hoped she wasn’t still chasing storms. Surely in four years she’d at least moved on enough to find another outlet for her pain.

      The line inched forward. Mr. Olson stood beside the casket, looking solemn in a charcoal gray suit and tie. He had the same haunted look in his eyes that Lauren had possessed at her parents’ funeral.

      “Heard you bought the Reynolds old place,” Mrs. Collins said. “Interesting choice.”

      Tanner swallowed. “It wasn’t really the Reynolds place anymore, was it? The Crawfords lived there for four years.”

      Mrs. Collins waved a hand dismissively. “Well, we’re all glad you’re putting down roots here, whoever’s home it was. I know your mama’s missed you. And just in time for Cassidy’s wedding.”

      Cassidy giggled. Tanner stared at his sister, raising one eyebrow. She wasn’t the giggling type, but it seemed to happen a lot whenever Jase was mentioned.

      “We just got engaged a few weeks ago,” Cassidy said. “The wedding won’t be for a while yet.”

      “Have you set a date?”

      Cassidy shook her head. “We’re thinking early spring. Jase’s agent wants us to have a big Hollywood wedding, but we want something small, right here in Sunset Plains. We’re thinking of doing it at Jase’s ranch, if we can get the barn finished in time.”

      Mrs. Collins nodded approvingly. “I assume you’ll be using a wedding planner?”

      “Oh yes. Jase’s publicist has already put me in touch The Frosted Bride.”

      Mrs. Collins eyes widened. “All the celebrities use them. Toujour just named them as the wedding planners of choice for next year.”

      Cassidy gave Tanner a wry smile. Like this wedding talk was of any interest to him. “Yes. I’m flying to California next week to meet with Kelsey. She’s one of their newer planners, but seems very competent.”

      “And what about the dress?” Mrs. Collins asked. “Have you picked a designer?”

      Tanner barely hid a yawn. He had a feeling this wedding talk would continue the entire time they were in line. Awesome.

      “I think so. Have you heard of Genevieve Dallaire?”

      Mrs. Collins put a hand on Cassidy’s arm and gasped. “Another Toujour pick. My dear, this wedding is going to be fabulous.”

      “I still can’t believe that Genevieve agreed to design my dress.”

      “Honey, you’re marrying Jase Larson. Everyone is dying for your business, I’m sure. Where is Jase today?”

      Cassidy blushed, her ears turning pink at the mention of her fiancé. Tanner didn’t know Jase well—just that he was a famous Hollywood actor head-over-heels in love with Cassidy—but what Tanner did know of Jase, he liked. Shawn had met Jase on the Toujour cruise and gave the man a glowing recommendation, and their parents seemed fond of him.
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