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      “If you can’t get enough of stories that get inside your heart and soul and stay there long after you’ve read the last page, then Samantha Chase is for you!”
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      Open road.

      Windows down.

      Some good country music practically blowing out the car stereo.

      Life was good.

      Devin Maxwell smiled as he drove along the interstate. For the first time in what seemed like forever, he had taken some time off. For more than four years, he’d put his own vacation dreams on hold while he built up his business–Sweetbriar Auto Care. Every day–sometimes ten to twelve hours a day–he spent working on cars and doing his best to earn the trust of the residents of his hometown.

      And it had finally paid off.

      Business was booming–to the point where he’d been able to hire three mechanics to work beside him–and it felt great. Rewarding. Word of his work ethic, honesty, and respect for his customers helped word spread like wildfire to surrounding towns. There were some major changes going on in the small mountain town of Sweetbriar Ridge–tons of construction projects that all started because the old ski resort was being rehabbed and re-opened–and that was bringing a lot of new life to the area. He almost had more business than he could handle, but he had met the challenge and was reaping the rewards. And luckily, now he was finally free to breathe a little and relax.

      Because damn if he wasn’t exhausted.

      That’s why this weekend had been so important–four days of pure relaxation. His grandparents’ farm just outside of Richmond had been the perfect solution for him, a little R&R while spending time with two of his favorite people. Devin knew he was guilty of not visiting enough and could still hear the excitement in his grandmother’s voice when he told her of his plans. And the smile on her face when he arrived told him it was all worth it.

      Was it his dream vacation?

      No.

      Hell, if he could have taken his dream vacation, he’d be sitting on some tropical beach with a drink in his hand and not a care in the world.

      And he would have gone away for longer than four days, that’s for sure.

      Still, even though it was short, the weekend had been the perfect little getaway. He’d gone fishing with his grandfather, played Scrabble with his grandmother, and eaten some of the best food he’d had in years. He felt well rested, refreshed, and ready to get back to work.

      Letting out a long breath, Devin’s mind already started to stray back to business mode. Tomorrow he had to do some inventory because he knew they were running low on some key parts. After that, he needed to put in a call to his accountant because he had a few questions about changing up his payroll program. He told himself this was finally going to be the week he put an ad up to hire someone to man the front desk at the shop–something he’d been avoiding for far too long. And lastly, he seriously needed to hit the grocery store because after eating his grandmother’s home cooking, there was no way he could go back to frozen meals.

      Reaching over, he patted the cooler full of leftovers she’d sent home with him. There was easily a week’s worth of food in there, but he knew he was going to freeze most of it and dole it out to himself slowly to make it last.

      Groaning, he raked a hand through his hair as his mind was already making a dozen to-do lists while he tried to figure out how he was going to get everything done. The main problem was that he was kind of a control freak–but in a good way. He simply enjoyed helping out with everything that pertained to his business. Hiring a team of mechanics was supposed to lessen his load, but he was still a hands-on boss who liked to oversee all of their work so that he knew they were up to his standards.

      So between being a business owner, mechanic, manager, bookkeeper, receptionist, and in charge of any and all marketing promotions, Devin was spreading himself thin. Hell, it was all-consuming his life and leaving no time to actually have a life outside of the garage.

      And…now all the tension was back in his body.

      “Awesome,” he muttered.

      Clouds were starting to move in and it seemed to be getting dark awful quickly, he thought to himself. Virginia wasn’t known for any massive amounts of rain this time of year, so he wasn’t worried, but it still put a little damper on his mood. The sunshine had felt perfect–along with the open windows–but it looked like it wouldn’t be long before the sky was ready to open.

      Not the best way to end a relaxing weekend.

      With a muttered curse, he rolled up the windows on his Ford F250. Devin couldn’t help but rub his hand reverently over the dash of the new truck. It was something he had always wanted, something new of his own that he didn’t have to work on. That’s not to say he didn’t love his job and his career–he did! But after having his head bent over an engine all week long, it was nice to know he wouldn’t have to do it on his own vehicle.

      Growing up, Devin had envisioned himself owning his own shop and driving some sort of classic muscle car he’d completely restored on his own. What he didn’t realize back then was how much it cost to do something like that and the time and effort you would have to put in to do it right.

      So instead of the restoring, he’d put that time and money into making his business something he could be proud of.

      But every once in a while, he toyed with the idea of finding that perfect car he could set up in his garage at home and make it into something spectacular. Hell, at least once a week he found himself online simply searching for that diamond in the rough that he could afford and that he could turn into a pet project or a hobby.

      So far, he’d had zero luck in finding anything, but he knew someday he would. And in the meantime, he had more than enough vehicles to work on in his shop.

      A slow smile spread across his face because…yeah, owning his own business in his hometown was still a dream, even without his dream car. Life was good.

      “And we’ve come full circle,” he murmured as he saw a flash of lightning off in the distance. Checking the GPS, he saw he still had another hour of driving ahead of him before he was back in Sweetbriar Ridge. On a clear day, it was a thing of beauty driving up the mountain into town, but with a downpour like this? Well…it had been a long time since he’d had to do anything like that. With a weary sigh, he resigned himself to driving the rest of the way home in a storm.

      He couldn’t control the weather, so he forced all negative thoughts aside as he exited off the interstate and merged onto the small highway that would take him the rest of the way.

      And said a silent prayer that he’d make it there without incident.
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        * * *

      

      “You have got to be kidding me!” MacKenzie Holland’s voice was a near screech as her car started to sputter and smoke billowed out from under the hood. “Seriously? Now?” With no GPS and no way of knowing exactly where she was, panic and hysteria quickly set in.

      Carefully, she pulled the car over to the side of the road and cursed her own stupidity. And yes, calling it stupidity was putting it mildly. Maybe deciding to pack up your entire life on the spur of the moment–while her cheating, low-life boyfriend tried to explain the naked woman bent over the dining room table–wasn’t the best decision she could have made.

      Well, that and forgetting her phone charger and refusing to pick one up at any of the gas stations and convenience stores because she thought she had great battery life.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      She’d left everything she couldn’t fit in her car back in that crappy apartment in Syracuse and hit the road with no real destination in mind.

      Well, she’d left the apartment, driven as far as Pennsylvania, and stopped for the night at a crappy hotel. Even after a semi-decent night’s sleep, she hadn’t come up with a plan. Her mother–who she hadn’t seen or spoken to in years–was last known to be living out in Oregon, so…maybe she’d go there.

      Maybe.

      That would be a last resort, but considering she was the only family MacKenzie had left, maybe it was where she was supposed to go.

      “Ugh…I hate this.” Even if her phone was charged, there wasn’t anyone she could call to come and help her out. She was in the middle of who knows where and couldn’t even give anyone her location. “Okay, obviously you can sit here and berate yourself all the livelong day because this car isn’t going any farther and this two-lane highway is fairly deserted. Awesome.”

      Maybe a cop car would drive by, or maybe some good Samaritan, but she wasn’t optimistic. She sat on the side of the road for all of five minutes before deciding to get out and pop the hood. Not that it was going to do any good–she had no idea what she was supposed to be looking for.

      Or at.

      Yeah, maybe she needed to add this to her ever-growing list of things she should have done differently. All the years she’d driven this car, everyone told her she needed to learn more about it. But had she? No.

      Still, it seemed productive for her to at least try to see if it was an obvious problem–like a hose hanging out somewhere or some sort of…fluid spewing around.

      That was a thing, right?

      Still, the longer she looked at the engine, the more obvious it became that none of it made sense and nothing seemed out of place.

      Muttering a curse, she walked around to the passenger side door and yanked it open. “Maybe there’s a manual in the glove box that I never noticed…”

      There wasn’t.

      Slamming the door, she walked back around to the front of the car and stared at the engine hard, as if willing it to tell her what was wrong. Smoke was still lightly billowing and that made her think that it wasn’t safe to try starting it again.

      “Someone’s bound to come along eventually…”

      At least…that’s what she tried to keep telling herself.

      And just then, the first drop of rain landed on her nose.

      Slowly, MacKenzie lifted her head, raised her eyes toward the sky, and cursed and screamed until her voice was raw. “Why? Why me? Why now?” she cried out. “Haven’t I been through enough? Wasn’t it bad enough that Kevin cheated on me? Do I really deserve this?”

      The logical part of her brain reminded her that she wasn’t going to get a divine answer on this one, but it was a great way to release some of her pent-up anger and frustration.

      So she screamed and jumped up and down a bit more.

      “I work so hard and give everything I am to everyone and this is what I get?” she breathlessly screamed heavenward. “How about throwing a little bad luck Kevin’s way, huh? Or maybe the whore he was screwing on Nana’s table! Maybe give them both an STD!”

      That’s when the hysterical laughter started as images of all sorts of cartoonish misery fell on her ex and his side-piece. Everything from obvious STDs to anvils falling on them before sinking into quicksand.

      Or maybe a piano falling from the sky.

      “I probably should have eaten something more than a stale package of cupcakes for breakfast eight hours ago. I think I’m getting delirious.”

      And sadly, that was the only thing she had eaten today.

      “Great, I’ll probably starve to death before anyone finds me…” Looking up at the sky again–no easy feat with the intensity of the rain coming down–and this time, her scream was more of a whimper. “Can you please just give me a damn break? I don’t get why I’m the one being punished! I’m a good person, dammit! I’m the wronged party here, or weren’t you paying attention?”

      A bolt of lightning flashed across the sky and hit close enough that MacKenzie screeched in terror. She raised her hands up in surrender as the rain came down in earnest. Her heart beat madly even as she felt all of the fight slowly drain out of her. Her chin dropped to her chest as she sighed. “Fine. No need to come at me with your wrath…”

      She was so lost in her own misery that she failed to notice the approaching headlights. Slamming the car hood down, she left her hands on it and felt her tears mixing with the rain. What was the point of holding it all in? She was so tired; bone-weary tired. She’d been driving aimlessly for days and all she wanted right now was to be dry and have a warm bed with a soft pillow–preferably in a hotel that wasn’t a dive and maybe had room service–and about twenty-four hours of sleep.

      Somehow, she doubted that was ever going to happen.

      And that just made her cry harder. Her entire body hurt, and there didn’t seem to be any hope. There was no one here to witness her breakdown and she was probably going to have to spend the night in her car to wait out the storm–and it wouldn’t be warm or soft.

      Basically, there was no rush to get back in the car.

      She was already soaked.

      And if she got in the car, it was going to be soaked too.

      “I’m so not living the dream…”

      If anything, this was like a nightmare, and she seriously wished it was one she could wake up from. Not that she wished she was back with Kevin–that relationship really ended a while ago, but they were both too lazy to pull the plug–but more than anything, she wished she could wake up and just have a better life.

      It didn’t even have to be a great one, just one that was better than this.

      Slowly, her body folded over the hood of the car as she lost all hope and continued to cry.
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        * * *

      

      Devin had heard of people seeing mirages. But that sort of thing only happened after you’d been wandering in the dessert for days without food and water, right?

      Virginia was dry but certainly not desert-like and he’d been eating and drinking consistently since he’d gotten on the road earlier. So…realistically, there was no good reason he was seeing what appeared to be a woman draped over the hood of a classic Mustang convertible.

      The hood was closed, but why in the world would a woman choose to lie on top of the car in the middle of a storm?

      “Someday my curiosity is going to get me in trouble,” he murmured as he did a quick U-turn and pulled over to the side–so the nose of the truck was facing the nose of the Mustang.

      For a moment, he was struck speechless.

      Yes, it was definitely a woman draped over the car and, from the view he had, she had a spectacular ass.

      “Maybe this is a mirage.”

      He’d been putting so much time into building his business that his social life–well…dating life–had pretty much been non-existent for quite a while. Was it possible this was all just his mind playing tricks on him? After all, a sexy woman and a classic car? It defied logic.

      Still…

      Slowly, he opened the truck door and stood on the running board. She may have an incredible ass, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t crazy or something. “Um…excuse me?” he called out.

      She didn’t move.

      Panic washed over him at the thought of her being in that position because she was hurt. Had something happened to her and someone just left her there like that? Jumping down, he quickly ran over to her. “Ma’am? Are you all right?” he asked, his voice a little shaky, and his hand trembled slightly as it reached out to touch her.

      Only…he didn’t. He was too afraid of startling her or finding out she was seriously injured.

      As if coming out of a daze, her head turned toward his and the greenest eyes he had ever seen stared back at him. Her hair was plastered to her head and her makeup was a little runny and Devin had to wonder if his conclusion of her being hurt wasn’t accurate.

      “Ma’am?” he asked again, softer this time.

      She straightened, and all the blood in Devin’s head rushed south. She was petite–possibly only 5’2 or 5’3. Her white t-shirt was practically transparent and she was beyond curvy. She pushed her hair away from her face and frowned at him.

      “Could you quit calling me that?” she snapped.

      Confusion hit him first. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Can you quit calling me ma’am? I’m not that old, for crying out loud.”

      A bark of laughter came out before he could stop it. The look of indignation on her face kept him laughing a bit longer before he forced himself to stop.

      One perfectly shaped brow arched at him. “If this is your way of helping someone out, you can leave.”

      And for some reason, he laughed just a little more.

      Which only seemed to irritate her more. “Seriously, are you done?” she asked.

      Devin cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed like that, but you kind of caught me off guard.” When she crossed her arms over her chest and simply stared at him, he knew she clearly wasn’t quick to forgive. “So…um…what’s the problem with the car?”

      Shrugging, she looked over her shoulder at it. “No idea. It sort of sputtered a bit and then I noticed the smoke, so I pulled over.”

      Probably overheated, he thought, and then noticed her shiver. “Listen, why don’t you go wait in my truck where it’s dry and I’ll take a quick look under the hood.”

      Now she eyed him warily. “Thanks but…I’ll stay out here.”

      “Why?” he asked, confused. “Why stand out here any longer than you have to? Do you have an umbrella in your car?”

      “If I did, don’t you think I’d be using it?” Her tone was weary and she slowly wiped some of the rain off of her face and attempted to comb her hair back.

      He could have argued with her–or simply wished her luck as he drove away–but he was raised with better manners than that. “Okay, why don’t you pop the hood and let me take a look?”

      “Do you know anything about cars?”

      He grinned and reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, then one of his business cards. Handing it to her, he said, “Devin Maxwell. I own my own garage back in Sweetbriar Ridge.”

      “MacKenzie Holland.” She looked it over and then handed it back to him with a nod before she spun on her heel and reached into the car to pop the hood as he’d asked.

      Devin didn’t waste any time. Securing the hood, he looked around and noticed the engine wasn’t in the greatest shape. At a first glance, he saw the hoses were cracked and worn; there was some corrosion on the battery and in general, it was just dirty. A car like this should be babied and it was clear no one had truly loved this car the way it deserved.

      “So?” she asked, coming back to stand beside him. “What do you see?”

      He opened the radiator cap, looked down, and then took a whiff of the engine. Without a word, he stepped back and closed the hood.

      “Do I just need to let it cool down before driving it again?” she asked hopefully.

      “Afraid not. Without proper lighting and getting it up on a lift, I wouldn’t recommend you driving it at all.”

      She groaned and leaned against the car and cursed. “Great,” she murmured. “Any idea where the nearest town is?”

      “So you’re not from around here?”

      MacKenzie shook her head.

      “Where were you heading?”

      “West,” was her only response.

      “Ah,” he said with a nod. “I’ve heard of it.”

      He couldn’t help but grin when he noticed her lips twitching with the urge to do the same.

      “Look…Devin,” she began, “I appreciate you stopping and all, but for all I know, you could be some sort of serial killer or something. Do you really think I’m going to tell you where I’m going?”

      Devin had to hand it to her, she certainly had a knack for speaking her mind. “Fair enough. But in my defense, do you really think a serial killer would stop and offer to look at your car?”

      “Actually, yes,” she said firmly. “Win over my trust, offer to help and then BAM! Next thing you know, I’m tomorrow’s headline.”

      His eyes went a little wide. “Wow. You’ve got it all worked out.”

      She shrugged.

      “Okay then. I guess this is where I wish you luck and…get on my way.” He turned back toward his truck and made it all of three feet before she called out to him. Turning back to her, he waited.

      “Fine, so maybe you’re not a serial killer. But I’m stuck here and you’re telling me I can’t drive the car. My cell phone’s dead and I don’t have a charger and…shit. I’m pretty much screwed here.”

      It would have been rude to agree, but it was on the tip of his tongue to do just that. “My shop is kind of far from here, but I can call one of my guys and have someone come and get you. I know it’s a little out of your way, but it’s the best I can do.”

      MacKenzie chuckled. “Beggars can’t be choosers, right?”

      “Let me grab my phone,” he said and then stopped. “Or…could we please go sit in the truck? Maybe you don’t mind standing out in the rain, but right now I feel like it’s going to take hours before I feel dry again and I’ve still got an hour’s drive ahead of me.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Devin walked over and climbed into the truck. It took a full minute for him to shift around until he was comfortable and cursed at how his wet clothes were going to mess with the leather interior. Knowing there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it, he flipped on the seat warmers and moved the cooler to the back seat. Letting out a long breath, he reached for his phone to call the shop.

      “Sweetbriar Auto Care. Will speaking. How can I help you?”

      “Hey, Will. It’s Devin.”

      “Hey, boss. Don’t tell me you’re calling to check on us again? I just talked to you an hour ago!”

      Devin laughed and when he noticed MacKenzie slowly walking toward the truck, he found himself holding his breath. She silently climbed in beside him and he jacked up the heat to help her warm up.

      “Listen, I just got off the I-81 and came upon a broken-down car. Could be the head gasket. Classic Mustang–sixty-five or sixty-six,” he guessed, and then looked over at MacKenzie.

      “Sixty-six,” she confirmed.

      “Sixty-six,” he repeated to Will. “I need you to send a tow truck out here to come and get it.”

      “I’d love to, Devin, but there was a multi-car pileup just this side of Draper and both our trucks are on site there. It’s been pretty chaotic. I’ll send someone as soon as I can, but you’re looking at four to five hours before I’m thinking they’ll even start heading your way.”

      A curse escaped Devin’s lips before he could stop it, and he noticed MacKenzie’s defeated posture. “Keep me posted, Will. Call me as soon as you have a truck free and we’ll take it from there.”

      “Can do.”

      Devin hung up and sighed, combing his own wet hair away from his face. He turned to MacKenzie. “I don’t have a truck available right now, but…”

      “I heard,” she said wearily.

      “Why don’t we go and grab something to eat and meet my truck back here when it’s available?”

      “I don’t want to leave the car here,” she said with a hint of desperation. “A car like that?” She shook her head. “Uh-uh. Thanks but…I’ll stay here with it. Send your truck over when he’s free.”

      “MacKenzie, I’m not going to leave you here.”

      “Can’t we just use your phone and…you know…Google something and call someplace else? Someplace that maybe has a tow truck available now?”

      “We can, but they’ll charge you a fortune to tow it all the way to my shop. Whereas I’m not going to charge you since I’m going to be the one fixing the car. It’s part of the services we offer, and…”

      “Ugh, seriously, dude,” she groaned. “I’m not gonna be picky right now. The car just needs to be dealt with. Sooner rather than later.”

      Devin seriously felt a headache coming on. Sure he could just call some random mechanic they found online, but the thought of someone else messing around with that Mustang just didn’t sit right with him. It was the kind of car he’d always wanted to work on, and seeing the state of disrepair it was in just made him want to do it all the more.

      And the thought of saying goodbye to MacKenzie already wasn’t something he was willing to deal with right now either.

      He looked at his watch and sighed. It was getting late; the sky was getting darker and the rain seriously wasn’t letting up. His options were limited, but…

      “I’ll hitch it to the truck,” he said quickly.

      MacKenzie’s eyes went wide. “What?”

      He nodded. “I have chains in the back and the truck can handle the weight. We’ll tow it to my shop so you’ll know it’s safe and then tomorrow I’ll get it up on a lift and tell you exactly what’s wrong. What do you say?”

      “I say…I guess I don’t really have a choice,” she said before begrudgingly added, “Thank you.”
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      Talk about awkward…

      MacKenzie sat in silence as they drove through the storm. Beside her, Devin was soaked to the skin. And yet she’d never seen a sexier man. He was beyond tall–easily six feet. Although being only five-three herself, everyone was tall. With jet black hair and whiskey-colored eyes, he was damn near drool worthy. And if he looked this good soaking wet, she could only imagine how he’d look when he was dry.

      Yum.

      By the time he had gotten her car hitched to the pickup, you could barely see your hand in front of your face. She kind of felt bad about that. Hell, she’d even offered to help him, but he was more concerned with her getting out of the rain.

      Clearly the man had some manners.

      They had only been on the road for about fifteen minutes when she heard him mutter a curse.

      “What? What’s the matter?”

      “I’m not feeling good about this,” Devin answered. “My visibility is crap, and I can feel the car swaying back there. According to the GPS, there’s a town coming up. I think we need to pull over and wait out the storm.”

      In her mind, she knew it made sense, but she was hating this turn of events. Why couldn’t something just go right for her? Was she destined to have bad luck forever?

      Devin looked over at her when she didn’t respond. “I’m only doing it to protect your car.” His tone was slightly defensive.

      “I know, I know,” she said quickly. “And I appreciate it. Really, if we find a diner or something, you can take the car off the hitch and I’ll hang out here until your truck can come and get it. Or I’ll ask around and see if there’s a mechanic here. Believe me, I am so thankful that you stopped and helped, but I don’t expect you to give up any more of your time.”

      He didn’t respond, but he pulled off at the next exit and right there at the end of the ramp was a diner. Devin parked along the far side of the building–no easy task with the Mustang trailing behind him–and cut the engine. When he turned and looked at MacKenzie, he looked more than a little pissed.

      “I realize you don’t know me,” he began mildly, his voice in complete contrast with the look on his face, “but I am not the type of person who would leave a woman at a rest stop with a broken-down car and no way of knowing if she was going to be okay.”

      “Devin…”

      He held up a hand to stop her. “Look, I’m sure we could go inside and ask around if there’s a mechanic here in town. Chances are there is. But I don’t know anything about them and neither do you.”

      “I don’t know anything about you as a mechanic either,” she argued softly.

      That stopped him for a minute. “Okay. Fine. You’re right. But…” He stopped and cursed again. “I know I can fix your car. I know I can not only fix it, but I can have it running better than it ever has.”

      She cocked a brow at his arrogance. “You have no idea how my car runs. For all you know…”

      “The engine is a mess and hasn’t had real maintenance for a while,” he interrupted.

      “Hey!”

      “Oil changes don’t count. I have been working on cars for almost my entire life. People come from miles around to have me work on their cars, trucks, and motorcycles.” He pulled his phone off the dash and handed it to her. “Google it. Go on Yelp. You’ll see for yourself that I am one of the best in the business at what I do.”

      MacKenzie looked at the phone in his hand and then back to his face. She wanted to be angry, at the very least annoyed. And yet one look at his strong jaw and those sexy eyes and she’d almost be willing to just give him the damn car.

      “That car is a classic,” he went on. “I bet back in the day it was a damn dream to drive. Most guys get a hard-on just thinking about driving a car like that. It’s a shame it’s in such a state of disrepair.”

      He let that one hang and MacKenzie had to admit, she kind of felt guilty about not babying the car more. When her father had given it to her, she had promised to love it like he had.

      But she hadn’t.

      She couldn’t.

      Why? Because she had rotten luck. Crappy job. Crappy boyfriend. She stopped herself right there. This was supposed to be the start of her new life, a promising life, and dammit, she wasn’t going to cry or…

      “Oh…oh, shit, MacKenzie,” Devin said. “I’m sorry. Don’t cry.” His voice was laced with panic as he began looking around for…something. “I know I have napkins or tissues in here somewhere. Just…don’t cry!”

      She couldn’t believe she’d actually started getting emotional in front of a stranger! And really, how could she possibly have any tears left? She figured after all the crying in the rain she did before Devin pulled up that she’d be done. Most of her life, she’d never been a crier. Just the thought of crying in front of anyone–even her closest friends–was beyond her own comprehension. She was just about to comment on it when a box of tissues appeared right in front of her face.

      “Here.”

      Taking it, she plucked out a tissue and glared at Devin. “Thanks.”

      “I know I was being a little condescending, but…I really want to do this. I know it’s crazy, but I know I can do a better job than anyone else.”

      Slapping the box of tissues down, she stared at him. Hard. “Why is this so important to you? It’s beyond inconvenient! By now, you could be home in Sweet Bear or wherever the hell it is you’re from!”

      “Sweetbriar,” he corrected. “It’s Sweetbriar Ridge.”

      “Okay. Fine. Whatever. But you see my point, right? You could be home now. Your wife or whoever is probably waiting for you.”

      “I’m not married.”

      Ugh…why did I even say that?

      “Then…you’d be out of the rain.”

      “I’m out of the rain now too,” he countered.

      MacKenzie rolled her eyes. “Yes. You’re sitting in your truck in some random diner’s parking lot out of the rain. Yay for you,” she added sarcastically.

      It was his turn to give her a dry look. “All I’m saying is that I don’t mind doing this for you. I don’t mind the waiting. I just really want a chance to work on the Mustang.”

      “Why?” she cried, although she had a sneaky suspicion she knew. It was the car. It was a guy magnet. Her ex had begged her constantly to let him drive it or to sell it to him, but she never would, which was probably one of the reasons he started screwing around on her. But the Mustang was more than just a car to her. It was a part of her family. It had been her dad’s first car and he restored it–not professionally–but he did it all himself and MacKenzie could still remember sitting in the yard on a Saturday and watching him work.

      It was the car she learned to drive in.

      It was the car she drove to college in.

      It was her last link to her dad.

      There was no way she could entrust it to just anyone. She slid a look at Devin and saw the longing on his face and she wanted to tell him no–she really did–but there was something about him she wanted to trust, to believe.

      And she seriously hoped she wasn’t making another huge mistake.

      “I guess we can talk about it a little more over coffee…”

      His entire face lit up like he’d just gotten the best Christmas present in the world. “That’s great! Trust me, this is going to be awesome! You won’t regret it!”

      But she already had a feeling she would.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours, two cheeseburgers, four colas, two coffees, and two slices of pie later, Devin looked up to see one of his tow trucks pulling into the parking lot. Part of him wanted to sag with relief while the other part was damn near giddy that he had finally convinced MacKenzie to give him a chance.

      During their long break at the diner, he had managed to find out quite a few things about her. For starters, she didn’t trust easily, and she certainly didn’t trust people with the Mustang.

      If he were in her shoes, he’d feel the exact same way.

      She was driving west–most likely to Oregon–but had no real end destination in mind. Apparently her mother lived there, but she hadn’t seen or spoken to her in over ten years. Even though he wanted to point out that her mother might not live there anymore, it didn’t seem helpful. Her father passed away several years ago and she had no other family. Basically, she was just looking to start over. Behind her was a cheating ex-boyfriend, a crappy, dead-end job, and not much else.

      He had a feeling everything she owned was in that Mustang, and it just made him sad for her.

      For the life of him, Devin couldn’t imagine packing up and leaving everything he knew behind. Sweetbriar Ridge was his life–he was born and raised there and he planned on staying there. He could relate to the cheating ex thing. Yeah, it was a blow to the ego, but in the end, she was better off. Which is exactly what he’d told her, and she had quickly changed the subject.

      Which brought them back to the topic of the car.

      And fixing it.

      Sweetbriar Ridge was a great town, but there wasn’t a whole lot there for MacKenzie to do while he worked on the Mustang. She was going to need a place to stay and–depending on what he found when he got the car up on the lift–she might need to stay for more than a day or two.

      Possibly a week if he was being realistic.

      “Surely there’s a hotel in town,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.

      “There’s a B&B. Well, two of them now, actually. But there’s a big high school reunion coming up next weekend, and we’re gearing up for a major festival to celebrate the re-opening of the local ski resort.”

      “In June? Seriously?”

      That made him laugh because on the surface, it did seem a bit odd to open a ski resort in the summertime. “Obviously it won’t be for skiing,” he explained. “Not yet anyway. Summit Ridge closed down like…fifteen years ago, I think. It was in a total state of disrepair and now some big investor came in and fixed it all up and re-opening it.”

      “Right…” she said slowly. “That still doesn’t explain why the town is hosting a festival for a ski resort when you can’t ski.”

      With a nod, Devin went on. “Most people don’t realize that ski resorts can be open year-round. In the warmer months, there are tons of things the property can be used for. With Summit Ridge, they’re going to host a five-day festival with a massive carnival with rides and games, and give everyone a chance to tour the newly renovated lodge. Last I heard, the entire place was sold out. There are over a hundred rooms and they’re fully booked!”

      “Great.”

      “As for what they’re offering, they’ve got an alpine slide, a mountain coaster, there’s a rock-climbing wall, zip-lining, and ATV and hiking trails. And I heard they’ll be offering some scenic lift rides for those who want to scope out the sights. The whole town’s really excited about it.” He paused and took another sip of his coffee. “Plus, there’s going to be live music and shows every night too. There’s been so much work going on that word’s gotten out to the surrounding areas and I’m guessing the hotels are probably filling up kind of fast too.”

      Slouching in her seat, she looked over at him with a hint of despair. “So what am I supposed to do? Sleep in my car?”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll get your car hitched up and we’ll call The Cozy Corner and check availability.”

      “The Cozy Corner?” she said with a hint of disdain.

      He chuckled and shrugged. “Hey, I didn’t name the place, so don’t blame me. It’s one of the two bed and breakfasts in town. The other is The Sweet Briar Inn. Either way, I’m sure you’ll be fine.” He looked up and saw Will coming through the door and waved him over.

      “Hey, boss! Sweet Mustang out there!”

      Devin smiled and made the quick introductions. “Let me go and pay the check and we’ll get going.”

      MacKenzie was hot on his heels all the way to the register. “I got mine,” she said.

      “Uh-uh,” he replied. “I ate more than my share of the food, so it’s on me.”

      “Oh, please. I ate just as much as you did and there’s no reason for you to pay for my meal. I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

      And Devin had no doubt she could, but he just felt an overwhelming sense of wanting to take care of her, probably because he could tell it had been a long time since anyone else had. His mom had raised him to help those who were maybe a little less fortunate. But as much as he wanted to claim it was because of a proper upbringing, he had a feeling it had a little something to do with the fact that there was something about MacKenzie Holland he liked.

      Really liked.

      He looked over at her–and she was glaring at him again–and noticed how her long hair was finally starting to dry. It was wavy and the color of rich honey. But it was those green eyes that kept drawing him in.

      “Have a good night!” the cashier said with a big smile and it snapped Devin out of his reverie.

      “You ready?” he asked MacKenzie and once she nodded, they walked outside and found Will waiting for them. It didn’t take long between the two of them to get the car onto the flatbed and secured now that the rain had finally stopped. While they had worked on moving the car, Devin had given MacKenzie his phone to secure herself a room for a couple of days.

      “I’ll meet you back at the shop,” Will called out as he got in the truck.

      Devin watched him drive off before climbing into his own. MacKenzie was sitting in the passenger seat. “That was easy, right?”

      She nodded. “So it’s probably too late to look at it tonight, right?”

      It was his turn to nod. “Don’t worry. It’s going to be my top priority and I’ll start on it first thing in the morning.”

      “Thanks.”

      He motioned toward the phone. “Did you have any luck getting a room?”

      “Yup. Two nights. I’m hoping that’s all I’ll need.”

      “Which place?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Which place did you get a room at? The Cozy Corner or The Sweet Briar?”

      “Oh, um…the first one.” Turning her head, she looked out the window. “It looks like the rain has finally moved on. The rest of the drive should be uneventful.”

      He agreed with her and slowly pulled out of the parking lot and onto the highway. Within minutes, they were back on the I-81 and heading toward home. When it became obvious that MacKenzie wasn’t in the mood to talk, Devin turned on the radio and figured he’d just let her be. It all had to be overwhelming for her. And besides, they’d just talked for three hours straight. That was a personal record for him.

      An hour later, they pulled into the lot of Sweetbriar Auto Care and just the sight of it filled Devin with pride. This was his. He’d created this and he never seemed to get over the rush it gave him every time he pulled up to it.

      Will was already lowering the Mustang into a parking spot along the side of the building. Devin parked and got out to help him. “Why not put it inside?” he asked as he walked over.

      “Normally we’d have one bay clear for you, but Margie Ferguson couldn’t get in to pick up her car today, and she was having a fit about it being left in the parking lot overnight. I promised her we’d keep it inside until tomorrow morning.” He shrugged and gave Devin an apologetic grin. “I told her we’d have to move it first thing and she was fine with that, but she was pretty adamant about it not being out all night. She babies that car.”

      Devin wanted to argue that the Mustang needed to be babied, but figured it was a pointless argument right now. Maybe after it was fixed, he’d have a talk with MacKenzie about the importance of taking care of a classic like this car, but not tonight.

      He and Will got the car secured before Will pulled the tow truck around the back of the garage. While he did that, MacKenzie walked over and looked more than a little exhausted.

      “I just need to grab a bag from the trunk,” she said quietly. “Um…how far is the B&B from here?”

      “Just two blocks over,” Will said as he walked back over and joined them. “I’d be more than happy to give you a lift.”

      MacKenzie smiled at him even as she shook her head. “Thanks, but…I think I’ll just walk over. After spending so much time sitting today, it’ll feel good to stretch my legs a bit.”

      “MacKenzie…” Devin began.

      “It’s okay. Really,” she said, effectively cutting him off. “Just point me in the right direction and I’ll be on my way.”

      “Go right up the block here,” Will began, pointing to his left and make your first left. It’s one block up. You can’t miss it.”

      Pulling a duffel bag from the trunk, MacKenzie carefully closed it, made sure the doors were locked, and thanked them. She looked at Devin and handed him her spare key. “I guess I’ll check in with you in the morning and see what you’ve found.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything. His mouth was set in a grim line as he watched her walk away.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, MacKenzie was crouching behind a bush, cursing. “For the love of it, why won’t he just leave?”

      There had been no rooms available at The Cozy Corner and no rooms available anywhere within a twenty-mile radius, not that she was going to share that information with Devin. Her plan had been to simply sleep in her car–how was that for irony?–and be up and out of it before he came in to work in the morning.

      Only…he wouldn’t leave.

      She’d made a big scene out of walking away and making her way down the block and had even made it as far as the B&B just so she could say she had, but then had doubled back and hoped to slip into her car and sleep. She was exhausted–mentally and physically–and just wanted this day to end.

      Resigning herself to the idea that she was going to have to camp in the bushes, a flash of headlights shone off in the distance and she realized it was Devin finally leaving the shop.

      “Thank God,” she murmured, ready to weep with relief. Once the taillights were out of sight, she made her way toward her car. His lights were the only ones she’d seen since they arrived in town. Seriously, did people really live here? All she could see were some small businesses and lots of trees. True, it was dark out, but this was the quietest town she’d ever seen. Maybe it was a little more lively in the daytime.

      “Hey, baby,” she cooed as she unlocked the door and tossed her bag onto the front seat. It wasn’t graceful, but she shimmied into the back seat and pulled the door closed and locked it. It certainly wasn’t ideal and it wasn’t all that comfortable, but there wasn’t any other choice. Lord knew it wasn’t the first time she’d slept in her car, but hopefully–after it was fixed–she wouldn’t have to do it again.

      Pulling the duffel bag into the back seat, she fashioned it into a pillow and curled up on her side and tried to relax. Her entire body ached with exhaustion. Falling asleep shouldn’t be a problem at all. Closing her eyes, MacKenzie said a silent prayer of thanks that she wasn’t still sitting on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. And she even added a prayer of thanks for the man who came to her rescue.

      A small smile played at her lips. Devin really seemed like a good man. Besides being incredibly handsome, he was just genuinely nice. After spending so much time with him today, there was a part of her that believed he was too good to be true. Besides rescuing stranded motorists, he owned his own business, came from a good family–his father was a pediatrician and his mother a nurse and they both traveled to underprivileged parts of the world to give medical care–and from the reviews she read about his garage, everyone loved him.

      It wasn’t hard to picture him as a knight in shining armor, that’s for sure.

      Shoving the duffel bag a bit to make it more comfortable, she yawned broadly. “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I can look for a place to stay, and…” She opened her eyes as a light came on. “What the…?”

      Sitting up, she let out a small scream.

      Devin Maxwell was standing outside her car door, shining a flashlight right in her face. “Open the door, MacKenzie!”

      Well, damn. She was this close to being able to go to sleep and now this.

      Shuffling around, she pushed the driver’s seat forward and unlocked the door. Devin yanked it open and she braced herself for what was sure to be some kind of rant.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

      “I was trying to go to sleep,” she said sweetly, batting her eyelashes at him.

      He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly before responding. “Why are you sleeping in your car? I thought you had a room at The Cozy Corner?”

      What could she say? With a shrug, she replied, “They were booked.”

      “What about the other hotels? They’re not as close but…”

      “Booked,” she said dejectedly. “All booked. I tried them all. And I didn’t know the area well enough to keep calling around. The woman at The Cozy Corner gave me the numbers of all the places close by. When I couldn’t get a room at any of them, I didn’t know what else to do.”

      He crouched down next to the open door and studied her. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have helped you find something.”

      She wanted to scream and cry and stomp her foot in frustration. “You’ve already done enough! You’ve towed the car, bought me dinner, and that was after being kind enough to stop and help me in the pouring rain in the middle of nowhere! I’m kind of done leaning on you for help today!”

      He chuckled.

      “What? What’s so funny now?”

      “Sweetheart, you have got to be the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met.”

      “Yeah, well…it’s all with good reason, I swear.” Her shoulders sagged as she looked at him. “Why are you doing this? Why are you being so nice? Why do you even care what happens to me?”

      Devin studied her hard for a moment before his features relaxed. “Believe it or not, this is what decent people do,” he said softly. “We help one another–especially when someone’s a little down on their luck.”

      “I’m not…” But she immediately cut herself off. As much as she hated to admit it, that’s exactly what she was. “I guess you can tell this is all new to me–the whole…people being nice to me thing. My dad was the only decent person I’ve ever known.” Tears stung her eyes, but she willed them away because she was done crying today.

      He stood and held out his hand to her. “Come on. Grab your bag and let’s go.”

      She eyed him warily. “Go where?”

      “For tonight? Home with me. I’ve got a guest room you can stay in.”

      “Uh-uh,” she said defiantly, shaking her head. “No way. Not gonna happen. I don’t even know you! You could be…”

      “Are we back to the serial killer theory again?” he asked, sounding bored. “Because really, if I haven’t killed you already, I think you’re in the clear. No killer would go to this much trouble.”

      It was ridiculous to laugh, and yet that’s exactly what she did. Exhaustion was making her loopy–that was the only reason she could possibly come up with for why she was putting her hand in his–and boy did that feel good! -  and why she was letting him pull her from the car. Once she was standing beside him, Devin reached in and grabbed her bag, locked the car, and led her over to his truck–his hand firmly wrapped around hers.

      It wasn’t until they turned out of the parking lot that MacKenzie looked at him. “How did you know I was there?”

      “I called The Cozy Corner because I wanted to make sure you made it there all right. When they told me you didn’t have a room there or any reservation, I got suspicious. So I waited you out.”

      “Damn. Do you have any idea how long I waited for you to leave?”

      He nodded and chuckled. “Yup. Because I was sitting here waiting for you to show up. I finally realized you weren’t going to waltz up if you knew I was there, so I drove off and went around the block.”

      She shook her head and laughed with him. “What a pair we make, huh?”

      Devin looked over at her and smiled, and MacKenzie’s heart kicked hard in her chest. Dear Lord, the man had dimples.

      And she knew right then and there that there was a very real chance of Devin Maxwell being her next big mistake.
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