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      One woman. One cheating ex. One life do-over.

      

      Amber Thompson always thought she wanted a superstar boyfriend—until he kicked her to the curb on the eve of his big break.

      

      When Amber’s best friend, Scott Malone, comes running in to save her once again, she realizes he’s the man she truly wants. The only problem? Scott isn’t interested in pursuing a woman on the rebound.

      

      Determined to prove she’s ready to commit, Amber comes up with a plan to woo Scott, only to have it derailed by explosive family secrets. With her assumptions about everything—including herself—dismantled, she finds herself torn between a need for answers and protecting her mother’s past. But Amber knows if she has any hope of a meaningful relationship with Scott, she needs to figure out who she is—and that means unearthing even more secrets.

      

      Will Amber find what she’s looking for? And if she does, will she find it in time to help her win the man of her dreams?
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      Wait a second… Does Amber’s story sound familiar? In 2010, this story made it all the way to the end of the WEbook Page to Fame contest. While my style and storytelling has changed a bit since then, so have many of the scenes as this book even though the heart of Amber’s soul-seeking journey has remained the same.

      I hope you enjoy Amber’s journey and humor as much as the WEbook judges did.

      Thanks for reading.

      XO

      Jean
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      Don’t watch their special guest, Amber. Turn off the TV.

      Amber Thompson cranked up the show’s volume and perched on the arm of the couch, her breathing becoming unsteady as she waited for her ex-boyfriend to take to the screen. With trembling hands she checked to see if the tub of double chocolate ice cream was really and truly empty. It was.

      That was the thing about breakups. They made you desperate to fill the gaping hole inside, desperate to avoid the evil, heartbreaking ex forever, and yet still starved for every detail about him.

      Amber sighed and went for the dill pickle chips, mowing her way through the mess of crumbs in the bag’s bottom as the man she’d lived with for the past year appeared before her in his new role as a debut novelist--smiling, confident, charming. Everything.

      It was his time to shine.

      Her chest tightened and she riffled through a bowl of discarded foil wrappers from chocolate drops. She’d been such a fool. How had she ever convinced herself that a handsome, award-winning newscaster would stay with her forever? She should have known that he wouldn’t choose permanence with her, a small mountain-town nobody.

      A choking feeling welled up inside her as Russell Peaks was introduced by the show’s host. The suit she’d helped Russell choose hung beautifully off his trim shoulders. He looked happy and relaxed. Not at all like someone who had just ditched his live-in girlfriend by phone the night before.

      He’d delivered the lines she’d been half expecting since their first kiss: “Amber, babe, I can’t do this back-and-forth thing between the city and Blueberry Springs anymore. It’s over. I won’t be coming back.”

      Other than to collect his belongings from their shared rental and tow away the holiday trailer he used as a writing cave, of course. Stuff she planned to have ready at the end of the property by the time he came for it tonight.

      She didn’t want to face him and the fact that she wasn’t enough, wasn’t special enough. She was just a nobody who had gone to the city in hopes of finding whatever was unique inside herself, and instead she’d found someone to use her. She’d spent months coaxing Russell through writer’s block and periods of self-doubt, and now that his life, his world, was taking off he’d dismissed and rejected her, just as her father had before she was even born.

      Her life was never going to change. She was never going to be anyone special.

      The interviewer asked Russell, “What was your inspiration for Ember Unfolded?”

      “I’ve always been crazy enough to believe I can change the world with the written word, whether as a newscaster, reporter, or novelist,” Amber whispered, expecting him to say the lines he’d rehearsed in front of their bedroom mirror.

      But instead of his practiced lines, Russell said, “Inspiration was all around me as I wrote this book.”

      The only thing that had been all around him was Amber, and she was hardly inspiring. What a big fat liar he was.

      She found a chocolate drop and popped it in her mouth, disappointed that it didn’t seem to help her mood.

      “Rumor has it you’re dating a woman named Amber. It’s not a difficult leap to assume that Ember Unfolded’s main character, Ember, may have been based on her.”

      Amber sat straighter. She’d been mentioned on air.

      The interviewer thought Amber was the main character.

      Her skin ran cold, then hot, and she almost lost the chocolate drop when her mouth fell open.

      She’d begged Russell for months to let her read the manuscript, but he’d insisted it was a surprise. She’d felt frustrated, yet special at the time, but now she wasn’t sure the book was going to be the type of surprise she would appreciate.

      She scrambled up the creaking wooden staircase to the bedroom, then pawed through the drawers of Russell’s bedside table, looking for the key to his mobile writing office, where he kept copies of the manuscript. Nothing. All the drawers were surprisingly empty. She ran to the bureau where he kept his clothes. Also empty. He’d been moving out for weeks and she hadn’t noticed. He’d been using her right up until the final hour before his success, then had discarded her like garbage.

      She took in their bedroom with fresh eyes. A Writer’s Digest and Newsweek on the nightstand, a stack of books on the bureau and a print he’d chosen on the wall. That was it. The only signs that he’d slept in this room for a year.

      Below, Amber could hear Russell on TV. “That’s the mystery, isn’t it? Who is Ember?” There was a pause, then in a quieter, not quite reverent tone, he said, “Amber Thompson and I are no longer dating.”

      Ember Unfolded. The title had never made any sense to her, but now… Ember was the heroine and inspiration had been all around him.

      If he’d dumped her on the eve of his book’s release, “Ember” couldn’t be good news.

      Swallowing the panic that was ripping away her strength, Amber ran down the stairs two at a time, avoiding the one at the bottom with the loose board. She rummaged through the junk-food wrappers on the coffee table, looking for her car keys. She needed to read the book. She needed to know the truth.

      Now.

      The interviewer was still asking about the Ember/Amber connection, and Russell replied quickly, “She hasn’t read the book. And no, it has nothing to do with our breakup.”

      Amber froze, fingers of dreading clawing their way up her spine.

      She began digging faster for her keys.

      Russell had not only used her, but had lied to her by omitting what the book was truly about.

      Her tablet. She could get the book without even leaving the house. She flicked through apps until she found the one she wanted, then bought and downloaded Russell’s book, livid that she had to pay for a book she had helped create--both advertently and inadvertently. She glanced up at the TV in time to see a woman join Russell on the studio couch. His editor, Sabrina. She was gorgeous and everything Amber wasn’t. Her glossy hair a rippling sheen over her super-toned shoulders. Her black dress hugging every slim curve of her well-defined body. She had impossible hips and no apparent belly roll. How could a woman even survive with that little body fat?

      Russell gave Sabrina a long kiss on the lips and Amber stood suddenly, knocking over the coffee table, sending her tablet flying. Her ex broke the kiss and smiled at the camera again.

      Smiled at Amber.

      That son of a…

      Everything suddenly became clear.

      Stress hadn’t caused Russell to become more and more distant over the past few months.

      The workload as a debut author and the long drive from the city hadn’t led to the late nights.

      The book’s problematic pacing wasn’t responsible for the distracted look in his eyes.

      And the nights when he never came home? Those weren’t caused by late-day business meetings. It was because of Sabrina. All of it Sabrina.

      Amber had played the fool and now everyone she knew would see it. Everyone would know how blind and naive she’d been. It was all right there in high definition. She fell onto the couch, gripping her head, trying to hold everything in, trying to stop the desperate thoughts slamming through her mind.

      She made herself focus on Sabrina’s perfectly made up lips. Lips that had just kissed Russell. Had kissed him before. Casually. Passionately. Lips that claimed ownership. Lips that had probably kissed him while… no, don’t think about it.

      Amber bunched her hands into fists, while her heart pounded hard and fast. He had been hers, the only thing keeping her from a life as a small-town nothing. And he’d used her. Lied to her. Cheated on her.

      “Now Russell, don’t be so mysterious,” Sabrina teased, her voice laced with a flirtatious note that made Amber want to barf. “You can tell them about your muse.”

      When he remained silent, the interviewer asked him how much artistic license he’d taken and whether Ember was real.

      Sabrina laughed in a way that made it clear she had plenty to say on the subject. “Russell was very fortunate in that--”

      “A gentleman never kisses and tells,” he interrupted.

      Amber grabbed the tablet, her mind barely functioning as she skimmed the first chapter. She set down the book, unable to take any more. What she’d read proved he was a liar. He’d kissed. He’d told. It didn’t matter what coy lines he used on television, it was all there in the opening text. He’d taken something intimate and sacred. He’d taken her trust and betrayed her.

      The sounds in the room narrowed until the only thing Amber could hear was her own heartbeat, the force of its thumping breaking her, little by little.

      The program changed from the noon show to a soap opera, and its theme song woke Amber from her shock.

      How had she been so desperate for love and recognition that she’d become blind to what Russell was really doing, to who he really was?

      Who would be that dumb?

      A nobody. A stupid, desperate, needy loser trying to live in a world where she obviously had never belonged.

      Tears slipped down her cheeks as she stood. She couldn’t stay here any longer, surrounded by memories of Russell. She needed to leave before everyone in Blueberry Springs got hold of this and she became the talk of the town. After running upstairs, she began tossing her clothes and toiletries into a duffel bag, then hurried on through the old house, collecting her computer and other possessions. Ten minutes later, she dropped the bag in her car and slammed its protesting door as she turned to stare at the place.

      If she ran away she would be letting Russell win one more time. She’d be making it easy for him to collect his last few things and skip off into his future of fortune and fame. By running, she’d be telling everyone in her hometown that Russell was right: she was a nobody anyone could use, and it was easy--she’d just disappear.

      And if she left, she would be leaving her mother to deal with the ensuing gossip about her only daughter. Her mom would be left to defend Amber and all her failings. Alone.

      Determined, Amber marched back into the house and began collecting items Russell had left behind or brought into their home. Picture frames, throw pillows, a vase, books, music, dishes, collectibles, magazines―everything she could get her hands on. Unable to carry more and unable to find a cardboard box, she stormed outside, where she opened her arms, satisfied with how things crashed and smashed at her feet as they tumbled down the front steps. Ignoring the gorgeous mountain view, she turned and entered the house once again. Room by room she cleared everything of Russell, wishing it felt more cathartic. But the more she worked, the more her mind replayed the hurt of how he’d used her, lied to her, then made it all public.

      With tears streaking her cheeks, she ripped at the bed. After balling the linens in her arms, she opened the window and whipped them out into the early spring chill. The mattress! She wanted to burn the mattress. She wanted to burn the whole place down so there would be nothing left for Russell to face but her and the effects of his betrayal.

      Anger roared through her veins with a power that made her arms shake and her quads throb as she thought again about the way he’d kept the book a secret from her. How she’d brought him meals in his little holiday trailer. How she’d been so excited to be a part of his world and to be living with a writer.

      Hide-a-key. He’d hidden a key on the outside of the trailer. Within minutes she’d found its hiding spot on the RV’s underside, and popped the door, dumping all his possessions inside. Next, she went to the machinery shed where Russell’s aunt--their landlord--stored her late husband’s old backhoe and bulldozer. Amber couldn’t tow the trailer out of the yard with her car, but with the backhoe she could.

      She started up the machine and then, after experimenting with the levers and pedals, eased it out into the uneven, sloping yard, lifting the tongue of Russell’s trailer with the bucket. She began tentatively backing the trailer around the house, planning to leave it parked along the property’s edge. If she didn’t have to talk to her ex again she’d be less likely to say something that would result in a sequel to Ember Unfolded. Or end up sued for placing her foot so far up his you-know-what that he’d need dentures.

      She turned the backhoe’s bucket, trying to angle the trailer away from the yard’s steep drop-off. She could easily end up with it pinned against the cliff’s edge if she wasn’t careful. But instead of turning away from the dry gulch, it veered closer. Amber slammed on the brakes before the RV went too far, but the sudden stop popped the trailer’s tongue off the bucket, and she watched, aghast, as Russell’s writing cave bounced along the ground, away from her. She let out a squeak as it rolled over the edge, disappearing as though it had been pulled by an undertow.

      She jumped out of the machine and peered over the cliff. The trailer struck the rocky bottom as she watched, its thin walls shattering on impact, sending up a cloud of papers as its propane tank exploded, engulfing the debris in a massive ball of flame.

      Well then.

      With jellylike legs she patted the air beside her, seeking something to support her. This was definitely going to complicate things.
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      Amber sat on an outcropping of rocks, watching the flames consume what had been her ex-boyfriend’s writing room. Big clouds of black smoke billowed up from the valley below, sending birds flying in all directions.

      Now this was cathartic. She only wished she’d done it intentionally and that Russell had been here to see it all. She wanted him to know what he’d done to her, and to feel remorse--the kind that would keep him up at night. She wanted him to see what his little game of fame was costing her on a personal level.

      In reality, though, she hoped she never saw him again and that the whole world would forget about him and his book. She even dared hope that women who heard her story went out and burned Ember Unfolded in an act of woman-scorned solidarity.

      As the chill of the rocks beneath her seeped through her jeans, Amber wondered how she had ever managed to fool herself into thinking she loved Russell enough to turn a blind eye to all the little facts about him and his project that had never lined up enough to make her feel truly secure.

      A million revenge plots ripped through her mind as she thought of all the ways she’d allowed herself to be deceived. She struggled to focus less on the anger that was making her head hurt and more on calming down.

      Take in the mountainous solitude. The birds. The clouds. Breathe in, two, three, four. Breathe out, two, three, four.

      What a prick! She couldn’t believe he’d done that to her. And so publicly.

      Stop it. Stop thinking. Breathe in. Breathe--what a complete fool she was! She hoped there had been some good stuff in the trailer. Stuff he’d actually miss, because he sure as heck wouldn’t be missing her now that his book was released. How had she fallen for--no. Focus on breathing. Breathe in, two, three, four.

      In the distance, fire trucks roared up the gravel road to the old ranch, clouds of dust whirling behind them similar to the smoke still billowing out of the gulch. Amber climbed down the outcropping, wrapping her arms around herself against the cool wind rolling down the mountains. She felt depleted, exhausted, and her mind refused to shut up about Russell and his betrayal.

      A police truck pulled up beside her, tires locking, and Amber’s best friend, Scott Malone, leaped out, looking so utterly relieved to see her safe that tears sprang to Amber’s eyes. Why couldn’t she fall for a man like him? Someone who cared deeply and didn’t betray her at every turn. Someone who was always there for her no matter what.

      She fell into Scott’s outstretched arms and he crushed her against him. He smelled of sunshine and Old Spice, and felt like everything good and safe. He released her and held her out in front of him. He was tall, broad, and as handsome as ever in his police uniform. And worried as all get-out.

      “Are you okay?” He gave her shoulders a light shake when she didn’t reply immediately.

      She nodded and he pulled her back into a hug so fierce she could barely draw in a breath without breaking a rib. She tapped his shoulder, an old wrestling move from gym class that told him he needed to ease up. He used to pin her down just for fun and his bulk had always been oddly comforting, but right now it was a bit too much.

      He held her in front of him once more giving her another look of assessment before tugging her close again, inhaling as he squeezed.

      “I saw Russell on the news,” he said, his voice laden with anger. “And then to get the call that there was a possible explosion and fire up here.” He finally released her, his jaw clenched so tight Amber was surprised he still had teeth.

      “I’m sorry if I scared you,” she said, her voice trembling. She wanted to snuggle against him once more, he felt so good, strong, comforting. In his arms she was safe, loved, unjudged.

      Firefighters had begun spraying water into the deep gulch, the droplets dispersing before they reached the flames. A few men prepped to rappel closer with hoses, opting to forgo a helicopter.

      “What happened?” Scott asked, taking in the scene.

      Heat rushed to Amber’s cheeks. How could she explain this to Scott, the cool, collected man who always did the right thing, dated the right women--women who went on to become beauty queens or mayors of neighboring towns? How could Amber tell him she’d foolishly trusted the wrong guy, then made a poor move while trying to rid her life of his possessions after he’d revealed the depth of his betrayal on national television?

      “Um…”

      “Why is there a backhoe?” Scott squeezed his forehead with his thumb and index finger as though trying to push away a headache. “Please tell me you didn’t do any of the things I’m thinking you did.”

      Amber gave her friend a pleading look. “It was an accident. I swear.”

      “An accident?”

      “Really. You have to believe me. I was mad--so mad, but I didn’t mean to do this.”

      Scott was quiet for a moment, then gave a sharp nod. “I’m going to talk to the firefighters. Stay here.”

      Amber watched him move, solid and in charge, the firemen turning as one to greet him.

      Having the fire team here was definitely not going to help make this whole situation with Russell and his book go away, as she wanted it to. There was going to be even more gossip to deal with once they told the story to the town.

      She probably should have run away. She eyed her aging car. Maybe it wasn’t too late. It was still packed from earlier.

      Scott rejoined her. “They don’t think there’s a risk of forest fire, but want to spray adjacent areas in case.” He crooked his neck so he was eye to eye with her. “You sure you’re okay?”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and shrugged. Of course she wasn’t okay. She was in the news. She’d been exposed as the heroine in a book her ex had written. She’d been deceived. And now she’d destroyed everything her ex had left behind. This wasn’t a typical breakup and things could get very messy if insurance didn’t cover heavy machinery whoopsies.

      “I saw the interview at noon and I know it’s hard--”

      “That’s what she said,” Amber said, twisting his innocent words into an innuendo--her fallback reaction when it came to deflecting attention from her frequent shortcomings. The last thing she needed was sympathy from her best friend seeing as his life was essentially the definition of perfect harmony.

      Her joke didn’t cause Scott to break into his usual smile. Instead, a fine line formed between his brows. “Are you done making light of this?”

      “It was an accident, okay? I slammed on the brakes when it was going too close to the edge, and the trailer’s tongue came off the bucket. I couldn’t catch it.”

      Scott studied her for a moment. “Not an accidentally-on-purpose incident?” His own arms were crossed, his eyes boring into her in a way that unnerved her. “Russell wasn’t very nice to you on TV. I could see how that might cause a desire for retribution.”

      Scott was baiting her for a confession. He was questioning her as an officer of the law. How dare he! They were best friends.

      “Don’t take that insinuating tone with me,” she said, poking him in the chest and then regretting it. The man had to be wearing a flak jacket, as she’d just about busted her finger. “You know me. I would never intentionally engage in the destruction of another person’s property.”

      “I’m just doing my job. It’s nothing personal.”

      “I don’t think you could get less personal.”

      Scott’s jaw flexed, his expression unreadable. “I can’t allow my personal bias to interfere with an investigation.”

      “Investigation!”

      “Anytime there’s an explosion, the fire department is called and insurance may be involved, I have a duty to check things out.”

      Scott was so familiar, yet unexpectedly different. He was very much an authoritative man-in-charge instead of her goofy pal who always tried to make her smile. It still surprised her, after being in Blueberry Springs for almost a year, that her best friend was no longer that lanky kid she used to cause mischief with, but was now a respected member of the community, an officer of the law. She usually admired that, but right now she needed her friend.

      She sat heavily on one of the boulders that lined the driveway, wishing there was someone who understood.

      “Amber,” Scott said softly, his jaw working, his brow drawn low, “I have to know that you’re done with this stint of revenge. That you won’t hurt Russell. That you’re safe.”

      She jumped up, insulted that he would even have to ask--job or not. “You know me better than anyone else does. You know I won’t go after him and that this was all an accident.”

      Tears were threatening to spill over once more, so she stopped talking and sat again, facing away from Scott.

      “Amber, you’ve been through a lot today. It’s normal to crave payback.”

      “What I want is for everything to go away.”

      Sighing, Scott sat beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She tried to lean away, but ended up giving in, savoring his strength and the way his body felt against hers.

      They sat quietly for a few minutes, then Scott said, “It’s meat loaf night at Mom and Dad’s. You should join us.”

      Amber had joined them often enough to be considered one of the family, but tonight she needed some space to think--away from Scott and his new investigative side.

      “I think I should avoid town for a while.”

      “The community will side with you--you’re one of us.”

      “I don’t want them to side with me, I want them to pretend nothing happened in my life over the past year. That Russell never existed.”

      The hurt and humiliation at what Russell had done seared through her once again. In a city, something like this was no big deal. It would be in the papers for a day or two, then drift away. But in a town such as Blueberry Springs, the fact that she was in a book would follow her forever. Add in that Russell had kept secrets from her, and she’d destroyed his well-known writing cave in return, and she was going to be the topic of some pretty hot gossip from now until she lucked out and an alien invasion overshadowed her life.

      “Amber…” Scott’s voice was rough.

      “You don’t understand.” Sudden anger ripped through her. There was no way a man like Scott could ever even begin to understand what she was feeling. “This kind of stuff will never happen to you. You date Wonder Women. You’re perfect. Kind.”

      Scott simply took her hand, leading her toward his truck.

      She slipped from his grip, softening the physical rejection by tentatively placing her palm against his chest, stopping him from herding her toward his vehicle. “People expect great things from you, and you pull through every time. You’re a perfect catch, Scott. A perfect man for any woman lucky enough to snag your affection. I truly hope you never understand what my day has been like, but don’t say you understand or that I’m overreacting.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Russell wasn’t…” She could see Scott fighting with the urge to say something unkind about her ex. “He didn’t deserve you. He never did.”

      Amber swallowed a lump in her throat, which she figured was the last of her pride. “I made myself try when a part of me knew all along that he wasn’t the real deal. I blinded myself to what was really going on.”

      How could she blame Russell for walking all over her when she’d all but put out a welcome mat? She’d known and yet she’d still hoped, like the foolish woman she was.

      Scott wrapped his hand around the one she still held against his chest.

      She tipped her chin up so tears wouldn’t fall, trying to be strong and brave--the kind of woman her best friend respected and didn’t pity.

      “Starting now, Amber Thompson’s eyes will be kept wide-open,” she said. “No more ignoring facts. No more surprises. No more secrets.”
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      A sedan pulled up the driveway and Amber walked outside, heading off Mary Alice and her sister, Liz, the town’s two biggest gossips. They were peering over the edge of the gulch at the tendrils of smoke. Gossip time.

      Amber had managed to dodge Scott’s meat loaf offer and had instead spent the past half hour prepping herself for the inevitable onslaught of gossipers. She planned to downplay what had happened here and on TV. She would control the message and image they spread about her and her failed relationship with Russell.

      Easy.

      “Hey, what’s up?” she called, running her hands down the thighs of her jeans as she met up with them on the driveway.

      “Amber, hon.” Mary Alice pulled her into a massive hug, squeezing her against her massive bosom, a tin of mints digging into Amber’s collarbone through their jackets. The woman didn’t smell like herself without her usual cigarette scent, but she’d given it up after a medical scare earlier that year.

      Amber broke free, rubbing the sore spot. “Mary Alice, you have to stop carrying mints in your bra. You’re a danger to all that you hug and you hug aplenty.”

      Liz asked Amber, “Are you okay?”

      “It’s just a bruise,” she replied, rubbing the spot.

      “I meant…” Liz gestured to the cliff “…what happened?”

      “Oh, just a mishap,” she said dismissively. This was where she had to tread carefully. Anything she said to Liz could end up in the local paper, seeing as the woman wrote articles for them when she wasn’t working in John Abcott’s law office.

      “We brought you some food,” Mary Alice said, directing Amber to the sedan, which was hopefully loaded to the gills with chocolate. “We’ll feed you and get you feeling as right as rain again.”

      “Actually, I’m okay,” Amber replied.

      “I read Russell’s new book today,” Liz said. “But I really don’t understand you running his ‘writing cave,’ as he called it, over the side of the mountain. Seems a bit much.”

      It was a trap. Liz wanted her to defend herself and in the process tell her too much.

      “It was an accident,” Amber said carefully. “I was trying to move it for him.”

      “I don’t blame her,” Mary Alice said. “He put her in a book. All her private thoughts and dreams. Right there, exposed for the world.”

      Amber’s legs lost their strength. “All of them?”

      “And it’s okay that you love Sir Studly. I mean Scott. We’ve all known it for some time.” She patted Amber’s hand as though she was distressed--which she was.

      “I’m not--we’re not--we’re friends.”

      What had Russell said in his book? And why was Mary Alice referring to Scott as Sir Studly?

      “Oh, it’s really not a big shocker,” Mary Alice said. “Don’t worry, Amber. And his mother likes you just fine.”

      “But I--”

      “Now,” Liz said, eyebrows raised hopefully, “with Russell out of the picture and things out in the open about your feelings, are the two of you finally going to start dating?”

      “Actually, Liz, I wanted you to be the first to hear that we eloped earlier today,” Amber deadpanned, not quite believing the direction the conversation had gone. Scott was her best friend. Had they all lost their minds?

      “You did?” Liz exclaimed, hands clasped over her chest.

      “She’s joking,” Mary Alice said, smacking her sister’s shoulder. “Come, dear.” She placed an arm around Amber. “Let’s feed you.”

      “I’m okay, really. Russell and I were never meant to be. Our breakup was mutual. We’re both going off in different directions right now. He’s an author and I’m… I’m, um…”

      She really should have stuck with her script.

      “That’s what everyone says after they’ve run their ex’s mobile office off the side of a cliff. You must feel as light as the mountain breeze right now,” Mary Alice chirped, pushing what looked like one of Benny’s chocolate maven pies into Amber’s hands.

      “Is this from Benny’s?” Amber asked, lifting the plastic lid. It was. Her mother had worked at Benny’s Big Burger since before Amber was born, having never used her beauty school training. Whenever Amber was down and out Benny’s chef, Leif, gave her a slice of chocolate pie and a tall glass of milk on the house. It was one of the best things about growing up in a small town.

      A “Whoop!” sounded behind them as they headed toward the house. Scott flashed his emergency lights in greeting.

      “What’s he up to? He’s going to be late for meat loaf night,” Mary Alice muttered. She raised her voice so Scott could hear. “It’s chocolate therapy time, honey. I’m not sure with that testosterone of yours that you’re equipped for this.”

      He grinned, but instead of joining them he called out his window, waving a stack of envelopes held by a rubber band. “Amber’s mail. Thought she might want it.”

      Liz snatched it from his hands. “Very thoughtful. Now get going. Your mother is waiting.”

      “You sure you don’t want to join us, Amber?” Scott asked, looking pointedly at the two sisters, who were determined to get her inside lickety-split so they could start pumping her for gossip.

      Amber waved him away. She had everything under control and the sooner she redirected the gossipers from what could be seen as the explosive disintegration of her life, the better. With a shake of his head, Scott backed down the driveway. He made a phone signal with his thumb and pinky, letting her know he’d bail her out if the sisters got to be too much.

      Amber had the best friend ever.

      She ushered the women to the house. “Come in or you’ll start feeding the mosquitoes.”

      “I heard they bite,” Liz replied, as her sister added, “Not at all tame.”

      “Come in already and quit feeding the wildlife,” Amber said from the doorway.

      “Have you seen Jen lately?” Liz asked, referring to Amber’s friend Jen Kulak who ran a guiding business out of Wally’s Sporting Goods. Last summer she’d been involved in a forest fire investigation and had fallen in love with the investigator, Rob Raine.

      Liz, making herself at home in the kitchen, gathered plates and forks for pie. Amber wanted to tell her to skip the plates, since they’d undoubtedly be finishing the whole thing and might as well eat straight from the dish.

      “Rumor is she’s pregnant,” Liz said.

      The sisters were going to bait and switch. Warm Amber up with other gossip, disarm her, then get her talking about herself before she noticed.

      Nope. No way. Her lips were zipped. Nothing was coming out of her mouth unless it was part of her plan.

      “Oh, they’ve been saying that for months,” Mary Alice said. “Ever since she moved in with Rob. But I’ll bet she’s knocked up before Amber manages to move back to the city.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” her sister said.

      “Hey, I’m not sure I appreciate the doubt in your tone in regards to my ability to leave this place,” Amber interjected, taking the largest slice of pie for herself.

      “I noticed your car was packed, and yet you are still here,” Mary Alice pointed out.

      “I still plan to go. Just maybe not immediately.” Her rent was paid up at the moment and she’d have to see if she had enough for first and last month’s rent on a place in the city before she hightailed it out of here, anyway.

      “You know, Jen looked a bit green around the gills the other morning when I stopped by the store to get a football for my nephew,” Mary Alice said thoughtfully.

      Liz waggled a finger at her sister. “I’m going to win this one. You wait and see. Now, Nicola. She’s lost a lot of weight.” She spoke of their niece who had put on the Valentine’s Day extravaganza and was a Blueberry Springs newcomer.

      “She’s working hard,” Amber said between mouthfuls of pie. “The new subdivision’s community development plans are keeping her busy.”

      “Do you think Jen will invite her family if she gets married?” Liz asked, backtracking the conversation to Jen’s broken family. Her parents had split and used teenage Jen as leverage and, in the end, sent her to live with her boyfriend as she finished high school. The latest Amber had heard, the family was finally talking but she still didn’t expect Mr. Kulak to walk Jen down an aisle any time soon.

      Kind of like how Amber didn’t expect her own father, Philip Powers, to walk her down the aisle. Wherever he was. She’d never met him, and by the sounds of it, never would. In any case, her mother had done a fine job of raising her on her own. Even if Amber were to meet him she wasn’t sure what she’d say, but she knew it wouldn’t be “Can you walk me down the aisle after leaving my mother high and dry, with no support whatsoever? What didn’t you like about us anyway, you selfish jerk?”

      So, she supposed she did know what she’d say to him, after all.

      “Divorces can be so tricky when it comes to weddings,” Mary Alice said.

      “I don’t blame her if she doesn’t ask him,” Amber replied. “I won’t be inviting my dad to my wedding.”

      Amber licked chocolate off the back of her fork and wondered if it would be rude to help herself to a second slice of pie before the others had finished their first. “Philip will just miss out on the fatherly privilege of walking me down the aisle,” she added.

      “Philip?” Mary Alice asked, scraping the last of the mousse off her plate. She shared a confused glance with her sister.

      “You know, the man who knocked up my mom, then ran off before I was even born?”

      “Oh, would you look at the time,” Liz said, standing up. “We need to get ready for the community watch meeting.”

      “Oh!” Mary Alice sat straighter. “How did I forget? I hope you’re feeling better, Amber. I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to chat more. You should consider helping us with the bake sale--we’re raising funds for a new bus for the seniors’ home.”

      “Wait,” Amber said, holding up her hands as though trying to stop traffic. The women ignored her, quickly tidying up their plates and forks. “What happened to my dad?” The sisters said nothing, simply moved faster.

      Mary Alice patted Amber’s arm. “I just hadn’t heard his name in so long. If you want to talk about Russell give me a call. I’ll put on tea.”

      “There’s nothing to say,” Amber said, clicking into her rehearsed speech. “The book isn’t about me. I was just helping him out when he wrote it. It’s no big deal.”

      The sisters turned at the door, giving her a look that told her she was failing to move them off their predetermined gossip path. They knew the truth about her and Russell as inherently as if it had happened to them.

      The sisters left and Amber wondered what that shared glance had been about. Her asking about Philip Powers had definitely scared them off. If there really had been a community watch meeting they would have tried to convince her to join, as usual.

      They hadn’t said a thing, but Amber could have sworn they didn’t think Philip was her father. But how could that be? Knowing who your dad was wasn’t something a person normally got wrong.

      She flicked through her mind’s rolodex of memories. Her mother had never once corrected her the few times Amber had referred to Philip as her father, while dancing around the taboo subject of her parentage. Then again, she couldn’t recall her mom ever out-and-out stating that he was.

      What did it mean?

      If he wasn’t her father, was everyone she knew keeping secrets from her? Did everyone believe she was the most naïve and gullible person in the world?

      Because when it came right down to it, if the town’s biggest gossips believed Philip wasn’t her dad… he wasn’t.
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      A vehicle pulled up Amber’s driveway and, assuming it was another gawker coming to check out the scene of the trailer’s death, she kept working at the kitchen table, head down, trying not to think about the layers of deception she’d been living under for months and possibly even years.

      “How long are you planning to hide out?” her mother asked, entering the kitchen and setting a casserole dish on the table.

      Amber jumped. “Technically, I’m not hiding out,” she said, “just catching up on database work.”

      Her mom waited, hands on her hips.

      Amber had to look away, afraid to think that her mother had allowed her to believe a lie all her life. She trusted her, but if her mother had deceived her, then what other lies about her life did Amber still unknowingly believe?

      “I’m not going to town again until everyone has forgotten about me,” she said.

      “The gossip isn’t that bad.”

      “Yeah, right. Mary Alice and Liz were here last night and already had their minds made up about how everything went down.” Amber sighed and rubbed her forehead, still mad at herself for how trusting and blind she’d been.

      Her mom smiled. “Sounds like them.”

      “Everyone’s read the book, haven’t they?” It had been out a mere twenty-four hours and Amber had had a ton of texts and phone calls about it from people in town. So far, she had ignored every single one of them. “He got me all wrong.”

      “You read it?”

      “Of course. I have to know what I’m defending,” Amber said.

      “It wasn’t that bad. He got your charm right, I think.”

      “You read it?” Ugh. There were scenes in there she definitely didn’t want her mother reading.

      “Yes, and I brought you chocolate drops.” She pulled a cellophane package out of her shoulder bag and set it on the table. Which meant the book was that bad. Although the chocolate could also be a sympathy gift due to her recent breakup, or for the accidental recreational vehicle manslaughter.

      “My hips thank you.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You seem upset.”

      “It’s nothing.” Amber debated asking her mother about Philip. She wanted to believe what she’d always believed, but had promised herself that there would be no more secrets in her life. But if she found out her mother had lied about Philip, how many other secrets would come pouring out? Amber wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with a complete life upheaval.

      Her mom sat across from her, hands folded, waiting for her to unload.

      Amber closed her laptop and pushed it to the side, then wished she’d kept it as a barrier between them. Gloria had always avoided and dodged the subject of Philip with determination similar to that of a running back on his way to the end zone.

      “The trailer really was an accident,” Amber said.

      “And so you’re mad?”

      “I’m upset because Russell kept so many secrets from me…” She watched her mother for her reaction. Maybe she was simply waiting for Amber to bring up the subject so she could lay everything out in the open. Or maybe the gossips were wrong for once.

      Gloria eased back in the chair, but said nothing.

      “And I feel as though I don’t really know myself any longer,” Amber added.

      Her mother tipped her head to the side, watching her.

      It was now or never.

      “Mary Alice and Liz each gave me a funny look when I mentioned Philip yesterday.”

      “Oh?” Her mom got up and began straightening items on the kitchen counter, a sure sign that she was nervous.

      “It was almost as though they didn’t believe he was my father.” Amber watched her mother’s back. Her busy moves ceased for a split second.

      “Is there insurance on Russell’s holiday trailer? I can’t imagine one of those things being cheap even though it was an older, secondhand one.”

      Her mother was keeping something from her. Something about Amber’s dad. Something vital.

      Amber felt as though her world was deep, shifting sand and she no longer had solid ground to stand upon.
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      Amber rinsed out her teacup and, through the kitchen window, watched Scott pull up the driveway in his police truck. He got out slowly, assessing the yard as though on the lookout for clues, his badge winking in the early April sunshine. He ambled slowly to her door, his gait relaxed in a way that said he was in charge and nothing could faze him. No wonder he was the one steady presence in her life.

      The only person who didn’t keep secrets from her. The one man who might be able to help her get to the bottom of her life, then help her up again.

      He knocked twice, then let himself in.

      “I’m in the kitchen, Officer Malone,” she called, meeting him in the entry with a big smile.

      “I love it when you call me that,” he said, with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. They grew more serious as they roved over her. “How are you today?”

      “Fine.” She was still upset about Russell putting her in a book, but not nearly as bothered about him breaking up with her as she thought she should be. Maybe the unexpected grand event of both the book and trailer was overshadowing the emotional fallout of the breakup. Or, even more odd, maybe she was okay with him being out of her life. She’d always felt as though she had to work to be bright, funny, and everything he needed. Add in the fact that the man was a usurious schmuck and it was a case of well-timed good riddance.

      Seeming satisfied with his assessment and her answer, Scott moved past her, his fingers drifting over her hip so he probably wouldn’t knock her over. Shivers ran through her at his touch and she shut the outer door, following him into the house. “I hear the ladies brought you pie the other day,” he said from the kitchen. “Any left?”

      “Nope.”

      His lips twisted into a pouty frown, which undoubtedly got him what he wanted from women 99 percent of the time.

      “Did you really think there’d be any?”

      “A guy can hope.”

      “Scott?”

      “Yeah?”

      Amber paused, thinking. He knew things. He was one of those quiet, protective sorts that people confessed to--even when he was out of uniform. If anyone knew who her father was, it would be him.

      “If I ask you something, do you promise to tell me the truth?”

      Scott was quiet for a long moment, then his gaze drifted up, meeting hers. “Always.”

      “Do you know who my father is?”

      Scott blinked slowly. “Come again?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      He snorted at her lame, off-color joke.

      “Come on, that was a perfect setup for an innuendo,” Amber said, hoisting herself onto the kitchen counter so she’d be closer to eye level with her best friend. “So? Do you? I’m getting the vibe that it’s not Philip Powers.”

      “Right.”

      Amber felt as though every molecule in the room had stopped moving. “What do you mean, ‘right’?”

      She watched him for a moment as he struggled with what to say.

      “You knew it wasn’t Philip and you never told me?” Amber exclaimed. She gave him an outraged glare, reaching out to give his chest a massive shove, sending herself off the counter and into Scott’s arms instead. “Some friend you are.”

      He braced his hands under her elbows. “I don’t know who your father is. For all I know it really is Philip and the gossips have it wrong.”

      “They never have it wrong! Not on something huge like this.”

      “Why are you asking about this? Why now?”

      “Why not now? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. I thought you were the one person…” She thumped his chest when he refused to let her go. “The one person, Scott.”

      “Amber.” His grip was firm as he held her in front of him, his voice rough. “What I hear at work is confidential. If I thought this was worth pursuing I would have told you.”

      “How can it not be worth pursuing? We’re talking about my father.”

      “Sometimes secrets need to be kept.”

      “What do you know that you’re not telling me?”

      Scott gave a frustrated sigh, finally releasing her to push a hand through his hair.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just take a moment and think outside yourself. Why would anyone keep your father a secret from you for several decades?”

      “Because, apparently, that’s what people do. They keep secrets from me because they think I can’t handle it. Well, guess what, world, I can handle it.”

      Scott leaned against the counter, his expression thoughtful, as if he was sizing her up. “Secrets are secrets,” he said, “because people don’t want them known. It’s not our business to unearth them. They’re secrets for a reason.”

      “They’re secrets about me, Scott. They affect me.” She was hanging off his collar, begging. “They’re about my life and I deserve to know. You know who your father is, but imagine not knowing. It’s like part of you is a mystery. Unanswered. Unexplainable.”

      Scott carefully pried her fingers from his shirt. The sound of another vehicle coming up the driveway distracted Amber.

      “Is that Dr. Leham?” she asked, pointing to the shiny BMW that had pulled up in front of the house. Why would he be visiting her? Maybe his new girlfriend--Amber’s long-time friend Katie Reiter--had borrowed it and was coming by to see how she was doing.

      “He’s got a newer model,” Scott said, leaning against Amber’s back to get a better look out the window. His body was a warm and comforting presence and she resisted pressing against him. Scott had been the one constant in her life, but she needed to remember that even he had been keeping secrets from her.

      She turned to face him, realizing that if her mother had been lying, something must have gone incredibly wrong.

      “Scott? Do you have secrets? I mean more secrets? More than just the Philip thing.”

      “Everyone has secrets, Amber.”

      Not the answer she wanted.

      “Did you ever tell your mom about what really happened when you bent the bumper of her car?” he asked.

      “I meant that you’re keeping about me, my life.”

      Scott’s eyes narrowed as he glared out the window, his hands going protectively to her shoulders.

      “What?”

      She turned, spotting Russell and his editor, Sabrina, walking up to the house. Outrage cut through Amber and she didn’t know whether to run and hide or come out fighting.

      “What does he want?” Scott grumbled, moving swiftly to the front door to head him off.

      Amber hesitated, then followed. Scott opened the door before Russell could knock or let himself in. Seeing Sabrina in her lithe linen outfit standing behind Russell made Amber glad to have Scott as her own personal backup.

      “I’m here for my stuff,” Russell said.

      “There is no reason for you to be here unannounced,” Scott said, arms crossed, acting as a human wall between Amber and her ex.

      “I need my trailer. My stuff.”

      “And you plan to pull it with that?” Scott asked, tipping his chin toward the sports car.

      “The trailer might be a problem,” Amber murmured.

      “I have a friend coming with a truck in a few minutes. He’ll tow it.”

      Scott faced Amber. “Are you going to tell him, or should I?”

      “It didn’t take you long to move on.” Russell smirked.

      “You called that one,” Sabrina whispered to him, eyeing Scott with what looked like hunger.

      “Move on?” Amber stepped in front of Scott, rage boiling through her. “Move on? You moved on to her while I was still in your bed.”

      Sabrina looked away, a flush tingeing her cheeks.

      “Still stuck in the friend zone, huh?” Russell said to Scott. “Sorry, pal.”

      Amber lunged at him, but Scott held her back. “Not worth it,” he stated. “I’m sure karma will have a heyday and do a more effective job than we ever could.”

      When Russell stepped closer to the door, Scott widened his stance, arms crossed, blocking him. “You’re not coming in. Not now. Not ever.”

      “I paid half the rent this month. Therefore, yes I am.”

      “Do I need to issue a restraining order on Amber’s behalf? She doesn’t want you here. She’s removed everything of yours. You left, pal.”

      “I need to make sure she got everything.” Russell laid a hand on Scott’s chest, trying to push him out of the way. But he had the writer’s arm twisted and pinned behind him in a matter of seconds, his face smushed into the doorjamb.

      “Were you trying to assault a police officer?” Scott growled in his ear. “That’s a court appearance and wouldn’t be good publicity at this point in time. You might be a newscaster on sabbatical, but remember, Amber comes from a small town. She’s good friends with local reporters and a story like this wouldn’t stay local for very long.”

      Amber bit her bottom lip so she wouldn’t smile. She loved Scott so very much at this moment.

      “You know where your trailer is?” Amber was half excited, half nervous. She pointed to the edge of the cliff, her finger shaking. “It kind of became a lesson in physics for me. Sorry. I hope you didn’t have anything important in it. Other than everything of yours that I put in there first.”

      Russell and Sabrina followed her finger, their faces pinched in confusion. Finally, comprehension dawned.

      “You pushed my trailer off the edge of a cliff?” Russell’s voice was high and scratchy.

      Amber crossed her arms. “It was an accident. However, I don’t think your lies, cheating, or basing a fictional character on me was.”

      Scott released Russell and the man massaged his shoulder, moving down the front steps, putting a safe buffer between them.

      “This isn’t over, Amber,” Russell said, his voice shaking with anger.

      “I say it is,” Scott retorted.

      Amber spoke over Scott’s shoulder. “You’re right. I think I still owe you one for all of the secrets you kept from me.”

      As Russell and Sabrina backed up the Beemer moments later, Amber turned to Scott. “No more secrets. I’m going to find out who my father is. And if you’re the friend you say you are, help me.”
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