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      You can’t outrun a storm…or the fire it sparks.

      There’s a legend surrounding the Storm family: one touch, and they’re bound to the love of their life – forever.

      But Maverick Storm stopped believing in legends the day Ella Decker disappeared.

      Once the girl who claimed his heart, Ella vanished after a summer of stolen kisses, whispered secrets, and first love. She left behind only a cold, cruel letter – one that shattered him in ways he refuses to admit. Now he hides behind a bad-boy reputation, runs his family’s small-town winery with his brother, and drowns everything else in one-night stands. Love? That’s for fools.

      Ella never meant to break Maverick’s heart.

      But under her father’s brutal rule, survival always came first.

      So she walked away…and stayed gone.

      Until now.

      With her past buried behind a pen name and bestselling romance novels, Ella returns to Gracemont for one reason: to face the boy she once loved—and maybe, just maybe, rewrite the ending that was stolen from them. But Maverick is no longer the sweet, loyal boy who used to kiss her in the shadows. He’s the legend now. The one who doesn’t call. The one who doesn’t stay.

      He’s harder. Rougher. Dominant.

      The kind of alpha who takes control – and doesn’t let go.

      Their reunion ignites into something volatile.

      Old love twisted into resentment.

      Enemies where lovers once stood.

      But beneath the anger, the spark never died.

      Because legends are rooted in truth.

      One touch is all it takes to prove some loves never fade…

      And some storms were always meant to be ridden together.
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      Maverick Storm rubbed his forehead, groaned, then cursed himself for being a fool. There wasn’t enough ibuprofen in the world to beat back this damn hangover, and he should know. Because he’d been popping the son of a bitches since waking up yesterday…afternoon.

      “Head still hurt?” his brother Grayson asked, looking amused enough that he felt a bit like punching the asshole.

      Of course, punching required moving, and Maverick wasn’t sure he had it in him. It had taken everything just to pull his ass out of bed, get dressed, and make his way to the winery this morning. To be honest, he wasn’t sure why he’d bothered, because it wasn’t like he was going to get a damn bit of work done today.

      “I thought you’d be better by today,” Grayson added, still not showing the tiniest inkling of sympathy. “How much did you drink?”

      Maverick shrugged. Mainly because he really couldn’t remember.

      His oldest brother, Levi, had gotten married on Saturday, something Maverick had started to believe would never happen. After all, his big brother was thirty-eight years old and had been a confirmed bachelor for most of his life. So it was a surprise—though a pleasant one—when Levi fell head over ass for Kasi Mills, who was thirteen years younger than him.

      Given the fact Kasi had practically grown up on Stormy Weather Farm, best friends with their cousin Remi, it was nice that the girl who’d always felt like a kid sister to him had become one officially through marriage.

      Unfortunately, Maverick had decided to over-celebrate the nuptials, hitting the signature cocktail hard before switching to straight bourbon and then to wine…and maybe a beer or two.

      As happy as he’d been watching his brother marry Kasi, Maverick had been in a funk at the beginning of the wedding reception. So much so, he’d considered leaving the party early, not wanting to put a damper on the festivities for everyone else.

      When he said he was planning to head out, Remi put the kibosh on that idea, dragging him to the bar instead, and the two of them put one hell of a dent in Kasi’s signature wedding cocktail, some frou-frou, fruity vodka shit that went down way too easy.

      After a few—six—of those, he hit the dance floor with his brothers and cousins and a slew of friends. Kasi had lots of single girlfriends, and Maverick had come damn close to dancing with every single one of them.

      At some point, his brother Theo convinced Maverick to join him and the groom and the rest of their brothers outside for bourbon and cigars. That was when the night started to get a little hazy, the rest of the reception recalled only in snippets. He remembered being pulled back out onto the dance floor by Veronica Gray. Their slow dance took a decidedly dirty turn, ending when she’d convinced him to join her back at her place. Since they were both too intoxicated to drive, they’d gotten a ride with another couple that was heading home, he and Veronica making out in the back seat the entire way off the mountain.

      Which reminded him…he needed to call his buddy Ken and apologize to him and his wife for his extreme PDA in their back seat. Maverick had DD’ed for an extremely intoxicated Ken more than a few times—and even kept him from getting his ass kicked in a bar fight—before his friend settled down in wedded bliss with Stephanie, so he sort of felt like they were even. “Sort of” being the operative phrase, because Stephanie, who was new in Gracemont and didn’t know him that well, had no doubt gotten an eyeful.

      If he’d been sober, he never would have made out with Veronica, but if he could rely on alcohol for one thing, it was to encourage bad decisions. Fortunately for him, he’d had enough to drink that he had passed out on Roni’s couch approximately five minutes after arriving at her place, so at least, he hadn’t had sex with her.

      Veronica—whom everyone called Roni—and Maverick had known each other since elementary school, the two of them in the same grade. Not that that made her special or anything. Maverick had lived his whole life in Gracemont, which meant he’d known pretty much everyone his age since elementary school. That was the blessing, or curse, of growing up in a small town.

      Roni was a perfectly nice girl, but she was also, well…thirsty. She’d been the popular Mean Girl in school, captain of the cheer squad. After graduation, she became the wild party girl for most of her twenties, too footloose and fancy free to consider settling down. Apparently, she rethought that position after turning thirty, and now she was on the prowl for a husband. Big-time.

      Which meant rumors of a local legend circulating around Gracemont—a legend regarding his family—had put him and his brothers on Roni’s “hit-it list.”

      According to his dad—and Levi and Theo and their cousin Mila—the Storms could recognize their soul mates with just a single touch. They swore that all it had taken was one touch, and they knew they’d found the person they were going to spend the rest of their lives with.

      Maverick had always considered that love-at-first-touch thing a meet-cute story that his parents liked to pull out at holidays and on their wedding anniversary, but he tried not to think about it as more than that.

      It didn’t become a Storm legend until Levi said the same thing had happened to him. Kasi had gotten overheated in the summer sun and passed out in Levi’s arms. His big brother swore that was the moment the blinders fell away, and he knew Kasi was his.

      Then, the same thing happened to Theo and Mila. And because his family were all big storytellers, the love-at-first-touch thing had suddenly become part of his family’s lore and, before he knew it, everyone else in Gracemont had heard the tale.

      To make matters worse, most locals—especially the single women—believed it.

      Perhaps the townspeople wouldn’t put so much stock in the ridiculous legend if Levi, Theo, and Mila’s relationships weren’t so damn perfect.

      And because Roni was on the prowl, hard, she definitely believed in the legend, which was why he and his four remaining bachelor brothers had been giving her a wide berth. After gossip about the legend began to spread, Roni had found ways to throw herself in all their paths, desperate to make one of them fall in love at a single touch. Which was fucking ridiculous, considering they’d known her for most of their lives.

      If Maverick was going to discover she was the one, surely it would have happened at some point during the twelve years they’d spent together in school. It hadn’t. Because she sure as shit was NOT the one.

      However, Maverick feared he might have opened a can of worms by making out with Roni on Saturday night, but he figured he’d be okay. When Roni had woken up and immediately tried to make plans for dinner and a continuation of their sleepover, he’d gently—but firmly—told her he wasn’t interested. He blamed the alcohol, then got the hell out of there.

      Unlike the majority of his family, who were seeking love and marriage and all that happily ever after shit, Maverick had zero intention of casting off his bachelorhood, content to let the legend take down the rest of his family.

      While they might consider that love-at-first-touch thing a blessing, Maverick didn’t agree. Love was a fickle bitch, and he’d decided to avoid it like the plague years ago.

      “Are you really going to sit here and pretend to work?” Grayson asked, when Maverick continued to slouch in his tatty office chair, his feet propped up on the desk, staring into space.

      Maverick blinked, turning his bleary eyes toward Grayson. “Sleep and Advil weren’t helping, so I thought I’d give this a try.”

      “Yeah,” Grayson said sarcastically. “Looks like it’s really working for you.”

      Maverick replied not with words but with a single middle finger.

      Grayson shook his head, just as he had yesterday when he’d driven to town to pick up Maverick at Roni’s place. “Roni Gray,” he muttered.

      If it wouldn’t send sharp shards of pain through his head, Maverick would have rolled his eyes. “We made out, then passed out. Nothing more. I told you that yesterday. Move on.”

      Grayson crossed his arms. “I have no problem moving on. It’s Roni who’s going to be the immovable force. That girl has been pulling out all the stops on snagging her romantic Storm moment, and I assure you, she’s probably sitting at home right now, planning your wedding and making a list of names for y’all’s kids.”

      “I told her I wasn’t interested. She seemed to get it.” Maverick had wanted to assure his brother of that yesterday on the drive back to the farm, but he’d been too distracted with drawing in slow, gentle breaths, while trying not to move his pounding head too much to talk.

      “Seemed being the operative word,” Grayson said, his tone pure smart-ass. “That woman hears only what she wants to. Period. End of sentence. Twenty bucks says she starts blowing up your phone with texts and calls before stalking you around here when you ghost her. Roni is tenacious as fuck when she wants something, and she wants a Storm.”

      He knew that. Which was why sober Maverick had always stayed far, far away from Roni.

      Then, because he didn’t feel shitty enough, his phone buzzed with an incoming text. He glanced at the screen and groaned—because Grayson would take way too much pleasure in being right.

      His brother chuckled as he held out his hand. “I’ll take that twenty now.”

      “I didn’t make a fucking wager,” Maverick pointed out. “And she’s just letting me know that I left my tie there, asshole.”

      “She probably hid it from you so she’d have an excuse to text.” Grayson’s mirth faded quickly, and when he slipped into the metal folding chair on the opposite side of the desk, Maverick knew his brother clearly had a lot more to say.

      “Grayson,” he started, hoping to ask for a reprieve.

      His brother held up his hand, cutting him off. “I know you feel like hell, but, bro, something’s gotta give. I’ve spent too many years watching this revolving door of women. You fuck and run like you’ve got something to prove. When we were younger, I figured it was just you sowing your wild oats, having some fun. But, Mav, you’re thirty-two years old, and while I know you say you’re happy…I don’t think you are. Actually, I don’t think you’ve been happy in a very long time.”

      Maverick sighed, equal parts annoyed and appreciative of his brother’s comments. He and Grayson were polar opposites as far as personalities went. Maverick was the life of the party, while Grayson skipped the entire thing and stayed home. Maverick had a boisterous laugh and tended to be one of the loudest people in the room—after Remi and Theo. Grayson, on the other hand, was quiet, introspective, rarely speaking.

      His family had tried to figure out how he and Grayson managed to work so well together, given their differences, but Maverick had stopped pondering that question years ago. Not because he’d found the answer but because he didn’t care how it worked. It just did.

      In fact, it worked so well that Grayson wasn’t just his brother, he was Maverick’s best friend. There weren’t too many secrets his brother didn’t know about him.

      Actually, strike that. There was only one secret Grayson didn’t know.

      One secret no one knew.

      And it was the reason why Maverick kept spinning in that revolving door of one-night stands or first dates that never led to a second rather than getting off and looking for love like the rest of his family.

      “I appreciate your concern,” Maverick said.

      Grayson snorted. “No, you don’t.”

      Maverick managed a weak grin. “You’re right. I don’t. But…” He shrugged. “There’s some truth to what you’ve said. I guess I’m not as happy as I like to pretend.”

      “What would make you happy?” Grayson asked.

      Maverick closed his eyes and shook his head. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”

      “I guess it is.” The way Grayson responded told Maverick he wasn’t the only one struggling to find happiness these days. However, it was the first time his brother had alluded to being dissatisfied, and Maverick should have suspected and seen that.

      “Things have changed a lot the past couple of years,” Maverick said, well aware of his brother’s preference for routine and familiarity.

      “I liked the way things were.” Grayson was a creature of habit, and while he wasn’t resistant to change, it took him a little longer to accept new norms. He and Grayson shared one of the three farmhouses on Stormy Weather Farm with Everett, Sam, and Jace. His parents lived in the second farmhouse, operating it as a B&B, and the third was currently occupied by his female cousins, Mila, Nora, and Remi, as Lucy had moved to Philadelphia with her boyfriends.

      Up until Theo and Levi had moved in with their true loves, there had been seven brothers living in the same house. Given the fact they were all Storms—a name that was synonymous with headstrong—there were obviously the occasional “living together” fights over someone not doing the dishes or eating someone else’s leftovers, but mercifully, none of them held grudges. Arguments might flash hot and loud and contain more than their fair share of four-letter words, but the anger never lasted long.

      “We were probably lucky things lasted as long as they did,” Maverick pointed out. “I mean, seven brothers between the ages of thirty-eight and twenty-seven all living together isn’t that common.”

      “Maybe not, but it worked for us. The house is quieter now without Theo and Levi there. I’m not sure I like it.”

      “Not sure I do either. Theo did keep things lively.”

      They shared a laugh, because Theo had been their resident “cruise director” practically since he’d learned to talk, always full of crazy ideas for game nights, movie marathons, cookouts, and sporting competitions that were spirited as hell. Theo was never without a March Madness-style tournament bracket so he could create head-to-head battles, in everything from darts to pool to shooting layups—none of them allowed to stop until only one winner was left.

      He also had a great sense of humor, and he wove one hell of a tale. The dude was seriously never without a smile. Maverick was sometimes envious of his older brother’s easygoing nature and genuinely positive outlook on life.

      Theo had recently moved into one of the cabins on the farm with his girlfriend, Gretchen, while Levi had moved from their part of the mountain down into the valley, living with his new wife on her family’s farm, Lucky Penny.

      “Then everybody started falling in love and shacking up,” Grayson grumbled. “First, Lucy fell for Miles and Joey and left the state, something I really didn’t think any of us would ever do.”

      Maverick agreed. If there was one thing he’d always been so certain of, that he would have bet the bank on, it was that he and his brothers and cousins would all remain in Gracemont. And no, not just in town but on the farm. Stormy Weather Farm was their home, and he’d truly believed none of them would ever leave it. Then Lucy fell in love and moved to Philadelphia, and Levi moved to Lucky Penny Farm.

      Grayson ran a hand through his hair, and Maverick noticed his brother was overdue for a haircut. Lucy used to trim it for him, because Grayson was finicky when it came to how his hair was styled, and none of the hairdressers in town had ever cut it to please him.

      Maybe he’d try to talk Grayson into driving up to Philadelphia with him in a couple of weeks for a visit.

      “I miss Luce. We should go for a visit.”

      Grayson brightened up. “Yeah. We should. She was always a bright light around here, cheerful, fun.” Grayson smiled sadly. “Of course, there’s no denying she’s happier than she’s ever been with those guys of hers.”

      “She found the answer to the million-dollar question,” Maverick added.

      “Just like Levi, Theo, and now Mila.”

      Maverick’s cousin Mila had been the latest to succumb to the Storm curse, falling hard and fast for the farm’s new vineyard manager, single dad Boone, a couple months earlier.

      “Remi gives it another week before Boone convinces Mila to move in with him and Sadie.”

      Grayson chuckled. “It’s not Mila that’d be moving. It’s her clothes. According to Nora, she’s already shacking up there six nights out of seven. Never seen a couple so attached at the hip.”

      Maverick rolled his eyes. “Really? Then you obviously haven’t been paying attention to Theo and Gretchen. Or Levi and Kasi.”

      “Good point. You know, we’re damn lucky our brothers have fallen for women we like. Imagine having to spend the holidays and Sunday dinners with someone like…” Grayson paused for dramatic effect, though Maverick knew exactly where he was headed. “Oh, I don’t know—maybe Roni Gray.”

      Maverick picked up a pen from the desk and chucked it at his brother’s head, even though he didn’t disagree with Grayson’s assessment. He’d only stuck around about half an hour on Sunday afternoon, after he woke up, and even during that little bit of time, she’d gotten on his nerves. She laughed too much—always at her own jokes—and she never stopped talking. Theo had the gift of gab too, but at least he had interesting things to say. Roni’s favorite and only topics were herself or the “good old days” back in high school, which had been her glory days.

      Maverick didn’t share that opinion, because graduation had been the best part of high school for him.

      Obviously, his beer—and bourbon…and cocktail—goggles had been working overtime Saturday night to make him think she was someone he wanted to hook up with.

      “Just please, bro, for my peace of mind, swear you didn’t do more than make out,” Grayson said after successfully dodging the pen. “Because Roni feels desperate enough these days to poke holes in the condom.”

      “We kissed. Bit of fondling. That’s it,” Maverick said. “Besides, you know I’m always very careful. I have no intention of leaving any little Mavericks behind me when I depart this world.”

      Grayson sighed, just like he always did when Maverick said anything about not wanting to get married and have kids. While Grayson didn’t say it outright, Maverick knew his brother well enough to know he wanted exactly what Levi and Theo had found. “Not sure why you’re so resistant to marriage and kids. It’s not like we didn’t grow up with the world’s greatest role models.”

      Truer words were never spoken. Mom and Dad were as in love now as they had been the day they’d met at the town’s Fourth of July picnic and were struck down by love at first touch. They’d made love, marriage, and raising kids look like the best things on earth, so he guessed his brother’s confusion made sense, because there certainly wasn’t any deep-seated childhood trauma that had turned him against those institutions.

      Nope, his aversion to love came from a different source, one with a name he never said, not even in his own head.

      “So, is this you today?” Grayson asked, pointing to Maverick and his inert state.

      “Yep. Probably.”

      “Figured. Go home.”

      Maverick shook his head. “That would require moving. Don’t foresee that happening anytime soon. Used up all my energy just getting my ass out of bed and walking here.”

      As far as commutes went, Maverick figured his was the best, considering all he had to do to get to work was throw on clothes and walk half a mile to the winery.

      There were three buildings attached to the Lightning in a Bottle Winery side of his family’s businesses. He and Grayson worked in the building that they referred to as the winery, which housed the offices, fermentation tanks, crush pads, and bottling line. There was a cellar beneath it, which served as their barrel room, the place where they aged the wine.

      Their cousin Nora worked in the second building, the tasting room, which—in addition to wine sampling—offered simple fare, like fire-roasted pizzas and charcuterie boards.

      The last building was a large warehouse where they stored finished wine. Boone kept a small office there because it was closest to the vineyard, and it wasn’t like the man spent much time inside anyway. Boone’s preferred work lighting was the sun.

      Their second business, Rain or Shine Brewery, had a similar setup—a brewhouse, tasting room, and warehouse.

      Between those two businesses, the B&B, the event barn that Gretchen ran, and a slew of rental cabins peppered all around the farm, the Storm family was busy year-round. Luckily, they tempered their headstrong natures with a powerful work ethic, every single member of the family pulling their weight to ensure the businesses not only prospered but thrived.

      “So, I’m holding down the fort. Awesome.” Grayson rose from the chair, grumbling under his breath as he walked out of the office. Maverick couldn’t hear everything his brother was saying, but he caught enough to catch the gist that his brother was bitching about working solo today. If he thought Grayson was really annoyed about that, he’d summon the strength from somewhere and get his ass out of the chair. However, they didn’t have a great deal on their agenda for today, so Grayson’s complaints were just for show. Because brothers never let other brothers get away with shit, especially hangovers and stupid hookups.

      Maverick released a long, slow breath once Grayson was gone, reaching up to rub his temples, cursing himself for being such an idiot. Despite the fact he worked at a winery, which was located right next to a brewery, Maverick wasn’t that big of a drinker.

      Apart from tasting the wines they created, most nights, he never indulged in more than one glass of wine or a bottle of beer with dinner.

      So he’d let things go too far Saturday, under the guise of celebrating.

      And while he had been thrilled to his toes for Levi and Kasi, he knew his overindulgence in drink had more to do with self-pity than happiness.

      He put his feet down, groaning slightly at the endless throbbing in his head. He deserved this hangover. It was his punishment for letting old wounds rise to the surface.

      Maverick stopped fighting it and let himself think her name.

      Ella.

      He closed his eyes, recalling her face. It was one that had snuck into his dreams too many times over the years, his subconscious refusing to forget her the way he was determined to.

      Maverick wasn’t sure why she was returning to his thoughts more often these days. After all, he hadn’t seen the woman in person in fifteen years. Of course, that wasn’t to say he hadn’t done a search of her socials once during a very weak moment a few years after she left town. He’d seen a picture of her, standing in the middle of a college campus, smiling with a man, who was clearly her boyfriend, and peaced right the hell back out. After that, he refused to look again, and for the most part, that social media blackout had helped. Because while she’d broken the fuck out of his heart, time had done its thing, healing the wound so that he could move on.

      Or at least he thought it had.

      Until last summer, when Levi came home, head over heels in love with Kasi…and awakening something in Maverick that he hadn’t considered. Or maybe it was more accurate to say he hadn’t let himself acknowledge.

      Because it seemed too farfetched, or too much like full-blown teenaged melodrama, to be real.

      Lately, though, it was starting to occur to him that his aversion to commitment had less to do with his self-proclaimed love of the bachelor life and more to do with the fact that he—like his dad and Theo and Levi and Mila—had been struck down by love at first touch.

      He’d been just seventeen, but he could still recall the day that lightning crashed on his head. It had been so powerful, it almost knocked him on his ass.

      He’d simply been walking down the hall between classes…

      

      Junior year sucked, Maverick thought to himself. He and his classmates had just returned from the holiday break, ten glorious days of food, gifts, video games, and no fucking school. Apparently, the second half of junior year meant something to his teachers, who were suddenly balls to the wall about preparing him and his classmates for college and the future and SATs and a bunch of other shit he didn’t care about.

      As such, he’d just been assigned to write a big-ass essay on the American Revolution, told to read some book called The Scarlet Letter that sounded boring as fuck, and he was expected to start collecting bugs—for God’s sake—for some unit his science teacher was all fired up about.

      And that was just from this morning. He hadn’t even made it to math or Spanish class yet, so who knew what fresh hell homework assignments were yet to come.

      Maverick was counting down the days until graduation, because as far as he was concerned, English and history and geometry and Spanish were all a big waste of his time. He already knew what his future involved, and it didn’t include any of that shit. Maverick had chosen his career path when he was eleven. That was when every sixth grader went through the annual Gracemont Career Day lesson, which essentially meant they got to miss a day of school to follow a family member or mentor around as they did their job.

      Maverick had chosen to “go to work” with his grandfather at the winery. That day had been one of the best of his life as Granddaddy taught him about growing grapes, the different varieties, and then described the process for making wine. Maverick had been bitten by the bug, and from that day on, he bypassed his family’s farmhouse after getting off the bus, making a beeline for the winery where Granddaddy put him to work, continuing to teach him everything he knew about winemaking.

      When a fourteen-year-old Maverick announced he was going to be a winemaker, Granddaddy had taken him seriously, doubling down on his tutelage, putting him to work every summer and on weekends, passing along his knowledge.

      So Maverick didn’t get why he had to read a stupid book about some Puritan woman or learn about a war that happened a long time ago, because neither of those had a damn thing to do with winemaking. On the other hand, while he didn’t really want to do the assignment, he could begrudgingly admit there might be some value to the bug project, since he’d need to be able to identify insects who might damage the grapevines.

      He rolled his eyes when he spotted Roni Gray and her boyfriend walking ahead of him in the hallway. Roni had been named cheer captain in the fall, and apparently she’d decided that basically made her high school royalty.

      What she really was, honestly, was a royal pain in the ass, looking down her nose at anyone who wasn’t a part of her clique.

      Maverick didn’t aspire to run with the likes of Roni and her friends, but they still tried to include him. Probably because he played on the football team with Roni’s current boyfriend, the quarterback, Jeff Timmons.

      Jeff wrapped his arm around Roni’s waist before letting his hand drift lower. She giggled loudly and smacked his arm away when he copped a feel of her ass.

      “Jeff, you’re so bad,” she said, laughing loud enough to draw everyone’s attention.

      He threw his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer. “Didn’t hear you complaining last night.”

      Roni winked, then they engaged in a sloppy kiss.

      Maverick rolled his eyes, trapped behind them, thanks to narrow hallways and too many kids blocking traffic by hanging at their lockers. He was grateful Roni and Jeff had found each other, because God knew no one else could tolerate them for more than five minutes.

      “Get a room,” someone behind Maverick yelled, which interrupted the gag-worthy kiss.

      Jeff flipped his middle finger in the general direction of the speaker, then he and Roni started walking again.

      Maverick had almost made it to his math class when Roni pulled up short, stopping to whisper something in Jeff’s ear. The two of them grinned at each other—then Maverick watched as Jeff purposely shouldered into Ella Decker, causing the quiet girl to drop all her books.

      “Watch out, Ella,” Roni drawled. “God!” It was obvious she’d encouraged her boyfriend to slam into Ella, which annoyed the fuck out of Maverick.

      “Maybe Jeff should watch where he’s going,” he said, drawing the attention of Roni and Jeff. Maverick had enough clout that neither of them struck back at him for calling them out on their bullshit.

      Instead, they shrugged him off and bypassed Ella without helping her pick up her books.

      Maverick scowled at their backs, then knelt to help Ella gather her things.

      “They’re assholes,” he said to her.

      Ella glanced up, seeming almost alarmed by his presence. “Yeah. I know. I can get this. You don’t have to help,” she said, hastily trying to gather the looseleaf paper that had scattered from one of her notebooks.

      It occurred to Maverick those were probably the most words he’d ever heard Ella say, or at least, the most she’d said that wasn’t in response to a teacher’s question. Unlike most of the kids in their class, who had lived their entire lives in Gracemont, Ella and her family had moved to the small town the beginning of Ella’s ninth-grade year. He didn’t have a clue where she’d moved from or why, because she didn’t really talk to many people. Maverick had always just assumed she was shy, which was an unfortunate thing for her, considering she’d started high school not knowing anyone.

      A couple of the nicer girls in their class had reached out and tried to form friendships with her early on, but those efforts didn’t seem to last for some reason. He vaguely recalled Jenny Barber saying once that Ella never wanted to hang out with anyone after school and that she didn’t have a phone—something unheard of amongst teenagers these days.

      Ella clearly preferred books to people. She always had her nose in one, opting to spend her lunch period volunteering in the library over socializing in the cafeteria—another thing that marked her as different from most of the rest of their class.

      Maverick hadn’t paid much attention to her because…well…she was easy to overlook. Given the way she always opted to sit in the front of the class, right next to the teacher’s desk, and the fact she rarely spoke. Maverick was strictly a back-of-the-room kind of guy.

      Now that he was close to her, he wondered how in the hell he hadn’t noticed her before. Because Ella Decker was fucking gorgeous. She had long dark auburn hair, though she always wore it in a ponytail, one pulled so tightly it had to hurt her scalp. From this distance, he could see she had bright green eyes and the lightest smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks, all of which he could see clearly because she didn’t wear a speck of makeup. Not even mascara or lip gloss, like the other girls did.

      “You okay?” he asked, suddenly concerned about the way Jeff, who was easily double Ella’s size, had plowed into her.

      Ella nodded. “Really, I don’t need your help,” she insisted, when he kept picking up her things. “I’ve got it.”

      Maverick ignored her, chalking up her independence to her shyness. “It’s a shame Jeff can’t tackle like that on the football field,” he said. “Maybe if he could, we would have won more than two games all season.”

      Ella shocked him when she laughed. He’d never heard a more beautiful, joyful sound. “You’re forgetting he holds a school record.”

      Maverick frowned, because he was pretty sure Jeff hadn’t broken any damn records with his shitty playing.

      “Most interceptions in a season,” Ella added.

      This time, it was Maverick who laughed, loud enough that several kids turned to look, obviously surprised to see him and Ella talking.

      Maverick quickly started rearranging his assumptions about Ella, because it was apparent shyness wasn’t her problem.

      Once everything was collected, they stood up. Ella adjusted her blouse, and he realized another reason she’d escaped his notice was her wardrobe. It was way too conservative and nondescript for a high school girl. A lot of the girls in their class went out of their way to push the envelope on the school’s dress code in an attempt to catch the attention of guys. And it worked, because damn if Maverick wasn’t a sucker for a girl in tight jeans or one willing to offer an eyeful of cleavage.

      Ella hid all her girlie bits inside oversized pants that shielded all the curves and shirts that covered every inch of skin from the neck down. Which was a pity, because now that he was looking, he could tell she had a nice figure. She was on the tall-ish size, only a few inches shorter than his six-one frame.

      Maverick reached out to hand her books back, his own brushing hers as she took them.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      Maverick didn’t reply. He couldn’t.

      Because…

      What the fuck was that?

      His heart was suddenly racing, his chest tight, his palms sweaty.

      Honest to God, it felt as if he’d been struck by lightning. His skin was actually tingling. And suddenly he was suffering from tunnel vision, everything around the edges gray.

      All he could see was Ella as everything else around them vanished completely.

      Though suffering felt like the wrong word.

      Because no part of him was hurting.

      Instead, everything felt right. Good. Perfect.

      Maverick had intended to hand over her books, but that plan changed. He took the ones he’d just given her, as well as the ones she’d picked up herself, out of her hands.

      “Maverick,” she said, intent on taking them back.

      He turned away so that she couldn’t reach them, secretly savoring the way she said his name. “I’ll carry them.”

      She gave him a funny look, frowning. “We’re not going to the same place.”

      “I’ll walk you to your class.”

      “You don’t have to,” she said, somewhat insistently.

      Maverick, headstrong to a fault, merely smiled, turning in the direction Ella had been headed before the collision with Jeff. He was going to be late to his own class, but he didn’t give a shit. He’d serve a million detentions for tardies if it meant he could spend ten more seconds with Ella.

      “Maverick,” she called out, when he started walking.

      He twisted, aware she was still standing there. “Come on, Ella. You don’t want to be late for class.”

      A rule follower from the word go, she started walking, just as he knew she would. Once she was next to him, he shifted her books to his right arm, reaching out with his left hand to claim hers.

      Ella tried to pull it away, clearly startled, but he was ready for that. He held on tight.

      “What are you doing?” she murmured.

      “Walking my girl to class,” he announced, though he didn’t know what possessed him to make such a pronouncement. Maverick had kissed plenty of girls, starting with Tami Grove in sixth grade. He liked kissing, and he’d never struggled to find girls willing to kiss him back. Not that Tami or any of the other girls had been his girlfriends.

      Apparently, his comment was shocking or confusing or alarming enough that Ella stopped trying to reclaim her hand, letting him guide her to class.

      “What’s your next class?” he asked, when he realized he didn’t have a clue where they were headed. The only classes the two of them shared were English and Algebra II.

      “Chemistry,” she replied.

      Maverick nodded, walking to the science hall, neither of them speaking. When they reached the door to her classroom—far too quickly—he released her hand and gave her back her books. “Wait here for me after class and I’ll walk with you again.”

      Ella shook her head. “You really don’t have to do that.”

      He gave her a wide grin. “Of course I do.” And then, because he knew she was going to ignore him, he leaned closer. “I mean it, Ella. Wait for me.” Maverick had never used such a deep, demanding tone before, but it must have resonated with the girl.

      She blinked several times, then nodded. “Okay,” she whispered.

      Her response pleased him more than he could even begin to understand. Shifting closer, he gave her a quick peck on the cheek, wishing he could give her a real kiss, though they were nowhere near that point.

      Maverick had always prided himself on being a patient guy, but none of that was present with Ella.

      With her, he wanted everything…yesterday.

      “See you in an hour,” he murmured in her ear, loving the way she shivered in response.

      “Okay,” she repeated breathlessly, letting him know that she felt whatever this was too.

      Somehow, Maverick managed to walk away from her, and while he was a full two minutes late for class, he didn’t give a damn.

      Because he’d just fallen head over heels in love with Ella Decker.

      

      Maverick rubbed his eyes wearily. He hadn’t thought of that day in years. No, scratch that. He hadn’t thought of it in well over a decade.

      He blamed Levi’s wedding on the unwanted recollection. Watching his brother marry the love of his life brought back thoughts and feelings Maverick had kept locked down since high school. Now, the door had flown open, and he understood something he hadn’t all those years ago.

      The Storm legend was real, and Maverick had succumbed to it when he was just seventeen years old.

      Because that was when he’d touched Ella Decker’s hand and met his soul mate.
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      Ella stood by the baggage claim, watching countless suitcases glide by on the conveyor belt, none of them hers. She didn’t have a clue why her bag was always the last one to ride up the ramp, but damn if it didn’t look like the streak was still alive.

      “Should have just packed a carry-on,” she muttered under her breath, as she watched most of the people who’d been on her plane claim their own suitcases before making their way to the exit.

      “Ella?”

      She turned around, smiling at the familiar face that greeted her. “Mr. Millholland.”

      He shook his head and her hand. “None of that Mr. Millholland stuff. That was fine when you were a teenager, but we’re both adults now, so you’re going to call me Manny.”

      “That might take some getting used to,” she said genially.

      “If that’s true, then you’re in for a whole world of hurt because I know my aunt Edith is going to make the same demand.”

      Ella widened her eyes dramatically, aware there was no way she could call Manny’s aunt by her first name. “I’ll never be able to call her Edith.”

      Manny chuckled. “Hate to say it, but my money’s on my aunt.”

      Ella wanted to argue the point, but then she realized her money was on Edith Millholland as well. After all, the woman had already done the impossible and gotten Ella to do something she’d never thought she would do.

      Return to Gracemont, Virginia.

      Not that Ella hadn’t wanted to come back. It was just…

      A lot of bad shit had gone down just prior to her dad packing up the family and moving them back to Idaho. It was easier to pretend none of it had ever happened when she was two thousand miles away.

      Coming back meant she had to acknowledge what she’d done.

      Who she’d hurt.

      And doing so brought up a mountain of sadness and regret. Because coming back meant running the risk of seeing him again.

      Maverick Storm.

      After all, Maverick never made any secret of his desire to live out his entire life on the farm his family owned in Gracemont.

      Returning was bringing up a lot of painful emotions she thought she’d overcome years ago.

      “Still waiting for your bag?” Manny asked.

      “Yep. With my luck, it’s probably still back in Idaho.”

      Manny grinned. “If it is, we’ll hit a store on the way to Gracemont to buy you some new clothes.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Ella breathed a sigh of relief when she turned back to the carousel just as her suitcase made its arrival. “Oh, there it is.”

      Manny beat her to the conveyor belt, lifting it off for her.

      “Thanks,” she said. “You didn’t have to walk all the way in,” she added, as the two of them headed toward the exit to the parking lot. “I could have met you outside.”

      Manny shrugged. “I don’t mind. I got here half an hour ago because I like the energy of an airport, like to watch as folks arrive and greet each other. Plus, it beats working.”

      “I like people watching too,” Ella confessed. “I swear I’ve watched Love Actually a thousand times, and I still tear up at the beginning and the end, when it shows all those clips of people hugging at the arrivals gate.”

      “That part gets me too.”

      Ella drew in a deep breath when they stepped out into the bright, yet not-too-hot June sunshine. She knew from experience that the summers in Virginia could get very muggy, the humidity thick enough to cut with a knife. Fortunately, that weather typically didn’t arrive until July or August, and she’d be long gone before then.

      June, on the other hand, had always been one of her favorite months when her family lived in Virginia. One, for the weather, and two, because school was out and she could spend her days volunteering at the public library.

      And by volunteering, she meant finding a quiet corner in the stacks and reading everything she could get her hands on.

      God. She couldn’t believe she was here, that she’d agreed to this trip.

      Not because she didn’t love Gracemont.

      In truth, it had always felt more like home than her hometown of Meridian, Idaho.

      “My car is just over here.” She followed Manny as he popped the trunk on his car and stowed her suitcase inside. “I have to tell you, my aunt hasn’t talked of anything except this visit since you agreed to come.”

      Ella smiled as she climbed into the passenger seat, buckling her seat belt. “It was nice of her to invite me, though I have to admit, I was shocked when she emailed me a couple of months ago. I didn’t expect…” Ella paused, uncertain how to finish that sentence.

      “You didn’t expect to learn that my eighty-two-year-old aunt was reading your steamy romance novels?”

      Ella laughed. “Yeah. That.”

      “Aunt Edith has always been a huge reader, and there aren’t many genres she doesn’t enjoy. She went through a Stephen King phase about five years ago, and I’m pretty damn sure she’s read every single mystery our local library has. The romance thing started more recently, back in the fall, when she took in a boarder, Gretchen Banks. Gretchen was the romance fan, and she turned my aunt on to the steamy novels.”

      “And it was the two of them who started the romance book club?” Ella hadn’t understated her surprise when Edith reached out to her via her author website. Ella used a pen name for her books, but she didn’t try to hide her identity. Her photo was right there on the “about me” section, along with her bio that mentioned she’d lived in Virginia for a time. Edith had somehow happened upon the website after reading one of her books, and she recognized Ella from her picture, despite the fact she hadn’t been in Gracemont since she was seventeen years old.

      Manny nodded. “Yep. Edith and Gretchen have been reading and discussing books together since October. After the holidays, they decided to increase their membership and make it a true romance book club, complete with lots of wine and snacks.” He grinned. “The food’s good enough they’ve almost convinced me to start reading romance just to join them.”

      Ella sort of hoped Manny held off on his membership until after the next meeting, when they discussed one of her books. Because how embarrassing would that be?

      The book club was the reason she was here. Because Edith was a determined woman when she set her mind to something, and, despite Ella’s initial reluctance over attending the meeting as a visiting author, Edith had worn her down.

      Returning to Gracemont had always been an idea that hovered in the back of Ella’s mind, something she’d wanted to do pretty much since leaving the lovely small town. However, life—and a healthy dose of Maverick regret—had kept her from making the journey.

      Once she’d emailed Edith back and confirmed that, yes, Grace Decker really was Ella Decker, the girl who used to live in Gracemont—her pen name a nod to the small town she’d loved—her fate had been sealed. Because the older woman had begged her to attend one of the book club meetings as their featured author, and Edith wouldn’t take no for an answer. Not that Ella fought too hard. Because that request had come shortly after she’d decided it was time for a life overhaul. Time for her to make some serious decisions about her future.

      There wasn’t anything holding her to Idaho anymore. Or at least, nothing that didn’t make her feel like complete and utter shit—namely, her family.

      Ella had spent most of her life trying to maintain a relationship with her mom and sister, Martha. She’d long ago accepted that there was no hope for her and her father…and recent events had driven home just how dead their relationship truly was.

      Despite her estrangement from Dad, Ella remained in touch with her mom and Martha, trying to connect with them once a week, either for lunch or coffee. She wasn’t always successful, because those visits were contingent upon fitting in with their husbands’ schedules. Martha’s husband, Elijah, and her father frequently found reasons for them to cancel, their needs always taking precedence.

      The lunch and coffee dates had fallen to the wayside completely in the past six months, following her grandmother’s death. At a time when Ella needed her mom and sister more than ever, they’d gone radio silent on her, leaving her to grieve alone.

      Ella blew out a slow breath and put those thoughts away. Her whole reason for coming here was to take a break from all the shit back home.

      “It’s grown up around here,” Ella mused, as Manny left the airport, merging onto the toll road. She was surprised to see the Metro tracks stretching far beyond where they used to.

      “Oh yeah, Leesburg is a sprawling place nowadays, but I think you’ll find that Gracemont hasn’t experienced the same growth. Not much there will be too different from when you left. Change comes slow to our little neck of the woods. Thank God.”

      Ella grinned, sharing that sentiment.

      While Gracemont was just a half-hour drive from Leesburg and an hour outside of Washington, D.C., the town was quiet and quaint and felt like the setting of some historical romance set in the early twentieth century.

      That was what she’d always loved about it. Everyone seemed to know everyone there, but more than that, the locals all seemed to like each other too. There was a general atmosphere of friendliness and support that Ella hadn’t experienced in her own hometown. Though to be fair, Meridian was considerably larger than Gracemont, more city than town.

      The ride to Gracemont passed pleasurably as Manny started talking about people Ella might recall. She’d only lived in Gracemont for three years, but because it was a tight-knit community, she had gotten to know more people than she realized.

      Apparently, her old high school principal, Mr. Bott, had taken a higher-paying job with Loudoun County Schools a couple years earlier, and he’d been replaced by Ella’s favorite teacher of all time, Mrs. Williamson.

      Ella was sad to learn that Ms. Pauley, the public librarian she’d adored, had passed away last year, though she wasn’t surprised by the news. Ms. Pauley had been old fifteen years ago, and not in the best of health back then.

      “Ms. Pauley was so nice,” Ella said. “I spent all three summers I lived in Gracemont volunteering in the library with her. In a lot of ways, I think she impacted my career path because she definitely fostered my love of reading. She always used to say that one day, my books would be sitting on the shelves of her library, which planted the writing seed. I’m not sure I would have considered writing a book if not for her belief that I was born to be a storyteller.”

      “Aw. Ms. Pauley was a sucker for a good story. She and Aunt Edith were thick as thieves for most of their lives, connected by their shared love of books…and bourbon. My God, but those two could put down Old Fashioneds.”

      Ella laughed, enjoying that newly discovered fun tidbit about someone she’d always admired.

      “Well, here we are,” Manny announced as they pulled off the highway, taking the narrow road that led to Gracemont. Within minutes, they were passing the beautiful brick sign, welcoming them to the town.

      Manny hadn’t lied. The place looked exactly as she remembered, and she had to turn her face toward the passenger window so she could surreptitiously wipe away a tear. She hadn’t expected her return to this special place to impact her so strongly.

      But she supposed it made sense. This town had been the setting to some of the most important moments of her life.

      Mercifully, Manny didn’t notice her second of sentimentality as he continued talking, filling her in on what businesses had changed and which were still the same. The town dive bar had been sold and was now called Whiskey Abbey. According to Manny, it was a lot classier than its predecessor and very popular with the locals. There was also a new French restaurant, Café Des Amis, that Manny insisted she try while she was in town, claiming they made the world’s greatest coq au vin. “Pretty sure that dish is the culprit for this ever-widening waistline.”

      “What waistline?” Ella asked, much to the man’s amusement.

      “Still the same sweet Ella. You’re an excellent liar.”

      They were laughing as Manny pulled into the driveway of the Millholland House. Edith had run the boarding house for years.

      “She stopped renting out rooms a while back. She decided that seventy-five was a good age to retire,” Manny explained.

      “Seventy-five, huh?”

      “Yeah. Not that it’s slowed her down a bit.”

      “I thought you said she had a boarder in October?” Ella asked, as they got out the car, walking toward the trunk. Manny grabbed her suitcase for her.

      “That was a special situation. Theo Storm had hired a new event coordinator for Stormy Weather Farm, and she was having trouble finding a place to live. Edith agreed to rent her a room. Which was probably one of the best offers she ever made, because Edith and Gretchen, despite the significant difference in their ages, have become close friends.”

      Ella had been silently holding her breath the entire journey from Dulles Airport to Gracemont, waiting for the Storm name to drop. She was surprised it had taken this long, given how large the Storm family was.

      Hearing it provoked the painful twinge in her chest that she’d anticipated. Best to change the subject.

      “So does Gretchen still live here?” she asked.

      Manny shook his head. “No. She and Theo fell head over heels in love within her first five minutes on the job. The two of them live together in one of the cabins on Stormy Weather Farm.”

      Well…

      That hadn’t broken her way.

      Mercifully, she was distracted from thoughts of the farm and those cabins by a new voice.

      “Ella Decker. As I live and breathe!” Edith called out from the large wraparound front porch of her gorgeous Victorian-style home.

      “Mrs. Millholland,” Ella said, as she climbed the stairs.

      As her nephew predicted, the older woman corrected her, the hands on her hips letting Ella knew she meant business when she said, “My name is Edith.”

      She and Manny shared an amused look as Ella nodded.

      “Edith,” she said, stepping into the woman’s outstretched arms, sinking into a shockingly strong hug for an eighty-two-year-old.

      “Manny took good care of you?” Edith asked. “Got there on time?”

      Manny scoffed, though he didn’t look as annoyed over his aunt checking up on his behavior as he pretended.

      “Of course. He’s been perfectly wonderful.”

      “Good.” Edith looked over her shoulder at Manny. “She’ll be staying in the green room. Carry her bag up for her?”

      Manny followed them into the house, climbing the stairs as Edith led Ella to the kitchen. “I’ve just put the kettle on to make us some tea. How was your flight?”

      “Uneventful,” Ella replied. “Just the way I like them.”

      “Me too,” Edith agreed. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you agreed to this visit. Gretchen and the girls were beside themselves when I told them Grace Decker would be attending our next book club meeting. We’ve been passing your novels around for two months solid. None of us can get enough of them.”

      “I still can’t believe you found my books…or me,” she added, trying not to blush when she thought about the older woman reading all the open-bedroom-door, extremely racy scenes in her stories.

      “When I find something I like, I have a tendency to go all in. Gretchen turned me on to romance books, so I headed to the library to check out their selection. Beverly Pauley—you remember her, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Well, she had no less than a dozen of your titles on the shelves, though I suspect she didn’t realize you were the author. If she’d known, she would have told me and everyone else in town. Just between you and me, she was quite the gossipy goose. It’s why the two of us were such good friends. God, I miss that old bat more than I can say.”

      Ella was touched to learn that, despite not realizing, Ms. Pauley had done what she’d said she would all those years ago. She’d put Ella’s books in her library.

      Edith made them both a cup of tea once the kettle boiled, pouring a third when Manny came downstairs and joined them. They chatted amicably for an hour as Edith picked up where Manny had left off on the refresher of “where are they now,” Gracemont style.

      The Storms featured quite heavily in the updates, as it appeared Edith was very close to the family. Hell, it sounded like half of Edith’s book club members were Storms. Something that had Ella reconsidering this trip across country.

      When she’d agreed to come, she’d only been concerned about Maverick, but now it occurred to her that she was going to reconnect with lots of people from her past who might not be happy to see her…depending on how much Maverick had shared with them, following her family’s hasty departure from town.

      She rubbed her forehead tiredly. She’d slept like shit last night, anticipating the trip, and then she’d had to get up at four a.m. this morning to drive to the airport.

      “You look tired, dear,” Edith said astutely. “Why don’t you go lie down for a little while? You can unwind and unpack, and I’ll call you when dinner is ready. I’ve made meat loaf.”

      Manny perked up. “You serving it with mashed potatoes and those tiny peas?”

      Ella grinned, aware it probably wasn’t just the coq au vin that was causing the man to pack on weight.

      Edith shot her nephew a look like she was affronted at the very idea she’d serve her meat loaf with anything other than potatoes and peas. “Of course I am. And before you ask, yes, you can join us for dinner.”

      Manny rubbed his hands together gleefully. “Great. I have a few things to take care of this afternoon. I’ll be back around six, okay?”

      Edith nodded as her nephew rose and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Good to see you again, Ella,” he said, as he walked toward the back door.

      “You too,” she called out.

      Edith stood as well, leading her upstairs to a gorgeous room with a large four-poster bed. There was a chaise lounge in front of a huge bay window overlooking Main Street, creating the most perfect reading nook.

      Edith must have caught her pleased expression, because she said, “I thought you’d like this room best.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “There’s plenty of room in the dresser and closet for your clothes. No need to live out of a suitcase.”

      Ella had intended to make her trip a quick one, staying no more than a few days, but Edith quickly put the kibosh on that idea, insisting she extend the visit to two weeks. It clearly spoke to how badly Ella wanted out of Idaho that she’d quickly acquiesced to the longer trip.

      “This is perfect.”

      Edith reached out, giving her forearm a squeeze. “It’s good to have you back in Gracemont.”

      Ella nodded, unable to reply, her throat suddenly clogged.

      “I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”

      Edith closed the bedroom door behind her, leaving Ella alone. Rather than unpack or nap, she made for the chaise lounge, dropping down onto the comfortable couch. She looked down on the quiet street, watching as a woman walking a tiny dog stopped to chat with the mailman.

      Gracemont was exactly as she’d remembered, and while she should be thrilled to be back, too many other memories were crowding out those happy feelings.

      “It was fifteen years ago, El,” she mumbled under her breath. She’d started talking to herself a lot in the past six months, the result of living on her own for the first time ever. “Let it go. I’m sure he’s forgotten all about you.”

      Reclining on the chaise, Ella leaned back and closed her eyes, letting her mind drift back, skipping over all the bad stuff, choosing instead to remember a happy moment.

      

      For three whole weeks, Maverick Storm, the hottest boy in her grade, had walked her to every single one of her classes. Ella still couldn’t quite believe he’d not only noticed her but decided he liked her.

      If she had more confidence or experience with guys, she’d ask him why he was suddenly so determined to be her boyfriend.

      And that was his word, not hers.

      Ever since the day he’d bent down to help her pick up her books after that neanderthal Jeff had plowed into her, Maverick had continually called her his girl, insisting that he was her boyfriend.

      So far, this instant, inexplicable relationship hadn’t advanced beyond him walking her to class and sometimes holding her hand. If he had his way, he’d always hold her hand, but Ella was too afraid to let people see her with him.

      Her father was a strict man, one who’d drilled into her and her sister’s heads since they were young that they wouldn’t be permitted to date until they were eighteen—and after that, only good, God-fearing boys from their church that he personally approved of.

      Which Ella translated to: she’d NEVER date, because her dad considered most people unworthy. Not just of her but in general. Dad had cornered the market on judgment, so she’d accepted early on that dating wasn’t going to happen until she got out from under his roof.

      She had a countdown to high school graduation going in her head, because if all went according to her life’s plan, that was when she hoped to return to Idaho to live with her grandmother. Gigi wasn’t a wealthy woman, but she’d been putting a little bit of money aside for years, saving it so that she could help Ella attend community college.

      It was a top-secret plan Ella’s dad knew nothing about. He was one of those men who thought education was wasted on women. Her only role in life was to get married, make babies, and take care of her man. Oh, and not speak too much. Because God forbid women had thoughts or—gasp—opinions.

      Hell would freeze over before Ella followed in her mother’s footsteps, marrying right after high school graduation. Her dreams were a hell of a lot bigger than marriage and motherhood.

      “Hey, Ella,” Maverick said, slightly breathless as he approached her outside the chemistry classroom. “Sorry I’m late. Coach Wadsworth caught me just as I was leaving class to ask if I was planning on going out for baseball this year.”

      “Are you?” she asked, grinning when Maverick took her books from her—another part of his escort service—then reached for her hand. She let him take it, glancing around the hall to make sure her younger sister, Martha, wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity. She shouldn’t be, at this time of the day, as Martha’s midday classes were on the other end of the large one-story school building.

      Ella hated that she felt as if she needed to hide this thing with Maverick from Martha, but this was the first time a boy had ever shown her any interest, and Ella wasn’t one hundred percent sure her parent-pleasing sister would be able to keep it a secret from their dad.

      While Ella chafed under their father’s stringent rules, Martha didn’t feel the same, assuming the role of Daddy’s Girl with ease.

      Sometimes Ella was certain the stork had dropped her at the wrong damn house.

      Maverick shook his head. “No. Baseball would take up too much time after school and Granddaddy needs me at the winery in the spring.”

      Even though they’d only been talking for three weeks, Ella already knew enough about Maverick and his love for his family and their farm to venture a guess that it wasn’t his grandfather who’d insisted he work at the winery.

      “He actually said that?” she asked. “Those exact words?”

      Maverick laughed loudly. He did that a lot. Ella had never been around such a genuinely happy, cheerful person in her life. The only socializing she and her family did was with the other members of their church’s congregation, who all seemed to hold the same beliefs as her dad. Anything that makes you happy is a sin. Suffering was the name of their game, so being around Maverick, with his ever-present grin, was addictive and fun and a breath of fresh air.

      “Okay,” he confessed. “You got me. Granddaddy would probably love it if I played on the baseball team, because it’s his favorite sport and I have a hell of an arm. The thing is, I’d rather be at the winery working with him.”

      “I think it’s sweet that you’re so close to your grandfather. I feel the same way about Gigi.”

      Ella didn’t talk about her family much, but Gigi was the exception to that rule because her grandmother meant the world to her. Sometimes, Gigi felt like the only person who truly understood her.

      Although, now that she thought about it, Maverick seemed to “get” her too.

      “You must miss her. I couldn’t imagine living so far away from Granddaddy Lloyd.”

      “I do. But we write letters and talk on the phone every Saturday.”

      Maverick sighed. “On whose phone?”

      The fact she didn’t have a phone was something Maverick couldn’t wrap his head around. Mainly because he made it pretty clear if she had one, he’d be blowing it up night and day, texting and calling her. She’d never really been bothered about the lack of a phone—probably because it was hard to miss something she’d never had. And by that, she meant not only the phone but friends to talk to.

      Nowadays, she wanted one desperately, aware that it wasn’t only Maverick who longed to keep their conversations going when they weren’t together.

      Maverick led her into the library, flashing that charming smile of his at Mrs. Crites, the librarian.

      “You know you’re supposed to be at lunch right now,” Mrs. Crites reminded Maverick, who’d been skipping lunch so he could “help” Ella with her library aide duties.

      Maverick leaned on the circulation desk, grinning. “I’m really not hungry. And I figure I can do a lot more good here.”

      Mrs. Crites issued the lunch reminder daily, but she’d yet to force Maverick to go to the cafeteria. “You realize I only let you hang out here because I’m hoping being around all these books will encourage you to read.”

      Maverick laughed good-naturedly. “That’s a great plan. And I think it’s probably going to work. Just a few more months and I’ll definitely want to check out a book.”

      Mrs. Crites rolled her eyes, then looked in Ella’s direction. “It’s up to you to be a good influence on him, Ella.”

      She nodded. “I’ll do my best, but he’s a pretty hard case.”

      Mrs. Crites agreed, then went back to cataloging a stack of new books, while Ella stashed her backpack behind the desk and loaded a book cart so she could begin her reshelving duties.
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