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      She’s his biggest regret, and he’s the one she’ll never forgive. Can a second chance rewrite their story?

      

      One night changed everything. Rock star Ryan Lawrence broke Faith’s heart, then left Lake Howling in his rearview. Now he’s back, and forgiveness isn’t on the menu.

      

      Faith’s older, wiser, and runs her own business. She doesn’t take crap from anyone, least of all a chart-topping heartbreaker with a god complex.

      

      He might be adored by millions… just not her.

      

      So why the hell did she kiss him?

      

      Ryan returned for family, not closure. But Lake Howling has a way of getting under his skin—especially Faith. She’s cool, guarded, and doesn’t give a damn about

      his fame. He owes her an apology, but she’s not ready to hear it.

      And when his past crashes into the present, putting Faith in the line of fire, Ryan realizes walking away again isn’t an option. Because if he does, he won’t just be leaving town…

      

      He’ll be leaving his heart behind.
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      Faith Harris was standing at reception when Hope Lawrence waddled in with a cell phone pressed to her ear.

      Heavily pregnant Hope wore a pair of lime-green tights and a long white shirt that hung to her knees. Faith suspected it belonged to her man, friend, and local Paul Newman. The black cardigan she wore over that also came to her knees. Her hair was bundled on top of her head in a messy knot, and on her feet were her shitkickers, as Newman referred to them. No-nonsense black lace-up boots.

      “You promised me, Ryan!” Hope’s voice rose several octaves. “Mom and I haven’t seen you in years!”

      Faith winced at the shriek. Hope wasn’t the hysterical type normally, but pregnancy had made her irrational, which Faith had noted was a condition that a few of her friends suffered from. Hormones, apparently, played hell with your personality.

      “Seeing your face on TV or a screen is not the same, and I will scream if I want to. I’m eight and a half months pregnant and I want to see my big brother. I want you to see me too, because I may change beyond recognition after childbirth, and you won’t know me when you finally do make the time to visit. How bad will you feel then!” She paused, presumably so Ryan could speak.

      “I may,” Hope whispered. “I don’t want to speak to you anymore.” She cut the call and handed the phone to Faith. “My brother is an asshole, and I n-need to use the bathroom, and when I come back, I want a large wine.”

      “You can’t drink wine, as you very well know,” Faith said. “But we can go see Buster, and he’ll make you a large hot chocolate with those little marshmallows you like, and you can have three chocolate chip cookies. I’ll even buy.”

      “That could work.” Hope sniffed.

      “And I doubt you’ll change beyond recognition. I mean, look at the women who had babies in this town. I still recognize all of them.”

      “Shut up. I was just trying to guilt my brother into coming home. Even crows like to live with their families,” she muttered, waddling away.

      Bastard. Just thinking about Ryan Lawrence made her want to punch something. Hope’s brother had been a friend of Faith’s twin, Noah, and her. In fact, because their town was small, they’d all been close with the kids their age growing up. Faith had pretty much worshipped Hope’s brother from the day she was old enough to know just how cool he’d been. Tall, dark, and broody, he’d not spoken a lot, and often had just been there, but she’d had a serious case of puppy love for that man. She was pretty sure she’d followed him around like a puppy a time or two. Then they’d shared that summer together. Talked, laughed, and taken each other’s innocence. Faith had believed Ryan was her happily ever after. The following week, he’d left without telling her and never returned.

      Bastard. Eleven years was a long time to hold a grudge, and she had moved on, but thinking about the devastation she’d felt and the weeks of crying into her pillow still left a nasty taste in her mouth.

      The cell phone in her hand vibrated, the sounds of a birdcall ringing out through the reception area of The Howler, the hotel she and her brother owned. Trust Hope, a wildlife nut and photographer, to have a birdcall for a ringtone.

      Looking at the caller ID, she saw a picture of Ryan as he was today. Big, dark, and hot. A rock star, with a face made up of all the right angles, hair that was cropped short, and an arm covered in sexy tattoos.

      She accepted the call and held it to her ear.

      “Jesus, will you calm down already? What’s the matter with you, anyway? You’re having a baby, not a breakdown. I told you why I can’t come. I have commitments that can’t wait. We’re touring, then we have a photo shoot and appearance at the American Music Awards.”

      Those awards were last week, bastard! Faith could hear the frustration in the deep gravelly tone that had made him a superstar as one of the singers in Talon, a band that was famous in the entertainment industry.

      “Cut me some slack here, Hope. I’ll get home at some stage, I promise.”

      “Here’s the thing, shithead. I don’t give a damn about who you are or what you have to do, but I do care very much for the woman weeping in my bathroom. Your priority should be to her. You’re her big brother, for pity’s sake. Man the hell up and behave like one!”

      “Who—”

      “You may be this godlike figure in your own eyes, but believe me, here you’re just plain old Ryan Lawrence who wet his pants first day of school.”

      “Faith?”

      She cut the call and then turned the phone off.

      “Who are you yelling at now? One hopes it wasn’t a customer.” Her brother was walking down the stairs. Tall and dark, he was her twin and other half. Faith looked him up and down. Dressed in jeans and a sweater, he was his usual handsome self, although now that he had an extra layer of happy, he was even more so. Not that she’d ever tell him that. He was also one of those annoying people who liked the skin he was in. A man who was where he wanted to be with the people he wanted to be with. She envied him that.

      Faith had never been quite sure why she was on this earth. What were her passions? What did she want to achieve? The answer to those questions was an internal shrug.

      “No, not a customer.”

      “Then who?” He stopped beside her and flipped her short ponytail as he had since she was old enough to be annoyed by it.

      “Hope came in yelling into her cell phone. I just helped her with that.” Faith shrugged.

      “Helped her how?”

      “I just reminded Ryan that he had a sister who needed him.”

      “Faith….” Her brother’s warning fell away as he saw Hope.

      “Hey, you, how are you now?” She stepped around Noah and went to meet her friend.

      Hope’s eyes were red, and she looked tired, but that was to be expected when you carried a small person around with you all day in your tummy.

      “Hey there, sweetheart.” Noah wrapped her in a gentle hug that had her sniffing again. “How you doing today?”

      “I wish you were my brother, Noah.”

      “You don’t really mean that. Ryan is a good guy.”

      “He’s an asshole,” she muttered.

      “No, he’s not. He’s a rock star who loves you but has a whole shit ton of other stuff to deal with. But in case you need a big brother, I’m here for you, which I believe I’ve told you many times, Hope. You know how it works in this town. We’re all siblings.”

      He released her, and she waved her hand in front of her face. “Stop being nice. You’re gonna make me cry again.”

      “Did I tell you that Kermit rang and wanted those tights back?”

      Hope giggled.

      “Much better. Now, you girls go and do what you need to. I got reception.” He kissed Faith on the cheek and hugged Hope again. His smile widened as he saw who was walking in the front doors. “Hey, baby.”

      Lucy Dwight was Noah’s girl. Their love was deep, and Faith knew it would endure until their last breath. They were getting the happily ever after they both deserved. Lucy had lived a troubled life, and Noah had had his heart broken by a bitch. They’d healed each other.

      Lucy jumped him and wrapped her arms around his neck, then kissed him loudly.

      “They always do this kind of crap; it drives me crazy. Thankfully they are moving out soon, and I can walk about the place without seeing it constantly,” Faith said, scowling because it was expected of her. But deep inside, she was happy for them. Happy and just a bit jealous, and yes, scared.

      She was no longer the most important woman in her twin’s life. Which was pathetic and small of her, especially as in Lucy she’d gained another sister. But she missed being the centre of someone’s world. Missed that they were always the one the other turned to.

      You are a mean-spirited person, she silently lectured herself.

      She didn’t want anything to change and loved Lucy totally and utterly, but her brother had found his HEA, and Faith had a feeling she’d be looking for hers from this life into the next one.

      “Jealousy makes you ugly,” Noah said.

      It certainly does.

      A loud woof from behind them told her Buddy, Lucy’s dog, was pleased his mistress was here. He’d been a stray like her, as had the cat, Bandit, lounging in the front entrance in the sun.

      Hope sniffed loudly.

      “You cry again, and I’m not taking you for hot chocolate.” Faith levelled her friend with a look.

      “I’m good,” Hope said in a high-pitched voice. “This baby just makes me mushy. I far prefer birds.”

      The ridiculousness of the statement had them all laughing.

      “So try not to ruin the place while I’m gone.” Faith pulled on her jacket and then nudged Hope out the door, leaving the lovebirds to continue falling all over each other.

      They walked out the front door after acknowledging Bandit with a pat.

      Lake Howling was a small town with a big heart. It was home, and while she’d never really had the urge to explore beyond its borders like some had, her feet had started getting itchy lately. She put that down to the fact her twin had his shit together in his personal life and she didn’t. But for the most part, she was happy to hang out here with her people all around her.

      The air had a bite to it that promised to slide into the icy-cold months of winter. They would be stocking up on supplies and chopping wood for the fires over the next few weeks. But right now, an extra blanket was all she needed.

      Hope sighed, and Faith followed her gaze to where the new facility would be built, a place for concerts, indoor events, and gatherings that were bigger than the church could accommodate.

      “It’s like she doesn’t know how to just go with the general consensus and agree,” she said, watching her mother, Millicent Lawrence—or Militant when she wasn’t listening—pace up and down with a placard that said, “No to the facility. Not all change is good.”

      “You have to admire her commitment to the cause,” Faith said.

      “There is that.” Hope sighed again, and it was pathetic.

      “For the love of God, woman, get it together, will you? Surely there is a rare species of bird or animal in need of your attention?”

      “Well, I read in a journal yesterday that some of the geese around the area are dying from a fungal infection.”

      “That has to be tough.”

      “And then some.”

      “So go slather them in cream or something.”

      “I might just do that,” Hope said, sounding perkier.

      “Promise me one thing.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t name your child after some kind of species, like finches or osprey.”

      “As if Newman would let me. But Finch would be cool right?”

      “I’ll tell Newman to stand firm then.”

      Lake Howling had one road in, and it led straight into Main Street. The town stretched along the part of the lake with stores like The Roar, a general store. The Howlery was a bakery Lucy and Noah now owned. They’d purchased it from Mrs. Cribbins, or Mrs. C if she liked you, one of the more colorful characters in town.

      “I know he’s a big deal, Faith, and I know he’s busy, but I just wanted to see him,” Hope said, sounding sad again. “He’s my brother, and okay, we’re not as close as we used to be, but we stay in touch, you know, and I had a need to see him. Mom too. Since she had that fall, some of the bite has gone out of her.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. Last week she caught me throwing something in the trash. I hadn’t realized I’d been off with my aim and turned away. She marched into The Howler and slapped the wrapper on reception. Her glare could have felled an entire forest.”

      Hope sighed. “She brought us a bag of sweaters she’s knitted the baby. Black, or gray, and one in natural wool.”

      “But those can look cool with the right accessories,” Faith said.

      “Newman is washing them in eucalyptus today to soften them up.”

      “What a guy.”

      Hope sighed again. “He is and has put up with a lot from me lately. Especially when it comes to Ryan. He asked me if it would be all right if he called him. I said no. Newman can do mean really well, and I don’t want him and Ryan falling out.”

      Faith felt no regret over the words she’d said to Ryan Lawrence. The man had deserved every one.

      “Sure, and I get that, but he’s the man you love, and he wants to protect you. Ryan is being a loser, if you want my opinion.”

      “He’s busy and offered to pay for me and Newman to come to him, but I can’t fly now. Besides, I want him to come home and see Mom. She deserves that from him.”

      “She does.”

      They reached the cafe and entered. The scent of coffee mingled with baked goods made her mouth water.

      “Sit, and I’ll get your fix,” Faith said, pulling out the closest chair and waving Hope into it. She then made for the counter.

      “Buster!”

      “What?”

      “A little service here!”

      “I’m busy. Help yourself.”

      Faith rolled her eyes. “I want you to serve me so I don’t have to. I get enough of that in The Howler.”

      She heard a few curses, then he appeared. Shoulders like a linebacker, cropped short dark hair, and green-gray eyes. He wore a faded checked shirt and jeans. On his feet were the ever-present worn sneakers.

      “You and your brother will be the death of me. Always wanting me to wait on you like I don’t have other crap to do.”

      “I wait on you, to be fair.”

      He leaned a hip on the counter while he thought about that. “Point taken. What’s your poison?” His eyes found Hope. “How’s she doing?”

      “Ryan’s not coming home, and you know how excited she’s been about that.”

      His expression darkened. “I bet that’s hit her hard.”

      “Really hard. I may have served him up when she went to the restroom.”

      “May have?”

      Faith leaned closer. “He may have called when Hope left her phone with me. I then may have told him he may think he’s a godlike figure now but he’s still the boy who wet his pants on the first day of school.”

      Buster snorted, which meant he was amused. He wasn’t a man for big or loud gestures, but you knew he was in your corner if you needed him to be. “That may get him here.”

      “Doubtful. He’s too much of a big deal for Lake Howling now. Which, I’m not gonna lie, I struggle with. Ryan was quiet, never spoke unless he had something to say. My mom used to say he’d make the perfect broody hero in one of those novels she inhales. He’s forgotten where he came from. Forgotten that his sister needs him like she always did.”

      “Harsh, Faith. The man is a bona fide superstar and likely has a punishing work schedule. I can’t imagine the Ryan I knew is not still the man he is today. He wouldn’t want to deliberately upset his sister or mother, although the jury is still out on the latter, to be honest. She’s out there again cutting off my direct route to The Roar. If I go the other way, it’s at least a minute longer.”

      “That has to be hard on you. But all I’m saying is Hope was really hurt and upset.”

      “She’s pregnant,” Buster said, rounding the counter, which was clearly all he planned to add on the matter.

      Faith watched as he gave Hope a hug and brushed a hand over her head. He then returned and made hot chocolate for both of them even though Faith wanted coffee.

      “It’s better for your sour disposition. I’m trying to sweeten you up,” he said, handing a mug to her.

      “Didn’t work for you.”

      He simply smiled and pulled out three chocolate chip cookies and gave her the plate.

      “We’re the town grouches, you and I, but I’m the head grouch, and people expect it of me. You, however, are too beautiful to be one. So get your shit together and go see to your friend.”

      She bared her teeth at him, snatched the plate, and marched to where Hope sat sniffling.
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      Ryan drove through the redwoods and into Lake Howling with apprehension burning a hole in his gut. Autumn was easing to winter and the air was cool, the sky a clear blue. Traffic had stopped at the beginning of Main Street.

      “Weird.”

      This place wasn’t exactly a thriving metropolis, with only one road in and out. No one passed through on their way to anywhere, which was one of things he’d hated most about it growing up.

      He eased to a stop behind a blue sedan, letting his eyes become reacquainted with the town he’d grown up in.

      Ice-cold clear waters sat to the right; more giant redwoods stood at the back of the buildings to the left of Main Street, watching over the town like they had for years. He couldn’t see any noticeable changes, but then he’d only just arrived.

      He’d come home because he needed to; Faith Harris had reminded him of that. Okay, maybe her delivery had been off, but her words had hit their mark. It was past time for him to come here. Past time for him to see his family and friends again.

      “What kept me away from here for so long?” When no reply was forthcoming, he pushed that thought aside for another day, because Ryan was sure he didn’t want to examine the reason too closely right now.

      He lowered his window as a tall, elegant woman walked toward him. He looked at the long tail of her dark hair hanging out the back of an LAPD cap then at the face beneath. He knew those eyes would be dark like her brother’s. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been a tall, lanky girl.

      “Morning,” she said, looking in his window.

      “Morning.”

      Her eyes studied his face. He too wore a cap and dark glasses, but he was sure she’d recognize him.

      “Ryan?”

      “Hey, Katie.”

      She smiled, then leaned through the window to kiss his cheek. “Well now, this is a surprise. What’s it been, thirteen years?”

      “Eleven.”

      “Long overdue for a visit then, to my way of thinking.”

      “Good to be back,” he said, unsure if that was the truth or not.

      “You all good?” She moved closer to inspect him. “You look kinda pale.”

      It’s been eleven years. I haven’t seen my mother since then, and my sister only briefly. What do you think?

      “I’m okay. Just been a long trip to get here.”

      “You drive in from Brook?”

      “I did but flew in before that.”

      “Well, the air around here will sort you out. Hope will be glad to see you before the baby arrives too. And your mom,” she quickly added. His mother had that effect on people. “You know where they live?”

      “On the ridge?”

      “That’s it. Hell of thing, her and Newman hooking up.”

      “It is that.” Ryan had to agree. “Just out of interest, why are you stopping people?”

      “Voluntary donations for the new facility.” She smiled.

      “There’s a new building being erected?” That surprised him. Howlers weren’t that keen on change. “First one in a while, from what I remember.”

      “Hard to believe, right?” She laughed.

      “So, what is being housed inside this facility?”

      “It will be a bigger place for concerts, gatherings, the occasional basketball game, stuff like that.”

      “So, a hall or rec center?”

      “The book club are calling it the facility, but as to why, I have no idea.” She smiled.

      “They still running the town?”

      “Complete control.”

      Ryan snorted out a laugh as he dug into his pocket. Pulling out a few notes, he handed them through the window. “Here you go.”

      She held out a woven basket for him to drop them into.

      “No bucket?”

      “Hope wasn’t happy with the plastic bucket we’ve been using, so she made this.”

      Ryan laughed. “That sounds like my sister.”

      “She’s a peach all right. Now you head on, and I’m sure I’ll see you about town.”

      “Sure. See you, Katie.”

      Detective McBride had changed, which happened over eleven years, and there would be a whole lot more of that, he knew.

      Strange how she hadn’t mentioned anything about his career. Usually that was the first thing people wanted to talk to him about. They wanted a photo or an autograph too. Things Ryan had taken a while to adjust to. He wasn’t exactly what you’d call a people person, preferring his own company. But the lifestyle he now lived had forced him to adapt.

      He drove along the only road out of town, passing the turnoff to where he’d find his mother’s house—the home he’d been raised in. Most of the Howlers, as the locals were called, lived in a grouping of streets there and the rest along the lake, tucked up driveways or roads.

      Lowering the window, he enjoyed the cool breeze and inhaled deeply. No pollution or loud noise. Strange how he’d forgotten how much he liked that.

      He turned into the road that led up to the ridge, and once there he found Newman and Hope’s drive. The mailbox said “Newman and Hope” in big black letters. He parked and got out.

      Walking to the edge of the property, he looked at the view laid out before him.

      Home. The word slipped into his head. He hadn’t had one of those for a while; he’d been transient, following the dream until he’d achieved it.

      The home his sister shared with one of his oldest friends sat long and low to his left, but his eyes were on the vista.

      Aqua-blue waters that went for miles. Mountains capped with snow that he and some friends had been stupid enough to traverse in their youth. Redwood trees that were rooted deep into the earth after hundreds of years of survival rose high, standing sentry over Lake Howling, the small, picturesque town he’d just driven through.

      “I’m back,” he whispered, and unlike in LA, no one but he heard. This place had been home for years, where he’d formed the type of friendship that was a lifelong bond. He was a Howler no matter how long he was gone from this place and always would be. He let the memories come and go as he studied the scene before him. Remembered that here he’d just been Ryan Lawrence, the boy without a father and with a mother who never knew how to show love or affection. His sister, however, had loved him unconditionally, as he had her.

      A lance of guilt reminded him why he was here. He’d walked away from her and not looked back. Shaking off his thoughts, he made for the front door. He couldn’t believe his transient sister lived here. That she’d settled and put down roots and was now about to have a baby was still a shock to him.

      “Life is full of curveballs,” Ryan muttered as he stepped through the door when no one answered his knock.

      “Hope?”

      Still no answer. And then he heard the singing, slow and soulful. It seemed that had changed too. His sister had had a terrible singing voice, unlike him.

      Following the voice, he took in the soft tones of the living areas and huge window offering yet more of the sensational view, and as he drew nearer, he realized she was singing his latest release. His lips curved into a smile.

      He’d never wanted a home of his own, yet he had to say this had a nice feel to it. The furnishings were comfortable yet classy. Newman, Ryan thought. Hope had no idea about things like coordinating colors.

      The voice made the hair on the back of his neck stand as he reached a hall. Husky and, he had to add, pretty damned amazing. Strong, and could hold a tune.

      When had Hope learned to sing like that?

      “Hope?” He knocked but no one answered, so he pushed it, then lost the ability to breathe.

      The back to him was wet, and the dark hair hung in a thick curtain to her jaw. His eyes traveled down the wet length of her spine to the high, round curves of a sensational ass. Long toned legs seemed to be endless. She sang a few more words, then choked on the last one, and before he could move, she’d turned, and he saw her red eyes. She’d been crying.

      Her scream was ear-piercing.

      “What are you doing here?” She grabbed a towel and held it to her front, but not before he’d seen the spectacular rack of Faith Harris.

      “It’s Ryan, Faith. Sorry to scare you. I thought you were Hope.” He shut the door quickly.

      Hell, she was beautiful. That body was long and lean but curved in all the right places. He hadn’t felt his pulse pick up speed like this in a while. When you were surrounded by beautiful women all day, you became immune, or so he’d thought.

      “How long have you been here?” she yelled through the door.

      “Just got here.”

      “Well, now you’ve had an eyeful, you can leave!”

      His feet didn’t want to move because he’d seen her tears. “Faith, are you okay?”

      “Go away!”

      “Can I do anything for you?”

      “No. Hope’s not here, so go away!”

      “Where is she?” he called back, once again in control.

      “Brook, with your mother!”

      He’d left Brook a few hours ago, dammit.

      “She’ll be back soon. G-Go meet her in town!”

      She sounded like she was crying again.

      “You sure you don’t want me to wait for you? You sound upset.”

      “Go away, Ryan.” The words were flat and unemotional, and yet he knew she was anything but behind that door.

      Shaking his head, he left because he needed coffee and food, both of which he’d find in Lake Howling. He also needed to leave before he gave in to the urge to walk back into that bathroom and hold the woman who he had history with before he’d left his hometown eleven years ago.

      She’d been the first girl he’d fallen hard for. Tall for her age, she’d had long dark hair then, and soft tanned skin, partly from her Native American heritage, and partly because she loved being outside. But she’d not had those curves when he’d left.

      He’d never be able to get the sight of her standing there wet, with the sun streaming through the window burnishing her body in a golden glow, out of his head. And what a body.

      Why was she crying?

      Getting into his SUV, he headed back into town. He’d resented this place as a child. Resented its size and how they’d lived their life looking at the world through TV and magazines. Isolated and cocooned.

      He’d also resented being the son of a woman who cared for her children but had never made life easy on them. She wasn’t like some of the other mothers in Howling. Not overly demonstrative. She didn’t bake cakes for bake sales or encourage sleepovers. Both he and Hope knew how to recycle, eat on a budget, and wear clothes that were homemade or made to last. They’d been nothing like what their friends wore.

      This place had lingering memories of his father too, even though he’d only been in their life briefly. The father who meant nothing to him because he was a stranger, and Ryan was happy to keep it that way.

      Entering Main Street, he noted the banner strung across the main road that he’d missed earlier.

      “Talent Show. Professional judges, entry fee to go to building the facility.”

      He remembered that about this place too. They loved a cause, an occasion, anything that involved a gathering, a committee, and fairy lights.

      Parking, he pulled on a jacket and lowered the peak of his hat. He then attempted once again to push aside visions of naked Faith Harris and got out. Wandering, Ryan looked in windows, reacquainting himself with the place he and his friends had spent their youth running wild in.

      Why had Faith been crying in Hope and Newman’s bath?

      It was midmorning, and there were more people about than he’d expected. The roadblock seemed to have finished, or perhaps they were just waiting for more cars to arrive?

      Looking to the end of the street, he noticed they’d cleared the land next to the old church and guessed this was where the new facility Katie had spoken of would be built.

      “Well now, this is a nice surprise,” the elderly man coming toward him said after he’d been wandering awhile. “Nice to see you back in town, son.”

      “Mr. and Mrs. Heath.” Ryan shook the man’s hand. Apparently dark glasses and a ball cap didn’t stop old friends from recognizing you. He leaned down and kissed the soft cheek of the woman at his side.

      “How long has it been, Ryan? Fifteen years?” Walt asked, rocking back on his heels.

      “Eleven, I think,” Ryan said, digging his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he studied the couple before him. They’d helped raise Ryan and Hope. Spent time with them, taught them to dance, and made them do their homework when their mother was working. They’d been adopted grandparents. Walt’s face had more lines and his hair would now rival Santa Claus’s. Lizzie too had a few more lines, but for all that they looked as spritely as ever.

      “I heard things are going well for you,” Lizzie said in a massive understatement, and with that sweet smile she’d always had. Ryan remembered the times she’d hugged him or kissed something better. Funny, he hadn’t thought about that in years either.

      “They are going well thanks,” Ryan said shooting a look around them, he didn’t see anyone stopping to stare, so clearly his disguise was working on them.

      “Well, you come on home for some baking, and I want to see those moves of yours that I caught a time or two on the TV.” Lizzie squeezed his hand. “Hope will be pleased you’re back, as will your mother. Especially with the arrival due any day.”

      “They’re both in Brook, according to my sources. I’m sure they will be back soon.”

      “Lovely.” With another pat on his hand, they turned to leave.

      “Nice for Militant to have a break from her protesting.” Walt called the words over his shoulder.

      “What is she protesting about now?” Ryan asked. His mother had always been on some crusade when he was younger.

      “I’m sure she’ll fill you in, dear,” Lizzie said. “See you later.”

      Ignoring the buzz of the cell phone in his pocket, Ryan crossed the street, pushing Lizzie’s words about his mother aside. Millicent Lawrence was always angry about something. He wandered down to the lake as his phone buzzed again. Pulling it out, he saw it was the band’s manager. Ryan let it go to voicemail.

      Once he reached the edge of the lake, he dropped to his haunches and touched the water, letting his eyes wander over the rippling surface. A fresh breeze slid over him, and he inhaled another deep breath.

      The air was different here. Clearer, cleansing somehow.

      He hadn’t thought he’d missed this place until right now. But looking around him, he realized that maybe he had. Maybe seeing it through the eyes of an adult and not a resentful, restless boy was causing that.

      Lake Howling had been a light and dark place inside him.

      Be careful what you wish for. His mother had said those words to him the day he’d left Howling, having received a scholarship at Berklee College of Music in Boston. He’d been determined to find a better life. Well, she’d been right in that. He’d got what he wished for and more. He had to be happy with that. Didn’t he?

      Lately, he’d wondered if it was more than he wanted. He enjoyed the music, but the rest was so much more than that. The fans, the lifestyle. Sometimes he just wanted to step off the crazy train and take a breath.

      Pushing up the sleeves of his sweater, he dipped his hands in the ice-cold water. Water he’d swum, skied, and kayaked all over.

      Home.
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      “They’ll drop off if you keep them in there for too long.”

      He took a few more seconds to enjoy the peace, then turned to face the inevitable photo opportunity or autograph. It was part of his life. He knew it went with the territory of being a success—after all, without fans then he wouldn’t have a career—but he was about as comfortable with it as a wet cat.

      Rising, he turned.

      “If I’d known it was you, I wouldn’t have said anything,” the brunette muttered.

      “Hello again, Faith.” Her eyes still looked red, but she was in control now.

      She’d been the first girl he’d fallen hard for. She’d developed early, which had helped his adoration. But with age that body had simply changed into a work of art. He wondered if she was still a fitness freak. Even as a teenager she’d loved to be on the move. Walking, running, playing ball with her brother. She’d pretty much done it all.

      “So, we forget about what took place at Hope and Newman’s, and no one needs to know about it,” she snapped.

      Faith had attitude, and always had. The fiery Harris twin who stood up for herself and anyone who needed her support. She and Ryan had shared a relationship based on annoying the hell out of each other, which had been odd, because he wasn’t big on talking, but with her it had always been different. Then one day everything between them changed.

      He shrugged as if it had been no big deal seeing her lush body wet and naked. “Sure. Like I said, I’d only just opened the door when you turned and gave me an eyeful.”

      “I didn’t know you were there!” she snapped.

      “I knocked and called out. Not my fault you had your headphones in and were singing like a scalded cat.”

      “Sorry if my voice is not up to your mega superstar qualities, oh great one,” she snarled.

      Seeing the fire in her eyes made him want to smile. He’d loved sparring with her. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Thinking I’m a mega superstar with excellent vocal qualities.”

      He couldn’t be a hundred percent sure but thought she growled under her breath.

      “I don’t think that.”

      He pretended to look confused. “But you just said that.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she gave him a look that should shrivel his balls. Strange how they weren’t reacting that way at all.

      “You’re doing that thing you always did to me, aren’t you?”

      “What thing?”

      “The ‘annoying the shit out of Faith’ thing. The ‘appearing genuinely confused when in fact you’re not’ thing.”

      He smiled, and it was a genuine one. “Sorry, I guess it just comes naturally even after all this time. Maybe we should start again and forget the last hour. We could begin with you getting that stick out of your lovely ass and saying hello nicely. Plus, there’s the apology I deserve for that crap you yelled at me from my sister’s cellphone.”

      She didn’t blush or lower her eyes. That wasn’t Faith’s way. Even if she was uncomfortable, she never showed it. “You deserved it because you made her cry.”

      “That took me back to school days.”

      “She deserves more from you than twelve years of neglect.”

      “Eleven, and I wanted her to come see me many times and offered to pay to get her there.” Why was he justifying his relationship with Hope? It was nothing to do with Faith, even if maybe her words had some truth in them. “We saw each other a few times.”

      “A few times,” she said slowly. “Before you left Howling, you and Hope were as close as Noah and me, then suddenly you were gone and she was alone.”

      “This is no business of yours, Faith.” He said the words calmly, although the smile was now long gone.

      “Whatever.” She flicked his words away with her fingers. “You’re here now, so that’ll make her happy, and that’s all that matters. So, forget about seeing me naked⁠—”

      “Not sure it will be that easy,” he said to annoy her, and because it was the truth.

      “And we’ll be polite to each other,” she added, ignoring him. She then turned and walked away.

      “What, no hug or ‘hey, Ryan, I missed you, really good to see you again’?”

      She turned back, still glaring. “I didn’t miss you; she did.”

      There was a hard edge to her voice now, and he wondered if what he’d done all those years ago still cut her deep.

      “Faith—”

      “Here’s a piece of advice free of charge for you, Ryan.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “You may think you’re a big deal now, but you won’t get universal adoration here. We don’t care what or who you are. You’re just Ryan Lawrence, son of Millicent and brother to Hope Lawrence.” Her chin lifted, and she gave him a look that suggested she’d like to add a whole lot more but was holding back.

      Ryan felt the bite of anger now. “You don’t know anything about me from where I’m standing, so you don’t get to pass judgement.”

      He hadn’t been the recipient of attitude like that in years. Most people liked him, and too many idolized him, but none of them treated him like Faith was.

      She sighed, and the anger eased out of her. She threw her head back and looked up at the sky.

      “Faith?”

      “Just give me a minute here.”

      He did, letting his eyes run down the line of her throat.

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay? Seeing you was a shock, and I guess you seeing me naked has put me on edge.” She lowered her chin and looked at him again.

      “Plus, you were upset,” he added.

      “I’m not talking about that with you.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’m still not ready to forgive you yet for seeing me naked.”

      “I’ve seen a naked woman before, Faith. No big deal.”

      Her eyes were almost closed, they’d narrowed so much. “Is that an insult?”

      Ryan exhaled. Had it been? Possibly. Was it a big deal seeing her naked? Definitely! “I don’t think I’m winning here, so let’s drop it.”

      She walked away without a backward glance, and he felt like he’d just gone five rounds with his trainer in the ring.

      “Welcome to Lake Howling,” he muttered.

      Yes, she had a reason to be pissed off with him. First there was what she saw as his neglect of Hope, and then him seeing her naked, both perfectly valid reasons to be annoyed. Yet he thought there may be something more to it. Was she still angry he’d walked away without saying goodbye? It was years ago. Surely she was not still holding a grudge.

      He followed Faith up the slope and past The Lair, the sheriff’s office. Stone pillars and a brass plaque were the only identifiers to what was inside the building. Nothing sterile or obtrusive, just all natural materials had been used on the facade. He knew it was a place that his old friend Sheriff Cubby Hawker worked out of now. Him and Katie were married now, so Hope had told him.

      Why would anyone return here?

      Heading back across the road, he made for The Hoot Cafe, in desperate need of a coffee. Pulling up the collar of his jacket, he hunched into it against the wind, looking around to see who had recognized him. There was always someone. To his surprise, no one was looking his way.

      Pushing open the cafe door, he stepped inside and let the warmth and amazing smells settle around him.

      “Well, hell, would you look at who just blew in. Damn me if it’s not Leaky Lawrence. I hadn’t believed it when Katie said she’d seen you.”

      Ryan looked at the man leaning on the counter. Tall and loose-limbed with his sister’s coloring, age had done him plenty of favors. His face was all angles and planes and his jaw strong. Ryan smiled at Faith’s twin brother.

      “Noah. Jesus, man, you’ve let yourself go.” Ryan met him halfway across the room and they did that thing men did. Chest bouncing, back slapping, then a hand grab. It felt good.

      “Baker Boy! Got any gold mugs, and maybe some china to eat off? We got rock royalty in the house!”

      Ryan looked around him, but the people seated just smiled and nodded like he was a regular guy. Clearly, they were new to town and didn’t watch TV or have social media accounts, because none of them seemed to recognize him.

      “So, what, you have to get about in dark glasses and caps now? This is your hometown, bud, take that shit off,” Noah demanded. “Especially that filthy Lakers hat.”

      Ryan took off the glasses and pocketed them. The cap he kept on his head.

      “Well, hell, had I known you were gracing us with your company, I would have had the carpets cleaned,” the man approaching said. “What’s happening, bud? Been a while.”

      The master of understatement, Buster Griffin wandered closer and did a quick hand-grip-chest-bounce. Never big on emotion, that was about the limit to what he could tolerate, from memory. Like Ryan had once been, Buster wasn’t the demonstrative type. Also like Ryan, Buster had left, but like Katie and a few of their other school friends, he’d returned. Ryan had never felt the need to do that, but then his home hadn’t been the bed of roses others had experienced growing up.

      “So, where you staying?” Noah asked him.

      “Not sure yet. I don’t want to bunk down with the happily-ever-after team if the baby’s arriving any day, and Mom⁠—”

      “Nuff said there,” Buster said. “I think the cabin is free if you want that for a few days. I’ll ask Macy or Brad. You got a minute?”

      It was like he’d been gone only a matter of weeks, not years. They were comfortable with him, he realized, and some of the tension inside him eased.

      “Sure.”

      “Noah, make coffee stat,” Buster said, wandering away with his phone pressed to his ear.

      “This is your place, not mine,” Noah groused, moving behind the counter. “You should be serving me.”

      Buster ignored him.

      “You can stay at The Howler, but there’s a bit of noise in there at the moment. We’re renovating,” Noah said.

      “Not sure how long I’ll be here, but the cabin is all good thanks, if it’s free.”

      “Seen your mom and Hope yet?”

      “They’re in Brook, back later, so your sister told me.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Who?”

      “Faith,” Noah said, doing something with the coffee machine that made a good smell.

      “Ah, not sure, and you’d possibly know her movements more than me.”

      Noah shot him a look. “You just said you saw her.”

      “Oh, right. Down at the water. I was dipping my fingers in the lake. No idea where she went after that.”

      “How’s it sitting? The ‘my little sister with Paul Newman’ thing?”

      “Not sure how it happened? Or how they even get along, considering what I remember of Newman and his neatness? But to my mind, he’s a good guy and will be a great dad and husband.”

      “They’re amazing together, actually. They complement each other. He’s got all that control and tidiness going on, and she hasn’t.”

      Ryan laughed. He knew what his sister was like.

      “Two people can’t be like him in a relationship, there would be a constant power struggle. Hope just rolls with it, then takes a stand in other areas,” Noah said. “They are recycling demons, and there’s the environment that needs protecting constantly. She has Newman doing all kinds of things now. He actually purchased a thrift store sweater the other day.”

      “Get out,” Ryan said. Even he remembered that Newman liked label clothing.

      “Truth. He’s never going to wear it, but it made Hope happy.”

      “All about balance, I guess,” Ryan said.

      “Did she give you the stare down, bud?”

      “Who?”

      “My sister.”

      Ryan nodded, wondering why it felt so good to just be plain old Ryan again. No pressures, no people at him. It was liked he’d stepped back in time to when he’d hung around with the pack he’d called friends. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed it until now.

      “Faith is not pleased with me, it’s fair to say. But after the phone call, I was prepared for that.”

      “I heard about the phone call.”

      “She let me have it,” Ryan said.

      “She’s a firecracker, that sister of mine.” Noah smiled. “Gotta love that about her.”

      Ryan didn’t touch that comment.

      “So, thirteen years. Why so long without a visit?” Noah asked.

      “Eleven,” Ryan corrected, looking at a sign beside some muffins under a fancy-looking cover. “What the hell is a mystery muffin?”

      “You guess the ingredients, you get a free muffin and coffee.”

      “You’re messing with me?”

      “All true, bud,” Buster said, returning. “So the fifteen years you’ve been gone. Why so long?” he asked, clearly having overheard Noah ask the same thing.

      “Eleven.”

      “Because he’s a useless human,” a voice said from behind him. “And I want one of those coffees while you’re making it, and as I’m a local serving the medical needs of Lake Howling, I get the first mug.”

      Jake McBride and a young girl were walking to the counter. His daughter, Rose. Ryan pulled that from his memory. His mother was old-school and wrote him long letters filling him on the goings-on in Lake Howling, and Hope usually emailed him with them, a softer, more gossipy version. He was fairly up on the state of play.

      Like the others, Jake had aged, but the gray at his temples and few lines worked. He’d been a doctor in the US Army Corps, and now ran the local medical center with his mother.

      “I’m a local. Born here, remember? McBride. You got uglier, if that’s possible.” He greeted his old friend as he had the others and then dropped to his haunches. “Hey there, beautiful. You must be Rose. I heard everything about you from my sister, Hope.”

      She wore a jacket with some kind of pink-haired princess on the front and small pink boots. She had a sweet face, wide brown eyes, and a big smile.

      Jake groaned.

      “Seriously, bud, she is worshipped by about ten uncles and equally as many aunts; could you maybe throw out an insult or two?”

      “Don’t mind Daddy, he’s old, and grouchy, Mommy says.” Rose had a lisp that elevated her cuteness. “I saw you on TV the other day, and Daddy told me you used to sing with my mommy and Aunty Annabelle at school sometimes.”

      “I did. We were the best school band for miles.” So, someone here had seen him on TV.

      “Mommy said that. Do you sing Frozen songs?”

      “You an Elsa fan?”

      “Yes, but I like Olaf too.”

      “Who wouldn’t? He’s kinda cool, right?” Ryan broke into a rendition of “Let It Go.” He knew it from memory, as one of his band members had a daughter who listened to it at least three times a day. That stuff was such an earworm. Rose joined him, and they belted it out together.

      When he was done, Rose clapped and squealed, then threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. He hugged her back. Ryan had always loved the innocence of kids. They rarely judged you for your sins.

      “But I still sing it better, right?”

      Rose took her arms from around his neck and ran at her daddy. “Way better, Daddy!”

      “Well, that put you in your place,” a voice said.

      He looked to the door and saw Faith. She gave him a blank look before looking at Rose, and everything changed.

      She softened, and it reached all corners of her face and nearly had as much impact on him as her naked body had. Nearly. “Hey there, baby girl. Come and give Aunty Faith a big smooch.”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “What?” Ryan dragged his eyes from Faith and the little girl, who was now being spun in circle by Aunty Faith.

      “Faith. She reserves that particular look for people who really annoy her,” Jake said.

      “I didn’t see a look.”

      “The no-expression look.”

      “Ah, right. She thinks I’m neglecting Hope and Mom.”

      “Makes sense now,” Jake said.

      “What makes sense?”

      “She’s protective of Hope.” Jake shrugged. “You’ve been gone fourteen years⁠—”

      “Eleven.”

      “There is no substitute for a face-to-face with the people you love, no matter how many times you use technology to stay in touch.”

      “I’ve been busy.” Ryan tried not to sound annoyed.

      “No way, what you been up to?” Buster said reappearing. “I just talked to Macy, and the cabin’s yours, but seeing as you’re indecently rich, it’s a mill a night.”

      Jake snickered.

      “Key’s at Macy’s shop. She said Syd’s food is in the fridge, and seeds are in a jar on the shelf,” Buster added.

      “Syd?”

      “African parrot. He moved into the cottage and never left. Likes the quiet, which is weird considering he never shuts up.”

      “Okay, thanks,” Ryan said, sure Buster was winding him up.

      He’d heard about Macy’s shop and her transformation from Hope. That, plus the fact her asshole ex-husband had abused her.

      “So how long you back for?” Buster asked.

      “Not sure. A few days maybe.”

      “Shame if it’s only a few days after fifteen years,” Jake said, needling him.

      “Eleven, and I’m here, so I at least get points for that.”

      “You pissy, Ryan?” Noah asked, making the last cup and putting it in front of him. “Because you sound snippy.”

      “He does sound pissy.” Jake took the mug Noah placed on the counter as Ryan reached for it.

      He remembered that about these guys. Annoying each other came as natural as breathing.

      “What possible reason would I have to be annoyed?” Ryan asked.

      “He’s pissy because I got into him earlier, and now you lot are questioning him about how long he’s been gone,” Faith said.

      “I’m not pissy. Who gets pissy, or for that matter snippy, anyway?” Ryan protested, feeling the leash on his temper slip slightly. “Angry, annoyed, and pissed off, but pissy is not for men.”

      “Valid point.” Jake raised his mug in a salute. “Branna started using it after she read this book, and it just kind of stuck.”

      “So how about those Lakers,” Noah said.

      Buster howled and threw a cloth at him. “We don’t talk about that team in here!”

      Ryan lowered the brim of his hat, and Buster glared at him.

      “I’m giving you one time in here wearing that, then it’s gone. Remember your roots, boy.”

      “Yes, sir.” Ryan snagged the next cup of coffee and then asked for a muffin. Buster waved to the cabinets.

      “Help yourself,” he said before launching into a discussion about the last play of the game he’d watched last night.

      Ryan leaned on the counter and listened, offered the occasional comment, and thought that this would have been his life had he not left. Faith went toe to toe with the guys.

      When she’d been younger, she’d had a vulnerability about her that not many saw. He had, because he’d watched her like he was now. He’d asked her about it once, when they’d been alone. Why sometimes she looked nervous, or worried. She’d gone quiet, and he’d wondered if she’d answer him.

      “Because I’m not sure who I want to be or if I’ll ever be enough like Noah is.”

      Those words had been whispered, and he’d not really understood what they meant as a teenager. He understood them now. Understood that finding your identity was hard.

      She caught his eyes, and her chin rose, almost as if she knew what he’d been thinking. Did she still believe she wasn’t enough?

      “So, Ryan, how does it feel traveling without your entourage?” Faith asked. The words had a bite to them.

      “I’ll manage,” he said, lowering his cup to the counter. “And now I need to go find my sister. Good to see you all.”

      “Yeah, well, we do takeout if you’re unable to cook.”

      She was needling him just like the others, but he knew her jabs had an edge to them.

      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind. But I can cook.”

      “No way. Really?” She clutched her chest.

      “See you guys around.”

      He walked out the door and wondered why he felt so conflicted. His emotions were all over the place, and he’d only been back in town a matter of hours.

      Coming home had seemed like the right thing to do, but if it was going to stir up a whole crapload of emotion, he wasn’t sure it was.
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