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        by Lani Blake

      

      

      

      Welcome to Ryker Falls, where you can get a damn good coffee, have your chakras aligned, or find true love if you’re looking for it!

      

      Meet the ex bad-boy Trainers brothers, and their crazy friends. You’ll get friends to lovers, childhood sweethearts and grumpy hot guys and so much more, plus all the melt your heart romance and happily ever afters you’ve been waiting for. This town is full of quirky characters that will make you laugh out loud. Plus, there’s a pony called Monica.

      

      You’ll visit and never want to leave!

      
        
        SOMEBODY TO LOVE (Joe and Bailey)

      

      

      When Joe’s childhood friend, Bailey Jones, returns to Ryker Falls, his life suddenly shifts from settled to off-center. Once they’d been closer than anyone ever guessed; now, they’re chilly strangers. But Joe’s not letting his stubborn, sexy-as-hell ex-best friend stay closed off. He lost her once through his own stupidity; this time he’s never letting her go. Joe knows he doesn’t deserve a second chance, but he’s never played by the rules before, so he’s not starting now. Game on.

      
        
        FROM THIS MOMENT (Dylan and Piper)

      

      

      He’d waited sixteen years to come home, and the minute Dylan Howard stepped back into Ryker Falls, he knew it was a mistake. First, there was the smart mouthed brunette who’d taken a piece out of him for his attitude, which was the same as it had always been to be fair. Cold and emotionless. Then there were his two sisters who he didn’t know, and thought he didn’t want to know, but now it turns out he’s suddenly filled with this familial longing. It’s enough to drive a man to a drink. As an FBI profiler, he saw bad stuff daily, and dealt with it. But this emotional mind field is something he’s not used to, and throw in a loud-mouthed, hot brunette, and he’s pretty sure this visit will be over before it started.

      
        
        LOVE ME TENDER (Jack and Rory)

      

      

      

      Jack Trainer likes women, he just had no intention of loving one. Life taught him to guard his heart, and when Rory Haldane walks back into town he’s ready to ignore her. The problem with that is he also hates injustice, and the way some people in his town are treating her has his hackles rising. He's not exactly the stuff heroes are made of, but Rory has his protective instincts on high alert. And his libido. He wants more, way more from her than a passionate fling, but will Rory drop her guard enough to trust him?

      
        
        RYKER FALLS SERIES

        Somebody To Love

        From This Moment

        Love Me Tender

        Only Just Begun

        Hold Me Close

        You’re The One

        We Belong Together

        We Found Love

      

      

      

      Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for Lani’s newsletter

      www.laniblake.com/connect

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This one is for all the people who have walked through my life.

        Too numerous to name, but so special they deserve a mention.

      

      

      

      “Some people come into our lives and quickly go. Some people move our souls to dance. They awaken us to a new understanding with the passing whisper of their wisdom. Some people make the sky more beautiful to gaze upon. They stay in our lives for awhile, leave footprints on our hearts, and we are never, ever the same.” 

      -Flavia Weedn
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      There weren’t too many things in life Joe Trainer couldn’t stomach. He could put on a load of wash without it upsetting his day, even clean up the mess some idiot made in his bar after drinking more than he could stomach. But grocery shopping, that was right up there with brussel sprouts to his mind. This issue usually reared its ugly head when he opened the fridge and found a wedge of moldy cheese, stale milk, and something suspicious growing on a plate that had been shoved to the rear, but little else. There’d also been the issue of washing his hair with soap because he’d run out of shampoo. Not too much of an issue as far as Joe was concerned, but his aunt would have plenty to say if she noticed. Although why she felt it necessary to check out his shower supplies when she dropped by, he had no clue.

      “I just want guy shampoo,” he muttered, looking at the shelves before him. Three down, four wide. The bottles ranged in color and shape, like pretty wrapped candy. Nothing pretty here, however, he thought picking one up.

      “What the hell is paraben and why don’t I want it in my shampoo?” Putting it back, he reached for another.

      “You doing okay there, Joe?”

      “God’s truth, Bit. I just want guy shampoo. Honest-to-goodness stuff that I put in my hair. It foams up, then I wash it out, usually getting it in my eyes at the same time.” Reading the label, he added, “Why would I want to put ylang-ylang on my head? Better still, what the hell is it?”

      “Honestly, Joe, get more aware. The cananga tree has flowers called ylang-ylang, which is where the essential oils in that bottle you’re holding come from.”

      Joe studied the tiny woman standing at his side. He’d only ever known her as Bit, even though she was actually Mrs. Rosemary Yardly. Her nickname came because she was a tiny bit of woman with a huge personality.

      “How come you know this stuff?”

      “This is my store. I need to know what I’m selling when morons like you come in clueless. It makes me feel smart.”

      “Harsh but true.” Joe nodded.

      She had white hair cut short, a round body, and wore a red apron with a can of beans on the front.

      “Nice apron.”

      “Thanks, you want one? I have a spare.”

      “All good, you leave it for the staff, I’d hate to deprive them.”

      “You’re a good man, Joe Trainer.”

      “Everyone’s saying it,” Joe muttered, picking up another bottle of shampoo and reading the label.

      “Buzz’s dog biscuits are on special if you want to pick him up some more.”

      “I’ll do that thanks.”

      A loud crash rang through the store.

      “What the hell was that?” Joe said.

      “The sound of my profits. What idiot has dropped something now?”

      Bit left at a run, leaving him no closer to his shampoo choice. Joe closed his eyes and reached out, selecting the first bottle he touched. He then placed it in the cart and continued down the aisle, making random selections. Joe wasn’t a list shopper... in fact any shopper. He bought what appealed, end of story.

      Turning, he was hit with the tang of pickles. Deciding that he didn’t need anything from that aisle right at that moment, he took the next, and stopped several feet down it. A woman was standing on the toes of her peach-colored sneakers, trying to reach something on the top shelf. On the slim side, she had long legs in fitted, worn jeans boasting a label that told him they’d been worth some serious money when they were new. His eyes travelled to the outline of two ribs he could see between the small band of smooth skin and the waistband of her white long-sleeved T-shirt.

      “Need some help?”

      “No, I got it, thanks.”

      He watched as she reached for something, but failed.

      “Just a few more inches and you may just do it,” Joe encouraged.

      Her blonde hair was on top of her head in a messy knot that women seemed to favor, and he had to admit to liking it.

      Checking the label on the box she was inches from reaching, Joe felt the small sting of pain he always felt seeing Bailey’s favorite candy. It’s been fifteen years, bud, time to let her go. Joe wondered, as he often did, how Bailey Jones had made such an impression in his life the two years she was in it.

      “Right here whenever you’re ready to concede defeat.”

      She let out a huff of breath, then stepped back a few feet to look at him. He saw a face that needed a few pounds and some sleep, but for all that she was pretty, actually more than, Joe thought. Sweet. Satin-smooth skin. Color rode high on her pronounced cheekbones. His eyes fell to a full lower lip that had dropped open as she looked at him.

      “Is something....” Joe’s words fell away as he noted the shocked, smoky-gray eyes. “Bailey?”

      “Joe?” She whispered his name. While he grappled with who stood before him, she cleared her throat and spoke again, this time louder. “Hello, Joe.”

      Gone was the little girl he’d held sobbing in his arms all those years ago; the vision was now changed for life by the twenty-eight-year-old Bailey Jones who stood before him. “You have to follow me, Joe. Come for me and bring me home. Promise me.” He still remembered the last words she’d spoken to him.

      “Bailey,” he said again, because he had nothing else. Emotion thickened his throat, blocking words, and his head was suddenly filled with visions of a past he’d left behind long ago.

      “C-could you pass me that box, please.”

      “What?” He shook his head, trying to clear the images of what he and Bailey Jones had once shared.

      “Th-the box of Apple Sours.” She turned her face away and looked to the top shelf. “Could you pass it to me, please?”

      Joe made himself walk by her, and reach up. He didn’t know what else to do. Bailey was home. “Just the one?” His voice sounded normal, as if the last time he’d seen this woman was yesterday, not fifteen years ago.

      “Three, thank you.”

      He handed the boxes to her. “My pleasure,” he said, as if the woman before him hadn’t once been the best friend he’d ever had. At thirteen, Bailey had understood him better than anyone else. She’d been the one person who believed in him.

      She put the boxes in the basket over her arm, and gave him a small, tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Eyes that had dark smudges underneath. Tired eyes.

      “You here for a vacation?” He made himself talk, act natural, and not give in to the shock that was ricocheting through his body.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m n-not sure how long yet.”

      He stood silently while she fiddled with her groceries. They were strangers now, he realized. Of all the scenarios he’d thought up about this day, if it ever came, it hadn’t played out like this. He’d thought they’d laugh, discuss the past like old friends. Instead they were uncomfortable with each other, the distance between them a chasm.

      “Well, thanks, Joe. It’s good to see you again.”

      “Ryker Falls is sure a long way from Boston to come for a vacation, Bailey.” He made himself talk while he struggled with the fact that she stood before him. No longer a child, but a beautiful woman.

      “How do you know I was still in Boston?”

      “Maggie.”

      “Of course.” She shot him a look, and he saw she wasn’t as composed as she appeared. Her eyes were darker, a sure sign she was emotional. He remembered that, and so much more about her.

      “Maggie is very proud of her famous friend.”

      “Once famous. I don’t do that now... haven’t for a while.”

      “Really? Last I heard you were still wowing crowds everywhere.”

      She shook her head. “Ha, no, not for months now.”

      “True? Maggs never said. So what’s next for you?”

      “I-I... ah, I’m t-taking a break.”

      He frowned as she stuttered over the words. Bailey had never stuttered, she’d spoken in a clear, concise voice. He watched her inhale deeply, twice. Of course, more than he had changed in the years since they’d last seen each other, he knew that, he just hadn’t expected.... Hell, he had no idea what he’d expected.

      “I decided to come here and see Maggie.” The words were spoken slowly.

      See Maggie, not him.

      “Quite a lot has changed in fifteen years, Bailey.”

      She nodded, but said nothing more. Another change; the old Bailey Jones had filled every gap with words.

      She started moving. Reaching his side, she stopped briefly, and looked up at him. Joe noticed a small crescent-shaped scar high on her cheekbone that hadn’t been there when she was thirteen.

      “Thank you for reaching the Apple Sours for me.”

      He made himself speak. Pushed aside the myriad of feelings choking him, and forced a smile onto his face.

      “No worries, I know what your addiction to them was once like. It’s good to see that hasn’t changed. Nice to see you again, Bailey. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      She gave another jerky nod, and something flickered over her face. Sadness, maybe? Whatever, it was soon gone. She managed a shaky smile. He remembered that too. The little girl who had taught herself how to hide away from things that hurt or upset her. She’d often hid her troubled thoughts behind a smile.

      “Goodbye, Joe,” she added before leaving.

      He had the foolish urge to go after her. Take her hand, make contact with her. Instead, he stood where he was, and inhaled. He did it again and again in an attempt to calm himself. Instead, he smelled her. A soft floral scent hung in the air.

      “I’m fairly sure this is the confectionary aisle. Yoga is two over.”

      “Ha” was all Joe could manage. He felt like someone had clamped a vise around his chest. Bailey was home, and she looked.... Christ, how did he explain even to himself how she looked? Beautiful, exhausted, haunted. How had he picked up all that in the few minutes he’d been with her?

      “Hell of a scent in the air, and I like pickles,” Findlay Hudson said.

      “Yeah, clean up in aisle three.” Joe ran a hand through his hair. He and Fin had been friends for a while now; both had pasts that were best left buried.

      Tall like Joe, Fin had brown hair and blue eyes. He was the head ranger in Ryker Falls. He wore his khaki uniform of shorts and shirt, aviators pushed up on his head.

      “You okay, bud? Looking a bit tense around the eyes.”

      “Had my weekly run-in with Ms. Howard,” Joe said, instead of ‘I just walked into someone who had once been my savior, and we’re now strangers.’ “Usually it doesn’t bother me, today it did.” Joe shrugged. His friend knew him well enough to see something was bugging him, so he gave him a variation of the truth.

      “The woman was born to hate, Joe, we both know it. She’s not happy unless she’s making someone else feel the same. You gotta sympathize with her husband.”

      “True that,” Joe grunted. “I can handle her, but sometimes it just pisses me off more than others.”

      “You’ve been back years now, Joe. There’s only a few who have long memories and aren’t willing to forget. Unfortunately, she’s one of them, and vocal about it.”

      He nodded.

      “So you’re good? Or is there something else you need to unload on me while I’m playing Dr. Phil?”

      “You need to stop dating Mandy, bud. She’s making you way too in tune with your emotions.” Joe tried to lighten the mood.

      “The hell you say!”

      “Sissy is what you are. It’s damn unsettling to see it happening, too.” Joe felt the tightness ease inside his chest as he and Fin went at it like they always did.

      Fin slapped his chest. “I’m a goddamned park ranger, Trainer, nothing sissy in that career choice. Unlike you going all soft on me and running a bar.”

      “Which I happen to own, and if you want that table tonight, you better be nicer.”

      “True that,” Fin sighed. “I’m bringing a date, so chuck on a white cloth and some flowers. A candle wouldn’t hurt either.”

      “I live to serve, you know that,” Joe said. “Mandy?”

      “Nah.”

      “Who?”

      “New to town,” Fin said.

      “Tourist?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Got a sister?”

      “Nope.”

      “Shame,” Joe said, slapping his friend on the shoulder as he passed, because it was expected of him. “Gotta get Buzz some food or he’ll start on the furniture again. Then I’m heading back to the bar, and work on rosters. Two down with illness.”

      “I gave Buzz a biscuit, he should be good for a while.”

      “What biscuit?”

      “The one I had in my pocket.”

      “You’re carrying biscuits around in your pockets now for my dog? Seriously, I swear this town loves him more than me.”

      “Well hell, that’s a given.”

      Joe flipped Fin the bird, and continued with his shopping. He left thirty minutes later with four bags of groceries containing a random selection of things that he neither needed nor wanted. Buzz, however, had his favorite biscuits and a large bone that would send him into ecstasy—he’d managed to get his head straight enough to ensure that.

      Well, hell. Bailey Jones was back in town, and for some reason Joe had a feeling his life was about to be flipped on its head.
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      Bailey wasn’t sure how she got through the checkout, or managed to acknowledge the lady who served her.

      “You here for the parade?”

      “Parade?”

      “It’s the annual end of summer parade.”

      She remembered the parade, because she’d once been in it on the school float. What she hadn’t remembered was that it was usually in the month of September.

      “I’m not sure I’ll be here.”

      “We have a street party after. It’s worth staying for.” The girl had tight blonde curls and a perky smile. Young and innocent, and still full of self-belief. Had she ever been like that? Thinking back, she doubted it.

      “I’ll think about it, thanks.”

      Parting with some of her precious cash, she then headed out the door, and only when she was back on the street did she breathe easier.

      After fifteen years, she’d come back to Ryker Falls, and twenty minutes in, Joe was the first local she’d seen. “What are the chances?” Muttering these words to herself, Bailey tried to regroup. She was no longer a thirteen-year-old girl who thought the sun rose and set because of Joe Trainer.

      Friends for life, he’d said to her that final day. Later, when a few years and many miles passed between them, she realized how foolish she’d been to believe that. Life had no certainties. The scars on her arm and hand told her that.

      Bailey pushed some hair that had come free off her forehead, and realized her hand was shaking. Making herself move, as she was standing in the main street staring at nothing, she headed to where she’d parked her car. Get a grip, Bailey. You’ve had worse shocks, and you knew coming back here meant there was always the possibility of bumping into him.

      She’d seen Joe.

      At thirty now, he was a seriously handsome man. Big and broad shouldered, his hair darker, the thick black locks cut short. Piercing green eyes, black lashes and brows, and his face had fewer hard angles than as a teenager, and more chiseled planes and interesting lines now. A strong jaw, high cheekbones, and a nose that started out straight, then veered slightly to the right. His father had done that to him.

      Bailey had kept in touch with her childhood friend Maggie by writing a letter each week. Her grandfather had not been able to take that away from her. She’d never asked about Joe though, because no one knew what they had once meant to each other. The urge had been there, but she’d fought it. He was a taboo subject as far as Bailey was concerned. Which begs the question as to why I came back?

      “Hey, watch out!”

      Hands grabbed her, lifting Bailey off her feet. She watched a car pass, and realized she’d been about to walk out in front of it.

      “You need to check left and right before stepping off the curb, ma’am.”

      “I’m sorry, I-I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      Her rescuer was tall, with dark hair, and had a nice smile that reached his green eyes. She knew those eyes.

      “We don’t get many people run down on the main street of Ryker, but you were about to be one of them.”

      He stuck out a hand, and Bailey found herself shaking it. It felt large and warm wrapped around her fingers.

      “Luke Trainer.”

      Joe’s baby brother. Bailey’s memories of him were of a sad, solemn boy who was always dressed in his big brother’s castoffs that hung on his skinny frame. There was no resemblance in the healthy, handsome man before her.

      “Hi.” Bailey didn’t give her name. She was already off-balance, and didn’t need another reunion right now. What she needed was to reach her car and regroup. Seeing Joe had unsettled her way more than she’d thought it would.

      “You’re a firefighter?” Bailey read the words on his navy cap.

      “I am.”

      “I’m glad,” Bailey said, because she was. Joe had once worried about the youngest Trainer, confiding in Bailey that he thought Luke had suffered the most at the hands of their father, and that he’d bear the scars for many years, if not always.

      “So am I.” He gave her a gentle smile, and Bailey guessed that was because she’d sounded crazy telling him, supposedly a perfect stranger, she was happy he was a firefighter.

      The sound of a dog baying had them turning.

      “Shut it down, Buzz, I’ll be there in second,” Luke Trainer said.

      The dog was huge, like a small black bear with a thick shaggy coat and orange ruff around its neck. He had a white patch of hair on his forehead and each paw.

      “He’s my brother Joe’s dog, but he’s pretty much loved by everyone around here.”

      “I want a big, black shaggy dog when I get a place one day, Bailey.” She remembered that conversation clearly, like she did so many of the ones she and Joe had shared.

      “Ah, thanks, Luke, for helping me.” She dragged her eyes from the dog. “Bye.” Lifting a hand, she looked left and right, then ran across the street clutching the small bag of groceries.

      Fumbling with her keys when she reached the car, Bailey managed to get the door open and scrambled inside, slamming it behind her. Dumping her things on the passenger seat, she leaned on the steering wheel, closing her eyes.

      “You shouldn’t have come back.” Banging her head twice, Bailey told herself to turn the key in the ignition and drive out of Ryker Falls. She had been a fool coming here, and didn’t even know what had possessed her to do so. Curiosity? Longing? Closure? Scrunching her eyes tight, she tried to find focus. Find a direction to head in.

      Opening the bag of groceries, she found the Apple Sours, ripped open the box, and poured them straight into her mouth. The sweet, sour hit jolted her senses.

      “Better.” She inhaled again, then swallowed down a few more.

      A year ago Bailey’s life had derailed, and she’d been unsettled ever since. Three months ago she’d packed up her things and taken to the road, going from one place to another, but in her heart, she had always been heading here, to the place she was born. What she didn’t know was why. Why come back to the memories and pain of the life she’d once led in Ryker Falls?

      Turning the key in the ignition, she fired her sedan to life and headed down the main street of Ryker Falls.

      The last time she’d walked through this town, things had looked vastly different. The shops had been tired, and the town a small community with little to recommend it to tourists. Her father had loved it here, and her mother had always wanted to leave, which had not made family life harmonious.

      Passing the quaint storefronts, some brick, others wood, in varying shapes and sizes, Bailey thought it looked good now. Some had striped canopies, others hanging baskets. Color was everywhere she turned. And the many people on the streets told her Ryker had come a long way in the years since she’d left. Wrought iron lamps had frosted globes that Bailey imagined were pretty at night. Trees had been planted, and offered shade to those who sat on the benches underneath.

      Reaching the end of town, Bailey went left and followed the river road that looped back to the beginning of town. She found medical facilities, and the school had been extended. The boardwalk had changed too. No longer just a long stretch of boards, it now had a row of shops adjacent to half of it, looking over the water. Parking the car, Bailey got out and wandered for a bit, finding a football field and basketball courts further down the road.

      “Morning.”

      “Morning.” Bailey acknowledged the elderly women who were walking by. Both were dressed immaculately in floral dresses, their hair snow white and cut in matching bobs. Both wore heels high enough to give Bailey a nosebleed. She knew instantly who they were; if she hadn’t, the shoes would have given them away.

      “A bit cooler now, but still pleasant.”

      Bailey looked at the sky. “Certainly looks like it will be a nice day, Miss Marla.”

      The women came closer, and she noted the lines that had not been there before. She guessed the Robbins sisters were close to sixty-five now.

      “Bailey Jones!”

      “Hello, Miss Marla, Miss Sarah.” The sisters had been teaching when she’d last been in Ryker Falls. In fact it was Miss Sarah who had first introduced Bailey to the piano.

      “Marla, it’s Bailey Jones!”

      “I have eyes, Sarah, I can see who’s standing a foot in front of me.”

      Bailey remembered that about them too. The arguments.

      Miss Sarah hurried forward. “Dear, we are so proud of you.”

      “Thank you.” Bailey leaned into the hug, even though she wasn’t big on touching. Her face was then cupped between two soft hands, and she was studied.

      “Well now, my dear. I think it’s past time you came home. You come on in to the tea shop when you’re passing. Right up on the main street, you can’t miss it, and the first cup’s on us.”

      “Tea shop?”

      “We don’t teach anymore, Bailey,” Miss Marla said. “We now run Tea Total.”

      “Here in Ryker?”

      “The locals needed a bit of refining, and we were just the girls for the job,” Miss Sarah said. “And now we need to get on, Bailey, dear, as we left Mandy in charge.”

      Mandy was their niece who they’d raised after her father had died suddenly, she remembered that because they’d been in the same classes at school. Watching them walk away, she swallowed the tightness in her throat. Back in town a few hours, and she’d met Joe, Luke, and now the Robbins sisters. Shaking her head, Bailey headed to the shops. The one she wanted was third in the row. She looked in the store windows as she walked, and saw a herbalist, massage place, and a greengrocer... with the emphasis on green. Lots of leafy vegetables and baskets of fruit with “organic” written in large lettering. It would be a place to explore, Bailey thought. But for now the shop she wanted was up ahead.

      “Artsy Fartsy?” Bailey read the sign, shaking her head. “Really, Maggie?” Pushing the door open, she walked inside.

      The interior was white, the walls covered with a variety of art, and the shelves and floor held sculptures in a variety of different materials.

      Bailey would have recognized Maggie Winter anywhere. At thirteen she’d had that shock of red hair, and the promise of the height she now topped. She had a phone cradled against her shoulder while she did something on the computer with her hands. They’d been inseparable and shared everything from their first meeting, until Bailey had left Ryker Falls. Well, not everything, Bailey remembered. She’d told no one about Joe Trainer.

      “Can I help you?”

      Bailey watched Maggie replace the phone and round the counter to head her way. Her hair was shoulder-length and still curled in every direction. Those hazel eyes had once seemed almost too big, but now sat perfectly proportioned in a pretty face. She had a curvaceous body, clothed in a soft, floaty mint-green dress. On her feet were red ankle boots.

      “Maggie.” For the second time that day she felt a fierce surge of emotion, but this one was warm and good. “It’s me, Bailey.”

      Her friend’s painted red lips opened wide, but no sound came out, except a loud squeak. She then ran at Bailey, arms open, and hugged her hard.

      “Bailey!”

      Bailey hadn’t had a lot of hugs in her lifetime; she came from a family that didn’t communicate with physical gestures. In fact, they didn’t communicate at all.

      “Oh my God, Bailey.”

      She was held by the shoulders and studied, then hugged again.

      “Maggs, it’s so good to see you.” And it was, Bailey realized, better than good. Closing her eyes, she leaned in to her old friend and held on.

      “Oh, and you too!” Her friend squealed, holding her at arm’s length again. “You look tired, Bays.”

      “I am. I’ve driven for miles to see you.”

      “How long are you here?”

      “I—ah, I’m not sure, actually.”

      Her friend frowned. “Why haven’t you written me in the last year?”

      “I’ve been busy travelling, you know what my schedule is like.”

      “You always found time to write, Bays. Why did you stop, and don’t lie, I’ll know.”

      Bailey found a smile. Seeing Maggs was lifting her spirits already, even if she was asking questions Bailey didn’t want to answer.

      “Let’s leave the in-depth probing into each other’s lives for now, Maggs. I want you to show me around your gallery, and then I need to find some accommodation.”

      “All right, but I will have the in-depth story before you leave, Bailey.”

      “Sure,” Bailey lied. No way was she discussing the train wreck that her life was, or that now it had derailed, she wasn’t sure how to get it back on track.

      “And you can stay with me while you’re here. I have a spare room.”

      “I can’t do that, Maggs. It wouldn’t be right, with you having a boyfriend.”

      Her friend waved her words away. “If we want to have at each other, we can go to his place.”

      “I can’t believe you just said that.” Bailey felt color fill her cheeks.

      “Don’t tell me you’re still a prude, Bailey Jones. You’ve been travelling the world playing piano in exotic places, meeting any number of hot, sexy, rich men. I’m sure you’ve seen and heard things that would make my hair stand on end.”

      Bailey made herself laugh, when the truth was she’d been sheltered and protected her entire life. The usual life lessons hadn’t come to Bailey until she’d escaped from the viselike grip her grandfather had on her. He’d protected her, he’d said, in case she hurt herself, or worse yet, her hands. And yet no amount of protection had saved them in the end.
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      “Do we have to do the blindfold thing, Miss Marla?”

      “That’s the deal, Joe, because otherwise you’ll cheat.”

      “How?” Joe sat at the table as Miss Marla moved in behind and tied the scarf around his eyes.

      “You can see the tea.”

      “You know that makes no sense, and you’re just sore because you can’t fool me.”

      “Don’t fight it, Joe.”

      He snorted at Mandy’s words. She was Miss Marla and Miss Sarah’s niece, a quiet woman who rarely spoke, and usually stayed out the back of the teashop. Joe had known her for years, but had to say he knew her no better now than he had when first they’d met.

      “Bring out those scones when you come back, Mandy.”

      “Yes, Aunt Sarah.”

      He listened to the door opening and closing, then the click of one of the Robbins sisters’ heels.

      “How come you don’t have sore feet?”

      “Practice. Plus, they do good things to our legs,” Miss Marla said.

      “Sure, you’re both hot, no disputing that, but don’t you ever wear flats?”

      “When we exercise.”

      “That makes sense. It’d be hell jogging in those.”

      “Such a smart mouth for a handsome boy. Luckily I love your dog; he’s your redeeming feature.”

      “Tell me you didn’t just open that door and let him inside.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You didn’t just slip him a biscuit either, right?”

      “No.”

      “So who’s crunching then?”

      “Sarah.”

      He laughed, because it was obviously Buzz. “This town is gonna make him fat.”

      “We wouldn’t do that, would we, sweetie?”

      “Now put him outside before he gets hair everywhere.”

      They grumbled, but he heard the doorbell seconds later. He then heard the sisters say hello to customers.

      Tea Total Tea Shop was an odd thing to have in a Colorado mountain town, and yet it worked. The sisters had been here for years, immigrating when they were in their twenties, to look after their brother’s child after he was killed in a car accident. After teaching the town’s children to conjugate verbs—a major fail on his part—they’d started the tea rooms, where people could get homemade scones, crumpets, and any kind of tea they wanted... and in Joe’s case, plenty he didn’t.

      “Oh now, this is a lovely sight.”

      “What’s a lovely sight?” Joe turned his head, but couldn’t see what Miss Marla was looking at.

      “Here’s our Maggie, and she’s brought Bailey Jones with her, Joe. Not sure if you remember her. Lived here years ago, and Sarah taught her to play the piano. She went on to be a famous concert pianist.” She whispered the words to him, Joe guessed so Bailey couldn’t hear.

      “We done here then?” He wanted the blindfold off, wanted to look at Bailey. Two days she’d been back, and he hadn’t seen her again until now... or not, as the current case may be.

      “You just hold on there, Joe. Sarah’s bringing your tea, and there is no way you will get this one right.” She patted his shoulder.

      “Morning, Miss Marla, Miss Sarah. Hey, Joe, you tasting again?” Maggie arrived first, her voice bright and cheery.

      “I just came in for a scone, Maggs, and they got me in the chair.”

      “They’re persuasive, but here’s the thing, Joe. If you gave in and got some of the tests wrong, they’d ease up on you.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Maggs. I have standards.” He listened for another set of footsteps, his other senses on high alert for when Bailey drew near.

      “You remember Bailey, Joe?”

      “Sure. Hey, Bailey, how you doing?” He reached for the blindfold, but a hand slapped it away.

      “Introductions can wait. Here it is, Joe. I bet you can’t tell me what it is.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      The words came from Bailey, as did the scent that settled around him. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, and totally different from the one she’d had as a thirteen-year-old.

      He took the cup Miss Marla put in his hands and sipped, while behind him Maggs explained what was going on to Bailey.

      They’d been doing this for three years now. He always guessed right, and it infuriated the sisters. So much so that it had become a weekly ritual. He tasted what they put before him, and always guessed right. Okay, maybe he’d missed one or two, but for the most he got it bang on.

      “You really didn’t try too hard with this one, ladies,” Joe said, lowering the cup to its pretty pink saucer. “Marshmallow root, lemon balm, rose hips, with a hint of cinnamon. No, wait.” He held up a hand as Miss Marla started cackling. “There’s lemon in there too.”

      She hissed out a breath.

      “Boy, you don’t even know what ylang-ylang is, how is it you know what’s in that tea?”

      He wasn’t giving that secret away, or the fact that he pored over the internet and ordered teas himself, so he knew what was in theirs.

      “It’s a gift, what can I say?” He took off the blindfold and looked into the frustrated face of Miss Marla. Behind the counter, Miss Sarah was scowling at him. He then made himself stand and look at her.

      “Hi there, Bailey.” She wore a lemon-yellow sweater over a denim skirt. On her feet were sandals, her toes unpainted. Her hair once again was up in that messy knot.

      “Hello, Joe.”

      “You eaten all that candy yet?”

      One side of her mouth lifted as she nodded. “I saw Joe in the grocer’s a few days ago,” she explained to Maggs.

      “She devours that stuff, just like you, Joe,” Maggie added.

      “It’s good.” He shrugged and made himself look away from Bailey. He felt warm in his chest just knowing that she was standing here beside him.

      “What’s paraben then?” Miss Sarah stepped into the conversation—literally. She now stood before him, hands on hips.

      “Now, now, we’re not talking about what’s in my shampoo, but what’s in your tea, ladies.” Joe bent to brush a kiss on a soft, paper-thin cheek that smelled of musk. “Have to head off now, have work to do. Come in later, and I’ll pour you a glass of that hideous sherry I stocked just for you, and I can bask in my success.”

      “If I didn’t love you so much, Joe Trainer, I’d dislike you intensely.”

      “Now you don’t mean that, Miss Sarah. I’m your favorite, admit it.”

      “Actually, you may have slipped down to second favorite, as of two days ago.”

      “My heart’s breaking here.” He wondered why he was so aware of a woman who was now a stranger to him, but he was. He knew when she walked away, and made himself stay focused on the older woman instead of following Bailey with his eyes.

      “Sarah’s star pupil is back in town, aren’t you, Bailey. So to be fair, she has to take first place, seeing as we’ve been following her career for years.”

      Because they were talking about her, he could look at her. She was standing beside the counter, looking at the scones.

      “So she’s back in town a few days, and my position slides? Hardly seems fair.”

      She looked up at him and smiled. It was natural, and made her look sweet, which he did not notice.

      “What can I say?” She shrugged. “It’s a gift.” She repeated his words, making everyone laugh.

      He had to leave then, because work was piling up. What he actually wanted to do was sit and talk to Bailey, but instead he made himself walk to the door. “I want you two to try harder with the next tasting, because that effort was pathetic.”

      “How do you know about marshmallow root?” Miss Marla asked.

      “I have a plant.”

      That got them scoffing, because everyone knew Joe was no gardener.

      “See you round, Bailey, Maggie.”

      They waved at him, and Bailey caught his eye, but then looked away. Joe felt that look right to his toes. Closing the door, he made himself walk out into the sunshine under the huge blue-and-purple teacup.

      “Let’s go, Buzz.” His dog fell in beside him as he walked.

      “Joseph Trainer, the noise coming from your establishment last night was too loud!”

      “You have to be kidding me,” Joe said beneath his breath as Mary Howard approached him. “If I say bite, you get to it, boy.”

      He looked down at his dog, who simply wagged his tail.

      “Some kind of protector you are.”

      “You look at me when I’m speaking to you, boy.”

      Dressed for exercise in a pair of stretchy black leggings that challenged the laws of gravity, Mary Howard stood bristling before him. Her mouth was set in an angry line, as it always was when she was anywhere near him. He and this woman shared bad blood.

      “I’m thirty years old, Mrs. Howard, please don’t call me a boy. And I can assure you the sound the band made last night was well within the limits. As a town councilor, it wouldn’t be right for me to try and break those limits, now would it.”

      “Don’t you answer me back, boy, I know what I heard.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she leaned toward him. The corner of her zip dug into the flesh under her chin, which had to hurt.

      “I’m not checking them again, Mrs. Howard, because they haven’t changed since last time you complained.” Joe usually went for the path of least resistance when he encountered her, but sometimes, like today, when he was feeling edgy, he struck back.

      “You’ll do what’s right because you owe this town, and some of us more than others.”

      The burn of anger slowly filled his body. He tamped it down.

      “I haven’t forgotten what I owe some of the town, Mrs. Howard.” He put emphasis on “some,” because this woman was definitely not one of them.

      “You and yours are bad blood, and to my mind that doesn’t change. Drinking, drugs, and stealing, that’s all you’re good for.”

      “With all due respect, Mrs. Howard, I’ve been back ten years, and not been in one scrap of trouble. Jake’s running a successful business at the ranch, and Luke’s a firefighter, so I’m not entirely sure what we have to do to prove we’ve changed. Furthermore, I’m about done trying.”

      Not that he or his brothers’ gave a shit what this woman thought of them, but she was like a burr under his skin sometimes, which was never comfortable, but something he could live with if he had to.

      “How’s your son doing, by the way?”

      She was now the color of a tomato.

      “Don’t you speak about my boy. He’s ten of you.”

      “If you say so, but then how would anyone know? He left town same time as me, and never returned. You have to wonder why?” He wasn’t a mean person by nature, but sometimes it came out, and usually when he was around this woman.

      “My boy has important business, and has no time to come back to this small town.”

      “The small town you live in, Mrs. Howard?”

      She spluttered, but rallied. Nothing kept this woman’s mouth shut for longer than ten seconds.

      “Hello, Mrs. Howard.”

      Joe hadn’t heard the tea shop door open, or Bailey move to his side.

      “Who are you?” Mrs. Howard looked Bailey up and down rudely.

      “Bailey Jones.”

      The beady eyes narrowed. “I heard you were playing piano in New York.”

      “Yes, and other places.”

      “Well, you just keep away from him and his.” She looked Joe’s way.

      “Pardon?” Bailey’s question was cold enough to have ice on it.

      “Bailey—”

      “He’s bad,” Mrs. Howard interrupted him. “Always was.”

      “Well now, I guess that’s a matter of perspective then, isn’t it,” Bailey said.

      “And what does that mean?”

      “Perspective? Let me see if I remember what the dictionary definition is.”

      Joe snorted.

      “I know what it means!”

      Bailey’s expression was innocent. “Excuse me, but didn’t you just ask me what it meant?”

      Joe wondered if the top of Mary Howard’s head was about to blow off. He really shouldn’t be enjoying her discomfort so much, and especially not as it would put Bailey into her firing line, but hell, he was only human, and this woman was a bitch with a great big fuck off capital B.

      “You just watch yourself, girl. I have weight in this town,” Mary Howard snarled. Then glaring at both him and Bailey, she turned, looked down at her shoelace, and bent to do it up. Joe wasn’t entirely dismissing the fact that it was a deliberate act on her part to do this; Buzz, however, never missed an opportunity, and wandered on up and put his nose where it shouldn’t be.

      “Argh!” Mary Howard was once again upright. “That dog just violated me.”

      “Naughty boy,” Joe said in the tone he used to order supplies for the bar. Bailey giggled, which earned her a glare. Mrs. Howard then stomped away.

      “I’m sorry you had to be part of that, Bailey, but thank you for saying what you did.” He turned to face her, now only a foot separated them. Her eyes looked blue more than gray out here in the sun. She was still pale, and to his eyes tired, but for all that, she was beautiful. He found the scar on her cheek again. What put that there?

      “I don’t like mean people, and she’s always been one.”

      “With a long memory.”

      “We all have those,” she said in a quiet voice. “Goodbye, Joe.”

      Before he could stop her, she moved around him to give Buzz’s head a scratch, and tell him he was a good boy, then she’d walked away. Resisting the urge to follow, Joe made himself head in the opposite direction, wondering what Bailey Jones remembered from those two years they’d been in each other’s lives.

      What did she remember? Like him, was it everything?
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      Ryker Falls was at the foot of two huge mountains, and Joe took a few seconds to look at them, to steady himself, before heading back to work.

      The twins, the locals called them. The Ryker family who founded the town had two children, twins, Roxanne and Phillip, so the left-hand mountain was called Roxy, and the right Phil. Identical in height and breadth, they could be seen from miles away. They were a year-round tourist town, because when people weren’t skiing down them, they were tramping up them to see the falls. A river ran down two sides of the town, and met the sea. This allowed more activity for those keen on water sports, or fishing.

      “Afternoon, Joe, Buzz.” An elderly man appeared at his side. “That she-devil, Mary Howard, been giving you trouble again?”

      “Hey, Mr. Goldhirsh. Nothing I can’t handle,” Joe said. “When’s the race?”

      Tall and thin, Frederick Goldhirsh had lived in Ryker for fifty years, and his age was as yet unknown. He never told anyone, no matter how often he was asked. “Age,” he said, “is just a number.” Of Jewish descent, he started his life in a concentration camp in Nazi Germany, and considering how he had suffered by losing his entire family, the man was the most positive person Joe knew. He ran marathons year-round in every corner of the globe. He was jogging on the spot before Joe now.

      “Six weeks on Sunday, and I expect your support, as it’s the annual Ryker Falls run.”

      “I’ll be at the end clapping like every other sane person. Aunt Jess will be back too.”

      The man’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he barked out a laugh. He’d been in love with Joe’s aunt for at least ten years.

      Mr. Goldhirsh was dressed in a tank top that said London Marathon, and a pair of blue shorts. On his head was a red cap. Joe watched as he dug around in the pocket at the back of his shirt and pulled out a biscuit.

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      “He expects it,” Mr. Goldhirsh said, handing Buzz the biscuit.

      “He’s going to be the size of a grizzly soon.”

      “Wouldn’t do you both any harm to do some training with me, Joe.”

      “God’s truth, Mr. Goldhirsh, I’d be dead before we hit the first mile mark.”

      “And that’s the problem with the youth of today,” the man said, lifting a hand. He was obviously done with making Joe feel inadequate, and ready to move on and find someone else to hassle.

      As he didn’t finish that sentence, Joe did it for him as he started walking again. “No resilience.”

      Ryker had two parts to the town. The “green belt,” as Joe called it, was for those who wanted healthy alternatives for their body and soul, like alfalfa sprouts and meditation. You could get a beet and kale smoothie, though why the hell you’d want to was beyond him, and someone to get your chakras back in line and find inner peace.

      “Not that I couldn’t do with some of that,” he muttered. His inner peace had been shattered two days ago when he found Bailey in the grocery store. He hadn’t stopped thinking about her since, and now that he’d just seen her, and she’d supported him with Mary Howard, he was even more aware of her.

      Then there was his part of town. The place where you could get a meal and pay as little or as much as you wanted. Shops sold everything from hand-painted crockery to high-priced jewelry. Over the years, Ryker had learned to cater for everyone who entered it.

      He and Buzz crossed the road and entered his bar. He’d bought the place five years ago, and he’d been making changes ever since. The facade was red brick, the front doors white, like the frames on the two front bay windows. A sign curved over the doorway with the letters A and S on it, and at night it was lit by twenty bulbs.

      Joe loved this place because it was his alone. He shared several investments and properties with his siblings, but not this.

      With polished wood floors, and muted lighting, the bar area had plenty of seating or leaning spaces. One wall was bricked, and to one side sat a small stage. Joe looked at the piano and thought of Bailey.

      “And that has to stop,” he muttered, walking to where his manager was standing, poring over the bookings for the night. He had to get his head around the fact that she was back, and different, and that they no longer meant anything to each other. How could they after fifteen years?

      “Hey, Buzz. We’re full tonight.”

      “How come he gets a greeting and I get ‘we’re full tonight.’”

      “He’s cuter.”

      “You pull out a dog biscuit and you’re fired.”

      “What bug crawled up your ass?”

      He waved a hand, dismissing the question. “I want to say great, but with the staffing issues, we’re gonna be pressed, Em.” Emily Paul was short, with a big attitude. She had a cap of straight blonde hair, and several piercings that made his eyes water. She had been the best applicant he’d interviewed by far, even though she was younger by a good five years. Joe believed in gut instinct, so he’d employed her, and never regretted it.

      Passing the bar he’d had another friend build with one long slab of local timber, Joe ran his hand along the smooth length before heading to his office. Buzz made a few circles on his bed, then settled down with a heavy sigh.

      “Yeah, like your life is so hard.”

      The dog ignored him and was snoring like the buzz of a chainsaw minutes later. Looking at the clock, Joe noted the time as 4:00 p.m. He’d be lucky to see his bed by 1:00 a.m., and wasn’t displeased. If he was busy, he couldn’t think about her.
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      “A drink, a meal, nothing more, Bailey. Seriously, you can’t just hide inside for your entire stay. It’s not healthy. You’re pale, with bags under your eyes, and way too skinny. You’re coming out with me tonight.”

      “Don’t hold back, Maggie, and I didn’t stay inside today. Day two, I might add. I had tea with you at Miss Marla and Miss Sarah’s tea shop, then we walked down to the boardwalk.” The tea shop where she’d seen Joe. And then outside where she’d heard that bitch Mary Howard abusing him. The old Joe wouldn’t have just stood there and taken that. He’d have yelled back. Like her, lots had changed, it seemed.

      “Do you want me to hold back, Bailey?”

      “No, I always liked that you told me what you were feeling, Maggs. It’s taking me a while to adjust, okay? I haven’t been around anyone like you in years.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

      “I assure you it is,” Bailey said. She did want straight talking, because it was the truth she needed in her life now. No more lies or platitudes. No more empty words because people thought they were what she wanted to hear. “I value your honesty, Maggs. But I’ve been back two days, surely I get some time to just be a sloth?”

      Two days of staying in Maggs’s wonderful home. It was close to the mountains, in the less-populated part of town. With two bedrooms, the body of the house was not overly large, but what it lacked in size it made up for with the view from the conservatory. Glass walled the room on three sides and the roof, and it offered never-ending views of the twin mountains. The minute she’d walked into that room, Bailey had fallen in love with the little house.

      “Good. Because lying is not what we do, Bailey. And yes to being a sloth—if I believed that was what you were doing.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No, I don’t, but as yet I’m not sure what’s going on with you.”

      “Does there need to be something going on? I mean, can’t I just be here to see you and take a holiday?”

      “Hmmm.” Maggs made a noise that was neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

      They were driving down the main street of Ryker, looking for a place to park. Her friend had dragged her out the house with the promise of good food and wine.

      “I’ve talked at you for hours. Shared my entire life story, yet you’ve told me nothing about yourself, Bailey, other than everything is wonderful... fine, in fact. What I really want to know is why you’ve stopped performing, and where you’ve been since?”

      Bailey didn’t want to talk about that stuff, because it was painful.

      “You know what I’ve been doing, Maggs. I wrote about it in the letters I sent you. I went to Juilliard, then performed around the world. I didn’t have time for much else.” Her life had been a strict schedule of practice and engagements, which she had enjoyed until they started to suffocate her. Then one day, everything had changed.

      “What about people you know or things you’ve done outside music. Got drunk with friends, the night you lost your virginity. I want to hear those stories.”

      “Ha ha.” Bailey made herself laugh. “That would take hours.” In fact, it would take seconds, because other than a few brief rebellions that involved leaving hotel rooms and walking about cities alone, there wasn’t anything to tell. Losing her virginity had also been spectacularly unsuccessful, and painful.

      Bailey looked out the window at the streetlights; she still found it hard to believe that she was actually back here in Ryker.

      “I’ll share the virginity story if you will.”

      She laughed again.

      Maggie sighed. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be. Instead, help me find some work for the time I’m here.”

      “Why do you need work? Aren’t you rich?”

      “Hardly that, and I want to work. Maybe there’s somewhere I could play at nights?”

      “But you’re on holiday.”

      “I get bored easily.”

      “So what were you doing before you came to Ryker, if you stopped performing?”

      “This and that.”

      “And?”

      “And I need a job, Maggs. I promise to fill in the gaps soon, but for tonight can we just have fun?”

      She felt Maggie’s eyes on her, but kept hers out the window. She had money, she just wasn’t able to access it, and wouldn’t be able to until she gave in to her grandfather. Yet another stupid mistake on her part. Bailey shuddered at how gullible and easily manipulated she’d allowed herself to be. She was in this predicament because she had no backbone, but that was changing now.

      “Okay, fun it is.”

      Maggs found parking, and they got out and headed up the street. The weather was cooling in Ryker, summer drawing to a close and fall approaching. She followed Maggie into a bar that she’d told Bailey was the place to go in Ryker.

      “A.S. is owned and run by Joe Trainer—you met him this morning, Bailey. We’ll go find him later, because he may need an entertainer, although I’m not sure someone of your caliber wants to play here.”

      “Don’t be a snob, Maggs,” Bailey said as her heart sank to her toes at the thought that she was entering Joe’s bar and would see him again soon. “There are some amazing piano players who aren’t on the stage.”

      “I stand corrected.”

      Joe owned this. Looking around, Bailey was impressed. The space was big, but tastefully decorated, and already full of people. He’d changed a lot since she’d last seen him, and not just in appearance, it seemed.

      “As you should. Bad girl,” Bailey said, looking for Joe. She had to get this under control if she was to stay in Ryker for a while. She couldn’t stiffen up whenever he was near, and her heart had to learn to keep a steady rhythm. Exposure to him should sort that out. She hoped it did, anyway.

      “I missed you, Bays.”

      Maggs’s words gave her a sharp stab of pain. Bailey had missed her friend too, but after a while she’d learned how to shut those feelings away.

      “Missed you too, and you look amazing by the way.” She looked Maggs over.

      Dressed in a pair of tight jeans, pink top, and another pair of sky-high heels, her friend exuded confidence and style, unlike Bailey, whose clothes hung on her because she hadn’t been able to put on the weight she’d lost after the accident.

      “A.S. has great food and entertainment.”

      “Hey there, Maggie, how you doing?” one of the staff greeted them.

      “Good, thanks, Em. This is Bailey, and we’re going to find a seat near the piano and order some snacks.”

      “Sure, no worries, I’ll bring you some menus.”

      Joe had put a great deal of thought into making the people who walked in here feel comfortable, Bailey thought. The lighting was soft, the colors neutral until you reached the one wall that was a vivid jade. Black-and-white prints of actors hung in different sizes and shapes on it.

      “Is the boss in, Em?”

      “Sure, he’s in his office,” the woman said, handing them menus.

      Relieved that she didn’t have to see Joe right off, Bailey relaxed enough to look at the bar menu. The hum of voices told her people were enjoying a drink and conversation. Through a set of doors, she saw more seats.

      “That’s a restaurant, if you want to have a quiet meal,” Maggie said.

      They found a high table with several stools. Once they’d ordered, Bailey let her eyes settle on the pianist. He was good, a natural, Bailey thought. There were two types of pianists to her mind. Those who didn’t have the raw talent, but practiced hard to become competent, and those who were born with the need to play. She was one of the latter.

      “So, Bailey, I see you haven’t lost your bad food addiction.”

      “Loaded fries and a glass of red wine are not bad, Maggie. If I ordered a sundae after, now that would be bad.”

      “But of course we’re having a sundae.” Maggie looked shocked Bailey would think otherwise.

      With her fries and red wine, and excellent music in the background, Bailey felt comfortable, and was suddenly glad she’d come with Maggie. Her reaction to Joe didn’t mean he felt the same way. Sure they’d had an awkward moment today, but it didn’t have to happen again.

      “Mary Howard is still a bitch, Maggs.”

      “She is, and not sure why you said that now, but let me tell you, the woman’s one to stay clear of.”

      “I overheard her speaking to someone today. It was ugly.”

      “Woman’s a born bitch, nothing else to say on that matter.”

      They chatted, but didn’t touch on anything personal, and for that Bailey was relieved. Plenty of people stopped to say hi and were introduced to Bailey.

      “Hey, Buzz.”

      Bailey looked down at the large dog that appeared at their table.

      “He’s kind of like the town’s unofficial mascot. Joe’s convinced if there was a vote between him and Buzz, Buzz would win any popularity contest,” Maggie said. He’s usually in Joe’s office sleeping, but someone has obviously coaxed him downstairs.

      “He’s a sweetie,” Bailey said, getting off the stool to crouch down and give him a pat. She hadn’t had much exposure to dogs, but she liked them, and this one was a big, gentle giant, everyone had told her so.

      The pianist stopped playing suddenly, and then ran from the room.

      “What the hell’s that about?” Maggie frowned.

      The woman who had served them moved to the microphone.

      “Apologies, we just have a technical hitch to work through.”

      The hum of voices started as she walked away.

      “That’ll annoy the customers,” Maggie said.

      “Why? Can’t they just put some music on?”

      “Sure, but everyone loves to hear Vinnie play his honky-tonk, and come here especially for that. This place will soon be full of people who have driven from far and wide to hear him.”

      “That’s a shame then.”

      “Because I’m nosy, I’m going to see what’s happened.”

      Bailey sat again, and ate her fries. Buzz wandered away to greet someone else. Nothing was pressing in on her here. She didn’t have her grandfather or agent in contact, demanding she return to New York, and for the first time in months, she could actually breathe. Maybe being in Ryker wasn’t so bad. She’d seen Joe twice, and if she saw him again they could be polite, and she wouldn’t feel like the rug had been pulled out from under her feet.

      “So Vinnie has a stomach upset and he’s been sent home. Joe could play, but they’re short-staffed so he’s working,” Maggie said, returning.

      “Joe plays?”

      “Sure. He’s not a natural, but good enough. Em’s calling around trying to find a replacement, or they’ll just have to run the music through the system. However, I did tell Joe you were here, and he said to beg if I have to.”

      “I could play.” Bailey said the words slowly, testing them to see how she felt about them. Okay. For the first time in many months, just like her appetite, Bailey felt her fingers itch. She wanted to play. It was Joe’s bar, but what did that matter? She wanted to play, so why not?

      “Are you sure?” Maggie looked shocked and a little excited. “Can you play honky-tonk?”

      “Please.” Bailey gave her friend a pitying look. “I cut my eye teeth on honky-tonk, much to my parents’ and grandfather’s horror.”

      Getting to her feet, Bailey didn’t look at the faces of the people around her. Nerves had always been a problem, but she’d countered them by not making eye contact. Not that she’d have been able to do that when the audience was in the hundreds, but still, it was Bailey’s ritual to go into herself before she played. She did that now.

      Seating herself at the piano, Bailey took a couple of deep breaths. Turning her hand over, she looked at the scar running up her palm and wrist. She hadn’t played a lot since the accident, but she was ready, she could feel it. The man, Vinnie, had left his music, so she went through it, selected a piece to start with, then placed her hands on the keys and began to play.
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      Joe walked behind the bar as Bailey started playing. When Maggs had said she’d offered, he hadn’t been about to refuse. A. He was in a bind, and B. Well hell, she was Bailey Jones. So he watched and listened as he served. She was playing honky-tonk, as Vinnie had been, but there was little doubting her class. Looking around the room, he realized she had the customers fixated, and she was only on the first song.

      “That’s the woman who arrived with Maggie. How come she’s playing?” Em asked as she lowered empties onto the bar.

      “She’s a famous pianist, actually. Used to live here, and then went away and made it big.”

      “Really?” Em looked impressed. “Fancy that.”

      Joe knew how good Bailey was because he’d followed her career, and once he’d been in the audience, but he’d never expected to see her play in his bar.

      “She’s good, and when you add hot to that,” Mike, his barman, said, “they’re eating out of her hands.”

      Ignoring the need to glare at his staff for calling Bailey hot, Joe thought about what Maggie had told him. Bailey wanted work. What he wanted to know was why. She had to have money after the performances she’d done, so where was it?

      “Hey, Joe.”

      “Maggie, what can I get you? In fact, it’s on the house seeing as you brought your friend with you, and saved my ass.”

      “And what a fine ass it is.”

      Maggie was one of those people who were confident in their own skin. She always dressed slightly different and classy. She also liked to embarrass Joe and his brothers at any opportunity that arose.

      “We’ve discussed this, Maggs. You need to get up way earlier to embarrass me. Now Luke, on the other hand, he would be beet red by now.”

      “Hard-ass.” Maggie turned to look at Bailey. “So, you like your new pianist, Joe?”

      “She’s a bit raw, but I think the crowd are starting to warm to her.”

      “Ha ha, she’s bloody brilliant.”

      He knew that, and a lot about the woman they discussed, but Maggie didn’t know that.

      “So you and she stayed friends after she left Ryker?”

      Maggie’s pink lips lifted. “We started out friends in school, then when she left we exchanged letters. We never moved to emails, just kept writing, although not so much in the last few years on her part.”

      Joe already knew they were friends.

      “When I saw her in the grocery store, I didn’t recognize her, but then it’s been years, like you said. Still... she looked like a gust of wind would knock her down.” Joe didn’t feel guilty pumping Maggie for information on Bailey, because he didn’t think he had a shot at the woman herself sharing anything with him. “Pale and drawn, was what I thought.”

      “That’s what I think too, but I don’t like to talk about her behind her back. She was always sensitive about that kind of thing.”

      “She may have changed some in the last, what is it? Fifteen or so years.”

      “Sure, but I think if anything she’s more private.”

      Joe had been a barman for a while now, and he was good at getting people to talk. He knew the art of silence. It didn’t take long. Maggie was a nurturer, it was in her DNA. If she was worried about Bailey she’d want to discuss it with someone, and he was showing interest.

      “It’s just... well, the thing is, Joe, I’m worried about her.”

      Why had that made his stomach clench? All those years, it seemed, hadn’t eradicated his protective streak where Bailey Jones was concerned.

      “Not sure why you would be, considering the life she’s led and money she must have.” He got the glasses out of the washer and started drying them. “Plus, like you said, you’ve not seen each other in years.”

      Maggie looked at Bailey again, which meant Joe could. Her hands flew over the keys and her entire body seemed to move with the music. She’d come alive seated at his piano playing honky-tonk.

      “Seems happy to me.”

      “Because she’s doing what she loves. She’s brilliant, isn’t she?” The words weren’t loud, but Joe heard them. “You see where Buzz is. That dog is a great judge of character.”

      His dog was leaning on the seat Bailey sat on, which was kind of odd, because he didn’t usually take to people he didn’t know well. He was polite, but didn’t stray far from Joe.

      “Yes, she’s brilliant.”

      “Why are you worried about her, Maggs?”

      “I don’t know, just a hunch.”

      Which frustratingly told Joe nothing.

      “Well, you go on back to your table, and annoy my brothers who’ve just arrived, and I’ll take Bailey a drink.”

      “How could I resist that offer?” Maggie laughed, and took the drink he’d just poured her and headed back to her seat.

      Joe got down a tall glass, added ice, then poured in soda. He then walked to the piano as Bailey finished another song.

      “Thanks for saving my hide and filling in, Bailey.” He placed the soda he knew she’d liked as a twelve-year-old on the small table beside her.

      She turned her body on the seat to look up at him “A.S., Joe?”

      “Apple Sours.”

      “You named your bar after those sweets?”

      “I did, it seemed to fit.” He’d also named it Apple Sours because he felt he owed Bailey something for the support she’d given him all those years ago.

      “You called your bar Apple Sours.” She was smiling now. Not the wide, flash-all-your-teeth kind, but it was another genuine one.

      “I think we’ve just established that.”

      “I-I just thought to fill in for a few songs, as your man was sick.”

      “And because you love playing honky-tonk?”

      “There is that, too. I guess I should leave now?”

      She was beautiful under the soft lighting. Her face still looked tired, and her eyes smudged, but her lips were glossy, and her hair was still in a messy thing on her head. She wore a long-sleeved, loose peach shift-type dress. It hit midthigh, and on her feet were tan wedges. Her scent was subtle and now familiar, and damned if he didn’t feel a flare of intense pleasure at knowing she was here in his bar. His Bailey, as he’d once thought of her. His friend, he reminded himself. He eyed the delicate heart-shaped locket around her neck and wondered who’d given it to her.

      “Why would you leave?”

      “B-because of.... Just because….” Her words fell away.

      “I have no idea what that meant.”

      “Me either.” She looked confused. “I heard your pianist was sick, like I said, and found myself seated here the next minute.”

      She was flustered now, her eyes going to him, then away again.

      “Maggs told me, and we were once friends, Bailey, so I’m sure I don’t have a problem with a world-famous concert pianist playing in my bar, if you don’t have a problem with it.”

      She didn’t smile; in fact, she frowned.

      “However, I’m not sure I can afford you,” he joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I don’t expect you to p-pay me more than any of your other staff.”

      “That’s a relief, because I don’t think I could afford your appearance fee.”

      “I’m enjoying this more.”

      The minute she said the words, Joe knew she wished she’d kept them in her head.

      “I mean... I-I like playing honky-tonk, b-but don’t often get a chance to.”

      Her words were flat and cold. Once, with him, she’d been full of emotion. Full of fun and sunlight. She’d filled the dark places inside him for a few hours every week for two years.

      “Do you want work, Bailey?”

      She didn’t meet his eye as she nodded. “Sure, I get bored easily, so work would be good.”

      She was lying, he knew that, just not why.

      “Okay, I can slot you in. How about for now you play two nights a week while you’re here?”

      “I can do that, thank you.”

      “Bailey, are you in some kind of trouble?”

      Her eyes flared briefly with panic. “No, why would you think that? My life is great... wonderful. I’m taking a holiday, and I-I want to practice while I’m h-here.”

      Joe didn’t buy it.

      “You said you haven’t played a concert for a year; what have you been doing?”

      She shrugged. “This and that.”

      He rested a hand on her shoulder as she prepared to rise. Her skin was warm beneath his fingers.

      “I’m pleased you’re happy, Bailey. Really,” he added. “But if you want anything, you need only ask.”

      She shook her head and turned back to the piano. “I don’t need anything. But thank you for offering.”

      Unlike him, Bailey had always had impeccable manners.

      “You’d be saving me, working here. Vinnie, my regular guy who was playing before you, has a stomach upset, and the other performer we had has a sick family member and left town for a while.”

      “I’m not sure how long I’ll be here, Joe. But while I am I can come in when you need me.”

      “Give me your phone number, and I’ll confirm what days when I speak with Vinnie.”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      Joe looked at her to see if she was serious. “You’re messing with me?” He could honesty say he didn’t know anyone who didn’t have a cell phone.

      “I don’t want one.” Her face was now closed completely, no emotion on show.

      “But what about when you’re driving and get a flat? What about contacting people?”

      “I use a pay phone.” She said the words slowly.

      “I didn’t realize they were on every road these days.”

      She didn’t smile.

      “Fine, I’ll get hold of Maggie.” He didn’t push it anymore. Who doesn’t have a cell phone?

      “No, I’ll come in and see you tomorrow. You can let me know then when you need me.”

      He couldn’t stop his hand lifting, or the finger he ran down her cheek. She pulled back, and looked down at Buzz, who in turn was gazing at her as if she was the last piece of steak in Ryker Falls.

      “I-I saw Luke. He’s a firefighter, which must please you.”

      “Yes, he’s happy.” Joe rolled with the change of subject. “And Jack is doing well also.”

      “Maggie told me you own some land. I’m so pleased you’re all settled here.”

      This was genuine, Joe thought. She really was happy that he and his siblings hadn’t ended up on the wrong side of the law, or worse.

      What was clear to him, however, was that Maggie hadn’t told her which piece of land he’d purchased, because her reaction would be way different. Joe should tell her, she’d given him the perfect opening, but something held the words in his head. Instead he said, “And you, Bailey. Have you been happy?”

      She produced another fake smile. “Of course.”

      “How’s your family?”

      “Good.”

      She was closed up tight again. She didn’t want to discuss anything personal, which normally suited him. But not now. Not with her.

      “I should start playing again. I’ll play two more sets.”

      She turned back to the piano, and Joe watched her stretch her fingers, then rotate her wrists. She turned them over, and he caught a flash of a red scar. He grabbed her hand and pulled up the sleeve.

      “What’s this?”

      She tried to tug it free, but Joe didn’t release her. His eyes traced the scar that crisscrossed the lower half of her arm and down into her palm. It was raw, jagged, and looked painful. His guess was it hadn’t happened that long ago.

      “What happened?” His words sounded gruff, because the thought of her in pain bothered him.

      “An accident. Now let go so I can play, Joe. Your customers are waiting.”

      He did, and she turned away from him. When was this accident? Frustrated, Joe walked back to the bar with more questions in his head than when he’d approached her.

      “She gonna stay?” Em intercepted him.

      “For a couple more sets, and come back a couple of times a week while she’s in Ryker.”

      “She’s really good, Joe, and let’s face it, we should know, as we’ve had some bad ones. Plus, there’s you.”

      “I’m good!” Joe thumped his chest, pretending to be outraged.

      “You’re average. She’s a million leagues better.”

      “There you go flattering me again. But like I told you, she’s a pro, Em.”

      “It shows,” she said, and then headed off to clear some glasses. Joe served, and watched Bailey, and wondered again what had brought her back to Ryker, and why he was so pleased she had returned when there was so much they didn’t know about each other any longer, or the roads they’d taken.

      To even contemplate her coming back because of him years after she’d left, he knew was a stretch, but still he wondered. And then he shut that thought away because he didn’t deserve that from Bailey. Not when he’d never returned a single one of the letters she’d written him. Not when her last words to him had been, “always remember I believe in you, Joe. Be the best person you can be.”

      Weeks after she’d said that, and left his life, he’d failed her.
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      Bailey woke slowly after sleeping deep, like she always did. Years of hotels had taught her to sleep anywhere. Pushing the curtains back, she saw the day promised to be a good one.

      Maggs would be sleeping, as this was her day off, and she’d told Bailey she’d evict her if she made a noise and woke her.

      Pulling on her robe, she tiptoed to the kitchen and made instant coffee, as she had no idea how Maggs’s coffee machine worked. She took it to the conservatory.

      Mist still clung to the mountains, and she took a few minutes to just stand there and look, knowing no one and nothing had a claim on her time today. Bailey had experienced some awesome views in her lifetime, travelling the world, but she thought this may turn out to be her favorite.

      She loved Maggs’s home, and the feeling of peace and solitude. She’d also enjoyed playing the piano last night, even if it was in Joe’s bar. But they could be acquaintances, she reminded herself. She just had to ignore the fact that when he was near her heart thumped harder in her chest. Their history was just that, history now. She could be friendly, and the more exposure she had to him, the calmer she would feel in his presence.

      He’d called his bar Apple Sours. Bailey remembered the conversation they’d once had, where she’d said it would be a good name for a restaurant or bar.

      “Let it lie, Bailey,” she told herself. There’s nothing between you now.

      Deciding to walk into town to have her breakfast, and leave Maggs to sleep, she showered and dressed. Exercise had been something Bailey rarely had time for... actually, that was a lie, she’d never wanted to. Now she did.

      Placing the strap of her small bag over her shoulder, she quietly opened and closed the front door.

      The morning held a promise of good weather, and the air fresh as Bailey made for town. Passing the road that led to the house she’d grown up in, she walked the fifteen minutes it took to reach Ryker Falls township. It was still early, the hour just ticking over 8:00 a.m. Inhaling, she was happy the air was not filled with exhaust fumes or big city scents.

      “Morning.”

      Bailey smiled at the elderly man who was jogging past. If only she had that much enthusiasm for exercise. She had two passions remaining in her life, horses and music; the first she seldom had time for, the second kept her sane.

      “Morning.”

      “Phil’s Place has great donuts and coffee. Cinnamon and hazelnut’s my favorite. The tea rooms won’t open for another hour, so that’s your best bet if you’re heading into town for breakfast.”

      The jogger was running at her side as she walked now.

      “Phil, as in after the mountain, Phil?” Bailey looked behind her, and there he stood. Big and proud as he always had been, right beside but slightly back from his twin sister. She’d always thought that was because he was looking out for her.

      “Roxy has her own place too. The best pizza in town.”

      “Nice, and thanks for the recommendation.”

      “Name’s Mr. Goldhirsh.”

      Manners were something she’d had hammered into her for many years, and while she wasn’t someone who liked small talk, it would be rude not to at least give him her name. It wasn’t a secret, after all.

      “Bailey Jones.”

      “You played last night at Apple Sours.”

      “I did, yes.”

      “I was there. You have a special talent, my dear. I saw you in concert three years ago in Carnegie Hall.”

      “Thank you,” Bailey said. She had learned to accept compliments with a smile.

      “I never give praise if it is not deserved.”

      “Thank you,” she said again.

      “You exercise, Miss Jones?”

      “Ah—well, define exercise?” She shot Mr. Goldhirsh a look. “I mean, I walk places, and sometimes I even put in a jog.” Bailey stretched the truth.

      “I mean regular exercise, the kind that has you sweating?”

      He was adjusting his pace and almost jogging on the spot now, hazel eyes alert as he studied her.

      “I’m really not into sweating, so I guess that’s a fail, right?”

      “Never too late. I could take you running with me, if you like? Plus, we have the Ryker run/walk club. Meets Saturday morning. We could swing by and pick you up.”

      Bailey stopped and faced him.

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know people, and you’re trustworthy. You have an honest face.”

      Until she’d come to Ryker, Bailey had kept to bigger towns, driving wherever and whenever she wanted since leaving Boston. She hadn’t struck up conversations, or made friends, just kept to herself. She’d only been back in Ryker a few days, and already she’d become reacquainted with more people than she could remember.

      “I don’t trust that easily,” Bailey said before she could stop herself. “So thanks, but I need to get going.”

      She walked on, certain that would be the last conversation she had with Mr. Goldhirsh.

      Turned out she was wrong.

      “Trusting doesn’t come easy for people, that’s true, and considering your occupation and the fame attached, I should imagine you’ve had your trust challenged a time or two, but if you don’t allow people in, then you can’t know how trusting you can be.”

      He was jogging beside her again.

      “You don’t deter easily is my guess, Mr. Goldhirsh.”

      His eyes crinkled.

      “I was born in a concentration camp, Miss Jones. I do not have time to take offence or be deterred.”

      “I-I’m so sorry,” she managed to get out. The horrors he must have known were nothing compared to her own. “I can’t image how you suffered.”

      He waved her words away.

      “I was but a child. It was not I who suffered, Miss Jones. I did not tell you for sympathy, just as a point of fact. Life is too short. Therefore, not trusting anyone is a shame, as it cuts you off from good people. And there are plenty of them around should you wish to look.”

      You trust too easily, Bailey. Remember always that gullible fools end up hurt!

      Her grandfather had loved that particular set of words.

      “I’ll try to remember that, thank you, Mr. Goldhirsh.”

      “And do you read, Miss Jones?”

      “Read?”

      “Poetry?”

      She nodded, completely at sea as to where he was going with this.

      “Then should you find yourself at a loose end on Sunday at 4:00 p.m., please come to my house. Right at the end of Main Street, then right. My house is the third street off the loop road. Number four, Niagara Street. I have a reading there every week. We’re into Moore at the moment.”

      “As in Thomas Moore?” Bailey couldn’t help but ask.

      “The very one.”

      He lifted his hand and jogged away, leaving Bailey following him with her eyes. The man made her feel old, and he had years on her.

      “Poetry and walking clubs, what’s next?”

      Shaking her head cleared it slightly. Walking again, she saw a sign in the shape of a mountain that held a cup of steaming coffee, with the words Phil’s Place.

      “That’s what I need,” Bailey muttered. That would right her world again.

      Even early, it was busy. The decor was simple and modern, with white tables and chairs. One wall held leafy green plants, another a huge framed painting that looked like it probably came from Maggie’s gallery. She found a free seat at the counter.

      “Morning. What can I get you?”

      The woman’s smile was wide and looked familiar, but Bailey didn’t think they’d been introduced. Dark hair was pulled into a braid. She was tall, with a pretty smile, and Bailey imagined she was never short of admirers, especially given the confidence coming off her.

      “Coffee and a cinnamon and hazelnut donut, thanks,” Bailey said, deciding to go with Mr. Goldhirsh’s suggestion.

      “That’s my kind of morning meal.”

      “They were recommended.”

      “Mr. Goldhirsh, right?”

      Bailey nodded.

      “He’s personally increased the sales on those donuts single-handedly.”

      “He’s good.”

      The waitress smiled. “Sure is. Just stay strong when he tries to lure you into exercise. I couldn’t walk for days after he caught me at a weak moment.”

      “I noticed he’s persistent.”

      “He calls it tenacious, so be firm with him. He understands words like ‘no’ and ‘never again in this lifetime,’ but use stuff like ‘maybe’ or ‘I’ll see,’ and he’s like a rabid dog. He’ll never let go.”

      Bailey found herself laughing again as the woman walked away to get her coffee. She’d done that a few times since arriving. It was weird how she’d safeguarded herself over the last few years from expressing or feeling emotion, but here.... In the place she’d been born, it was different.

      “Coffee and donut.” The waitress placed her order on the counter.

      “Thanks.” Bailey cradled the mug and sipped. She then ate the donut slowly, savoring the different flavors as they settled in her mouth.

      “How do they rate?”

      Bailey nearly fell off her chair as the deep words reached her. A large hand steadied her. Joe Trainer took the seat next to her, filling up far too much space.

      His hair was damp. He wore a blue T-shirt today, and shorts sat low on his hips. He looked vibrant, alive, and sexy as hell.

      “The donuts.” He pointed to her plate, and Bailey noted the wide silver band around his middle finger. “From memory, you always had a sweet tooth, so how do they rate?”

      “They’re good.”

      “Do I have to serve you again?”

      Bailey looked at the waitress, who was smiling at Joe now. Another thought hit her then, one she’d never even considered. He could be married now, and possibly even have children. Why did that thought hurt so much?

      “What’s that look for?”

      “What look?” Bailey dragged her eyes from him, and focused on her plate.

      “Like you just remembered something and it’s all bad.”

      “No,” Bailey lied. Looking at the girl again, she saw something familiar in her face. “Are you two related?”

      “I’m her cousin, what gave it away? The good looks, and sparkling charm? Although, to be fair, I’m more popular than Piper.”

      “Like hell! I’m the Trainer hottie—”

      “Said no one ever,” Joe drawled. He then laughed as his cousin poked out her tongue and walked away.

      Bailey sipped her drink and felt suddenly uncomfortable. There had been a time she and Joe hadn’t needed words, just companionship. All that had changed now.

      “Where’s Buzz?” Piper returned with Joe’s coffee.

      “He stayed out late last night, so he’s snoozing in the pickup.”

      “That dog has a better social life than me.” Piper moved on again to serve another customer.

      “Piper is my Aunt Jess’s daughter. Do you remember the letter you—”

      “I remember,” Bailey interrupted Joe. He’d wanted to write to his aunt, asking her to come and help them, and she’d helped him.

      “Piper and Aunt Jess have been living with us for years.”

      In spite of their backgrounds, they’d once been friends. Bailey had been raised in a household where everything had to be perfect, including her, and he was the exact opposite, raised with an abusive father, and a mother who had run away unable to cope, leaving her sons at the mercy of a bully.

      “I never thanked you for that. For pushing me to write that letter.” His voice was low, so only she could hear.

      “I-I’m glad it worked out for you all.”

      “Donut.” Piper returned with a plate for her cousin, and broke the silence that had fallen between them.

      “How are you enjoying living with Maggs, Bailey?” Joe asked.

      “Bailey?” Piper Trainer studied her, then her cousin. “Bailey Jones, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Everyone’s been talking about you since last night. A famous person in Ryker is big news.”

      “We get famous people, Pip, all the time.”

      The girl braced a hand on a trim hip while she thought about that. Everything about her said strong to Bailey’s mind. Her clothes were bright, her lipstick red, and she had a confidence that Bailey envied. She’d been late to find her backbone, but it was there now, and she wasn’t going back to being submissive anytime soon... if ever.

      “Sure, but they never perform. They’re usually up at the lodge holidaying. Any chance you could play tonight? I’ve got a hot date, and we’re coming to A.S.”

      “Who is this hot date?” Joe was frowning at his cousin now, but she waved his words away with a flick of long fingers.

      “I’m coming over for a free meal.”

      “Why don’t you pay like everyone else?” Joe said.

      “Family don’t pay?”

      Bailey ate as they argued, intrigued that they did so openly. She’d been raised in a family that kept everything behind closed doors. To see Joe this way made her happy for him. He’d changed, and whatever path his life had taken after she left, it had directed him to the man he was today. Confident, happy, and from what she gathered, successful. Of course, she also knew how to put up a facade, so maybe he was hiding things like she was.

      “Are you taking a break from performing because of your hand?”

      She choked on the mouthful of donut. He pressed his palm into her back, and started rubbing circles between her shoulder blades while she coughed and spluttered.

      “Here, drink this.”

      She took the water Piper handed her before leaving to serve another customer, and gulped it down.

      “Better?”

      “S-sorry,” Bailey said, mortified. At least she hadn’t spat it everywhere.

      “Those donuts really need to be savored,” Joe drawled.

      “I—ah, need to go.”

      “You got somewhere to be?”

      “No... yes, I need to get back to Maggs. We, ah, have a thing today.”

      “A thing, that sounds intriguing. I love a good thing.”

      His face was right there as she turned. Lovely forest green eyes focused on her. This close, she saw a hint of brown in the green. She inhaled a deep breath of air and Joe. It was kind of spicy, with a hint of strawberries.

      “Yes, she’s taking me around the town. Showing me changes.”

      Bailey sniffed the air again; surely she’d got that wrong, as he didn’t seem the type to go for strawberry scent.

      “Are you sniffing me?”

      “What? No!” Bailey shook her head, horrified, but Joe laughed.

      “It’s my shampoo. I thought I was getting just the plain no-scent type that any man would want to use; instead I looked closer at the label, and it has strawberry extracts.” His nose wrinkled. “Why the hell anyone would want to wash their hair in fruit is beyond me, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

      She wouldn’t smile.

      “That looks good on you.”

      “What?”

      “The smile. I remember those dimples.” He touched her cheek again, like he had last night. It left a trail of heat. “It’s sweet.”

      “I-I’m twenty-seven,” Bailey said. “I think my sweet years are behind me.”

      “I don’t think you could ever lose your sweet, Bailey Jones. You were special at thirteen, and from where I’m sitting you still are.”

      Bailey got off the seat so quick she stumbled. Righting herself, she dug into her bag and found some money to pay for her meal.

      “You d-don’t know me now. You can’t say that.”

      “You’ll still be the same person inside, even if the facade has changed.” His green eyes were steady on her face. “Did you manage to fulfil those dreams you told me about, Bailey? The ones we shared on that winter day huddled in our secret place?”

      “I’m not that silly little girl anymore, and dreams change... I’m sure yours have.”

      “She wasn’t silly. She was kind, and loving, and one of the most amazing people I have ever met. That girl saw something in me no one else ever had.”

      Their eyes held for long, painful seconds before Bailey made herself pull away. She walked away from him and didn’t look back, returning to the safe haven of Maggs’s little house as fast as her legs could carry her.
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      Joe followed on Bailey’s heels.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you, Bailey.” He caught up with her as she walked out the door. His fingers closed around her wrist. “I just wanted to talk.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Joe. That was then and this is now. We’re different people, and don’t need each other.”

      “I can always use a friend. How about you?”

      She pulled her arm free and turned to look at him. Her face was composed, emotions locked away.

      “I don’t need friends, Joe, I need a job, and as you are my boss, I don’t want to have this rear up between us again.”

      “This being talk of our past, and anything too personal?”

      She nodded. “L-let’s just leave it there.”

      “In the past?” He wanted to touch her again, see if she softened any and the chill in her eyes warmed.

      She nodded. “Exactly. I’m glad that’s cleared up. Bye.”

      Joe watched her jump down the steps to the pavement, then hurry away.

      “I was never good at following orders,” he muttered, turning to head back inside. His mind was full of her. What had happened to turn her into the person she was today? Where had that open, caring girl he’d loved gone? His Bailey. His savior.

      “What the hell was that about?” Pip stood before him behind the counter, hands braced on top, her eyes telling him she wanted answers.

      “What?”

      “The chemistry between you two.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Now bring me more food, woman, or I’ll have to charge you for that meal tonight.”

      She didn’t budge.

      He sighed... loudly. “Leave it, Pip.”

      “We’ve never had secrets, Joe.”

      Yes, we have, he thought, and she just walked out the door.

      “I just watched you and Bailey Jones talk out there, and the tension between you was obvious, even from here. There’s something between you and her, and I want to know what.”

      “It’s complicated.” He couldn’t deny it, not to someone who knew him as well as Pip did.

      “Most things are, but in getting them uncomplicated it helps to share.”

      “When did you grow up?”

      “Stop stalling, Joe.”

      He went for an abbreviated answer to appease her. “Bailey lived here for thirteen years of her life. Her parents owned the property we now live on.”

      Pip whistled. “You tell her that?”

      “I haven’t, no, and my guess is neither has Maggie, as she didn’t bring it up.” But he should have; she deserved to know the truth.

      “Is she your age?”

      “Three years younger.”

      “How old were you when she left?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “So if she was thirteen….” His cousin’s sharp brain was moving with its usual speed, trying to connect the dots. “Surely you guys didn’t have anything going on between you?”

      “No!” The word exploded from Joe’s mouth. “Nothing like that, we were just friends.”

      Pip frowned. “Was her home life crap? Was she a bad girl or something?”

      Joe wished he’d just kept his mouth shut. “No, she was the only child of two uptight, rich parents.”

      “Then how the hell did you two become friends?”

      How indeed.

      “Can we just leave it that we knew each other?”

      “No.” Pip raised a hand to stop him saying anything else. “Sarah, I’m taking a break, call if you need me. You,” she pointed at Joe, “go find a table, I’ll join you.”

      “I don’t have time for this, Pip. The story is an old one that doesn’t need airing again. Plus, it’s personal, between Bailey and me.”

      “You know I’ll make your life hell if you don’t tell me, and what’s more, you know I can keep secrets.”

      “I really don’t need this now.”

      “Sure you do, now go and sit.”

      He found a table and sat drinking his coffee, thinking about Bailey. She had secrets and shadows in her eyes. Why was she no longer performing? What course had her life taken since she’d left here? He knew she’d gone with her mother and grandfather when her parents separated, but nothing else.

      “So, I have food, and coffee. I’m ready when you are.” Pip took the seat across from him.

      “Well of course, like my brothers, I live to serve you.”

      She smiled, flashing him a row of neat white teeth that had been cemented into braces for two years.

      “I like her, FYI. She seems nice. Kind of timid, but nice.”

      “You’ve had what, a total of one conversation with her?”

      “I know people.”

      “Do you now.”

      “She’s pretty too.”

      “Aha.”

      And she had soft skin, and eyes the color of a cool winter sky, and something about her triggered a reaction inside Joe he wasn’t comfortable with. She was scared, and trying hard not to show it. Scared, timid, hell, there was any number of words to add to what Bailey Jones had become. The hell of it was he wanted to know her story. Maybe he wanted to help her now as she had once helped him.

      “So spill.”

      Joe twisted the wide silver band around his finger, like he always did when he was thinking. He hadn’t told anyone about what he and Bailey had shared, and to do so now was to open a locked vault deep inside him—but then, maybe it was time. She was here, and stirring up things inside him; if he talked about her, it could help. He let himself go back to that day... the first day they’d met.

      “This is not something I’ve ever talked about, Pip.”

      “You know I’m good for it, and maybe it’s time, Joe. Carrying stuff inside you for years isn’t good. Let it out, it’ll be freeing.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Phil.”

      She waved him on while she ate.

      “You know the river at the back of the property? The bridge that takes you over leads to a cave in the hill.”

      Pip frowned. “I don’t remember a cave.”

      “It’s there, you just have to know where to look.” He’d never gone back again after Bailey left.

      “Okay, there’s a cave, then what?”

      He looked over Pip’s shoulder, thinking back on that day. The memories still caused an ache, but it had dulled over the years.

      “She found me there one day. Bailey. She was ten, I was thirteen. My father had just gone a few rounds with me, I was bruised and angry, and that was where I ended up. I’d found it a few weeks earlier when I was out exploring.”

      “Jack told me you did that a lot.”

      He had, because staying home was unbearable.

      “He also told me you put locks on the door to their room. Locks with keys that only they held.”

      “They needed to have a safe place to go if he came home drunk.”

      Pip leaned across the table and cupped her hands around his face. “You are the best man I know, Joe.”

      “No.” Joe shook his head. “There were times I was an asshole.”

      She laughed. “Oh well, sure. I know that.”

      He laughed as she’d wanted him to.

      “Bailey walked in with a backpack on that day. She was dressed in her school uniform, hair in braids, and she had skinny legs and shoes that seemed too big. I was never sure how she got down there, as the top was quite steep.”

      “Your memory’s good.”

      “I remember everything about that day, because it changed my life.”

      “How?”

      “I yelled at her, told her to leave, even though I was on her land. She didn’t, instead looking at me with those big gray eyes of hers, and then she came and sat beside me. Not too close, but close enough that I could see she was nervous. She opened her bag and gave me a cold can of soda for my eye, which was swollen.”

      “Oh God, Joe.”

      “I’m not telling you to make you cry, Pip. You wanted to hear this story, so I’m telling it.”

      She waved him on while blotting her eyes with a napkin.

      “She then got out a ham-and-cheese sandwich and gave me half. A box of Apple Sours, and an orange. She split them in half too, placing half on my legs that were stretched out before me.”

      Pip sniffed while Joe lost himself in the memory.

      “She took out a book, I remember the title was Matilda. I sat there for two hours while she read it to me that day.”

      “Oh God,” Pip wailed, burying her face in the napkin.

      “Get a grip.” Joe’s words were soft as he took her hands in his. “This is my story, not yours.”

      “It’s just so... I don’t know. Sweet maybe, painful to hear, but I’m so pleased you found her when you needed someone, Joe.”

      “So am I.”

      “What happened then?”

      “We met there twice a week for two years. We never talked outside that place. If I saw her in the street, we walked past each other, and we both knew it was for the best, because her parents would never have allowed it, and mine would have used her against me.”

      “That sucks!”

      “It did, but then I was older, and supposedly cooler, and hung with a bad crowd. No one would have understood what we had.”

      “What did you have?”

      “Friendship... and so much more. When she realized I couldn’t read very well, she taught me. Bullied me into doing my homework, and learning. I had to read to her for hours. And every time we met, she brought food for me to eat, and sometimes more to take home for Luke and Jack.”

      “If I hug her next time we meet, do you think it will freak her out?”

      “Yes, and you need to keep this to yourself, Pip. I mean it.”

      “Okay, but tell me the rest of the story.”

      “It’s hers too, so I’m telling you things she may not want anyone to ever hear.”

      Piper crossed her heart with a finger.

      “One day I was waiting for her, and heard her coming. She was screaming my name, and sobbing. I ran to meet her, watched as she hurried down the hill. She fell, and I caught her. It was the first time we’d ever touched. I carried her inside and she sat on my lap and sobbed out her story.”

      Pip grabbed more tissues.

      “Her parents were separating, and she was leaving with her mother to go and live with her grandfather in Boston. That was the last time we saw each other, until I found her in the grocery store three days ago.”

      “What? No.” Pip shook her head. “Surely you wrote to each other. Made contact somehow?”

      She wrote, Joe thought, but not me. I was too busy self-destructing.

      “The end,” Joe said, picking up his now cold coffee and taking a large mouthful to ease the dryness in his throat.

      “But there’s more, isn’t there? Lots more.”

      Joe just shrugged. “Heads up, the rest of the Trainer clan is arriving,” he said.

      “Your secret is safe with me, Joe. But talk to her; don’t let her leave without that at least. You owe each other something. A connection like that is never truly severed,” Pip said before she got to her feet to greet his brothers.

      She was right, of course. He would always have a connection to Bailey Jones.

      “Hey, bud, that’s a serious frown.”

      Jack was two years younger than Joe, and tall but built leaner, with hair more brown than black. Behind him came the youngest Trainer, Luke. He was the image of Joe.

      “I thought you had a group to take out today?”

      “They cancelled,” Jack said, falling into the chair Pip had recently vacated. “One of them is sick, so they’re going out next week.”

      “Hey, Pip.” Luke threw his cousin a sweet smile that she totally fell for, and minutes later he had a heaped plate of food in front of him, as did Jack. Joe got to his feet and refilled his own cup.

      “I have a lesson this afternoon with that Anderson brat. God’s truth, she’s the biggest know-it-all I’ve ever encountered,” Jack moaned.

      “Who are you looking at?” Piper asked, noticing how Luke’s eyes were still on the door.

      “That woman, Bailey Jones. I just saw her coming out of the pharmacy a few minutes ago. She looks better than the last time I saw her. She was kind of dazed then.”

      “What? When did you bump into her?”

      “A few days ago. She was on the street and stepped off the curb and would have been hit by a car if I hadn’t grabbed her.”

      “She did what?” Joe’s heart was thumping hard in his chest at the prospect of Bailey doing that.

      “Like I said, she seemed dazed. I pulled her back on the sidewalk, introduced myself, just wanted to get her talking to see if she was okay. She looked at my uniform then, and told me she was glad I was a firefighter, then walked away. It was a weird moment, I tell you.”

      That had to be the day they’d met in the store, Joe realized. So she’d been as unsettled by their meeting as he had.

      “She’s seriously hot,” Luke added.

      Joe bit back his irritation as Luke looked back to the door. He had no claim to Bailey, but he felt protective of her. Their history gave him that right at least, and the fact that she was running from something. He’d stake his bar on that.

      “She’s certainly cute,” Jack said, joining the conversation now that he’d cleaned his plate. Jack took food seriously.

      “She’s just arrived, so give her a break,” Joe said calmly. Best way to deal with his siblings, he’d learned when they were finally all back together, was not to show any weakness.

      “And what the hell does that mean?” Jack scowled. “You make me sound like some kind of predator.”

      “A slight overreaction,” Joe said. “What I mean is, she’s here for a break, so don’t hassle her.”

      “I have never hassled a woman!” Indignant now, Jack’s scowl darkened. “I’ve never forced myself on a woman either.”

      “I never said you did, I was just telling you about Bailey, and that she seems a bit wound up, so give her some space if you run into her.” Joe wasn’t sure why he just didn’t shut the hell up.

      He watched the scowl fall from Jack’s face, to be replaced by a smug smile.

      “So you’re warning me off because you’re interested?”

      “What? No,” Joe said. “I’m just saying give her some space.”

      He was then subjected to a double sibling stare down. Joe was up to it, he’d spent most of the last ten years wrestling his brothers into the halfway respectable, decent humans they were today. They didn’t intimidate him.

      “Space, is it? Well, it’s okay with us, big brother. If you want the path left clear, we’ll do that for you.”

      “Don’t be insulting,” Piper snapped, returning with more coffee. “Bailey’s a person, not a doormat, and you need to learn to respect women... both of you.”

      “How come he’s exempt?” Jack glared at Joe.

      “Because I like him more than you.”

      “Now we know that’s a lie,” Luke said, sending his cousin a gentle smile that never failed to make her do whatever the hell he wished.

      “I’m gonna puke,” Jack growled.

      “There’s also Angie to consider,” Joe said.

      Pip scowled. “You need to move on there. She’s not right for you. Besides, I thought you said that was casual, and it’s been, what… two months?”

      “Angie is a lovely woman, Pip,” Joe said, “and yes, it’s casual because I’ve kept it that way. I made that clear from the start, just a movie or meal occasionally.”

      “So she knows where you stand then. Besides, there’s Ted.”

      “Ted?” Joe looked around his family, who all seemed suddenly busy doing a shitload of nothing but avoiding eye contact with him.

      “Ted?” he said again, this time louder with some steel behind it.

      “You and she are just casual, you said so yourself,” Luke said, looking uncomfortable. “And Jed from the station said he saw Angie with Ted from the lodge a few weeks back. They looked….” Luke waved a hand, looking, if possible, more uncomfortable.

      “Happy?” Joe said. “Pissed off? Like they’d had at each other?”

      “That.” Luke pointed a finger at him.

      “You’re twenty-fucking-five, Luke, you can say the word sex,” Joe teased him. It didn’t bother him overly about Angie. They’d only been casual, and then not very much. He liked her, but it was never serious, even if sometimes he wondered if she believed different.

      “I agree with Pip,” Luke said.

      “Ditto,” Jack added.

      “About?” Joe asked.

      “Angie not being right for you. She’s nice, but not for you.”

      “Because I’m not nice?” Joe messed with his little brother.

      “Oh, lay off him.” Pip stepped in like she always did. “You didn’t feel a thing when you heard Angie had been seen with Ted, so that just confirms what we think. Bailey would be better for you.”

      “As she’s just arrived back in town after many years and we’ve barely conversed, I’m not sure why you think that.”

      “Because you warned us off, and you never do that unless you’re serious,” Jack said.

      “We’re not continuing this discussion,” Joe said, now the uncomfortable one. He gave his family the look.

      Thankfully they let the subject of Angie and Bailey drop, and discussed business for a while. The Trainer siblings owned the cafe, several rental properties, and an industrial business in town, plus the ranch. After he’d straightened himself out, with the help of two friends Joe found he had an aptitude for playing the stock market. He’d then bought his first property, and their portfolio grew from there with the help of his family.

      “I heard Mrs. Howard got into you again the other day, Joe. Why the hell do you put up with it?” Jack said. “Woman’s a bitch.”

      “And I raised hell, so she’s within her rights to make me pay,” Joe said.

      “You’ve paid already,” Luke said. “More than paid, and you need to let her know it. She thinks she has way more power in this town than she actually has. Jack calls her a remora.”

      “Which is what exactly?” Joe asked.

      “One of those little fish that sit on whales and get an easy ride.”

      “Nice description.” Piper high-fived Jack.

      “I don’t need anyone fighting my battles.” Joe eyeballed his siblings. “For the most this town has forgiven me. There’s just a few who haven’t, and I can handle them,” Joe lied. In fact, they pissed him off, and twisted his gut into knots when they came at him, but he’d never let them know that.
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      Bailey played at Apple Sours last night. She and Joe worked out she’d come in Thursdays and Saturdays. One night was honky-tonk, the other blues. She’d never enjoyed playing more. Two weeks she’d been in Ryker, and as yet had no desire to leave.

      She felt safe here, which was strange as she’d never been unsafe—no one had ever threatened her. But something about this place wrapped around her like a warm shawl.

      Bailey made sure that any time she spent with Joe was in company. He disturbed her, and dredged up memories that were better left buried, so she’d tried to put contact in the polite yet distant category. She’d caught him watching her more than once, frowning, as if she was a puzzle he couldn’t work out. Hell, she couldn’t even work herself out, so there was no way he’d have a chance.

      After Maggie had left for work this morning, she’d headed out the door. Today she would do what she’d wanted to since coming back. Bailey walked down the drive that had once held her home. She’d avoided it, and there was no reason to. Maggs hadn’t brought the subject up either, which had been fine with her, but now felt the right time to let another ghost rest. Once, she’d been happy enough here; it was time to put the fear of what she’d find to bed.

      The day was crisp, and a breeze played in the air. The beauty before her was breathtaking. With the twins constant companions on her right, she approached her old home. Bailey had once walked or ridden over every inch of the property she was approaching. The fences had been redone. Post and rail, they looked good. Her eyes followed the line of the drive. She’d just go halfway, so no one saw her. Close enough to see the house and look around.

      Her old home was still there, and relief had her exhaling as she saw the condition of it, painted a soft gray now, with darker gray trim. Bailey released the breath she’d been holding as she saw that whoever lived there now was looking after it. The front pillars had been stoned up to halfway, the driveway still a circle, but now sealed. Flowers and shrubs planted, and the grass mown. In fact, it looked better than she’d ever seen it. Relieved, she let her eyes wander to the huge set of outbuildings in a paddock further back. The current owners were working it. Those buildings hadn’t been here before.

      “Hello.” She approached the fence where two horses stood, holding out one hand. “Aren’t you both beautiful.”

      One was black as midnight, with a long silken mane, the other a chestnut with soft brown eyes. Bailey loved horses.

      She ran a hand down their silken necks, and leaned in to inhale their special scent as she wondered on her next move. She did love it here, but couldn’t stay forever. Bailey needed to make a plan for the future. She couldn’t live in limbo with no direction much as she enjoyed having no restrictions pressing down on her. Odd jobs here and there were fun, but not indefinitely, especially if she couldn’t get her grandfather to release her money.

      Hooking her arms around the neck of the horse, Bailey rested her head on its long forehead. Once, she’d ridden every day, and sometimes twice. Horses and music had always been her passion. She missed them both now, but it had taken a while to come to that with her music.

      She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, but the sound of hooves had her easing back. She looked beyond the horses, and saw a man riding toward her, but it was the dog at his side that told her who it was.

      Joe Trainer wore a worn gray T-shirt, jeans, and boots. On his head was a navy cap. She didn’t remember him riding, but then he also hadn’t played the piano either. He sat a horse well. His tall, rangy body looked good up there.

      “Hi, Bailey.”

      “Wh-what are you doing here? I didn’t know you rode.”

      Buzz barked for her to notice him; she stuck a hand through the fence and scratched his head.

      “We own this property now.”

      Shock had her stepping back.

      “Y-you own this? Why did no one tell me? Maggs—”

      “Was probably waiting for you to ask her about it, and as she has no idea of the history we share, didn’t think it was important to mention that I now own it.”

      Bailey couldn’t drag her eyes from him. Joe now lived in her house.

      “I’m sorry, I should have told you.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I wasn’t sure how you’d react?”

      Bailey didn’t know how she felt.

      “Talk to me, Bailey.”

      “I— You’ve made improvements, they look good.” She forced herself to say the words as she turned to look again at the house. Joe lived here, on the land she’d grown up on. Why was that a struggle for her to comprehend? She’d been gone so long, and had known someone would live here... just not him.

      “I really am sorry—”

      “S-so these are your horses that I’m hugging?” She cut him off.

      “Yes, and I have no problem with you cuddling them. Everyone needs a hug now and again, even my horses.”

      Bailey needed to leave. “I have to go, b-bye.”

      “Why are you always running away from me?”

      She’d turned away and started walking; he and Buzz were keeping pace with her inside the paddock.

      “I’m not running from you.”

      “Prove it then. Come and let me show you what we’ve done here.”

      “No, thanks.”

      “You just said you weren’t running from me, and yet that’s exactly what you’re doing.”

      She looked up at him. The man had no right to be that hot.

      “I play in your b-bar, if I was avoiding you I wouldn’t do that.”

      “You’re only around me when there’s company.”

      Bailey didn’t answer him because it was the truth, they both knew it, so she kept walking.

      “Come and meet the horses. We have plenty more on the pasture out back, and stables. Let me show you around, Bailey. Please.”

      “I was just going for a walk, but thanks.”

      “Do you still ride?” he asked her.

      She nodded.

      “Would you like to now?”

      Bailey battled down the surge of excitement at the thought of riding again. “No, but thanks.”

      “Why are you saying no when you clearly want to say yes?”

      “I’m not!”

      “You are. So unless you’re out of practice or scared, what’s stopping you—other than it’s me who’s offering.”

      Bailey felt heat creep into her cheeks.

      “I can ride, as you very well know, and I’m not scared—”

      “So that leaves me.”

      He was smiling at her now, teasing her.

      “It has nothing to do with you, and you h-have an overinflated opinion of yourself.”

      Shut up, Bailey.

      “Very possibly. But we’re friends, so no reason at all why you can’t come for a ride with your friend.”

      “We were friends.”

      He tilted his head to one side, and studied her.

      “I didn’t realize there was a time limit on our friendship.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “And there’s the fifteen-ton elephant in the room,” he said. “The letters.”

      “Just leave it, Joe.”

      “Come with me, Bailey, and I’ll tell you why I didn’t reply to any of the ones you wrote me.”

      “I don’t think any good can come from discussing that, Joe.” Bailey wasn’t sure she wanted to know the truth.

      “How about we go for a ride, and you can ask a few questions if you want, and I’ll answer them.”

      “I d-don’t have questions. I told you, the past is better left there.”

      “You were never a good liar, Bailey Jones. Come on, ride with me for old times’ sake.”

      The lure of being on a horse was the only thing that had her nodding. Not the time she would spend in his company.

      “There now, that wasn’t hard.” He moved his mount closer to the fence between them. “You climb on over, and I’ll give you a ride to the stables.”

      “I can walk.” There was no way she wanted to get on that horse with him.

      “For someone who comes across as reserved, and once hated confrontation and being difficult, you surely are.”

      Bailey kind of liked the idea that maybe she was a bit difficult.

      “Just do it, Bailey, I don’t have all day.”

      She should have turned and walked away, but no, she let him goad her into staying. He used to goad her into most things. Gripping the fence, she climbed on top, then squealed as hands grabbed her. She was placed gently in front of Joe.

      “A bit of warning!”

      “I told you I was giving you a lift to the stables. Now relax, I don’t bite.”

      “Ha,” Bailey managed, her mouth now dry. One of his arms banded around her waist, hauling her closer, and suddenly she was surrounded by Joe Trainer. The solid planes of his chest pressed to her back, her thighs resting on his. His other hand held the reins and she noted the silver band on his finger again, and wondered who had given it to him.

      “So you didn’t write any bad stuff in the letters, but I read between the lines. You weren’t happy all the time in Boston. What was it really like?”

      “Okay.”

      “Now tell me the truth.”

      “Joe, there’s no point to this. Those years don’t matter anymore.”

      “I think there is a point, and they matter to me. You’re uncomfortable around me, and not for a good reason, so if we talk that may help.”

      “Good reason?”

      “You think I’m sexy as hell and—”

      “Right, got it, thanks.” She cut him off.

      His laugh was a deep rumble against her back.

      “So tell me the truth, Bailey. Were you happy?”

      “I hated it.” She said the words quickly to cover her embarrassment. But mostly because I missed you so much it was a physical pain inside me.

      “Why?”

      “Just because. Tell me about the horses, Joe.”

      “Why, Bailey?”

      “Everyone had friends,” she snapped, “at the school my grandfather sent me to. I didn’t, and wasn’t that good at making them.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I did okay, and then I got a scholarship to Juilliard, and was with people like me.”

      “Like you?”

      “Focused, dedicated... maybe a bit different.”

      “And you loved that?”

      “Of course.” She’d liked parts of it. The music and the being away from her grandfather and mother. She’d hated that Joe wasn’t there, because even two years after she’d left him, she still pined for him. She’d been a foolish girl to do so, but when you were lonely, and your life not that happy, you clung to what had once made you that way.

      “Truth?”

      She smiled at his word. They’d spoken that way to each other once. Both knowing when the other lied.

      “Partially.”

      He snorted at that.

      “And you don’t want to explain further?”

      “So your family own this, and the bar?” Bailey changed the subject.

      “I own the bar, but the family owns this, and the cafe, plus property in town. We started acquiring a few years after I came back.”

      She wanted to know where he’d been before he’d come back, but then if she asked him questions, he had the right to do that as well, and Bailey didn’t want to talk about her life.

      “You’re a woman, right?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Bailey turned to face him, surprised at his words, and there he was again. Big, sexy Joe Trainer.

      “You didn’t ask the question.”

      “What question?” She made herself face forward and look between the horse’s ears.

      “Most of the women I know would want to dissect where I’d been. And the girl you were would have asked at least five questions by now.”

      “You make me sound nosy, and I object to the generalization that women are too.”

      “You were always curious. You started off shy, but that didn’t last long once we got to know each other. I’d never met anyone with such an insatiable thirst for knowledge like you had.”

      “It’s been years, Joe. I’ve changed, just like you. Besides, I like my privacy, which makes me respect yours.”

      “I can’t imagine privacy was something you had a lot of while you were performing.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      “Tell me about your life, Bailey. What put those shadows in your eyes? Maybe like you once did for me, I can help you?”

      “Thank you, but I don’t need help.” She turned again to look at him and found his eyes focused on her lips.
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      “It’s a hard line to take to not let anyone in, Bailey. A hard, lonely road. I know, I’ve travelled it a time or two.”

      “It’s better that way, you don’t get hurt.”

      “Like I hurt you?”

      “I haven’t seen you in fifteen years, Joe. It would be arrogant to think I still cared, or that someone else hadn’t hurt me in that time.”

      “Have they?”

      “What?”

      “Has someone hurt you?”

      “I’m not discussing this with you. I want to ride, or let me down. This conversation is over.”

      Leaving him had hurt her, Joe knew that, because it had sure as hell hurt him.

      “For what it’s worth, I never meant to hurt you, Bailey. I lost my way for a while there.”

      She was so close that he saw the scar again. “What happened?” He touched the small indentation.

      “Glass, from the accident.”

      “What accident? The one that left the scar on your arm?”

      She nodded, her face inches from his. They simply stared at each other as every thought left Joe’s head. He ran his eyes over her face, settling on that plump lower lip.

      “You’re beautiful, Bailey Jones.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” Joe cupped the back of Bailey’s neck and held her still as he closed the distance between them.

      “No, Joe.”

      “Yes, Joe.” He brushed his lips over hers.

      Sweet, he thought after the first touch, achingly sweet; his second thought was mistake. He had once considered this woman his soul mate, the person who understood him like no other. Then she’d been a child, now she was an adult, and he realized after that simple kiss that their connection was still there, only it was far more intense because he had a physical need for Bailey Jones now.

      “I-I don’t like to be kissed.”

      Her words brushed his lips, a husky lie. She was as touched as he by what they had just shared.

      “Really, Joe. I don’t want you to kiss me again, I-it’s wrong.”

      “Wrong how?” he managed to get out around the obstruction in his throat.

      “We... what we were, this….” She struggled to say what she believed needed to be said.

      “It sure as hell didn’t feel wrong.”

      “B-but it is.”

      “Why?”

      She turned away, facing forward again.

      “Too much history.”

      “And that makes no sense, other than we need to talk.”

      “No. That cannot happen again.”

      It would, but he left that thought in his head.

      “Sure, I got it. I won’t kiss you unless you ask me to. But the sparks between us are strong enough that you will, Bailey. You’ve felt them, I know you have, because you’ve been avoiding me.”

      “I have n-not!”

      “Yes, you have. But I’ll wait for you to come to me.”

      “That won’t happen,” she snapped.

      “Want to bet?”

      “I d-don’t b-bet.” She stuttered out the words.

      “You never stuttered as a child. How come you sometimes do now?”

      She sucked in a sharp breath and turned away from him, so he was left staring at the back of her head.

      “Why the stutter, Bailey?”

      “It… just happens sometimes.”

      “There has to be a reason. When did it start?”

      She didn’t want to tell him, so he left it alone for now. She’d called him arrogant for believing he was the only one who’d hurt her, and yet he had a feeling that leaving Ryker, and him, had something to do with the person she had become.

      Once she’d been fierce in her determination to achieve the goals she had set for her life. “I want to be independent and strong, Joe. I want to walk into a room and people see that I’m courageous.” He’d told her she was already courageous as far as he was concerned, but she’d dismissed his words. “I want to be more, Joe. I want to climb mountains and swim rivers.” They’d laughed over that one, as swimming hadn’t been her strength, but she’d vowed to change that.

      “You ever learn to swim better?”

      “Some” was all she said, so he decided to see if he could annoy her like he used to.

      “So, for someone who doesn’t like kissing, you have a lovely mouth.”

      She ignored him, her spine straightening.

      “You sure grew up well, Miss Jones.” He tried to tease a response out of her. It usually worked with Piper. She ignored him again, so he stopped trying, and restored peace between them with small talk.

      “I’ll take you on a tour if you like. Show you the changes?”

      “I could get on a horse for that.”

      “No point, when you’re already on one.” He was enjoying holding her, so he wasn’t letting her go until he had to.

      “Piper, Jack, and Luke live in the main house. We added on a place at the rear for Aunt Jess, but she’s out of town at the moment.”

      Joe loved that house. First, because it had once belonged to the woman in his arms, and had a very special place they’d both shared on the property, and second because it had brought the Trainer siblings together through blood, sweat, and a whole lot of swearing. They’d learned about each other, the people they really were, not the people their father had turned them into.

      “It looks good, Joe. Don’t you live there too?”

      “No, I need my space.” He couldn’t live that close to someone again and not go crazy.

      “Because you had to share with your brothers for so long?”

      “Something like that,” he said, not surprised she knew the reasons why. She’d always been able to do that. In fact, he’d once thought that Bailey knew him better than he knew himself.

      “D-did you learn to ride a Harley, Joe, and get out of Ryker?”

      He remembered the day they’d discussed dreams, and that had been one of his.

      “Actually, I did ride a Harley for a while, but not here.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Do?”

      “Between then and now?”

      “I got into some trouble after you left, Bailey. Me and some others raised hell in this town until my aunt and the Robbins sisters stepped in and sent me away to this ranch in Texas. It changed my life. Had I stayed, I would have ended up in jail.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Drink, drugs, and stealing. Pretty much anything I could find. I roped a few others in with me. One of them was Jay Howard, which goes a long way into explaining his mother’s hatred of me.” He didn’t add that Bailey leaving him had pretty much been the final straw for Joe. Their father was taken away for possession and put inside, and they’d never seen him again. No loss, but still a change, and then Aunt Jess had arrived. Within six months of Bailey leaving, Joe’s life had turned on its head. He’d reacted with violence and a path to self-destruction.

      She processed that silently for a while, trying to fill in the gaps as he did with her, about where they’d been and what had happened in their lives.

      “I’m sorry things got bad for you, Joe.”

      “In a way maybe I had to go bad, to turn out good... or at least better.”

      He nudged his horse around the large stables and along another driveway through the trees, with Buzz ambling at their side. Occasionally something would catch his eye, and he’d race off, but he soon returned.

      She touched his ring, one finger. “I remember you told me once that jewelry was for girls. Did someone give it to you?”

      “I bought it actually.” He didn’t add that it was special to him because just looking at it had reminded him of her.

      They climbed, and Bailey was soon pressed into his chest, and Joe tightened the arm around her waist, holding her still as she tried to put some distance between them.

      “I’m glad your aunt and the others were there to help you.”

      “Me too.”

      “They’re nice, Miss Marla and Miss Sarah, and a little scary.”

      “A lot scary. They just give me that look and I’m back in school.”

      She snuffled. Not a laugh, but close.

      “And that’s why you taste the tea, and do whatever they ask you?”

      “I like the tea thing, because with it usually comes a scone with cream and jam, plus I’m competitive, and me beating them keeps them on their toes.”

      “It’s nice that you care about them, Joe.”

      “Who do you care about?”

      “People. You don’t know them.”

      He couldn’t see her face, so he had no clue if she was telling the truth.

      “Don’t make the mistake of feeling sorry for me, Joe. I have everything I want in my life, and I don’t need that from you, or anyone. Just because I’m not talkative like I used to be, simply means I’ve grown up.”

      “How do you know I’m feeling sorry for you?”

      “A hunch.”

      An accurate one actually, but it was more worry than pity.

      “I’m sorry I let you down by not returning your letters.”

      “I got the hint after a while, so don’t worry about it.”

      “I know that, because my aunt stopped forwarding them to me.”

      He’d read each of those letters at least three times, but Joe had never replied because he’d let Bailey down, and hadn’t known how to tell her. He had also believed she was better off without him in her life. However, he’d been devastated when she’d stopped writing.

      Neither of them spoke again, and Joe thought that was enough revelations for one day. He held her as they reached the top of the drive, and there was his house. He loved the big house, but this... well, this was the place that held his heart. Made of cedar and stone, it was clad like many of the other houses around Ryker, but this was his haven.

      “Oh, it’s lovely,” Bailey breathed.

      Here the water from the river that flowed down from the falls, narrowed and passed by the front of his house. He’d built a bridge to drive over.

      “My rooms are up there,” Joe pointed to the top floor, where a window ran floor to ceiling and just as wide. “I can see the town lights, and the mountains. Sometimes when the wind is blowing the right way, I can hear the falls. It’s....” His words fell away as he tried to explain what this place meant to him.

      “Your sanctuary.”

      It was a sanctuary for him, and because she’d once lived here, perhaps that was more of a reason why.

      “It must be nice to have all your family here with you?”

      “Sure. When I came back, Luke had gone, but I soon found him, and Jack was in the next town over. Aunt Jess and Pip had stayed.”

      “Did you ever go there? To the cave?” Her words were soft, wistful.

      “No. After you left, I never went back, and haven’t to this day. Maybe one day soon you could go there with me?”

      Her messy bun brushed his chin as she shook her head. He wondered what she’d do if he released all that blonde hair and ran his fingers through it.

      “I think the past is better left there, Joe.”

      “Where do you call home usually, Bailey? Where is your sanctuary?” Joe wondered if she’d fulfilled that part of her dream, and found a place to lay her heart.
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      “I’ve been moving around for a while now.”

      “That’s got to be hard, not having your things around you?”

      She shrugged. “You get used to it. When I was performing, I would live out of a suitcase for months.”

      “But you have to put down roots sometime, right? The Bailey I knew had one day wanted that.”

      “Plans change” was all she said.

      “What about your brother, Beau? I don’t remember much about him, as he was older, but where is he?”

      “Paris. He’s been there for years.”

      “And you miss him.”

      “Of course, but his life is there, and mine isn’t.”

      “Do you think you’ll go back to playing professionally? You must have plans where you’re heading?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Joe just bet that was a lie. Bailey had always planned everything.

      “But you have an idea, I know you do.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. Please take me back now.”

      Her back was rigid again.

      “So I have to slice open a vein, but you don’t?”

      “Unlike your story, mine is long and boring, and I have no wish to recount it. Plus, I didn’t ask you to slice open a vein, you did that all by yourself.”

      “I don’t remember you being such a hard-ass.”

      She snorted. “I wish. Had I been a hard-ass, life would have definitely been smoother.”

      “Why was it bumpy?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “How did you hurt your arm?”

      “An accident, I told you. I fell through a window. My hand took the impact.”

      “It looks bad.”

      “It was. For a time they wondered if I’d play again.”

      Joe wondered who’d held her, and sat at her bedside while she recovered. Who told her that everything would be all right.

      “And yet you can, so that’s a relief.”

      She sighed, a soft little sad sound, but didn’t say anything further. He didn’t push, instead he said, “I have your Carnegie Hall concert on my iPod.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said in the same polite tone.

      He turned them round, and retraced their steps, this time heading to the outbuildings.

      “I thought you might like to hug a few more horses, seeing as you’re all tense again.” Joe stopped inside the stables.

      “I’m not tense.”

      “If this is you not tense, I can only imagine what you’re like when you are,” he said, dismounting. He grabbed her around the waist before she could argue, and pulled her down. “Funny how you used to tell me to relax, and now it’s you who needs that advice.”

      “A little warning,” she said, bracing her hands on his chest. “And there is nothing wrong with my everyday state.”

      Joe could feel the warmth of her palms, and then they were gone and she was stepping away from him.

      “A little on the skinny side, but I have to say that your everyday state works for me.” He looked over her fitted black designer jeans, and pale blue cotton shirt. On her feet were peach sneakers.

      “I’m not skinny.”

      “You are a bit. But it shouldn’t take long to fill out the hollows in those cheeks, especially if you keep eating those donuts, and a few of the teashop scones.”

      “Are you deliberately trying to insult me?” She dragged her eyes from the stalls, where the horses who weren’t out in the fields were hanging out of their boxes.

      “I’m deliberately trying to get a reaction out of you. Is it working?”

      “No.”

      He laughed as she walked away from him to the closest horse. Buzz, he noted, had followed, which was interesting. His dog had certainly taken to Bailey.

      “This place can house twenty horses in the winter.” Joe kept pace with her. “We have an indoor arena through those doors at the rear. Jack mainly does the work, and from here he runs trail rides, or gives lessons, with the help of the staff. Nice shoes, by the way,” he added.

      “I like them.”

      “I guess that’s all that matters then.”

      She stopped and looked down at her feet. “What’s wrong with my footwear?”

      “They’re peach.” Joe led her to the first horse.

      “I happen to like peach.”

      “Well, good for you, and so do I, but I like to eat mine.”

      “Or wash your hair in it,” Bailey said, stepping up to the stall, and holding out a hand.

      “Oh now that had a kick to it. Nice work, Bailey.”

      She ignored him.

      “That’s Arthur, as in King, because he thinks he’s the head dog around here.”

      “Or horse, as the case may be,” she said. “Hello, lovely, you’re definitely a big boy, aren’t you.”

      Joe watched as she fussed over Arthur, the horse all but purring as he lowered his head and she scratched him behind one ear.

      “He’ll keep you there all day.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      She gave him a kiss on the nose, and Joe was sure he saw stars in the horse’s eyes as they left.

      He took her around each horse, and she gave them the same treatment. He then showed her the tack room, the storage rooms, the indoor arena, and lastly up the stairs to the offices.

      “This is the bunk room for any of the casuals who come in when it’s busy. We also have a few kids in to stay and learn the ropes now and again.”

      “Local kids?”

      “Sure, and out of towners.”

      She gave him a look. “Kids who need a bit of help straightening out?”

      “You always were a smart girl.”

      “You’re giving those kids what you, Luke, and Jack never had.”

      He was, they all were, because they’d had help when they needed it, but some kids didn’t get so lucky.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” Bailey said.

      Why those six simple words made his heart feel warm he had no idea, but they did.

      “We thought so. Just need to get the rec center passed now, and there will be another place for them to go.”

      “Maggs was telling me about that. It sounds amazing.” Her eyes lit with interest. “The town should be behind it.”

      “Some are, some aren’t. Why do you think it’s amazing?”

      “We would have used it back then, and it would have been warm and dry, and had adults there who maybe could have helped you and your brothers, Joe.”

      He nodded. Joe had thought just that when he’d started putting the proposal together. “We would have,” he said, watching her walk around the space.

      There were four sets of bunks, and an open-plan kitchen/dining area, with a lounge and bathroom facilities through separate doors.

      Bailey came back to where he stood.

      “It’s like a different property to the one I grew up on. You must be very proud of what you and your family have achieved here.”

      “We are. It took a lot of work, especially as we’d been apart for so long, but we got there eventually.”

      “How long were you away?”

      “Eight years on and off. I came back whenever I could.”

      He saw the questions in her eyes, but she didn’t ask where he’d been for those years.

      “I’m glad you showed me around, Joe. Thank you, but I should get going now. I’ll save the ride for another day.”

      She went to walk around Joe, but he cut her off by stepping into her path. “Are you scared of me, Bailey?”

      She looked up at him, her expression controlled.

      “No. But it’s time for me to leave, Joe.”

      “I think you are scared, but what really terrifies you is that I make you feel things you don’t want to feel.”

      “Step aside, please.”

      He didn’t, couldn’t; instead he stepped closer.

      “I’d never hurt you, Bailey, you don’t need to be afraid of me.”

      “I know that.”

      “How do you know that?” He cupped her cheek, running his thumb over the soft, heated skin.

      “Because the boy you were was far more dangerous than the man before me.”

      “That kind of makes sense.”

      “Plus, the anger I’ve carried toward you was unjustified, I know that now, and maybe I carried it for so long because I wasn’t happy. Whatever the reason, some of what you explained today has helped me understand why you didn’t write back.”

      “But only some?”

      “Let me go, Joe.”

      Never.

      “I didn’t want to disappoint you,” he said. “You wanted me to be the best I could be, and I hadn’t done that. In fact, I’d done the opposite.”

      “It’s done. We can move on now.”

      “Can we move on as friends?”

      “Joe, my life is one hell of a big mess right now, and I really don’t need any more complications.”

      “I wasn’t always a complication, I was a friend.”

      “But you’re not now. You’re a man, not the boy I knew. Not the boy who needed me. You’re a man who unsettles me, and I don’t want or need that.”

      “At least you’re being honest.”

      “So you understand, we could never be.... Let’s just be acquaintances,” she said, changing her mind about the words she’d been about to say.

      “Lovers, Bailey?”

      “Acquaintances.”

      “I’m not sure I can keep my distance from you.”

      “Joe, d-don’t....” Her words fell away as his lips touched her neck.

      “I’ve wanted my hands on you since I first saw you in the grocery store, Bailey Jones.” He whispered the words into her ear, before moving in to place more kisses on her neck. “What I once felt for you was innocent and pure; this, however, this is different.”

      She shivered. It rolled through her body. She arched back into the hand around her waist, allowing Joe better access to her neck. He kissed and licked, then decided he wanted her mouth.

      He took it slow, but deep, drawing a response from Bailey as she opened to allow him in. Joe’s head started to spin; he lost his grasp on reality, and enjoyed the feel of her.
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      Bailey shuddered as she leaned into him. No one had held her as if she mattered for years. Not even Clark had made her feel this way with just a touch.

      Her head was spinning, her body pressing into his; she wanted this, needed this, and hadn’t even known it.

      “God, you’re sweet.” His hands wrapped around her back as he pulled her into his hard chest; his lips took hers again, even deeper, more intense. She held on to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. Heat travelled through her, turning her limbs to liquid and pooling in places it had never pooled before. She had to stop—before she couldn’t.

      “No, Joe.” She wrenched free and stumbled backward. “This cannot happen.”

      “Why?” He was tense as he looked at her, those green eyes darker with the flare of heat she’d put there. Ignoring the little zing of pleasure that thought gave her, she took another step back. The man radiated lust and forbidden dreams. He was the forbidden, and in his arms Bailey knew she’d find serious sexual fulfilment, but little else. She didn’t need more complications in her life, especially not with him. He was experienced, she was not; if she wasn’t careful he’d break her heart all over again.

      “Because I don’t do that,” she said, crossing her arms over her waist. “It’s not who I am, Joe, and you should know that about me.”

      “You were thirteen, Bailey, how the hell do I know who you are now? The woman before me is nothing like the girl you were.”

      “I’m not... loose.”

      “You think I am?”

      “I don’t know you either, Joe. How do I know if you’re the type that sleeps around?”

      “Well, hell.”

      Bailey didn’t back down from the anger she saw in his face. Not anymore. She was stronger now, and she wouldn’t be intimidated again.

      “My life is uncertain at the moment, as I told you. I don’t know how long I’ll be here, but I do know that if we did this... it would change things, everything. I don’t want or need that.”

      “And change is bad?”

      He relaxed slightly, his stance easing, hands unclenching, but the bunching of the muscles in his jaw told her he was still not happy.

      “Just leave it, Joe. Please. This, us, is not going to happen, nor should it.”

      “Why is your life a mess? What’s going on?”

      “That’s my issue, but the point here is, you’re where you want to be, Joe, whereas I have no clue. This is about me, not you.”

      He lifted a hand. “Oh hell no, you did not just say the standard brush-off line.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Bailey glared at him.

      “My brothers have that on the back of their business cards.”

      “Very amusing.”

      “For the record, I didn’t think you were the type I’d sleep with and run from, Bailey.”

      “I never—”

      “You did, and while I want you, Bailey, I sure as hell don’t want you if that’s the opinion you have of me. Especially considering our history, and how much I owe you. And, again, for the record, I don’t have my life completely together.”

      Frustrated, Bailey walked away from him and did another circuit of the room. It was what she usually did when her emotions threatened to get the better of her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Calming down?”

      “Why? I’m angry, why the hell can’t you be?”

      She circled back to stand before him again.

      “I like to be in control of my emotions.”

      “Emotions are real, Bailey, suppressing them is not. I’d rather see you yell and scream, like you used to, than try and control them.”

      His green eyes narrowed as he stepped closer. Bailey dug her toes into her shoes to stop retreating.

      “I-I don’t do that. Couldn’t do that.”

      He stopped before her, close enough that she could see his chest rise and fall with each breath.

      “Who told you not to do that?”

      She looked away from his all-seeing eyes. “I need to go.”

      “Stop running, dammit!”

      “You have no right to demand anything of me, Joe Trainer. Now step aside.” Bailey lifted her chin, but he simply crowded her space.

      “Cutting loose now and again is good for you. Laughing like you mean it, or yelling when you’re angry, is showing honest emotion and part of who we are. It’s what makes us different.”

      “I don’t want to be different, and I definitely don’t want to cut loose, whatever the fuck that means.” Horrified, Bailey realized what she’d said. She never used that word. “I-I’m sorry—”

      “If you try and apologize for saying fuck, I’ll shake you,” Joe said.

      Bailey pushed at his chest as he moved closer, so close she could feel his heat again, and inhale his wonderful scent.

      “I’m not even sure why we are having this conversation,” Bailey said. “I told myself we could be friends, or at least acquaintances, but we can’t. There’s too much between us.”

      “Yes, we have a history, but a good, warm history. What this is, between us, takes that to another level.”

      “No, it doesn’t!” Bailey could feel the temper she usually controlled flare to life.

      “Did you just shriek, Ms. Jones?”

      “No!”

      “Sure as hell sounded like it.” He looked amused.

      The heat in her cheeks grew, and she felt an uncontrollable urge to scream something at him again.

      “Go on, I dare you,” he taunted.

      “You don’t want to keep annoying me,” Bailey said through her teeth. “The last person to do that was my brother, and he couldn’t walk upright for days after.”

      He laughed at her, a loud, head-thrown-back laugh. After admiring the deep sound as it rolled through his large body, she lost it. Years of bottling up her feelings were finally finding an outlet. Heat filled her face, her head felt strange, and suddenly she was grabbing his arm, just like Beau had taught her to. She dropped her shoulder into his stomach, then flipped him. She nearly did it too, but too late she realized he knew the move, and had countered. Seconds later she was flat on her back with him on top of her. He let her down gently, so there was no pain, but she was still breathless.

      “Nice try.” He breathed the words against her neck.

      Bailey wasn’t done yet. She went limp, then tried another move; surprise gave her the edge, and she got him off her, but he grabbed her wrist as she got to her feet, and swung his legs, bringing her back down on top of him.

      “You’re good,” he said. “What belt?”

      “No belt,” she wheezed. Bailey pressed a hand to his chest and tried to lever herself upright. The feel of all that muscle beneath her was good, but she didn’t need good, she needed to reclaim her sanity. What the hell had she been thinking, trying those moves on Joe of all people?

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. I could have hurt you if you hadn’t known what I was doing.”

      His hands gripped her waist and held her still.

      “I know a few moves, and you’re a lot smaller than me, so I was able to counter. Nice to know you can take care of yourself, though. Who taught you?”

      “My brother.” Bailey felt the hardness of Joe’s body pressed into hers. “He spent four years living in Boston before heading to Paris.”

      “Why didn’t you get any belts?”

      She shook her head. “Let me up now, Joe.”

      “Why not?” he said, ignoring her words.

      “Because my grandfather didn’t want me hurt, so I studied with my brother in his home until he left. I practice as often as I can when I have the space.”

      Bailey closed her eyes as he ran a finger down her cheek.

      “This grandfather. Did he control all of your life?”

      Her eyes shot open. “H-how d-do you know that?”

      “A wild guess.”

      Bailey felt his eyes roam her face and settle on her lips.

      “Let me up.” Bailey whispered the words, but there was no force behind them; instead it sounded like she was begging him for something else.

      “I like having you here.” He cupped her neck and eased her closer. “Really like it.”
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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