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      Why am I still putting myself through this? Luke wondered as he walked through the front doors of the high school. It was like walking out of reality and into a nightmare. Familiar, nauseating dread hit him like a punch to the stomach, but he forced himself to stride down the first floor hallway. He headed toward the offices, taking in the blue linoleum tiles and tan lockers with conflicting impressions of homecoming and rejection.

      Above the service window of the front office hung two photographs captioned with “In Loving Memory.” The first was a picture of Michael Thompson wearing a navy-and-gold football jersey emblazoned with his number three. Luke studied the confident, not-quite-smiling face that would never age and never smile or scowl or cry again and wondered, as he always did, what Mike might have accomplished in his life had it not been cut so brutally short. He wondered, too, what Mike would have thought about the way their former teachers had relegated Luke to the shadows, to forever be second best despite all his accomplishments simply because he’d had the opportunity to achieve them.

      The photograph beside Mike’s was of Carol Landers. Staring at her lovely, youthful face, it was impossible not to see her as he last had, with dead eyes and a hole in her chest. He shuddered. All the things they’d never had a chance to say rushed through his mind, and he pinched his eyes closed. How different would things be if Mike and Carol hadn’t been murdered?

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

      He hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his khaki slacks and headed into the conference room. Mercifully, no one else had arrived yet. Dread curled more tightly around him, so he dropped his bag on a table, dragged one of his textbooks, his planner, and a notebook from his bag, slipped his reading glasses on, and sat down to review his lesson plans. He didn’t need to go over them again. He needed the distraction.

      Moments later, someone entered the room, but he didn’t look up immediately. Feeling eyes on him, he finally lifted his gaze to find Ryan Connelly watching him from the refreshments table. She stirred her coffee with a thin red straw and studied him unabashedly. They had both started teaching four years ago, and though she hadn’t gone out of her way to get to know him, there was a gentleness and compassion about her that appealed to him. She was attractive in other ways, too, with long blonde hair currently pulled back into a ponytail, intriguing sage-green eyes, and a slender build that was more athletic than curvy but invitingly feminine.

      “Good morning,” she said brightly.

      “Good morning,” he replied.

      “Ready for classes to start?”

      “Mostly.”

      It was never the classes or the students that were the problem, he thought bitterly, but he didn’t get the chance to say it. Greg Wells, the head football coach and athletic director, walked in and sat beside him, effectively ending his brief and stilted conversation with Ryan Connelly. With a polite smile, she excused herself and took a seat at a different table. Luke clenched his teeth, trying to ignore the sting of disappointment, wishing he could just take a chance and invite her to…. To what? Join him in exile? He shook his head and looked away from the pretty English teacher.

      “Here we go again, huh?” Coach Wells asked. “Have you had a chance to watch the teams practice yet?”

      Luke almost groaned. This conversation had become a ritual between them, and it cut him a little more deeply each time it played out. He wanted more than anything to take Greg Wells up on his offer to coach football, but he couldn’t. It was hard enough getting through each school year without the added attention coaching would undoubtedly bring. “Please don’t ask me again.”

      “I could really use your help, Luke. You were the best player I’ve ever had the pleasure of coaching.”

      “Past tense, Coach. I was.” Luke dropped his head into his palm and sighed. “I’m not going to have time this season. I have Alex—”

      “Who is on the team. Because you convinced him to play, I might add.”

      If he were anywhere else, Luke would have smiled at that. Alex had been with him since mid June, and the fourteen-year-old found new ways to impress him every day. He was polite, respectful, and did whatever was asked of him without complaint. Considering why he was in foster care instead of with his mother, Luke was all the more amazed. So was Coach Wells, who had lauded Alex’s heart and perseverance during two-a-day practices.

      “You can’t use Alex as an excuse,” Greg continued. “Next?”

      “I have the long-term sub to mentor.”

      “You’re mentoring her? Why’d you volunteer for that?”

      “I didn’t. Dr. Medina and Anna both asked me. What was I supposed to do? Tell them no?”

      Coach Wells shook his head. “I suppose not. I hope you’ll at least come to a couple practices and the home games this year since your foster son is playing.”

      “I’ll be at the home games to watch Alex,” Luke confirmed.

      Coach Wells clapped him on the shoulder before politely excusing himself to get a cup of coffee and take a seat at the administrators’ table. Luke drummed his fingers on his head. There was no point in considering Coach Wells’ plea when the future of his teaching career was in doubt. And it was. He was sick of all the whispers and outright animosity from the other teachers—especially those he’d had as a student here. He might not have fired the gun, but in their eyes, JP’s obsession with him was the reason Mike and Carol were dead, and that made him just as responsible.
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      “He’s back again. I’m shocked.”

      That exact thought had crossed Ryan’s mind when she’d walked into the conference room and spotted Luke Conner sitting alone at his table, but instead of the disdain that dripped from Lauren Johnson’s comment, her thought had been a mixture of surprise, relief, and a spark of something else that made her pulse jump. He was a distractingly sexy man with that boyishly handsome face, watchful blue eyes, golden-blond hair, and the hint of a toned body beneath the loose-fitting clothing. His hairstyle—a bowl cut without bangs—was dated, but it suited him, and she liked the way he occasionally raked his fingers through it. She also liked that he refused to stoop to the pettiness of those who harassed him. Honestly, there was a lot about him she liked.

      That was dangerous. Luke Conner was off limits.

      She refused to have her heart broken again, especially by someone who had once been a friend and teammate of the man who had broken it the first time. She had ignored her attraction to Luke for four years, and she would go right on ignoring it and the powerful urge to jump to his defense every time Lauren Johnson or any of the others made a snide remark about him, like they were right now.

      Lauren and the two other teachers at their table chattered away about Luke, commenting on everything from his mental stability to his weight and even his sexual preferences. Snarling more with each ridiculous statement, Ryan struggled to ignore the conversation and hold her tongue. Their depictions of the quiet man just didn’t mesh with what she knew of him. Callous? Not a chance. He had shown her nothing in the last four years that would make her believe that, and Greg Wells, whose opinion she trusted over those of the teachers at her table, held nothing but pride and respect for him.

      When Ruby Ellsworth again insinuated that Luke Conner was overweight, Ryan glanced at the man in question. The thought that the old English teacher needed to have her eyes checked fizzled when Ryan caught Luke watching them with a strange intensity. Their comments obviously bothered him, so why didn’t he contradict them? With the urge to speak up threatening to overwhelm her, she reminded herself of her promise to remain uninvolved. While none of the others at her table were more than acquaintances, they were friendly to her, and she suspected that might end if she actively took Luke’s side.

      When he met her gaze and she saw a blatant plea, Ryan clenched her fists. Nothing about this situation was right, and maybe it wasn’t her problem to deal with, but she was a coward for sitting silently by.

      To hell with it. She turned to her companions and snapped, “I cannot believe that you have nothing better to do with your time than gossip about Mr. Conner.”

      The three teachers stared blankly at her with their mouths open.

      “What is your problem?” Lauren asked at last, eyeing Ryan with a sneer.

      “Take a look at the way you treat him, and you’ll know exactly what my problem is. Excuse me.”

      Since the damage was already done, she gathered her things and walked over to Luke’s table. The flash of gratitude on his face was so fleeting that she couldn’t be sure she’d seen it, but she nodded briefly in acknowledgement.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked quietly.

      He gestured for her to sit. As she slid into a chair, she exhaled slowly and smiled. Right was right, and it felt good to finally say something. At that moment, she couldn’t be troubled to worry about the consequences of her actions. Gratification melded with the loneliness she was usually much better at ignoring, and she decided she’d rather have Luke as a friend than Lauren Johnson, Rick Dresden, Ruby Ellsworth, or any of the rest who could treat a coworker so cruelly.

      Right then, Dr. Medina arrived and called the meeting to order. Moments later, the principal was interrupted by the tardy arrival of the long-term sub. The young woman tried to slip into the conference room unnoticed, but just as she slid into the seat beside Luke—directly beside him, Ryan noted, as if he were a shield—Dr. Medina paused to introduce her. If the young woman’s blush was any indication, she had also noticed the principal’s subtle reprimand. Ryan felt a brief twinge of sympathy for the girl.

      When the meeting was over, Dr. Medina directed everyone to the class sponsor, club, and athletic meetings. Janelle Daniels excused herself and trotted after the principal. Moments later, Jordan Banks—the second oldest science teacher after Anna—strode over, planted his hands on the table, and leaned menacingly toward Luke.

      “I offered weeks ago to mentor whatever sub Medina hired, and you, what, just waltz into his office and ask to do it?” he asked with a sneer. “You won’t get department head when Anna retires next year.”

      “I never said I wanted it,” Luke replied.

      “You think you’re hot stuff, Conner?”

      “No, Mr. Banks, I don’t. I’m just trying to do my job.” Luke gathered his things and stood. “Excuse me.”

      Without another word, he left.

      “Cocky SOB, isn’t he?”

      Ryan stared at Mr. Banks for a moment. “Actually, he was rather humble. You, on the other hand….”

      She slung her bag over her shoulder and left before he could respond. She had to jog to catch up to Luke, whose long strides had already carried him halfway down the long main hall. They were both junior class sponsors this year, so she’d be spending the next half hour with him, but she wanted to talk to him alone for a minute.

      “Mr. Conner.”

      He continued walking.

      “Luke, please wait.”

      At that, he stopped and turned so quickly that she nearly smacked in to him. Standing less than a foot from him, she raised her gaze. She knew he was tall, but she hadn’t ever been close enough to realize that he was a good ten inches taller than her five and a half feet. The top couple of buttons on his cornflower-blue shirt were open, revealing a peek of pristine white T-shirt, and she wondered if a friendship with Luke was possible despite his connection to her ex. It might, she mused, if she could find a way to ignore the desire to peel off those shirts and find out what he looked like beneath them. Her heart beat a little faster when she met his questioning gaze.

      Cursing the flush of heat, she smiled. “I want to say I’m sorry. For the way the others treat you.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” he asked. Surprise lit up his eyes.

      “Because someone should. No one deserves to be treated like that.”

      He didn’t immediately respond, but the muscle in his jaw worked, belying his outwardly calm expression. When he spoke, his voice was gentle, barely more than a whisper. “Thank you. Not just for that but for what you said a little while ago. I appreciate it even though I’m sorry to drag you into my mess.”

      “I’m not sorry at all.”

      He didn’t smile, not really, but his eyes softened. “Shall we?” he asked, gesturing toward the library.

      She didn’t hesitate before stepping through the metaphorical door he held open for her, or the physical one. They strode into the library together, and it became immediately clear that she had drawn a line when she’s spoken up. Rick and Ruby actually shook their heads when they looked at her, and she almost laughed out loud. When she glanced at Luke’s paling face, the amusement died.

      “This is going to be a nightmare,” he muttered.

      She hadn’t paid much attention to the list of class sponsors, but at Luke’s comment, she realized that three of his four most outspoken antagonists were also slated to advise junior class activities.

      “No, it won’t, because the teams are even: you, me, and Ms. Daniels against Rick, Jordan, and Ruby.”

      When gratitude again brightened his expression, she grinned. She was well aware that she had a soft spot for wounded men, and she had the emotional scars to prove that some couldn’t—or wouldn’t—let go of their pasts. Considering that, it should be easy to stay away from Luke, but she’d let her guard down for a moment, and now it was impossible to raise it again. It was probably foolish in the extreme, but she was glad she’d let it down.
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      Luke was beyond glad to go home after work, though that simple act had no impact on the swirling bitterness that threatened to pull him under. Ryan Connelly’s remarks this morning and what he hoped was a genuine offer of friendship had certainly been a bright spot, but the day had gone downhill from there. At the science department meeting, he’d had to defend both himself and Janelle Daniels from Jordan Banks’s power trip. With Anna Fremont—the department chair—out for at least the first quarter, the position and duties fell by seniority to Jordan, who had insinuated with the subtlety of the noon siren that Janelle should ask to be reassigned to a “more qualified” mentor. To her credit, she had smiled sweetly and announced that she suspected she already had the best mentor.

      Luke shook his head. Thinking about Jordan Banks was not going to ease either the anxiety or the throbbing anger.

      He dropped his keys and bag on his desk in the living room. Raking his hands through his hair, he tried to subdue the racing emotions. Maybe he was insane. Surely someone in his right mind wouldn’t keep going back to a job to be harassed on a daily basis. Then again, his colleagues weren’t the reason he taught. So maybe he just was incredibly resilient. Or ridiculously stubborn.

      The first day back is always the worst, he reminded himself.

      He glanced at his watch. Alex would be at football practice until six, so he had almost two and a half hours to kill. Without thinking about it, he changed into his jogging pants, his favorite Montana State University T-shirt, and running shoes. He stretched for a few minutes, hoping that would be enough. When he realized it wasn’t, he grabbed his music player, plugged his earbuds into it, and slipped them into his ears. He’d make it a short run, just a half-mile up the road to Riverside Park and back.

      He trotted down his front steps and set off at an easy jog up the road west of his house on the edge of town. It didn’t take long to find his stride, and after only a hundred yards, the steady rhythm began to chip away at his dark thoughts. His footfalls matched the beat of the soaring, upbeat techno song, setting a faster pace than he’d intended, and before he realized how far he’d come, he crossed the bridge just past Riverside Park. Not ready to turn back yet, he turned right on the road just past the bridge. The sagebrush hills rose steeply above him, casting a shadow over the road until it curled away beside the river. The sun was hot, but the air was pleasantly cool for the end of August.

      The heat of exertion burned away the last traces of irritation and sorrow as he jogged the half-mile to the end of the road and back to the bridge. He was nearly home when a he heard a car behind him, so he left the pavement and ran in the grass beside the road. The car slowed, but he thought nothing of it until the driver honked. He stopped and turned to see an older silver-blue Toyota sedan. Behind the wheel was Ryan Connelly.

      He walked back to the driver-side door and hung his earbuds around his neck. The window was rolled down, and she smiled warmly at him. Her eyes were an intriguing shade of silvered green, almost the color of leafing sagebrush.

      “Ms. Connelly,” he greeted.

      “I really hope we’re past that kind of formality,” she returned with a twist of her lips.

      Playful, he thought. Feathers of soft, wind-blown blonde hair framed her graceful face. She had a natural, subtle beauty that drew the eye back for another look. A shy beauty, Luke decided, that a man could see every day for the rest of his life and never tire of. He shifted his weight. “What brings you out this way, Ryan?”

      “Had to make a dump run.” Her smiled widened. “I’d ask the same of you, but I’d say it’s pretty obvious. Having a good run?”

      “I am. Almost home now, though.”

      “I tried to find you right after work, but you’d already left. You know that back to school dance we talked about at the junior class sponsor meeting this morning?”

      “The one Rick Dresden was so vehemently opposed to?”

      “That’s the one. Dr. Medina talked him into it.”

      “By that I assume you mean our fearless leader didn’t give him a choice.”

      She nodded. “I got you out of having to chaperone because of your foster son’s football game, but that means you and I get to supervise the decorating after school Wednesday and Thursday.”

      Threads of anxiety tightened around him again. “Who else is supervising after school?”

      “Just us. Rick, Ruby, Jordan, and Janelle volunteered to chaperone the dance instead.”

      Just the two of them keeping an eye on the students? That might actually be fun. He didn’t bother to question why the thought of spending time alone with Ryan put him at ease but acknowledged that it did.

      “Are you up for grabbing a bite to eat this evening to discuss it? After you pick Alex up from practice, of course.”

      “Uh….” Luke snapped his mouth closed. Why was he hesitating? Old habits, he decided, because everything in him wanted to take her up on the offer. “Sure. That sounds great.”

      “What do you say to meeting me at the bowling alley at seven? That should give you and Alex plenty of time, right?”

      “Perfect. And fun.”

      “All right.” She flashed another smile. “I’ll see you both then.”

      Luke stared after her until her car disappeared around the bend in the road. He’d never had a reason—or an excuse—to talk to her much, and now found himself wishing he’d made one. He liked her honesty and her loyalty, though he didn’t fully understand why she would feel it was her place to defend him. Then again, the way she’d looked at him this morning, with curiosity and what he suspected was appreciation….

      She made him wish he were willing to try dating again. At the very least, now that she’d breached the barrier he’d constructed, he wanted her friendship and knew he’d be lucky to have it. Especially because it would—probably had already—cost her the tolerance of their colleagues.

      Something tells me she couldn’t care less about what they think of her. Or of me.

      With a shake of his head and a chuckle, he slipped his earbuds back in and jogged the last hundred yards to his house.

      His family was sitting on his front steps. Kyle charged at him, but Luke swept the dark-haired boy off the ground and packed him over his shoulder to their parents. The eight-year-old squirmed and laughed but knew better than to attempt an escape.

      “The door’s open,” Luke remarked.

      “We know, but it’s nice out,” June replied. “And we pulled up just in time to see you heading up the road, so we figured you wouldn’t be gone too long. Rough day?”

      “Yep. Jordan was in top form. Hi, Corrie.” He set Kyle down so he could hug his little sister. “Why don’t you and Kyle go inside and grab a snack?”

      When they disappeared through the front door, he sat on the steps with his parents.

      “What did they say this time?” June asked softly.

      “The same things they always do.”

      “It’s sad, Luke, and it makes me angry.”

      “I’m not who I used to be.” He shrugged. “You remember Ryan Connelly, don’t you?” When she nodded, he said, “She scolded them for gossiping about me.”

      “I knew I liked her.”

      “We know you have work to do, but since we had to come to town to pick up a few things, we thought we’d make it a date night,” Ben said. “Would you mind taking Kyle and Corrie for a few hours?”

      “Any other night, I’d love to,” Luke replied. “Can I owe you? I have dinner plans with Ryan to talk about our duties for the back to school dance.”

      “Really,” June remarked. “Who’s idea was dinner?”

      “Hers.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It’s work-related, Mom. Nothing more.”

      “Uh-huh. Why do I find it hard to believe that the dance is the only thing she wants to talk about?” Suddenly, she bounced to her feet and held her hand out to her husband. “Either way, you should ask her to go hiking with us on Saturday. And while you’re at it, invite her up to the cabin for the weekend.”

      “I highly doubt she’d say yes.”

      A spark of glee ignited in his mother’s eyes. “Something tells me she might surprise you.”

      “Mom…”

      “Oh, relax, Luke. I can see in your eyes that you—”

      “Mom—”

      “—think she’s a good person.”

      “That’s not what you were going to say.”

      “Probably not, but we need to get going,” Ben remarked. “Leave him be for now, love. You can bug him when he comes up to the cabin on Friday.”

      Ben called his younger children outside, and Luke followed his family to their truck. June leaned out her window to kiss his cheek.

      “Love you, sweetheart.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Luke headed inside after waving farewell to his parents. He snagged a carrot and dipped it in the ranch dressing his brother and sister had left out before heading to the sink to fill a glass with water. While he pondered his encounters with Ryan Connelly, he swallowed the water and crunched thoughtfully on his snack. How stupid would it be to invite her up to the cabin this weekend? Very, but he wanted to. Pushing people away had become such a habit that it felt strange to want to reach out to her. Strange but invigorating.

      He showered, then sat at his desk to work on the lesson plans Anna Fremont wanted him to adapt for Janelle. The recent college graduate was perfectly capable of coming up with her own lessons, but Anna wanted to be able to jump right in when she came back at the end of the quarter. It should have been a simple task, but Anna had been using the same lesson plans for the last twenty-five years, so he had to modify them to incorporate the standards that had changed since their creation. He hoped he never became so set in his ways if he taught that long. As soon as the thought entered his mind, he shoved it right back out. It was going to be a fun evening, and there was no room for bitterness.

      It was still too early to get Alex, but he headed to the football field to watch the end of practice. He took a seat in the bleachers at the fifty-yard line and spotted his foster son just in time to see Alex reach for a pass, frowning when the ball slipped through his hands. Coach Wells called for a brief water break and directed Alex to the stands.

      “What’s up?” the teenager asked when he reached Luke.

      “Got here early, so I thought I’d watch for a bit,” Luke replied.

      Alex smiled and scrubbed a hand through his brown hair. There was an excitement in his blue eyes that Luke had only just begun to see since the first practice last Monday.

      “Having fun, aren’t you?” he inquired teasingly.

      “Yeah. I keep dropping the ball, though, and I think Coach Oxhart is getting frustrated.”

      “You’re dropping it because you’re reaching for it even when Brady puts it right in your hands. You know the routes, so put your body where the ball is going, keep your arms and hands closer in, and let the ball come to you. Don’t reach for it unless you have to.”

      “Maybe you should coach,” Alex remarked with a sly gleam in his eyes. “Then maybe I’d get it.”

      “Don’t you start in on me, too,” Luke muttered. “You’d better get back to practice.”

      Alex headed over to the bench to get a drink, and not a minute later, Coach Wells strode over to the stands. There was a smug twist to his mouth, and Luke suspected Greg had put Alex up to the comment about coaching.

      “Why don’t you come down on the field?” his former coach asked.

      Luke reluctantly agreed and followed Greg over to the team. Several of the players paused for a moment to greet him, and some even expressed excitement about starting his classes in two days, reminding him why he endured the torment from his colleagues.

      “I’m surprised to see you on the field, Conner. I heard you were all washed up.”

      He turned his attention to Derek Jensen. Irritation surged at the defensive coach’s taunt, but he swallowed the urge to return the insult.

      “Would you mind doing me a favor?” Coach Wells inquired.

      “Depends on the favor,” Luke replied.

      “I want to prove a point because Jensen seems to be laboring under a delusion.”

      “I’d really rather not be dragged into this, Coach.”

      Jensen snorted and muttered under his breath, “At least you know you’ve lost your edge.”

      Luke clenched his jaw. Jensen was his age—just a few months older. They’d both enjoyed successful college football careers, and he now wondered if Derek’s attitude was simple rivalry. He forced himself to take a deep breath, but the words were out of his mouth before he could question the impulse behind them. “Just this once, Coach Wells. Alex! End zone!”

      “Never gonna happen,” Derek remarked.

      Alex lifted his hands in inquiry, so Luke motioned throwing a ball. With a nod, the teenager sprinted down the field. Thrill speared Luke when Coach Wells jokingly snapped the ball, and he reveled in the familiar texture beneath his splayed fingers as he jogged back a couple steps. Jensen charged for a tackle, and Luke launched the ball to Alex. He ducked just before his opponent slammed into him and flipped Derek over his back, shaking his head at the sloppy tackle. Alex effortlessly caught the ball in the end zone, effectively putting Luke’s advice to use, and Luke turned to find Derek lying on his back in the grass, gasping to regain his breath.

      “How’d that work out for you?” Luke asked. He bit back the rest of what he wanted to say, but couldn’t stop thinking it. Who’s washed up?

      Inexplicably, the other man smiled. Shaking his head, Luke offered him a hand up, surprised when Derek took it. The rest of the team and the other coaches had gathered around to comment on the play and heckle the defensive coach.

      “I’d say that was at least a seventy-yard pass,” Coach Wells remarked a little too casually. He laid a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “I wasn’t lying when I said Luke is the best player I’ve ever coached, Derek.”

      “I get it. And I take it back, what I said,” Derek replied, still wheezing a little. He let out a gasping chuckle. “You are most definitely not washed up.”

      “Thanks. You all right?”

      “Yeah.” Derek brushed himself off and stooped to retrieve his whistle and hat. “I owe you an apology. I just can’t understand why, with your talent and record as a player, you don’t want to coach. It’s like you just gave up.”

      Luke started to argue that he hadn’t, but in a way, he had given up. It wasn’t insanity or resilience or even stubbornness that prevented him from coaching. It was resignation. The plans he’d made for himself before that tragic summer had fractured, and when he’d been faced with the decision of where to teach, not one choice available had offered the proximity to Northstar, the classes he wanted, and coaching, so he’d been forced to choose. Football had lost.

      “I guess I did give up,” Luke conceded. “Just a little.”

      After the others had returned to practice, Greg observed, “You miss it.”

      “I never said I didn’t. Football isn’t the problem.”

      “Then maybe it should be the solution. It helped your senior year to take your mind off what happened, so maybe it’ll help you again.” Coach Wells winked. “So might a certain English teacher. She’s not as blind as the rest of them, you know.”

      “I’m beginning to get that impression,” Luke replied. “And I promise, I will think about coaching.”

      “Remind me to thank Ryan.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that is the first time you’ve said you’ll think about it.”
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      For a Monday night, the eight-lane bowling alley was busy. Ryan stepped up to the counter to get her shoes and a lane for her, Luke, and Alex and nearly had to shout to be heard over the music, chatter, and crashing pins.

      “Lane six,” the attendant told her.

      “Thank you.”

      She took her rental shoes to the assigned lane and set them on one of the chairs at the high-top table above it, then stripped out of her pullover and hung it on the back of the chair. When she sat to change her shoes, the tabletop snagged her attention. Like all the other tables in the bowling alley and its eatery, this one contained a collage of photographs, articles, and mementos of local attractions. Lane six’s theme was apparently Devyn High School athletics.

      How’s that for coincidence?

      Trailing her fingers lightly over the glass, she noticed a picture of the football team on the field and jerked back when she spotted her ex flanked by a younger Luke and a boy she recognized but had never met. The trio had their arms around each other’s shoulders and beamed at the camera as the oldest boy held the state championship trophy high. A chill seeped through her as she stared at Luke and her ex. She’d seen pictures of them together at school and around town and knew they’d been good friends, but opening her mouth this morning had changed the dynamic, made it personal to her. She could just imagine getting entangled between them, either because of her lingering issues with her ex or because of whatever issues Luke might still have with him.

      What was I thinking? I can’t be friends with Luke. It’s just too complicated.

      “Since you already paid for bowling, it’s only fair I pay for dinner.”

      Shock jolted her at the sound of Luke’s voice, but amazingly, she contained the scream. Suppressing her fright, she replied, “You’ve got a deal.”

      Now that he was here, it was impossible to hold on to the thought that they couldn’t be friends. If she were honest with herself, she wanted to be and had for a long time. She glanced at the photo again, and Luke’s wide-open smile in it quieted her fears. It was ridiculous to continue allowing what had happened with her ex to prevent her from making new friends and moving on with her life. She lifted her gaze to Luke’s face again and caught him watching her with a quizzical frown.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You look… spooked.”

      Insightful, aren’t you? She smoothed her expression and smiled. “Well, you startled me.”

      He clearly didn’t buy it, but he nodded and said, “Anyhow, this is my foster son, Alex Beaumont. Alex, this is Ryan Connelly. You’ll have her for freshman English.”

      Ryan stood to properly shake Alex’s hand. He was a good-looking kid with brown hair, blue eyes, and a hesitant but open smile. He was a couple inches shorter than Ryan yet, but his long-limbed, lean build told her he wouldn’t be for long.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Connelly,” he said.

      “I’m sure you can call her Ryan outside of school,” Luke remarked. “She informed me this afternoon that we’ve moved beyond stiff formality.”

      Ryan laughed. “Indeed we have, so yes, Alex, please call me Ryan.”

      “Thank you,” the teenager replied.

      “You’re welcome. And you’re up first to bowl.”

      After he’d changed shoes and left to find a ball, Ryan turned to Luke. “He is quite a polite young man. Your doing?”

      “Surprisingly, I had very little to do with it. So, what shall we have for dinner?”

      “Are you in the mood for pizza?”

      “Sure. What kind?”

      “Pepperoni? With bread sticks and root beer, if that’s not asking too much.”

      “Not at all. Be right back.”

      She watched him walk over to the eatery’s order window, and a feline grin curved her lips as she recalled her encounter with him that afternoon. If she’d thought about it, she would’ve waited to honk and enjoyed the view a little longer. With that effortless, graceful gait, it was easy to believe what Coach Wells had told her, that Luke was a natural athlete.

      Shaking her head, she turned her attention to his foster son. When Alex bowled a strike, she figured she’d be bringing up the rear tonight. It didn’t matter, of course, because she suspected she would have a great time no matter what the score. It had been too long since she’d had a chance to get out like this, with friends. It had probably been a while for Luke, too.

      We misfits need to stick together, she mused.

      She selected a bowling ball and stepped up to the line. Exhaling in mock seriousness—which got a laugh from Alex—she aimed, swung the ball back, and let it go, then watched as it took out all ten pins. Her strike was met by cheers from her companions. Luke’s answering spare brought joking condolences.

      “Someone has to lose,” he remarked. “And when it comes to bowling… it’s usually me.”

      “You’d think, with your prowess on the football field, you could conquer any sport,” Ryan teased. “After four state championships in high school and a national championship in college, knocking down ten pins should be a piece of cake.”

      “Uh, no. Bowling requires a completely different throwing technique and mindset than football.”

      His jocular tone and the relaxed smile that played across his face led her to believe that he wasn’t nearly as bad at bowling as he said, and she added his humility to the list of things she appreciated about him. Ryan laughed softly and dropped her gaze to the table. The man sitting across from her more closely resembled the boy in that picture than he had in all the time they’d worked together, and it struck her that she’d never seen him so at ease. He was so withdrawn at school that she hadn’t given much thought to how he might be away from it, and she was excited to find out.

      “I think this is the first time I’ve seen you look so much like this kid,” she said, tapping the picture. “I mean, you haven’t changed much at all, but I’ve never seen you smile like this. Or much at all.”

      Luke frowned briefly when he looked at the image, but it shifted into a wistful smile. He didn’t respond but neither did he give her any indication that the topic was prohibited.

      “You guys are still featured all over town.”

      “Four straight state titles is a rare feat.”

      “This one here. That’s Mike Thompson, isn’t it? I remember the buzz about him coming to play for the Griz. Such a tragedy.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He looks so different in this shot. Happy instead of serious.”

      “I don’t get to remember him like that much because the only time he smiled for pictures was after a win when the photographer caught him off guard. Shane, too.” Luke paused, and sadness shadowed his eyes. “Neither of us smiled as much after that summer.”

      “You three were close?”

      “Mike and I got along well enough, but Shane was my best friend.”

      Her heart pounded, and she was both hopeful to hear more and afraid of what he might say. “Was?” she asked as lightly as she could manage.

      “It’s a long story.”

      Luke abruptly got up to bowl.

      Point taken. As badly as she wanted to press him for more, she couldn’t without raising his suspicion. Truthfully, she was relieved. It wasn’t something she should be thinking about tonight let alone talking about, so she tamed her anxiety and restricted the conversation to lighter topics when Luke returned.

      “Speaking of football….” she said. “I heard a rumor about you.”

      “You don’t strike me as the kind to listen to rumors.”

      “Normally, I’m not, but I’m hoping this one is true. Did a certain assistant football coach call you washed up and end up on his back when he tried to tackle you after you threw a seventy-yard pass to your foster son?”

      “How did you hear about that already?”

      “I bumped into Brady Paulsen and his mother at the store before I came here. So, it’s true?”

      “It might be.”

      “Alex, is it true?”

      “Yep.”

      Alex was only too happy to share the whole story in detail, and the pride in his voice painted a very enticing picture of Luke as a caring guardian. The almost indulgent patience with which he listed confirmed it, as did the absolute lack of arrogance and the way he praised Alex’s perfect catch. Their colleagues were idiots. Oblivious, malicious idiots.

      Having finished his story, Alex hopped down the step to the lane to bowl again.

      “I have to say that I’m a little surprised you agreed to come out with me tonight,” Ryan remarked. “You usually keep to yourself unless you can’t avoid it.”

      “It has nothing to do with you, and I’m sorry if I ever made you think that.”

      “You didn’t, and it really isn’t that hard to figure out why you might prefer to be alone.”

      “I don’t prefer to be alone,” he said so quietly she almost missed it. “I prefer to get through the day without being harassed. Being alone seems to be the only way to achieve that.”

      “I don’t understand it,” she murmured. “Well, I understand what you’re saying. I don’t understand them.”

      He shrugged.

      “Is that why you keep turning Coach Wells down?”

      “It’s hard enough to get through the day without putting myself out there as a target.”

      “You shouldn’t let them stop you from doing something you love.”

      “I know I shouldn’t, and believe me, I want to coach. Don’t tell Coach Wells this—because he’ll just bug me more—but the more he asks, the harder it is to say no.”

      “So say yes.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “I didn’t say it was.”

      Their food arrived, putting a hold on the conversation for the time being. When it resumed, they again shifted to more pleasant subjects like their game, which Alex was currently winning by fifty points.

      After they’d eaten and bowled two games, Ryan and Luke took a break to cover the purpose of their evening while Alex bowled a game by himself. Without the three older junior class sponsors there to argue every point, they sketched out their plans in a handful of minutes. With that out of the way, they got back to enjoying the evening, talking about everything from their families and school to their favorite activities. When Luke listed hiking as a favorite summer pastime, she wondered if he’d be up to going hiking with her sometime.

      “Crap,” Luke said, staring at his watch. “It’s almost ten. I need to get Alex home.”

      Already?

      They gathered their belongings, returned their bowling balls and shoes, and headed out to their vehicles. Ryan leaned against her car, not ready for the evening to end, and watched Alex climb into the passenger seat of Luke’s black Jeep Wrangler. Luke didn’t immediately get into his vehicle, either, and Ryan smiled, strangely gratified by his hesitation.

      “I had a great time tonight,” she said. “I hope you did, too.”

      “I really did. And I know Alex did. I’ll probably be hearing about how thoroughly he beat me for the next week.”

      “Right now, I feel like I should have stood up for you a long time ago.”

      “For curiosity’s sake—and running the risk of sounding ungrateful—why didn’t you? And why now?”

      “I finally got tired of being a coward. I was afraid, not of you, personally, but….” She lowered her gaze. How could she explain why she’d kept her distance and her silence without insulting him or revealing her tie to his former best friend? Taking a deep breath, she said slowly, “My last boyfriend broke my heart pretty thoroughly, and I guess you could say I got in the habit of keeping people at arm’s length because I was afraid of being hurt again.”

      “I hope you know I’d never hurt you.”

      “You wouldn’t mean to, but it’s impossible to say you never would. I never thought he would hurt me, either, but he did.”

      “I’m sorry. Unfortunately, I understand well why it’s safer to keep people away, and if I could, I’d take that need away from us both.”

      Coming from him, the offer of sympathy meant a lot because he did understand, perhaps even better than she understood it herself. Without considering what she was doing, she pushed off her car and hugged him. She half-expected him to pull away, but instead, he hugged her back, preventing the embrace from becoming awkward. In fact, once Ryan was able to suppress the unexpected surge of bitterness and heartbreak, it felt amazingly natural to be in Luke’s arms. She nearly jerked away at that thought but too much of her enjoyed this.

      “Looks like I’m not the only one who could use a friend around here,” he murmured.

      She stepped back but let her hand rest a moment on his shoulder. “No, you aren’t.” Finally and reluctantly, she broke contact. “And seeing as we’re officially friends now, we need to make plans to go hiking together. I haven’t been out in too long, and I hear there are some great trails in the Northstar Mountains.”

      “There are. And actually, we’re hiking to Sawtooth Lake on Saturday. It’ll probably be the last hike of the year, and you’re welcome to come along.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Mom asked me to invite you up to the cabin for the weekend, as well, since it’s usually an all-day hike.”

      Her automatic response should have been no, and the invitation should have triggered a warning claxon, but neither came. She tried to remind herself that there was a reason she’d stayed away from Luke for the last four years, but that didn’t work, either, and the faint hope on Luke’s face made it impossible for her to decline. At any rate, it was too late to turn back now, so she smiled. “I’d love that.”

      Amusement quickly replaced the flash of relief. “Mom was right again. I didn’t think you’d say yes, but she said you’d surprise me.”

      Ryan tilted her head. June Conner—whose teaching position Luke had filled—had substituted a lot during Ryan’s first couple years, and Ryan had liked her at once, just as she’d been immediately drawn to Luke. As she recalled, June was a very kind and remarkably insightful woman, and Ryan wondered how Luke’s mother had known she would accept the invitation. Had Luke said something? She doubted it because, unless he was lying—she dismissed the thought as soon as it entered her mind—the invitation had originated from June. Shrugging, she decided it didn’t matter.

      “I surprised myself, too, honestly. And I’m going to do it again right now. Join me for lunch tomorrow?”

      “I’d love to.”

      As Ryan drove home, a tiny voice in the far reaches of her mind chided her for being reckless. A much louder voice applauded her.
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      When he walked through the gate, he felt it—the familiar exhilaration that sharpened his senses. Two hours later, as the fourth quarter ticked away, the thrill and nostalgia were still with him. It was strange to be sitting in the stands instead of on the field, but the brilliant glow of the stadium lights against the fading blue-green twilight was exactly the same. He tilted his head back and let his eyes drift closed. The ceaseless chatter of the crowd, the yells of the coaches and players, the shrill cries of the referees’ whistles, and the cracks of tackles filled his mind as the pungent scents of perpetually damp earth, fresh-cut grass, and the warmer fragrances of the concessions stand filled his lungs.

      Would it be so bad to coach? So what if he decided not to teach after this year. Wouldn’t one more year doing what he loved be better than looking back with regret?

      Ryan touched his arm, and he returned his attention to the game just in time to see one of his students—Bryce Jefferson—intercept a pass and dash down the field, agilely ducking tackles. When he crossed the goal line for the touchdown, Luke found himself cheering with the roaring crowd. The kick for the extra point was good, securing a twenty-eight-to-twenty win as the last seconds of the game dwindled away.

      Luke quirked an eyebrow when he spotted Coach Wells trotting in his direction.

      “Ryan, my dear, I’m very glad to see you brought Luke with you,” the head coach remarked, beaming as he turned to Luke. “What do you think?”

      “Great way to start the season,” Luke replied.

      When he saw Derek Jensen jogging over with Alex, Bryce Jefferson, and the quarterback Brady Paulsen on his heels, he frowned at Greg. The head coach grinned. The full-on assault is overkill.

      “Why don’t you ask him again?” Ryan said. “Something tells me he might not be able to say no this time.”

      “Traitor,” Luke muttered.

      “Been thinking about it, has he?” Jensen remarked. “C’mon, Conner. We could really use you.”

      Luke turned to Coach Wells. “I’m not saying yes, but JV or varsity?”

      “Varsity, of course.”

      “You already have a coach for the varsity offense. Oxhart.”

      “Who wanted to retire last year.”

      “The other junior class sponsors will just have to deal with you not being able to help as much until football is over,” Ryan said, beaming up at him.

      “Please, Mr. Conner?” the quarterback asked.

      “Yeah, come on, Luke,” Alex added. “Please?”

      He met Alex’s gaze head on, and the realization of what June must’ve felt fifteen years ago hit him like a sledgehammer. Luke already had a soft spot the size of Montana for him. And the kid was already taking advantage of it. Talk about tugging on the heartstrings.

      “What do you say? Coach Conner has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” Coach Wells remarked.

      Luke looked from one pleading face to the next. With the excitement of the game still pulsing through him, his usual reasons for not wanting to coach seemed… pathetic.

      “All right,” he said. “You win. I’ll coach.”

      “Fantastic!” Greg said. “I’ll get all the coaching shirts and jackets and whatnot for you. We gotta run.”

      “See you Monday. Alex, I’ll pick you up at the school in twenty minutes?”

      “Yep.”

      Luke stared after them all, wondering what had just happened. Interestingly, the prickle of dread was minimal, unable to compete with the brilliant glow of excitement. If nothing else, coaching would likely mean less time spent with the other junior class sponsors, which would be a blessing. He gathered the blankets he and Ryan had used as cushions and followed his companion down the stairs and around the track. He heard voices behind him, hushed with the whispery tone of conspiracy.

      “That’s him?”

      He glanced behind him and found his fellow science teacher Lauren Johnson walking with her shoulder pressed against her friend’s and watching him with a smirk.

      “Sexy. I’ll bet Marissa was disappointed.”

      “More pissed at first, but yeah.”

      Curling his lip in revulsion, Luke stepped around Ryan and pushed through the crowd streaming out the gate. He was in a remarkably good mood—or had been. With Ryan following close behind, he escaped the field, then shortened his stride. He was relieved when he climbed into his Jeep. Ryan slid into the passenger side.

      “Just need to make a couple of stops. Then we’ll be on our way up to the cabin,” Luke said lightly.

      “I can’t wait.”

      Luke let out a breath and relaxed a little as he pulled away from the football field and headed across town toward his house. Just a few more minutes, he reminded himself, and he’d be on his way home to Northstar.

      “So… who’s Marissa?”

      He sighed. “Heard that, did you?”

      “Lauren wasn’t exactly being subtle. So, who is she?”

      “A mistake I made in college.”

      “How does Lauren know her?”

      “They were roommates.”

      “Ah. And I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Not particularly.”

      He pulled into his driveway, shifted the Jeep into neutral, and set the parking brake. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Sure. Oh, I didn’t know this was your house.”

      “Just bought it this summer,” he replied and grabbed the blankets out of the back seat before joining her on the front steps. “Eventually, I want to buy land out in Northstar and build a cabin, but I’d have to commute.” If I keep teaching, that is, he thought, though he didn’t say it.

      “The cabin would be my choice, but I really like what you’ve done with this house. I thought the gray siding would be a little dark, but when you put the white trim up, it came together. And the red door is very warm and welcoming. So much better than the plain white it used to be.”

      Luke opened the door. “Thanks. Come on in, and I’ll give you a quick tour.”

      He led her through the living room. His television sat in the corner to the left of the door, the couch sat on the right wall with a long, narrow coffee table in front of it, and there was a recliner against the far wall with a small end table to its right beside the woodstove. His desk stood under the window on the left wall, facing west. Facing Northstar.

      They walked back through the opening between the living room and what could barely be called a hallway. His bedroom was on the right, facing the front of the house. The bathroom was through the middle door at the end of the “hall,” and Alex’s room was through the door to the left. The kitchen was straight back from the living room and spacious enough to accommodate his table. Everything inside the house was clean and functional but dated and overwhelmingly white, though he planned to remedy that during the coming cold months.

      “It’s nice,” Ryan remarked. She peeked through the window on the back door. “Is that… a work shop?”

      “A small one, yes.”

      “Hmm. You are a very intriguing man, Luke.”

      He ducked into his bedroom, dropped the blankets on his bed, and returned to the living room to grab his school bag off his desk. They were only three days into the new school year, and he already had a stack of papers to grade. He checked to make sure he’d turned everything off and was ready to head out the door when he turned to find Ryan standing in front of the couch, gazing at his high school football jerseys, which hung on the wall above it.

      “Your name was Montana before June and Ben married? You’d think I would have noticed that from the team photos at the high school or the newspaper articles I’ve seen about you guys.”

      He joined her in front of the couch, perplexed. She certainly seemed to know a lot about his high school football team—as much as anyone who’d cheered them on. When his eyes locked on his jerseys, panic clawed at him, driving his curiosity out of his mind. What had he done?

      “I feel like I’ve been railroaded,” he remarked quietly.

      Ryan abruptly turned to face him. “I’m sorry, Luke. I should’ve kept my mouth shut and minded my own business.”

      Frowning, he prodded the conflicting emotions and tried to find the words to express what he felt. There was annoyance, a little fear, and a surprisingly strong thread of anticipation. He thought there might be a hint of gratitude mixed in, too.

      “I shouldn’t feel like that because Coach Wells has always supported me.” Frustration wormed its way through the myriad of other emotions, and he stopped to reorganize his thoughts.

      “You can always tell Coach Wells on Monday that you changed your mind.”

      That she hoped he wouldn’t was clear in the disappointed droop of her shoulders.

      Unable to wrangle his disoriented emotions, he shooed her out the door, more anxious than ever to get out of Devyn.

      He could change his mind, but he knew he wouldn’t because he loved the sport and was relieved to have finally said yes to Coach Wells. That was worth a lot.
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      She really should have done a little more thinking before she’d opened her mouth to Coach Wells, Ryan thought, trying to quell the gnawing guilt. Over the past few days, she had learned more about Luke than she had in the four years they’d worked together, but his comments at his house drove home that she still didn’t know him much at all.

      He hadn’t said more than a few words since they’d left his house, and with Alex asleep in the back seat of the Jeep and the radio turned down, she was keenly aware of his silence. She shouldn’t have done that to him because, friend or not, it wasn’t her place to force his decisions.

      “I really am sorry,” she murmured.

      “Don’t be,” Luke replied. “It is what it is, and maybe I just needed a push.”

      “Still, it’s none of my business.”

      “Maybe not,” he said. “But maybe so. Anyhow, don’t worry about it. I can fret about Monday on Monday.”

      What did that mean, maybe so? Ryan shook her head and decided she’d follow Luke’s advice and leave it alone until later. At any rate, it was difficult to worry on such a breathtaking night. The forested foothills stood black against the peaks, which glowed a silvery blue beneath the waning gibbous moon, and the sky was a stunning, rich blue velvet flooded with glittering stars.

      Shifting her gaze back to Luke, she was relieved to see that a faint smile had replaced the anxiety. He drove with his elbow propped on the windowsill and one hand resting on the steering wheel with comfortable confidence while the other hand lightly gripped the gearshift. She was fascinated by how the soft glow of the headlights and dash meters played with the cool moonlight over his features. Why were the smooth lines of his face so familiar, like they’d been the best of friends since childhood instead of polite acquaintances for only a handful of years?

      Luke turned off the main highway onto the Northstar Scenic Byway, and the growing smile that further gentled his features triggered a spark of longing and desire Ryan hadn’t experienced in a long time. Maybe Shane hadn’t damaged her so thoroughly after all.

      “Do you come up here every weekend?” she asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      After a few miles, he turned right onto a dirt road, and the dust kicked up by the Jeep glowed eerily red in the taillights. They passed a darkened convenience store with a sign proclaiming, “If you forgot it, Ma’s got it!”, and a little past that, he turned right again. The road curved back to the north, winding through sagebrush before diving into the woods and forking. Luke took the unmarked road to the left, and Ryan saw that the other fork led to the Sawtooth Lake Trailhead.

      “Is that the trail we’re hiking tomorrow?”

      “Yep. We’re on Wellman Creek Road now, so only about three more miles to the cabin.”

      “It’s starting to feel like we were heading into the wilds. No wonder you love it up here.”

      “There’s a lot to love.”

      As Luke navigated the rough dirt road, Ryan found herself thinking about how incredible it must be to live in a place like this. She’s spent most of her childhood within the city limits of Missoula, but her fondest memories were of her grandparents’ acreage near Potomac. Their property sat in the bowl of the valley and was much more open, but she’d known such freedom there.

      When Luke drove through an open gate, then stopped to close it behind them, her excitement spiked. They must be close. Not far beyond the gate were mounds of pale yellow mine tailings, and Luke turned up a steep driveway just before them. After two switchbacks, the road curved a little to the right, and a cozy, two-story log cabin with big, bright front windows came into view.

      “Wow,” Ryan breathed.

      “Home sweet home,” Luke murmured.

      He parked beside the two trucks off to the right and shut the Jeep down. By the time they’d both climbed out of the vehicle into the cool night, a slender blonde woman Ryan recognized as June Conner had stepped out onto the front deck. Ryan guessed the tall, dark-haired man with his arm around her waist was her husband, Ben. She knew Luke was adopted, but there was such a strong resemblance between him and the couple that they could be his biological parents—except, of course, that June and Ben were a bit too young to have a son Luke’s age.

      “Time to wake up, Alex,” she heard Luke say. “We’re here.”

      Ryan went to get her bags out of the backseat only to see that Luke had already grabbed them. When she offered to take them, he only smiled and started toward the cabin with his foster son following groggily. With a shrug, Ryan joined everyone on the deck. After embracing his parents, Luke turned to introduce Ryan. June spoke before he could.

      “It’s good to see you again, sweetheart,” she said and offered Ryan a hug. “Welcome to the cabin. This shaggy old man beside me is my husband, Ben.”

      “Shaggy? Old? I can think of a few ways to prove you wrong, Mrs. Conner, but we have company.” Turning to Ryan and shaking her hand, he added, “It’s good to meet you. Come on in and make yourself comfortable while we finish heating up some dinner.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Ryan said.

      “Nonsense,” June replied. “I know Luke is hungry, and I imagine you probably are, too. Football concessions only last so long.”

      “Very true, and in that case, thank you.”

      It occurred to Ryan as she followed the Conners and Alex inside that June and Ben weren’t merely being polite. The flow of affection and love was palpable. Even before her brother Nathan’s death and her parents’ subsequent divorce, she couldn’t recall her parents ever acting so… in love. She felt a little like a dry sponge soaking up every last drop.

      It took only one glance around the open layout of the cabin, and she was smitten with it. The ceiling over the front half of the cabin was vaulted. The couch and loveseat, which sat perpendicular to each other around the woodstove in the front left corner, created a nice separation from the office area to the right of the front room. A spiral staircase, a snack bar with cupboards above and below, and two stools sectioned off the kitchen. The dining room table sat in the kitchen, and she spotted a door near that and guessed it must be a utility room of sorts, maybe the bathroom.

      Lifting her gaze to the loft, she spotted two doors. Those must be the bedrooms. Above them was another, much smaller loft. The logs of its railing were paler, new perhaps.

      “Recent modifications?” she asked Luke.

      “Yep. It used to be open above the bedrooms, but Kyle decided he’s getting too old to share a room with his sister, so Mom and Dad built the loft and are in the process of finishing it for Corrie. Kyle wants it, but since he’s the one who complained…. Speaking of my siblings, I’m surprised they’re not….”

      No sooner had he mentioned their names than two pajama-clad children—a dark-haired boy of eight or so and a blonde-haired girl of maybe six—peeked over the railing of the upper loft. Luke dropped his bag and Ryan’s on the couch.

      “You’re home!” the boy shouted.

      The siblings squabbled over who should climb down the ladder first, then raced down the stairs and into the living room. Before they could slam into Luke, he caught them both around the waist and hoisted them off the ground.

      “Ryan, these little monsters are my siblings, Kyle and Corrie. Kyle, Corrie, meet Ryan. She teaches English at the high school.” He grinned at Ben. “What should I do with them, Dad? Drop them on the couch and tickle ‘em until they squeal or toss them outside and lock the doors?”

      “Tickle ‘em. That’s a better torture,” Ben replied. “They’ve been terrors tonight.”

      Ryan stared in awe as Luke tickled his siblings. Their delighted squeals mingled with his laughter and filled the cabin. This was not the withdrawn, guarded science teacher she knew but a playful brother and son, and she was very glad she’d decided to come. An indescribable emotion quivered warmly around her as feminine appreciation melded with affectionate pride. She’d always known in her heart that there was more to him than met the eye, but the maternal yearning that tightened her chest was unexpected. It wasn’t hard to imagine what kind of father he’d be, and Ryan cringed when the longing she’d felt earlier intensified into a sharp pang.

      When Kyle and Corrie sagged into the couch, breathless with laughter and unable to defend themselves any longer, Luke rose to his feet and gestured for Ryan to join him in the kitchen. He took a seat at the table, and Ryan sat beside him to watch June and Ben flirt as they heated leftovers.

      “Shameful, isn’t it?” Luke said, inclining his head at his parents.

      “Are they always like that?” Ryan inquired when Ben dove in to kiss June on the cheek and his wife turned her face just in time to kiss him on the lips.

      “Always. And they’re getting worse as the years go by.”

      “They have something very special.”

      “We do indeed,” June said, handing Ryan a plate.

      After sending their younger children and Alex up to bed, June and Ben sat at the table to talk about the football game while Ryan and Luke ate the delicious chicken enchiladas. She could see why Ruby Ellsworth might believe Luke was overweight. The man could eat. He finished his two enchiladas before she managed to eat half of one and got up to rinse his plate.

      “Exactly how tall is he?” Ryan asked June.

      “Six-four, same as our friend Pat.”

      Luke returned to the table. “When you meet Pat and Aelissm, ask them about the bet they made years ago.”

      “Okay,” Ryan replied slowly.

      “So, sleeping arrangements,” Ben said. “There are a couple options.”

      “Luke sleeps in his old room with Kyle and Alex, so that’s easy enough. There’s an extra mattress in Corrie’s loft, if you don’t mind sharing a room with our daughter. We can put up a sheet to give you a little more privacy. Or we can make up a bed on the couch for you.”

      “Whatever is easiest for you. The loft would be fine, but you don’t need to put up a sheet.”

      “Are you sure?” June asked.

      Ryan nodded. “It’ll be like the sleepovers with my cousins at my grandparents’ place over by Potomac. I used to love those. Thank you. For inviting me up here and for dinner.”

      “You’re very welcome, my dear. All right then. The spare bed up in Corrie’s loft is already made up.” June pushed her chair back and stood, then took Ryan’s empty plate to the sink. “Luke, are you going to stay up for a bit?”

      “I thought I would. Get my grading out of the way.”

      “I figured as much, but try not to stay up too late. I want to get an early start up the trail in the morning.”

      “Yes, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      After June and Ben had gone upstairs, Ryan grabbed her overnight bag and stepped into the bathroom to change into her flannel pajama pants and her favorite Montana Griz T-shirt. She brushed her teeth and her hair before venturing into the living room to grab the small stack of assignments she needed to grade. While she was in the bathroom, Luke had turned out all the lights but the one over the table and had already started on his grading. When she joined him, he raised his eyes to look at her over the thin gold frames of his reading glasses with amusement glittering in his eyes.

      “You know this is a Bobcat house, right?”

      “I figured as much, but I’m a Griz. Went to almost every home game. That’s not a problem, is it?”

      “No, but prepare to be teased about it.”

      “Since the Cats beat the Griz three out of the four times they played while I was at school, I’m used to it.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      She laughed softly. “No, you’re not.”

      He grinned and went back to his grading. She watched him for a while, intrigued on so many levels that she doubted she’d get her work done. He’d rolled his sleeves up to just above his elbows, revealing long, summer-tanned forearms, and propped one elbow on the table with his hand buried in his hair—a habit she was beginning to find very endearing. With his free hand, he made notes on the students’ papers with a green pen, and the ripple of muscle beneath the skin of his forearm mesmerized her. Desire stretched and yawned, uncurling from sleep like a hungry cat, and she tucked her feet around the legs of her chair as her eyes took in the rest of him. The man had a gorgeous neck that invited her fingers to play and strong shoulders she wanted to run her hands over. How heady would it be to see her desire reflected in his beautiful blue eyes?

      And if he could hear your thoughts, he’d probably run away in terror. Just like Shane.

      That thought doused the fire like ice water. She plunged into her grading, finished quickly, and bid him goodnight. When he met her gaze, a frown briefly pinched his brows together as if he sensed her distress. As insightful as he seemed to be, he probably had, but the flicker of concern disappeared when he smiled.

      “See you in the morning,” he said.

      Despite the pang of heartache, the tenderness in his voice was disarming, and she returned his smile, unable to stop her lips from lifting or her pulse from tripping. She slung her bags over her shoulder and climbed the stairs and the ladder up to Corrie’s loft.

      In the bright moonlight, she made her way to the twin bed that would be hers for the next two nights. She quietly set her bags beside her bed and climbed under the covers. Then she looked over at Luke’s little sister, who slept peacefully on the mattress just a couple feet away, and inexplicably, tears sprang to Ryan’s eyes. With her emotions so close to the surface, it was all too easy to picture her own daughter snoozing beside her in the loft after a tiring day of play, with her eyelashes resting against her silky cheeks in perfect, golden crescents. Ryan pressed her fist to her lips and tried to choke down the grief, but it crashed down on her, and the tears spilled over. She curled into a ball and hugged herself tightly as if she could shield herself from the agonizing loss of that precious life.

      Why did she feel so chaotic? Her emotions had certainly run the gamut tonight, from the guilt at pushing Luke into coaching football to the blissful love of his family to the heat of desire. Now her eyes were swollen and her head ached from crying. She wanted to run as far and as fast as she could, except there was only one place she wanted to run. Straight into Luke’s arms because intuitively she knew she’d find comfort and understanding there.

      She took a deep, shuddering breath, and without trying to explain it or fight it, used the thought of the man downstairs to soothe her into sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Luke was almost relieved when Ryan finally went upstairs to bed. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes as he listened to the familiar creaks of the floorboards. She was already getting to him. The way she looked at him, with that open smile and desire widening her pale green eyes, reminded him that he was still human. He wanted to test her curiosity, to see where it might lead them, but after his mistake with Marissa, he wasn’t sure he was capable of that kind of love anymore. The mere memory of that disastrous evening made him queasy. One moment, Marissa had been beneath him, urging him on. Then he’d blinked, and it had been Carol staring blindly up at him with glassy eyes, wearing that bloodied, dark green tank top.

      He closed his eyes again and waited for the memories to dissipate. When the wave of nausea passed, he stood and filled a glass with water. He tipped his head back and drank it all, then sat heavily in his chair and dropped his head into his hands.

      “Luke, sweetheart?”

      He looked up to see June standing on the bottom stair with concern etched in her face. Even after fifteen years, he couldn’t explain how she knew when he needed her. His eyes stung when she came to stand behind his chair and wrapped her arms around his neck. This was what had kept him sane over the last decade, knowing that she and Ben were here for him. He reached a hand up to grab hers, swallowing the ball of anguish in his throat. For a long time, they were silent. Then June asked what was bothering him.

      “I’m thinking about things I shouldn’t.”

      “That wouldn’t have anything to do with Ryan being here, would it?”

      He didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to.

      “I think she’s going to be good for you.”

      “And what could I give her in return? A broken man with nothing left to give?”

      “You have a lot more left than you think. It’s all just buried deep, and assholes like Jordan Banks keep adding more weight to the pile. I think it’ll take someone like Ryan to help you dig yourself out because she sees what they’re doing and she cares. I can see it in her eyes when she looks at you.”

      “I know she does. She was rather instrumental in convincing me to coach football.”

      She sat in the chair beside him. “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

      “Maybe I’m still considering backing out of it.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      Her comment had the intended effect, and he felt the tension loosen.

      “It felt good to finally say yes to Coach Wells. And to Ryan. And Derek Jensen and Alex and Bryce Jefferson and Brady Paulsen.”

      She laughed quietly. “Hit you with both barrels, did they?”

      “And then some.”

      They lapsed into silence again, and June frowned.

      “What?” he asked.

      She glanced up at the ceiling before settling her eyes on him again. “Be very careful with her, Luke. I think she’s been hurt. Deeply. I heard her crying after she went to bed.”

      The need to hold her until the pain went away was potent. Whether it stemmed from friendship or something else, he couldn’t say, and it really didn’t matter. He tried to remember the first few times he’d encountered Ryan, searching for clues as to what had happened to her, but he’d been so caught up in his own misery that he couldn’t find anything glaringly obvious.

      “I wish I could make it go away, but I don’t even know what it is.”

      “You are most definitely my son,” June whispered in his ear. “You’ll figure it out.”

      She kissed his cheek and bid him goodnight for the second time. Since it was apparent that he wasn’t going to be able to return to his work, he packed up his papers and prepared for bed. When he checked on Ryan, she was asleep, but even in the dim light, he could see that she was curled into a tight ball with the blankets cocooned around her. He stood on the ladder with his arms folded on the floor of the loft, rested his chin on them, and considered what he should do about the strange ache in his chest. Whatever she had gone through was none of his business, and he should probably leave well enough alone, but just like he knew he wouldn’t back out of coaching, he knew this feeling wouldn’t go away. As he descended the ladder and slid into his bed, he prayed his mother was right that he wasn’t too broken to pay back in kind the hope Ryan had already given him.
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