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            Chapter One

         

         Jane Harding paused in front of the fine-dining restaurant with a name she couldn’t even pronounce.

         The sleek, dark windows, old-world brick façade, and the line of Mercedes and Teslas lined up in front of the valet stand only proved this restaurant was far above her pay grade as an adjunct professor at Cal Poly. Her agent had summoned her here for dinner, which meant she was about to get either really great news—like her editor loved the new book she’d turned in, or extremely terrible news—like her editor had hated it and Jane’s agent wanted to soften the blow with good wine.

         Jane’s heart made a sudden leap for her throat. Admittedly, she’d struggled to put two sentences together in her second attempt at a novel. The first novel? No problem. But there had also been no pressure—she hadn’t had an agent or editor yet. She’d simply written for herself, and then had sent the manuscript off never expecting it would get published, let alone become a bestseller. After the success, her publisher had been so excited and asked that another manuscript be delivered within six months so they could keep the momentum going.

         The problem was, Jane seemed to have lost her momentum and, in its place, lived a lingering fear that she was simply a one-hit wonder.

         Glancing down, she straightened her blue silk blouse and smoothed the black slacks she’d spent a small fortune on so she could dress the part of the successful writer. Whatever her agent said tonight, Jane had to make this writing career work. Her contract teaching literature at the university was up as of last week, and after her trip home to Colorado in a few weeks, she had no job to come back to.

         “Confidence,” she murmured, as though saying it would somehow help her build it. All she had to do was march in there and act like a real writer, like she knew exactly what she was doing, like she belonged in this world of fancy restaurants and Teslas and Mercedes.

         Whirling, Jane made a move for the doors, but one of the parking attendants bumped into her and knocked her purse off her shoulder. It fell to the ground with a thud, everything spilling out onto the sidewalk—her wallet, wadded tissues and receipts, tampons, and part of an old apple she’d eaten between classes yesterday and had forgotten to throw away.

         “Oh no!”

         The attendant hurried off without so much as a sorry while Jane squatted to collect her things. What was that? Oh geez. Her face flamed as she picked up the tattered condom wrapper that one of her students must’ve slipped in her purse as a joke because it definitely wasn’t hers. So much for looking sophisticated. All around her, people hustled into the restaurant averting their eyes as though they couldn’t see her predicament.

         Ducking her head, she managed to shove everything back into her purse and scrambled to her feet again before practically diving into the restaurant to escape the stares and whispers from people waiting in the valet line.

         The restaurant’s interior put out a dim, calming vibe, but her heart continued to race, and her cheeks pulsed with embarrassment. Hopefully no one in here had seen the spectacle through those dark windows. She rushed to the hostess station doing her best to look detached and annoyed rather than humiliated.

         “I’m here to meet Caroline Benning,” she said as briskly as her very successful agent would have.

         “Of course.” The young woman picked up two menus. “Ms. Benning called and said she was running a few minutes late, but she would like you to be seated.” She led Jane past a gigantic fish tank with all varieties of tropical fish swimming around and into the intimate dining room.

         At seven o’clock it seemed nearly every table was full—a few couples who looked like they were celebrating something, a few tables of what looked to be businesspeople continuing their workday over appetizers and wine. She could really use a glass of wine right now…

         “This will be your table.” The hostess gestured to a table for two in the corner. “Ms. Benning has already ordered a bottle for wine you,” she said, pulling out Jane’s chair. “It will be here momentarily.”

         “Oh. Great.” Jane sat. A whole bottle of wine for just her? Yeah, this definitely wasn’t going to be good news.

         “Your waiter will be right with you.” The hostess handed her a leather-bound menu and then regally walked in the opposite direction. Jane took a second to look it over, but still found it difficult to focus. Between the nerves and the lingering embarrassment from the scene on the sidewalk, she couldn’t quite decide what she wanted to eat. She set down the menu in front of her and let her eyes wander.

         An older couple sat nearby, and they appeared to be fighting. The man had a scowl on his face while the woman leaned halfway over the table and said something, her jaw rigid and her eyes narrowed.

         Hmmm. Maybe he’d had an affair. Or it was possible his wife had made the reservations here and he’d forgotten it was their anniversary.

         The woman caught her eavesdropping, so she moved her gaze to the table of nicely dressed businessmen she’d walked past earlier, and one of them was staring directly at her.

         She quickly looked down. She must be mistaken. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had stared at her like that. Well, there was Alex from the math department, but he didn’t count. Jane peeked up again, and yes, the man was definitely still staring. He smiled a little when their eyes met, and Jane’s cheeks filled with an entirely different type of heat.

         Smile back. She thought she did, but was it too big? Not big enough? She didn’t know, but the man said something to his friends and stood up. Oh wow. He was walking over to her. This is exactly the kind of meet-cute she’d write about in her romance novels! A man spots a woman from across the room—okay, from a few tables over—and then, overtaken by this instant chemistry between them, he makes his way over. Except that had never happened to her.

         “Hi there.”

         He was so handsome. Tall with chestnut-colored hair and a squarish jaw. Jane peered up into eyes the same color as the ocean outside. Speak! she reminded herself. “Hi.” Geez. Why’d she have to be so shy? Why couldn’t she come up with something witty to say? If she were sitting behind her computer she could, that was for sure.

         “I’m not sure how to say this…” The man leaned in closer. He even smelled good.

         It’s okay, Jane silently coaxed. Just say it. Maybe he wanted to tell her he felt this strange connection to her when he’d looked at her. Maybe he was going to ask her out. Lord knew it had been a while since she’d been on a date…

         “You have a huge rip in the back of your pants.”

         Jane blinked up at him. “Excuse me?”

         “Your pants,” he murmured discreetly. “There’s a huge rip in the seam. I figured you didn’t know. I probably wouldn’t have noticed but your underwear is…pretty colorful.”

         Oh, sweet Jesus. She’d worn her bright red underwear with the silver polka dots! Her lucky underwear—the pair she’d been wearing the day she’d signed the contract with her publisher. Obviously, her luck was running out. Her scalp suddenly burned. It must’ve happened when she’d crouched down outside. How the heck did a two-hundred-dollar pair of pants rip right up the seam?

         “I figured you should know,” the man said awkwardly. “I mean, I would want to.”

         “Right. Yes.” Jane swallowed a fireball of humiliation. “Thank you for the information.”

         “You’re welcome.” He smiled at her. “I hope you have a good night.”

         “Uh-huh. You too.” A good night? Seriously? She was not going to have a good night. In fact, things could only get worse from here. This is why she rarely went out. These kinds of things always seemed to happen to her. It was almost as bad as that night—the one time she’d let her guard down and it was still the most embarrassing moment of her life. Jane started to gather her purse. She should leave before her agent got there. She could bolt out of the restaurant and never show her face here ag—

         “Sorry I’m so late.” Caroline appeared seemingly out of thin air. The blunt cut of her red hair seemed to fit her curt personality. The woman was always so efficient and direct. Even her wardrobe exuded a certain sharpness. Jane imagined she had a whole closet of black dresses at home and a second closet just for her scarves.

         “The wine isn’t even here yet?” Caroline barked. “Are you kidding me?” She slid into her chair across the table in a huff. “I suppose we won’t get our dinner for another two hours either.”

         Two hours? Jane glanced over at the man who’d informed her about the underwear situation. He seemed to have completely forgotten all about her and was chatting with a woman who’d come over to their table. Ugh. Of course. That woman probably didn’t understand needing lucky underwear at all. Jane refocused on Caroline. She needed this night to be over. “Actually. I’m not going to be able to stay for dinner. I’m…um…not feeling well.” It wasn’t a lie. Her stomach churned and a headache had started to pound in her temples. That’s what being the center of attention always did to her. It made her want to hide. She needed a nice hot bath and some ice cream for dinner.

         Caroline’s frown indicated she had no sympathy for Jane’s health concerns. “But we have important things to discuss, my dear. Timely, important things that simply can’t wait.” Her glossy red lips pursed together.

         And there it was. The bad news her intuition had told her to expect. She might as well get this over with, split pants or not. “They don’t like it, do they? They don’t like the book?” Of course her editor hadn’t liked it. Jane didn’t even like it.

         “They hate it,” Caroline clarified. “I hated it. What the hell happened, Jane?” Her agent’s resonant voice carried. “This book is light-years behind your last one.”

         “I don’t know,” Jane half whispered, doing her best to keep the conversation between the two of them. “I guess I have writer’s block or something.”

         “Well you need to get over it.” Caroline paused when a server approached.

         “One bottle of Chateau Margaux Pavillon Rouge.” The man made a grand presentation out of opening the bottle and pouring a taste into the wineglass before handing it to Caroline.

         Her agent sniffed at the rim of the glass, her nose wrinkled, and then she swirled the glass before taking a microscopic sip. “I hate it.” Caroline handed the glass back to the server. “Bring me the Caymus Special Selection Cabernet Sauvignon instead. And bring us a free cheese plate for waiting so long,” she called to his retreating back.

         Normally the rude tone would’ve made Jane cringe but given what she’d been through in the last hour she was all out of cringes.

         “The only thing they liked in the whole book was your hero,” Caroline said getting back to business. “Keep him and scrap everything else.”

         “The hero? Are you sure?” The hero was actually the one thing she wouldn’t mind completely scrapping.

         “What’s not to love?” Caroline demanded. “The hero is every woman’s dream—rugged, sexy, confident.”

         Or a total show-off. Jane would never admit it in a million years, but she’d based the hero on Toby Garrett. And it was true, he was every woman’s fantasy. She’d gone to high school with the cowboy, and he wasn’t only charming and good-looking. He was also crazy smart, a straight-A student, and a star athlete. Oh, and he happened to be the one who’d tempted her to let her guard down that night.

         She hadn’t intended to write a hero based on Toby, but between the looming deadline and the writer’s block, she’d suddenly found herself looking up old yearbook photos of him and Googling his stats out on the rodeo circuit. She’d rather not explore why.

         Not that she had to worry about anyone finding out. Her writing career was a secret—protected by a pseudonym. Not even her mom or her best friend, Beth, knew about it.

         When she’d first started writing, it had simply been a way for her to escape, to take the edge off the hours she spent by herself after she’d finished college and grad school and no longer had a rigorous schedule to keep her so busy. She’d filled her world with friends…only they weren’t real.

         On a whim, she’d submitted the manuscript to a contest and she’d ended up with a publishing contract. She signed it on one condition—she would never have to reveal her true identity. Knowing no one else would ever learn she was the one behind those words had given her a courage she’d never had. It ensured no one would ever see more of her than she wanted them to.

         “The hero stays.” Caroline’s glare dared Jane to argue. “You have six weeks to turn in a new book or I’m afraid they won’t offer you another contract.”

         Jane choked on a sip of water. “Six weeks?” There was no way. She hadn’t been able to write a solid story in six months, let alone six weeks. “I’m leaving to spend three weeks at my mom’s ranch in Colorado. My best friend is getting married. We’re going to be so busy with all the events—”

         Caroline’s smile looked more terrifying than friendly. “Well it sounds like that might be the perfect opportunity for you to find some inspiration.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Toby Garrett sat at his mother’s breakfast table finishing off a plate of fried eggs and potatoes and enough bacon to hike up his cholesterol.

         “It’s so wonderful to have you home.” His mother piled another helping of potatoes onto his plate, but he had no intention of eating them. He had a diet to stick to. Okay, so it wasn’t an official diet, but he couldn’t start eating himself into a coma at every meal or he’d never be able to get back out on the circuit in time to qualify for nationals.

         In the silence, his mother raised her eyebrows slightly as though waiting for the obligatory response.

         “It’s nice to be home,” Toby said pouring himself another cup of coffee. It wasn’t. He wasn’t supposed to be home. He was supposed to be climbing on the back of a bull this weekend in Oklahoma, but at only three months post-op from rotator cuff surgery, he wouldn’t be doing that again for a long time. If ever.

         The doctor’s warning was on constant replay in his head these days. Some people never regain full strength…

         He wasn’t some people. He was a bull rider, damn it. A good one too. And this injury-enforced time-out was making him crazy.

         “What have you got planned today?” his mother asked, sitting across from him.

         “Oh, well let’s see…” He pretended to mentally sort through the many options he had. “Actually, nothing. Because you refuse to let me lift a finger around here.” He’d offered to repaint fences and muck out the stables and tear down that old shed his dad had been promising to demolish for years, but his mother wouldn’t hear of it. She’d prefer he sit around all day while she cooked and cleaned for him.

         “You know what the doctor said.” His mother had perfected the don’t-you-dare-argue-with-me stare. “You can’t risk reinjuring that shoulder.”

         Yeah and in the meantime, he was losing his mind. He’d never been one to sit still. His mom had told him once he’d started crawling, he’d left her in his dust, and she’d been chasing him ever since.

         “Dad is driving down to Denver today.” His mother buttered a piece of toast. “You should go with him.”

         “Actually, I promised Ethan I’d head over to the café. He and Beth have some wedding stuff they want to talk about.” As if they needed his help with any of those details. But it was better than making small talk with his father on a two-hour drive down the mountain. The ability to keep conversation light, and entertaining, was a skill he’d inherited from both his parents. But being home again was reminding him of all the things they didn’t talk about, of how they tiptoed around the lingering pain left behind by his brother’s death, and the silence between them had become deafening.

         “I can’t believe the wedding is coming up so fast,” his mother chatted. “Those two make such a cute couple.” She went on about Ethan and Beth, and how amazing it was that they’d been together so long, but Toby wasn’t listening.

         What would happen if he asked his mother to put out the pictures of Tanner they’d packed away when they’d moved here the year after his brother died? Or he could ask his father if he remembered that summer they’d taken the Disney cruise…their last vacation as a family. But they didn’t do that. They didn’t confront things that made them uncomfortable. They simply skirted around the past like it was just another piece of furniture in the house.

         And everyone wondered how he’d become such a good performer inside the arena.

         “Before you go, why don’t you bring down your laundry?” his mom asked sweetly.

         Toby caught her in a deadpan stare. “I’m capable of doing my own laundry.” Hell, he’d been doing his own laundry since he’d moved out and he’d only ever ruined one pair of socks.

         “You need to take it easy,” his mother reminded him for the thousandth time since she’d coddled him in his hospital bed after the surgery. “Besides that, you don’t know how to work our washing machine. It’s finicky.”

         “Right.” Toby shot her a grin meant to call her out. “The washing machine is finicky. Okay. Sure.”

         “Hey.” His mom tossed a napkin in his direction, but she smiled too. “I have certain ways of doing things, that’s all. Forgive me if I have nightmares about the red socks mixing with the delicate whites.”

         “It’s no big deal.” Toby waved her off. “I do it all the time.” What he didn’t do all the time? Discuss laundry over breakfast. It was a crying shame that this is what his life had been reduced to.

         Grabbing one more piece of bacon, he pushed away from the table. “Gotta head out. Promised Ethan I’d be there by eight.” To be honest, Ethan hadn’t even requested his presence at the café today, but Toby couldn’t sit here with a whole day of nothing looming in front of him. Being back home made him too antsy. It gave him too much time to think. He had to get out. He had to do something.

         “Don’t forget to bring your laundry down,” his mother called, but he was already halfway to the front door.

         “I’ll do my own laundry later,” he yelled back, jogging the rest of the way before she could counter.

         Not convinced she wouldn’t chase him right out to his truck, Toby loped across the yard and jumped into the driver’s seat, giving the engine a good rev before he peeled out. It felt good to drive away—from the house, from the sadness his mother was always trying to compensate for. Even though it was still cold, Toby rolled down the windows and let the brisk wind hit his face. The only thing he remotely liked about being home was seeing those mountains again.

         The peaks rolled past the windows, still looking soft and blue in the early morning light. Somehow, over the years, those mountains had grounded him, they’d shaped him. Maybe it was the mountains that had made him reckless and wild. For so long they’d fed his hunger for adventure. Funny, the very place that had bred that in him now made him feel trapped.

         Toby rolled through town. Not much had changed in Silverado Lake since he’d moved here as a brokenhearted kid. The square brick buildings still lined Main Street with shout-outs to the town’s mining heritage—wooden boardwalks instead of sidewalks, saloon doors on the antique shop. Then there was the library. Toby slowed the truck to admire what his anonymous donation had bought the town. It still had an old west feel to it with the stone façade and columns, but it was also the grandest building in the entire town—as a library should be.

         He might not have been free to acknowledge his lost twin brother at home, but the last time he’d come to visit he’d realized he could honor his brother’s memory another way. The library was raising funds for a renovation and he’d donated money anonymously, so his family would never know, but the plaque on the outside of the refurbished library read IN MEMORY OF TANNER.

         Tanner had loved to read. And when he’d gotten too sick to focus on the words, Toby had read to him. The only thing his brother wanted in life was to be a cowboy, and they knew he never would be—not with his condition. So, Toby had made weekly trips to the library in their old town to check out every book he could on cowboys. Toby had known he couldn’t save Tanner, so as he would read, he would change the characters’ names and make his brother the hero of every story. When he couldn’t get to the library, he’d make up his own stories to tell him—stories about two brothers who took on the wild west.

         Driving past the library, he shook off the memories. Maybe his parents had it right. Maybe it was better not to think about it or talk about it. We have to move on—that’s what they’d always said. So, he’d force himself to move on yet again.

         Ethan and Beth’s café sat on the outskirts of the main drag, one of the more modern-looking establishments in town. They’d whitewashed the exterior bricks and added black shutters like you might see at a café in Paris. Not that Toby had ever been to Paris.

         Diesel trucks and four-wheel-drive SUVs packed the parking lot at the Surefire Café. Toby squeezed his truck into a spot near the doors. It wasn’t T-Mobile Arena, but at least there was a crowd here, and the people in town loved a good bull-riding story. Toby was always happy to oblige. Once a storyteller, always a storyteller.

         He sauntered through the doors already knowing that Chester, Jimmy, Bruce, and Matthew would be seated right inside the doors lamenting over the shoddy newspaper coverage of the town’s most recent scandal—the anonymous “vandals” who had put a bright pink tutu on the town’s bronze statue of miner George Jackson. The retirees had spent every Saturday morning in that same booth since Beth’s uncle had bought the diner twenty years ago.

         “Tobster, what’s up?” Bruce dropped the newspaper and raised his hand for a high five as soon as Toby stepped inside.

         “How’s it goin’, man?” Chester quickly started to clear the end of the table. “Pull up a chair, have a seat.”

         “Don’t mind if I do.” Toby found an empty chair at a nearby table and dragged it over, straddling it.

         “How’s the shoulder?” Matthew eyed Toby’s left shoulder as though trying to assess the injury. “Sure looked like a nasty one.”

         “It’s good.” Toby shrugged to prove he could still move it. Never mind the achy stiffness. That would go away in time. “It’s practically all healed up.” Maybe if he said it enough, that would eventually be true.

         “Woweee, I watched that clip.” Jimmy shook his head. “The way that bull tossed you? I thought you were a goner.”

         “It darn near stepped right on you,” Chester added.

         “I held on over eight seconds though,” Toby reminded them, lest they forget it had also been one of the best rides of the event. Before his shoulder had snapped. “I thought I had him.” Toby felt it again—that rush of adrenaline deep in the center of his chest. “I was almost ready to jump off, but then the bull spun into that one-eighty.”

         “Damn, but what a fight you put up, boy.” Jimmy raised his coffee mug. “I’ve watched every ride. You wanna know something? You’re one of the toughest SOBs I’ve ever seen out there.”

         He wouldn’t lie and say it didn’t hurt like hell sometimes. But riding made him feel closer to his brother. It was one way he could keep Tanner’s memory alive, if only for himself. “Well, it means a lot to have my hometown behind me.”

         Matthew slid over an empty mug and the coffee carafe. “So, what’re you doin’ these days? How’re you keepin’ yourself busy?”

         “I’m not.” Toby poured a full mug of the rich black coffee. His mom made it too watered down for his taste. “Unfortunately. Doc hasn’t given me clearance yet.” He eyed the gentlemen sitting around him. In fact, this could be the best crowd to talk to about his current predicament. “I’m looking for something to keep me busy. Got any ideas?”

         “I heard Mara Harding is looking for help out at the ranch,” Chester said. “It even comes with a place to live as far as I understand it. There’s a caretaker cabin right on the lake.”

         Mara Harding. He remembered her. Remembered her daughter Jane too. How could he forget? “Is that so?” Working at the ranch could be interesting. At least it would get him outside.

         “She’s sitting right over there.” Jimmy pointed to a booth on the other side of the room. “Maybe you should talk to her.”

         Toby studied the woman. He’d always admired Mara Harding. After losing her husband, the woman had taken the family’s dude ranch and turned it into a successful destination wedding venue. “You know, I think I will talk to Mara.” Toby pushed himself up to a standing position, temporarily forgetting about his bum shoulder. “Thanks for the chat, gentlemen.”

         “You bet.” Chester raised his coffee mug. “You tell her she’d better hire you or she’ll have us to answer to.”

         Toby couldn’t help but grin as he walked away. Knowing what he knew about Mara, she wouldn’t hire him unless she wanted to, gang of retirees doing their best to persuade her or not.

         Mara watched him approach but he couldn’t read the expression on her face. “Hi there.” Toby smiled as he pulled out the chair across from her and sat. The woman looked remarkably the same as she had when he’d been in high school. Her hair had grayed around her temples, but other than that, Mara’s face still had that regal porcelain skin set off by wise brown eyes.

         “Well, Toby Garrett.” A reserved smile held a fair amount of distance between them. “I heard you were home. Your mama’s delighted, torn up shoulder or not.”

         “She sure is.” His mother probably hoped he’d never be able to climb back onto a bull. If she had her way, she’d keep him at home. Hence his reason for sitting here. He might as well get down to it. “Hey, I heard you’re looking for some help around the ranch.”

         “I am.” She lifted her coffee mug and held it in both hands as though her skin was chilled. “My maintenance man took off to be a traveling musician.” Exasperation laced her voice, but her expression didn’t change. “I guess that’s what you get when you hire a guy who lives in his van.”

         Toby had to laugh. “Some people were meant to be rolling stones.” Until they got sidelined with an injury and stuck in their hometown again, that was. “But it’s your lucky day because I happen to be looking for a job.”

         Mara chuckled. “You’re looking for a maintenance job?” She set down the mug and leveled him with a skeptical glare. “Something tells me you don’t need a job.”

         He might not need the money, but he couldn’t sit still anymore. “Oh, trust me. I need a job. I need to stay busy while I’m here. And it wouldn’t hurt to have my own place either,” he added, allowing his eyes to plead with her.

         Mara’s chin tipped up with both amusement and understanding. “It’s always hard coming back home, isn’t it?”

         “Hard” wasn’t quite the right word. Frustrating. Maddening. Claustrophobic. “You have no idea.”

         Mara folded her hands on the table as she gave him a thoughtful look. “What about your shoulder? Your mother will have my head if you hurt yourself again.”

         “My shoulder is fine.” He did the arm raises his PT had shown him and even managed to conceal the wince. “It’s almost completely healed. And anything I don’t feel like I can do, I’ll definitely ask for help. I swear.”

         The amusement playing on the woman’s lips only proved she didn’t believe a word he said. She had his number. Her son Wes was just like Toby, only Wes was the badass who lured the bull away from riders after they got thrown in the arena. “You’re sure you want to work at the ranch?”

         “I’m sure.” He needed the physical activity, the distance from his own family. “It’ll be on a temporary basis, of course. Come August, I’m out of here.” And he wouldn’t be looking back. “But at least that’ll give you time to find a good quality employee for the long term.”

         Mara nodded and seemed to mull it over. She took her time, that was for sure. For a minute, Toby thought she might say no.

         “All right then.” She gave a helpless shrug. “At least hiring you will save me the background check. When do you want to start?”

         “Today.” Toby stood before she could change her mind. “I’ll head over after I have coffee with Ethan.” And he’d be bringing all his stuff with him. His mother wouldn’t like it one bit, but he’d promise to visit.

         “Great.” Mara pulled out her phone and started typing. “I’ll text Louise right now. She can have the housekeeping staff get your cabin ready.”

         “You won’t regret this.” Toby flashed her the grin that never failed him.

         “I know I won’t.” Mara picked up her coffee mug again. “If there’s one thing I know about you, Toby Garrett, it’s that you’re a real hard worker.”

         “Just wait.” He’d been sitting around so long he probably had enough pent-up energy to finish a week’s worth of work that very afternoon.

         After bidding Mara a thankful goodbye, he headed to the coffee counter where his friend Ethan was working alongside Beth. Those two had been together forever. Even in high school, they were just one of those couples that worked. Though they owned the café, not a day went by that they weren’t behind the counter in some capacity—today it appeared they were short a barista.

         “Morning,” Ethan called over the hiss of the espresso machine.

         “Morning.” Toby slid onto a stool where he could talk to them both. “Beth, you’re looking lovely today.”

         “Uh-huh.” She didn’t look up from the artwork she was fashioning into the foam on a latte. “Don’t worry. I’ll have your Americano up momentarily.”

         “Thank you,” he said with a grin. He hated Ethan’s Americanos.

         “So, what were you and Mara Harding talking about?” Beth slid the latte she’d been working on down the counter to a waiting customer.

         “She gave me a job.” Thank God. “And a cabin to go with it.”

         “A job?” Beth stopped working. “And what’d you mean a cabin? You’re going to stay at the Silverado Lake Ranch?”

         “I think it’s a great idea.” Ethan stepped out from behind the espresso machine. “I can only spend so much time taking you fishing.”

         Exactly. Beth should be glad Toby would be occupied so he didn’t take up so much of Ethan’s time. “Why shouldn’t I work at the ranch?”

         Beth’s hands went straight to her hips.

         Uh-oh.

         “Um…what about everything that happened between you and Jane senior year?” She leaned over the counter. “Don’t you think living at the ranch will be awkward?”

         Hell no, he hadn’t forgotten about kissing Jane. He hadn’t forgotten about her walking away from him afterward either. But what did that have to do with anything? “Jane doesn’t live at the ranch anymore.” As far as he’d heard, she only made it home once or twice a year.

         Beth looked at him like she wanted to smack him upside the head. “Well she’s coming into town later this week, seeing as how she is the maid of honor in our wedding and everything.”

         Wait a minute. “Jane Harding is the maid of honor?” That spark inside of him ignited again. All through high school he and Jane had competed for every academic title. He’d been hell-bent on baiting her into arguments and competitions, but it wasn’t until he’d kissed her that night that he realized why. The second his lips had touched hers, the chemistry humming between them had exploded and he realized he’d always been attracted to her.

         Beth’s expression turned even darker. “Have you read any of the emails I’ve sent regarding details for the most important day of my life?”

         “I’m not a big email guy.” Especially when all his colleagues were using email to keep him up to date on everything he was missing out on the circuit. He’d likely be avoiding email until August.

         “Yes, Jane is the maid of honor,” Beth grumbled. “And you’re the best man, in case you didn’t know that either.” The woman pointed her stirring spoon at him. “And I swear to God, Toby, you’d better behave yourself.”

         “I always behave myself.” He reassured Beth with a wink. It had been years since he’d seen Jane Harding, but suddenly this wedding sounded a lot more interesting.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Jane coasted into the city limits of Silverado Lake, Colorado, on fumes, her economy rental car protesting with a shudder as she veered into the lone filling station’s empty lot. She eyed the old-school gas pump from her driver-side window. You still couldn’t pay outside like you could at every other gas station in America. Obviously, nothing had changed around here.

         With a huff, Jane dragged herself out of the driver’s seat and popped open the gas cap on her rental. While the unleaded flowed into the tank, the vintage pump click, click, clicked with the uptick of each cent. While she waited, Jane glanced out at the mountains. Drifts of snow still crusted the granite crags at the tops of the peaks, tapering off to meet the stunted pines at the tree line. It was a beautiful view but coming home reminded her how much she missed her father. Yes, the mountains made a stunning backdrop, but they were treacherous too.

         Not wanting to think about the accident that took her father, she leaned against the car with a defeated sigh. This would take at least fifteen minutes. But then again, everything moved slower in Silverado Lake—time, people, the economy. The only thing that moved fast was the latest gossip.

         Yes sir, news of a scandal traveled at the speed of light in Silverado Lake. She remembered all too well. For the most part she’d avoided being the target of everyone’s gossip, until that night. The memory rekindled, bringing with it a full-body flush. It was funny how embarrassing moments seared themselves into both the brain and the heart. She remembered every detail about that New Year’s Eve party her mother had at the ranch so she could help Jane “come out of her shell.”

         Except Jane hadn’t wanted to come out of her shell so while all her peers played games and partied in the great room, Jane snuck off into the office across the hall to read. That’s where Toby had found her, and, of course, had baited her into an argument about archetypes in The Lord of the Rings—the book she’d happened to pull off the shelf. It had gotten heated, as usual, and they’d gotten in each other’s faces. Then Toby changed everything by kissing her.

         She still didn’t know how she’d gotten caught up in the kiss, how it had managed to reach deeply inside of her, bringing her so far outside of reality that she hadn’t heard the voices or the footsteps before half of Toby’s football team plowed through the door. The guys had made such a scene that everyone else had crowded into the office too, and there was Jane, practically sitting in Toby’s lap, their arms still tangled together. The next day at school Toby had made a big spectacle in the hallway—asking Aubrey to the winter dance while Jane looked on as though he wanted to make a point.

         Yeah, she definitely should’ve stayed in her shell.

         She’d be willing to bet her first edition of To Kill a Mockingbird that at least someone in town would bring it up just like they did every time she came home for a visit. That was the other thing about embarrassing moments—no one else seemed to forget them either.

         The loud click of the pump snapped her back to the present. To what mattered. That night had happened years ago. She might have been slightly socially awkward back then, but she was a different person now. She’d worked as a professor at one of the most prestigious universities in the country and she’d had a book published, thank you very much. Not that she wanted to mention the book inside Merle’s General Store and Filling Station. Everyone in the RV park on the other side of the lake would know by noon.

         Smiling past the sting of old memories, Jane returned the nozzle to the gas pump and hurried across the parking lot so she could pay Merle. And Patti, no doubt—the husband and wife duo who owned the station made sure to be there every day so they wouldn’t miss out on any of the gossip.

         Arming herself with a convincing smile and positive vibes, she trucked through the doors.

         “Well, I’ll be!”

         She hadn’t even stepped fully inside before Patti darted around the counter where the ancient cash register sat. She must’ve seen Jane coming.

         “I wondered who was driving that foreign-made car! Calamity Jane Harding, that’s who!”

         The nickname brought on a wince.

         “C’mere stranger!” The woman flapped her arms and then brought them around Jane in one of her smothering hugs. Patti Norman might’ve stood all of four foot six, but she had enough strength to suffocate a grizzly bear.

         “By God, I can’t believe it.” Merle skirted the counter and came to join his wife. He wasn’t much taller. They’d always reminded her of those miniature statues you found on the top of a wedding cake. “Look at you, kid. It’s been ages since you’ve been home for a visit.”

         It hadn’t been that long. She’d been in town last Thanksgiving, but she never stayed more than a few days, and she kept a low profile.

         “What’ve you been up to anyway?” Patti asked, ushering her to the counter. The woman eased herself onto a stool and sat gingerly, as though her back hurt. “Your mom hardly says a word about you!”

         The revelation wasn’t all that surprising, but it still nicked her heart. Her mother had never seemed to get her. Not the way her father had. Instead of letting her be, Mara had always tried to change Jane, buying her different clothes, prodding her to invite friends over, to be more popular. It had almost seemed like Jane had embarrassed her mother.

         That was ancient history though. Things were different now that she’d grown up. Coming home didn’t mean she had to revert back to the shy girl she’d been in high school. She recalibrated her smile. “I completed my doctoral program in literature last year and I just finished a contract as an adjunct professor at Cal Poly.” Of course, she also had that side gig writing sweeping historical western romance novels, but no one could ever know about that. Especially not Patti. Good gravy, that woman would have a million questions for her, and she’d likely be offended by the sex scenes.

         “A professor?” Patti gave Jane a good long look up and down, as if she didn’t quite believe her. “Well isn’t that something?” She gave her head a slight shake. “It’s so good to see you again. I wasn’t sure if you’d make it home for the big wedding.”

         “I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.” Besides that, this little time-out at home would hopefully help her find the inspiration she needed to write a brilliant story. Surely being around a wedding—a couple in love—would give her some ideas.

         “Cal Poly…” Merle reached over to straighten a row of pork rinds on the shelf next to them. “Never heard of it.”

         “It’s in California,” she explained, hoping they wouldn’t ask too many more questions. As of now, the university didn’t have a spot for her to teach in the fall, and she had a book to write if she wanted to continue supporting herself. Anxiety squeezed at her throat. “It was good to see you both, but I’d better get going. According to Beth we have a lot to do.” She and her friend couldn’t be more opposite. Beth loved the thrill of waiting until the last minute to do pretty much everything, while Jane was a planner. She didn’t like to leave anything up to chance.

         “Sounds like that wedding is going to be the event of the summer.” Patti stood and rang up Jane’s total at the register. “It’s a good thing Toby is working at the ranch getting everything all spruced up.”

         “Toby?” As in Toby Garrett? He’d come home too? Panic swelled beneath her ribs. “What ranch? Where’s he working?” Jane handed over her credit card. Had he come back for the wedding? She couldn’t imagine him leaving the circuit for anything, even with Ethan being one of his best friends. Toby had never been one to walk away from any spotlight.

         Patti ran Jane’s card, but the machine was ancient.

         Please wait.

         “He’s working out there at your family’s ranch,” Merle said. “Didn’t your mama tell you?”

         Jane’s lungs grasped for breath, but she ended up gulping back a throatful of shock. “Of course, she told me,” she managed to say without sputtering. “I forgot, that’s all.” She shot a desperate glance at the credit card machine.

         Please wait.

         “Toby’s always been a good kid,” Merle said. “He’s been a lot of help out there at the ranch since he’s been back. I just ran into him at the hardware store not twenty minutes ago. He had a whole list of things he needed. Sounds like he’s doing your family’s old place a bunch of good. You won’t find a more trustworthy employee.”

         Trustworthy? Oh, no. She’d learned the hard way she couldn’t trust Toby.

         “You know…” Jane leaned into the counter in a conspiratorial pose, but really her knees had started to buckle. “I’m not clear on why, exactly, Toby came back.” Why on earth was he working at the ranch? And worse yet, why was this news having a physical effect on her?

         “Why, he got injured,” Patti said importantly. “Something with his shoulder, I think. Had to have surgery and everything. He hasn’t said much about it to anyone in town since he’s been back, but rumor has it he’s been seeing specialists in Denver.”

         “I coulda told him that would happen,” Merle insisted. “He was such a smart kid and he threw it all away to be a bull rider.” The man gave her a glance. “Wasn’t he valedictorian back when you were in school?”

         “We were co-valedictorians, actually.” Toby never let her have any title to herself. He’d even petitioned to be her copresident of the literary society, saying it wasn’t fair that they’d never had a male president. They’d competed for everything in high school and it seemed like she could never beat him no matter what she did.

         “Co-valedictorians? Well doesn’t that beat all?” Patti whapped her husband’s shoulder. “Looks like you’ll be buddying up again.”

         “I’m not sure what you mean.” Jane stared hard at the credit card reader, trying to make it think faster.

         Please wait.

         “Surely you must’ve heard that Toby is Ethan Rockford’s best man! From the sound of things, those two have kept in touch all these years.”

         Jane stared at her across the counter. Beth had never mentioned Toby was going to be the best man. She’d probably been worried Jane would’ve refused to come…

         “From what I hear, Toby is still single.” Patti nudged Jane’s shoulder with hers. “I don’t see a ring on your finger yet. You two would make an awfully cute couple, if you ask me. Maybe that little kiss back in high school was only the beginning.”

         Little kiss? There had been nothing little about that kiss. She’d learned her lesson when it came to Toby Garrett. “Are you sure he’s working at the ranch?” Why would he want a job at her family’s ranch? And why in the world would her mother have hired him?

         “Oh, I’m sure honey. I heard he moved into one of the cabins a few days ago.”

         Please wait.

         The green words on the credit card machine blurred together. Jane was done waiting. “Here.” She dug into her purse and threw two twenties on the counter and snatched her credit card back. “I’ll see you both soon, I’m sure,” she called, heading for the door.

         “Wait!” Patti scrambled to follow her. “What about the transaction? And you need change!”

         “Keep it.” If Toby was at the hardware store, now would be the perfect time to head to the ranch so she could talk to her mom about unhiring him before he got back.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         We need to replace the gate.” Toby gave the metal barrier a swift kick, but it still stuck. Not surprisingly, the hardware store hadn’t had anything he needed to fix it. He’d put in an order, but they’d be waiting a few days. “Hinges are rusted out. One of these times we’re gonna close it and not be able to open it again.” Besides that, it was the first thing people saw when they drove up to the Silverado Lake Ranch, and it didn’t exactly scream luxury destination, but he was working on that. Mara had done a heck of a job maintaining what she had, but the ranch had weathered over the past few years. Since moving in, he’d re-sided half of the outbuildings and repainted every peeling wall. And he still had energy to burn.

         If his most recent appointment with Dr. Petrie was any indication, he had time to do a lot more work. “We should have something custom built and add a big sign. Something that makes a statement.” He could round up a couple of big logs, maybe even add some stone…

         “I guess you’re right.” Mara worried her lips. She wasn’t your typical ranch boss, being that she only stood about five feet tall and never left the house without a fresh coat of lipstick, but she’d surprised everyone after her husband had passed away twelve years ago by keeping the ranch afloat. She’d even managed to attract some high-end clientele for weddings. But one of the brides who’d come confessed to him she’d been tempted to turn around and bail on the place when she’d driven up in her luxury SUV and saw the old rusted gate. The pictures on the website highlighted the more modern amenities like the main lodge and the small chapel for indoor wedding ceremonies, but you had to get past the gate to see them.

         “It’s definitely time to spring for a new gate.” The older woman chuckled at her pun. “You can price it out and let me know the damage?”

         “Sure.” He’d only been working on the ranch less than a week, but already Mara had come to rely on him for making the maintenance and facility decisions. It was almost like she’d forgotten he would be a temporary fixture around here. The second his shoulder healed and he got clearance from the docs, he’d be headed back out to the circuit to make up for lost time. Still, while he was here, he’d do his best to upgrade as much as the budget allowed so she’d be in good shape for a few years at least. “I’ll do some research and get back to you. If I do most of the labor myself, we can keep the costs down.” And he could keep being too busy to notice how out of shape he was getting while he sat on the sidelines of his life.

         “You’re the best!” Mara declared. “I don’t know how I lucked out getting you to work here, but I’m sure glad I did.”

         “It worked out for me too.” Better than he could’ve hoped for. It had been good to have his own space again, though he had made sure to head back to his parents’ house for dinner the other night.

         Mara looked down at the ground and kicked some gravel with her boot. “Since we’re talking about the gate, I suppose it’s also time to address this driveway—”

         A car engine hummed behind them. Turning, Toby moved off to the side so the sedan could get past. “Wonder who that is.”

         “That would be my long-lost daughter.” Mara’s eyes followed the car as it drove past the aspen trees. “Finally coming home to stay for more than a few days.”

         “Jane?” Toby squinted at the car but shadows from the trees blocked out the windows, piquing his curiosity. “She doesn’t come home very often, huh?”

         “She’s only come home for a few holidays.” Mara started walking down the drive, following the car’s path. “I’m grateful Beth decided to get married this summer. That means I don’t have to wait until Thanksgiving to spend some time with my daughter.”

         “Should be a fun wedding.” He thought about Beth’s warning for him to behave. As Ethan’s fiancée Beth probably knew too much about Toby’s personal life—and his lack of committed relationships. But she likely had nothing to worry about with Jane. The woman had never liked him. Sure, there’d been that one hot kiss their senior year, but afterward, Jane had made it pretty clear she didn’t want anything to do with him.

         Which shouldn’t have surprised him. She’d never seemed to like him much. Most of their interactions back then had revolved around bickering. He obviously irritated her, and she drove him crazy. But at the New Year’s Eve party things had been different. Mara had hosted the event at the ranch, and everyone was having a blast. Everyone except for Jane, that was. Toby hadn’t even noticed she’d been missing, but on his way back to the great room from the kitchen he’d spotted her lying on a couch in the office reading The Lord of the Rings.

         She’d looked more carefree than he’d ever seen her that night, her slippers on, her long dark hair spread around her. To this day, Toby was still a Tolkien fan. Not that he would’ve admitted it to anyone else, especially back in high school, but Jane understood. They must’ve sat there on that couch for an hour arguing about what Gollum symbolized. Jane had been so intense, so passionate, and the next thing he knew, he was kissing her. The bigger shock? She’d kissed him back. The force of it had almost knocked him over. He’d kissed plenty of girls, but not with that much fire raging between them.

         Before kissing her, he hadn’t thought Jane was capable of fire. Competitive? Sure. Intense? Definitely. But he’d never seen her show passion for anything besides books and studying. That kiss had been full of passion though. They’d been so into each other, neither one of them had noticed his buddies walk in until the razzing started. It had taken all of two seconds for Jane to bolt out of that room. He’d followed her, finally caught her at the end of the hallway. He told her he liked her. He would’ve kissed her again, but Jane held him off. He remembered her exact words. Well, I don’t like you. It was a stupid kiss. It didn’t mean anything.

         The kiss had obviously repulsed her, so the next day he did what any self-respecting eighteen-year-old kid would do—he made a very public winter dance proposal to Aubrey, a cheerleader he’d dated on and off, making sure Jane saw the whole thing go down. He’d left Jane alone like she wanted, but he hadn’t stopped noticing her.

         Now, anticipation swirled through him at the prospect of seeing her again. Toby followed Mara and watched Jane get out of the car. The sun captured her at the right angle to show her coppery highlights. She’d let it grow longer, that’s the first thing he noticed. It went down past her shoulders to her mid-back. She still wore glasses, but her face had changed. Her cheeks had filled out and seemed to have more color. She’d always been petite, but a fitted sweater showcased curves he hadn’t appreciated all those years ago.

         Jane didn’t look in his direction, but she greeted Mara with a hug. “It’s good to see you, Mom.”

         Toby didn’t move to catch her attention. He didn’t move at all. He stood stock-still transported back to that night on the couch, their arms tangled around each other, their lips exploring. He still couldn’t understand how the kiss had hit him so hard when it didn’t seem to affect her at all.

         “Everything looks the same.” Jane gazed at the lodge farther down the hill.

         Great, she was still avoiding him eight years later.

         “God, the lake looks gorgeous,” she went on, fully turning away.

         Toby couldn’t see her face, but a wistfulness breathed through her tone.

         “Everything’s not the same at all!” Mara waved Toby over. “It looks even better since Toby started working here. It’s probably been years since you’ve seen each other.”

         “It’s definitely been a long time.” Jane’s gaze skimmed right over him.

         She didn’t remember him fondly, that was for damn sure. He tried to warm her up with a smile. “Good to see you again.”

         Instead of acknowledging the words, she went around the back of the car and popped the trunk.

         “Toby has been very helpful with everything around here,” Mara gushed. “He’s a whiz with a hammer and nails.”

         “Hmm.” Jane struggled to lift out a large suitcase and a carry-on bag.

         Toby inched closer. “I can take those for you.” The main house was a long haul and that thing looked heavy.

         “No thanks. I can handle my own baggage.” The rosy flush on Jane’s cheeks deepened. “I mean, I don’t need help. I’m fully capable of carrying bags to my cabin.”

         Her cabin? She wasn’t staying at the main house with her mother? And why did she assume he thought she wasn’t capable? Jane had been one of the most capable girls he’d ever known.

         “Goodness, Jane. Let the man help.” Mara nudged Toby toward the suitcase. “It’ll give you two a chance to catch up.”

         Ha. She didn’t want to catch up with him.

         Jane’s shoulders seemed to stiffen. “That’s okay. Really. I’ve got it.” She shouldered the strap of her laptop bag, lifted the carry-on in her opposite hand, and started to drag the suitcase toward the path that led to the cabins, but the wheels kept getting caught on rocks. Muttering to herself, Jane staggered forward, tripping as she yanked the suitcase over the gravel.

         Toby shared a look with Mara. He couldn’t just stand there and watch.

         “Why don’t I take the bags for you?” He followed Jane at a distance, letting her make the choice. She’d made it pretty clear she didn’t want to be alone with him, but she hadn’t said anything about her mother. “Then you and your mom can catch up.”

         Jane paused and turned to him. Some elusive emotion flashed in her eyes before she steeled them again. Surprise maybe? “If you really don’t mind. Mom and I have a lot of catching up to do.” Jane set down the carry-on and laptop bag, let go of the suitcase, and stepped aside.

         “Don’t mind at all.” Toby slung the strap of the laptop bag onto his good shoulder and picked up the carry-on on that same side, leaving his left hand to drag the suitcase.

         “She’s in cabin four,” Mara called over, amusement flashing in her eyes.

         “You can just leave everything on the porch,” Jane instructed. “I won’t be long.”

         “Will do.” He started out in the direction of the cabins.

         Mara walked over and slipped her arm around her daughter. “Come on. I’ll show you the new reception hall.” Her mother started to pull her away.

         “Wait,” Jane called after him. “Be careful with that one.” She pointed to the laptop bag. “My laptop is in there.”

         “I can handle it,” Toby assured her. “Trust me.”

         A sharp raise of her eyebrows told him it would be a cold day in hell before she trusted him. And yet she had trusted him once.

         Jane glanced back, her eyes meeting his, spiking his curiosity.

         That night so long ago was the one time in all the years he’d known her that Jane had seemed to let down her guard.

         And he couldn’t help but wonder what it would take for her to do it again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Jane couldn’t help but look over her shoulder again. She’d like to know how Toby had gotten back from the hardware store so fast. So much for talking her mother out of hiring him. All her mom had done when Jane had gotten out of the car was gush about what a great job he was doing.

         Forcing herself to look straight ahead, she walked faster. She hadn’t been prepared to see Toby standing there when she’d driven up. During her high school years, she’d assumed, or hoped, the adrenaline rushes Toby had given her had more to do with the thrill of competition than it did with the cowboy himself, but the hard pound of her heart and the perspiration itching on her palms as she and her mother walked toward the house obliterated that theory.

         The truth was Toby Garrett had always been…what, exactly? Not classically handsome—he was too rugged for that description. Wild and a little bit dangerous maybe. Intense. Yes, that definitely fit. His dusky blue eyes seemed to flash with whatever emotion he happened to be feeling at the time.

         She’d seen those eyes fill with irritation when she would correct him in class. She’d seen them flash with humor on more than one occasion when he’d teased her about getting anything less than 100 percent on a test.

         The way Toby’s eyes had flashed a few minutes ago had looked an awful lot like intrigue. Or maybe she was imagining things. What she wasn’t imagining was the feeling coursing through her own body. It had been at least ten minutes since she’d driven up and seen Toby standing there with her mother, yet her heart still beat as hard as if she’d run all the way from town.

         Anger. That’s what this had to be. After all, she’d never gotten to give him a piece of her mind after he’d snubbed her in front of the whole school. It was all anyone could talk about for at least a month. How Toby had kissed her one night and then asked Aubrey to their winter formal the next day like Jane had simply been another notch in his belt.

         Sure, she’d told him it was only a stupid kiss. Of course she’d said that! She knew what Toby had been like, how he was all about having a good time but never really caring about the girls he was with. And then he’d gone and proved her right. That was what had her so flustered. The drumming of her heart had little to do with infatuation and everything to do with unexpressed anger.

         “Watch out!” Her mother yanked on her shoulder and steered her away from walking straight into a fence post. “Are you okay?” she turned Jane’s face to hers. “Have you even heard a word I’ve said about the upgrades Toby has already made to the ranch?”

         Jane stopped walking and looked around. Her gaze settled on the lodge sitting on the lake’s shore. Simply seeing it filled her with such longing for her father. He’d designed the log building and had helped with the construction. The lodge still had that grand appeal, but it was true the ranch had aged. In her brief visits home over the last few years, she’d noticed the cracks in the logs, the dents in the siding on the cabins. It had to be so much for her mother to manage. She deserved to have more support. But still…did Toby have to be the one helping? “Why didn’t you mention hiring him? I could have prepared myself for all the high school flashbacks.”

         Her mom grimaced. “I’m sorry, honey. I should’ve mentioned it when you called to say you were on your way. I’ve just been so busy preparing for the season.” Her mom’s eyes looked weary. “I needed help and he needed a job. Besides,” she put her arm around Jane and pulled her closer, “you’re not that shy high school girl anymore. Toby doesn’t know what he missed out on.”

         “I’m definitely not the same girl.” And she wouldn’t fall for the same act twice. “I was just surprised that he would want to work here.” He probably could’ve had his pick of jobs in Silverado Lake with how popular he’d always been.

         “I was too, but I think he wanted to keep busy while he’s in town. And he’s working pretty cheap.” Her mom glanced behind them as though making sure Toby had disappeared. “You want my opinion, he still feels bad about how he acted after the New Year’s Eve party. The poor man’s obviously grown up a lot since then. You both have.”

         The poor man. It was all Jane could do not to roll her eyes all the way back into her head. The poor man who’d always had girls falling at his feet. The poor man who happened to be crazy smart and smoldering hot. The poor man who was the perfect model for a hero in a romance novel. That secret was definitely going with her to her grave.

         “From what I’ve seen he’s a completely different person now,” her mom went on, gently elbowing Jane in the side. “He’s always been a good-looking guy, but that boy really turns heads these days.”

         “I guess.” Jane was too honest for her own good. Besides, if she attempted to lie and claim Toby was not good-looking, her mom would see right through her.

         Never mind his magnetic eyes, that sandy brown hair of his had grown longer, fringing the tips of his ears. He didn’t have to do a thing to his hair, of course. It simply had that sexy disheveled thing going on. But it was his smile that was most dangerous. That smile came on easily and suddenly, pulling whoever witnessed it into a sort of conspiratorial fantasy. Toby’s smile held something that made people want to know his secret.

         “Hello?” Her mother waved a hand in front of her face. “Did you hear me? I asked how things were going with the professor.”

         “Oh.” Jane refocused, suddenly regretting ever mentioning her colleague from the math department. “We weren’t a match.” She’d been on a few dates with Hudson, but he’d gone on and on about the probabilities of them getting married someday and she finally had to tell him he had a zero percent chance of that happening.

         And anyway, why did she need a real man—with all his flaws—when she got to make up the perfect man in her books? Not that she could tell her mom that. A whole new set of worries came flooding back in. The looming book deadline was creeping ever closer and despite spending hours at the computer before she’d left California, she’d come up with nothing.

         Jane tried to let the whole Toby thing go with a sigh. Really, her mom was free to hire whomever she wanted. Mara was right. It had been years. The past shouldn’t matter anymore. She had bigger things to focus on. “Sorry.” She rubbed her forehead. “I have a huge headache. I should go lay down.” Or write a chapter. Two chapters maybe? “Let’s finish the tour after dinner.” She didn’t wait for an answer before trotting away.

         “But you haven’t seen the new reception hall yet!” her mother called.

         “Tonight,” she promised. “I think the drive wore me out.” The flight, the drive, the reunions.

         Jane hurried down the path that led to the cabins dotting the shoreline of the lake. She’d almost forgotten how beautiful this place was. That crystal-blue, glacier-fed lake against the backdrop of those carved mountain peaks demanded to be admired. It was the kind of setting she wrote about—wild and unfathomable. She’d almost forgotten how vibrant the colors were—the blue in the sky, the green on the mountainsides.

         “Janie! Oh my heavens, you’re home!” Louise practically jogged down the path to meet her. “Your mama told me you’d arrived, so I had to chase you down before you got too far.” The woman had been a part of their family since Jane was eight years old. She’d be nearing sixty now, but you’d never know it with Louise’s spirited energy. She’d always been able to do pretty much anything—cook, bake, and her standards for keeping things clean were unparalleled. She still didn’t look a day over forty with her lovely blond hair and bright welcoming smile.

         Jane hugged the woman tightly. “It’s so good to see you.”

         “You too, girlie.” She held Jane at arm’s length and seemed to make an appraisal. “You look thin. Have you been eating the cookies I sent?”

         “Every single one of them.” Jane couldn’t find cookies as good as Louise’s anywhere in California. “But I really miss your homemade lasagna and your broccoli cheese soup. Oh! And that amazing steak you marinate for three days.”

         Louise laughed. “Well, there’ll be plenty of time for all that, won’t there? When your mom told me you were staying so long, I almost couldn’t believe it.”

         “It’ll give us plenty of time to catch up.” Jane looked out at the mountains again, realizing how much she’d missed this place. How much she’d missed her mom, Louise, the lake.

         “Hi there, ladies.”

         Jane spun around. Toby had somehow snuck up on them from the parking lot.

         “Don’t worry. Your bags are all safe and sound on your porch.” He held out a key. “Only dropped your carry-on once.”
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