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            Chapter One

         

         Everyone had their dirty little secret, and Darla Michaels fully intended to keep hers under wraps.

         She cinched the belt on her trench coat, pulled a long brunette wig over her short black hair, slipped on her Jackie O sunglasses, and climbed out of her cherry-red Mercedes roadster, which she’d parked across the street in case anyone she knew happened to drive by.

         You’d think traveling two towns away from her home in Topaz Falls, Colorado, made for a pretty safe bet that none of her friends or acquaintances would find her out, but one could never be too careful. What if someone she knew back home had to make an impromptu Target run? Glenwood Springs would be the first place they’d come. They would likely take this very route, which meant they would inevitably recognize her car, because—hello—a cherry-red Mercedes roadster stuck out like a sore thumb among the burly, big-tired, four-wheel-drive SUVs and diesel pickup trucks that typically cruised these mountain roads. But that was okay because even if someone did happen to drive by and see her car, they wouldn’t know where she’d gone.

         For all they knew she could be shopping in one of the many boutiques right here along the main drag. They’d never in a million years suspect she’d gone into the dingy basement of the nondescript brick building across the street. And that was good because whatever she did, she had to make sure no one in Topaz Falls ever found out about her secret life here.

         After a quick scan of the street, Darla made her way across and ducked into the building through the glass door, which had been splattered with slush from the last snowstorm that had hit, right after Thanksgiving.

         Once she stepped inside, the space’s familiar warmth brought a soothing comfort—the feel of the threadbare carpet beneath the soles of her boots, the hum of the old rickety furnace churning out heat. The first night she’d come here, she’d sworn it would only be a onetime thing. But somehow, eight years later, here she stood, getting ready to attend her eightieth meeting with her bereaved spouses support group.

         Before going down the steps to join the others, Darla quickly removed the trench coat, then the wig, then the sunglasses. She balled up the coat and shoved it onto one of the cubby shelves the community center had built for children to store their belongings. The disguise was only for the outside world, not for this little community she’d become part of.

         When her husband had died nearly ten years ago at the age of thirty, there were all these steps she felt she had to take. Step one: Make a ridiculously expensive and impractical purchase. Hello, Mercedes roadster. Step two: Get a new job that would completely dominate all of her time and thoughts. Three weeks after Gray’s funeral, she’d decided her job as pastry chef at an upscale restaurant in Denver wasn’t nearly consuming enough, so she’d taken the insurance money, moved three hours away to Topaz Falls, and opened the Chocolate Therapist—a wine and chocolate bar on Main Street, which had indeed dominated all of her thoughts and time. Then there was Step three: Attend a support group for grieving spouses so she could talk about her feelings with people who understood.

         She’d found the group two towns away, lest anyone in Topaz Falls get the idea that she was still a poor, grieving widow. Pretty much everyone in town knew her husband had died a long time ago, but after too many sympathetic glances and awkward I’m so sorrys, she’d made a habit of never discussing it with any of her friends. She gave them the basic facts, answered their questions, and made sure to always be the life of the party so they would all know she didn’t need their pity.

         She’d never planned on discussing Gray’s death with anyone, actually. She had only attended that first bereavement support group meeting with the intention of crossing it off her list, a kind of Look! I did it! I checked off all the boxes! I’m a healthy and happy widow. But…well…for some reason she chose not to examine too closely, she hadn’t quit coming yet.

         “Darla? Is that you?” Josie Wilken lumbered up the concrete steps from the basement meeting room. “I thought I heard the door.” Her smile went broad, the ends of her mouth accented with crescent-shaped dimples. Like everyone else in the group, Josie had gray hair, though she always wore it coiled on top of her head in a carefree knot that bobbed from one side to the other as she walked.

         “You’re late,” Josie announced with a glance at her watch. As the group’s fearless leader, she’d always been a stickler for time. “You missed refreshments.”

         Darla grinned at her and fluffed her hair back into shape. “I don’t need refreshments. I make chocolate for a living.”

         “Speaking of…how’d the new recipe turn out?” Josie was always giving her ideas for new flavor combinations to try in her truffles. “For the lavender-infused variety?”

         “They turned out unbelievable.” Darla unearthed a small box of truffles from her purse. “Seriously. I never would’ve thought to try it, but once again, you’re brilliant.” She handed the box to Josie.

         “I knew it would turn out!” The woman opened the box and popped a truffle into her mouth, closing her eyes in obvious rapture. “Damn, I’m good.”

         Darla laughed and linked their arms together, guiding her friend back down the steps to the basement. “So how’ve you been?” Seeing these friends only once a month meant there was always plenty of gossip to catch up on. In fact, that was really what the group had turned into—a place to talk about life with people who knew what it meant to go on living after someone you loved was gone.

         “It’s been a boring month,” Josie complained. “The kids at school are doing all this crappy testing, so I haven’t even been able to do any fun projects.” As the art teacher at the local elementary school, fun projects were Josie’s specialty. “What about you?” Her friend paused outside the door of the community meeting room. “How’s your month been?”

         Darla gave the same answer she usually did. “Good. Busy.” Though she would’ve liked it to be busier. Topaz Falls didn’t exactly see many tourists October through November. Things didn’t usually pick up until the ski season started, and even that had been slower with the warm, dry winters they’d had the last few years. “Hopefully we’ll have a busy Christmas season this year.” God knew the town needed it. They’d already lost three businesses over the previous several months.

         “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about Christmas.” Josie gave Darla’s shoulder a compassionate squeeze. “You’ll be comin’ up on the big One Zero this year, huh?”

         Darla was only half paying attention. Inside the room, she could hear Peter, Ralph, and Norman discussing Peter’s latest date. “‘One Zero’?” she asked, also trying to eavesdrop on the men’s conversation.

         “Yeah.” Josie steered Darla’s gaze back to hers. “You know, the ten-year anniversary.”

         The realization of what her friend meant sent her heart skidding. “Oh. Right.” December 23. Ten years since Gray had died. “I guess I haven’t thought about it too much,” she lied. The closer the holiday got the more that familiar anxiety seemed to simmer. All those memories of trying to give Gray one last beautiful Christmas only to lose him days before.

         “It’s a tough one, that ten years,” Josie said solemnly. She’d lost her partner twelve years before, so she always liked to keep Darla informed on what to expect as time went on. “I don’t know why, but that one hit me the hardest. Almost had me a mental breakdown, I did. Made me reevaluate everything in my life.” Josie and Karen had been together for almost twenty years, which was more than triple the time Darla had shared with Gray, but somehow that didn’t seem to matter. A soul mate was a soul mate whether you’d spent six years with them or twenty.

         “You got a plan for how you’re gonna get through it?” Josie was big on plans.

         “Like I said, I haven’t thought about it too much,” Darla said, brushing the whole thing off. “It’s always such a busy time of year, and I don’t usually mark the anniversary.” In fact, she did everything she could to keep herself too occupied to think about it at all. That was her MO: avoidance through escapism. So far, it had worked pretty well for her. In fact, it could work for her right now. She peeked back into the meeting room. “We’d better get in there before we miss all the juicy details about Peter’s date.”

         “What? I told him to wait until I got back!” Josie took the bait and charged into the room with Darla at her heels.

         “Hello gentlemen.” Darla dug into her purse and retrieved more boxes of truffles, handing one to each man.

         “My God, I wish I was thirty years younger.” Norman gave her a hug. At eighty, he was the oldest in the group—but also the most handsome, she’d say.

         “Lookin’ good, doll.” Ralph took his turn next. “Thanks for the chocolate. You’re my dream girl.”

         Darla smiled and placed a kiss on his cheek. Come to think of it, this could be why she hadn’t left the group yet. It was good for her self-esteem.

         “You’ll have to fight me for her, Ralphie,” Peter said, forgoing the hug completely to give her a quick smooch on the lips.

         “You’re all a bunch of playboys,” Josie mumbled behind them.

         “And I love them.” Darla gave her friend a wink. These men were actually decent, kind, and loyal.

         “What took so long?” Peter demanded, munching his way through his third truffle. “What were you two talking about in the hallway?” Chocolate crumbs sprinkled the gray scruff on his chin.

         “Darla’s coming up on her ten-year,” Josie informed the others.

         Groans went all around.

         Seriously? It was that bad? Dread crammed itself tightly into her chest. “It’s not a big deal.”

         Peter finished off the last truffle. “Oh it’s a big deal all right.”

         “There’s something about a decade that makes you rethink your whole life,” Ralph added.

         Josie’s head bobbed in a self-important nod. “That’s what I told her.”

         “And I’m telling you all, I’ll be fine.” She didn’t want to hear any more about how hard it would be. This year was like any other. She had her business, she had her friends, and she would plan a whole lot of festive events to keep her moving from one thing to the next. Memories of the previous year crowded her mind. She’d attended at least five parties in the days leading up to Christmas, but that hadn’t quite been enough to keep the loneliness at bay. She’d sat at home by herself on December 23 looking through old pictures of her first few Christmases with Gray. Not that she would share that with the rest of the group.

         “Come on.” Darla took Peter’s hand and led the way over to the circle of chairs they typically sat in for their discussions. “I’m dying to hear how your date went last month.”

         For the next hour they discussed Peter’s disastrous date. The woman he’d met online had brought her cat to the restaurant in her purse. The poor man had been caught unawares until the cat climbed up his leg and started to nibble on the mints he had in his pocket. When he’d jumped out of his chair, the entire table had flipped over.

         “I wish you’d agree to go out with me,” he said to Darla as the meeting was wrapping up.

         “Sorry, Pete. You know I don’t date.” She went out with men—and sometimes hooked up with the very tempting specimens—but dating was off the table.

         Josie sent a look to the others and at the exact same time, they all opened their mouths. “Ten years,” they said in a chorus.

         “Wow, did you practice that?” Darla stood and folded her chair. “Is that what you were doing before I came? Rehearsing?”

         “Sorry, love.” Norman swooped in and put her chair away for her. “We just don’t want you caught off guard. It’s better to be prepared.”

         “And anyway, I don’t understand why you don’t date,” Josie said, while Norman took care of the rest of the chairs. “If your loss is no big deal and all.”

         Darla gave her a look. “Wow, it’s such a bummer we’re out of time tonight. Guess we’ll have to save that topic for another time.”

         “Another time never comes,” the woman muttered.

         Darla pretended like she hadn’t heard. “Can I give you a ride home, Ms. Josie?”

         That perked up her friend’s sullen expression. “Sure.” She never could resist a ride in the roadster.

         They all walked up the stairs together, filing out onto the street while they pulled on hats and gloves and coats. Darla went ahead and stuffed her wig and sunglasses into her purse since it was dark outside. Surely she wouldn’t see anyone she knew at this hour.

         Everyone exchanged more hugs, and after the hearty goodbyes, Darla and Josie crossed the street together.

         “Poor Peter.” Darla started to giggle again. “I was dying when he told us how the cat jumped the waiter.” That had to be one of the best blind date stories Darla had ever heard.

         “That’s what you get when you use those online dating sites,” Josie said. “You only meet a bunch of weirdos.”

         “And you wonder why I don’t date—” A spray of ice-cold slush hit Darla’s upper body. Cold. She gasped and sputtered, trying to mop her face with the sleeve of her coat, which had been soaked clean through. Oh God, it was freezing. She glanced at Josie, who by some miracle, had been spared. “Who the heck—?” A truck pulled over next to the curb ahead of them and stopped just behind her car.

         It was a big truck. A black burly diesel extended cab with a familiar pro-rodeo bumper sticker.

         Uh-oh…

         “I’m so sorry.” Ty Forrester got out and came jogging down the sidewalk. “I didn’t even see you there until it was too late.”

         Darla stopped dead in her soggy tracks. No. Not Ty. Anyone but Ty. “It’s fine,” she called, lowering her voice so he wouldn’t recognize it. “No worries.” Leave. Turn around and get into your truck. But Ty was a cowboy, and if there was one thing a cowboy couldn’t stand, it was leaving a damsel in distress.

         “It’s not fine,” he said, making a fast approach. Of course he had to look good. Ty always looked good. He wasn’t tall, but his upper body had a lot of brawn, which didn’t seem to fit the classically handsome structure of his face. Maybe it was the flawless angle of his jaw or inviting curve of his mouth, or the magnetic energy in his deep-set blue eyes. Yes, those eyes. They happened to be the perfect contrast to his dark hair.

         “You’re soaked—” Ty’s eyes went wide and he skidded to a stop two feet away. “Darla? Is that you?”

         Leave it to her to try to hide right under a streetlight.

         “Damn, it is you,” he said when she remained silent. “I thought that looked like your car. What’re you doing here?”

         “Noth—” she started, but Josie butted in.

         “We just finished our bereaved spouses support group meeting,” her friend offered. “I’m Josie Wilken, by the way. And you are…?”

         “Ty. Ty Forrester. I’m a friend of Darla’s. From Topaz Falls.” He quickly wriggled out of his winter coat and wrapped it around Darla. “I’m sorry. Did you say bereaved spouses group?”

         “Yep. As in dead spouses,” Josie said helpfully.

         “Spouses?” A look of pure shock bolted his gaze to Darla. “Wait. You were…? You’re a…?”

         “Yes,” she huffed through a putout sigh. And that overly sympathetic look on his face, along with the awkward silence, was the exact reason she didn’t talk about it with anyone back home.

         “Wow.” Ty diverted his disbelieving stare to the ground. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

         “But you said you were a friend.” Josie turned to Darla and crossed her arms. “Surely you tell your friends about your husband.”

         “‘Friend’ can mean a lot of different things.” In her and Ty’s case, it was supposed to be fun and casual. He was single, she was single—and it was slim pickin’s in Topaz Falls—so of course certain things had happened between them. A few times. Isolated incidents, if you will. “I was married a long time ago,” she informed Ty. “And I was a completely different person back then.”

         That didn’t seem to alleviate the concern that pulled at his mouth. He was likely thinking back through their sexy encounters to figure out how he’d missed the fact that she was a widow.

         “She’s coming up on her ten-year anniversary,” said Josie, aka the informant. “I was telling her that’s one of the toughest.”

         Aaannd that was her cue. “Josie, why don’t you go ahead and get into the car?” Darla found her keys and hit the Unlock button. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

         “Right.” Her friend suddenly seemed to realize she’d overstepped. “Nice to meet you, Ty,” she mumbled before she scurried away.

         “Yeah. Nice to meet you too.” He didn’t even look in Josie’s direction. The man was obviously trying to wrap his head around the new information he’d learned, but Darla would stop him right there.

         “You never said what you’re doing here.” Other than exposing a perfectly good secret.

         “Oh.” Ty seemed to shake himself out of his thoughts. “I had to get a part for my truck. The auto shop here was the only location that had it in stock.”

         Of course it was. The universe loved her like that. “So what’s it going to take for you to keep this quiet?” she asked, getting down to business.

         “Keep what quiet?”

         “The support group. No one knows. And I’d like to keep it that way.” If her friends found out, they’d realize she wasn’t over her past. They’d be scheduling weekly coffees to try to counsel her about her unresolved grief. But none of them knew what it was like. They wouldn’t understand the extra layers of protection she’d had to build around her fragile heart. They couldn’t grasp the traces of fear and anxiety that still lingered even all these years later.

         Ty continued to stare at her with that damned frown. “I won’t tell anyone, Darla.”

         God, even the way he said her name had changed. It was so solemn. They used to joke around, poke fun at each other, banter back and forth, but now he obviously felt sorry for her.

         “I know you’re surprised, but it was a long time ago,” she said.

         “You still attend a support group,” he pointed out.

         “Because they’re my friends.” She didn’t know why she even tried. There was obviously no talking him out of the sympathy he suddenly felt for her. She would simply have to work extra hard to convince him—and everyone else—she was fine.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Darla Michaels was a widow. How the hell had he missed that?

         During the entire drive back to Topaz Falls, Ty had analyzed every encounter he’d had with Darla over the past few years—there were plenty. And yet there hadn’t been one single clue that she’d been married before. Married and widowed because…her husband had been killed in a car accident? Or he’d had a heart attack? Or he’d been an adrenaline junkie and had fallen off a cliff?

         Their brief encounter on the street back in Glenwood Springs hadn’t given him a chance to ask for the details. Scratch that. Darla hadn’t given him a chance to ask. Right after she’d pleaded with him to keep his discovery about her group a secret, she’d shoved his coat back into his hands and then hotfooted it to her sports car and driven away, leaving him standing on the slushy sidewalk wondering what the heck had just happened.

         He wondered the whole drive home.

         Ty slowed the truck to navigate a glossy patch of ice that stretched across the highway on the outskirts of Topaz Falls. On both sides of the narrow, two-lane road, snow had piled up a good three feet already, and they weren’t even through November. He was used to it, being from Montana. Snow didn’t bother him any, but most people hated making the drive to Glenwood Springs in the wintertime. Even at nine o’clock, the road was pretty much deserted. Darla had to be cruising around somewhere nearby though. Driving back to Topaz Falls in her impractical roadster. Knowing the way she drove that sports car around, she’d likely beat him back to town by a good half hour. And there she was again, hijacking his thoughts. Had she made it home? Should he stop by her place to check on her?

         For some reason after Darla had asked him to forget what he’d learned about her, he only wanted to know more. He felt like he should know more about her. He’d slept with her just over a month ago. They did that occasionally—hooked up after attending a party or an event in town. They never planned it, but it had become a regular occurrence. You’d think she would’ve mentioned a marriage. Even if it had been a long time—

         Sirens whirred somewhere behind him—faint at first, but quickly gaining momentum. He checked the mirrors, noting a whole line of fire rescue vehicles from the volunteer fire department trucking up the highway at an alarming speed. Within seconds, their lights lit up the interior of his cab. Quickly, he eased a foot onto the brakes and nudged the truck over to the shoulder to let them pass. Man, looked like they had everyone out on the call. That couldn’t be good. Worry reared up and kicked him in the chest. Was it Darla? Had her roadster slid on the ice and wrecked somewhere in front of him?

         Nah. He couldn’t think like that. He wasn’t a worrier. Hell, he was a bull rider; he’d learned to ignore every worry and plow right through life taking risk after risk without considering the what-ifs. This whole widow thing was messing with his head, that’s all. He’d never admit it to her, but it did change the way he saw her. He couldn’t help but feel bad for her. Last year he’d watched his grandmother grieve for his grandfather, and even though they knew the cancer would take him, it had been hell saying goodbye.

         Another rescue vehicle went clipping by, this one from the next town over. They were calling in the big guns. Ty let the truck pass, and then sped up to follow it—just to be sure there was nothing to worry about.

         Right as he rounded the curve, the town of Topaz Falls lit up the sky. It seemed everyone in town went all out in the decorations department, putting up lights and wreaths and those cheesy inflated lawn ornaments that blinked and spun and played tone-deaf musical numbers. And he’d thought his hometown had been Christmas crazy.

         His phone rang. It was his best friend, Levi, according to his Bluetooth. Ty hit the button to answer. “Did you know Darla was a widow?” he asked without even saying hello. Yeah, that shock wasn’t going to wear off anytime soon.

         “Huh?” His friend paused a second. “Yeah. She was married a long time ago. But we’ll have to have the conversation another time. We need you at the Farm Café. There’s a fire.”

         “A fire?” His stomach dropped. All those fire trucks…they were headed to Mateo and Everly’s café? “I can be there in ten minutes,” he said, stomping on the accelerator. “What happened? Is everyone okay?”

         “They weren’t there when it started,” Levi said. “Mateo doesn’t know what happened. They’re thinking gas explosion. Fire department’s on the way, but it sounds like we’re gonna need all hands on deck.”

         “I’ll meet you there.” Ty hung up and focused on driving. Levi and Mateo were his two best friends. Years ago, they’d all trained together under famed rodeo champion Gunner Raines. They’d had each other’s backs through injuries and crushing losses and all the drama that goes with traveling the circuit. But a fire? How could the café be on fire? Mateo and Everly had completely renovated it just over a year ago. It was an old farmhouse that Everly had converted into a restaurant, but they’d updated everything.

         He sped through town, and it soon became obvious he wasn’t the only one headed out to the café. A traffic jam clogged the road a few blocks away, so he parked his truck at the curb, got out, and slipped on his coat and hat and gloves. He jogged down the block and turned the corner.

         The scene before him looked like something out of one of those TV dramas. Flames were devouring the modest building, shooting upward toward the black sky. Acrid smoke hung heavy and thick in the air. It took him a second to move—to remember this wasn’t some terrible dream. His friends’ place was on fire. Ty sprinted over to where the fire trucks were mobilizing. It was complete chaos. People were running and shouting. The flames were snapping and crackling and sizzling against the eerie music of a low roar. Ty moved close enough in that he could feel the heat of the flames.

         He spotted his friend talking to a fireman nearby. “Mateo? What can I do? How can I help?” Adrenaline spiked through him the same way it did when he climbed on the back of a bull.

         “I don’t know.” Mateo stared at him blankly, dark soot tinging his jaw and forehead, as though he was stuck in his worst nightmare. “For right now, you all need to stay back. Let us do our job.” The firefighter charged away to join his comrades, who were already pulling out hoses.

         Ty laid a hand on Mateo’s shoulder. An overwhelming sense of helplessness recoiled through him. He was used to doing things, not sitting back and watching while all hell broke loose. “Where’s Everly?” he asked, searching the crowd that had gathered.

         “She’s with Darla. Checking on the animals.”

         If he hadn’t had to pick up the part for his truck, he would’ve been back already too. Maybe he could’ve helped. Ty scanned the west side of the farm where they had stables and enclosures for the chickens and goats. Their brand-new farmhouse sat higher up on the hill. Thank God there was so much snow. It had likely prevented the fire from spreading to the other buildings.

         “Everly’s devastated.” Mateo stared into the fire. “All that work we just did…”

         Ty watched the firemen attack the flames with the water hoses. “Maybe they can save it.” Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as it looked. Damn, he hoped that was the case. That café was their main source of income now that Mateo had scaled back on riding to settle into family life.

         “They won’t be able to save it. There won’t be anything left,” Mateo said, his voice hoarse. “I heard the explosion. That’s why I ran over here. Everything’s already gone.”

         Ty said nothing. Sorry wouldn’t be enough. And he wasn’t good with words anyway. He had to do something, take action. “I’ll be back,” he said, already trotting toward the front lines. “How can I help?” he asked one of the firemen who was calling out orders.

         “You can’t.” The man pulled him away from the flames. “It’s too dangerous. We need everyone to stay back.”

         Ty fought the instinct to push him out of the way. “I want to help.” He had to help. He couldn’t stand there and watch his friends’ place go up in smoke.

         “You really wanna help, go get some supplies. We’re gonna be here awhile.” The fireman walked away.

         Ty hesitated a few more minutes before heading for his truck. His boots crunched through the snow, the sound competing with the fire’s growl behind him. When he’d made it to the truck, he jumped in and drove around town, stopping at the gas station and the outdoor gear shop, which reopened to let him in. When he drove back to the café, the flames were still raging. He got out of the truck and made three trips over to the crowd with the various items he’d bought—blankets and bottled water and energy bars for the firemen. When he had everything unloaded he joined the growing support group clustered around Mateo. Everly and Darla had come back, and it seemed their entire group of friends had gathered to be with them. Charity and her sheriff’s deputy husband, Dev; Levi and his two brothers, Lance and Lucas.

         “You must be freezing.” Ty wrapped one of the heavy fleece blankets he’d bought around Everly’s shoulders.

         Her surprised eyes lifted to his. “Thank you.” Tears glistened on her cheeks, but she offered him a grateful smile. “I didn’t realize how cold I was.”

         “I brought water too. And some food.” He glanced at his friends. “You want to help me hand it out to the firefighters?”

         “Yeah, let’s go.” Levi moved in, followed by Lance and Lucas, along with Dev. The four of them loaded their arms with supplies and hurried off, leaving Ty standing there with Mateo, Everly, and Darla. He noticed a controlled shudder in Darla’s shoulders, so he found another blanket he’d laid on the pavement nearby. “You still haven’t changed,” he murmured as he wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. She had on the same jacket he’d splashed with muddy slush from the road back in Glenwood Springs. It seemed to have dried, but it still had splatters of grime everywhere.

         “No time.” Darla stared past him. “I got the call from Everly before I could make it home.” She gathered the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Ty couldn’t remember ever seeing her face so expressionless. Darla was the life of every party, the wind in everyone else’s sails. She had this red-hot energy that always seemed to charge everyone and everything around her. But now her eyes were empty and her cheeks had hollowed.

         Once again, Ty wondered how she’d lost her husband. Was this scene bringing up bad memories? Would she ever tell him?

         “The firefighters said to tell you thanks.” Levi jogged over, empty-handed. “It sounds like they’re expecting to be here all night.”

         Ty shared a look with Darla. They didn’t talk much when they were together. They laughed and joked and did crazy things like jump in the snow and then back into her hot tub. They had fun. But maybe it had solidified more of a connection between them than he’d realized. Because he knew exactly what she wanted to say but couldn’t seem to get out. “Why don’t we all go to the wine bar? Get out of the cold? There’s nothing we can do here anyway.” Except for watch their beloved café crumble.

         “Yeah. I guess we should go somewhere warm.” Mateo turned to his wife, taking both of her hands in his. “I’m so sorry, love. Everything you’ve worked for.”

         Fresh tears slipped down Everly’s cheeks. “I’m not sorry,” Everly murmured, stepping into her husband’s embrace. “We may have lost the café, but I still have you. We have our home and our friends. That’s all I need.”

         The intimacy of the moment pushed Ty back a step. He’d never been able to say that. If he ever lost his dream—everything he’d worked for—if he ever got injured and had to quit riding, what would he have? A few good friends. A crappy relationship with his family. But nothing intimate, nothing that bonded him to another person.

         Everly turned to Darla. “Is it all right if we all head to your place?”

         “Of course,” she said. “Then you’ll be close by in case the firemen need you. Everyone’s welcome, actually.”

         That was Darla for you. She had a gift for bringing people together. Ty had never appreciated it more than he did right then.

         “We’ll get the coffee pots going and I can grab some muffins from the Butter Buns Bakery as soon as Ginny opens.”

         “I can run to the store,” Ty offered. He had too much adrenaline going to go sit at some table all night.

         “That’d be great.” Darla smiled at him as the group dispersed. Mateo tucked Everly under his arm and led her down the driveway toward their truck.

         “Come on.” Darla nudged him. “Let’s go warm up.” She took a step and started to slip on the ice.

         Ty reached for her hand to steady her and then held on, but after a few steps she pulled away from him and walked briskly to her car.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The charred skeleton of the Farm Café still smoldered, looking eerie in the early light of dawn. Darla walked the perimeter of the foundation, which had been reduced to a jagged concrete rectangle. Blackened debris filled the middle—fragments of stools and chairs and tables. There were melted Christmas garlands and the scorched artificial tree with Everly’s huge collection of locally made festive ornaments baked to the branches in unrecognizable blobs. Even the sleek, stainless steel ovens and refrigerators Mateo and Everly had purchased during the renovations had been melted down, and were now misshapen and half their original size.

         “There’s nothing left.” Everly paused next to her, gazing over the scarred remains with a look of wide-eyed bewilderment.

         “There might be.” Darla gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. “We’ll look. We’ll search through the debris and maybe we’ll find something.” She did her best to sound hopeful.

         “Most of it can be replaced. I know that.” Everly wandered to the melted Christmas tree, tears streaming down her cheeks. “But I put my great-grandma’s Christmas star on top of the tree. I shouldn’t have. I should’ve kept it at home, but I loved her so much. And having it at the café made me feel like she was part of all this. The café. My life here…”

         “Oh honey.” Kneeling, Darla dug around the tree searching for anything that remotely resembled a star. Everything was too melted, too misshapen. “Maybe it got knocked off in the explosion.” At least it wasn’t melted to the tree like some of the other ornaments…

         “When I was little, my great-grandmother used to tell me that star had magic powers,” Everly sniffled. “That all you had to do was hold it and whisper your biggest Christmas wish and it would all come true.”

         “Then we’ll find it.” Darla stood and kicked through some of the ashes, but there were so many. A whole restaurant full of disintegrated furniture and knickknacks and tablecloths and dishes and silverware and supplies. It would take time to search through it all. Time and a whole army of people.

         “Why? I don’t understand.” Everly turned to Darla. “We didn’t deserve this. Did we?”

         “God, no.” No one earned tragedy. It had taken her years to accept that. Okay, maybe she was still moving toward accepting that. Whenever you were standing in the ashes of your life, it was the first question you asked. What could I have done differently? How could I have prevented this? Those were the kinds of questions that tended to haunt her, and Darla knew only one way to cope with them. “Look around at all these people who are here for you.” She slipped her arm around her friend’s shoulders, gathering her in close. “You lost a lot last night, and believe me, I know how hard it is to lose a dream.” When she’d married Gray, she’d built all of her dreams on him. On them. They’d wanted to open a restaurant together. They’d wanted babies—he’d even been reading up on all of the superstitions about how you could guarantee twins. He was her future, her everything, and then he was gone. “When you lose a dream, you have to focus on what will hold you together instead of what will tear you apart,” she told Everly, as if she had so much wisdom to share. She hadn’t been able to follow her own advice. Gray’s death had torn her apart. It had torn her whole life apart. The only way she could rebuild was by putting up protective walls to shield her from the pain and the risks and the possibility of ever building her world around someone else again.

         But this wasn’t about her. Inhaling deeply, Darla let the wave of lingering grief recede before she spoke. “Do you know why we’re here?” She gestured to the group surrounding them. “Because we love you guys. And we’ll carry you through this.” She would do everything she could to make sure they had the support they needed.

         Darla scanned the various groups of people who were sifting through the debris the firemen had piled up nearby. The Cortez brothers and their wives, Charity and Dev, and their nephew, Bodie. And Ty. She watched him work on his knees, meticulously sorting through soggy scraps of wood in search of anything meaningful they might be able to salvage. He hadn’t slowed down all night. After they’d congregated at her wine bar, Darla had a hit a wall and had fallen asleep right at the bar. When she woke up, Ty was busily making coffee for people while he served the baked goods he’d picked up. He hadn’t slept or taken any breaks. He hadn’t said much to her all night either, but he’d kept looking at her with sad eyes every time he thought she wouldn’t notice. She had though. She could read the pity and the concern in his expression, and she didn’t need it. Didn’t want it. Those looks he kept giving her only fortified her walls, made her want to prove she was bulletproof. In fact, when she was done talking to Everly, she’d march right over there and set the man straight.

         “You’re right.” Everly wiped tears from her cheeks. “I don’t know what we’d do without you guys.” She rested her head on Darla’s shoulder. “Still can’t help but feel awful. Mateo could’ve made so much money on this land after he bought it, and instead, he held on to the café for me. We have insurance, but it’ll take so long to process everything, and we have no income now.” A long sigh puffed out of her mouth, crystallizing in the cold air. “His mom and sisters rely on the money we send them every month, and there’s something else too.” She straightened, facing Darla directly. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered.

         “Oh, Everly.” Darla threw her arms around her friend, squeezing as tight as she dared. “Sweetie, that’s amazing!” Both Everly and Mateo were so good with kids. “That’s the best news.” A familiar sting hit her eyes. The best news, but hard to hear too. Why did it always have to remind her of the life she thought she’d have? As a mother, as Gray’s wife? They were supposed to watch their kids grow up together. They were supposed to have years of happy family memories, and now she never would.

         Everly swiped at the tears flowing steadily down her cheeks. “We haven’t told anyone because I’m only about six weeks along, but the doctor confirmed it. Just last week. We were so excited, and now…” The words dissolved into a sob. “I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

         “Don’t worry about that right now.” There was no way this town would let two of their own struggle—especially during the upcoming holidays. It might take some work, but Darla would figure out how to replace the income they’d lost for the foreseeable future so Everly and Mateo could focus on rebuilding and planning for the baby. “A baby!”

         It had been a while since their group of friends had welcomed a little one. Lucas and Naomi Cortez’s daughter would be starting preschool soon. And Lance and Jessa’s triplets were well into the toddler stage. “You and Mateo have to enjoy this, Everly. Even with the fire. Or maybe more because of the fire.” Life was so short, so unpredictable. “You have to take every opportunity you can to soak in the joy.”

         “I know.” Her friend reached into the pocket of her coat and found a Kleenex. “I wish I didn’t feel the stress so much.”

         “It’s okay to feel it, but try not to focus on it.” Darla glanced over at Ty again, an idea formulating. “We’re going to help you. All of us. Everything will work out.” She had a plan and she knew exactly who would help her execute it. “I need to talk to Ty about something.” She checked Everly’s face. Her friend had stopped crying, but her eyes still held that look of desolation. “You going to be okay?”

         “Yes,” her friend said resolutely. “I’ll be okay. I think I’ll go see what Mateo is discussing with the fire chief.”

         “Sounds good.” Darla had already started to walk. Well, more like jog. Whenever an idea this good hatched, she tended to let it carry her away. By the time she’d made it to Ty she was almost out of breath. She took a second to gather her thoughts. As the director for the Chamber of Commerce in town, she had her ways of bringing the businesses and shops together for a common cause. Lately, they’d been discussing ways to boost tourism this Christmas to pump more money into the town, and she’d just gotten the perfect idea for how they could combine that with a fund-raiser to help her friends.

         She purposely crunched her boots into the snow to get the man’s attention. Ty looked up. His eyes were tired but he held himself with a strength that never seemed to waver.

         “Hey.” He gazed at her the way someone might look at a wounded, matted, homeless puppy trotting down the street in the middle of a blizzard—sympathy and pity and hesitancy all wrapped into one complicated expression. And yet somehow he also still looked as handsome as ever, which didn’t help matters.

         “Hey.” Darla shored up her shoulders and stared directly into his eyes so he’d know she was still the same uncomplicated, carefree woman he’d slept with. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

         “Sure.” He rose and dusted off his heavy work gloves. “You holding up okay?” he asked, taking his gaze down the full length of her. Not in a way that checked her out but in a way that made it seem like he was afraid she might be falling apart piece by piece.

         “I’m fine.” How many times would she have to tell him that before he accepted it? “You’re the one who hasn’t stopped to take a breath all night,” she reminded him with a stern look. If she gave him a healthy dose of sass, maybe he’d remember who he was really dealing with here. “Are you okay?”

         He didn’t pause. “Yeah.” The man definitely wouldn’t tell her if he wasn’t. Maybe that was why they got along so well. From what she could tell, neither of them let themselves feel anything too deeply, and like her, he tended to take action—to find projects. Since he’d taken over as the head of the rodeo association, he’d already signed five new sponsors and had created a scholarship fund for young riders. Ty obviously wasn’t the type of cowboy to sit around doing nothing, which she could use to her advantage.

         “I haven’t found much they can save.” The heartfelt concern brewing in his eyes surprised her. She’d never realized he cared so deeply about his friends. Then again, she’d never looked that closely at his heart either.

         “Well, I know they appreciate you trying.” She couldn’t help but appreciate it herself.

         “I hate it,” Ty said. “Seeing stuff like this happen to good people. Not being able to do anything about it. I hate seeing people suffer.”

         She’d never seen him so solemn. From the way he was looking at her, she knew he wasn’t only talking about Everly and Mateo. I’m not suffering anymore, she wanted to tell him. But she hadn’t come over to talk about herself. About her past. About her loss. None of that was any of Ty’s business. “I hate it too, but I think there’s something we can do to help.” She looked around until she located Mateo and Everly, still safely out of range. “I mean, I think we can do more than sift through the remains of their business. They’re going to need money to stay afloat while they rebuild.” The insurance might give them a little cushion, but it wouldn’t be enough to live on, enough for his entire family back in Mexico to live on.

         “What did you have in mind?” Ty asked with a degree of wariness.

         She got it. She’d built a reputation for crazy ideas that usually involved her male friends having to dress up. She had a thing for theme parties—the Roaring Twenties, the disco seventies, and a couple of months ago, she’d done a Casablanca party that every man in their friend group had complained about. But what could she say? She had a knack for event planning, and the event she was envisioning for Mateo and Everly…well, it just might be the craziest thing she’d ever come up with. Especially since they’d only have a few weeks to pull it together.

         Instead of leaving him in suspense any longer, she came out with it. “What if we put together a Cowboy Christmas Festival to raise money for them?” Excitement sparked her voice. “It would be perfect. It could draw more tourists to town so they’d spend money in our stores and restaurants, and we could do a couple of special events specifically to raise money.”

         The wariness she’d detected in his voice earlier had migrated to his narrowed eyes. “What kind of events?”

         “A rodeo for starters.” As head of the town’s rodeo association, surely Ty would see the benefits of a big event to bring everyone together. The proceeds could all go to Mateo and Everly, but it would also draw more tourists to town, which meant all of the businesses would benefit too. And it would be great publicity for the Rodeo Association. “Oh! And maybe a cowboy bachelor auction!” Of course they had to do an auction. Those things always raised a ton of money.

         “I’m sorry. What was that?” Ty’s jaw had clenched the slightest bit tighter.

         Darla put on her sweetest smile. “Hear me out,” she said before he could reject the idea. “This is a rodeo town and we’re known for cowboys. You’ve seen all of the females who show up to our events hoping to snag a cowboy. Think how many would show up for the chance to spend an evening with one of you.”

         “Most single cowboys I know don’t want to be put up for auction.” Ty’s deadpan expression made it clear that meant him included.

         Well, at least he’d stopped looking at her like he wanted to fix her. With a common focus, maybe he would stop seeing her as the wounded widow and things could go back to normal between them.

         “The auction would be for a good cause.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “Not only will it help the town draw in tourists, it could potentially raise a lot of money for our friends.”

         Based on his tireless work all night, Ty was obviously a fixer, which explained his hesitation. He didn’t want to be auctioned off, but he also wanted to help. She could read it in his eyes. So she basically had him right where she wanted him. “We could also do a cowboy calendar,” she suggested while she had his attention. Why quit when she was on a roll? “All you cowboys could dress up in seasonal costumes.” She smirked and wriggled her eyebrows. “In fact, with a little tinsel and a Santa hat, I think you’d make the perfect Mr. December.”

         A hint of his signature grin shadowed his lips. “That so?”

         “Oh yeah. You’d make a great stocking stuffer.” She poked him in the shoulder, baiting him. “I betcha those babies would sell like hotcakes.” Without meaning to, her gaze slipped below his neck. He had the body to pull off a sexy tinsel costume, she knew that for sure.

         Ty stared her down. “Maybe we should do a business owners calendar instead,” he suggested. “You could wear a chocolate bikini.”

         “Ha!” She eased a step closer, drawn in by their familiar flirtatious vibe. “And what would Ginny Eckles wear? Hmmm? A skimpy little apron and nothing else?”

         Ty squeezed his eyes shut as though the image pained him. “How about a snowsuit instead? She’d make the perfect Ms. January.”

         Darla shook her head at him. “It has to be cowboys and you know it. We could sell a fund-raiser calendar for a good twenty bucks a pop. From the talk I hear during girls’ nights at my wine bar, I’m pretty sure every female in Topaz Falls from ages eighteen to ninety-seven would be making that purchase. Not to mention any out-of-town tourists we manage to attract.” With her old marketing contacts from her restaurant days in Denver, she could have the calendars made for next to nothing. “I’d guess that’d be at least five thousand dollars right there.” And the auction…that could bring in thousands more. Especially if Ty invited his brother. She didn’t know much about Rhett Forrester—only that he played in the NFL—but that was enough. If they could auction off an NFL star, they’d definitely raise some serious money. Now might not be the best time to bring up Rhett though. Ty and his brother didn’t seem exactly close. So she could save that conversation for another time.

         Ty didn’t say anything. Instead, he looked past her to where Everly and Mateo stood locked in an intimate embrace. Everly had her forehead nestled into her husband’s chest, and he was rubbing his hands up and down her back while she sobbed.

         Sympathy for her friend bubbled up again, and Darla could see that Ty was just as affected. How could he say no now? “So do we have a deal?”

         “You’re unbelievable,” he said, turning away from the spectacle like he couldn’t stand to watch their friend cry.

         Darla decided to take that as a compliment. “And you’re not going to say no.”

         “Oh yeah?” The man turned back to her and leaned down, bringing his face in line with hers. “No.” He straightened back up. “I could get on board with a rodeo, but no calendar. No auction. You may be a master at getting your way, but it’s not gonna happen this—”

         “She’s pregnant,” Darla blurted. “They haven’t told anyone yet, but she’s pregnant.”

         Ty snapped his mouth shut.

         “I’m not telling you that to manipulate you.” She’d already given that her best effort and he’d shot her down. Now she had to resort to honesty. Everly and Mateo having a baby was the best news ever, and she knew it would matter to him. It would make a difference. He and Mateo had been best friends since they were eighteen years old. They’d traveled and competed together, and based on Ty’s actions all night, both Mateo and Everly mattered to him a whole lot. “I’m telling you that because they need our help.”

         “Fine.” His lengthy sigh could’ve blown down what was left of the Farm Café. “We can talk about a calendar and an auction. But I’m not making any promises.”

         “Of course not. We can discuss it later. Tomorrow night, actually. At the Chamber meeting.” They didn’t have one on the books, but she’d put out an emergency meeting request earlier tonight.

         Once some of the other women on the board caught wind of a cowboy calendar, Darla had a feeling she wouldn’t be the only one trying to convince Ty to dress up in a Santa costume. He had plenty of admirers who wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I think a calendar is a wonderful idea.” Ginny Eckles, the owner of the Butter Buns Bakery flicked her bifocals down and gazed at Ty from across the large table in Darla’s wine bar. “In fact, maybe each of the cowboys could pose at a different business in town to give us a little publicity, hmmm?” She fluffed her frizzy gray curls and winked at him. “I have a few aprons you could wear for the pictures. Oh! And you could lay on the counter holding one of my buns.”

         Darla snorted next to him, but quickly covered the sound with a cough.

         Ty tried his darnedest not to grimace. Yeah. Real funny. How was it that he’d gotten roped into showing up at the Topaz Falls Chamber of Commerce meeting when none of the male business owners were able to make it? That was more than a little fishy, if you asked him. Bruce—the guy who owned the hardware store—likely wouldn’t have voted for a sexy cowboy calendar. Or maybe he would have, considering that everyone in town loved the Farm Café. As much as he disliked the idea of wearing tinsel, unfortunately, Ty hadn’t come up with any better ideas for how to make that kind of money. “If I do the calendar—and that’s a hearty if—I’m wearing jeans and my boots,” he informed the females in the room.

         “That’s fine,” Ginny purred, dragging her gaze down to his chest. “As long as you don’t wear a shirt. We need these puppies to sell, if you know what I mean.”

         Oh, he knew. They wanted the equivalent of one of those firefighter calendars where the poor schmucks were all greased up and flexing their muscles. “I haven’t committed to anything yet,” he said for at least the tenth time during the course of the hour-long meeting. Mostly because he had no clue how he was going to convince his friends to cooperate. Serious riders competed for the thrill, the status, the grit of competition. Hell, that was why he’d gotten roped in. He didn’t take too kindly to being used as a sex symbol, and his friends likely wouldn’t either.

         It’s a good cause though, he reminded himself. And they’d likely all agree solely because this was Mateo they were helping out. One of their own. A brother who’d lost his business and had a baby on the way. Damn it. There was no way he was gonna get out of this.

         “Well, at least I think we’ve all agreed on the benefit rodeo.” Darla flipped through some of her notes. “We just need to make a final decision on the bachelor auction and the calendar. It’s not like we have much time.”

         Ty noticed she wasn’t looking in his direction. She knew exactly what he thought of her ideas.

         “All in favor of the calendar?” Darla called out before he could put in his two cents.

         “Aye!” Ginny Eckles waved her hand in the air. The other ladies at the table were shyer about it, but they all agreed. Of course. Ty remained silent. He didn’t have a vote anyway since he wasn’t an official member of the Chamber.

         “And all in favor of the bachelor auction event?” Darla rushed on, still refusing to look directly at him.

         Another round of hearty ayes came at him.

         A sigh grumbled out. He might not have a vote, but he could still voice his opinion. “I’m not excited about it, but I’ll do my best to make it happen.” He tried to relax his jaw so he didn’t sound so irritated. “Just so you all know, I’m gonna have a hell of a time convincing the guys to do this.”

         “Remind them what a good cause it is.” For the first time during the meeting, Darla looked him in the eyes. She raised her eyebrows and he could practically hear her whisper, Baby. They’re having a baby.

         Yeah, yeah, yeah. It wasn’t like he could tell the rest of their friends that. Couldn’t ruin Mateo and Everly’s chance to make an announcement when they were ready. So he’d likely have to get creative…

         “We’ll need at least twelve cowboys,” Darla said, all businesslike again. “And we definitely need your brother to attend the bachelor auction.”

         Whoa. Hold on a second. “My brother?” Ty gaped at her. How did Darla know about his brother? He’d never mentioned Rhett to her. Though he shouldn’t be surprised she knew about him. His brother had made a name for himself in the NFL. Even on injured reserve with the Dallas Cowboys, Rhett got more attention than most of the players out on the field.

         “Rhett absolutely has to come,” Darla said. Her eyes were always so emphatic—deep and dark and lit with whatever emotion she happened to be feeling at the moment. He recognized this one as stubbornness. “Everyone knows who he is. Think of the publicity he’ll get us.”

         It wasn’t meant as a slight, and yet Ty flinched anyway. Blame it on years of conditioning. Even with all his experience competing and winning some nice prizes, no one knew who he was, but everyone knew Rhett Forrester. His brother had been a star linebacker practically his whole life. First at their high school, then at the University of Idaho, and now for the Dallas Cowboys.

         “It shouldn’t be a problem for him to travel out here since he’s on injured reserve the rest of the season, right?” Darla asked, giving him a coy smile. She was buttering him up, but it would not work this time.

         “My brother is not coming. You can get that idea out of your head right now.”

         Everyone sitting at the table trapped him in curious stares, but he was not about to discuss his issues with Rhett. He didn’t discuss them at all. As long as he didn’t see Rhett, he didn’t even have to think about their issues.

         “Why not?” Darla demanded.

         Ty considered the best response. “He already has plans for the holiday.” The whole Forrester family had plans, and if Ty invited Rhett out here, then he’d have to invite everyone, and he’d already given them an excuse for why he wouldn’t be able to come home for Christmas this year. An excuse that might have involved the woman sitting next to him wearing that familiar glare.

         “Well, you could at least ask him to come,” Ginny suggested. “Maybe he’ll want to change his plans. You should let him decide.”

         Forget playing nice. He gave them all a stern frown so they’d drop it. “I’m not asking.”

         First of all, he’d had enough of living in the golden boy’s shadow. Second, he might have led his parents to think he and Darla were engaged…and that she was unable to travel for the holidays because of her very successful and very busy wine bar.

         When they’d called and told him they expected him home for a good old-fashioned family Christmas, it had caught him off guard. It happened to be the day after he and Darla had hooked up, and the lie tumbled right out. He figured after the holidays he’d simply tell them they’d broken up and that would be that. Simple. He wasn’t about to complicate everything by inviting them to Topaz Falls.

         “Well if you won’t ask him, I will. I follow him on Instagram, you know.” Darla pulled out her phone as if she wanted to prove it was more than a threat. He wouldn’t put it past her. Darla could be about as persistent as a bull in the bucking chute when it came to getting her way. But this was one argument she couldn’t win.

         “You’re not asking him either.” Ty set his jaw so she’d know he was serious. “You ask him and my cooperation with this whole festival thing is over.”

         Darla didn’t seem to know what to say to that.

         “We don’t need your brother,” Ginny offered, nudging his boot with her foot. “You’re enough of a man.”

         Ty wasn’t sure if he should thank her or run away.

         “Of course we need him.” Darla started tapping on her phone. “The guy has over a million Instagram followers.” She waved the screen in front of Ty’s face, as if he didn’t already know how popular his brother was.

         “We don’t have much time to generate publicity,” she went on. “But if he posts something, women are going to flock up here for this event. Isn’t that the point? To raise as much money as possible?”

         Murmurs of agreement went around the room, but Ty had had enough. He pushed back from the table and stood. “If you want my help organizing the rodeo, my brother is not invited. Let me know what you decide.”

         Before Darla could try again, he walked out of the building.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Wait!” Darla frantically zipped up her coat and darted down the sidewalk after Ty. Typically, she didn’t resort to chasing after men—especially in her over-the-knee leather heeled boots—but this was an emergency. If she couldn’t convince him to get his brother involved, they had absolutely no shot of attracting the kinds of numbers they’d need to make this event successful. “Hey! Hold on,” she called to his retreating back.

         At the end of the block, Ty stopped to wait for her, his left shoulder sagging with obvious impatience.

         Darla jogged all the way to him, her heels skidding on a patch of ice right before she got there. She screeched a little and tried to balance herself, but he ended up catching her in his arms.

         “You’re not going to seduce me into changing my mind,” he said, securing his hands on her upper arms and standing her back up straight. His physical strength combined with that playful grin proved to be a lethal combination. It never failed to turn her insides gooey.

         “I’m not trying to seduce you.” Darla straightened her coat and gazed up at him. Light from a streetlamp poured down on them in a soft glow. Romantic, some might have said. Especially this time of year. Topaz Falls had one of those storybook town centers—cobblestone sidewalks, mismatched brick buildings with large storefront windows and charming striped awnings. Garlands were strung from lamppost to lamppost, adorned with red velvet bows and twinkling with white lights that seemed to make everything sparkle. Fat snowflakes floated down, getting stuck on Ty’s eyelashes. He had nice eyelashes. Nice eyes. A dreamy sigh broke loose in her chest, but she locked it down before he could notice. What was the matter with her? She didn’t look at Ty like that. It had to be the seasonal ambience.

         A-hem. Get it together. Before her eyes started twinkling like the Christmas lights. She was on a mission here. “I’m only trying to understand,” she said in a soft, placating tone. “I know you want to help Everly and Mateo as much as I do, so what’s the problem with your brother?” Talking about personal things happened to be a line they had never crossed, but she had to get to the bottom of this if they had any hope of making the festival a success.

         “I already told you.” Ty’s hardened stare grazed hers. “He has plans for the holidays. Since it’s the first year he hasn’t had to play football, my family is having this huge Christmas celebration up in Montana.”

         A tension in his voice made the words sound brittle. It was a tone Darla had never heard from him. Ty joked around a lot. He laughed. He got along with everyone. But it seemed he had an issue with his brother. Curiosity drew her eyes back to him, but she bolted her hands on her hips to make it seem like irritation. “Well, why aren’t you going back to Montana then? If it’s a family celebration and all?”

         Ty turned his head from hers and watched a car roll past. When he looked at her again he wore a smirk. “Why aren’t you traveling to be with your family over the holidays?”

         And there was the cowboy she knew. Deflecting every question that went deeper than What would you like to drink? At least she had a good answer though. “I can’t leave town because of the bar.” Christmas was one of her busiest seasons, and she had some pretty great employees, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a total control freak. “Besides that, my dad will be in France with his new wife, and my mom is going on a trip to Mexico with her crazy sisters, so…” The holidays had never meant anything to either one of her parents. There were no big family gatherings or turkey dinners or gift exchanges. They both had always viewed Christmas as an opportunity to get out of town, and that was fine with her. After all these years she’d made her peace with it. Besides, she loved Christmas in Topaz Falls.

         The quaint holiday spirit was one reason besides the bar that she never left town this time of year. It offered the kind of magical Christmas she’d always dreamed about, complete with the thick layer of snow frosting everything from the granite mountain peaks surrounding them to beautiful evergreen trees to the quaint buildings to the festive Christmas light displays that popped up all over town. She swore there was nothing more beautiful in the world than the glow of colorful lights buried beneath a powdery snow.

         Ty didn’t seem to know what to say at the mention of her own parents. This was new territory for them. “Listen…” She eased a step closer. “I don’t like my family much either. That’s totally normal. But if I had a famous brother who could help rake in the cash for one of my best friends, I would suck it up and invite him to come be a part of the festival.” Of course, if she had a famous brother who played in the NFL, she might’ve tried hitting him up to buy her an island in the South Pacific so she wouldn’t be here right now, but she was getting off track. “Having to tolerate your family for a week seems like a small price to pay. That’s all I’m saying.”
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