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            Chapter One

         

         Brianna MacLeod’s heart began racing the moment she turned the truck onto Main Street. The pastel-painted wooden storefronts of downtown Highland Falls blurred before her eyes.

         It felt like a hummingbird was trapped in her chest, its wings beating frantically against her rib cage in a futile attempt to escape. She couldn’t breathe. It didn’t matter that rationally she knew that if her heart was beating, she was still breathing.

         There was nothing rational about a panic attack. The symptoms didn’t respond to reason. They snuck up on you out of the blue when you were performing the most mundane of tasks. Like driving to the grocery store on a bright blue September afternoon.

         She needed a distraction and willed her fingers to loosen their white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. But instead of searching her bag for her phone and clicking on a meditation app, she turned on the radio. It was set to the local news. She went to switch to a station with music—soothing music instead of droning voices—but a familiar name snuck past the panic holding her hostage.

         “Dr. Caleb Scott has once again been named Hometown Hero of the Week. Today, while out for his early morning run, Dr. Scott came across a tourist who’d suffered a heart attack while attempting the Blue Mountain Trail. As most locals know, this is not a trail for beginners.” The female hosts talked about Blue Mountain’s steep slopes and narrow trails before moving on to how Cal had revived the man and then carried him down the mountain. Bri knew the trail as well as she knew Highland Falls’ Hometown Hero. He’d saved her life too. Only she didn’t think of him as a hero.

         When the hosts went on to rhapsodize over Cal and his heroics, Bri switched off the radio and tried an affirmation instead. It was one she’d prescribed to her anxious clients at her marriage and family therapy practice over the years.

         “No situation is good or bad.” Her pulse continued to race as she turned into the grocery store parking lot. “It’s how you react to it that matters.”

         Apparently her heart had decided that the appropriate response to the number of vehicles parked in the lot was to knock against her rib cage at a nausea-inducing speed.

         “Breathe, just breathe. In for four, hold for seven, breathe out for eight.” She repeated the pattern as she parked the truck beside an SUV. She shut off the engine and dug in her bag for her phone. Gripping it in her sweaty palm, she pulled up a meditation app, praying it worked its magic.

         This shouldn’t be so hard. She had a headful of positive affirmations and breathing exercises, two of the very things that her clients had assured her worked well for them. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? If last year had proven anything, it was that she had no business holding herself up as an authority on anxiety-reducing techniques…or on relationships.

         How could she help someone else when she couldn’t help herself? Her clients had probably been protecting her feelings when they told her the affirmations and breathing exercises worked. She had amazing clients. Used to have, she reminded herself. She’d closed her practice late last year.

         She glanced at the customers going in and out of the store, and her pulse, which had begun to slow, began racing again. She couldn’t do this.

         Frustrated with herself yet relieved at the same time, she shoved the key back in the ignition and started the engine, about to pull out of the parking space. But then her mind inconveniently reminded her of the conversation she’d overheard that morning, and she rested her forehead against the steering wheel. She absolutely had to do this. It was part of her plan to convince her sister, Ellie, that she was fine and that Ellie didn’t have to worry about her or protect her anymore.

         Bri gritted her teeth and leaned over the middle console, making a grab for her cane. The muscles in her right thigh spasmed, twisting into agonizing knots that had her sucking in a sharp breath. She hadn’t thought this through. Her physiotherapy session today had been particularly brutal. Probably because, as her therapist had pointed out several times during the hour-long session, Bri hadn’t been doing her exercises.

         No matter what her physiotherapist said, her very legitimate reasons for not doing them weren’t simply excuses. As far as Bri could tell, the exercises weren’t helping. They were also painful and demoralizing. But after today’s session, she’d promised to put in the effort. Mostly because she was afraid her therapist would tell her sister if she didn’t. That was the trouble with living in this small North Carolina mountain town. Everyone knew her family, and Bri’s sordid business.

         Another excellent reason not to venture into the grocery store and out of her comfort zone. She’d put her plan into action tomorrow. She glanced at the oversize black hoodie, black leggings, and furry black Ugg booties she wore. She wasn’t exactly dressed to be out in public anyway.

         Just as she was about to pull out of the parking space, her cell phone rang. It was a ringtone she knew well. Her sister’s. Bri glanced at the time, pulled back into the parking space, turned off the engine, and answered her cell. If she didn’t, Ellie would worry.

         “Hi. What’s up?” Bri knew exactly what was up. She hadn’t gone directly home after her PT session.

         “Where are you? Are you okay?”

         At the worry in her sister’s voice, a flicker of resentment flared to life inside of Bri. She loved her big sister. She didn’t know what she would have done this past year without Ellie’s support. Except sometimes, like now, Bri felt…smothered. Worse, she felt like Ellie didn’t trust her to take care of herself. After what had happened with Bri’s ex-husband, she supposed she couldn’t fault her sister for feeling that way. But knowing Ellie had a legitimate reason for being concerned didn’t make it easier. Bri had her own doubts to deal with.

         She glanced at the grocery store entrance. Two birds, one stone. Forcing a smile on her face in hopes that it would come out in her voice, she said, “I’m fine. My session went really, really well.”

         She rolled her eyes at her upbeat tone of voice. She sounded downright cheerful. “So well, in fact, that I decided I’d make us a special dinner to celebrate. We’ll celebrate you and Nate finally rebooking your honeymoon while we’re at it.” They were scheduled to leave for Scotland next week. Except Bri had overheard them this morning talking about once again postponing their trip. Because of her.

         “I thought I’d cook up some traditional Scottish fare. How does cock-a-leekie soup, oat cakes, and trifle for dessert sound?”

         “Good. It sounds really good. And so do you,” her sister said with what sounded like a frown in her voice. Ellie probably found this cheerful, upbeat version of Bri confusing.

         “But I’m not sure now is a good time for me and Nate to go away,” her sister continued. “You—”

         Obviously Bri hadn’t done as good a job selling this new, improved version of herself as she’d thought. “I’m doing great! Fantastic, actually. So stop worrying about me.”

         “I can’t. Stop worrying about you, that is. You died in front of me, Bri. I thought we’d lost you.”

         Bri worked to keep the images of last year’s near-fatal fall from playing out in her mind. She didn’t remember much, but the memory of that day—of running from her abusive ex, her desperate attempt to escape from him—had the power to send her spiraling into another panic attack. She was barely out of this last one. She didn’t need to go there again. Not now.

         She cleared her throat. “But you didn’t.”

         “Sometimes I feel like we did,” Ellie said quietly.

         “I know.” In a way, Bri had died that day. She wasn’t the same person she used to be. She wasn’t sure she liked the person she’d become. And as much as she knew her sister loved her, she thought Ellie might feel the same way. “I’m working on being the sister you remember. You just need to give me a little time.”

         Ellie could justifiably say she’d given her all the time in the world and it hadn’t made a difference. Bri had been recovering from her injuries at the family’s inn on Mirror Lake for more than a year now.

         She didn’t give Ellie a chance to respond. Instead, digging deep for the girl she used to be, Bri infused her voice with the spirit of her once optimistic, fun-loving self. “Now off to the grocery store I go. Text me if we need anything else.”

         “Um, you sound kind of manic. Are you sure you’re okay?”

         Bri sighed. “You haven’t heard it in a while, but that was my excited voice. I’m excited that you and Nate are finally going on your honeymoon, and I’m excited to make you a delicious meal to celebrate.” Just not so excited about going into the grocery store to pick up the ingredients.

         “I haven’t heard that voice in a very long time, Bri. Not since—”

         “Oh wow, you should see the gorgeous fall display outside the grocery store.” She cut off her sister before she uttered the name of the man who’d broken Bri’s optimistic heart and her fun-loving spirit a decade before. And it wasn’t Richard, Bri’s ex-husband.

         She glanced at the apples, pumpkins, and sunflowers on display on the racks beside the store’s entrance. “I’ll grab a basket of apples and make a pie instead of a trifle. Sound good?”

         “Ah, yeah, it sounds great. But Bri, you do remember I inherited Granny’s gift, don’t you?”

         Bri gasped. Her sister was psychic. Something she herself hadn’t believed until last year. “You promised never to read my mind!”

         “Unless I think you’re keeping something from me that puts you in danger. Stop sputtering. I didn’t read your mind. But I don’t have to, to know you’re in pain. I can hear it in your voice, among other things.”

         “You know what they say: no pain, no gain.” Bri opened the truck’s door, focusing on the maple trees along Main Street instead of the ache in her leg. In a matter of weeks, the leaves would change colors, lining downtown Highland Falls in a blaze of autumn glory.

         “They also say stop putting off your appointment with Cal.”

         Bri squeezed her eyes shut at the mention of Highland Falls’ Hometown Hero.

         “It’s been more than a year since your surgery,” her sister continued. “You canceled both your follow-up appointments with Cal. Maybe something’s wrong and that’s why you’re in so much pain.”

         Something was wrong, all right. Her sister had brought up the one person guaranteed to wipe out Bri’s good mood, even if it was a fake good mood. Cal wasn’t only Highland Falls’ Hometown Hero; he’d once been hers. But he’d broken her heart when he’d broken their engagement almost a decade before.

         Some people, her sister included, sometimes even Bri herself, thought it was past time she stopped holding that against Cal. Especially since he’d saved her life last year. But she’d spent the long months of her recovery trying to pinpoint exactly what had happened to put her on such a disastrous relationship path—a path that had led to her lying in a broken heap at the bottom of her condo’s stairs in Charlotte—and she’d come to the conclusion that Cal was to blame.

         She’d loved him with every fiber of her being. She’d trusted him implicitly with her heart, with her very soul. Something inside her had broken when he ended their relationship with no real explanation, and it wasn’t just her heart.

         “I have another doctor, remember?”

         “It’s not the same, and you know it. Mallory is a primary care physician. And just FYI, she also thinks you shouldn’t be skipping your appointments with Cal.”

         “You’re not supposed to be talking about me with my doctor. I’m not twelve, you know. I’m twenty-eight years…” She trailed off. She wasn’t twenty-eight. She’d lost over a year of her life trying to put herself back together again. “Almost thirty years old, and there’s this little thing called doctor-patient confidentiality.”

         “There’s also a little thing called love. As in I love you, and so does Mallory. We’re worried about you, Bri.”

         Well, didn’t that just put a pin in the bubble of self-righteous indignation expanding in her chest? “I love you guys too. You know I do. And I understand why everyone is so protective of me, but you have to trust me when I tell you I’m okay.” Now she had to start proving that she was, because she didn’t need a master’s degree in marriage and family therapy to understand why they’d have a hard time believing her.

         “You’re right. We do.”

         Bri smiled. That was easier than she’d expected. “Great. I won’t be long.” Tucking her cell in her bag after disconnecting the call, she stepped onto the asphalt, considering it a win when her leg didn’t buckle beneath her.

         Leaning heavily on her cane, she closed and locked the driver’s-side door, and returned the keys to her bag. “You’ve got this,” she told herself, hefting the strap over her shoulder. She set off across the parking lot at the same time as a ninetysomething woman who used a walker. The woman left Bri in the dust.

         A car pulled into the lot, the driver waiting patiently for Bri to get out of the way. Her cheeks heated as she struggled to pick up the pace, nearly falling on her face when the toe of her bootie hit a pothole and she had to put her weight on her injured leg. She fought the urge to turn around and head home.

         She couldn’t back out now. If she did, Ellie would never agree to go on her honeymoon. She’d never believe that Bri was okay. Besides, all she needed was a couple ingredients. Ten minutes, tops, and she’d be out of the grocery store. Unless she met someone she knew, especially her grandmother’s friends. They liked to talk. They were also nosy.

         As Bri entered the store, she pulled her hoodie over her head, tucking her long blond hair underneath. She glanced at the shopping carts on her right and decided to take one. At least she’d have something to lean on. Hooking her cane on the handle, she folded her arms, resting her full weight on the cart. It felt so good that she might have stayed right where she was if not for the whoosh of the doors sliding open behind her.

         She pushed her cart into the store, admiring the brightly colored produce in the bins lining the center of the aisle. The smell of pumpkin spice tempted her to stop at the nearby coffee bar but balancing the to-go cup while carrying out a bag of groceries was beyond her, so she kept moving.

         It felt kind of nice doing something on her own for a change, and she found herself humming along to Taylor Swift’s “Mr. Perfectly Fine” coming through the store’s sound system. Maybe this had been a good idea after all. She felt almost normal.

         She transferred a basket of apples into her cart, spotting the leeks and onions across from her. As she went to push her cart toward the veggie display case, a familiar deep voice stopped her cold. Praying she was wrong, she snuck a peek over her shoulder. The tall, exceptionally well-built man in green scrubs was as familiar as his deep voice.

         Cal was here.

         In the grocery store.

         Less than twenty feet away from her.

         Searching for her cell phone in her bag, Bri used her body to push the cart toward the end of the aisle. She called her sister, whisper-shouting the moment Ellie picked up, “I can’t believe you did this to me!”

         “What are you talking about? Did what?”

         “Called Cal and told him where I am!” She glanced over her shoulder. He had his back to her, talking to a young mother, who was clearly as entranced by him as her children. Not surprising—the man was a golden-haired Adonis.

         “I wouldn’t do that. But maybe this is a sign that you should—”

         “It’s a sign, all right.” A sign that she should have gone straight home after her PT session. “I have to go.” She disconnected.

         Shoving her phone back in her bag, she leaned halfway across the cart. She needed as much weight and forward momentum as she could get. Her already overworked leg muscles screamed in protest when she picked up her pace but she couldn’t stop now. The last thing she wanted was to run into Cal. Mr. Perfect was happily married and living his best life while she’d made an absolute mess of hers.

         Bri glanced at her leg as it began to drag. “Don’t fail me now,” she pleaded, leaning as far as she could over the cart to take more weight off her leg as she rounded the corner.

         The cart wobbled and veered to the right. She looked up. Oh no! She’d taken the corner too wide and was heading straight for a display tower of toilet paper. She tried to get both feet firmly on the floor tiles fast enough to stop the cart but it was too late. She careened into the toilet paper tower, an avalanche of jumbo-sized packages sliding and tumbling toward her.

         Surrounded by a mountain of toilet paper rolls, she looked around. No one had seen what she’d done. She felt bad leaving the mess for someone else to clean up, but desperate times called for desperate measures. She had to get out of there ASAP.

         She went to steer the cart around the packages but her path was blocked. No amount of shoving through the mound of toilet paper rolls helped. Holding on to the cart with one hand, she leaned over and began tossing them out of the way.

         From the next aisle over, she heard two women discussing the benefits of one fiber cereal over another. Their voices were getting closer. She didn’t have time to pick up the last package blocking the front wheels of her cart. Grabbing on to the shopping cart’s handle with both hands, she gave it a hard shove in hopes of running up and over the toilet paper rolls. It worked. Only it worked a little too well.

         The hard jolt and forward momentum caught Bri off balance, and she tripped over the squashed package of toilet paper, the cart’s handle slipping from her sweaty grip. She reached for the shopping cart in an effort to regain her balance but her hands grabbed air instead. And that was the moment her leg called it quits and gave out.

         Bri, who had become something of an expert tumbler over the past year, leaned back at the last second, falling onto a bed of toilet paper rolls instead of onto her face. She lifted her head and groaned. Her shopping cart was headed for a display rack of jams and jellies in pretty glass jars.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         At the sound of a low groan, Cal looked up from bagging heirloom carrots to see a runaway grocery cart headed straight for a display rack at the end of the produce aisle. He dropped the bag of carrots and ran to intercept the cart, grabbing the front end just before it took out the rack of glass jars. Pulling the cart toward him, he looked around for its owner. His gaze collided with a woman lying on a bed of toilet paper rolls. And it wasn’t just any woman.

         He’d know those eyes, that face, anywhere. He’d once loved Brianna MacLeod to distraction. It had been the kind of love that changes you, completes you. The kind of love where you don’t know how you’ll go on when it’s over.

         He shook off his shock at seeing Bri and let go of the cart, jogging to her side. “What happened? Are you okay?” He hadn’t seen her since she left the hospital last year. Not an easy feat in a small town, but then again, it was common knowledge Bri rarely left the inn.

         “I’m fine.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “They piled their toilet paper roll display too high, and it fell over. I tripped over one of the packages.” She shrugged as she went to push herself upright. “No big deal.”

         “How about you let me decide if it’s a big deal or not?” He crouched beside her and reached for her foot.

         She batted his hand away. “Are you crazy? We’re in the middle of the grocery store. You’re not examining me here.”

         He held her gaze. “I wouldn’t have to if you hadn’t canceled your follow-up appointments with me.” If he’d done a recent scan, he wouldn’t be as concerned that there were issues with the rod in her femur or the pins in her ankle.

         “I knew it! Ellie called you, didn’t she? She told you I was here. She told—”

         “Your sister didn’t call me. Ellie might be psychic, but I doubt she knew you were going to have a run-in with a toilet paper pyramid and that your leg would give out.”

         If Ellie had the slightest inkling something like this would happen, she wouldn’t have let her baby sister out of her sight. She’d always been overprotective of Bri; the entire MacLeod family had been. It used to drive him crazy how much they protected her. He imagined it had only gotten worse since Bri’s accident.

         If he was honest, he was feeling a little protective toward her himself. Probably because, even though it had happened more than a year ago, he couldn’t shake the memory of the day her heart had stopped.

         “Who said my leg gave out?”

         “Are you telling me that it didn’t?”

         “I’ve just come from my physiotherapy session. I overdid it, that’s all. I should have gone home instead of coming here.” She shoved a package of toilet paper away and put her hand on the floor in an effort to push herself to her feet.

         He covered her hand with his and a familiar sensation moved in his chest. She got to him. Even after all these years, she had the power to stir up feelings in him that he had no business feeling with the simple touch of his hand on hers.

         Worried she’d hear some of that emotion in his voice, he cleared his throat. “You’re not moving until I check out your leg. I need to make sure it’s stable before you put weight on it.” The words came out clipped, maybe even a little harsh. He couldn’t help it. He was angry, angry at himself for having feelings for a woman who’d shredded his heart a decade before.

         He lifted his gaze to hers. She wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at his hand on hers. What was his hand still doing there? He was positive he’d moved it. He did that now. Too fast, like she’d caught him doing something wrong. Like that small, fine-boned hand had zapped him with a fully charged defibrillator. She met his gaze, a frown furrowing her brow, a touch of confusion in her blue eyes. So it wasn’t just him. She’d felt it too.

         He bit back the question that was on the tip of his tongue. Why? Why had she walked away without a fight? He’d never gotten the chance to ask. Too late, dumbass. It was nearly ten years ago. You moved on. He had, but there was a part of him that hadn’t forgiven her for giving up on them. He didn’t know if he ever would.

         Bri looked up, and the confused expression on her face was replaced with a panicked one. He glanced over his shoulder. An older woman pushed her cart toward them. “Are you all right, dear?”

         “I’m fine, thanks. I pulled one of the packages from the bottom, and then this happened.” Picking up a package of toilet paper, Bri gave it a squeeze. “Good thing they’re as soft as advertised.”

         She offered the older woman a strained smile before ducking her head and grabbing Cal’s hand.

         “Please don’t make a big deal out of this,” she whispered. “I can’t let Ellie find out. She’ll call off her honeymoon again. I promise, I’ll make an appointment for my follow-up. I won’t cancel this time.” She searched his face, her eyes pleading.

         He’d never been able to deny her anything, and it seemed that hadn’t changed. “All right.” He glanced at his watch and ran through his schedule in his head. “I can fit you in at three.” It would take some maneuvering but he’d make it work. No way was he letting her talk her way out of a follow-up this time.

         “You don’t mean today, do you? I can’t come today, Cal. I’m making a special—”

         He raised an eyebrow and leaned over, removing the…slipper from her foot. He held it up. “Seriously?”

         She grabbed it from his hand. “Fine. I’ll come, okay? Now just help me—” She groaned when the store manager hurried over.

         He was a big man with a bald head and a booming voice. “What happened here? Do you need me to call an ambulance, Dr. Scott? Did she have a heart attack?”

         Bri scowled at the store manager when several customers glanced their way. “No, I didn’t have a heart attack. I was attacked by your toilet paper display. You’re lucky I wasn’t hurt or I’d sue.” She wrapped her hands around Cal’s forearms, saying under her breath, “A little help here.”

         He angled his head. “Feisty, aren’t you?” He’d never seen this side of Bri.

         The woman he remembered had been sweet with a kind word for everyone she met. Even-tempered too. He used to tease her just to get a rise out of her. It never worked. She’d lived in a Zen-like state of mind, looking at the world through rose-colored glasses. A fun-loving optimist who saw only the best in people and in life. He imagined that was no longer the case. She’d dealt with a lot this past year. And not just her injuries, which had been extensive and life-threatening.

         “Don’t worry, Stan,” he told the store manager, who’d looked like he was going to have a heart attack himself when Bri mentioned suing. “No one’s going to sue you.” He fit his hands under Bri’s arms, easing her carefully to her feet.

         Stan nodded his thanks, keeping his distance from Bri as he began restacking the toilet paper rolls. Cal didn’t blame him. Bri looked like she wanted to sock the store manager in the nose.

         She leaned against Cal, and he smelled her familiar lavender and mint fragrance. The feel of her in his arms was familiar too. She looked up at him. “You’d be feisty too if you had to deal with what I do. Thanks to Stan, word around town will be that I had a heart attack.”

         “I wouldn’t worry about it. No one seems to know who you are.”

         She smiled, a smile that he remembered well. And just like it used to, it took his breath away. He reminded himself that technically she was his patient. When that didn’t help, he reminded himself what those first few months after their breakup had been like. Oh yeah, that worked.

         “You’re right.” She tucked long blond strands under her hoodie and then dug around inside her bag, pulling out a pair of sunglasses. She put them on. “Would you mind helping me to my shopping cart?”

         He frowned. “You can’t walk without your cane? Or is the pain that bad?”

         “I told you, I just came from physio. Now are you going to help me or not?”

         He offered his arm.

         “Thank you.” She glanced at him as he guided her to her shopping cart. “And thanks for not ignoring my wishes and examining my leg. I know you wanted to.”

         “I did. I do. So plan on hanging out at the hospital for at least an hour, maybe two.” He looked at her feet. “And do me a favor, don’t wear those things again.”

         “Why not? They’re comfortable.”

         “They’re slippers.”

         “They’re not slippers. They’re booties.”

         He shook his head. “They’re ridiculous and dangerous. You need something with support, Bri.”

         “Okay, fine. I won’t wear them outside the inn.” She let go of his arm and grabbed the shopping cart with both hands, leaning heavily against it. “I guess I’ll see you at three.” She steered her cart to the produce aisle, glancing at him when he walked beside her. “What are you doing?”

         “I’m not leaving you on your own until I know you’re okay.” He figured she was going to argue so he walked over to the veggie display. “I have a few things to pick up anyway.” The bag he’d been filling with carrots was where he’d left it. He picked it up, adding a few more, and then he grabbed a bag of small, colorful potatoes.

         Beside him, Bri sighed and then reached for the leeks. She added them to her cart, along with some yellow onions.

         “Do you need anything else?” he asked, hoping she was done. He had to run home and get dinner in the Crock-Pot before heading back to the hospital but he wasn’t convinced Bri was as good as she was pretending to be.

         “A few more things.” She glanced at the bags of produce in his hand. “If you got what you came for, you should go. I’m good. Honestly.”

         “I have a couple other things I need.”

         “Suit yourself.” She rested her injured foot on the bottom rack, pushing off with her other foot while steering the cart with her body.

         He lengthened his stride, reaching over to straighten the front of the cart when she nearly took out the endcap turning down the cereal aisle. “Why don’t you just tell me what you need?”

         “Because I—” She was interrupted by a phone ringing in her bag. Muttering, “I knew it,” she pulled out her cell and brought it to her ear. “I’m fine, Ellie.” He could hear her sister’s anxious voice from where he stood. Bri bowed her head and blew out a frustrated breath. “Does it sound like I had a heart attack? Yes, he’s here.” She handed him the phone. “She wants to talk to you,” Bri said, then pushed off with her one foot and glided up the cereal aisle.

         “Hey, Ellie.”

         “Cal, thank goodness you were there for Bri. How is she? Don’t sugarcoat it. Tell me the truth.”

         Bri stopped the cart, glancing at him over her shoulder as if she knew what her sister asked.

         “She’s fine,” he said, even though he was pretty sure she was far from fine. But Ellie sounded upset as it was.

         Bri smiled and mouthed, Thank you.

         So maybe he hadn’t lied just for her sister’s benefit.

         Ellie scoffed. “Did she pay you to say that?”

         “No, she didn’t pay me.”

         “Really? Because take it from me, she is far from fine,” Ellie practically yelled down the line, which told him just how upset she was. Ellie was as sweet as Bri used to be. “Today was the first day she ventured out on her own and look what happened. She doesn’t get out of bed before noon, Cal. And do you know why that is?”

         He turned his back on Bri so she wouldn’t see his reaction or overhear his side of the conversation with her sister. “She’s not sleeping through the night?” he guessed, keeping his voice low. It wasn’t really a guess. He’d noted the dark shadows under Bri’s eyes.

         “No, she’s not, which means I’m not either because I can hear her walking around, and I’m afraid she’s going to fall. She has migraines, and she still has dizzy spells, Cal.”

         “She had a traumatic brain injury, Ellie. It’s not uncommon for her to still be having symptoms.” Not only had Bri broken her femur and her ankle in the fall, she’d fractured her skull. He didn’t tell Ellie that it was possible Bri would have symptoms of TBI for years to come.

         “Is it normal that she also can’t stand for long periods of time?”

         It was worse than he suspected. “Look, Bri has agreed to a follow-up appointment. I’m seeing her later today. I’ll run her through a battery of tests and consult with her neurologist, her physiotherapist, and Mallory. I promise, Ellie, between the four of us, we’ll come up with a treatment plan that—”

         Bri came up beside him, snagged her phone from his hand, and glided past him, which meant she didn’t see the woman turning her cart into the aisle. Cal lunged, putting his hands on either side of Bri’s, managing to stop the cart before it collided with the other woman’s.

         Apparently Bri was too busy giving her sister crap to notice she’d nearly taken out the woman.

         “Cut her some slack, Bri,” he said when she disconnected and shoved her phone in her bag. “Ellie’s worried about you, and from what she told me, she has good reason to be.”

         He fully expected her to tell him to mind his own business, so he was surprised when she said, “I know she is, and I shouldn’t have told her off for sharing her concerns with you. It’s just that…” She trailed off and looked up at him. He couldn’t see her eyes behind her sunglasses but he had a feeling she was fighting back tears. Her voice was thick with emotion. “She won’t go on her honeymoon now, will she? I messed everything up. That’s all I seem to do these days. I can’t do anything right.”

         “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Bri.”

         “You have no idea what Ellie sacrificed for me, Cal. How much I have to make up for.”

         “She’s your big sister. She loves you. I’m sure she doesn’t feel like it was a sacrifice to support you through your recovery. That’s what families do.” He thought of his own sister. He needed to call and check up on her.

         “It’s not just what Ellie’s done for me this past year. It’s…never mind.” She pushed her cart to the prepared food counter at the back of the store and removed a barbecued chicken from the glass warming tray. He grabbed one too. He was making chicken stew for his stepdaughter. They’d been eating too much fast food lately.

         “You mind if I put this in your cart?”

         “Go ahead.” She sniffed, swiping a finger under her sunglasses. “I don’t know why I’m even bothering making Ellie and Nate a celebratory dinner. It’s not like they’re going to Scotland now.”

         “Hey.” He lowered the sunglasses. Her eyes were swimming with tears, and his chest tightened. Not only because she was crying but because of everything she was dealing with and how hard she was trying to do something nice for her sister. That was more like the woman he remembered, the one he’d fallen in love with.

         “Once we have the results back from your tests and know exactly what’s going on, I’ll call Ellie and assure her that there’s no reason she can’t go away.” Bri’s grandfather lived at the inn, and there were plenty of people in town who’d pitch in while Ellie was away.

         “You’d do that for me?”

         “Of course I would. As long as you agree to abide by the treatment plan we come up with, I have no problem telling Ellie it’s fine for her to go on her honeymoon.”

         “I’ll do whatever it takes, whatever you say, Cal. I promise.”

         He replaced the sunglasses on her nose, tapping the bridge with his finger. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

         Bri was quiet as she picked up the last of the ingredients for her Scottish-themed dinner.

         “You okay?” he asked when they reached the checkout line.

         She nodded and then glanced up at him. “Do you ever wonder what would have happened if we’d gotten married like we’d planned?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Bri wanted to take back the question the second it left her mouth. She hadn’t meant to blurt it out. It’s just that she’d been thinking about their past, about how good they’d once been together. How could she not? Cal was as caring and as kind as she remembered. It didn’t hurt that he was also mind-blowingly gorgeous.

         Well, that wasn’t exactly true. It did hurt. Cal’s staggering good looks had succeeded in frying her brain, and she’d just asked the most painfully embarrassing question a woman could ask a man who’d dumped her and broken her heart. The man who was currently staring at her like she’d lost her mind.

         “Ignore me. You know how it is. People with TBIs say the darnedest things. These days, I never know what’s going to come out of my mouth.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. In the first few months of her recovery, she had said things that didn’t make sense. She’d even had trouble remembering what certain words meant.

         Instead of waiting to see if Cal bought her excuse, she reached into the cart to load her groceries onto the conveyor belt.

         “I’ve got them,” he said, leaning around her. He put their items on the conveyor belt and then glanced at her. “I’ve had a lot of what-if moments in my life, Bri, but I’ve found it doesn’t do any good to dwell on the past. You have to keep moving forward. Take one day at a time. One step at a time.”

         The smile he gave her was gentle, and she had a feeling he wasn’t talking about them and their past but about her. Somehow, he knew that she was stuck. That she didn’t know how to move forward with her life. Maybe because she had nothing to move forward to, or maybe because she didn’t know who she was anymore. Everything she’d believed about herself was a lie.

         And right then, in the middle of the checkout line, Bri realized that, while Cal had broken her heart, he wasn’t to blame for the mess her life was in. She was the one who’d missed the warning signs in her relationship with her ex until it was too late. She was the one who’d allowed him to chip away at her confidence, making her feel small and insignificant and, by the end, controlling every aspect of her life.

         Bri felt the weight of someone’s stare and looked up to see Cal watching her, his brow furrowed. She forced a smile and reached in her bag for her wallet.

         “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it.” He nodded at the cashier. “Josie rang us through together.”

         Bri must have been lost in her thoughts longer than she’d realized. She glanced at their purchases and the total on the screen, adding up her share in her head. Something she could have done easily in the past. It wasn’t so easy now. Frustrated, she pulled two twenties from her wallet and offered them to Cal.

         He placed a bag of groceries in her cart. “That’s too much. Just bring what you owe me to your appointment.”

         A feminine voice called his name. Bri glanced over her shoulder to see a stunning dark-haired woman wearing a white lab coat striding toward them.

         Several shoppers moved their carts out of the woman’s way. She didn’t acknowledge them with a smile or a word of thanks. Bri had a feeling she didn’t notice them. Her attention was focused solely on Cal. Clearly this was a woman who was used to giving orders and having them acted upon immediately.

         “Excuse me,” she said to Bri, nudging her out of the way to reach Cal’s side, a waft of sultry fragrance following in her wake.

         “What are you still doing here?” the woman asked him, her voice as sultry as her perfume. “I’ve been trying to reach you for the last fifteen minutes.”

         He patted his pocket. “I must have left my phone in the car. I have my pager though. What’s going on?” he asked as he packed his groceries and the rest of Bri’s into brown paper bags.

         “We have a meeting with my mother and the town council at three to present our proposal.”

         Bri glanced from Cal to the woman she now realized was the mayor’s daughter, Raine Johnson. To be more precise, Dr. Raine Johnson-Scott, Cal’s wife.

         Bri was an idiot. As if Cal had ever wondered what life would have been like with her when he was married to Raine. A woman who oozed confidence and competence.

         Bri had no desire to be stuck in the middle of Cal and his wife. “Sorry. I just, um, need to get by?”

         Without so much as a glance in Bri’s direction, Raine made room for her to get by. When Bri didn’t immediately take advantage of the space she’d created—it wasn’t that big of a space with Cal standing right there—Raine gestured with an elegant, if slightly impatient, wave of her hand for Bri to pass. It felt as if she were one of the woman’s subjects, and not a royal one or a welcome one.

         “Thank you,” Bri murmured, clearing her throat in hopes Cal would get the hint and move out of the way, but he was thanking the cashier who handed him his change.

         Bri prayed that he’d let her walk away without saying anything about her appointment. This meeting was obviously important to his wife, and the last thing Bri wanted was to get on the wrong side of Dr. Raine Johnson-Scott. Bri attempted to maneuver the cart around Cal.

         “Hang on a minute,” he said, wrapping his hand around the front end of the cart. He placed another bag inside. Then he guided the cart and Bri toward the exit while saying to his wife, “The meeting was scheduled for next week. There’s no way I can make it today.”

         When he didn’t receive a response from his wife, Cal glanced over his shoulder. “Raine?” He stopped walking, which meant Bri was once again stuck between Cal and his wife.

         The last place she wanted to be. “If you don’t mind, I need to get home, and you’re holding my cart hostage,” Bri said, nodding at his hand.

         “Just give me a minute,” he said without looking at her.

         His wife was looking at her though. “Brianna Evans,” she said, walking to her husband’s side.

         Like she did whenever someone addressed her by her married name, Bri cringed. “No. I’m divorced. It’s Brianna MacLeod now.”

         Technically, both statements were untrue. Her divorce was final in two days’ time. And even though in her heart she felt like a MacLeod, in actuality, she wasn’t. Months after her accident, her mother revealed the soul-crushing news that Bri was the result of an affair.

         “I’m sorry. I’m sure the last thing you want is to be reminded of your ex.” She offered Bri a sympathetic smile and extended her hand. “I’m Cal’s wife, Raine. We’ve met before but you probably don’t remember. You were heavily medicated for most of your hospital stay. I assisted Cal with your surgery.”

         Bri shook Raine’s hand. “No need to apologize. It’s nice to officially meet you. And thank you, both of you, for, you know, saving my life.” She took a step back, but Cal had yet to release his hold on the shopping cart. She jiggled it. “I should get going.”

         Cal took the hint, let go of the cart, and stepped aside. Then he went and ruined her escape by saying, “I’ll walk you to your car.” He raised his hand when she opened her mouth to argue. “Nonnegotiable. We have a bargain, remember?”

         “A bargain?” Raine arched an exquisitely groomed eyebrow, looking a little less friendly than she had moments before. “That sounds…intriguing.”

         Her sister might be psychic but Bri was no slouch when it came to reading people. She had lots of practice from her couples therapy sessions. And she was pretty sure Raine didn’t think Bri and Cal’s bargain was intriguing. As evidenced by her narrowed gaze, it was downright suspicious in his wife’s eyes.

         “No. Gosh, no. Not intriguing at all. More embarrassing than anything,” Bri said, and explained how her run-in with the toilet paper pyramid, small-town gossip, and her overprotective older sister resulted in Bri and Cal’s bargain. “And that was way more information than you needed.”

         Bri had totally overshared but she didn’t feel she had a choice. Just like she was positive Raine was suspicious of Bri and Cal’s bargain, she was equally positive that her initial impression of the woman had been correct. You don’t mess with Raine Johnson-Scott and walk away unscathed.

         “And that’s why I have to pass on the meeting,” Cal told his wife. “I’ve got a window that I can fit Bri into today.”

         Bri wanted to run over Cal’s foot with her shopping cart. Did the man have no idea how important this meeting was to his wife? Bri didn’t even know her, and she could tell. “Don’t worry about it, Cal. Just call me when you have an opening, and I’ll—”

         “Remind me again when your sister is going away?”

         Bri blew out a breath. He was right. Ellie’s happiness and her honeymoon trumped staying on his wife’s good side. Bri also had a feeling Cal didn’t want to go to the meeting and was using her as an excuse.

         “Darling, this meeting is far too important for you to miss. I’m sure Bri and her sister will understand.” Raine tucked her arm through her husband’s and smiled up at him.

         Bri frowned, wondering what was up with Cal. He didn’t return his wife’s smile. If anything, he looked uncomfortable. Flustered even.

         “I’ll let you two talk in private.” Without waiting for a response, she pushed the shopping cart through the conveniently open doors, slipping through before they closed.

         Instead of leaving the shopping cart where it belonged, she decided having something to lean on while walking across the parking lot wasn’t a bad idea. She couldn’t afford to stumble with Cal or the other customers looking on.

         It hadn’t escaped her notice that several shoppers had been sending them curious glances while at least two older women had been straining to overhear their conversation as they’d headed for the exit doors. Bri could only imagine what the gossips of Highland Falls would make of their interaction. It didn’t take much for rumors to fly in the small town.

         Bri shook off the thought. She had enough to worry about without angsting about what their little tête-à-tête looked like to anybody else. As she walked across the parking lot to the truck, she congratulated herself. Taking the cart had been a good idea. She hadn’t tripped in a pothole or held up traffic.

         But she had second thoughts once she finished loading her groceries into the truck. She had to return the cart to the store and then walk back across the parking lot with only her cane to lean on. She looked over to where Cal and Raine stood outside the store, talking in front of the sunflower display. It was an Instagram-worthy photo.

         If Highland Falls had a contest for most gorgeous couple, Raine and Cal would win hands down. They were perfect together. They…wait a sec, what was that about? Cal was rubbing his fingers up and down his forehead, something he did when he was frustrated and trying not to lose his cool. At least he had when they were dating.

         He’d had a lot on his plate back then, taking care of his mom and his sister. He’d had to grow up fast when his father abandoned them. But no matter how much stress Cal had been under, he’d never lost his temper with her.

         Then again, that was a long time ago. Nearly a decade changed a person. She was a perfect example. She was so different from the woman she’d been when she was dating Cal that it wasn’t funny. It was actually pretty sad. She wished she could turn back time. She’d… “No, I will not beg Cal for a second chance,” she muttered when the wayward thought popped into her head and straight out of her mouth—thankfully to an audience of one.

         Honestly, her trip down memory lane was seriously messing with her head. Except it wasn’t just the memories. It was how her heart had raced when he touched her and how she’d gotten butterflies in her stomach when he’d held her gaze, for just a second looking at her like he used to. Like she was the most important person in the world to him, like he would cherish her and protect her.

         Oh my gosh, what was wrong with her? She didn’t want a man in her life, no matter how gorgeous or how kind he was. He could be the most perfect man in the world, and she’d want nothing to do with him. All she wanted was a simple life. A little house with a garden and a dog for companionship. She’d be happy on her own.

         When she eventually got to the place where she could be happy again. She didn’t see that happening anytime soon. She had to heal the broken parts of her, and not just her body. Although that was where she planned to start. If today had shown her anything, it was that she hadn’t put enough effort into her recovery. She had to focus on getting better, not just for her sake but for Ellie’s too.

         And that was the only thing she wanted right now. She wanted Ellie not to worry about her and to focus on making a happy life with Nate. After everything Ellie had suffered because of Bri, she deserved a beautiful life. And Bri intended to do everything in her power to ensure that she got it, which meant she had to stop obsessing about Cal. Cal, who was happily married to a beautiful and brilliant woman. Cal, who was walking toward Bri with a determined stride while his wife looked on, arms crossed and eyes narrowed.

         Damn it! Bri grabbed her cane and pushed the grocery cart as hard as she could, sending it rattling across the parking lot directly at Cal. He looked surprised. Bri was surprised too, but probably not for the same reason as Cal. She couldn’t believe she had the strength to push the cart that far and that fast.

         “Sorry. I was hoping it would reach the other side and save me the wa—time,” she called out. It’s not as if she could say save me the walk to Cal. Knowing him, he’d make her go directly to the hospital. He’d probably insist on driving her, and at the moment, being alone in close proximity to him was a very bad idea. No doubt she’d blurt out something that would give her wayward thoughts away. There was only so much she could blame on her head injury.

         “If you don’t mind leaving it at the door for me, I’d really appreciate it. Thanks.” She smiled and turned without waiting for his response and got into the truck. She opened her bag and looked for the keys. Unable to spot them under all the crap in her bag, she shoved her hand inside to continue the search. She had no idea how or why she’d accumulated so much stuff. She’d always been an organized person. When her fingers brushed against a jagged metal edge, she blew out a relieved breath and quickly shoved the key into the ignition.

         Someone rapped on the driver’s-side window. She knew who it was without looking. She considered pretending she didn’t notice him and driving away. Which would no doubt draw the same reaction as telling him she wanted to save herself the walk across the parking lot.

         She forced a smile and lowered the window, glancing at the front of the store. It looked like he’d returned her cart, and it also looked like Raine was becoming more agitated by the minute. She was tapping the toe of her pretty yellow high-heeled shoe on the asphalt.

         Bri used to wear shoes like Raine’s, beautiful shoes that added several much-needed inches to her five-foot-three stature. Raine didn’t need the added height. Unlike Bri, she wasn’t vertically challenged.

         Bri forced her gaze to Cal, wishing his looks hadn’t improved with age. “Thanks for returning the cart for me.”

         “No problem.” His mouth lifted at the corner. “Glad to know we don’t have to worry the muscles in your arms atrophied. That was an impressive push.”

         “You don’t have to worry about my leg either. Despite how it looked earlier, I’m doing much better.” Relatively speaking, she was.

         “You’re not trying to get out of our deal, are you?”

         He was right. Ellie was the only thing that mattered. “No, I need my sister to stop worrying about me and start living her life, and you’re probably the only person who can convince her I’m okay.” She glanced at Raine. “But, Cal, I don’t want to cause problems between you and your wife. We can—”

         “Bri, Raine and I legally separated over a year ago.”
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