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		For Maureen, your smile and laugh will live in our memories forever. You were always gracious, always fun, and always loved. We lost you too soon. We miss you every day.
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		Chapter One


Going home under these circumstances was like overindulging in decadent chocolate pie; the tummy ache outweighed the pleasure.
         

“There he is.” Roxanne Nash directed the driver of the hired car to pull over in the parking garage. “I’ll just be a minute.”

“Make sure, lady, ’cause I don’t want that cat decidin’ my ride is a giant litter box.”

“She won’t.” But would she? Roxy bit her lower lip and glanced toward the cat carrier at her feet. Tallulah, her adopted, purebred Ragdoll had a mind of her own. Another reason to quickly scratch this last item off her get-out-of-Seattle-forever list.

Chill air slipped through her thin jacket as she exited the dark sedan and glanced around. She half-expected some of the reporters who’d assailed her at the hotel a while ago to be lurking behind parked cars, seeking one last sound bite in the final chapter of celebrity chef Roxanne Nash and Seahawks linebacker Ty Buckholtz. But there was only herself, her driver, and the man in the five-thousand-dollar suit.

She strode toward him, her high-heel boots clicking on the concrete floor, echoing through the vast space that was already filled to capacity with cars on this early Friday morning. The man, her ex’s attorney, was standing next to a brown Escalade with a grille the same gleaming silver as her favorite sauté pan. She’d expected to meet him in his office on the 29th floor and was surprised that he’d suggested this instead. Although it would expedite their transaction. And given Tallulah’s unpredictable nature, that was a good thing.

Roxy was here to pick up her half of the divorce settlement. So why was the attorney holding a set of keys and a file folder instead of a check-sized envelope? More curious yet, the attorney’s normally unflappable manner showed signs of deteriorating. His tie was askew, his pocket square rumpled, and despite the cold, sweat beaded on his forehead. But most worrisome was his expression. It belonged on a surgeon about to deliver the news that his patient had died on the operating table.

A shiver that had nothing to do with the weather snaked down her spine. Something was amiss. But what? Myriad candidates leapt to mind, too many to pinpoint just one. Stop it, Roxy. Whatever it is, it’s not your problem. Just like Ty is no longer your problem.
         

Buoyed by that thought, she stopped before the attorney, a paunchy, middle-aged man several inches shorter than her five-eleven. He’d applied his cologne with a heavy hand. The sharp odor mixed with the oily gasoline fumes and produced a nauseating stench. She stifled the urge to cover her nose as she ground to a halt. She didn’t bother with niceties. Too much water had passed beneath the bridge between this lawyer and herself to pretend otherwise. Roxy held out her hand. “My check?”

The attorney shuffled from foot to foot, glanced away, then back at her like a shifty salesman about to offer her a bogus deal. Roxy wished her attorney were here, taking care of this, but that one-woman legal firm had decided to elope and take an extended honeymoon. Probably on the money she’d earned representing me.
         

The man cleared his throat. “Mr. Buckholtz has been trying to reach you since yesterday afternoon, Ms. Nash.”

“Well, here’s the thing about that,” Roxy said, tilting her head to one side and smiling wide. “I no longer have to take his calls.”

And she wouldn’t. She’d blocked Ty’s number on her cell phone.

“Or mine?”

Her silence seemed to grate on him.

“Well, Ms. Nash, if you’d answered our calls, it would have made this easier.”

“Nothing could be easier than you giving me the money that I’m owed and me getting back in that car and catching the plane to Montana.” She held her hand out again.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the check.”

He did not just say that. Exasperation twisted through her. “Why not?”

“There’s been a…a complication.”

She shivered, feeling the chill reach her bones. She should have opted for something warmer this morning, instead of choosing this lightweight jacket that matched her sage eyes and perfectly set off her layered mop of red hair, the style and shape likely slipping away in this damp air. But then, she hadn’t planned on being outside this long. “What’s the problem? Cut to the chase.”

He pursed his lips, obviously more used to giving orders than taking them. “The sale of your house didn’t close yesterday.”

Of all the things she’d imagined being wrong, this had been low on the list. A knot began forming in her stomach. Ty had signed the closing papers yesterday morning. She’d signed an hour later, and the buyers were supposed to sign right after her. “What happened?”

“The buyers didn’t show up at the title company.”

“They backed out?” At the last freakin’ minute? She tried calculating how much this would affect the plans she’d been making for her future in Kalispell, but she couldn’t even assimilate the news.

“Well, no. They haven’t exactly backed out. They just need an extension.”

“On the closing?” They’d already been given two extensions.

“Yes.” He looked as relieved as if he’d finally presented the problem in such simple terms a whole courtroom would understand, not realizing he’d omitted the important details. If he was a chef in her kitchen, she’d reprimand him for leaving out essential ingredients.

“The Dillons are already living in the house,” she said, irritation clipping her words. Damn it. She’d trusted that couple enough to let them move into the house before the sale closed. Ty and her attorney had advised against this, but Roxy believed the Dillons sincerely meant to go through with the deal. Obviously trusting the wrong people is a flaw I need to work on. She didn’t like being made a fool of. “They need to close as scheduled or get out so we can sell the house to someone else.”
         

“Mrs. Dillon had a heart attack on the way to the title company’s office.”

Roxy froze, her ire squelched by contrition and concern. “Oh my God, d—did she die?”

“No, but apparently the situation was dire. Narrowed artery. Blood clot. She’s having a stent inserted this morning, and she should be as good as new in a few days.”

Relief flooded through Roxy. “Do you have the paperwork for the extension?” He gave it to her, and she signed it. Then she added, “You can FedEx me the check once the sale is finalized. And now, I’ll take the check Ty is giving me for the bistro. I assume you have that.”

The hired car’s motor revved. Roxy glanced at the driver. He was scowling, pointing to his watch.

She nodded, then peered expectantly at the attorney. “As you can see, I need to get going.”

The lawyer looked peaked, as if he might be ill.

“What?”

“Have you been hiding in a cave the past twenty-eight hours?”

What she’d been doing was none of his business. “I don’t understand.”

“Haven’t you seen a news report or watched TV since yesterday?”

Her TV was on its way to Kalispell. And she had no interest in watching the news. It was bad enough dealing with the paparazzi outside the hotel this morning, shouting questions about Ty. Humming loudly inside her head, she’d simply tuned them out. “I’ve had all the media I can take for a while, thank you very much.”

The driver of her hired car raced the engine, another prodding reminder that he wanted the cat out of the car and that the plane wasn’t going to wait for her. She gave the driver an “I’m moving as fast as I can” glare, then told the attorney, “Look, I have to go right now. Please give me the bistro check.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?” What kind of trick was Ty pulling now?

“It’s easier to just show you.” The attorney produced an iPhone and pulled up an ESPN website. Finding what he wanted, he held the screen toward her.

Roxy protested, “I don’t have time for this…”

Ty’s name was a banner across the top of the national sports report. The sportscaster said, “Seattle Seahawk Ty Buckholtz is being benched for the next four games due to alleged substance abuse issues.”

Roxy just shook her head.

“Don’t worry, Ms. Nash. We’re appealing.”

“I’m not worried.” Roxy blew out an angry breath. She wasn’t surprised that someone with Ty’s low moral compass might be doing drugs. But it had nothing to do with her. She said, “Not my problem.”

“Well, it sort of is.” The attorney gnashed his teeth. “You see, Mr. Buckholtz has no access to his financial accounts and can’t come up with the hundred thousand in cash that he promised you for turning over the bistro to him. His salary is frozen, and will be until he’s cleared to play again. But he isn’t trying to get out of his obligation to you. He’s giving you something of equal value for collateral.”

Collateral? “I’m not a bank or a pawn shop. I don’t want anything but that cash.”

“I’ve already explained that cash is not an option at this time.”

She frowned, her foot tapping like a butcher knife through a pile of onions.

The hired car’s engine revved again. She waved at the driver, praying Tallulah was behaving and would continue to do so for a few more minutes. She glared at the lawyer. “What is Ty offering me?”

The attorney held up the set of keys and pointed to the SUV with the gleaming-grille. “This Escalade.”

Her gaze went to the four-door, truck-bed Cadillac that shone like a gigantic chocolate diamond, the color more mocha than brown.

“It’s a 2014 with every whistle and bell imaginable and more. It’s worth as much as he owes you.”

“Tell your client to send it back to the dealer and pay me the cash he owes me.”

“He special ordered it. There’s nothing wrong with it. He just can’t return it. It’s only until his salary is reinstated. Once that happens, Mr. Buckholtz will cut you a check and reclaim this vehicle. I have the legal documentation here. Already signed by my client.”

“But I don’t want it.” She felt her plans slipping away like steam being sucked up a hood vent.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Nash.” The lawyer shrugged. “It’s this or nothing.”

The dark sedan’s engine revved once more. Roxy’s nerves pinched. If she didn’t leave this minute, the plane would be gone. She had to cut bait. Now. “How am I supposed to get the Cadillac to Montana?”

“I’ll arrange to have it shipped.” The attorney rattled off his intention of ordering a closed trailer to avoid road damage as he pocketed the keys.

Her mind was whirring faster than the blades of a blender. “I’d have to have the title in my name.”

“That’s already been done.” He handed her the paperwork. She inspected the documentation, reading fast, glad to find there were no hidden clauses. She signed it.

“And you’ll arrange shipping today?” she asked, returning his pen.

“As soon as I get to my office.”

Could she take him at his word? Probably. He wouldn’t stay in business long if he pulled something as unethical as not following through on a signed contract. But add Ty into the mix and all bets were off. What if she walked out of this garage with only the title and a signed agreement, and the vehicle somehow didn’t get sent? What if she had to go back to court to get her hundred thousand dollars? She shuddered at how much that might end up costing. Her attorney would probably retire on it. She decided that—despite the eleven- to twelve-hour drive-time involved—the simplest solution was the best. “Or I could drive it to Montana.”

The lawyer’s brows lifted. “You could, but I must caution you to be extremely careful. The Escalade needs to come back to Mr. Buckholtz in exactly the same condition as it leaves here.”

“Yeah, well, tell him to worry about himself. The Cadillac is under full warranty, and I’m holding the proof of insurance. So potential mishaps are covered.” Romance should come with collision and liability insurance, Roxy thought. That way when a woman collides with a potential love interest, she’ll be covered when he becomes a liability.
         

*  *  *


Wade Reynolds’ Friday night was off to a bad start. He felt like he’d stepped on a bear trap, caught by inescapable jaws, the pain so fierce he couldn’t release the screaming in his brain. He glanced at his twelve-year-old daughter for help, but the hopeful gleam in her eyes sent an arrow through his heart. Et tu, Emily? Damn. His beloved little girl was in on this, this…female setup. Why did everyone seem intent on hooking him up? Was he wearing a sign around his neck: Widower seeking mate? Hell no. Just the opposite. His wedding band should deter any such ill-advised action. So what if it had been four years since cancer took Sarah? He still didn’t want anyone else. Not now. Not ever.
         

He stammered, “I, uh, I, uh, can’t stay for dinner.”

The sexily clad single mother of Emily’s best friend dropped her smile like he would drop an overheated nail gun. “But the table’s set and—”

“I have plans.” It was the truth, but Wade felt his neck getting warm as he threaded the brim of his Stetson through nervous fingers, and he knew it looked like he was pulling excuses from his hat. He backed toward the door. “I’m sorry, but if I don’t leave now, I’ll be late.”

The pretty blonde rushed toward him, her boobs bouncing in the V-neck of her sweater like bobbers on a lake, teasing that a strike was imminent. The thought sent a flash of fear through him. He said, “Emily, I’ll pick you up tomorrow around noon.”

“Awww, Dad.” The look of disappointment in his daughter’s eyes fueled his distress.

“I can bring her home,” said the blonde—Tiffany or Taffy or Tippy—sashaying closer still, every switch of her hips suggestive, seductive.

Wade’s blood began to heat, his body reacting to the stimuli. Hell, he was human. And hetero. And deprived. He saw a cold shower in his near future. “Sure. Okay. I’ll call Emily tomorrow.”

With that, Wade slipped on his hat and hastened out the door, making sure to shut it behind him. He stood on the porch, breathing hard, the cold air flushing relief through his overheated body. Biting wind swirled snow across the front walk and into his face. He’d only been inside ten minutes and already another three inches of the white stuff had piled onto the yard and street, big sloppy flakes, the kind that stick so fast they turn roads into ice rinks. He pulled up the collar of his sheepskin jacket and trudged to his pickup, arriving at the driver’s side feeling like a snowman.

He kicked the compacted flakes from his boots, brushed off his hat and shoulders, the effort futile, the snow piling back on faster than he could smack it away. He climbed into the cab and got the engine running. The wipers swicked across the windshield, clearing a small quadrant of visibility. Still fuming mad, he clamped his hands on the steering wheel as he jammed his foot on the gas pedal. The pickup lurched, the tires skidding, the truck bed barely missing a mailbox. He eased off the gas, but anger continued to boil through him, anger at being set up, anger at himself for being unable to get past Sarah’s death, to let go of the guilt. How could Emily have had any part in this? Yeah, she was a kid, but still…It seemed so disloyal to her mother.
         

This had Callee McCoy’s handiwork written all over it. He thought back to earlier in the week. Callee, the wife of his best friend, was working as a design consultant on a remodel job he was doing. She’d come to his house to discuss a change to the kitchen they were overhauling. Emily had wandered in while he’d stepped out to take a phone call, and when he’d returned, the two females had their heads together, discussing something like crooks plotting a crime.

He hadn’t known then that he’d been the intended victim.

He considered calling Quint, Callee’s husband, and canceling his plans to meet them at the pie shop before heading over to Moose’s Saloon for pizza and beer. But Quint would ask why, and Wade doubted he’d get any sympathy once he told him. Quint was president of the Get Wade Laid Club.

Wade tossed his hat onto the passenger seat. His friends meant well, but he wished they’d listen to him and just stop. Maybe he should skip the pizza and beer and grab a burger to eat at home. Alone. In that big empty house. Maybe a movie then. Alone. The thought made him queasy. Lately he’d been feeling it more and more, a deep loneliness settling over him that was thicker than the snow on his hood.

If he was honest with himself, he’d admit he missed having a woman in his life. Just saying it in his head seemed to unlock a floodgate and fill him with a yearning he’d denied for too long. Damn, how he missed female companionship, missed the interaction of conversation, missed the warmth a woman brought to a home. Missed the closeness. The sex. Especially the sex.

He twisted the gold band on his left ring finger. He’d tried dating a few weeks back, but had to end it when he realized he wasn’t going to move the relationship beyond friendship. He didn’t want a romance, didn’t want to fall in love. Although he wouldn’t mind someone to go to the movies with, and maybe a little more, occasionally—someone who didn’t expect or want anything permanent from him. An image of the perfect candidate filled his mind: a tiny blonde, as demure and even-tempered as his Sarah had been.

*  *  *


Roxy squinted against the snow pinging like pellets against the windshield. The road was a solid sheet of white. Only the tracks made by other drivers assured her that she wasn’t headed for a ditch, but the tread marks were quickly disappearing beneath a fresh layer of white. She yawned and rubbed at her weary eyes. Twelve hours on the road. If she’d known it would be snowing, she’d have stopped in Spokane and made the rest of the trip tomorrow, in daylight. One of the gadgets on the dashboard probably included a weather app, if she could figure out how to operate it, but there had been no time to study a manual. And besides, she’d been lulled into a false confidence by the ease of driving this luxurious, 4-wheel drive Escalade until it was too late to turn back.

She shifted in the seat, trying to relieve the numbness in her bottom and to get the blood moving in her legs. She longed for a place to get out and stretch, but then Tallulah would also want out, and just imagining the cat’s reaction to all the white stuff made Roxy shudder. No telling how the cat would react to snow. Fortunately, another mile should see them pulling up to her mother’s house in Kalispell.

A sudden glare of light pierced her thoughts. Roxy jolted. Headlights roared toward the passenger side of the Escalade. Holy shit. A giant pickup truck was about to T-bone the Cadillac. She slammed the brakes. Her vehicle fishtailed, then started to pirouette like an ice skater. The scream she reserved for riding roller coasters filled the cab as she held the steering wheel in a death grip and slammed her eyes shut, bracing for the collision.

With every muscle clenched, she didn’t realize for several seconds that the Escalade had stopped spinning. Or that she’d felt no impact. Nothing. Not a bump. Or a crunch. No air bags exploding. Just a sudden silence punctuated by the roar of her pulse. She opened her eyes. The Escalade was now pointed nose to nose with the pickup as if they were about to kiss. Her heart tried to escape through her throat. Her breath came in rapid punches.

Curse words spewed from her mouth as she stumbled out of her vehicle to confront the jerk driving the pickup, a mountainous man in a light-colored Stetson and sheepskin jacket. He emerged through the heavy snowfall like the Marlboro Man coming to rescue the damsel in distress. It had been a long, disappointing, frustrating day, and Roxy’s temper was as shredded as a pile of cheddar. She didn’t need rescuing. Especially not by some idiot who didn’t know how to drive in snow. “What the hell were you thinking, you jackass? Speeding in these conditions? Are you nuts?”

He stopped in his tracks, caught between the front fenders of the vehicles, the headlights exposing a handsome, amused face with a slow, sexy grin. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t harmed.”

“Only by the grace of God,” she huffed. The huge, fat flakes seemed to have muted the world around them, giving her the sense that they were alone in the wilderness rather than on a normally busy highway.

She reined in her temper with a struggle. She wasn’t hurt. The Escalade wasn’t damaged. She needed to calm down, but that was easier said than done given the adrenaline still rushing through her. “You’re right. I’m okay. No harm, no foul.”

“Exactly…and if you hadn’t hit your brakes—”

“If I hadn’t—?” A new flare of ire spiked through her. Welcome home, Roxy, to good old redneck country—where macho reigns supreme. “You’re the one who came roaring out of the side road at breakneck speed, buddy. Not me.”
         

“I wasn’t speeding.” He shook his head, eyed her license plate, and then offered up that slow, sexy grin again. “Driving in snow takes a certain skill that most Seattleites aren’t familiar with.”

She recalled the Escalade had the name of the auto dealership on the license plate frame. She narrowed her eyes wanting to call him on making assumptions, on jumping to conclusions, but then she’d done the same, assuming he couldn’t drive in this weather. Instead, she opted to undermine his macho swagger. “I’ll have you know that I cut my driving teeth just down the street from here, during an ice storm.”

But he was no longer listening, or looking at her. His attention had snagged on the Escalade like a gourmand eyeing his favorite dish. He released a low whistle of appreciation. “It would’ve been a shame to damage this baby. It looks almost new.”

“Almost?” Roxy choked on the word. Try new, hot-off-the-showroom-floor-that-morning. Ty hadn’t even driven it yet—which offered the only trace of satisfaction she’d felt since discovering she wasn’t going to get the money owed her today. “It was a consolation prize.”
         

“Really.” He sounded surprised. “If this is the consolation, what did the winner get?”

My life. “What she deserves.”
         

That caught his full attention. He looked up, shoving his Stetson back enough to give her a glimpse of his eyes, some pale, warm color. Roxy squared her shoulders expecting him to ask her to explain the remark, but instead he yanked off the hat, plowed his fingers through hair the same mocha color as the Cadillac, and offered her a sympathetic, “I see.”

He couldn’t possibly “see” what she’d been through, but his kindness and unassuming manner pulled her off balance. He’d circled the Escalade and was trudging toward her from the rear. He said, “Since no damage has been done to either of our vehicles, we should probably get out of the middle of this road. All manner of fools venture out in this weather.”

She stiffened. Was that another dig at her? Or was she just too tired and too sensitive? She swallowed a new knot of pique. Tallulah and she—“Oh my God, Tallulah!”

She lunged for the back door of the Escalade and yanked it open, almost slamming it into Marlboro Man’s gut. A yowl escaped into the chilly night.

“Is your child hurt?” He hovered over her, alarm in his deep voice.

“Tallulah isn’t a child. She’s a Ragdoll.” The interior light shone on the cat carrier. Its door was ajar. She reached inside. Empty. Alarm shot through Roxy. She tried backing up, but Marlboro Man stood too close, blocking her retreat.

“A what?” He leaned over her shoulder, peering into the Cadillac. “Is that some sort of gerbil?”

“Back up. Quick.” Her heel sank into the toe of his boot. He jerked just as a ball of fur flew past the right side of Roxy’s face. The tall cowboy gasped, then swore. Roxy spun around, frantic to grab the cat. Tallulah clung to the collar of the man’s sheepskin jacket like a rabid raccoon, hissing, while Marlboro Man grappled to remove her. Roxy reached for the big feline, tripped on the toe of his boot, and fell hard against him, knocking him backward. He dropped to the road, his Stetson flying off, landing just beyond his head, brim side up.

Tallulah leaped for the hat as Roxy landed on top of the man. Air woofed from his lungs. And hers. She scrambled to lift herself from him, frantic to catch the cat before it escaped into the wild, but she slipped on the compacted snow and ice, landing on him a second time, her nose ending up buried against his neck. Oh Lord, he smelled like a fresh summer breeze with a hint of something spicy, and felt so male that her body clenched.

She pushed up on his chest, and his gaze locked on hers. She felt his arousal against her thigh and felt her face glowing with the heat of humiliation, her flesh alive with lust. A charged awareness passed between them, startling her. It seemed to startle him, too. He released a guttural moan, catching hold of her, rolling sideways, and then disentangling his long legs from hers. “Where’s that critter?”

As he helped her to her feet, Roxy spotted Tallulah balancing on the brim of the Stetson, and she realized that, in the pale light, it resembled the rim of a commode. The cat didn’t use a litter box. She was toilet-trained. “Oh, no, Tallulah, don’t!”

But the cat wasn’t paying any attention to Roxy. She assumed the position and relieved herself into the bowl of the hat.

“Oh God.” Roxy grimaced.

“What the—?” Horror etched Marlboro Man’s face, but he waited until the cat was finished, then snatched the hefty feline by the scruff and gently handed her to Roxy. “This is yours, I believe.”

“Oh God, I’m so sorry,” she said, silently admonishing Tallulah as she placed her back in the cat carrier and secured the latch. “I’ll pay to have it cleaned.”

He snorted. “Cleaning won’t fix this.”

“You’re right, of course. If you’ll give me your name and number, I’ll buy you a new one. Exactly like this one.”

He shrugged, shook the snow from his thick hair, and flashed that slow, sexy smile again. “Don’t worry about it. Shit happens. The hat wasn’t new, and besides, I have others.”

“Are you sure?” This wasn’t right. She had to make it up to him.

“Positive.” He lifted the fouled hat by the brim, emptied it, carried it to his pickup, and tossed it into the bed. As he made his way to the cab of his truck, his cell phone rang. She heard him answer it. “Wade Reynolds speaking.”

Roxy settled onto her driver’s seat, catching one last glimpse of the sexy cowboy named Wade Reynolds as she backed away from his vehicle and pointed the Escalade for town. A moment later, his headlights filled her rearview mirror. Following. A sensuous quiver swept through her as she recalled her reaction to his inviting smell, and his reaction to her laying on top of him. She hadn’t been with a man since figuring out she couldn’t forgive and forget Ty’s betrayals; she was beyond ready for a love affair or two or even three. And considering the sparks that had just flown between them, she was putting Wade Reynolds at the top of her “to-do” list.

Unless he was married, engaged, or involved. She’d be damned if she’d poach another woman’s man.

“Wade Reynolds…hmm. Why does that name sound so familiar, Tallulah?”

The cat wasn’t paying any attention. She’d gone back to sleep. The little monster had no conscience. As Roxy reached the outskirts of town, she remembered where she’d heard Marlboro Man’s name. He was one of Callee and Quint McCoy’s best friends. In fact, Wade and Callee were working on a home renovation together.

He wasn’t married, engaged, or in a relationship. He was a widower, still grieving the loss of his wife, despite four years having passed since her death and despite his friends trying to get him to move on. Roxy began to smile. What could be better? He had to be as primed for some hot monkey sex as she was, and he wouldn’t want any kind of clingy, messy relationship since he was still in love with his deceased wife. That suited Roxy to a T. She was never, ever falling in love again. Never getting married again.

But what else had Callee said about Wade? Oh yeah. “He’s laced up tighter than the sneakers he wore winning the state basketball championship his senior year of high school.”

Roxy smiled. “What do you think, Tallulah? Wouldn’t it be fun to unlace the sexy Mr. Reynolds?”


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Big Sky Pie. Roxy stared at the shop that had once been the realty office of Quint McCoy, her best friend Callee’s husband. What a transformation his mother had wrought. The plain storefront façade of the past had been updated to include bay windows and charming awnings. The no-nonsense gray siding was now a rich red with accent trim in beige and white, bringing to mind one of Molly McCoy’s renowned cherry pies. It was even more inviting in person than in the photos Callee had shown her, especially on a snowy, winter afternoon.
         

Roxy parked across the street in the Kalispell Center Mall’s lot, choosing a space near the road. She was meeting Callee and Quint at the pie shop. She should have her money from the sale of the house by next week, and she needed to get out of her mother’s before she went cuckoo. Two days in and she was climbing the walls. She missed having her own kitchen more than anything. Missed the bistro kitchen. Missed the bistro and her staff. She’d hated abandoning them to Ty and his fiancée, but they had each understood her decision.

Still, what did her ex and Ms. Seahawks Cheerleader know about running an upscale restaurant? Worry swept her. How soon would all of those employees be seeking other employment? Resentment joined the worry, and she gave herself a mental slap. She couldn’t go there. Couldn’t let anything overshadow her new start.

New start. Yes. Concentrate on that. And the first step toward that start would take the talents of Quint McCoy, the king of location.
         

Roxy snapped on earmuffs and gloves, knowing her suede, four-inch boots were no match for the fat snowflakes that, again today, were piling up quicker than entrée orders in the bistro kitchen. Welcome to winter in Montana. People might complain about the rain in Seattle, but at least she hadn’t needed thermal underwear there. She glanced back at the mall. Maybe she should duck inside and purchase something more adequate for this weather, like a heavy parka and waterproof boots, but she was already running late. Tomorrow, for sure.
         

As she exited the Cadillac, cold air gave her a bear hug, drawing shivers the length of her. Grumbling, Roxy trudged across the street. Her bad mood wasn’t about the weather. Or about the life she’d left behind. It was her need to escape her mother’s pitying glances and telling sighs, the unspoken message that this was her own doing, that she’d been too busy to hold onto her man. Like holding onto a man was the measure of a woman. Why doesn’t Mom get that I don’t need a man? I don’t want a man.
         

Okay, that was a lie.

Keeping her marriage vows until the divorce was final had satisfied her sense of righteousness, yet done nothing to relieve or ease the ache between her legs. But she was single now. No ties or promises holding her back. How better to celebrate her freedom than with a fling or two? Wade Reynolds’s image filled her mind, warming her middle. He was definitely numero uno on the list of candidates. Of course, after the Tallulah debacle, he’d probably run for the hills at the first sight of her.
         

A bell tinkled, heralding Roxy’s entrance into the pie shop and drawing the glances of customers seated at tables scattered throughout the café area. Three private booths against an outside wall were also occupied. Everyone was indulging in yummy-looking desserts. Roxy closed the door behind her, but didn’t move as her gaze swept through the room. She only half heard the soothing strums of a country guitar issuing from hidden speakers or the soft chatter of the café guests. The inviting décor, sweetened with warm tan, crisp white, and cherry red hues gave the shop a welcoming feel, but it was the sinfully decadent aromas that captivated her.

She’d loved walking into the waterfront bistro’s kitchen, breathing in the heady tang of seafood fresh from Pike Place Market, of chopped garlic and organic vegetables. It was her oxygen. The juice that got her blood pumping. And she could tell by the clash of tasty fragrances rife in the air that this was also an establishment with a chef who loved creating dishes that tickled the taste buds.

Oh, my. What was she smelling? Her discerning palate detected chocolate and cream and mincemeat and pumpkin along with myriad spices and an overlay of espresso. A heavenly perfume. She sighed, pleasure sloughing through her as she crossed to the display case to view the tempting offerings—the high meringue on the chocolate cream pie, the delicate crust that looked as though it would melt against the tongue. Roxy’s mouth watered.

Roxy decided to order a piece of that chocolate pie and caught the attention of a busy waitress, realizing belatedly that she knew this woman. She grinned in recognition. “Andrea Lovette.”

The pretty blonde froze, studied her a moment, and then her warm, brown eyes widened and so did her smile. “Oh my God, Roxy. Callee said you were back. You look wonderful.”

“Thank you. So do you. What’s this I hear about you taking the plunge again?”

“It’s true.” Andrea held up her left hand, showing off an engagement ring that could serve as a solar panel. Roxy was acutely aware of the missing rings on her own finger. An unexpected pang squeezed her stomach. She and Andrea stood on opposite sides of the same garden gate, she realized, one entering and one walking away, one giddy with glee, one raw with regrets.

Roxy forced a pleasant expression. She wouldn’t rain on Andrea’s obvious happiness. The single mother of two already knew the probable pitfalls of wedded bliss. Roxy said, “I hear he’s the son of a famous actress?”

“Yep.” Andrea sighed. “And his dad is founder of iMagnus Studios.”

“Have you met either of them?”

Andrea shook her head. “We’re spending Christmas together, and frankly, I’m terrified. I mean, what do you call a movie star once she’s your mother-in-law?”

“Mom?” Roxy suggested, then smirked, and Andrea burst out laughing, the frown line between her eyebrows smoothing out. “I’m sure your fiancé will have suggestions. Have you set a date?”

“Not yet. We’re taking our time, getting to know each other better, making sure it’s for keeps, giving the boys a chance to adjust to the idea.” Andrea hooked her hair behind her ear, revealing a gold hoop earring. “But the boys adore Ian, and he feels the same about them. God, I love that man.”

“I thought his name was Ice?”

“Oh, that’s another story.”

“I’ll look forward to hearing it sometime.” Roxy grinned, sucked in by Andrea’s joy. She pulled off her earmuffs and gloves and shoved them into her pockets, then fluffed her wedge-cut hair with her fingers. “I’m supposed to be meeting Callee and Quint. Have you seen them?”

“End booth. Go sit. I’ll bring you coffee. How do you take it?”

“Heavy on the espresso, please.” Roxy headed for the high-backed booth, wearing a ready smile for her best friend, but it wavered as she spotted a lone man there, staring into a steaming mug of coffee. Before she could ask where Callee was, she spotted a black Stetson on the seat beside him and noticed his trim, mocha brown hair. A familiar sheepskin jacket stretched across shoulders as broad as Ty’s and hung open to reveal a western shirt in a deep aqua. He lifted his gaze, his eyes two shades lighter than his shirt with green flecks at the centers. Her toes curled. Wade Reynolds.

He didn’t seem to recognize her. She tilted her head and smirked. “I’m relieved to see it’s true.”

“Huh?” His brow furrowed. Not only did he not recognize her, he didn’t know what she was talking about. Seriously? Had she made no impression on this man? At the thought, she winced. You knocked him down, and your cat pissed in his hat. You made an impression, just not the kind you’re thinking.
         

Roxy pointed to the Stetson. “That you have more than one hat.”

Recall dawned in his eyes like sunlight shining across a sea green pool, and her knees weakened. Damn, a woman could lose her mind in that gaze if she weren’t careful, but then, did she care to be careful with this man? No. Not even.

Instead of his usual slow, sexy grin, the smile he gave her could freeze fire. “Oh yeah, the lady with the cat.”

He spat the word “cat” like a curse, and Roxy nixed the subjects of Tallulah and cowboy hats. She wanted to charm this guy, not turn him off. But if he felt as much as a flicker of attraction or temptation toward her, he shut it down with the speed of flicking a light switch. One more guy, one more rejection. Her bruised ego winced. Had she totally lost it? Was she so absorbed in her career—as Ty claimed—that she’d developed a man-repellant vibe? She had laughed that off when Ty had said it, but now, with Wade acting like he wished she’d disappear, a needle of doubt pricked her self-confidence. It was like she had “touch me and your dick will freeze and fall off” etched on her forehead.

She swallowed over the lump in her throat and managed to say, “Er, I’m looking for Callee—”

“That’s what I figured,” Wade growled, his face darkening like a storm cloud. “Look, whatever she told you about me, it isn’t true. I’m not interested in being set up.”

Roxy’s mouth dropped open. Had he forgotten his, er, hard reaction to her body stretched out on top of his during the cat debacle? Or that little sexual spark that had passed between them? She hadn’t. And how dare he accuse Callee of setting them up? Her temper rallied to the rescue, flooding heat into her veins.
         

She leaned on the table until her nose was a whisper from his. The heady scents of rich coffee and pure male appeal knocked her a bit off balance, but she managed to meet his gaze with an equally fierce glare. He needed a dose of reality, a loosening up of that laced-too-tight nature of his. “As drop-dead gorgeous and flat-out charming as I’m sure you think women find you, cowboy, I’m not interested either. I’m meeting my best friend and her husband here. No set up. Or hook up.”

“Oh. Oh, hell, I’m…I’m…” His Adam’s apple bobbed, and a red stain rose up his neck from the depths of his collar as he lurched to his feet, awkward, quick, banging his long legs into the table that pinned him at mid-thigh. The cup wobbled, spilling a tiny bit of coffee over the sides. “Please excuse my manners. I had no idea that…that you were Roxanne Nash.”

“Roxy,” she said, pulling back and standing straight as she unzipped her jacket, giving him an eyeful of curves that other men had drooled over, but that seemed too much for him. Wade looked away while swallowing as though choking on his libido. Good. Roxy loved nothing better than a challenge, and her mind was already locking in coordinates—like meeting his defense with one of her own.

“I’m sorry. I was so, er, such an, er—I’m Wade Reynolds.” He offered to shake.

Her hand moved to his as if it had a will of its own, as if it couldn’t wait to feel his big, warm, calloused fingers engulfing it. It was only a quick how-do-you-do gesture, over too soon. He released her and rubbed at the side of his neck as if he could erase the telltale embarrassment that still had it glowing a soft pink. He noticed the coffee spill then, daubed it with his napkin, and that’s when she noticed a flash of gold on his left ring finger.

She motioned him to sit back down, and as he sank onto the bench cushion, she considered the conundrum of why—four years after losing his wife—a man would still wear his wedding band. Love? A prick of pity slivered her heart. She’d lost a spouse, too, and as painful as the divorce had been, she couldn’t imagine what losing your significant other to death must feel like, especially if you loved that person.

She did, however, know the loneliness of reaching across the bed and finding only cold, empty space instead of a warm body. Ty, however, was still alive. She could pick up a phone and scream in his ear if the mood arose. Wade’s wife was beyond such reach. After four years, though, shouldn’t he have accepted that she wasn’t coming back? Shouldn’t he be moving on?

Maybe unlacing this man wasn’t going to be as easy as it seemed.

“I really am sorry,” he said, contrition turning his eyes more blue than green. “I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

Hmm, maybe she shouldn’t either. Maybe he only wore the ring to ward off blind-date setups. “It’ll stay our little secret.”

“Okay.” Wade nodded, looking somewhat relieved, and a little shocked? His neck grew red again, and his gaze shifted away from her. Roxy shook her head. He wasn’t just buttoned up; he was shy. No one had ever used shy or demure or laced-up to describe Roxy. In fact, she’d been derided for her too-loud laugh, her sky-high ambitions and her red-hot temper. There wasn’t much she could do about her laugh or her short fuse. To paraphrase Lady Gaga: she was born this way. And what was wrong with having a passion for cooking? Was it a crime to go after what she wanted, trusting when caution or consideration might be called for instead?

Maybe…considering where that had gotten her.

Andrea set her coffee on the table. “You going to sit down or what?”

“In a second. Thanks.” Roxy glanced at Wade, who’d gone back to studying the brew in his cup. “Mind if I join you, cowboy?”

His head jerked up. “Yeah, sure.” He started to stand again, and she motioned him to stay where he was, giving him her warmest smile.

What might happen if her maverick spirit unleashed itself on his reticent one? A sensuous scenario danced through her mind of the moon crashing into the sun, explosive, fiery. Whew. Had someone just jacked up the heat in this café? She peeled off her jacket and tossed it into the empty side of the booth, but before she could sit, she heard Callee call from behind her. “Roxy.”

Roxy spun around and was immediately wrapped in a hug with her much shorter, much-missed best friend. “Oh, I can’t believe you’re finally home. This is going to be the best Christmas ever.”

Roxy found herself nodding in agreement, although she didn’t feel like she was home. She’d lost the sense of that word, put it in storage with her furniture and other belongings. Maybe once she had her own place, she would get the feeling back. The sooner, the better. “I can’t think of anyone I want to spend this holiday with more than you.”

Callee squeezed her hand. “I’m going to be a few more minutes. Why don’t you sit, drink your coffee, and I’ll bring you some chocolate pie?”

“Dosed with Godiva cappuccino liqueur?”

“If I tell you the secret McCoy recipe, I’ll have to kill you.” Callee laughed, her bouncy chestnut hair shifting across her shoulders.

Roxy hugged her again. Chocolate had been Roxy’s go-to comfort food since she was a gangly kid with Raggedy Ann hair and a spotty complexion. Ignored or bullied. She’d been subjected to both in equal measures until she grew six inches and developed breasts and her skin cleared up. Kalispell hadn’t been the happiest place for her, but as a sweet, warm sensation filled her heart now, she realized she’d missed having her best friend so near. Happy tears blurred her vision. No matter what rocky patch a woman hit in life, the journey smoothed out with the help of her girlfriends and chocolate cream pie.

Callee pulled free and directed Roxy to sit. “Oh, hi, Wade. Ah, I see you’ve met Roxy. Good.” She said to Roxy, “He’s your man.”

The statement had Roxy’s gaze bumping Wade’s. He looked startled and about to protest Callee’s matchmaking tactics, but regardless of what Wade thought, Roxy knew her best friend wasn’t in the habit of arranging blind setups. Yet, she had to admit, for a second there, she’d wondered. She said, “What do you mean…my man, Callee?”

Callee laughed. “He’ll be perfect for your needs.”

You can say that again. But given that she hadn’t told Callee about her maybe-plans for Wade, this conversation wasn’t about Roxy’s love life. She shrugged, indicating that she still didn’t understand.
         

“Contractor, remodeling.”

“Oh, duh.” Roxy grinned.

“Well, I wish you’d let me in on the joke.” Wade’s frown looked painful.

Callee punched his arm. “Geez, Wade, get over yourself. Roxy is planning to buy a house in town, and she’d like your professional advice. You know, for stuff like, is the structure sound, the plumbing good, the wiring about to short out and burn the place down? I suggested she talk to you about it.”

“I’m only at the looking stage, but some expertise would be appreciated.” Roxy gave him an encouraging, hopeful smile. “I expect to pay you for your time, of course.”

“Of course.” Wade rubbed the side of his face, and that’s when Roxy noticed a long, thin red scratch from his temple to his very fine jaw. She’d know that claw mark anywhere. Tallulah. She wouldn’t be surprised to see Wade hesitate, as if he’d rather drink vinegar than spend time with her, even if money was involved.

But since Callee trusted his honesty, Roxy didn’t want to hire someone else. This had nothing to do with wanting to have hot monkey sex with him at some point. This was about her home. Her future business. “I am also going to be looking for a commercial space.”

Callee grabbed a cup of coffee as Roxy scooted into the booth, her knees bumping Wade’s, eliciting an apology from him.

Roxy didn’t think she’d ever met a man as polite as Wade. She offered her own “I’m sorry,” then said, “I’m not sure what I’ll be doing yet, but something in the food industry.”

“I can’t wait. Kalispell won’t know what hit them.” Callee released a longing sigh. “I miss your Lobster Newburg.”

Wade swallowed as if his mouth had watered at the thought, and his aqua eyes softened into a warm sea green, but he surprised her by not asking about her profession or what she’d require in a kitchen, or how soon he might get to taste her cooking. Instead his mind seemed to be on carpentry. Apparently, she’d finally brought up a subject he could discuss without fear of letting down his guard or dropping his manners.

He asked, “How many square feet are you going to need?”

“Not sure yet.” Roxy told herself not to get excited about the friendly glint in his eyes; it had less to do with an interest in her than an interest in work. Offering him a job, or two, apparently was the way to his heart. Maybe sweetening the deal with food at some point would get him into her bed. She filed away the information and took a sip of her espresso before saying, “I need to see the properties Quint has lined up for me to view first. My decision on what type of business I’ll open is going to come down to available space and location.” And budget, of course. And the arrival of her money into her new Montana bank account.
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