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Praise for

First Step Forward,

book one in The Grand Valley Series

“A sexy, smart romp that will appeal to both romance and sports fans.”

—RT Book Reviews, 4 stars

“First Step Forward by Liora Blake is an entertaining read, filled with charming characters and plenty of humorous moments.”

—Harlequin Junkie

“I loved this story! It’s a football romance with actual football! But it’s more than that. It’s an epic opposites attract love story that had me laughing out loud the entire time. From Cooper’s filthy mouth to Whitney’s granola view of life. I loved every second!”

—Two Book Pushers

“This book is funny, sweet, smart, and sexy. Being inside the heads of these two characters as they navigate the challenges in their own lives while moving toward each other is pure joy.”

—Literary Gossip

“I love books that when I finish reading them leave a smile on my face or a sigh escapes me. This is exactly what happened with this novel.”

—Mrs. Leif’s Two Fangs About It

“First Step Forward is a funny, witty, sexy, sweet, and just a bit quirky contemporary romance. It will make you smile, it will make you ache, and it will make you swoon.”

—Literati Literature Lovers

“The author set up a fantastic series with this first book. The only problem . . . it’s going to be hard for her to go up from here. This was pretty much contemporary romance perfection in my opinion.”

—Smitten with Reading

“I loved this seriously sweet, romantic, sometimes silly, sometimes hot read!”

—Cocktails and Books

“Deeply affecting and absolutely outstanding.”

—Always Reviewing

“Contemporary romance at its very best, heartfelt and light, something you start and cannot put down!”

—Ramblings From A Chaotic Mind

Praise for Liora Blake’s True Series

True North

True Devotion

True Divide

Available from Pocket Star!

“Blake’s debut is a heated, sexy romp that will entice readers to want more.”

—Library Journal, starred review

“Highly recommend . . . adult romance full of love and forgiveness.”

—Harlequin Junkie

“This series is amazing. . . . If you’re looking for a hot read that will have you laughing out loud and falling for the hot guitarist, definitely pick this one up today.”

—Reading Past My Bedtime

“Couldn’t put it down.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Pure escapism. I wanted to jump inside and just live in this world until I felt better about real life.”

—Bookhounds

“Simmering, smoldering, sensual.”

—The Love Junkee

“Incredibly beautiful . . . entirely riveting, completely entertaining.”

—Smitten with Reading
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(Garrett Strickland)

If you want to get to know someone, there are a hundred different ways. Drinking games and personality tests, or the long haul of good old-fashioned time. But where I’m from, there is one thing that’s more efficient, less complicated—and never lies.

Your truck.

From the make and model, to the number of dings and dents, these things say a lot about who you’re dealing with. Take the guy who’s cruising around in a brand-new rig, bright like it just rolled off the assembly line, with wheels so clean it seems they haven’t seen a dirt road and likely never will. My bet would be on its owner being just as slick and polished. The sort of guy who likes his beer crafted and his beard coifed.

But a beat-to-hell one-ton with a permanent layer of dust on the dashboard, a flatbed loaded with bales of hay, and a border collie riding shotgun? I probably know that guy. He might be someone I grew up with or someone my dad grew up with. Here in Hotchkiss, odds are that if your truck only sees water when it rains and sounds like it needs a new muffler in the worst way possible, then I’ve probably known you my whole life.

As for me, I drive a 1996 Ford F350. Crew cab, diesel, and enough sheet metal damage to make it clear this is no show truck. Lifted to serve purposes when I’m out in a field, but not so much that it looks like I’m compensating for what’s behind my fly or between my ears. The odometer has long cleared two hundred thousand, but despite all those miles, I’d bet on it being more reliable than any throwaway import on the road these days. It can tow like an ox, too. No hesitation, no delay, nothing but power when you need it.

But, no, my truck does not have a name. Only complete tools do that sort of shit.

Most important, I own it. Free and clear, pry the title from my cold dead hands, it’s a piece of shit, but it’s mine. And nothing beats the peace of mind that brings. Because losing the shit that matters to you . . . it sucks.

So what does my truck say about me?

Today, it says one thing: that I’m smarter than Braden.

Because if I were Braden, right now I’d be stuck, watching the tires on my Dodge spin deep ruts into the mud in the field we hunted geese over this morning. I’d be pissed off and muttering “fuck” on repeat. Just like my best buddy is currently doing.

Thankfully, I do not drive a Dodge. I drive a real truck.

Casting another glance in my rearview mirror, I enjoy the sight of Braden’s scowling face reflected in his side mirror for a few more seconds before hooking reverse. Steering with one hand, I come to a stop next to him so that our windows are side by side. I shove my truck into park, but keep the motor running, because we both know how this is going to go down. He’ll tell me to fuck off, try to power himself out again, then give up and beg me to tow his ass out of here.

Perhaps “beg” is overstating it. More like grunt and cuss like a pissed-off moose surrendering to the inevitable.

I roll down my window but say nothing, simply drop my forearm to rest on the trim panel and tap my fingers casually. Braden eases off the gas and the roar of his overtaxed motor descends into a low whine, which makes it easy to hear his oh-so-cheery acknowledgment of my arrival.

“Fuck off, Strickland.”

I force myself to hold back a chuckle. And so it begins.

He’s in an exceptionally pissy mood already, but that makes giving him shit even more fun. First, he overslept, which Braden never does. We started our morning later than planned because of it and found ourselves setting up at sunrise—about an hour later than we should have. Success in goose hunting means you’re in the field well before first light, so that when you set out your decoys it’s still dark. Anything later means the real birds can see what you’re up to, and once they do, you’ve effectively ruined your chances for a decent hunt.

Second, his bird dog—a gorgeous toffee-colored Chessie girl named Charley—listened . . . well, not at all. She was wiggly and wild, all over the place, and did a bang-up impression of a deaf dog by ignoring every command Braden issued. I spent most of the morning sneaking her pieces of venison jerky as reward for her bad behavior.

To top it all off, Braden missed just about everything he shot at. I’m mean, he missed everything. As in, the broad side of a barn would have been safe. Something I was happy to point out each and every time he skunked it.

Yup, good times. Good, good times. For me, anyway.

I grab the Hostess Fruit Pie—apple flavor, natch—that’s sitting on my dashboard and tear the wrapper open.

“Now, now. No reason for that kind of language. I’m just checking on you. Looks like you’re having a bit of bad luck out here. I care, Braden, that’s all.”

Braden hits the gas again and the truck’s tires give everything they can, launching dirt so violently that my windshield quickly looks like a freak mud storm just rolled through this field. I take a large bite of the apple pie goodness and wipe a few flecks of sugary glaze off my chin using my coat sleeve. Charley scents my snack from the passenger seat and proceeds to crawl over Braden, standing on his lap so she can stick her head out the window, craned forward to see if she can figure out a way to lick my face from this distance. Braden immediately lets off the gas and flops backward into his seat, his head tipped skyward.

I take another bite and wait it out. After a few more grumbled cuss words, Braden gently but pointedly shoves Charley back into the passenger seat and starts to roll up his window.

“Hook it,” he growls.

Ah, there’s the grouchy, defeated moose I knew would show up eventually. His window is halfway up when I tilt my head toward him, cupping my ear. “What’s that? Say again?”

He stops the window and shoots a hard look in my direction.

“I picked a weird spot to park. That’s all. Just fucking hook it, Garrett. I’ve got to get to work.”

“See”—I raise an index finger, pointing it his way—“that’s where you fucked up. Should’ve brought your work truck in the first place.”

Braden is a game warden for the state of Colorado, and his work truck is a Ford, thus a smart use of my state tax dollars. Why he spent good money on a Dodge for his personal use, I’ll never understand. We’re friends because we both like to hunt, I’m good for his surly disposition, and I appreciate the way he tells it like it is. Plus, he owns a trailer full of quality goose decoys.

I take the last bite of my pie and toss the empty wrapper back on the dash, then make a show of straightening my coat and ball cap before putting the truck in reverse again. And, while I won’t admit it out loud, someday when I’m the one who’s stuck, I know exactly who I’ll call. Braden will show up without question—no matter the time or place—with his Cummins motor and a few insults at the ready.

I feather the gas pedal of my truck, revving the motor for no reason other than to prove a point.

“Two words, Braden.” He flops his head forward and visibly grips the steering wheel tighter. I grin. “Power Stroke.”
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Twenty minutes later, we’re both on our way. Braden heads east on Highway 92 toward the Parks & Wildlife offices, and I head west to my place to grab a quick shower and a change of clothes. Braden’s job means he can show up at work decked out in camo from head to toe if he wants, but I work at the Hotchkiss Co-op, where jeans and a duck jacket are a better choice.

Cranking up the radio a touch louder so I can hear it better, I waggle my pinkie finger a few times in my ear, hoping that might fix what’s left of the dull buzz in my head. Braden’s payback for my lording my Power Stroke motor over him was to blast his horn right when I hunched down to hook a tow rope to his front bumper. Fucking juvenile—but exactly what I would’ve done in his place.

I give the heater dial another nudge higher and aim the vents toward my still-thawing-out fingertips. Late-January mornings are always cold, but a cloudless sky like today’s means the air turned crystalline and frigid at sunrise. But despite the weather and the fact goose season is coming to a close, I love this time of year. When I was a kid, hunting was all about bag limits and the excitement of a good shot. Now I couldn’t care less if we come home empty-handed or not. It’s the entire experience that gets me out of bed at four a.m. to set decoys in the dark and tuck myself into a layout blind in the middle of a freezing-ass-cold cornfield. Because the silence of first light is deafening in a way only waterfowl hunters can understand. Just like the stillness that comes with the ritual of waiting for something to happen. Even if it never does.

I slow the truck at the county road that leads to my place, then hang a right onto a long dirt driveway. The place I rent is nothing special, just an old modular set on a raggedy patch of dirt. But it’s quiet, clean, and set back from the road enough to feel secluded even though I’m only a five-minute drive from the heart of Hotchkiss. I’ve got plenty of room to shoot my bow outside and wrench on my truck, but no yard to mow in the summer or sidewalk to shovel clear in the winter. Basically a dream come true for a twenty-five-year-old redneck bachelor.

Inside, I strip off my gear and duck into the shower for a quick rinse, craning under the shower head that’s set too low and was clearly not installed with my six-foot-four height in mind. I’m out and dried off in record time, tugging on a pair of battered jeans and grabbing a shirt from the towering stacks that line the shelf of my tiny closet. After grabbing a refill from the coffeepot in the kitchen, I’m back in the truck, barreling down the driveway because I’ve realized how close I’m cutting it this morning.

I hit the gas and my beast starts to rumble. Just ahead I spot a car pulled onto the side of the road, the four-ways on, blinking bright amber against the burgundy metallic paint color. I slow my truck and ease toward the center line because while it’s technically on the shoulder, the car isn’t over quite enough to be safe. Which doesn’t surprise me once I’m closer, because I see it’s a Lexus. One of those crossover SUVs that are often owned by very rich—potentially unpleasant—old ladies. I crane my head as I pass by, spotting only dark-tinted windows and out-of-state plates.

Tourists, I’d guess. Lost and confused vacationers whose original destination may have been the ever-ritzy ski town of Aspen. And if I’m right, they’re about a hundred miles off course and in the wrong fucking county.

Or maybe they overshot the town of Paonia or Palisade, where the wineries, orchards, and a bunch of crafty artisan businesses are the big draw in this once quiet part of southwestern Colorado. While the Grand Valley used to be nothing more than an afterthought in the state, now—thanks to whoever dreamed up the concept of agritourism—it’s a destination.

Regardless of why they’re here, the driver of that Lexus has their four-ways on, which means something could be wrong. And if it were my grandma or my mom out there, lost and confused while trying to find that quaint vineyard with the simply fabulous red wine she’s heard so much about, I’d want a guy like me to stop.

Fuck it. I’m going to be late opening the co-op anyway, so I hit the brakes and flip a U-turn. Once I’m close enough, I ease off the road and pull to a stop in front of the car.

Illinois plates. The top of a woman’s downcast head is visible through the windshield, but she doesn’t even lift her head, despite the way my truck announces itself a good mile before you can actually see it.

I put a little extra force behind my truck door when I shut it, thinking that might draw her attention. No luck. Dirt kicks across the tops of my boots when I deliberately drag my feet on my approach to her driver-side door, because if she’s ancient enough that too much of a surprise might cause a heart attack, I sure as hell don’t want that on my shoulders.

Once I’m next to her door, the thump of music blaring inside explains why she can’t hear me. And whatever it is that’s on blast in there sounds eerily similar to the goose-calling DVDs I bought to improve my honking skills in the blind—not exactly what I’d expect to hear coming from a ride like this.

I give a quick rap to the door glass. A sharp squeal and her head whips up. Through the dark-tinted glass I see the shadow of her pressing one hand to her chest before moving to turn down the radio. The window hums to life and descends.

Well, shit.

Definitely not an old lady. Nope. Not even close.

Instead, this Lexus Lady is a woman my age, maybe a few years older. And—welcome to Hotchkiss, why don’t you stay awhile—she’s beautiful.

Shiny and soft-looking chestnut-colored hair comes to just above her shoulders, mostly straight but with a few wavy pieces that frame the fair skin of her face. She’s wearing a pair of eyeglasses, black frames that are shaped like Wayfarers and give off a Clark Kent vibe. Specs I might declare utterly geeky if it weren’t for the gorgeous big brown eyes behind them. A half-eaten Twizzler hangs out of her mouth. Those brown eyes lock on mine and she reaches up to yank the Twizzler from her lips.

“Jeez. You scared me.”

Her left leg is bent, with her bare foot perched up on the seat, positioned in the lazy way that girls with an automatic sometimes drive. She’s wearing a pair of light-colored jeans, in a dusty sort of pink color, and a heap of plat maps are sprawled across her lap, some half-folded and the rest askew. All of them unexpected, since plat maps show farming section lines, landowner names, and acres owned—but they don’t make the best road maps for someone from out of state.

But even with the maps in the way, it’s still easy to deduce how she’s built. It’s a safe bet that if this girl unfolded herself from that seat and stepped outside the car, she’d be damn near my height—and nearly all legs. Picturing that turns my brain mushy for a second because you can keep all those curves and handfuls that some guys can’t get enough of—for me, long, lean legs are like kryptonite.

Christ. This scenario is not what I was expecting. But my inner Boy Scout led the way, and now I’m goddam glad of it. Because one thing about living in the small town you grew up in is that meeting new women is nearly an impossibility. And one who’s beautiful, your age, and sitting on the side of the road just down from your house? That never happens. Which means it’s time to see if I can earn my merit badge in community relations.

I set one hand to the roof of her car and drop my chin to focus on her.

“Didn’t mean to scare you. Your four-ways were on; just wanted to make sure you aren’t stuck or something. I passed you once, then turned around and drove back here. My truck is usually loud enough to wake the dead. Most days it sounds a lot like an industrial wood chipper.”

She cuts her gaze to the windshield and takes note of my truck sitting there covered in mud and dwarfing her little SUV. Her eyes widen in a way that looks like she’s half horrified and half fascinated. I lean forward a bit, lifting one side of my mouth up into a lazy grin.

“Your music was blasting. Either that or you have a huge bag of pissed-off farm cats in here, engaged in some sort of feral cat choir practice. Not sure which.”

She lifts one brow wryly, then leans back in her seat, removes the Clark Kent glasses, and tosses them on the passenger seat.

And that’s not particularly a good thing, because now her entire gorgeous face is on display, along with her expression turning intent. Her eyes travel down my chest, landing at my waist and staying put for longer than I would have expected. Not that I particularly mind if her gaze is glued to the space inches from my dick, but it’s worth wondering what she finds so fascinating. I might be country, but I’m no cowboy, so I’m not sporting some trash-can-lid belt buckle. It’s just a regular belt, the same one I’ve had for years. I hook one thumb into the waist of my jeans and her eyes shoot back up.

“It’s from Lakmé,” she says, as if that one obviously foreign word will clear up everything.

I nod slowly. “Sure. Lakmé. So, the cats are here on a passport?”

Reaching toward the radio console, she turns the volume back up. A woman’s voice belts out a long high note just as she does.

On second thought, that noise is less like cats or geese and more like an elk bugling. Loudly. And in the rut.

“No cats, no passports.” She fiddles with radio again and the wailing fades into the background. “Opera. It helps me concentrate.”

I give up a chuckle. “Good to know someone finds that racket soothing.” Another lift of her one eyebrow, annoyed this time. Not the best reaction if I want to earn that merit badge. “So do you need some help? Directions or something? Paonia is a ways back. If you’re looking for Palisade, you need to keep driving.”

Quickly, that annoyed eyebrow of hers sinks. Her head drops to the seat back with a defeated thump and she directs her gaze out the windshield for a beat, then cuts her eyes my way, along with another pass of her eyes skirting toward my belt.

She needs to stop doing that. If she doesn’t, I’m bound to give in and start indulging in a fantasy where the gorgeous girl in the very expensive SUV finds me and certain areas of my body all too interesting.

“Are you from here? Hotchkiss?”

She dips a hand into the open bag of Twizzlers sitting in the center console and slips one between her lips, eventually taking a small bite. Short of the biting part, my dick likes the scene a little too much, so I remove my hand from the roof and straighten myself up.

“Born and raised.” I outstretch a hand. “I’m Garrett. Garrett Strickland.”

When her hand meets mine, it’s all I can do to let go within a reasonable amount of time. Her fingers are long, nails manicured and done up with those white tips. The sort of nails I love—and combined with the softness of her hands, a few very non-PG thoughts cross my mind before I can stop them.

“Cara Cavanaugh.” She pulls her hand back and looks up. “And I do need some help.”

Great. My favorite kind of nails, legs for miles, and now she’s all doe-eyed and looking up through her lashes at me to tell me she needs help. I’m hoping and praying that her next words will somehow follow the shitty script of some low-budget skin flick. Nearly any story line will work. Randy college girl gone wild. Stranded motorist gone desperate for a redneck in a beater Ford truck.

But I keep my voice steady, just to be sure I don’t do or say anything that might signal exactly how many months it’s been since I was this close to an age- or situation-appropriate woman—let alone how long it’s been since I got laid.

“I’m a helpful guy. Consider me at your service.”

Intrigue flashes in her eyes, disappearing just as quickly. Cara leans over to rustle around in a bag on the passenger floorboard. This means that half of her ass comes into view, along with a few inches of very soft-looking skin on her lower back when her T-shirt rides up. I nearly let out a whimper when she rights herself into the seat and hands a scrap of paper my way.

“I’m having trouble finding this address. I managed the drive all the way from Chicago without getting lost once, but the minute I passed through Paonia, my GPS wanted me to turn around. The system must not have the right data for this area. Do you know where this place is?”

I glance at the paper.

Then again, just to be sure I’m not imagining things. Nope.

Fuck.

Do I know where this place is? Yes. I know exactly where it is. I could probably walk there in the middle of the night, drunk off my ass, under a moonless sky. Muscle memory and autopilot have already been known to take me there on occasion, pulling into the driveway as if it’s still the place I belong, even when years have passed and I’ve worked damn hard to bury the ache that comes with understanding how much was lost.

My hand crumples the paper slightly. I cast my eyes back to her.

“No one lives there anymore. You sure this is the right place?”

She snags another Twizzler and points it my way in offering. I shake my head.

“I know it’s empty,” she mumbles, answering around a mouthful of licorice. “A family friend owns it, and he said I could stay there for a few weeks to work on a project.”

So much for my lucky day, because this is bound to get a little awkward. A beautiful girl and her equally beautiful legs arrive in town and I decide to Boy Scout my way into her orbit, only to find out she’s about to crash in the house I grew up in. The family farm I had to sell, even when I would rather have done anything but that. The land my dad busted his ass on to make it through one year after the next, but in the end was too debt-ridden for me to keep afloat after he died. The life I rarely let myself remember—if only because my dad never believed in looking back and he raised me to do the same.

So I ignore the sting of emptiness that’s centered itself in my rib cage as I hand the paper back to Cara. Her fingers graze mine again, making it easier to focus on what lies ahead: a beautiful girl in from out of town, who—you never know—might be up for some fun while she’s here.

“Well, City, I think this is fate. I happen to know everything about this place.”

Her eyes light up. “You do? Oh, this is perfect.” An exhale visibly releases from her chest. “How do you know about this place?”

Leaning forward, I latch both hands to the roof of her car and let my entire body drift closer. Those damn eyes of hers seem to eat up the advance of my body, drawing another long exhale out of her, but shakier this time. She wets her lips.

“It used to be my house.”
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(Cara Cavanaugh)

Maybe this was a mistake.

And not just the decision that brought me to this tiny town in Colorado, but everything—all the choices I’ve made over the past few months that led to this moment.

Like six months ago, when I broke up with my foregone-conclusion-but-not-quite-yet fiancé, the same man I’d been with for years. Or the one where I walked away from what I always thought would be my dream job at a major newspaper, then accepted a freelance writing gig that was based three states away from my home in Chicago.

That one was a doozy.

Not that I quit my corporate journalism job impulsively. Not at all. I did what I always do. I sat down and brought up the handy pros-and-cons worksheet I have saved on my desktop—with its perfectly sized columns and rows strategically designed to put my world in order by way of Microsoft Excel. I hashed it out until I was sure that while I hated my job, I still wanted to write as much as I always did. I just didn’t want to file one hundred stories a month, most of which were nothing more than words churned out of a journalistic meat grinder and cited Facebook as a source more often that I care to admit. I also didn’t want to read the daily reports from management that detailed my online stories’ Google Analytics. Because writers often survive on the very idea that someone, somewhere, is reading their words and feeling something—and when know-it-all Google informs you that your audience spends an average of ninety-three seconds “reading” your articles, the delusional ruse of affecting a reader becomes a little hard to keep up.

What I did want to do was write comprehensive pieces on people and places and things that mattered, the sort of stories that were worth more than ninety-three seconds of someone’s time.

Enter the slightly self-righteous, impossibly niche, and wonderfully in-depth world of a quarterly journal called Purpose & Provisions based out of Asheville, North Carolina. I’d been stalking the job listings on a freelancers’ site for months already, hoping to find a post that might justify leaving corporate news for something I could sink my heart into.

And one day, there it was:

WRITER NEEDED. CAPOTES, NOT COURICS, PLEASE. MUST BE WILLING TO RELOCATE.

Looking for a spirited and heartfelt writer to report on the changing face of agriculture in the Grand Valley area of southwestern Colorado. This diverse region is home to both traditional ranching families, organic and conventional farmers, plus a host of fruit orchards and vineyards. Yet the graying of the American ag producer is as much a threat to land use here as it is in the cornfields of Iowa or the wheat fields of Kansas. The right candidate for this assignment will immerse themselves in the Grand Valley community for up to eight weeks, provide weekly updates to our editor, and return with a long-form piece worthy of our publication’s discerning readership.

Purpose & Provisions is dedicated to a sincere appreciation of all things crafted and created—and the narratives we owe those artisans. We aren’t beholden by word counts and believe white space always trumps advertising space.

Forward a cover letter with writing samples to submissions@purposeandprovisions.com.

A little research and I found that while they might take themselves just a little too seriously, Purpose & Provisions was also exactly what I had been looking for. The articles were evocative and interesting, the design was modern but warm, and once I had my hands on a print copy, I sort of wanted to sleep with it under my pillow and wait for the writing fairy to work her magic.

I sent off my cover letter and two spec pieces I’d written on northern Illinois food producers. The editor replied hours later, we Skyped the next morning, and he offered me the assignment one day after that. I gave my notice at the paper, trudged through my two weeks, and started making a plan for my temporary relocation to Colorado.

Fast-forward one month and here I am. Trying on a new life so different from the one I mapped out for myself since I was twelve that it’s no wonder I’m having trouble with the most basic tasks.

Like opening a stupid padlock.

My dad insisted on having my stuff shipped out here from Chicago in one of those transportable storage pods, which arrived in Hotchkiss yesterday. I wanted to rent one of those cute U-Haul tow-behind trailers—an idea my mother claimed would make me look like a vagabond, and vetoed before I could argue my point any further. I have the only key for the lock I affixed to the metal box after loading it full with a microwave, boxes of clothes and shoes, and assorted kitchen goods, plus my Pilates reformer unit. But somewhere between Illinois and here, the lock seems to have amassed enough dirt to make it now impossible to open.

Although perhaps some of the problem is all the inconvenient hormones zinging through my body. Any strength I might derive from proper blood flow has reoriented itself toward the more erogenous areas of my body—brought on by a roadside encounter with a guy I suspect possessed a set of abdominal muscles you could easily round out a zydeco band with.

Wash. Board.

There was a moment when I considered reaching out and lifting Garrett’s shirt to see if I was right. Even without my laptop and worksheet handy, I was still able to pro-and-con the scenario in my head.

PRO: Technically, it would be research. A way to get to know the locals . . . to immerse myself in the community.

CON: It’s also a way to firmly establish myself as crazy on my first day in town. Or get arrested.

PRO: I’ve never actually seen abs before. As in, multiple muscles that are defined from one another and exist without flexing or filtering. Not in real life.

CON: I wouldn’t know what to do with the reality of a six-pack, anyway. Pet it with the flat of my hand? Poke it with my index finger to assess its durability? Take a picture?

Abs aside, Garrett seemed like a guy who could, with one night, permanently obliterate all memory of the tepid sex I’ve experienced to date. Because his truck was both jacked up and broken down, his body appeared as if it had been corn-fed and well worked, and his hazel eyes were puppy-dog soft and bedroom trouble. All of this meant I spent most of our roadside conversation letting my eyes drift where my mind wandered, even after he claimed the “Flower Duet” from Lakmé sounded like feral cats going at it or something.

Cats.

And I still couldn’t stop thinking about what he looked like underneath that battered T-shirt he was wearing. He, on the other hand, seemed to know I was lost, overwhelmed, and attracted to him—and he was enjoying every minute of it, right up to the moment when he climbed back in his truck, gave a slow grin and casual wave my way, then drove off—leaving me with only the directions he’d provided and a slightly confusing case of lust-itis.

I give the padlock another good yank, hoping a little exertion might cure my lust-itis affliction, while bracing my entire body against the pod to see if that provides the leverage I need. Nothing. I shake it back and forth. Whack it against the metal a few times. Still nothing.

Just before I land a frustrated kick against the box and inevitably break a toe, my phone rings. I drop my head to the cool metal and tug my cell out from the center pocket on my pullover and put it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Cara Jane! Can you hear me all the way out West there? Are you safe?”

My sister. I’m convinced she possesses a finely tuned meltdown radar, because no matter where I am or what I’m fretting over, she will call or show up exactly when I need her to. She insists it’s not radar, rather the result of simply being my baby sister. She spent so many years watching me and itemizing my every personality quirk that she’s like one of those dogs that can sniff out their owner’s seizures before they happen. Either that or she’s clairvoyant. A Narciso Rodriguez–clad, Fendi bag–carrying clairvoyant.

“Amie Jane, I think you’re a witch.” I say, “Like Fairuza Balk in The Craft, but prettier and not bonkers. But just as unnerving. How do you always know when I need you?”

My sister and I share the same middle name, which we enjoy making use of whenever possible. Jane, for our great-grandmother on our father’s side. He’d insisted, likely prompted by the fact she’d established sizable trust funds for both Amie and me before we were even born. Regardless, our mother hates it. She’s convinced people will think it means she was either too lazy or too dim to come up with different middle names—or worse, that she was attempting to be ironic, and my mother simply does not do irony.

Amie laughs in her utterly feminine way, light but full-bodied, somehow sweet while never sounding silly. “I’ve explained this to you before, my Cara Jane. My earlobes itch when you’re in trouble.”

“Oh, yes. The earlobe thing. Nothing at all witchy or weird about that.”

“I prefer to think of myself as more of a fairy godmother. Cinderella style.”

“Well, if you could bibbidi-bobbidi-boo this padlock off my storage pod, I would appreciate it. I’m about ten seconds away from driving back into town and buying a lock cutter. But my first trip through town was eventful enough.”

She snorts into the phone. Just like her laugh, even her snort is cute. Yet another disparity between us, as my laugh and snort are, let’s say, heartier.

As sisters go, I’m sure our DNA matches up, but at first glance anyone with eyeballs can see we’re cut from two very different patterns. Amie’s follows my mother’s: golden, sun-kissed complexion and honey-blonde hair, button nose and green eyes, with petite measurements that fulfill all the ideals of traditional femininity. I—in keeping with my father’s side of the family—trump all their lovely porcelain doll traits with dark eyes and even darker hair, and an Olive Oyl–esque frame that made junior high boatloads of fun.

“ ‘Eventful’? Were there cows blocking the road or something equally rural? A tractor dawdling along the shoulder with a hot cowboy operating it?”

“No tractors, no cows.”

“What about the hot cowboy?”

Garrett and his abs launch themselves to the forefront of my mind again. No Stetson, no shiny belt buckle, and I couldn’t quite picture him on a horse. The jeans were cut the way you might expect, but the boots were lace-up work boots. So “cowboy” isn’t the word I’d use to describe him.

“He wasn’t a cowboy. More . . . redneck?”

Amie lets out a dejected groan. “Ugh. Like Duck Dynasty?”

“No?”

There’s a pause on the line before Amie lets out a tinkling laugh.

“Oh, wow. My earlobes are itching again. Must be the way you said ‘no’ but phrased it as a question. Sounds like you found yourself some trouble already, Cara Jane.”

Her tone is teasing, but it sends a rush of heat to my cheeks.

The reason why is simple: My ex-boyfriend, Will Cahill, has a twin brother named Tayer. And Tayer is engaged to Amie—so any talk of Garrett’s trouble-like qualities feels like some sort of betrayal to the Cahill boys. Our Cahill boys.

From country day schools to cotillions, our family histories were so intertwined it was as if there were no other choice but for us to pair off. First, it was Amie and Tayer, followed by Will and me, a year later. I was nearly finished with my undergrad in journalism at Northwestern while Will was basking in his acceptance to Yale Law, and under the haze of too much celebratory prosecco, we looked at each other and things felt . . . inevitable.

And for five years, not much changed.

Except for one thing: I finally realized how much I didn’t want to become my mother. Unfortunately, that’s exactly the sort of woman Will would eventually need in his life. When he inevitably left the law for politics—as his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had done—he would need a flawless society wife, a woman with poise and grace to spare.

And unlike my mother and my baby sister, poise and grace do not come naturally to me. I have to focus my attention on every detail of how I walk and talk and breathe, when life calls on me to be the Cara Cavanaugh my family expects. Because we come from the sort of money that has so many strings attached it’s like being ensnared in a spiderweb of expectation. Those trusts Granny Jane set up for Amie and me? All part of what started out six generations ago as a steel baron’s money, earned with hard work, ambition, and resourcefulness—the same traits expected of us as inheritors now.

But while our family holds to an industrious code of conduct, in the Cahill clan, women simply don’t have careers. They might dabble for a few years after college, but that’s about it. And whether Will would admit it or not, he doesn’t stray far from the Cahill norm on that topic.

So I broke up with Will because, in the same way I knew I hated my job but still loved to write, I knew I would hate the woman I’d become if I tried to be who Will needed to love. And just like everything else that happened during the time we were together, Will and I parted ways dispassionately—no hard feelings, no awkwardness between our families, so much that it’s been easy for us to fall back into friendship.

Amie finally tires of how I’ve gone quiet, breaking into my lost thoughts with a laugh.

“Silence, huh? This guy must be some seriously excellent trouble.”

I force my own laugh, hoping it sounds effortless and unaffected, then slip down and flop cross-legged onto the dirt driveway in front of the farmhouse.

“I have no idea if he’s trouble or not. We had a five-minute conversation. He insulted Lakmé and gave me directions. But in a plot twist only to be found in small towns, it turns out this farm used to be his. He’s about our age, so I’m guessing he grew up here or something.”

“No. Way.” Amie hums in thought. “Tayer said that his uncle Davis bought it from an estate; the family couldn’t afford to keep it. Davis snapped it up without even seeing it because it’s apparently a good area for their supposed elk hunting trips. But I think all they’re really hunting for are more excuses to plow through their precious bottles of Pappy Van Winkle without any nagging women around.”

Because the history between the Cahill and Cavanaugh families mimics that of a backwoods holler in Kentucky, the man who owns the farmhouse I’m staying in—Garrett’s former home—happens to be Tayer and Will’s uncle.

Davis Cahill has more money than he quite knows what to do with, and even after Will and I parted ways, Davis insisted that I was as much family as always. When word made its way to his ears about my freelance assignment, he offered this place as a base. At the time, the fact that he owned a house in the area seemed like divine intervention confirming I was on the right track.

As Amie continues to extol the many reasons she believes the Cahills like bourbon whiskey more than big game, my eyes land on the farmhouse.

Faded white paint covers everything but the wide front porch, which is flanked by dark stacked-fieldstone pillars. The same stones form the foundation and patches of decades-old limescale speak to how many years have gone by since this house was built. A window shutter on the second floor appears to be hanging by a solitary nail set in one corner, the rest of the wood rattling loosely against the siding. Beyond the house, I spot the edge of what I think is a long-neglected hayfield, a few Canada Thistle peeking tall above the stalks of overgrown yellowing grasses. The entire property shows its age, neglected in a way that looks lonely and forsaken.

Amie finally ends her rant. “Anyhoo, I expect a full report if the hot redneck causes you any trouble worth discussing, OK?”

I give up one of my hearty snorts. “Doubtful. But I’ll be sure to keep you updated.”

“I’ve got to go, Tayer’s home. There’s an arts league benefit tonight and we’re going to be late as it is, which won’t look good seeing as I’m on the board.”

In the background, there is the faint clink of ice hitting a glass. I can picture Tayer in the kitchen of their condo, pouring himself a drink before settling into his spot on the couch, happy to know Amie is his and contented enough to wait it out, no matter how late she makes them.

“And, Cara?”

Homesickness settles deep in my belly. “Yeah?”

“Try the lock again. I’ve sent some good juju your way.”

When we hang up, I stare down the lock and take a deep breath.

Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo. The lock slides open, so effortlessly only a fairy godmother could be to blame.
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(Cara)

Less than an hour later, I’ve unloaded nearly everything from the storage pod and familiarized myself with the layout of the house, plus decided which of the three upstairs bedrooms I’ll sleep in. The inside of the house is as sparsely furnished as Davis warned me it would be, as this place is still awaiting his wife’s scrutiny and the lavish renovation that will inevitably follow.

Through the front door is a living room with a faded brick fireplace, containing one couch and a coffee table. A large flat-screen television is the only thing hanging on the walls. A wireless modem, a satellite receiver box, and a rat’s nest of power cords have been shoved into one corner of the room, all covered in a layer of dust.

Beyond the living room is a dining room void of any table or chairs, followed by a tiny kitchen where I’ve set about unloading a cooler I had stowed in the back of my car, crammed full of cold goods I picked up at the Whole Foods in Basalt on my way here—leaving out the makings for a late-afternoon protein shake. While it might be easier to dig into the remaining stash of road trip food I have in the car, I’ve consumed far too many Twizzlers, Sour Patch Kids, and Cheez-Its in the last three days, and if there’s one thing my mother’s always reminding me of, it’s that crap about a minute on the lips and a lifetime on the hips. Even if I would gladly take a little anything on my hips to give my reed-like frame some curves, I’ve spent twenty-seven years being brainwashed by sample-size expectations.

I drag my trusty Vitamix blender out from a cardboard box and glance around the kitchen. Electrical outlets are at a premium, and the one along the main countertop already has the microwave and my electric moka pot plugged into it. I won’t need the moka pot until it’s time for my morning coffee, so I unplug it and slide it over to make way for the blender. In the pitcher, I toss in a scoop of vanilla shake powder, an equal amount of almond butter, then some soy milk and a banana. I turn the dial to high, but the familiar hum lasts only a few seconds.

Suddenly, there’s a loud pop, the sole light fixture in the center of the ceiling snaps off, the microwave’s digital display goes dark, and my blender whirs to a stop.

“Shit.” I freeze in place, all except my eyes, which skirt the room rapidly as I try to figure out what just happened.

Given I’m not schooled in the way of electrical mishaps, I come up with pretty much nothing. Although in the part of my brain where random information is stored, I think this may be a situation where a breaker box is important. Unfortunately, I don’t know what a breaker box looks like. I don’t know where one would find a breaker box. And I definitely don’t know what to do with said breaker box once I find it.

While I grew up in an old house, it wasn’t this kind of old house. Our house was a six-bedroom, nine-bathroom, two-acre English-style manor in the Chicago suburb of Kenilworth. There was a foyer and a fountain, a sculpture garden and a wine cellar—and probably more than one breaker box. I’m sure Mac, the man who handled all things maintenance in our house, would know exactly how to fix this.

What I wouldn’t give for a Mac right now.

In the spirit of resourcefulness, I decide to take a look around for anything that might scream breaker box, but after ten minutes of searching—including time in the cobweb-ridden basement—I find nothing.

My last resort is to call for reinforcements. Davis provided the contact info for a local real estate agent who has been acting as a de facto property manager and said I should call her if anything came up with the house. And, no matter how modest a house I’m happy to stay in, Amish I am not.

I, and my Vitamix, need power.
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Janet the Realtor is both sweet and kind, but a font of electrical information she is not. She and I quickly realize that our two heads will not be enough to tackle this problem. She offers to call a local guy who has handled odd jobs at the house over the years to see if he can help, but warns that since he has a regular job in town, it might be a bit before he stops by.

A few hours later, a loud rumble sounds outside, followed by gravel crunching on the driveway.

Thank God. The electrical cavalry has arrived.

I peek down at my outfit and consider my mother’s horrified expression if she could see me now. She raised us to only answer the door when absolutely necessary—read: the housekeeper had the day off—and then, only when dressed appropriately. My current outfit would not qualify. Because I’m about to answer the door in bare feet, wearing a pair of very short yoga shorts and a very loose V-neck tee that drips low enough to hint at the butter-yellow lace of the bralette I have on underneath. Definitely wouldn’t pass inspection in my childhood home.

I tug up on the neckline of my tee and remind myself I haven’t lived at home since I was eighteen and today—sloppy or not—my mother can’t see me.

Padding over to the door takes me past a large picture window in the living room that faces the driveway, where the source of that loud rumbling is parked, looking a little menacing, a lot big, and entirely too familiar.

No.

No, no, no.

Who’da thunk it? I should have listened to my mother. Because unless there happens to be another truck exactly like Garrett’s in town, then he’s the local sent over to save the day. And I’m dressed for anything but another round of Garrett and his abs. I wasn’t clad in evening wear when we met earlier, but I also wasn’t wearing what suddenly feels a little too show-and-tell for the audience. Give me a hard-of-hearing, half-blind geriatric electrician in some grease-stained coveralls and I’d probably feel fine in this. But Garrett? Not a good idea.

A knock sounds at the door, and out of some impossibly irrational reaction, I end up scurrying forward until I’m tucked under the back side of the staircase in the foyer, leading to the second floor. Maybe there’s a way I can bolt up the stairs for a costume change without being seen. If I duck low and belly crawl across the floor, then drag myself up each riser like a zombie, then . . . Oh my God, this is insane.

Grow up, Cara. Think of the moka pot. Think of tomorrow morning. Think of being without your coffee. All you have to do is open the damn door, let him fix the power, then send him on his way.

I roll my shoulders back resignedly, then wiggle my arms about before stepping out from behind the staircase and make my way toward the front door. When I look up, Garrett’s face is staring back at me through the traditional farmhouse door, thanks to the large glass insert across the upper half. I’m sure the fact I emerged from behind the stairs did not escape his attention, and it’s also possible he saw me skulking my way over there in the first place. Damn glass and its inherently revealing properties.

His gaze stays fixed on my approach until I swing the door open.

Garrett gives a half grin and lets his eyes pass over the length of me, slowly enough that a prickle of awareness flares on my skin. I take a measured breath and mentally cloak myself in a nun’s habit, a potato sack, and a large black trash bag.

“Heard you’re having some electrical trouble,” he drawls.

He’s dressed exactly as he was this morning, and with the exception of a light layer of dirt that’s spread across the chest of his T-shirt, he looks as distracting as he did a few hours ago. The canvas work coat he’s wearing hangs open, one side of his shirt is half tucked into the waist of his jeans, and the spot where the two meet his belt draws my attention again. The space that looks flat and taut and like a whole handful of trouble.

Amie’s freaking earlobes must be on fire right now.

Garrett clears his throat. My eyes shoot up. A lift of one eyebrow, combined with the way his mouth has curled into a sly tilt, makes it clear that while he doesn’t mind the way I’m staring, he wants to be sure I’m aware I’ve been caught. Nun’s habit, potato sack, trash bag. Despite the mental cloaking, one of my nervous habits kicks into high gear, the one where I tuck my hair behind my ears and usually end up talking more than I should.

“I was trying to make a protein shake but didn’t get very far. I’ve existed on junk food for three days and needed to eat something that didn’t include an expiration date into the next century, you know? But the blender was on for about ten seconds before there was this loud pop and then nothing. Now nothing works in the kitchen.”

He stares at me for a beat, bemused but fascinated, like I’m a creature he can’t quite identify.

“Sounds familiar.” Garrett gestures toward the interior of the house. “Can I come in?”

I can’t imagine how strange this situation must be for Garrett, even if he doesn’t look the least bit weirded out. Here he is, asking me for permission to come in when this was once his home and I’ve been here for a grand total of three hours. I take a quick step back from the doorway and wave him in.

“Of course. God, yes, sorry. Come in.”

He steps across the threshold and points toward the kitchen. “Did you check the breaker already?”

I shrug, waving my hands about aimlessly because I’m not sure how to explain that I might have graduated with honors from every school I’ve attended, but I can’t find my way out of a proverbial paper bag when it comes to a breaker box.

“No. I couldn’t find it. I looked, but nothing jumped out at me. I’m not sure what it looks like or where—”

Garrett chuckles and holds up his hands, palms out. “Relax, City. No offense, but I’m not shocked to find out you aren’t the kind of girl who knows a lot about home maintenance shit.” He starts toward the kitchen. “Follow me. I’ll give you the lowdown on the quirks of this place.”










OEBPS/images/secbreak.jpg





OEBPS/images/com02.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LIORA BLAKE
eccond,

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781501155154.jpg
LIORA BLAKE

A GRAND
VALLEY NOVIEL






OEBPS/images/com01.jpg







