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      Dating again is not part of my life plan, and romance with my late husband’s best friend is definitely off limits

      When Blake shows up after five years, I remember how much fun he was to have around. With his own brand of humor, he keeps everyone laughing. Especially me.

      He’s fun, comfortable . . . until he shows romantic interest.

      Blake’s never been one for settling down, but even if he were, I can’t date him. There are so many reasons. Besides the friend thing, Blake hates wine. I own a winery. He rides the rodeo circuit. I stay far away from rodeos.

      A perfect match? Not at all. We’re more like two mismatched socks.

      Can two odd socks really make a pair?
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            Chapter 1

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The gray-green foliage that was surviving in spite of the July heat covered the landscape on both sides of the road. Yellowed grasses swayed in the breeze, and I thought back to the last time I was here. On the night I’d been delivering heartbreaking news, the darkness had swallowed everything beyond my headlights, as if mourning with me. When I’d left, I hit the highway and drove until continuing would’ve been a danger to myself and others.

      I’d avoided this area ever since. Mostly I’d avoided her. Steph Maguire.

      Five years wasn’t long enough to make me forget the way to the winery. Would Steph be happy to see me? I had no excuse for my absence, other than grief. Saying goodbye to her husband, my best friend, proved to be harder than I thought possible. And I’d left her to navigate that path alone.

      If she told me to get off her property at first sight, it would be deserved.

      Or she might give me a hug and reminisce about old times. I was really hoping for option B.

      When Rhett Akins started singing “That Ain’t my Truck,” I turned up the radio. I’d always loved this song.

      After I turned left, the winery came into view. It had changed a bit since I was here last. The plants weren’t little bitty anymore. Instead of the single driveway leading to the house, now there was a small parking lot. Steph must be doing well for herself.

      For years, I’d stuffed my feelings, shoved them aside because I wasn’t the backstabbing type who would go after my best friend’s wife. And I’d let the fear of not being able to corral those feelings keep me away too long. Maybe absence helped. But I wouldn’t know until I saw her.

      As I pulled into a parking spot, two llamas galloped past the house. Blinking, I climbed out of my truck and stared down the sidewalk. Why are there llamas here?

      These fuzzy delinquents seemed an odd addition to a winery. They’d trample stuff, and no one wants to partake in anything made of grapes that have been trampled by llamas. Even if they did belong here, they were clearly on the run. But I could help with that. If there was one thing I could do well—besides carpentry—it was snagging an animal. I grabbed my rope out of the truck and prepped the lasso. Approaching the llamas, I spun the rope, getting ready to throw.

      “Don’t lasso the llamas!” As Steph rounded the trees, she stopped. “Blake Dalton.”

      A wide smile spread across her face, and all hope of the feelings being gone evaporated. Whatever the saying was about heart growing fonder. That was what time had done. Or maybe absence was to blame.

      There was definitely a spark, and I’d have to work to keep it hidden.

      I bowed. “In the flesh. And why can’t I rope them? Let me rephrase. I can. Why won’t you let me?”

      Shaking her head, she tugged at the hem of her obnoxiously pink T-shirt, not the type of thing she typically wore as I recall. “Of course you’d try to rope them. This isn’t a rodeo, Blake.” She winced, then forced a smile. “You can break their necks doing that.”

      The pain at the word rodeo wasn’t a surprise. She probably hadn’t used that word in years, but then I showed up.

      “Aren’t you looking fancy?” I tossed the rope onto the hood of my truck, then sauntered closer to her, hoping she wouldn’t smack me. “Your halo is a bit crooked there.” I reached out and straightened that glittery piece nestled in her tangle of loose curls.

      “It’s a tiara.”

      “Same difference.”

      Then she hugged me. I wasn’t much the huggy type, but Steph was always the exception. And I’d missed her hugs.

      It had been five years since the rodeo accident that took Liam’s life, and after showing up here to tell her he was gone, I hadn’t been back. I couldn’t make myself attend the funeral. Instead, I’d driven out to our favorite fishing spot, where Liam and I never caught a darned thing, and drank a cold one in memory of my friend. Then I spent the next five years trying to figure out how to be happy without him around.

      I’d healed in those five years. And seeing Steph made me happy.

      Stepping back, she swiped at her hair, then propped her hands on her hips. “It’s been a long time.”

      I steeled myself in case disappointment crossed her face when I answered. “Yeah. I’m meeting someone who needs a carpenter. He wants an arbor or something. And a new restaurant.” I hadn’t meant to wait so long to come back. “I wondered if I’d see you today.”

      “A bigger restaurant. And you better not have planned to come to this winery without making a point of finding me.” She cocked her head and lifted one eyebrow, flashing a warning.

      “I’d never.”

      Liam and I had been best friends since grade school. We hung out together all the time, did the rodeo circuit together. He’d been a bull rider. I was a saddle bronc rider. And we lassoed stuff for fun. I’d been sitting beside him when he met Steph.

      Seeing me had to stir up memories, and when she blinked wet lashes, guilt rattled in my heart.

      “If I’d known I’d make you cry, I wouldn’t have come.” I flashed a smile, hoping she’d give one back.

      “It’s really good to see you.” She rubbed my arm as she leaned around the trees, looking for the llamas. “Know anything about herding animals that spit?”

      “Nope. Marriage wasn’t really my thing.” I winked. “Come on. We’ll figure it out. How hard can it be?”

      “Oh, no. They’re like cats.” She grabbed my arm and didn’t budge. “Since they aren’t running anymore, we’ll watch them from here until Joji arrives.”

      “Joji?” I’d have to figure out the cast of characters around these parts. I nodded toward her shirt. “Maid of Honor. Who’s getting married?”

      “My brother. He met someone who is perfect for him.” She glanced at her phone. “Speak of the devil.” Then she swiped to answer. “Jeffrey, hi. Sorry I’m late. Got a bit distracted on the way. But I’ll be there soon.”

      I stepped away so as not to eavesdrop because some considered that impolite.

      “I know. I’m never late. But there’s a first time for everything.” Steph grinned at me.

      Grief was the main reason I stayed away so long, but guilt was mixed in there too. Guilt because I couldn’t save Liam. He was gone in the blink of an eye. I’d also stayed away because with my friend around, my attraction to Steph was easy to put aside. I’d never in a million years make a move on my best friend’s wife.

      What were the rules now that he was gone? Because staying away hadn’t lessened her beauty or my attraction. From the first day we met, she captivated me. And it wasn’t like I hadn’t tried to find my own someone. But she became the standard, and I’d never met anyone who compared.

      Steph ended the call and shoved the phone in her back pocket. “So you’re the carpenter on the restaurant expansion?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I figured it was time to stop by. I’ve been a stranger too long. I was looking for an excuse to come out this way. Then a guy I did some work for years back reached out and asked me to do a job. I didn’t know it was here at your winery until after I agreed, but it seems meant to be.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and braved a moment of raw honesty. “Sorry I was gone so long. And for skipping the funeral. I just . . .”

      Blinking away tears she rubbed my arm. “You don’t have to explain. I get it.”

      I slipped an arm around her and pulled her close. “You look good, Steph.”

      “Thanks. You too. Looks like you even shaved.”

      “First impressions and all that.”

      She hadn’t changed much, and it was good to be back in her company.

      “Where are my babies?” A woman with flaming red hair smiled as she walked up.

      “That way.” I hooked a thumb toward the escapees. “Steph wouldn’t let me lasso them, so we’re just babysitting from here.”

      Steph rolled her eyes. “Joji, this is my friend Blake.”

      Joji lifted an eyebrow as she looked at me. “You’re new. Like she said, I’m Joji.”

      “Blake Dalton. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “Are you a friend of Stephanie’s?” She started walking toward the llamas but kept her body turned toward us.

      “Something like that.” I pointed behind her. “It’s safer if you look in the same direction you walk.”

      “Yep.” Joji spun around and stopped. “Simon, Garfunkel! Come here, boys.”

      Those two llamas looked as if they were smiling as they trotted toward Joji.

      She fed them each a piece of apple. “Sorry they bothered y’all.”

      Then the redhead and her pet llamas hoofed it across the road.

      “Now that you’ve met the llamas, I’ll introduce you to the bride and groom.” Steph grabbed my hand and led me down the walkway, then onto some little trail. I didn’t like wine, but this place was pretty.

      A couple, presumably the ones getting hitched, were wrapped in each other’s arms, kissing like no one was watching. Except we were watching and wished we weren’t.

      “Let me guess. Those are the kids getting married.” I gave her hand a squeeze before pulling mine free. “They’re cute. I’ll give them that.”

      Steph cleared her throat. “Sorry we’re late. Joji’s llamas decided on an excursion.”

      The man turned around. “Llamas?”

      “Look at that shirt!” The woman laughed. “You should get Mad Dog one to match.”

      More names I didn’t know. Joji? Mad Dog? Who lived in these parts?

      “He’d probably prefer if it said Best Man rather than Maid of Honor, but I’m sure he’d love that color and all those shiny things. I need sunglasses just to look at you.” He shook his head, then pointed at me. “You must be Blake. I’m Jeffrey.”

      “Yep, at least I was last time I checked.” I stuck out my hand. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

      Jeffrey grinned at the brunette smiling at him. “This is my fiancée, Mindy.”

      “Blake Dalton.”

      Steph eased closer to me. “Jeffrey, do you remember Blake? He was at my wedding.”

      Jeffrey’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

      I shrugged. “No worries. I didn’t remember meeting you either. We were all younger then.” I wasn’t just making things up to make him feel better. If Steph hadn’t told me we’d met, I would’ve sworn this guy was a complete stranger.

      Steph smiled at me, then gave more of an explanation. “Blake was a friend of Liam’s.”

      “Oh.” Jeffrey let go of Mindy and motioned for Steph to follow him.

      After watching them walk away, Mindy turned to face me. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

      “He was one of a kind. He’ll always be missed.” This wasn’t really the time to drag everyone into a somber mood. “Tell me about what you’re thinking as far as an arbor.”

      Mindy described what she envisioned. Then Steph and Jeffrey joined us.

      I didn’t have to read minds to know that Jeffrey was worried about my dredging up hard memories for his sister, so I smoothed the situation with my own brand of humor. “I could build it at night if you’d rather not look at me.”

      Steph gave a soft chuckle. “We’ll have to see, but I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You do that.” I rubbed her shoulder, thankful I could still make her laugh. “And when you’re done with that shirt, I might have a use for it. When I’m hauling long pieces of lumber in the bed of the truck, I tie something bright and awful to the end. So the other drivers notice.”

      Steph crossed her arms. “Are you calling my shirt ugly?”

      “No, ma’am. I’m calling it noticeable.”

      Jeffrey laughed. “That’s one way of putting it.” He sidled up to Mindy and said, “That’s not the color you chose for the wedding, is it?”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “What? You don’t like it?”

      “I’m not telling you no because I know how that would end. We’d all need sunglasses at the wedding.” He poked her in the side before giving her a quick kiss.

      This was like watching a tennis match, with banter being lobbed back and forth. But this ended with a kiss instead of a handshake. I nudged Steph. “They always like that?”

      Her halo-tiara thing slid back and forth as she nodded. “Even before they liked each other. But you’ll get used to it.”

      “I doubt that.” I winked at her. “Sappier than what I’m used to.”

      “Mindy and Jeffrey are like a good snack—sweet and salty.” She straightened her sparkly halo.

      “Working here might be entertaining then.”

      “That’s one way to describe it.” She shoved her hands in her pockets and shot me a look. “I’m glad you’re here, Blake.”

      “Me too.”

      “The nice thing about working at a winery is that there’s lots of wine around,” Jeffrey said with a chuckle. “And I’ll make sure you don’t starve.”

      “Blake doesn’t drink wine.” Steph laughed, and I knew she was thinking about the tasting I’d attended when they’d first opened.

      “Hate the stuff. Grapes are okay, but all smashed up? Nah.”

      Mindy stepped closer to Steph. “At least you know that when he leaves he won’t be sneaking bottles out of here in his pant leg or anything.”

      The comment seemed to fluster Steph. After a half second, she clapped. “The wedding. We need to focus.”

      I stood up straight and squared my shoulders. “Yes, ma’am.”

      A job brought me here, but Steph was the reason I’d be staying. I wasn’t hoping for romance or anything like that. But I’d missed her.

      Being back felt a lot like coming home. For lots of reasons.

      And I’d been homesick a long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      As we walked on the crushed granite walkway, the sound of our footfalls mixed with bird calls and chirping insects. Seeing Blake brought back so many memories of Liam, but Blake had been MIA for five years, probably because he didn’t want to talk about Liam. I understood. Until recently, remembering was painful.

      We continued along the path in silence.

      Out of the blue, he stuck his arm out like a mom playing backup to a seat belt. And I stopped, but not before running into him.

      He dropped his arm and scanned the area. “Thought I heard something. Didn’t want you to be trampled by llamas.”

      After a chuckle, I said, “I don’t think that’s a worry.”

      “If having me around is too painful, I’ll move on. I’m sure your brother can find someone else to build stuff.”

      “That was an unexpected jump in conversation. And, no, having you around isn’t painful.”

      “You’ve been silent, which isn’t like you.”

      I sighed. “I’ve swallowed back a hundred things to say because I don’t want to make this hard for you. I’m glad you’re here. Really. And I’m guessing talking about Liam dredges up grief.”

      Resting a hand on my arm, he stepped closer. “There are lot of places I could go if I didn’t want to talk about Liam. But I’m here. Finally.” He worked his toothpick over to the other side of his mouth, then started walking again. “Want to show me where I can set up a workspace?”

      “Sure. I’ll show you around, but I have to get out of this shirt first.”

      He put a hand over his eyes. “Go ahead. I won’t look.”

      “Blake!”

      Laughing, he walked to the porch of my old place, then stopped when he saw the Closed sign on the door. “That’s one way to discourage soliciting.”

      “I couldn’t live there. It’s a gift shop now.” I nodded toward his truck. “Let’s get in, and I’ll show you my new place.”

      “So that’s why there are displays in the windows. Hadn’t really noticed that before.” He pulled open the passenger-side door. “You’ve done a lot with the winery. I’m impressed.”

      “I poured myself into making it a success. No pun intended.” I clicked the seat belt into place. “He’d be happy with how it’s turned out, I think.”

      “Yep. He’d be proud of you.” He started the engine, then looked at me. “Where to?”

      “That way. Exit the parking lot, then around the curve and on the right. There is an entrance off the main road.”

      A handful of bags, a couple of saddles, and three pair of boots were piled in the back seat. Blake had always been a bit of a nomad. Rodeo had been his life. And back then, odd jobs paid the bills when he wasn’t winning enough to live on.

      I had no idea where he called home these days, but I’d wait to ask because I didn’t want to think about him leaving. Not right after he’d arrived. “And when we get there, I’ll help you carry your stuff in.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not expecting you to put me up. I’ll find accommodations that fit my needs.”

      “Seriously, Blake. What needs do you have besides a comfy bed and a box of toothpicks?”

      He wiggled the splinter of wood poking out of his mouth. “Never said the bed had to be comfy.”

      “So you’ll stay?”

      “Do you have cats?” He chuckled. “Kidding. Even if you do, I’ll stay. And thanks.”

      “Great. Maybe one day when it isn’t so busy, you can go with me to pick out a cat. I’ve been wanting one or five.”

      “Fully adopting the single-forever life.” The laugh that followed sounded hollow.

      And I understood. We both missed Liam. His death was the only reason years of singlehood paved the path of my future.

      I pointed, and Blake turned into my driveway, then let out a whistle.

      “Nice house.”

      “Thanks.” I slid out and opened the back door. “Behind it, there is an outbuilding. You can set up shop in there. I use it to house tools and our motorized cart. It’s probably even big enough for you to park the trailer in there.”

      “Thanks. Can’t afford to have my tools stolen.” He grabbed two bags, and I carried the boots. “I’ll come back out for the rest. I appreciate this, Steph.”

      “It’ll be good to catch up.” I showed him to his room, which was on the opposite side of the house from mine, so he’d have lots of privacy. Then I excused myself.

      I was way too bedazzled. The shirt was intended for Jeffrey and Mindy’s amusement. Blake was simply unlucky. Before I fell into my daily routine, I needed to change into my usual baggy shirt and jeans.

      After changing, I wandered into the living room. Blake was on the sofa, my wedding photo in his hand.

      “I think it was a year before I could sleep through the night. Must’ve been worse for you.” He set the frame back on the end table, then stood. “Let’s get this tour underway.”

      I didn’t need to tell him that he was right. But hearing the words reminded me that I no longer spent hours waiting for sleep to come. I didn’t spend the darkest hours sobbing into my pillow. Maybe time deserved more credit for its healing abilities. “We’ll just skip the tasting room at the end.”

      “Yep.” He opened the front door. “Present company and employment are why I’m here. Not the wine.”

      “I know.” I led him around the side of the house, then opened the outbuilding and climbed onto the mule. “Hop on.”

      He eased into the passenger seat, then grabbed the frame. “Do I win something if I can hang on for eight seconds?”

      “Means you don’t have to walk the rest of the way.” I skirted the edge of our big vineyard and stopped in front of a small house. “I want you to meet Joe and Inga. He keeps my vineyard growing, and she works in the gift shop. This place wouldn’t run as smoothly without them.”

      Inga stepped onto the porch as we walked up. “Hello.”

      “Inga, hi. This is my good friend Blake. He’s helping with the expansion on the restaurant and will be staying at my place.”

      She smoothed gray hairs back into her bun before giving Blake a hug. “It’s so good to meet you. Just wonderful.”

      I bit back a laugh when he shot me a wild-eyed glance. The man had never been much of a hugger. He let me hug him, but I’d known him forever.

      The urge to laugh died away when Inga continued. “I just knew Stephanie would find a special someone one day.”

      Blake stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Nice to meet you.”

      Avoiding looking at him, I moved closer to Inga and whispered, “He’s a friend of Liam’s. There’s nothing else going on.”

      She sighed. “Maybe that will change with time because he’s a looker.” After a wink in his direction, she opened the front door. “Joe! Come meet Stephanie’s new man. He’s living with her.”

      “Inga!” If her doormat were any larger, I would’ve slid underneath it.

      Laughing, she tapped Blake’s arm. “She acts like an old woman sometimes. I tease her to keep her young. Come on in.”

      He grabbed the door to let me go ahead of him. And as I passed, he whispered, “You mentioned the cats to her, didn’t you?”

      I rewarded his humor with an elbow jab to his ribs.

      Joe shook Blake’s hand. “Joe Hernandez. You must be the one helping with the expansion.”

      Blake nodded. “I am. And Steph is graciously letting me stay in her guest room.”

      Joe tipped his head toward Inga. “Why are you giving these poor people a hard time?”

      “I’ll be nice.” She patted his chest. “But he is a looker.”

      Both Inga and Joe were older than they looked but were indispensable. I didn’t want to think about what would happen when they decided to retire. They had become like family. Besides the work they did at the winery, Joe routinely checked my tires and changed my oil like my dad had done when he was alive. And Inga would show up with soup and crackers when I felt under the weather, but she was less like a mom and more like a crazy aunt. Especially when it came to men.

      However, she wasn’t wrong about Blake being good-looking. When Liam and I started dating many years back, my friends had ribbed me for choosing the wrong guy. I didn’t. But as a blue-eyed rodeo cowboy, Blake turned lots of heads. Even in his late forties, he looked good.

      “Blake Dalton. It’s good to meet y’all.” He tipped his hat to Inga. “And thanks. If I meet a pretty lady who needs convincing, mind if I drag her this way?”

      Inga grinned. “Anytime, darlin’.”

      Introducing the two of them might’ve been a mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I rolled over and looked at the time. When I’d told Steph that it was a year before I slept through the night, I hadn’t meant that I now did it consistently. Being back here had my thoughts stirred up, which made sleep harder.

      The tile floor was cold against my bare feet as I slipped on a pair of sweatpants. She’d said to make myself at home. So taking her at her word, I wandered into the kitchen and turned on the small light above the sink. The space reflected her personality. Functional without excessive décor, but nicely put together. I liked it.

      Clearly, we didn’t have the same ideas about where things belonged in the cabinets because I opened three before finding a glass.

      After filling it at the sink, I guzzled down half the water. Hopefully, once I started working, exhaustion would zap the sleeplessness. Because when I was awake, I was hungry, and that wouldn’t do my girlish figure any good at all.

      Rummaging through the pantry, I found peanut butter, marshmallow fluff, and vanilla wafers. As I turned, I spotted a bag of gingersnaps and grabbed those too. This stuff seemed like the makings of a great midnight snack.

      I pulled out a few gingersnaps and a handful of vanilla wafers, then hunted for a butter knife. Found one in the first drawer I opened. Working through a stack of cookies, I smeared peanut butter on half of them and marshmallow fluff on the others. When I took my first bite, I closed my eyes, appreciating the flavor combination and congratulating myself on creating such a wonderful treat. I was partial to gingersnaps, so maybe my opinion was skewed. But I couldn’t imagine the vanilla wafers would have the same impact.

      My moment of delight was interrupted by footsteps. “I guess I’m not the only one who can’t sleep. Whatcha got there?” Steph tied her hair in a knot on the top of her head.

      If I’d given it more thought, I wouldn’t have come out of the bedroom without a shirt on. But saying something about that now would only make this awkward. She’d seen me without a shirt before a few times when we’d all gone to the lake. It didn’t have to be strange.

      “Nutty Fluffer Snaps. Or hmmm, maybe I should call them Peanut Fluffer Sandwiches.” I put one of each kind on a paper towel and passed them over.

      Steph leaned on the counter, studying the snack. “Your own creation?”

      “I like all the ingredients. Figured they’d be good together.” I nudged one toward her. “But I’m not sure if it’s better with the gingersnaps or vanilla wafers. Try it. Tell me what you think.”

      “I like avocados and ice cream, but that doesn’t mean they’d be good together.”

      Chewing the rest of my cookie sandwich, I held up a finger, then said, “Had that once—avocado ice cream—good stuff. Really.”

      She rolled her eyes, then took a bite of the vanilla wafer one. “This is good.” As soon as she finished chewing, she popped the other one in her mouth. “Mmm. I like this one too. May I have more?”

      I nodded. “Help yourself. It’s your food.”

      “Liam would pull out random stuff and make himself a snack. I never knew what he’d come up with. One night before bed, I caught him in the kitchen dipping apple slices into salsa. We were out of chips, but he wanted salsa.”

      “Doesn’t sound too bad.” I prepped a few more snaps and split them between us. “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “You didn’t. And I don’t normally wake up like this anymore.”

      “It’s because of me. Liam is on your mind.”

      Smiling, she popped another cookie into her mouth. “The reminder is nice.”

      After covering a yawn, I put lids on jars and closed up the bag of gingersnaps. “Now that my tummy is full, I’m going to head back to bed.”

      She rested a hand on my arm, and the whole world went still. “I’m glad you’re here. It’s nice to talk about him with someone who knew him as well or even better than I did.”

      “Yeah.” I tucked food away in the pantry, ready to make my escape.

      Getting emotional wasn’t how I handled things, but something about Steph encouraged my softer side. To save us both embarrassment, I tapped the counter, then padded down the hall.

      “Good night,” she called out after me.

      “Night, Steph.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Waking up to the smell of bacon and eggs had me smiling despite my interrupted sleep. I pulled on a shirt before heading to the kitchen. “Morning. Something smells good.”

      “Figured you’d need a solid breakfast. Plus, I have a huge favor to ask.”

      “Buttering me up, then?”

      “Oh! Toast. Will you grab the butter out of the fridge? It’s in the door.”

      I grabbed the tub and a knife. “What’s the favor?”

      She slid fried eggs onto a plate next to a few slices of bacon and handed it to me. “Mindy and her friends get together for girls’ night from time to time. I went once a few months ago and told her I’d join them this time. It’s the first one since she’s gotten engaged.”

      “I assume you aren’t going to ask me to go with you, so I’m wondering about the favor part.”

      “Mindy texted and asked if we could have it here tomorrow night. You can be at the house. I don’t care, but there will be wine and girl talk.”

      “Of course you can have it here. It’s your house. I’ll find something to do with myself.” I did not plan to hang around while a handful of ladies chatted about whatever was on their mind. “And thanks for breakfast.”

      She set a plate of toast on the table. “All buttered.”

      “Me or the toast?” I moved to get up, but she pressed a hand to my shoulder. “I’ll grab you a cup of coffee.”

      “Steph, I can—”

      “Please. Just let me. I promise not to smother you, but . . .” She shrugged. “I know it doesn’t make sense.”

      I picked up my fork and motioned for her to head to the coffee pot. “If waiting on me hand and foot makes you feel better, I won’t stop you. Your happiness is my main goal.” My words dripped with humor, but they were truer than I could ever admit to her.

      I hadn’t made Liam any promises in his last moments. He hadn’t begged me to watch over her. Things might’ve been different if he’d still been alive when I skidded up to him. But he wasn’t. That bull came down on his chest, and my friend was gone.

      As his friend, I wanted to make sure Steph was happy. But also because of our friendship, I stayed away because all the other reasons I wanted Steph to be happy had been bottled up inside a long time. And I feared that my grief would shatter that bottle.

      Now that time had passed, I was in a better place and could look out for her.

      My plate was half empty when she finally dropped into a chair. “What’s your plan for today?”

      “I’ll get all the tools set up out back, then get started on that arbor. It shouldn’t take me more than a few days to build. What about you?”

      “Same stuff I do every day. Working in the fields, helping in the gift shop, planning events, business stuff. And that’s on a slow day.”

      “I know your brother is on a schedule, but while I’m here, if you need an extra set of hands, I’m happy to help. You just have to teach an old dog new tricks.”

      A smile like I remembered from years ago lit up her face. “Thanks, Blake. I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      After spending yesterday getting my woodworking area arranged and acquiring the needed supplies, this morning, I slipped out after breakfast and got to work.

      Surprisingly, I’d slept through the night and didn’t meet up with Steph in the kitchen in the wee hours for peanut fluffer sandwiches. She’d made breakfast again this morning and served me coffee. She was spoiling me, but I hoped she’d stop soon. Because it wasn’t me she was thinking about when she did it.

      Whistling, I measured the boards before lining the first one up under the saw.

      “Hey there. Have a sec?” Jeffrey waved as he stepped through the open door.

      I yanked off my goggles. “Sure thing. What’s up?”

      “The ladies are getting together tonight, so the guys are playing poker. I thought you might need a reason to be away from the house.”

      “I’m not so good at girl talk, so yeah. Poker sounds fun.” This would give me an opportunity to make sure Steph’s brother knew I wasn’t here to cause trouble in her world. “What time and where?”

      “We’ll be at my place. Not far from here. I’ll have Stephanie give you directions.” He walked toward the door. “We’ll start about eight, but come early if you want. Because you don’t want those ladies to corner you. I know you’re here only as Stephanie’s friend, but the ladies from the ranch, they try to get people together like there is prize money on the line.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.” I opted not to ask if the ladies had played a role in how he got together with Mindy, but given what he’d said, the ladies probably meddled.

      And meddling was exactly what I didn’t want. Steph didn’t deserve anyone giving her a hard time, and if I wasn’t willing to tell Steph I thought she was the reason wildflowers bloomed, I definitely wasn’t going to admit that to anyone else.

      I stepped up the pace, wanting to get all the boards cut to spec before shutting down for the day. Steph hadn’t mentioned when the ladies would be arriving, but I hoped I had time for a shower. No one wanted me at any sort of a social gathering like this.

      After putting the tools back into place, I closed up the building and headed inside. It was quiet, so I was in the clear.

      I dropped my keys on the counter as a way to let Steph know I was here if she came in.

      Hot water distracted me from my goal of getting out of the house quickly, but once I snapped back to reality, I wrapped it up. After pulling on a T-shirt and jeans, I peeked into the hall. Since it wasn’t even seven, I wagered I had time to grab a bite from the kitchen before heading over to Jeffrey’s.

      Steph’s keys lay next to mine.

      I called out, “Hey there. I’m just grabbing something quick; then I’ll be out of your hair for a while.”

      Footsteps padded up the hall. “You really don’t have to run off.” She opened the fridge. “Sandwich or leftovers? I made a casserole the other night.”

      “Leftovers.” I pulled a plate out of the cabinet. “Good day?”

      “Yeah. We have our wine stomp happening in a couple of months, and I finalized the T-shirt design and got those ordered. It’s one of our biggest events of the year.”

      “Wine stomp, huh? Like people standing in buckets and smooshing grapes with their feet?”

      “Exactly like that. Then they step out onto their T-shirt and leave with a souvenir.” She slid the plate into the microwave.

      I stayed back, letting her wait on me, but it took restraint. “What do you do with all the juice? Do you use it to make wine?”

      Her head wagged back and forth. “Technically we could because the fermentation process would take care of anything, but we don’t. Instead of just tossing it, Inga uses it to dye yarn for her side business. The color is amazing.”

      “If those llamas ever show up purple, you’ll know they’ve gotten into stuff.”

      “Right?” She set the plate on the counter, then put another in the microwave. “Go ahead and eat.” Humming, she lifted wineglasses out of the cabinets and arranged them on the counter next to an empty tray. Then she pulled a bottle of wine from a rack.

      Standing at the counter, I shoveled food into my mouth. “I might regret asking, but what do y’all talk about at these girls’ nights?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ve only been to one. But I’m a bit concerned that tonight’s topic of conversation—aside from Mindy’s recent engagement—will be you. All the ladies, except Tandy, met their husbands in their forties. I think it’s their mission to find every single woman over forty a special someone.”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t rush out of here because if they met me, that conversation would be snubbed out quick.”

      “You’re a great guy, Blake. But it would just be weird, you know?”

      I ate the last bite of my food, thankful for clarity about how she felt. While I never intended to bring it up, hearing her call it weird settled the issue. “Yeah.”

      After rinsing my plate and putting it in the dishwasher, I lifted my cowboy hat off the hook near the door. “I’m going to run into town, then meet the guys for poker night.”

      “They invited you?”

      “Is that a problem?” I let go of the door handle. “If you’d rather, I’ll find something else to do.”

      Waving a hand, she hurried to the microwave. “Of course it’s not a problem. I’m just surprised. Who invited you?”

      “Your brother.”

      “If he gives you any trouble, let me know. Even though I’m all grown up, he can be too much of a big brother sometimes. He’s gotten better now that Mindy’s in the picture and I’m not walking around with a dark cloud over my head.” She pointed her fork at me. “But let me know how it goes.”

      “Sure thing.”

      As I turned to leave, the door swung open. An older woman in a hot pink track suit stepped inside. “Well, hello, darlin’. Stephanie, dear, why didn’t you tell me about this one?” She grabbed my bicep and gave it a squeeze. “You ever do any modeling?”

      “Tandy, leave the man alone.” Steph shook her head. “He’s not taking his shirt off for you.”

      Tandy’s eye glinted. “But picture it. This cowboy, shirtless, in a tub of grapes. That cover would sell books, I tell you.”

      “Nope.” I set my hat on my head. “Y’all have a nice evening.”

      Another woman appeared in the doorway before I could slip out. “Hi, you aren’t leaving yet, are you? I’m Lilith, and we were hoping to meet Stephanie’s friend.” She moved out of the doorway as Joji approached. “You were right. He is something.”

      Women kept appearing.

      “Don’t scare him off.” A woman with her hair tucked up in a bun smiled as she walked inside. “I’m Ava. And don’t mind them. They’re just trying to play matchmaker.”

      Lilith nodded. “We are. She’s right. Mindy is on her way with food. Jeffrey said he made us something special.”

      “I’m here to build a restaurant, not a romantic relationship. Steph and I are friends. But it’s nice to meet all of you.” Before I had to endure any more questions, I rushed out the door.

      Hopefully, matchmaking wasn’t a topic of conversation at poker night.
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      Curled up in the easy chair, I stared at the pair of Blake’s dirt-covered boots on my back porch while Mindy recounted Jeffrey’s proposal.

      She cradled her wineglass. “When Jeffrey said, ‘Need help getting down? I can catch you,’ I froze halfway up the ladder. That was what he said the night we met, when he snatched the ladder from the base of the tree. And when I looked down, he was on one knee.”

      A collective sigh followed.

      I sipped my wine, swallowing down the lump in my throat. My brother waited a long time to find someone like Mindy. He’d given up the idea of finding love. Then she walked into his life. Well, she rented the other house on his property, but that was all it took. Being snowed in together helped.

      And I couldn’t be happier for the both of them.

      When I took the last sip, I noted that I’d made it through an entire glass of wine without anyone saying a word about Blake. But that topic would come up before the end of the night. There was no escaping it.

      I listened as the ladies peppered Mindy with questions about the wedding and future plans. Only two weeks after the proposal, wedding plans were underway. Before the end of the month, I’d have a sister-in-law.

      Lilith picked up the wine and topped off glasses. Looking at me, she lifted one eyebrow, a silent question.

      “Oh, fill her up.” Tandy giggled. “Her hottie is next up for discussion. She’ll need more wine.”

      I held out my glass, which drew laughs. My reputation for being able to handle anything was hard earned. And this conversation was no different. After a sip of wine, I lifted my glass. “Bring it on.”

      Mindy patted my arm. “You don’t have to talk about it unless you want to.”

      “I’ll take it one question at a time.” I wasn’t as good at hiding my emotions from Mindy.

      Joji leaned forward. “How did you meet him?”

      I steeled my inner walls. “He was Liam’s best friend in the whole world. They met as kids, hung out all the time, even did the rodeo circuit together.”

      Silence hung in the air as they waited for me to continue.

      I scanned the room, seeing genuine care etched on every face. “Blake was there the day I met Liam. We were at a country bar. I spotted them across the room as soon as my friends and I stepped inside. And after a few minutes, Liam walked over and struck up a conversation. The rest is kind of history. I fell head over heels. A year later, we got married.” Another sip of wine washed down the sour taste in my mouth. “When Liam died, Blake was there, watching. And before anyone had a chance to call me, he raced over here and broke the horrible news. He held me while I sobbed. Then when I finally calmed down, he told me he needed to go and that he might be gone a while. I hadn’t seen him or heard from him until he showed up the other day.”

      “Oh, dearie. I had no idea. I’m sorry I said all those things.” Tandy wiped her eyes. “But . . .”

      Lilith shot her a warning glance. “Not today, Tandy.”

      “Not ever.” I set my wine on the table. “I can’t imagine myself ever being romantic with anyone again. We’re friends. Nothing will change that.”

      Tandy opened her mouth but snapped it closed when Ava shook her head.

      “I’m not upset that y’all asked. Not in the least. And honestly, it’s not even that I think it would be wrong or anything like that. But I know Blake. Settling down isn’t in his life plan, and if that ever changed, it wouldn’t be with me. Not that I want him to.” The more words I let spill from my mouth, the more convoluted I made this sound. “We just aren’t romantically interested in each other.”

      Milliseconds ticked by as the ladies exchanged looks with each other. Then Ava spoke up. “We’re all here if you ever need to talk or even if you just need chocolate.”

      “Thanks.” I’d walled myself off from friendships after Liam died, but that had changed with Mindy.

      And now my circle was expanding. I’d only known the ladies from Stargazer Springs Ranch casually until recently. Now they were friends. I’d denied myself of too much for too long. Friendships were a step in the right direction.

      Lilith pulled papers out of her bag. “Okay, so with the short wedding timeline, I worked up a list.” She handed a sheet to each of us. “Names are next to each item. If you have any questions, this is a good time to ask.”

      Mindy leaned forward. “I really appreciate everyone helping. I guess having the wedding on short notice makes it harder, but . . .” She shrugged.

      “You want to get married. We all get that.” Joji laughed. “Believe me. We all understand.”

      Tandy lifted her glass. “To the men who can handle y’all.”

      We all joined her toast, laughing. And Lilith said, “Well put.”
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      I loaded dishes while Mindy gathered what was left on the charcuterie board and moved it into a small container.

      “That was fun. Thanks for asking me to join y’all.” Having girls’ night was outside the norm for me even before Liam died, but I’d enjoyed myself.

      She rested a hip against the counter. “You’re always welcome. And thanks for letting us have it here. Jeffrey was making something and wanted to use his kitchen, and we could’ve been at my place, but . . .” With a rag, she wiped off the counter. “You didn’t mind, did you?”

      “Not at all. And Blake didn’t care. He went to play poker with the guys.”

      She pinched her lips and studied me a moment before speaking. “How are things? With Blake, I mean?”

      “Good.” My thoughts had been a tangled mess since he’d been back, but that was only because Liam had always said Blake would happily take care of me if anything ever happened to him. I’d always rolled my eyes during his assurances because I’d never wanted to talk about that possibility. Overwhelmed by grief when I’d heard the devasting news, I hadn’t even thought of what Liam told me again and again.

      And after that, Blake wasn’t around. Until now.

      “That’s it? This guy you’ve never talked about shows up out of the blue, and you invite him to stay, but all you have to say about it is ‘good’?” She cocked her head. “I know what you told everyone else. I just want to know if you’re really okay? Having him back has to be a reminder of Liam.”

      “It is. But in a good way. And it’s weird. Because it’s like he was never gone. Blake and I have been friends since the day I met Liam, and it’s nice having him around again.” While I enjoyed having him back, the idea that he’d returned to fulfill a promise to Liam needled my brain. And I hated that thought.

      She pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad things are good. And I’m not far away if you want to talk.”

      “Thanks, Mindy.”

      The door swung open, and Jeffrey and Blake stepped inside.

      While Blake hung his hat on the hook by the door, Jeffrey swept Mindy into his arms. “I’ll be taking her home now.”

      I’m not sure what he whispered in Mindy’s ear, but her cheeks flushed red as she giggled. Then Jeffrey kicked the door closed on his way out.

      Blake shook his head. “Happiness like that might be contagious.”

      “Right? Did you eat? I can make you something.” I couldn’t explain why I enjoyed waiting on Blake. At first, I’d felt like it reminded me of when Liam was still around, but just now, I wasn’t thinking about Liam until after I’d asked.

      He leaned against the center island. “I’m stuffed. Your brother roasted potatoes and grilled steaks. I told him I wanted to be invited to all his poker nights.”

      “Sounds like Jeffrey.” I loaded the last few glasses. “So it went okay?”

      “If you’re asking if you came up in conversation or if they gave me a hard time, no. I had fun. Although, your brother did ask what I thought of the art hanging in the guest room.”

      It would be just like Jeffrey to drop a question like that.

      “What did you say?”

      Blake sauntered into the pantry. “How about some fluffy nutter sandwiches. Is that what I called them?”

      “Blake, what did you say about the paintings? Jeffrey was so pleased that he found paintings of wine stomps. And when the house was completed, that was his house-warming gift.”

      “The paintings are nice.” His eyes twinkled. “But I told him that abstract art was underappreciated.”

      “You acted like you had no idea what he was talking about.” I feared Blake’s penchant for making a joke would cause unneeded confusion.

      “He looked bewildered for a second, then went pale and started coughing, which the other guys found hilarious.”

      “I’m sure they did. They are going to think you aren’t sleeping in the guest room.”

      “I didn’t leave it like that. After a chuckle, I told him the paintings were very nice, and that I was looking forward to watching actual people stomp grapes.” He set jars and the bag of gingersnaps on the counter. “I made them all laugh.”

      “You can make anyone laugh. You have a talent.”

      He prepared his specialty and slid a few toward me. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I thought you were full.”

      “Dessert stomach isn’t full. There’s always a little extra space in there.” He popped a cookie in his mouth. “Always.”
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      After putting the final coat of stain on the arbor, I stood back and admired my work. Mindy had mentioned adding flowers to it, and that would be pretty, but even without any adornment, this would be nice for a wedding.

      A gasp sounded behind me, and I whirled around. “Hey, Steph. You snuck up on me.”

      “That’s amazing. You disappear in here and work, but I hadn’t stopped to peek. She’s going to love it. They both will.” She stepped up beside me. “I can just picture that with grapevines growing all over it.”

      “Maybe I should build a second one.”

      “You don’t have to do that. But it is gorgeous. You’re talented.” She crossed her arms. “Let me know what time you want dinner. I’m making tacos. Nothing fancy.”

      It had been nearly a week, and she was still cooking me breakfast, serving me homemade food every night. “Steph, I know I said you could wait on me hand and foot if it made you happy, but I can’t let you do all this. You’re giving me a place to stay, doing all this stuff for me. I don’t deserve any of it. I didn’t come to add to your workload.”

      “I have to eat too. It’s not a big deal making a little extra.”

      I bumped her shoulder. “Let’s make a deal. You let me pay you for the room, and we can switch off making meals.”

      Her head wagged back and forth. “You aren’t paying me to stay in a room that would otherwise be empty. But I’ll agree to the meals part if it makes you more comfortable.”

      “Thank you. It does. I’ll feel less like a mooch. And I’ll start tomorrow.”

      “You aren’t a mooch. The company is nice. And Jeffrey isn’t going to find a better carpenter for the expansion.”

      “This project will take months. If you change your mind and want me to find a different place to stay, please speak up.”

      “You know me. I speak my mind.”

      And it was something I’d always appreciated about her. “You do.” I cleaned up my workspace and tossed my gloves aside. “I’m meeting Jeffrey and Matthew to talk about the restaurant, so I’ll be gone a while.”

      “Have fun.” She walked out the door, her hips swaying and her ponytail swinging from side to side.

      I averted my gaze, focusing instead on the arbor. Friendship. That was why I was here. No other reason. Maybe I needed to start wearing a rubber band on my wrist so I could snap it as a reminder.

      Before, it wasn’t necessary. She’d been a married woman. But now, Liam was gone, and she wasn’t married. The attraction that had quietly been shoved in a dark corner for years was venturing out of its confinement and growing. And the more time I spent here, the harder it was to get a handle on that attraction.

      And now I had another problem. I’d just volunteered to make dinner. Perhaps Jeffrey would give me a few pointers because my talents in the kitchen didn’t extend beyond making sandwiches. To my credit, some of them were very good, but nothing I made compared to the dinners Steph prepared.

      After snapping a picture of the arbor, I walked along the trail to the restaurant. Steph hadn’t said why she’d stepped into my workshop. Later, I’d have to ask if there was something on her mind.

      Jeffrey waved as I approached, and Matthew climbed out of his truck and held up the blueprints.

      “I’m not sure about this. Everyone is on time, and that never happens.” Matthew chuckled as he rolled the papers open on the makeshift table set up on sawhorses. “Barring any major complications—”

      Jeffrey shook his head. “Complications are unwelcome.”

      “They are a part of every project unfortunately. But I’m thinking we can get this done in nine months. We’ll know better after I get Blake’s input. Ready to look over the plans?”

      We huddled around the table, and Matthew gave me an overview of each phase of the project. In my head, the words nine months were bouncing around like a gymnast on a trampoline. I’d need to buy rubber bands in bulk.

      Once the meeting was wrapped up, I hung back as Jeffrey chatted with Matthew about delivery of the temporary storage unit. Once it was delivered, I’d be setting up my workspace here. How often did Steph get to this side of the winery?

      As Matthew climbed in his truck, Jeffrey patted my shoulder. “I’m glad it worked out for you to do this. I have a good feeling about this project.”

      “Yeah. Listen, I have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything. What’s up?”

      “Your sister insists that I stay at her house, but I don’t want to be an imposition, so I offered to swap nights for making dinner.”

      He laughed, sending birds fluttering out of nearby trees.

      “Clearly you understand my stupidity. Anyway, can you point me toward any recipes for dummies sort of thing? I want it to taste good, but I need it to be fairly simple.”

      “I’ll gather a few easy recipes and send them your way. And I won’t mention it to my sister.”

      “Thank you. She’s kind enough to let me stay, and I really want to be a good houseguest.”

      “I think it’s good that you’re here. She’s been smiling a lot. And I’m happy to see that.”

      “She’s a good friend.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, feeling like I was lying.

      He glanced at his phone. “I have to run and make sure everything will be ready for dinner service.”

      “Talk to you later, and thanks for the recipes.” I’d forgotten to show him the picture of the arbor, but that was probably for the best.

      He and Mindy could look at it together tomorrow.

      I cocked my head as I approached the house. Steph had a bag of something slung over her shoulder. Based on the way she was walking, the contents of the bag were heavy.

      “Hey there. Let me get that.” I ran up beside her and hoisted the bag off her shoulder. “Where do you want it?”

      “By the garden bed. It needs fresh mulch. And I’m capable of carrying heavy bags.”

      I dropped the bag of mulch where she pointed. “You’re capable of a lot of things. My offer of help was in no way a critique of your abilities.”

      She smiled. “In that case, there are five more bags in the back of my vehicle.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I grabbed the wheelbarrow out of the shed and loaded all four bags in at once. “Same place?”

      “Yep. And if you want to help me spread it, there are extra gloves in the bin beside the door.”

      “I’ll put the wheelbarrow back and grab a pair.”

      She was on her knees, bent over the bed, when I walked up. “No need to pull out the old stuff. We’re just laying this on top.”

      With my pocketknife, I cut open a bag and dropped it between the flowering plants. As I spread mulch, I resisted the urge to apologize again. If I’d been around, she would’ve had help all these years. Even though she had clearly done well by herself, I still felt a stab of guilt.

      After spreading one bag, I stood and grabbed another. I cut it open, and as mulch started spilling out, Steph leaned into the landing zone.

      “Hey!” I was too late.

      Mulch covered her hair and upper body.

      I tossed the half-full bag aside and dropped to my knees as she spat and wiped her face. “What were you doing?”

      “Evening it out.” She blinked, red dust caked to her eyelashes.

      I helped her up. “You need to wash that out before you scratch an eyeball or something.” I knocked mulch off her shoulders, then stepped closer and brushed it off her face.

      Steph froze. Her whole body went taut.

      “Sorry, I was just trying to . . .”

      “It’s fine.” She spun around and marched toward the house, leaving a red cloud in her wake.

      Feeling horrible, I ran past her and opened the back door. “What can I do to help?”

      “With my shower?” Even though her eyes were barely open, I could see her rolling them. “I think I can handle it on my own.”

      Why did she have to go and say that? Now I was thinking about her showering.

      “That wasn’t what I meant. I’ll just finish putting mulch down.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And you won’t even have to smooth it out after I’m done.”

      Standing outside the back door, she pulled the stretchy thingy out of her hair and then flipped her hair upside down. Pieces of mulch fell as she shook her dark waves. “It doesn’t matter. I appreciate the help.”

      My fingers itched to see if her hair was as soft as it looked, but even dense me knew that was a bad idea. “Okay then. I’m just going to . . .”

      She smiled and slipped inside.

      And I went back to the garden bed, determined to impress her with my mulching skills and trying not to think about her reaction when I touched her face.
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      Long after the mulch had washed down the drain, I stood in the shower, thinking about how it felt when Blake brushed my cheek. The gentleness of his touch caught me by surprise, and what seemed like a spark of intimacy was only in my head. I knew that.

      It had just been too long since anyone had been close to me like that.

      When the water spraying out could no longer be called warm, I shut off the water and stepped out. After drying off, I tied up my wet hair in a knot and put on jeans and a shirt.

      I was still in my closet when Mindy called.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey. I’m glad I caught you. You know how Beau and his friends have a band?”

      “The Stargazing Cowboys. Lilith was talking about that the other night.”

      “Well, they have a gig tomorrow night, and she wants to pack the house. Will you come? I meant to tell you weeks ago, but my brain is filled with wedding stuff.”

      “Sure. Just send me the details.” While I didn’t make a habit of going out, supporting my friends was important.

      “Great. It’s at the hangar in Fredericksburg. The one at the airport. Do you think Blake will come too?”

      “I’ll mention it to him.”

      “Fabulous. And, oh, it’s 1940s themed. If you need a dress—”

      I stared at the red flared dress hanging in my closet. “I have one.”

      Years ago, I’d bought the outfit for a Halloween party Liam and I were supposed to attend. Guests were encouraged to choose costumes to represent a decade. We’d picked the Forties. But my life fell apart before the end of that October. I hadn’t gone to the party, and I’d never worn the dress. But I’d never been able to get rid of it either.

      “Perfect.” Mindy’s words snapped me out of my thoughts. “Don’t forget to tell Blake. I have to run. I have an event starting.”

      “Bye.” I shoved the phone in my back pocket and walked out to face Blake.

      Talking to him after reacting that way didn’t have to be uncomfortable. I could be honest with him.

      Holding the empty bags, he smiled as I walked outside. “All better?”

      “Yeah. Shower and some eye drops, and I’m all good.”

      He dropped the bags into the trash bin, then walked alongside the garden bed with his arm extended. “How’d I do? Evened out enough?”

      I didn’t see any spots I ached to smooth. Weird things like that bothered me. Maybe that was why Mindy and I got along. She was that way too.

      “It looks great. And I’m sorry for leaning under the bag. I guess I’m just not used to working as a team.” I hesitated, knowing I needed to mention the dance. However, the wording needed to be right because I didn’t want Blake to think I was asking him out on a date. “Mindy called.”

      “Did she say anything about the arbor?”

      “No. Aren’t they supposed to come see it tomorrow?” I had no doubt Mindy and Jeffrey would love what Blake built.

      “Yeah. In the morning. Sorry to derail the conversation. You were saying?”

      “Beau, Clint, and Mad Dog have a band. And they’re playing tomorrow night. Lilith wants us to come. She wants the place packed.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “Yeah, and it’s Forties themed, but if you don’t have anything, I’m sure no one will care what you wear.”

      “I’ll find something.” He cocked his head. “Since I was supposed to cover dinner tomorrow, why don’t we make it a night out? I’ll buy you dinner. Then we’ll head over to the hear the band.”

      “Well, we probably shouldn’t . . .” My casually asked question had led straight to where I didn’t want to go.

      He crossed his arms, studying my face. “Friends can’t have dinner together in restaurants?”

      “That wasn’t what I meant.” Resisting the urge to meet his gaze, I leaned down to inspect the flowers. “These might need a bit more water.”

      “Please, Steph. Invite Mindy and Jeffrey along if you’d like. My treat. Does he even eat at other people’s restaurants? How does that work?” Blake dusted dirt off his hands. “I’m not trying to make it a date. Just dinner and dancing.”

      “Dancing?”

      “The theme makes me think swing dancing, and I might be a bit rusty, but once upon a time, I could cut a rug. Wear your dancing shoes.”

      Nodding, I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I couldn’t remember the rest of my to-do list, and that was never a problem for me. “It’s been a while since I’ve danced.”

      “We’ll have fun.” He grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow. “I’m going to put this back, then go into town to find something for tomorrow night. I want to look the part.”

      “Text when you’re headed back, and I’ll start dinner.”

      “Will do.” He tipped his hat before walking away.

      I couldn’t even picture Blake in anything but jeans. Even when he didn’t have on his big belt buckle and chaps, he looked like a rodeo cowboy. Did the man own a single pair of regular shoes?

      My phone rang as I stared at the screen. Inga! I was supposed to meet her at the gift shop ten minutes ago.

      I swiped to answer. “Hey, I’m on my way. Sorry I’m late.”

      “Please tell me the reason you’re late has something to do with your live-in cowboy.”

      “His name is Blake. And—you know what, never mind. I’m walking that way now.”

      Her laugh rang out. “I knew he was the reason.”

      I couldn’t even blame Blake. I’d just forgotten. It wasn’t his fault that my thoughts went haywire after he touched me.

      How was I going to survive dancing with him?
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      Taco fixings were spread out on the counter when Blake walked in the door with several bags in his hand.

      “Let me put this away. Then I’ll wash up for dinner.” He hung his hat, which was a habit that made me smile.

      “Aren’t you going to show me what you bought?”

      “Nope.” He chuckled as he left the room.

      This wasn’t new behavior from Blake. He’d always been one to spring a surprise or keep information to himself. Even for all my asking back in the day, he never told me when he was dating someone, never brought anyone around. Liam and I had suggested a double date more than once, but Blake always nixed the idea. He never gave a reason. He’d just say, “Maybe when I get serious with someone.”

      When I felt him ease up beside me, I handed over a plate. “I warmed you three tortillas, but I can do more if you need.”

      “I’ll start with this.” He loaded meat and toppings onto his tacos.

      Things with him would be awkward if I didn’t clear the air. We were friends. He knew me and would understand, so having a conversation like an adult seemed the best course of action.

      “Earlier, when you brushed my cheek—”

      “Steph, I’m sorry. I noticed the way you reacted, and—”

      I rested a hand on his arm. “Stop apologizing so I can explain.”

      With a smirk, he glanced down at my hand. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It’s not uncommon for me to go all day without touching another person. Sometimes when I go over to my brother’s, he and Mindy will hug me, but I don’t see them every day. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m touch-starved, and when you did that, it caught me off guard.”

      “I get it. I’ve lived my life that way.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “But there’s no reason to starve while I’m here. No strings. No expectations. Okay?”

      I flung my arms around his neck. “Thank you. I knew if I cleared the air, you’d understand.”

      He held me longer than I expected, and I drank in the warmth of his hug.

      “I shouldn’t have stayed away so long.”

      I wouldn’t say it out loud because it sounded bad, but the time apart allowed us to heal in ways we might not have if we’d mourned together. I was thrilled Blake was here now, but looking back, the distance has been a good thing. “I’m glad you’re here now. Eat before it gets cold.”
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      Pressing a hand to my waist, I admired the vintage-style dress. It was much more fitted on top than what I typically wore, but this worked with the theme.

      It was nice to have a reason to wear it. After sucking in a deep breath, I contorted again, trying to get the zipper up. But it wasn’t working.

      I’d have to ask Blake for help.

      The shaper pantyhose helped keep all my curves in the right place, but they weren’t exactly comfortable. And I hoped the place would be cold because wearing them guaranteed hot flashes. But an unexpected perk was that my steps were nearly silent.

      Quiet music wafted from the dining room, and I cautiously inched that direction. What was Blake doing in there? Besides when I’d given him the grand tour, we hadn’t been in there. Instead of poking my head in the doorway, I positioned myself so that I could see the large mirror on the far wall, which gave me a view of the room.

      Blake was dancing.

      His arms were out as if wrapped around a partner, and his hips swayed as he moved gracefully across the floor. In pleated trousers, a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbow, and two-tone oxfords, he looked like a different person, like he’d stepped through time. His normally unruly hair was slicked back, and the man even had on a bow tie and suspenders.

      Stunned, I sighed, and his gaze snapped to the mirror and met mine. If his goal was to surprise me, he’d succeeded. In spades.

      Embarrassment colored his cheeks ever so slightly. But his blue eyes sparkled, and a smile spread across his face. “Hey, doll, you ready to cut a rug?”

      I held his gaze as I walked into the room, then turned to face him. “You look fabulous. How did you find that outfit in one night?”

      “Dumb luck.” His gaze slid down, then snapped up just as quickly. “Pretty.”

      My hand went to the fitted waist again. “Thanks. If you don’t mind, I could use help getting the zipper the rest of the way up.” I spun around and held my breath as he stepped behind me.

      Music continued to play as he pulled the zipper up, then connected the hook and eye at the top. “You’ll probably need my help getting it undone later ’cause of that little hook thingy.”

      “Thanks. Let me get my shoes.”

      “You said that Jeffrey and Mindy are not joining us for dinner, correct?”

      “Right. She had an event this afternoon, so they’re going to head over later.” I wasn’t disappointed that it would be just the two of us, which both bothered and surprised me. “Give me two minutes.”

      In my bedroom, I slipped on shoes and applied red lipstick that was a perfect match to the dress. Then I dropped the tube in the small purse I’d chosen for the evening.

      While this wasn’t a date, this was the closest I’d come since Liam, and my nerves were in knots. Thankfully, it was Blake with me tonight. If I tripped over my own feet or broke down in tears, he’d understand, and there was safety in knowing that.

      The image of him dancing alone in the dining room made me laugh. It was a side of Blake I’d never seen before.

      Tonight would be fun. I felt pretty and more relaxed than if this were a date. I didn’t have to impress Blake. I could be myself.
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      Splashing water on my face, I reminded myself of why I was here. It wasn’t to pursue anything romantic with Steph, but wow. That dress. It hugged certain parts, and the bottom swished when she walked. Another douse of cold water helped me rein in my thoughts. I just needed to avoid thinking about her dress.

      Her hair looked nice. She had it pulled back on one side with some sort of a clip holding it in place. She was just as gorgeous as the day I’d met her.

      She would be turning heads tonight, but it was my job to make sure she enjoyed herself. That’s why I’d been to so many stores and spent more time shopping for clothes than I had in the previous five years. Being without jeans and boots felt a little like having my skin removed, but it was worth the look on her face.

      After drying off, I wandered out to the living room at the same time as Steph. “Are we ready? I went ahead and made dinner reservations because I wasn’t sure how busy places would be.”

      “Oh. I could’ve just made us some—” She snapped her mouth closed and grinned. “I’ll stop.”

      I held out my arm. “Mind if we take your SUV?”

      “Don’t mind at all.” She handed over her keys, and we walked out the door.

      After helping her into the passenger seat, I locked the house, then slid behind the wheel. I snuck one more glance at the dress before starting the engine.

      We were ten minutes away from the house when she asked, “What have you been doing with yourself for the last five years?”

      “Odd jobs, mostly carpentry stuff, rodeo, the usual.”

      “And where’s home? Is there—you know—someone special waiting for you somewhere?”

      “Nope. And home is wherever I am. Besides a storage unit in San Antonio, everything I own fits in my truck and trailer.”

      “Oh. Wow. I figured you had a place somewhere. A few months after you left, I drove by your apartment. I saw a family walking out, and it was obvious they lived there.”

      “Steph, I—”

      She put up a hand. “Don’t apologize. We both grieved in our own way.”

      “I never changed my number.”

      “I guessed as much.” She leaned over and rested a hand on my arm. “You’ve probably already figured it out, but this is the first time I’ve been out to something like this since—you know. Jeffrey and Mindy were my only social life until recently, and I haven’t even spent that much time with the ranch folks.”

      “We’ll have fun. And I didn’t use my words well earlier when you caught me dancing. Totally embarrassing, by the way, but I had to make sure I could dance in these shoes. And what I’m trying to say is that you look fabulous.”

      “Thank you.” She shifted her seat belt. “How did the meeting go yesterday? Jeffrey seems excited.”

      “Project is on track. It should take nine months to a year, so—”

      “I know. If you make me crazy, I’ll tell you.”

      “Good. But yeah, it should be straightforward. I spent part of today moving my tools over after the portable storage unit arrived.”

      As the conversation continued, I told her about how I knew Matthew, who was acting as the contractor on the project.

      At the steakhouse, the hostess seated us at a corner table.

      Steph scanned the menu. “I’ve heard good things about this place, but I’ve never been here.”

      “First time for everything.”

      After we ordered, she leaned forward. “I’m so happy you seem to be in a good place. I worried about you. After Liam died, I came close to selling the winery, but Jeffrey talked me out of it. He and I have grown closer in the last few years, which has been nice. Except when he big-brothers me. But after years, I feel like I’m out of the fog.”

      “Fog. That’s a great way to put it. You’ve been on my mind a lot, and I wanted to call sooner.” I sipped my coffee. “But after I’d been gone six months, I felt guilty and wasn’t sure how to explain my absence. That stretched into a year, then two. You get the picture. Then Matthew called, and I knew it was time to man up and face the music.”

      “Like I said the day you arrived, I get it. Liam was your best friend.” She straightened her silverware. “Are you still rodeoing?”

      I stared at the table, debating my answer. “I have been, but I’m taking it a day at a time. I just didn’t bring it up for obvious reasons.”

      She forced a smile. “I’m not your mother, Blake. You can do as you please.”

      Now that I was pushing fifty, my rodeo days would soon be coming to an end. My body wasn’t young anymore. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t have any plans to ride for a while. This job takes priority.”

      Her focus shifted to a speck of something on the tablecloth. “Okay.”

      “How long have Inga and Joe been working at the winery?” I needed this conversation to move in a different direction. “They seem nice.”

      A true smile lit up her face. “They were godsends. I hired them about four and a half years ago. Right after Jeffrey convinced me to keep the winery. His restaurant wasn’t even out there yet. That didn’t happen until later.”

      The waitress brought our food, and after an exchange, Steph and I continued talking.

      “That Inga is a hoot. I like her.”

      “You’re only saying that because she called you good-looking.” Steph took a bite of her steak and moaned. “So good.”

      “I won’t tell Jeffrey about this.”

      Her laugh was like twinkle lights against a dark sky. “I appreciate that. It can be our secret.”

      I’d keep any secrets she wanted me to.
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      Lilith had managed to do exactly what she’d hoped. The hangar was packed with people when Steph and I arrived. Her hold on my arm was just shy of a death grip, and I’d probably have bruises where her fingertips were drawing strength from my muscle.

      When it bordered on painful, I flexed.

      Her gaze snapped to my face, and she loosened her grip. “I’m sorry. It’s just been so long. I feel out of place.”

      “We’re just here to have fun and support your friends.” I led us to a small table near a window. “Oh, wow. Look at that. The runway is right there. We could watch planes take off sitting right here.”

      “It’s such a fun idea to use a hangar this way.” Steph scanned the room. “I wonder where the others are.”

      I pointed to a table near the stage. “Those ladies wearing matching T-shirts look familiar.”

      Instead of dresses, her friends had on shirts with Stargazing Cowboys emblazoned on the front in sparkly stuff and high-waisted slacks.

      Steph laughed. “Yep.”

      “Clearly, they’re with the band.” I laughed.

      “They are so proud of those guys. And look, Tandy is with them.”

      “She’s the one who asked me about modeling?”

      Steph nodded. “Yes. You should be glad she didn’t ask you to take your shirt off.”

      “I am. Very glad. I don’t take off my clothes for just anyone, you know.” I held my breath, hating that my comment sounded flirtatious. It hadn’t been intended that way, but words had a way of twisting once they left my mouth. “Why don’t you go say hello? I’ll stay with our table.”

      She patted my hand. “Thanks.”

      Hips swaying, she maneuvered her way through the crowd, then was bombarded with hugs from the ladies. Hands moved as they chatted, and I let my gaze drift to the stage. Once upon a time, my mama told me that staring was impolite. But I was pretty sure that stealing multiple glances in a row didn’t cross the line.

      No one had said what kind of music these guys played, but I’d expected swing dancing. Perhaps we’d be treated to some Texas Swing. But they’d need a fiddle for that. And I didn’t see one on stage.

      Steph waved me over, and I picked up her purse and wove my way through the crowd.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we sit here with them.” She tucked her purse under her arm.

      “That’s fine. Means you won’t have to hold your purse while we dance.” I greeted each of the ladies, making a point to memorize names. These people were important to Steph, which made them important to me.

      Tandy crossed her arms and blew out a breath. “Why didn’t y’all tell me he was in the band?” She motioned toward the stage, and all of us looked that way.

      Matthew winked and pulled a fiddle out of his case.

      I had no idea he played.

      Joji zeroed in on Tandy. “We didn’t know we were supposed to. You’ve never mentioned Matthew Gallagher once in all the time I’ve known you. It never occurred to me to give advance warning that he’d be here.” She moved closer. “I smell a story.”

      “A rat is what you smell. But I won’t let him ruin my fun.” Tandy surveyed the crowd. “Plenty of single men I can dance with.”

      The whole time the ladies chatted, Matthew kept glancing over at Tandy. Joji was absolutely right. These two had a history. And from the way he was eyeing Tandy, Matthew and I had something in common. If anyone watched too closely, they’d see that same look when I gazed at Steph. At least Steph had never called me a rat. That I knew of.

      When the music started, Steph stood. “I’m not even going to wait for you to ask. Let’s get out there and dance before I change my mind.”

      Years ago, Liam used to spin her around the dance floor. And she loved it.

      After a few awkward steps, we fell into a rhythm. Everything faded until only the music and Steph existed in that moment. She swung out, her head tilted back and a huge smile on her face.

      Why had I waited so long to come back?
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      Steph leaned against the wall beside the front door, her dark eyes reflecting the porchlight like smoky quartz. My mom’s prized piece of jewelry had been a pendant with that stone in it, and as a kid, I’d watched the faceted sides glimmer in the light.

      She gave a contented sigh. “I had so much fun. My feet will hate me in the morning, but it was so worth it.”

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure these shiny shoes gave me a blister. I think the only person who danced more than we did is Tandy.”

      “Right?” As the door swung open, she rested a hand on my arm. “We might’ve stirred up the rumor mill, so be prepared.”

      “I had fun giving them something to talk about.”

      She walked inside and stopped where the hallways branched off in separate directions. “It’s late. I should probably head to bed.”

      “The good news is, you probably won’t be waking up at four.”

      “Probably not.” After a couple of steps, she turned back and wrapped me in a hug. “I needed tonight. And I probably wouldn’t have gone if you hadn’t been here.”

      Why did holding her have to feel so good, so right? It reminded me of when Mom would bake a cake to take to a ladies’ function. It would sit on the counter under a glass dome, and we weren’t allowed to touch it. Other people got to eat it. We could only drool over it.

      I, however, did not drool on Steph. Maybe my heart did a little.

      When she stepped away, I clasped her hand. “I think it was good for both of us. A reminder that we’re both still alive. But you could’ve gone without me. Those ladies would’ve gotten you a sparkly T-shirt, and Tandy would’ve had men lined up to dance with you all night.”

      “Exactly why I wouldn’t have braved it.” She hugged me again. “You’re a good friend.”

      “I’m trying to be.” The statement was more honest than she knew.

      And this time when she walked away, I booked it to my room. More hugs would do me in.

      I took off my shirt and froze when she knocked. It had to be Steph because no one else was here.

      Yanking open the door, I smiled. “What’s up?”

      Her gaze dropped to my bare chest, then snapped up to my face. “The zipper.” She spun around, giving me access to the back of her dress.

      And I thought hugs were bad.

      After fumbling with the hook thingy, my fat fingers finally got it undone. Then I pulled the zipper halfway down. “That far enough? I didn’t want it to fall off or anything.”

      “Yeah. No. Definitely not that. Thanks.” She hurried down the hall.

      Leaning against the doorframe, I leaned out of the room until she was out of sight. Nine months of this was going to make me lose my mind, a small price to pay for her happiness.
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      A week after the dance, I was still humming songs as I worked. And that was probably why I didn’t notice Mindy until she cleared her throat.

      “Oh, hi. I didn’t see you there. What’s up?”

      She dropped into a chair. “I was going to call, but I was free for lunch, so I thought maybe you’d want to grab a bite. Sweets, that donut shop in town, added a handful of lunch items to the menu. We could go there if you have time.”

      “Sure.” I closed my laptop and picked up my purse. “Good timing. My stomach was talking to me just a minute ago.”

      “Great. And if you and Blake don’t have other plans, Jeffrey and I would love it if you had dinner with us. Maybe we can play some cards.”

      As we walked out the door, I pointed at my vehicle, then said, “You know how Jeffrey doesn’t like to lose at cards? Well, Blake never loses. When he doesn’t have a winning hand, he bluffs his way into making everyone believe he does. At least at poker. I’ve never seen him play gin or Uno.”

      Grinning, she buckled her seat belt. “We’ll definitely have to play cards then.”

      “Uh-oh. I’m not sure this will end well.” After turning onto the road, I asked, “How are you so calm with the wedding in a week?”

      She laughed. “Oh, I’ve had my moments. Just ask your brother. But I have a binder with colorful dividers that is keeping me organized. It’s about four inches thick. And I’ve been over every list a hundred times at least.” She smiled as we passed the restaurant. “No matter how the plan goes or what happens that day, as long as I walk back down the aisle as Mrs. Jeffrey Carpenter, I’ll be happy. That’s the important part.”

      “Stop. You’re going to make me cry.”

      “Whatever. I’ve only known you six months, but long enough to know you aren’t a crier.” Turning in her seat, she looked back at the restaurant. “Things okay with Blake?”

      “Yeah. It’s fine. He’s a great houseguest. Did I tell you that he insisted on sharing cooking duty? I never knew the man could cook, but the three things he’s made so far have been really good.”

      “That’s nice of him. He seems like a really good guy.”

      “He is.”

      “And he can dance. Wow. Tandy has been talking about it every time she’s at the venue.” Mindy gave a lighthearted laugh. “I think maybe she has a crush on your houseguest. Perhaps you should warn Blake.”

      “I’m quite sure that man can handle himself in any situation. When Liam was alive, Blake was around all the time. We’d go out, and he’d have women lined up wanting to dance with him. He knew how to handle the ladies, but he was never a player.”

      “I’m surprised he never settled down.”

      “I am too. But it is nice having someone at the house in the evenings.” I parked outside the donut shop. “And he’s funny.”

      “Jeffrey and I aren’t as funny, but you are always welcome at the house. You know that, right?”

      “I do.” I shut off the engine and climbed out. “This was a good idea.”

      “Maybe we’ll pop into the lingerie store super quick after we eat.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Just a quick stop?”

      “Sure. We can go in there.” I had no need for lacy things no one would see, but I enjoyed spending time with Mindy. I just had to block out the idea of who would be seeing her lacy things.

      The door swung open as I stepped onto the sidewalk, and Blake leaned against the door, holding it open. “Hello there.”

      “Blake, hi!” Mindy grinned. “Coming or going?”

      “Just walked in.” His gaze landed on me. “Hey, Steph.”

      I glanced out to the parking lot, surprised I hadn’t noticed his truck. “You should sit with us. But I’ll warn you, there might be girl talk.”

      He hoisted up his jeans. “I think I can handle it. Maybe.”

      Mindy walked up to the counter, and Blake nudged me behind her. “Ladies first.”

      The door opened again, and curiosity made me look.

      Tandy grinned as she threw open her arms. “Well looky here. If it isn’t my favorite rodeo cowboy.”

      Blake spun around. “Miss Cavanaugh, aren’t you looking colorful today.”

      She’d traded her typical tracksuit for jeans and a lose blouse over a tank top. But she was still wearing her white mall walkers, not that there were any malls within thirty miles of us.

      “Well, thank you. I like bright colors. They make me stand out.” She leaned closer to him. “And people remember me. I truly do not want to be forgotten.”

      Chuckling, Blake patted her shoulder. “No danger of that.”

      After waving at me, she turned back to Blake. “I don’t want to interrupt your date. You can ignore me. I just wanted to say hi.”

      “I’m having lunch with friends. I’m not on a date.” He wagged a finger at Tandy. “But you know that, I think.”

      “I need people to fall in love so that I’m inspired to write more stories. Romance readers don’t want a story where the main characters end up as just friends. We need them to kiss.” Her eyes twinkled. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”

      Blake shook his head. “You are one in a million, Miss Cavanaugh.”

      “And don’t ever forget it.” She laughed. “Now, go order so I can get some food. Everyone has been talking about Tessa’s new lunch options.”

      “I can’t wait to meet this Tessa person.” Blake tapped the small of my back. “Order whatever. It’s on me.”

      Arguing would only cause a scene. “Thanks.”

      As I stepped up to the counter, Tessa’s gaze snapped to the door. “Hang on a sec.” She leaned into the kitchen. “Layla, will you cover up here? Garrett just walked in.” Without waiting for a response, she ran around the counter and jumped into his arms.

      Blake looked at Tandy. “That enough inspiration for you?”

      “They do that every day. Every single time the man walks into this shop.” She pressed a hand over her heart. “It just gets me right in the feels every time.” After inching closer, she lowered her voice. “And just so you know, they started out as just friends.”

      “Tandy, you have a one-track mind.” I pulled Blake next to me as Layla hurried toward the register. “Ready to order?”

      While Tandy didn’t bother me, I didn’t want her to make Blake uncomfortable. However, he seemed to handle her better than any other guy in town.

      After ordering, we joined Mindy at a small table. Only seconds after we sat down, she jumped up. “Jeffrey’s calling. I’m going to talk to him outside.” And she rushed out the door with the phone to her ear.

      “Blake, I appreciate your buying my lunch, but you should know that people in this town talk.”

      He leaned back in his chair and kicked his feet out. “We have two options. We either ignore the talk or we give them something to talk about.”

      I stared, thinking about that second option. What was he suggesting?

      He nudged my foot with his boot. “You can wipe the panic off your face. I wasn’t suggesting we take Tandy’s advice about our relationship and become the inspiration for her next novel. But if buying my friend lunch causes talk, I might have to do it more often. Maybe if I really want to stir things up, I’ll buy a boat and name it Steph. And I’ll tow that boat all over town so people can see your name painted on the side. People talk. Let them.”

      “You really don’t mind, do you?”

      “Not in the least. Never cared much for other peoples’ opinions, outside of a handful of trusted friends. Mainly, you and Liam.”

      In that way, Blake and Liam were cut from the same cloth. And I’d loved that about my husband. Now I admired Blake for the same reason. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Blake had always been generous and kind. Why did the worry that he was back to fulfill some promise to Liam keep shading Blake’s kindness? I didn’t want to be anyone’s obligation. Ever.
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      I stepped back and rolled my shoulders. The restaurant would have so much more space once this was completed.

      “Blake, you have a sec?” Mindy smiled as she walked up.

      After setting down my hammer, I picked up the travel mug full of coffee Steph had handed me as I left the house. “What’s up?”

      “I know we only just met recently, and I don’t want you to think I’m doing this to get something.” She reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope. “This is an invitation to the wedding. Maybe you’re already Steph’s plus one, which I’d totally be okay with, but if not, I wanted you to know you’re invited.”

      “Steph and I haven’t discussed the wedding.” I slid the embossed card out and read the details. “Thank you. I’d love to attend.”

      “Oh, good.” She turned and took two steps before looking back. “Have you talked to her about how you feel?”

      “Talked to her?” I sipped coffee, hoping it would wash away the sour taste of frustration. I’d have to work on being less obvious.

      “It’s not exactly obvious. But the way you look at her has a tenderness that I think means something.”

      “Thanks for the invite.” If I wasn’t going to talk to Steph about my feelings, talking to her future sister-in-law wasn’t wise.

      “And I know it’s my own wedding, but the dress we picked for her to wear is absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Good to know.” I had another shopping trip to make, but if it meant seeing Steph in her pretty dress, it would be worth it.

      Mindy made it halfway to her car before turning around again. “You can wear jeans. If you want.”

      “I might just do that.” I’d feel more comfortable in my jeans.

      She climbed into her car and waved before leaving. If Mindy had picked up on my attraction to Steph, I needed to dial back whatever tender look I was giving her. Lying to myself, I figured that more time together would lessen my attraction. Wrong. And even if I wanted to say something, after the look of panic on her face at the donut shop, I planned to keep my feelings corralled. Problem was, someone kept opening the gate.

      I got back to work. Once the restaurant opened and work shut down, I’d head back into town to find something nice to wear and drop off my jeans to be pressed.
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      Steph never mentioned the wedding, so I didn’t either. On the day Jeffrey and Mindy were tying the knot, I’d made myself scarce until Steph left the house. The only glimpse of her I’d caught was when she was walking to her SUV.

      I didn’t plan to be fashionably late to the ceremony, but neither did I want to be early. That would only give the ladies time to ask me about Steph. And today my expression would be giving lots away.

      As I strode toward the sitting area, I spotted Mindy and Steph behind a partition. Their taste in dresses deserved great praise. Mindy was a beautiful bride. And Steph looked like a vision in her vibrant blue dress. Her shoulders were bare and her hair partially up and all curled.

      There weren’t many things that would make me want to wear a suitcoat in July, but she was reason enough.

      I slipped into a seat in the back row, one that gave me a view behind the partition, and tried not to stare as Mindy and Steph talked.

      When Steph stepped out from behind the divider, she looked my way. My gaze stayed glued to her as she made her way to the front. Right now, I didn’t care who was looking.

      After hugging her brother, she took her place near the altar. Mad Dog, Jeffrey, and Steph were the only ones up there. I guess Mad Dog was acting as both the pastor and the best man.

      She met my gaze again, and I wanted to hope that there was something new in her expression. Maintaining my carefree persona, I winked at her, and her focus snapped to where Mindy stood.

      While the rest of the guests watched Mindy slowly march up the aisle, I focused on Steph. The look she’d given me blossomed hope in my chest. It was as if she’d handed me two sticks. There wasn’t yet a spark, but I’d rub those two sticks together, hoping for something more.

      Steph was the opposite of impulsive, unlike me. But this glimmer of hope had me like a dog with a bone. Maybe after a bit of time, we would give this town something to talk about after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Holding onto the back of a chair, I waited for Steph to walk into the reception. The big room at the venue on the ranch where Mindy worked was decked out in twinkle lights. And the band playing had my hopes high that today might include dancing.

      On the table was a name card with Blake written in fancy letters. Next to it was Steph’s name card.

      The doors opened, and I watched Mindy and Jeffrey enter to cheers and shouts. Where was Steph?

      The scent of flowers wafted around me, and a hand touched my back. “Hey.”

      I nodded toward Jeffrey and Mindy. “They look so happy.”

      “They do. For years, I didn’t think my brother would ever settle down. Then once he’d changed his ways, finding someone proved to be hard because he had a bit of a reputation. But then Mindy showed up. I knew when I saw them together at Christmas that she was the one. I’d never seen my brother look at someone that way.”

      Did they have books on these looks people kept referring to? I needed an education on that topic.

      She bumped my arm. “Maybe one day, I’ll be attending your wedding.”

      Smiling down at her, I bumped her back. “Maybe so.”

      Her eyes widened. Then she clasped my arm. “I wasn’t trying to imply that you had a bad reputation or were a player or anything like that.”

      “I know. You said it because I haven’t settled down.”

      “Yeah. I’ve always wondered why. Women flock to you, so I know it’s not because your options are limited.”

      “I’m picky and hard to get along with. That’s why.”

      She laughed. “I’m glad Mindy invited you. I wanted to ask you to come with me, but I wasn’t sure you’d want to attend a wedding. It’s a big ask.”

      I shifted and rested my elbows on the back of the chair, so that we were eye to eye. “Steph, there is no ask too big. I mean that. If you want anything, tell me.”

      It was the most raw and vulnerable I’d been with her.

      She blinked and gave a slight nod. “You don’t need to take care of me, Blake.”

      Any time I tried to make it clear that I wanted to be close, she pushed me away a little. Instead of giving up, I rubbed the sticks together with a little more gusto. “Need and want are two different words, my dear.”

      Staring at me, she pinched her lips together, her wheels turning. Thoughts bumped around in her head, and I wanted to be privy to all of them. But they were tucked away like Christmas presents hidden in the back of a closet.

      Jeffrey eased up behind us and draped an arm around each of us. “After we have our dance, will you both head out to the dance floor? We want people dancing, but someone has to be first.”

      With eyebrows raised, I met Steph’s gaze. “Want to dance with me?”

      She nodded.

      “Great. I knew I could count on y’all.” Jeffrey kissed his sister’s cheek, then walked away.

      After my conversation with Mindy, I guessed this request was motivated by more than wanting people on the dance floor.

      Steph inched closer. “Bet you didn’t know that coming here would mean you’d be pushed to spend time with me by nearly every person you meet.”

      “I would still have come.” I let my gaze slide down her full figure. “Hope you chose comfortable shoes.”

      “No. So I’ll be dancing without shoes.”

      “I’ll be extra careful of your toes.” I nudged my boot against her shoe. “And you look beautiful today.”

      That same pensive look crossed her face, and I worried that the words coming out of my mouth were being translated to something completely different before reaching her ears.

      She stayed beside me, watching as Mindy and Jeffrey swayed in the middle of the dance floor.

      And when their song finished and the deejay opened the floor for dancing, Steph grabbed my hand. “No flips tonight. Not in this dress.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Twirls okay?”

      Humor danced in her eyes. “Always.”

      For the first third of the song, we were the only couple dancing, and flipping wasn’t an issue because the song was slow. I owed Jeffrey a thank-you for this moment because the dark eyes staring up at me definitely had the tiniest spark of something.
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      I unlocked the door, then stepped aside to let Steph enter the house first. Her phone rang, and she swiped to answer.

      “Hello.”

      I couldn’t make out what was being said on the other end of the line, but her expression darkened.

      “Let me change, and I’ll go over there. Can you tell if there’s damage?” She rubbed her temple. “Okay. Be out there soon.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “We have a new neighbor on the far side of the property, over near Joe and Inga. When they got home from the wedding, they found dogs roaming in the vineyard. We aren’t sure what damage they’ve done, and we have to take them home.” She pulled a clip out of her hair and shook loose her curls. “Joe said that it looks like the fence is down. I don’t even know what happened. This isn’t a good time for this.”

      I clasped her hand. “Give me two minutes to change, and I’ll meet you right here.”

      “Blake, I don’t expect you to—”

      I stepped away and held up two fingers. “Two minutes. Need me to unzip that dress?”

      Her cheeks flushed a deep pink. “No.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      I hung on as Blake steered the mule. We’d come close to tipping over at the last turn, but I didn’t complain. He was getting more speed out of this thing than I ever had.

      “Just over there.” I sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly, trying to calm the chaos inside. No matter what damage had been done, I’d figure it out.

      Joe shook his head as we pulled up, and I jumped out before the mule had come to a stop. Two big dogs were near the fence, their heads bowed as Inga scolded them.

      Joe pointed his flashlight at the fence. “An entire section of fence is down.”

      Blake eased up beside me. “Pretty sure the dogs didn’t do that.”

      “They didn’t steal the grapes either.” Joe swung the flashlight around so that it spotlighted the vines. “Picked an entire row clean.”

      This was a new problem. Theft had never been an issue out here before. “Let me take the dogs home and see what the neighbors say.”

      Joe nodded toward Inga and the dogs. “They seem sorry. She’s been giving them what-for.”

      Blake grabbed my hand. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Thank you.” I bit back the urge to say I’d handle it myself and accepted his offer, knowing that having someone with me showed wisdom, not weakness.

      As I walked up, Inga patted the dogs. “I think they found the gap in the fence and decided to come play.”

      “Yeah. Helped us discover the theft.” I glanced around, then flicked on my flashlight as I walked toward where the fence had been cut out. This was more than taking wire snips to something. The entire fence was wood. This took work. “Who would do this?”

      The dogs ear perked up, and their tails started wagging.

      “What do you hear, fellas?” Inga was clearly a dog lover.

      I cocked my head, listening. In the distance, voices called out, “Brutus! Tiny!”

      Shining my light along the ground, I headed in the direction of the voices but stopped when I noticed tire tracks. “Someone had a truck here. Look.”

      Blake was beside me in an instant. “Hold the light, and I’ll snap a picture. Might help us figure out what kind of vehicle it was.”

      He was still snapping pictures when a couple stepped out from a stand of trees.

      They waved, and the man squatted as the dogs bolted that way. “Brutus, Tiny, are you bothering the neighbors?”

      The woman moved closer. “I’m Rita. This is Dave. We’ve been in San Antonio for the evening, and when we got back, the dogs were gone. I hope they didn’t cause any trouble.”

      I shook my head. “They didn’t, but they did alert us to a problem. Someone cut the fence.”

      Blake rubbed where the wood had been cut. “Hacksaw, I’m guessing.”

      Dave ran his finger through his hair. “Did this happen tonight?”

      Joe joined the conversation. “Not sure. We noticed tonight because of the dogs. It could’ve been last night, but I was out here checking the grapes day before yesterday. I would’ve noticed if someone had taken them.”

      “Oh.” Rita slapped a hand over her chest. “I’m so sorry.” She looked at Dave. “We only moved in a week ago, and I hope you don’t think we had anything to do with this.”

      He added, “We’ll make sure the sheriff gets access to our property during the investigation. Anything we can do to help?”

      “Thank you. I don’t think so. I need to call the sheriff.” I slipped my phone out of my back pocket. “But let me give you my number.”

      While we exchanged numbers, Joe and Blake spoke to each other in low voices. I wasn’t sure what they were planning, but there would be time to talk about it later.

      After Rita, Dave, and the dogs strolled away, I called the sheriff’s office. It would be a long night.
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      I leaned on the counter and rested my head in my hands. Angry and tired, I worried that by morning, more grapes would be gone. What had been taken wouldn’t sink me this season, but if thefts continued, I wouldn’t be able to do my special run.

      Warmth beside me signaled Blake’s presence.

      I bumped my arm against his, then looked over at him. “I’m so mad. I could”—I clenched a fist and pounded on the counter—“hit someone.”

      “I can’t say I like the idea, but if it will make you feel any better, give it your best shot. I can handle it.” His eyes glinted with humor; then his expression grew serious. “Joe and I talked. I’m on guard duty tonight. Get some sleep. If anything happens, I’ll call you.”

      After rubbing my face, I sucked in a breath, not ready to have a difficult conversation. “Blake, while I’m glad you’re here and appreciate the help, I don’t want to be someone’s obligation. Whatever you promised Liam in his dying moments, I absolve you of that. You aren’t obligated to take care of me.” I finally braved meeting his gaze. “Okay?”

      Stone-faced, which was an expression I’d never seen on Blake before, he nodded. “I need to get out there. I’ll see you in the morning.” He tapped the counter, then strode toward the door.

      Since it was clear that he was determined to spend the night out there, I said, “Please be careful.”

      He lifted his hat off the hook, and as he set it on his head, he glanced back. “Will do.”

      We’d have to revisit the conversation later, but this first round didn’t go well at all.
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      A foil-covered plate sat on the counter next to the coffee pot. There was a note on top.

      
        
        I made you breakfast. Quiet night. Guys from the sheriff dept showed up to look around some more. Joe was out there with them. I’m going to work until the restaurant opens. Then I’ll get some shuteye.

        And P.S. You’re wrong.

        

      

      I hadn’t had enough sleep to decipher his cryptic message. It would’ve helped if he’d specified what I’d been wrong about.

      Lifting the foil, I inhaled. Pancakes and sausage? When did he have time to make that? Everything was still warm, so he hadn’t been gone long.

      After drizzling maple syrup on my stack, I filled a mug with coffee and started eating. I’d wolf this down, then hurry out to meet the sheriff.

      Knowing my day wouldn’t allow time for a chat with Blake, I scribbled out a note.

      
        
        Thanks for last night. And breakfast was delicious.

        P.S. We should probably talk.

        

      

      I pulled out the ingredients for his marshmallow creations and set the note in front of the gingersnaps before rushing out the door.

      The men from the sheriff’s office were loading stuff into their SUVs when I rolled up in the mule.

      As I climbed out, I waved. “Find anything helpful? Think you can catch the culprit?”

      The one obviously in charge walked over, and I tried to remember his name. I’d met him before. At Joji’s maybe.

      “Morning. I’m Zach Gallagher. We managed to get a few clues, but there wasn’t much. The tire tread is a common one on trucks around these parts.”

      “Steph Maguire. And thank you for coming out this morning. Fixing the fence will cost more than what they stole in grapes, but I don’t want it happening again.”

      “Understandable.” He glanced at the guys loading stuff into an SUV. “We’re all finished up here, but if I learn anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “You have my number?”

      “Sure do. In the report and Joe gave it to me.”

      “Good.” Not knowing why he seemed familiar would be solved with a simple question, but I didn’t want the man to think I was a cougar. This was a small town, and I didn’t want that kind of reputation. But I’d get no mental peace until I knew. “I feel like I know you from somewhere.”

      Humor sparkled in his green eyes. “Maybe you’ve witnessed my spitting contest with the llamas.”

      I laughed. “That’s where I’ve seen you. You’re married to Joji’s niece.”

      “Yep. And I’m guessing you know my grandfather. He’s handling the restaurant expansion.” Zach hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the restaurant.

      “Gallagher! Of course. It is a small world, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, ma’am. And hopefully that will help us catch these thieves. I’ll be in touch.” He climbed into his vehicle and drove away through the neighbors’ property. I also hoped they’d catch the thieves before Blake did. I had a feeling the culprits would fare better with law enforcement.

      While Blake’s protective reaction wasn’t a surprise, what did surprise me was how much I liked it. And that bothered me. We really needed to talk about things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I picked up the note off the counter. The dreaded we-need-to-talk note was going to make sleeping difficult. We probably did need to talk. But the hard part was figuring out what to say and how much truth to share.

      The word obligation had been rattling around in my brain since last night. I hated that she thought I’d come back because of an obligation. But would she like the real reason any better? Did she want to know that I’d missed her and thought about her all the time? Telling her would wipe out the idea of being an obligation, but it might implode our friendship. And I’d rather be gutted. Slowly. With a dull knife.

      After prepping a few of my recently invented snack using the gingersnaps, I set them on a plate and scribbled out a note.

      
        
        I made Liam no promises that night. If you still want to talk, say when.

        

      

      I set the note beside the plate, then crawled into bed. It was my night to make dinner, so I set an alarm, then laid my phone on top of the recipe I planned to make. That way, when I woke up half out of it from the wonky sleep schedule, I’d remember why I needed to be up.

      Lying in bed, I replayed the events of the night Liam died. Losing my best friend so suddenly had been horrible, but holding his wife while she sobbed had been far worse. The only promise I’d made that night was to myself. Then I’d spent the next five years feeling guilty for not being there for her.

      But grief had unleashed all the tucked away feelings, and until I could untangle my emotions, we were both better off apart. I didn’t see our conversation going well.

      Planning ahead in case things went south, I slid out of bed and packed my things. If things got awkward, I didn’t want to have to delay leaving. I’d find somewhere else to stay and continue the carpentry job. But I’d avoid Steph. How hard would that be?

      After gathering all my things, I slid back under the covers. My thoughts bounced around until sleep took over.
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      Conscious of noises in the house, I fought to open my eyes. The fog was heavy, and I scrubbed my face, trying to shake the haze. Then I noticed the smells wafting from the kitchen.

      I glanced at my phone. The recipe was gone. It was more than an hour after my alarm was set to go off. After yanking on my jeans, I wandered out to the kitchen.

      “Hey.” I raked my fingers through my hair, trying to tamp down the bedhead look.

      Standing at the stove, Steph waved over her shoulder without turning around. On the counter was the recipe.

      “I thought I turned on my alarm, but I guess—”

      “It beeped for a while. Then I turned it off.” She opened the fridge and pulled out shredded cheese. “It’s almost ready.”

      “You turned off my alarm?”

      She nodded. “I only went in after it had been going off a bit. I wasn’t trying to be creepy.”

      “I was just surprised.” I wasn’t skilled in understanding the nuances of women, but the fact that Steph wouldn’t even look at me made it clear there was a problem. “Something wrong?”

      “When are you planning to leave?”

      “I packed in case our conversation didn’t go well.” I grabbed two bowls from the cabinet. “Didn’t want things to be awkward if you asked me to go.”

      Finally, she turned to face me. “I’m not going to ask you to leave, Blake. How could you think that?”

      “Did you read my note?”

      She nodded.

      “Still want to talk?”

      “Yes. Because whether he said something that night or at another time is a technicality. I’m happy that you’re here, but if you came back because you promised Liam you’d take care of me . . .” She turned back to the stove and started ladling chili into our bowls.

      I eased up beside her. “Why would you think Liam ever asked me to do that?”

      That dark gaze held me captive for several heart beats. “I should have been there. We’d just had a big event here, and he told me to stay home and enjoy some downtime. I wasn’t there to say goodbye. I know you were the first one by his side. What did he say?”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets, fighting the urge to hold her close. “Nothing. He was gone by the time I got to him.”

      She stepped toward me. “He knew the risks. I knew it was dangerous, but he loved bull-riding. I always thought he’d come home.”

      My hands came out of my pockets. But words were stuck in my throat.

      She stared at the ground. “About a week before he left, we were snuggled up and chatting about plans for the next year. And he said that if anything ever happened to him that you’d take care of me. It wasn’t the first time he’d said something like that, but I changed the subject because I hated thinking about the risks.” Her gaze met mine, tears brimming in her eyes. “That’s why I said what I did the other night. I assumed that if he’d said that to me, he’d also said something to you.”

      Had Liam been aware of the attraction I worked so hard to bury? That idea had my thoughts in chaos. But I didn’t want Steph to catch even a hint of my concern.

      I trailed my thumb down her arm. “Never once did Liam ask me to take care of you. It never came up. I had no idea.” While I wanted to pour my heart out to her, now was the worst possible time. The chili was getting cold, and I didn’t think romance was what Liam had in mind when he’d said that. “I stayed away too long. I shouldn’t have. But I came back because I missed you.”

      She closed the distance and rested her head on my chest. “So you aren’t here because you swore an oath to give up your life to watch over me.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, barely resisting the desire to kiss the top of her head. “I never promised Liam that I’d look after you. He knew you could look after yourself.”

      We stood there for several minutes, and I gave into my desire and dropped a quick kiss on her head. “And, for the record, I don’t think you need someone to look out for you, but if you let me, I’d like to.”

      If she read between the lines, then maybe later when I spilled my thoughts, they wouldn’t come as such a huge surprise.

      “Thanks, Blake. Your friendship means a lot to me.” She patted my chest, then wiped her eyes. “Also, in that room where the door is closed, I have all his saddles and stuff. I saved them for you, so feel free to go through anything you find in there. Take whatever.”

      I brushed a tear off her cheek. “Are we okay?”

      Crying wasn’t the norm for Steph, which made tears harder to see. But when talking about Liam, they weren’t a surprise.

      She nodded. “Of course. But I think I should burn the note that says Thanks for last night because if anyone else reads it, they’ll take it wrong.”

      “Yeah. I don’t need you bringing my moral character into question.” I danced my eyebrows.

      That earned me a swat. “Let me heat up our chili again. And you can unpack.”

      “I will.” I caught her hand as she stepped away. “And I won’t disappear again. I promise.”

      She hugged my neck, and I breathed in the fruity scent of her shampoo. Knowing I had her trust filled me with contentment. Wishing I had her heart kept me up at night. Learning to live in the in-between was an everyday lesson.
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      With my arm around the lumber, I bumped along in the mule and drove out to fix the cut fence. Tie-downs would’ve been a wiser choice, but I couldn’t find any, so I was using my arm instead. My great thinking would earn me a few splinters for sure.

      I unloaded the lumber, which I’d already cut to length, then took a bite out of my sandwich. Steph had mentioned hiring someone to fix this, but that wasn’t necessary. Rather than arguing with her, I’d decided to fix it myself and tell her after the fact. I chose to ask for forgiveness rather than permission.

      With screws sticking out of my mouth, I drilled the wood into place, one piece at a time. Joe and I had traded nights out here, and there hadn’t been any more visitors except Brutus and Tiny. Dave and Rita clearly had a sense of humor because Brutus was the sweetest, most docile dog I’d ever met, and Tiny was anything but. In spite of the quiet, I wanted the fence fixed.

      Country music blared out of the portable speaker, and as I grabbed the last screw to put it into place, a hand touched my shoulder.

      I spun around and grinned at Steph. “Hey. Good thing I’d taken the last one out of my mouth. I could’ve swallowed this with the way you surprised me.”

      “Oh please. With all the years of walking around with a toothpick in your mouth, you can handle a small surprise.”

      After drilling the last screw into place, I gave her my full attention. “True. What’s up?”

      “Inga walked into my office as I was on the phone scheduling an appointment to have this fence repaired. She got my attention and mentioned that she’d seen you in the mule with a bunch of wood.”

      “Surprise.”

      “My brother is going to be upset with me. I don’t want to pull you away from the expansion.”

      I grabbed the boards and gave them a shake, making sure they were secure. “If your brother has a problem, he needs to talk to me. And just so that you don’t walk around feeling guilty, I’m on my lunch break.” I took another bite out of my sandwich. “And when I finish this, I’ll go back to the job site.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me your plan?”

      “Didn’t want you to tell me no.” I pulled another peanut butter and jelly sandwich out of my lunch bag. “I have an extra. Want it?”

      Rolling her eyes, she accepted the sandwich. “You are so stubborn.”

      “And that’s one of my better qualities.” I shoved my gloves into my back pocket. “Want a ride back? I have room now that the extra seat isn’t full of lumber.”

      “You’re asking if I want a ride in my mule?”

      “That sounds like a yes. Also, I know things are going to get really busy since the stomp is coming up soonish, but I was thinking . . .”

      She lifted her eyebrows. “Yes?”

      “Dancing the other night was fun. And I wondered if maybe you wanted to go out tomorrow night. Joe is setting up a camera out here before he leaves town, so I’ll get a notification if someone starts tromping around the vines.” I hoped my invitation sounded casual because inside I felt like a freshman asking out the prom queen. “Something fun before you get slammed.” I held my breath until her full lips spread into a smile.

      “That sounds fun. But this time, I’m wearing jeans and boots.”

      “And you’ll look great.” I loaded the tools into the back of the mule. “I’ll search a bit and see what bands are playing in the area.”

      She slid in behind the wheel. “Great. You ready to head back?”

      “If I’m reading the situation correctly, my punishment for fixing stuff without permission is being relegated to the passenger seat.” I rested my arms on the mule and leaned in close.

      One eyebrow arched, she cocked her head. “Don’t like the way I drive?”

      “Your driving is better than average. I just prefer being in control.”

      “Same. So get in or walk.” Her tone didn’t match her grin.

      Chuckling, I dropped into the passenger seat. Her spunk was one of the many things I appreciated about Steph. I grabbed the frame and squeezed my eyes closed. “I’m ready.”

      Her laugh rang out as we started moving.

      If there was any chance of something more with her, I had to try. Being near her made me happy. And making her laugh held the same thrill as hanging on for eight seconds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      At the country bar, Blake and I waited as the woman in line in front of us handed her ID to the guy at the door. Liam and I had been here a time or two. We’d loved dancing. And I missed it.

      I forced a smile as I showed the guy my ID, and Blake rested a hand on the small of my back. Blake and I wouldn’t have any trouble getting in. Neither of us looked anywhere near twenty-one anymore.

      But the guy at the door gave our IDs the obligatory glance before waving us in. “Have a nice evening.”

      When we walked through the door, I stepped to the side. The lights, the music brought back a flood of memories.

      Blake stood still, his hand rubbing small circles on my back. “We don’t have to stay, Steph. I should’ve thought before suggesting this.”

      “No. I’ll be fine in a moment.” Smiling up at him, I blinked away the tiniest bit of moisture from my eyes. “Liam wouldn’t want me to avoid living. I’ve spent the last five years buried in work, and that needs to change.” The tidal wave of grief left a pull of memories in its wake. Couples circled the dance floor while others leaned on the bar, chatting or ordering drinks. “I’ve missed this.”

      That signature Blake grin spread across his face. “Glad I didn’t mess this one up.”

      “Let’s see if we can grab a table.” I scanned the room as I started walking.

      An older couple waved us over, and the woman said, “We’re just about to go. My sweetheart and I are part of the early-to-arrive and early-to-bed crowd. So if you want this table, it’s yours.” She tapped the sign in the middle of the table that read Reserved for Fanny. “If you want to be Fanny for the evening, you can keep this.”

      “Thank you so much.” I settled onto a tall stool.

      Blake leaned in close to be heard over the music. “What would you like from the bar, Fanny?”

      I made a show of rolling my eyes. “Just water for me.”

      He chuckled as he strode away.

      Three women, who had clearly spent more time getting ready for the evening than I had, stepped into his path, hands moving as they talked to him. Blake shook his head, then pointed at me. All three ladies turned around to look at me. I waved. They didn’t seem impressed by my short thick self and went back to talking.

      Reading lips had never been a skill I’d wanted more desperately than right now. Mouths were moving, but I couldn’t hear.

      When he resumed his trek to the bar, I focused on the dance floor.

      I’d met Blake and Liam in a place just like this. Before meeting Liam, I’d rarely gone dancing, but that night some work friends had talked me into going out. The place had been crowded, but my friends and I had spotted Liam and Blake right away. Those two rodeo cowboys had every woman’s attention that night.

      After lots of urging, one of my friends wandered over and asked Blake to dance. And while they were on the dance floor, Liam came to talk to me. We chatted for a few minutes; then he asked me to dance.

      We were inseparable after that night.

      Blake set two water bottles on the table. “That was awkward.”

      “Aren’t you used to it by now?”

      “I’ll never be used to it. Some ladies just want to dance, and that I don’t mind. Those women wanted something else entirely. Even when I was young, I would’ve turned them down.” He unscrewed the cap from his water bottle. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” The band started playing one of my favorite songs. “Let’s dance.”

      “I was hoping you’d ask.” He escorted me out to the dance floor, and we fell into rhythm with the music.

      After twirling and spinning through two songs, the band played a slow one. I inched closer to Blake as we danced. “Thank you for tonight. I’m enjoying myself.”

      “Good.” His arm tightened around me.

      When we walked off the dance floor, I spotted one of the three ladies talking to a cowboy with a big belt buckle. “Looks like maybe she found someone.”

      Blake tugged his stool closer to me. “I’m pretty good at reading lips. Want me to tell you what they’re saying?”

      “Sure.”

      He squinted, pretending to study her lips as they moved. Then in a high-pitched voice, he said, “Well, so, after the poodles finish singing, the hamsters come out and do a little dance. They have these tiny little veils and twirl a lot. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      I pinch my lips, trying not to give him the satisfaction of a laugh.

      In a fake deep voice, he continued, “I think I’d like that. I haven’t heard poodles sing since forever, and dancing hamsters would be cool. Maybe after we can go for ice cream.”

      The cowboy leaned closer to the woman, and Blake widened his eyes. “I’m not sure if I should repeat what he just suggested.”

      My laugh broke free, and his blue eyes twinkled with delight.

      He put his hand to the side of his mouth, playing up the act. “Mr. Belt Buckle suggested that she bring both her friends along to go get ice cream. Sounds scandalous to me.”

      By the time Blake finished conjuring up the completely unbelievable conversation, my sides hurt from laughing.

      I leaned my head on his shoulder. “You’re so funny.”

      “Thank you very much.” His impersonation of Elvis wasn’t horrible. He wiggled his hips, then nodded at the couples two-stepping. “What do you think? Should we dance a bit more?”

      “Yeah.”

      We danced through another few songs. Then in the middle of a slow song, Blake tugged me to the edge of the floor and yanked his phone out of his pocket. “I created a special vibration for notifications from that camera.”

      Back at our table, I eased up beside him so that I could see his phone screen. There were no dogs, nothing out of the ordinary.

      I pointed to a dark shadow at the edge of the frame. “Is that a person?”

      “I think so. Let’s go.” He clasped my hand and led me out outside.

      As he drove, I kept my eyes on his phone, but the figure never came into view. The fence was still intact, and there wasn’t a truck parked anywhere in view.

      “Take a right up here. There is a dirt path onto the property that will get us part of the way.” I squinted as movement caught my attention on the screen. Two figures lying on the ground rolled into view. “I think a couple snuck in to make out.”

      “Well, they’re about to get a big surprise. Reach behind my seat. I have a battery-operated floodlight. Next to it, there is a megaphone.” He flashed a grin. “Time to have some fun.”

      “You are going to make them wet their pants.”

      “Possibly. And then they’ll think twice before sneaking onto your property.” He turned onto the gravel path and shut off his headlights, depending on the light of the moon to navigate.

      “We should probably walk from here.”

      He carried the light and the megaphone, and I followed behind, holding his phone. We tried to stay quiet, but from the looks of things, we could’ve been part of a parade and the trespassers would’ve been too preoccupied to notice.

      “Clothes are coming off.”

      A low evil rumble was Blake’s only response.

      We inched up close to the vines and when feet were in view, he switched on the floodlight and said through the megaphone, “Does her father know you’re out here?”

      A shirtless lanky teenage boy scrambled to his feet. I’d never seen someone move so fast.

      “No sir. He—uh . . .” The guy glanced down at the startled girl who was now sitting on the ground, then bolted toward the fence.

      Blake pulled the trigger on that megaphone. “You’re just leaving her? That’s no way to treat a lady. Shoot. Dragging her out to a field isn’t any way to treat a lady either. You’re just doing everything wrong tonight.”

      The guy hesitated, then stopped and put his hands in the air. “Please don’t hurt me. I mean, her.” He spun around.

      I held out my hand and helped the girl to her feet. She probably wasn’t a day over sixteen, if that.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. “No thanks to him. I can’t believe you ran away and left me, jerk.”

      Blake handed over the megaphone but kept the floodlight in his hand as he marched toward the delinquent, who was now shielding his eyes from the light.

      “Stealing the grapes wasn’t enough?”

      Panic etched on the guy’s face. “I never stole nothing. Heard some guys talking about this place and how no one was around, so I thought . . .” He shrugged. “You won’t tell her pa, will you?”

      “You scared of him?”

      “Yes, sir. I am.”

      “Who was talking about this place?” Blake seemed to enjoy playing investigator and shining that light in the kid’s face.

      “Just some guys. Don’t know their names.” The guy crossed his arms. “Honest, I don’t.”

      I walked over and tossed him his shirt. “Any idea where we can find them?”

      He nodded like a bobblehead on the dash when driving on bumpy road. “Yeah. They were at that gas station by the county line, not the one up near the highway. I’ve seen them there more than once. Seniors.”

      Blake pointed the light toward the ground. “Think you can stay off her property?”

      The nodding started again. “Absolutely. Yes, sir. And thank you for not shooting me.”

      “I wasn’t going to shoot you.” Blake turned to the girl. “You going with him or would you like us to drive you home?”

      She huffed and stared daggers at the kid. “I’ll ride with him. I have some things I want to say.”

      Blake nudged the kid. “You’re going to be buying lots of flowers and giving lots of apologies for this.”

      “Yeah.” He tried to put his arm around the girl. Then when she pulled away, he shoved his hands in his pockets. “Baby, I’m really sorry.”

      They wiggled their way under the fence, then walked toward the trees.

      Blake called out, “Watch out for the dogs. Brutus and Tiny might not like you on their property.”

      The teens broke into a run.

      I swatted Blake’s arm. “Why’d you scare them about the dogs?”

      “Aww, Fanny, don’t be mad. I was just having fun.” He dropped the megaphone and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Baby, I’m really sorry.” He barely got the words out before he started laughing.

      I picked up the megaphone. “Come on.”

      He draped an arm around my shoulders as we walked back to the truck. “Looks like I’ll be revisiting my high school days and loitering outside of the corner store near the highway.”

      “But he said they were at the place by the county line.”

      “And he was lying through his teeth.”

      “I might need to tag along to keep you out of trouble.”

      “Trouble? Me? I’m hurt that you’d even think that.”

      When we reached the truck, I tossed the floodlight and megaphone into the back seat. “It’s been a long time since I’ve laughed this much in one night.”

      Smiling, he opened my door and held my hand as I climbed in. “I like hearing you laugh, Steph.”

      I was worried that having Blake around would dredge up more grief, but having him around made me feel like myself again. And I wasn’t sure how to thank him for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      About the time highschoolers left campus, I rolled up to the gas station again. Sometimes a man needed a Heath bar and a Coke, and today was one of those days. Also, I hoped to meet some new friends. All my other visits hadn’t resulted in any information.

      I delayed going in, checking my email and playing a game for a few minutes, generally looking busy on my phone. But it seemed maybe I was out of luck again today, so I wandered inside and made my purchase.

      Back at the truck, I kept my head down as kids poured out of a truck parked beside me. After climbing in, I put my window down a little and ate my candy bar, listening to the latest high school gossip.

      Nothing they said gave me any clue about the grape thieves.

      I started the engine, ready to give up, when a second truck pulled in. Conveniently, Steph called.

      “Hey there.” I pulled the phone away from my ear and tapped out a quick text.

      Me: I’m eavesdropping, so I can’t talk much right now.

      Steph said, “I’m running to the store to get a few groceries. Need anything?”

      “Good. Did you get my text?” I kept my voice low.

      “No. Hang on.” Shuffling came through the line as she moved the phone around. “You’re at the gas station, aren’t you?”

      “Yep.” Nodding and pretending I was listening to someone talk on the phone, I leaned closer to my open window and hoped Steph could hear.

      The teens were gathered around the truck next to mine. One of them, with his flat-billed ballcap on sideways, slapped the hood. “My parents leave day after tomorrow, and so far, they haven’t discovered my setup in the shed. Winemaking is going well. But now my girlfriend wants to stomp grapes, so we’ll need to head back out there night after next so we can have them for the party on Friday night. The caretaker guy is out of town, which makes it easy to get in and out without being spotted. The owner’s house is on the opposite side of the property, so I’m not worried about her.”

      “You should be, you little runt.” Clearly, Steph could hear the conversation.

      “Oh, and Leroy said the new neighbors have dogs, so we need to find another way in.” The ringleader crossed his arms. “Who’s up for going with me?”

      A blond kid scratched his head, looking nervous. “What time?”

      “Between midnight and one.”

      A couple of guys nodded and said they were up for it.

      How did this kid know Joe had been out of town? The last incident had been the night of the wedding. It seemed like that wasn’t a coincidence. Who was the insider?

      A deputy pulled into the lot, and the teens scurried to their vehicles. Guilty consciences probably.

      Once they were gone, I put the phone on speaker and backed out. “Looks like I’m getting another shot at making someone wet their pants.”

      “Hurry back. I’ll go to the store another time.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her take-charge voice sent the best kind of tingles dancing up my spine. So much for shoving my attraction to the side. Seeing her every day and spending time with her had her in my thoughts constantly. My attraction had exploded, but I felt a bit guilty being in love with my best friend’s wife.

      I wished I had a clue about how Liam would feel. When he was alive, I didn’t even entertain those feelings, but now those feelings had a mind of their own.

      When I walked into the house, she motioned me over toward the counter. “Okay, so the vines they’re going after are for a special run I’m doing. It’s my first time growing these grapes, and I’ve pampered these vines for three years to be able to make this wine. I don’t want a bunch of teens messing this up just because they want to impress their girlfriends.”

      “Agreed. I’ll camp out there and nab them when they show up.” I couldn’t let these punks ruin her business. I wouldn’t.

      “I have another idea, but I’ll need your help.” She bit her lip. “I have to check something first though. Have time to go out there with me?”

      “I’m all yours.” I hoped one day I’d get to say that in a different context.

      She had the mule parked outside the garage. “You drive, and I’ll tell you my plan on the way.”

      I slid behind the wheel and headed toward that field. It didn’t matter what she asked. The answer would be yes.

      “I want to double-check the readiness, but the grapes should be perfect for harvesting. And picking at night is good for two reasons. One, the pickers don’t die of sunstroke, and two, the sugar levels in the grapes are more stable if you pick when it’s cooler. Better aromas and flavors.” She scrunched up her face and sucked in a breath. “Normally, I’d never ask this of you, but since Inga’s sister is in the hospital and they’re gone, I need help. I can’t pick these grapes by myself before those kids show up. And can’t stay out there around the clock monitoring. What if the plans change? What if they do get caught, then return for revenge? I need the grapes harvested, and I can’t do it alone.”

      I parked at the edge of the vineyard. “There is no reason for you to do it alone when I’m here, Steph. Seriously. Whatever you need, I’m here to help.”

      She squeezed my hand. “I’m not even sure how to thank you. This means so much to me.”

      I wanted to tell her how much she meant to me, but instead, I said, “Come on. Show me how to tell if the grapes are ready for picking.”

      She pulled her hair up into a ponytail, then walked toward the first row. When we reached the first cluster of grapes, she pointed at the stem. “First clue that they’re ready for harvest is a brown stem. When the grapes are ripe, the stems are brown.” Passion and excitement lit up her features as she continued, “The color is right for this variety. And they come off easily, which is another sign. The final test is taste.” She pulled one more from the cluster. “Open up.”

      I complied, and she popped the grape into my mouth. Then she bit into hers.

      “Notice that’s it’s really sweet, not bitter at all.”

      Nodding, I listened, still thinking about Steph feeding me.

      Holding out one half of the grape, she said, “The seeds are brown. So, yeah. We can start harvesting. And if we start at sunset, I bet we can have it all done before—”

      “Before the delinquents show up. They’ll be disappointed to find no grapes.”

      “And someone waiting for them.” She climbed back into the mule. “We have a lot to do before sunset. We need to get moving.”

      I floored it but was careful not to let us tip when I turned corners. We still didn’t know how that kid had insider info, but at least we had a plan to save the grapes.
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      That evening, with a trailer attached to the back of the mule, we headed back out to the field.

      Steph had on a ballcap with her ponytail hanging out the back. It wasn’t a common look for her, but it was cute.

      “Let’s unload the trays, then I’ll show you what to do. It’s not hard. It just takes time.” She turned to look at the rows. “I’m not even sure we can get the remaining twenty-five rows picked between now and then, but we’ll do the best we can.”

      My plan was to pick every last grape on these vines. Even if I didn’t get a wink of sleep.

      I lifted trays off the trailer, set up the lights, and waited for instructions.

      “Here.” She handed me a pair of snippers, then set a tray below a vine. “Just clip the stem at the little bulge. They’ll fall into the tray. We want to get as many clusters off the vines as we can, so you’ll have to reach way back in there.” She demonstrated, then put her hands on her hips. “Any questions?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “Oh, these trays stack like this.” She lifted another one off the stack, flipped it around, and it stacked rather than slid into the one below it. “Don’t fill the bins past this lip here or they’ll get squished.” She picked up a small stack of bins and smiled. “Thank you for this. I’ll work over here. Holler if you have any questions.”

      I snipped off a cluster, surprised at how easy it was to cut through the stem. By the time I’d cut all the bunches from one vine, Steph was on her third vine. I needed to step up my pace.

      Once I had three trays stacked, I carried them to the trailer, then went back to harvesting. Getting to the end of the first row felt like a victory. We only had another twenty-four rows to go.

      We filled tray after tray, and the stack on the trailer grew.

      “I should’ve brought something to play music.” She carried two trays past me.

      After getting the last few bunches off this vine, I followed, carrying three more. “I could serenade you.”

      Her laugh rang out, making the darkness seem less oppressive. “Sure.”

      As we continued picking, I sang. Singing along to the radio was a regular pastime for me, and this was only slightly different. There was no music, but there was an audience. If I couldn’t impress her with my voice, I could at least make her laugh.

      Once the trailer was full, we stacked trays at the edge of the field.

      Hours dragged by, and I lost count of how many rows we’d harvested.

      Steph slowed down in the hour just before sunrise. She was obviously exhausted. She’d probably been awake a solid twenty-four hours.

      The glow on the horizon triggered conflicting feelings. I wanted a break from picking, but we had so much left to do. I counted the rows. We’d made it through nine. At this rate, we wouldn’t be done in time.

      She carried a load and set it in the pile, then covered a yawn. “Let’s get these to the press, then we’ll sleep for a few hours.”

      The trailer had been filled hours ago, which meant we’d be making multiple trips to get all these full trays out of the field.

      After all the grapes were at the winery and the trays were empty and ready to be filled again, we drove back to her house.

      As I walked inside, I sniffed the air. “I think maybe I’m asleep standing up because I’m dreaming about bacon.”

      She gave a chuckle and pointed at a note on the counter. “You aren’t dreaming. I mentioned our plan to my brother. He stopped in a bit ago and put a casserole in the oven. See?” She pushed the note toward me so I could read it.

      The timer would be going off in five minutes.

      “God bless that man.” I pulled out a chair. “Sit. I’ll get the food.”

      She didn’t argue, which only highlighted how tired she was.

      When the timer beeped, I yanked a hot pad out of the drawer and pulled the casserole out of the oven. I made up two plates, then carried breakfast to the table. “This smells amazing.”

      “It does.”

      We dug into the food, and neither of us spoke until we’d cleaned our plates.

      “We should sleep. I’ll put the food away. You go on to bed.” She stood and grabbed my plate.

      It was my turn not to argue. “See you in a few hours.”

      As soon as I made it to my room, I stripped off my jeans and shirt and slid under the covers. This soft mattress was exactly what my body needed. With my eyes closed, I listened, wanting to make sure Steph went to bed. Then the coffee pot gurgled like someone was making coffee.

      Sitting up, I yanked on my jeans and continued to listen.

      A mug clinked.

      That woman was having coffee. She wasn’t going to bed. She was probably headed back out to the field to pick for a few more hours until it warmed up. I raked my hands through my hair, then opened the bedroom door, stifling a yawn.

      I tiptoed up behind her. “Pour me a cup too.”

      Gasping, she spun around. “Blake! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “How should I sneak up on you then?”

      She shook her head. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

      “Because I’m not letting you go back out there by yourself. But if I don’t get any coffee in me, I’ll be grumpy.”

      “We don’t want that.” She filled a second mug. “I was only planning to work for another couple of hours. Probably won’t even finish a full row.”

      “If we work together, we might.” I draped an arm around her shoulders. “We’re a team, Steph. Togetherness and all that. Rah. Rah. Rah.”

      She laughed. “You’d be a horrible cheerleader.”

      “You might change your mind if you saw my legs.” I stuck a leg out and gave it a shake. “You have no idea what these jeans are hiding.”

      “Drink your coffee. You’re delirious.”

      Once our mugs were empty, we hauled our tired selves back out to the field, and working together, we harvested an entire row.

      I clung to the slightest bit of hope that we could pull this off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Since Inga was gone, the part-time helper Laurie was working at the gift shop. She stepped in during busy seasons, and I was glad she was available to cover now.

      I stopped outside the door and shook my ponytail loose. “Do I look like I’ve been up all night?”

      “You look beautiful. Hurry so we can sleep.”

      “I told you to go on.”

      “You already tried to pull something once. I’m staying right here until you come out. I’m not going to bed without you.” A guy cleared his throat, and Blake’s eyes widened in horror a second before he gave an awkward wave. “Jeffrey, hi. Thank you for breakfast.”

      Nodding, Jeffrey glanced from Blake to me. “I figured y’all would already be in bed.” His emphasis on the last two words made it clear he’d heard—and misconstrued—Blake’s comment.

      “We tried that once. I was all comfy under the covers when I heard this one making coffee. She was going back out without me.” Blake poked me in the arm.

      “Shh.” I held up a finger. “No one is supposed to know about this.” Then I pointed at Jeffrey. “Make sure Mindy knows not to say a word.”

      His eyes still narrowed, he said, “She knows.”

      “Go take care of the gift shop. I’m tired.” Clearly, Blake could only stay awake for so long before his filter quit working.

      It was obvious how much of a sacrifice he was making to help me.

      “I’ll just be two minutes.” I flashed a smile, then opened the door. “Laurie, hi. Thank you so much for coming in.”

      “No problem. With the kids in school, I have lots of time.”

      “Need anything? I’ll be busy and away from my phone for a few hours, so I wanted to check in.”

      “Everything is just spiffy. Go do what you need to do.”

      “Thank you.” I walked out, eager to rest my head on my soft pillow.

      Blake fell into step beside me and didn’t say a word until we were a few yards from my porch. “I made sure your brother knew what I meant. I didn’t want him thinking that . . . you know.”

      “Thanks. I don’t even know why he showed up at the gift shop.”

      Blake pushed open the front door. “He told me not to worry about the expansion until everything was picked because a few days won’t cause a problem. And I texted Matthew to be sure it wouldn’t cause trouble with the schedule.”

      “I hate being needy and inconveniencing other people.” Those were words I would’ve never said had sleep not loosened my tongue.

      Blake turned and marched toward me, and I backed up until there was no more room behind me.

      He placed a hand on the wall one each side of me and leaned in close. “Now who’s being delirious?” His gaze dropped to my mouth, then snapped up so quickly I doubted what I’d just seen. “We’re helping you. We want to help you. Let us.”

      I nodded like a scolded child. “Okay.”

      “Do I need to tuck you in, or can you make it to bed without my help?” He still had me caged in.

      “With you like this, I can’t go anywhere.” I pressed on his chest. “Go to bed. And I promise to do the same. See you in a few hours.”

      He inched backward. “I’ll be up in six hours, and if I hear you up before that, I’ll . . .”

      “You’ll what?”

      “Not sure, but I’ll think of something. And you won’t like it. Maybe.” He kicked off his boots. “But please, Steph, get some rest.”

      “I will.” I pulled off my boots, set them next to his, and then padded down the hall to my room.

      Blake didn’t move until I made it to the door. Then he made a shooing motion with his hand. “Go on in.”

      “You’re bossy.”

      He smirked. “Sweet dreams.”

      I stepped into my room but didn’t close the door. After a few moments, I leaned out and watched as he walked toward his room.

      He waved over his shoulder without turning around. “Go to bed, dear.”

      How did he even know I was looking?
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      I sat up in bed, trying to remember what day it was. When my head cleared, I turned off my alarm. I’d managed to sleep more than five and a half hours. That was enough. If I stayed quiet, I could have lunch ready for Blake when he woke up.

      Scrubbing my face, I tiptoed into the kitchen. The table was set, and Blake was at the stove.

      “You said you were going to sleep six hours.”

      “I lied. Have a seat. Lunch will be ready in a few minutes.” I eased up behind him and rested my forehead on his back. I’d never do this with anyone else, but with Blake, being close felt natural. And our deepening friendship made me comfortable sharing moments like this with him. “Thank you for all this. I’ll pay you back. Somehow.”

      He stilled and didn’t even breathe for almost a full minute.

      I pulled back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to crowd your space.”

      “You didn’t.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t worry about paying me back.”

      “I knew you’d say that.” I shifted and leaned on the counter beside him. “Just so you know, I didn’t set an alarm.”

      “That makes one of us.” He turned off the burner. “Sausage and peppers over rice. I hope that’s okay. There wasn’t much to choose from in the fridge.”

      “Yeah. I never made it to the store. After we eat, I’ll make a run.”

      He brushed a finger down my arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps. “We’ll make a run. Together.”

      If we weren’t both so completely exhausted, I would’ve interpreted his actions as flirting, but this was Blake, and I knew better than to think that.

      “That sounds good.” I picked up plates off the table. “Company would be nice.”

      He served food. Then we settled at the table.

      “Think we should call Zach and tell him about what you overheard?” I opened my to-do list, ready to add to it. “Oh, crap.”

      “What?” His fork hovered in midair. “What’s wrong?”

      “I have to find someone to cover the gift shop. Laurie can’t work the rest of the week. Has a trip planned or something.” I dropped my head into my hands. “Who can I get on short notice?”

      “Should be easy. You just need to find someone spontaneous, who doesn’t already have a job. Having people skills would be a plus. Know anyone like that?”

      “I could kiss you. Yes. I know just the person. Fingers crossed that she doesn’t have other plans.” I dialed Tandy’s number.

      She answered on the second ring. “Howdy.”

      “Hi. This is Steph. I have a huge favor to ask.”

      “Ask away.”

      “I need someone to work my gift shop the rest of this week. Inga is out of town, and my backup person is going on vacation.”

      “Hmmm. At the winery?”

      “Yes. I can easily show you what it entails. And I’ll pay you, of course.”

      Tandy hesitated. “Is the gift shop near the restaurant?”

      “Not really. Why?” I was too tired to figure out the reason for her random question.

      “No reason. And yes, I can help out at the gift shop. When do you need me?”

      “Can you meet me there tomorrow morning at eight thirty?”

      “I’ll see you then. Toodles.” The call ended.

      I pushed my phone to the side. “She wanted to know if the gift shop was near the restaurant.”

      Blake laughed. “I’ll wager twenty bucks that Matthew is the reason.”

      “Oh. That makes sense. She huffed when she realized he played with the band.”

      Blake finished his last bite. “Maybe they’re secretly in love and hiding it from everyone.”

      “I doubt it. I’ve never seen them speak to each other.”

      He shrugged. “Only time will tell.”
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      In the produce section of the grocery store, Blake held up two melons, one in each hand. Mischief twinkled in his blue eyes. “These look good, don’t you think?”

      Feeling my cheeks heat, I walked away, pushing the cart.

      Laughing, he caught up to me. “No, seriously. Should I get them?”

      “Sure. And maybe if I remember, I’ll grab some vanilla ice cream to eat with it.”

      He dropped them into the cart. “That’s a great way to make a healthy snack taste better.”

      “If you’re going to make fun of what I like to eat, you can wait in the truck.”

      “This is way more fun.” He motioned toward the other side of the store. “I’m going to grab some snacks. I’ll find you in a few minutes.”

      “Please stay out of trouble.”

      He winked. “No promises.”

      I walked the aisles, getting what we needed for the next several days. I also grabbed a few quick meals since we’d be spending so much time harvesting.

      Hopefully, Joe would be back soon to handle the next fields that needed harvesting. The men he’d hired for picking would be at the winery next week. Things went much more smoothly when Joe handled that.

      I reached up to grab a box off a high shelf, and someone poked me in the side. The box toppled as I spun around. “Blake Dalton!”

      He snagged the box before it hit the ground and dropped it in the cart. “What? I wouldn’t have done that if you were reaching for a jar. Besides, I caught it.” Leaning in close, he whispered, “And maybe I’m wrong, but I think you might be ticklish.”

      “You know I am. So please stop.”

      He bumped my shoulder. “I’ll stop. I’m sorry.”

      “You did not get enough sleep. You’re loopy.”

      He grinned. “Something like that. What else do you need me to grab?”

      “Only thing left to get is milk. Unless you’re running low on beer.”

      “Nah, I still have several bottles in the fridge. Don’t need any more right now.”

      He took over pushing the cart, and we made our way to the dairy section. It was nice shopping with someone again. Even if he was acting weird.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Whenever I closed my eyes, I could feel Steph’s forehead resting against my back. That made sleep interesting. And my dreams entertaining.

      I’d turned up the flirting, but she didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe she’d noticed and was pretending like she didn’t. But feigned ignorance wasn’t Steph’s style. Maybe after we’d finished picking, I’d say something. But what?

      After putting away groceries, she left to tackle some work, and I wandered into the extra room and closed the door behind me. I grazed my fingers over Liam’s favorite saddle, then stared at the stack of boxes in the corner.

      Using the wall as a backrest, I slid down and sat. “Sorry I was away so long. But I needed time to build up my defenses. I never meant to abandon her.” Confessing out loud felt cathartic. “After all this time, I thought my defenses were good and strong, but I don’t know. It’s easy to see why you loved her.”

      Since I was running on so little sleep, I decided not to crack into the boxes. But I wasn’t ready to leave.

      I missed my best friend, the one who I’d talked to whenever I had a problem and needed advice. The irony was, if he were here, there would be nothing to discuss.

      “She’s done amazing things with the winery. And I’m helping as much as I can. Most importantly, she seems happy. I know that’s what you’d care about the most.”

      Eyes closed, I leaned my head back against the wall, letting the silence engulf me, hoping I’d find clarity being near his prized possessions.

      Repetitive thumping startled me, and I opened my eyes. The light had changed drastically. The silence had put me to sleep. So much for answers.

      I scrambled to my feet and realized the thumping was a knock.

      When I opened the door, Steph stepped back. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I planned to look through stuff but ended up falling asleep on the floor. Didn’t mean to. Let me change, and we can head out to the field.” I wanted to kick myself for delaying our start.

      She clasped my arm. “Are you sure? If there’s something wrong, you can talk to me. You don’t have to ignore the grief because you think it might bother me.”

      “I miss him, but that’s never going to change. I’ll never walk into a dance hall and not think about how he loved to dance. I’ll never fish and not laugh about how he never caught a thing. Ever. But I’m learning to be okay with that. And honestly, I just fell asleep. I’m okay.”

      She gave my arm a squeeze before letting go. “For a while, every thought made me cry. Then I avoided anything that made me think of him because it hurt so much. Now I’m happy when I remember. And lots of little things remind me of him.”

      I pulled her close and wrapped my arms around her. “Me too.” As much as I wanted to stay that way, the grapes needed to be picked. “Give me two minutes, and I’ll be ready to go.”

      “I packed us some snacks.”

      “And I’ll grab my portable speaker so that you don’t have to listen to me sing.”

      She laughed. “You were pretty good last night.”

      “Pretty good means there’s room for improvement.” I rushed to the bedroom, threw on my grubby jeans, and was back in the kitchen and ready to go in under two minutes.

      Steph picked up a small cooler off the counter, then handed me a travel mug. “Coffee. I thought you might need it.”

      “You’re the best, Steph. Not sure what I’d do without you.”

      “Sleep like a normal person probably.” She dropped into the passenger seat of the mule.

      Once we arrived at the field, we fell into a rhythm quickly, picking and stacking trays on the trailer. Country music rang out from the little speaker, but it did little to speed up time.

      By first light, my hands ached as much as my feet. But I’d gotten faster, and there were only four rows left to pick. I dropped a stack into the pile and stretched as Steph carried her trays over.

      “You have to meet with Tandy in about two hours. Why don’t we get these moved to the winery? Then you can take a shower before you meet up with her.”

      Humor flashed in her eyes. “Are you saying I look bad or smell bad?”

      “You look tired. And Tandy will say something if she notices. And I know what she’ll assume is keeping you up at night.” I pointed at myself. “But we’re trying to keep this harvest a secret, so are you going to play along with her assumptions?”

      “Fine. I’ll shower and put on a fresh face. Makeup will do wonders.”

      “Never said you needed makeup. Now you’re just putting words in my mouth.”

      As I drove the mule toward the building where the wine-making magic happened, she rested her head on my shoulder. “We got a lot done last night. I think we’ll finish in time.”

      “Hope so.” I unloaded the trays, then drove her back to the house.

      Once the shower was running, I slipped out, picked up empty trays, and headed back to the field. I could get another row picked before it got too hot. Steph would either assume I’d gone to bed or be mad that I was here without her. I’d deal with that later. Right now, I had a goal.
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      After dropping off what I’d picked, I trudged into the house.

      Steph sprang out of her chair. “I’ll warm food for you.”

      “Go to bed. I can warm my own food.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” She hummed as she served food onto a plate, then slid it into the microwave. “Tandy seemed more concerned about whether crews from the expansion came into the gift shop than she did about my obvious exhaustion. I think we’re in the clear and that she won’t be accidentally starting wild rumors about us.”

      I sat at the table and scrubbed my face. “I recall you mentioning giving this town something to talk about.”

      “You said that, and with your staying here, I think we are making people talk.” She set a plate in front of me. “Eat.”

      I never got a hint that my staying here bothered her. “Steph, I can find somewhere else to stay. I don’t want—”

      She pressed a finger to my lips. “If I want you to leave, I’ll say so. I like having you here. Now eat.”

      I shoveled food into my mouth, as hungry as I was tired.

      Steph sat in the chair next to me. “I talked to the investigator, Zach, this morning. He’ll meet us out there tonight.”

      “Good. I figure if we get out there right when it starts to cool a bit, we can have those last three rows picked by maybe ten.”

      “I agree. Then we have two hours to kill before the kids show up.”

      “I need to make sure I have the megaphone and floodlight with me when we go out there.”

      “Absolutely. Thanks for picking another row. I appreciate it.”

      “Wasn’t sure if you’d be sore at me. My intentions were good.”

      “I know.” She patted my hand. “You’re one of the most kindhearted people I know. And I’ll never be a replacement for Liam. When something was bothering you, he was the one you talked to. But I want you to know that I’m here and willing to listen. When I found you in that room earlier—I mean yesterday—it made me wonder if there was something bothering you.”

      I flipped my hand over and grabbed hers. “When I’m ready to talk about it, I’ll come find you.”

      Friendship was clearly the driving force behind her words, but she made me feel cared for. I stopped short of saying more because I wasn’t sure what would trigger the spring-loaded can of worms. We didn’t need that to open before the grapes were picked. Honestly, that can would do well to stay closed until after her big stomp event.

      She had a business to run, and the last thing I wanted was to get in the way of that or be a distraction. And I had a restaurant expansion to build.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Blake sang loudly as we worked our way down the final row. Neither of us had announced a competition, but it had become one. Because I kept looking over my shoulder to see his progress, he surged ahead, singing the whole time.

      Laughing made the picking harder. He was purposefully singing the wrong lyrics and being more than a little funny. But I mustered my energy and hurriedly cleared the last two vines.

      We both threw our arms in the air at the same time.

      Blake dropped his clippers into a tray before picking me up and swinging me in a circle. “We did it.”

      Exhausted and giddy, I hugged him. “Yeah. I wasn’t sure we’d finish in time, honestly.”

      He stepped back, then pulled a leaf out of my hair. “Let’s get these into the hopper so we can get back out here.”

      “Yeah.” We climbed into the mule and headed toward the main building. “I’d suggest that we go out to celebrate, but pickers are coming this week. I’m not sure if Joe will be back. And I have so much to do getting ready for the stomp.”

      He nodded. “We’ll do it after. And make it bigger. Because the event is going to be amazing, which will be yet another reason to celebrate.”

      “I think I was wrong about you not being a good cheerleader. You’re pretty convincing.”

      “And you haven’t even seen my legs.” He winked.

      I’d missed seeing Blake, missed his jokes and our fun banter. Having him around again made me happy, but things were different. I liked where we’d landed as friends, closer than we’d been before.

      While I had people in my life that helped when they could and wanted to see me happy, there weren’t many who made me happy in the ways Blake did. I laughed more with him around, and I was glad that the expansion project would take forever. He’d been back a little more than a month, but I felt closer to him than anyone else in my life. The fear of being an obligation had faded. I trusted him.

      That realization hit me when I leaned on his back the other day. I couldn’t imagine being that comfortable with anyone else. I wasn’t looking at him with any romantic notions. I’d loved and lost, and never planned to get romantically involved again.

      But I’d missed this kind of companionship. That was different than romance.

      I closed my eyes as we bumped toward the building. Tomorrow, or later today rather, I’d kick off my special run.

      Running through the steps in my head, making sure I had all the supplies I needed, I relaxed even more. When the llamas, splattered with red wine, ran through the building and Blake followed with a lasso in his hand, I shouted, “Blake Dalton, I told you not to do that.”

      I reached up when something brushed my cheek and clasped Blake’s warm hand. My eyelids snapped open. “Oh. I was dreaming.”

      Blake tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Not sure what about, but it sounded like I was in trouble.”

      “You were trying to lasso the llamas. And they had wine stains.” I shook my head. “So random. It’s a good thing we were done picking because my body cannot handle scraping by on so little sleep.”

      “I’d suggest you go back to the house, but you probably don’t want to miss out on the fun.”

      “You are right about that. That punk wasn’t worried about the owner. Well, I’ll show him.”

      “I was thinking. What if we offered to waive pressing charges if they did some work here on the grounds?” He retreated to his own space and shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “You mean like putting in flower beds around the pavilion or adding gravel to places where the paths were washed out by the recent rains?” I thought of all the projects I hadn’t tackled.

      He nodded. “Those things. The ringleader might not go for it, but I’m betting that the followers would rather sweat a bit than be in trouble with the law.”

      “Good thinking. I’ll mention it to Zach tonight.”

      Blake climbed out and carried trays inside.

      After a yawn, I followed. “I can’t believe I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.”

      He chuckled. “We parked, and then you hollered my name.” His eyebrows danced. “Then you said that part about I told you not to and I felt like I was in trouble. Worse, I probably deserved it.”

      “Just keep that lasso away from the llamas and we’re good.”

      “I can handle that. I think.”

      He checked the time once everything was unloaded. “I say we grab some coffee and head back out there. Won’t be long before our visitors arrive. Now tell me who this Zach guy is again.”

      “Zach Gallagher. Did you meet him? He’s an investigator with the sheriff’s office. He’s also married to Joji’s niece.”

      Blake’s brow furrowed. “Any relation to Matthew Gallagher?”

      “Yep. His grandson. Around here, it sometimes feels like everyone is somehow connected to everyone else.”

      “I’m gathering that. Any clue what Matthew’s and Tandy’s story is?”

      “Nope. And she won’t discuss it. Bet it’s a good story. Has to be for them to completely ignore each other.”

      He parked outside the garage. “Only one of them is ignoring. The way Matthew looks at her makes me think he cares about her. A lot.”

      I stopped and stared. Maybe I’d bought into the myth and thought guys didn’t notice that sort of thing. “You think so?”

      “I do.”

      “Wow. I’m surprised and impressed. Next thing you’re going to tell me is that you read romance novels in your spare time.” I prepped the coffee pot, then started it brewing.

      Laughing, he shook his head. “Haven’t tried that yet, but we’ll see. Recommend a good one, and I might try it.”
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      We met Zach at Joe and Inga’s house and walked over to the field from there. Blake had rigged the lights we’d been using during picking to all come on with the flip of one switch. And I knew he was itching to have fun with that. Zach and Blake both had megaphones, which meant these highschoolers were going to get the snot scared out of them. And it served them right for stealing.

      Walking in the dark, I tripped but recovered before tumbling forward. Without breaking stride, Blake tucked an arm around my waist and whispered, “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I blame the lack of sleep.”

      “Fall toward me. I’ll catch you.” He clasped my hand, and we continued toward the field.

      We opened the camping chairs and sat near the end of a row. Since the intruders wanted to avoid the neighbors’ property, chances were good they’d come in using the road where Blake and I parked the other night.

      After a few minutes of quiet, Blake cocked his head and grinned. Zach looked equally excited as voices approached. Four guys walked into the field, each carrying a five-gallon bucket. Blake had described the ringleader, but the kid was easy to spot. He strutted around like he owned the place.

      “We already picked everything off this first row, so start over there.” The main punk led the group closer to us.

      Once they were all in view, I hit the switch, and Blake and Zach lifted their megaphones.

      “Hands up. This is the police.” Blake grinned at me. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

      “Mr. Hunt, I wish I could say I was surprised to see you here.” Zach clearly recognized the delinquent.

      The ringleader put his hands on his hips, pretending like he wasn’t quaking. “Is walking through a field a crime?”

      “Hunt?” I nudged Blake. “Laurie’s last name is Hunt. That’s how he knew.”

      “And she’s out of town.” He raised the megaphone again. “Your mom is going to be upset when she finds out you stole from the winery and are making wine in the shed.”

      Zach shook his head. “Theft and alcohol. This keeps getting worse.”

      The other guys lifted their hands higher, and after looking at each other, one said, “We’re sorry for trespassing. And about the grapes. I can’t get in trouble. My parents will flip.”

      “Not much I can do about that.” Zach raked his fingers through his hair.

      I stepped forward. “Zach, can I speak to you a moment?”

      Blake moved closer to the group as Zach and I shifted away.

      “I’m willing to forgo charges and let them work off the inconvenience. But I want parents notified.”

      “That’s kind of you. I’ll offer them the out. Three of them will jump on it. But Reggie Hunt thinks he can get away with anything. He’ll probably turn down your offer.”

      “His choice. But I’ll definitely be talking to his mom. She works for me.”

      “Ouch.” Zach laughed. “He picked on the wrong person, I think.”

      I eased up beside Blake, and he hooked his index finger around mine.

      “You can drop your hands.” Zach shifted a light so that it wasn’t blinding the teens. “Ms. Maguire has offered to let you work off the trouble you’ve caused and the grapes you stole instead of pressing charges. But we will be telling your parents.”

      Reggie Hunt shook his head. “Press charges. They won’t stick.”

      The other three shoved past Reggie, all speaking at once. “We’ll work. What does she need us to do?”

      Zach radioed for assistance, and within a few minutes, three other deputies showed up. Each boy was escorted home except Reggie. Zach drove him down to the station.

      As they walked away, I leaned on Blake. “After all that excitement, I’m drained.”

      “Need me to carry you home?” He struck a bodybuilder pose.

      I squeezed his bicep. “Impressive, but no. We’ll worry about all these lights tomorrow.”

      “Good thing we parked the mule out here earlier. It would be a long walk back.” He waited until I was in my seat before sliding in behind the wheel. “You can sleep on my shoulder while I drive. I don’t mind a bit.”

      “Tempting, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to wake up when we get there if I close my eyes right now.”

      “Well, if you change your mind, I’m right here.”

      We bumped along in the dark, and I leaned my head on his shoulder, grateful that he was beside me. I’d spent years, working hard and trying to prove to the world that I could handle this place by myself.

      There was something to be said for leaning on someone else for added strength, for accepting help. Until now, I’d never noticed how strong Blake was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      After days of spending hours with Steph, the pendulum swung the other way. We’d spent the last three days communicating via notes left on the counter. I wasn’t even sure she’d been sleeping, but short of tucking her in, there wasn’t really a way to make her go to bed. And we weren’t quite in a place where volunteering to tuck her in at night would be met with a smile and not a swat.

      I picked up the folded piece of paper, then brewed a fresh pot of coffee. It wasn’t just for mornings.

      
        
        Harvest starts tonight. I won’t be home for dinner. And Zach called. The three guys who opted to work will show up Friday after school. I need more hours in the day. – S

        

      

      I grabbed the notepad and scribbled out a response.

      
        
        I can handle the delinquents. Just tell me when and where to meet them and what you want done. And there will be a plate for you in the fridge. If you need me, just say the word. – B

        P.S. I miss seeing you.

        

      

      After seasoning a couple of chicken thighs and tossing them into the air fryer, I sautéed some carrots and warmed rice in the microwave. It was easy and filling. The recipes Jeffrey had sent over helped immensely, and I learned what seasonings paired well.

      Instead of sitting at the table, I ate leaning over the counter. When I finished, I cleaned up and stared at the closed door down the hall.

      I’d delayed going through the boxes long enough.

      I wandered in, leaving the door open this time. Without giving myself time to change my mind, I opened the box at the top of one stack and started going through belt buckles and other rodeo awards and memorabilia. I took my time, remembering the rides that had won him each award and buckle.

      An hour passed as I made my way through two boxes. Then I opened the third box, and Liam’s favorite saddle pack was on top. I lifted it out and ran my hands along the leather. He kept his lucky coin in this bag. Had Steph pulled it out already? Did she even know why he considered it good luck?

      I reached into the pocket. The coin was there, but it was taped to something. I pulled out an envelope that had my name on it. If Steph had seen this, she would’ve said something.

      Dropping into what was becoming my favorite spot in the room, I tucked the coin in my pocket and slipped a folded sheet out of the envelope. It was more than half a page, unusual for Liam. Not that we spent much time writing letters.

      
        
        Blake-

        A couple weeks ago, I started having a recurring dream that I was ripped away from Steph and couldn’t get back to her. I couldn’t shake off the bad feeling, and it followed me to the rodeo.

        I probably should’ve bowed out, but walking away from that much money because of a stupid dream seems silly.

        On the off chance, I was wrong about my choice, I’m writing this letter.

        If you’re reading it, I’m gone. And I’m sorry.

        My lucky coin is yours now. If that flip had gone the other way, life might’ve turned out differently. I have no doubt that you’ll be a friend to Steph and look out for her, but also, if there’s ever something more, I won’t haunt you.

        I want her to be happy, and if you are part of that happiness, all the better.

        It’s up to you if you want to tell her why my coin was lucky. I never brought it up.

        - Liam

        

      

      Chuckling, I wiped my eyes. Of course he left it to me to tell Steph how we’d flipped a coin to see who got to talk to her that first night.

      I returned the saddle bag to the box, tucked the letter in my pocket, and left the room.

      Was it wrong to be angry at my friend for riding that night when he was uneasy going into it? Steph didn’t need to know about his dreams and bad feelings. She’d question everything all over again. But those things were probably why he’d suggested she stay home and rest. To spare her. Because I’d never get that image out of my head. I’m glad she didn’t have to live with that.

      After reading the letter again, I shoved it back in the envelope and stuffed it under the mattress.

      One good thing about Liam’s note, it was nice to know he wouldn’t haunt me if something happened with Steph. That felt like his blessing. And I really hoped something would happen.
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      Giving her space was only making me crazy, so I packed up a couple of sandwiches and a few of my special creations, done on vanilla wafers because, like me, gingersnaps were an acquired taste.

      I hadn’t been out to the bigger field since Steph had given me the grand tour on that first day, but I was fairly confident I could find my way there. On foot since Steph had the mule.

      With the small cooler slung over my shoulder, I headed out, not sure what I’d find. She mentioned a crew picking. Was she helping? I had a pair of gloves in my back pocket just in case they needed my help.

      She’d run this place without me for years. And the truth was, she didn’t need me. But I’d give anything in the world for her to want me.

      A hum of voices grew louder as I continued past the gift shop and along the path near the river. After passing some trees, the vineyard was in view. The area was bathed in light. Pickers, who worked a lot faster than I did, filled trays at rapid speed. Joe and Steph were standing near his truck, talking.

      When she spotted me, a smile spread across her face. Exactly what I hoped to see.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’ve been eating, so I brought food.”

      Joe spun around and grinned. “Blake, hey.”

      “There’s an extra in here for you, too, Joe.” I set the cooler on the tailgate. “Anything I can do to help?”

      Steph opened the cooler. “Thank you. I had a snack bar earlier, so this is a treat.” She handed Joe a sandwich. “Oh, you even brought dessert.”

      “I did.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, a guaranteed way to keep my hands to myself.

      It was quiet while they ate.

      “How’s Inga?” I’d been out of the loop since I hadn’t seen Steph.

      Joe dusted crumbs off his hands. “Not too bad. Her sister is doing better. I’ll run up and get her when the harvest is done.”

      “Glad things are better.” I bumped Steph. “How’s Tandy working out at the gift shop?”

      “Great.” She sipped her water. “Every time I stop in, she asks about you. I think you have a fan.”

      It wasn’t Tandy’s attention I wanted, but I suspected she was acting as my ally in this scenario. “I’ll have to go by there.”

      They went back to talking business, and I hung around, watching the stacks of trays grow. My help wasn’t needed, but I wasn’t ready to leave.

      Joe slapped me on the back. “Thanks for the sandwich. Now maybe you can help me convince Steph to go home. I’m capable of handling this alone.”

      Lifting my brows, I shot her a side glance. “You heard the man.”

      “Don’t look at me like you’re about to toss me over your shoulder and carry me home.” Laughing, she rolled her eyes. “I can tell when I’m not wanted.”

      I grunted like a caveman, which only made her laugh harder.

      She looped her arm around mine and tugged me toward the mule. “Joe, thank you. If you need anything, call me. I’ll keep my phone on.”

      “Sleep, Stephanie. I won’t call.” He shooed her away, then looked at me. “Thanks for looking out for her.”

      “I’ll leave you the dessert. We’ll make more at home.” She tossed the bag toward Joe. “I prefer mine with gingersnaps anyway.”

      “You do?” With my hands still stuffed in my pockets, I let her lead me to the mule.

      She let go of me and dropped into the passenger seat. “Yeah. The zing of the ginger is nice. Better texture too.”

      “You don’t think they overpower the sweet of the marshmallow?”

      “Not at all. More of a counterbalance.” She tilted her head back. “He’s been trying to get me to go home for over an hour.”

      “Well, I guess it’s good I made an appearance so that I could drag you home.” I grunted again and pounded my chest.

      When we parked at the house, she tapped my arm. “I have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything.” I’d move heaven and earth to make her happy.

      “At the stomp, I always do a short demonstration. Will you help me with that?”

      “Are you asking me to shove my grubby feet into a tub of grapes?”

      “Please. If men see another man doing it, it helps. You can even share the tub with me if that makes you more comfortable.” Her hand was back on my arm, her dark eyes pleading. “Tandy wasn’t really wrong about a rodeo cowboy stomping grapes. It would be fab for promotional materials. With your shirt on of course.”

      “So am I doing a live demonstration or a photo shoot?”

      She squeezed my bicep. “That’s a great idea. If we can do a shoot tomorrow, I can have pictures up, which will pull in more business, I bet. Do you mind?”

      “I said anything because I meant anything. I’ll do it.”

      “Either wear shorts or we can roll your jeans up. Guess I’ll get to finally see those cheerleader legs.”

      “Guess so.” I climbed out, anticipating and dreading what I’d just agreed to.

      She ran around the mule and caught up to me. “Y’all shut down construction before dinner service, right?”

      “We do.”

      “We’ll do it after you finish for the day. Thank you for this. I owe you so big for all the help you’re giving me.”

      “Happy to do it.” My thoughts jumped to the lucky coin under my mattress. Maybe I’d have to tuck it in my pocket during the shoot tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      After an uncomfortable conversation with an extremely apologetic Laurie, I headed home to get ready for the photo shoot. I wasn’t going to show up in my normal jeans and baggy T-shirt. I wanted to look good.

      Inga called as I walked down the sidewalk. “How’d it go with Laurie?”

      “As well as can be expected, I guess. She decided working at the gift shop probably isn’t a good idea, and I didn’t argue with her. She apologized repeatedly, but nothing she said makes me think the kid has any remorse. Zach’s been keeping me updated, and Reggie didn’t get out of the charges. Thankfully, Laurie didn’t ask me to let him work it off with the other guys because I want to see him face consequences.”

      “Oh no, I get it. Her little knucklehead took advantage of us. If I see him wearing an orange jumpsuit and picking up trash along the side of the road, I’ll honk and wave.”

      Inga’s fury made me laugh.

      “Yep. And those other guys won’t get off lightly. I know Blake will make them work hard. But I’m so glad we figured out what was going on before more grapes were stolen.”

      “You can thank your handsome fella for that.”

      “Inga, he’s not—”

      She laughed. “I know. He’s your friend. Not your fella. But I’m still hoping that changes.”

      “I’m going to let you go. I need to get ready for the photo shoot.”

      “Wear a pretty dress. Bye, dear.”

      The call ended, and I shook my head. She was right about what I should wear, but I didn’t have much time to choose if I wanted to shower, do my hair, and put on makeup. When I walked into the house, I ran back to my room and scanned my closet.

      The sundress with the little blue flowers fit me nicely, and it was summery, perfect for this time of year. I hung it on the back of my door before turning on the shower.
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      I rubbed lotion on my legs, thankful I remembered to shave before going out there today. Since I wore jeans most of the time, making sure my legs were smooth wasn’t a priority, but today, I was in a dress for the photo shoot.

      Being photographed wasn’t my favorite thing, but I couldn’t very well ask Blake this huge favor and then refuse to be in the pictures.

      After checking my makeup in the mirror, something else I didn’t do every day, I pulled on my boots and ran out the front door. Serendipitously, Haley had an open spot on her schedule. She and Nacha were both so talented, and I trusted they could make me look good in photos.

      As I walked toward the visitor area where we’d be doing the shoot, Joji called out, “Hold up.”

      I paused, waiting as she crossed the road. “What’s up?”

      “Mindy and Jeffrey are back from their honeymoon, right?”

      “I think they get back this afternoon.” I checked the time. “Why?”

      “Clint and I are having a barn party night after next. Well, I suggested to Clint that we have a party, and he said I could do whatever made me happy. I love that man. Hard to believe he used to be a grump. Anyway, you and Blake are invited.” She handed me a card with details. “Just for fun. No special occasion.”

      “I’ll mention it to Blake. We can probably make it.”

      “Great. I’m hoping to drag Clint to the stomp with me. Can we stomp in the same barrel? I think that would be kind of romantic.” She fanned her face. “Definitely something I want to do. Two people. Small space. I think that would be great fun. Anyway, have fun at the photo shoot. Can’t wait to see how the pictures turn out.” She winked as she stepped closer to the road. “It’s a good thing Blake’s here for so long. Whatever will you do when he leaves?”

      I forced the smile to stay on my face. “I’m not even sure.” Thinking about Blake leaving soured my mood. Even after going days hardly seeing him, I liked having him around. Finding notes was fun and sweet. I felt cared for. But he really had no reason to stay once the job was complete. And I couldn’t wish setbacks on my brother. “I should run. Haley will be here soon.”

      “Bye!” Joji waved and walked back across the road.

      I hurried my pace, my emotions tangled. Why did Joji have to bring up the idea of Blake leaving now?

      The visitor area was close to what had been my house, which made that place a great location for the gift shop. In the field beside it, we would set up tables and chairs on one side and the stomping tubs on the other. Beyond the field was the pavilion, and food would be set up in there.

      Hopefully, Jeffrey mentioned the catering to his staff before leaving for his honeymoon. But I’d chat with him about that tomorrow. It wasn’t like he didn’t have time to plan. We still had three weeks, but details were important, and I needed to know there was a plan.

      I met Haley at her car as she climbed out. “Thank you for doing this on such short notice. I had the idea yesterday. I’m a bit nervous because I don’t like being photographed, but I really need people to show up for this event. And I think this type of advertising will help.”

      She unloaded camera gear. “I agree, and correct me if I’m wrong, but I’ve heard you and Blake are just friends.”

      “You’ve heard correctly. We’ve been friends for years. He’s staying in my guest room while he works on the restaurant expansion.”

      “Okay, well, I think if we went with a bit of a romantic vibe for this shoot, it would target couples wanting a fun together experience. So if y’all are comfortable with that, it’s something we could try.”

      I kept my mouth closed while my brain sputtered, hoping she wouldn’t sense my turmoil. “I’ll ask Blake. I’m not sure how he’d feel about that.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, but her suggestion made sense. I should’ve just hired models to do the shoot, but it was too late for that now.

      Haley surveyed the area. “I think over here by the porch will be a good place to set up.”

      “Perfect.” I whipped around at the sound of a truck in the parking lot.

      Joe waved. “I have a tub and grapes. Where should I set it?”

      She pointed to a spot. “I think here.”

      Why did the tub seem so much smaller than I remembered? Probably because of what Joji just said. Blake and I would have to hang onto each other to avoid falling over. What had I been thinking?

      Joe dropped in the grape clusters, then looked at me. “You look real pretty, Stephanie. I’m glad you’re finally getting into these pictures. Inga said she can’t wait to see them.”

      “We’ll see how they turn out.” Nervousness had my insides quivering, and I smoothed the sides of my dress. “Thanks for bringing that stuff over.”

      “No problem.” He climbed into his truck.

      Haley motioned behind me, and I spun around.

      Blake wore an aqua blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. It was a perfect match to both his eyes and the little flowers in my sundress. It looked like we’d coordinated outfits, but I hadn’t mentioned I was wearing a dress.

      His forearms filled out the cuffed sleeves, and that cowboy swagger made me smile. Swagger wasn’t even the right word. There was no haughtiness or arrogance in his stride. He tipped his cowboy hat when he saw that we were staring.

      Haley gave a soft laugh. “He’ll photograph well. I can see why you wanted him in photos. He has what most would call mass appeal.”

      “Doesn’t he? He’s always had a line of women vying for his attention.”

      “While you mention to him what we talked about and get his opinion, I’ll stay busy over by my car.” She slipped her phone out of her pocket. “I’ll give y’all a few minutes.” She waved at Blake. “I need to check something. I’ll be with y’all soon.”

      I closed the distance and met Blake in the middle of the field. “Hi. Thank you again for doing this.”

      “Wow.” His gaze slid down my dress, then moved back up to my face. “I should be thanking you. What did you do different with your hair? It’s super curly. I mean, I like it. I always like it. And you’re in a dress.”

      “Figured a dress would be better for photos. And I spent more than an hour getting ready and using a diffuser on my curls instead of letting it air dry while I get stuff done.” I glanced over my shoulder at Haley, mustering my nerve. “The photographer—Haley who is Zach’s wife—suggested that we add a romantic vibe to this shoot, but if you aren’t okay with that—”

      “Totally fine. Y’all are the experts. I’m just here to help.”

      “If it makes you uncomfortable to pretend, I get it. I feel kind of guilty because I’m basically using you for your good looks.”

      “Because of my sex appeal?” He undid another button on his shirt, revealing more of his muscular chest. “Happy to do it.”

      “I promise I won’t ask you to take off your shirt.”

      “What if I volunteer?” He winked.

      I spun around and pulled in a cleansing breath. “Having that extra button undone is okay, but keep your shirt on.”

      He stepped closer to my back and whispered in my ear, “I have to shed some of what I’m wearing before we climb into that tub of grapes.”

      “You look fine like you are.”

      “It’s nice to know you think I’m fine.” He chuckled. “Want to help me get these boots off?”

      “I’m betting you can handle that on your own. There’s a bench over there.” I waved at Haley to let her know we were ready. “Mine need to come off too.”

      He clasped my hand. “I’ll help.”

      “Okay, Blake, stop. We don’t need to pretend right now. All you’re doing is making me blush.”

      He’d always been the one to have the whole room laughing. No one ever knew what he’d say next. But this humor bordered on flirting. I knew he was trying to get us into a romantic vibe, but instead of setting the mood or making me laugh, his inuendo had me flustered.

      I needed my nerves to settle.

      He dropped my hand. “Sorry.”

      Grabbing his arm, I tugged him back toward me. “It’s not you. It’s me. I’m just really nervous. Forgive me?”

      “We’re good.” He brushed a curl out of my face. “Have a seat. I’ll slide your boots off.”

      Instead of arguing, I dropped onto the bench and lifted my leg. When Blake put his hand on my calf, I swallowed a gasp, thankful I’d shaved and applied lotion. When I’d made that decision, I wasn’t anticipating that he’d actually touch my legs.

      With his other hand, he gripped the heel of my boot and pulled. It slid right off. Then he peeled off my sock.

      Our gazes locked, he repeated the process and removed my other boot and sock.

      I heard the camera click and realized why he was being so attentive. He was already playing the part, making the photos what they needed to be. It was good that I realized before I embarrassed myself and started a discussion about my plans to stay single. Forever. Finding love a second time didn’t seem possible, and I didn’t have it in me to try. Especially not with a friend. The fallout would be heartbreaking.

      Blake sat and yanked off his boots, then deliberately rolled up his pant leg to mid-calf, taking his time. Once both sides were rolled up, he tore off his socks, then met my gaze and wiggled his eyebrows.

      I felt myself relax as a laugh escaped. “Okay, cheerleader, let’s do this.”

      Haley’s camera continued to click as we walked toward the tub. “Okay, I’m going to have Blake get in first. I’ll take a few of him in there alone; then you’ll join him, Stephanie. And Blake, I’m going to need you to get rid of that toothpick.”

      After an exaggerated sigh, he tossed it into the trash, then stepped into the barrel.

      I moved out of the frame while she took pictures of Blake.

      He eased one foot into the grapes. “You aren’t going to make anyone drink my toe jam, are you?”

      “No. We’ll toss it.”

      “Good. I took a shower after working, but I am not a fan of feet in my drinks.” He scrunched up his nose. “It squishes.”

      “That’s kind of the idea.” I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. “Think maybe you could act like it wasn’t horrible?”

      He blew me a kiss and extended a hand. “Climb in with me.”

      The shutter on that camera continued to click away.

      Gripping his hand, I gathered my dress in the other and stepped in with him. Immediately, his arm was around my waist, which was the only thing keeping me from toppling backward.

      Once I had my footing, we shifted to holding hands and stomped.

      Looking up at him, I smiled. “Not so bad, is it?”

      “Not bad at all.” He lifted my hands to his lips and pressed a kiss to my fingers. “I can see why people like doing this.”

      Haley shifted to a different spot. “The way you are looking at each other is great. Stephanie, why don’t you give him a kiss on the cheek?”

      I pulled our joined hands behind my back and inched up on my toes to press a kiss to his cheek. Blake wasn’t anywhere as tall as my brother, but he was eight inches taller than me, so stretching up was necessary.

      My lips met his stubble, and I lingered, trying to give Haley enough time to snap a photo. When I pulled back, he looked sideways at me. “Sorry I’m prickly. I didn’t have time to shave.”

      “Okay.” My answer didn’t even make sense.

      At the rate Haley was snapping pictures, we’d have thousands to choose from. “Y’all stomp a bit more for me.”

      Blake grinned and lifted our joined hands in the air. I twirled as if we were on the dance floor, then leaned on his chest, laughing. I smiled up at him, enjoying myself way more than I expected. Haley said something I didn’t hear. Then Blake bent down, and our lips touched.

      His hand was in my hair, the other around my waist. It was perfect and terrifying all at once. But I couldn’t make myself pull away. My fingertips found their way inside his shirt, and I melted against him, telling myself that we were putting on an act.

      It had been so long since I’d been held like this, touched like this.

      He broke the kiss, but I kept my eyes closed, unsure what expression awaited me, terrified he’d realize how affected I was by our pretending.

      His thumb brushed my cheek. “Did you fall asleep?”

      I shook my head, then opened my eyes. “I’m awake.”

      “That was perfect. Amazing.” Haley clapped. “Okay, Now, Blake, I’m going to have you step out, and we’ll get some of Stephanie alone in the grapes.”

      My thoughts spinning, I did my best to follow instructions during the rest of the shoot. Blake and I were friends. We’d always been only friends. He wasn’t the kind to settle down, and I wasn’t looking for romance again.

      One love in a lifetime was enough.

      So why wouldn’t my heart stop racing?

      I prayed that doing this shoot hadn’t messed up anything. And how was I supposed to act normal with someone who’d kissed me like that? Even if it was all pretend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Any question about whether now was the right time to spill my true feelings to Steph were answered when she picked up her phone off the bench and said, “I need to run. I’ll talk to you later.” She took off down the path at a pace that was slower than a run but much faster than a stroll.

      And because she left her boots behind, I knew I’d be tabling my honesty for a long time. She didn’t want to hear it. Maybe she wasn’t ready. Whatever the reason, I’d let her believe that having her in my arms didn’t feel like heaven and kissing her wasn’t what I dreamed about nearly every night since I’d returned.

      I slid the fifty-cent piece out of my pocket and flipped it. “A lot of good you did me.”

      After a cool shower and an ice-cold beer, I’d be fine. Probably. First and foremost, Steph and I were friends. I wasn’t going to let an incredible kiss mess that up.

      I shoved her socks into her boots and headed toward the gift shop. Her office was in the back room, and I guessed that was where she’d be hiding. Instead of going back to the house for that cold beer and shower—because it would likely keep her away—I opted to go somewhere else, get away and think.

      But where?

      The bell jingled as I pushed open the door to the gift shop. “Hello there, Ms. Cavanaugh. Mind if I drop these boots with you? Steph will likely need them at some point.”

      Tandy crossed her arms. “She’s in the back. Give them to her yourself.”

      I strode down the hall and set them outside the closed door. After a quick knock, I sent Steph a text.

      Me: Boots are outside your office. I have some stuff to take care of and won’t be home until late.

      Steph: Okay

      I was starting to not like that word. She used it when she was flustered, and I didn’t like seeing her that way. After this, would she change her mind about my helping with the demonstration?

      Maybe she wouldn’t. A man could hope.

      Tapping the front counter as I walked past, I said, “Have a great afternoon.”

      “Give her time, Blake.” Tandy’s smile was tender.

      Standing near the door, I glanced down the hall. “We’ll see.”

      After changing into a T-shirt, I climbed into my truck without an idea of where to go. But I took off down the two-lane road, figuring I’d end up somewhere. Country roads were good for getting you to where you needed to be if and when you weren’t sure where that was.

      Thinking about the jumble of emotions in her dark eyes after that kiss, I let these tires put distance between me and the woman I adored. Loved even. But I couldn’t tell her.

      After I veered right at a fork in the road, a niggling sense of familiarity had me scanning the landscape. Where was I, and when had I been here before?

      Passing a gate with a large G in the center of the metal arch, I hit the brakes. Of course I’d been here before. This was Matthew’s place, and we’d met here several times working out the details for the last job I’d done for him. That was years ago. The trees were bigger, but this was definitely his place. Unless he’d moved.

      There was one guaranteed way to find out.

      I turned in and parked in the circle drive. After knocking on the front door, I waited, surveying his property.

      Rubbing that silly coin in my pocket, I trudged back down the steps, accepting that my notion of the road taking me where I needed to go had failed me.

      I had one foot in my truck when Matthew walked out of the red barn.

      He waved and walked toward me. “What a nice surprise! How long have you been here? I was just in checking on the horses.”

      “Only been here a few minutes. I was out for a drive and recognized your place.”

      He motioned me toward the house but stopped on the steps. “Follow me over to the barn. You look like you could use a ride.”

      I hadn’t been on a horse in a while and missed it. “That sounds good to me.”

      He slid open the barn and pointed at the horses as he spoke. “That’s Cream. Then Sugar. And over here is the one you’ll be riding. You look like you need Coffee.”

      “That obvious, huh?”

      “Let’s get them saddled.” He opened the tack room, and we gathered what we needed. “How’s it feel to be back?”

      “Really good. I’m glad you thought of me and called about this job.”

      His grin gave a hint that there was more he hadn’t said.

      “What made you think of me?”

      “From time to time when I’d bump into Steph, I’d ask about you. Knew you hadn’t been back since what happened to Liam. Figured you need a reason.”

      “Thank you. It was the kick in the pants I needed to come back.”

      “Glad it worked out.”

      He didn’t ask why I’d gone out for a drive, didn’t explain why it looked like I needed coffee, and never once mentioned my relationship with Steph.

      In the saddle, I felt a calm. This was exactly what I needed. The horses knew their way around the property, and the only sounds, aside from the clopping of hooves, were bugs, birds, and the wind in the trees.

      Birds scattered when Matthew spoke. “I hear Tandy is working at the gift shop.”

      “She’s been a big help with Inga out of town. And I think she likes it. But I get the strong impression she doesn’t like you.”

      Matthew roared with laughter. “Noticed, did you?”

      “I’m glad you weren’t offended.”

      “Not a bit. It’s a long story. Not a happy one.” He shifted the reins from one hand to the other. “When she moved back from New York, I figured we’d have a conversation and clear the air. That didn’t happen. The one time I got close enough to talk to her, the glare she gave me would’ve been enough to scare off a polar bear. So I keep my distance. Mostly.”

      “Just the occasional wink.”

      “She’s fiery. That’s for sure.” He grinned. “And occasionally, I like to stoke that fire.”

      We continued to ride in silence until Matthew spoke again.

      “When something’s needling me or I’m frustrated with life, I go do whatever makes me feel alive. When I was in my twenties, I raced cars. Now, fishing all by myself is my escape.” He steered his horse, and we headed back toward the barn.

      “Rodeo. Riding broncs. That makes me feel alive.”

      “Think about it.” He nudged his horse, and they darted forward.

      Coffee followed, and I bumped my boots against him, spurring him on faster.

      My silly notion hadn’t failed me. The road had brought me here, and I’d have to think about Matthew’s advice.

      I’d declined to enter a couple of rodeos because of this job—and I didn’t want to pour salt in Steph’s wound—but when the rains shut down construction or we had some other delay, maybe I’d do a last-minute entry to a rodeo.

      The problem was, after tangling lips with Steph, I wasn’t quite sure bronc riding would compare to how alive that kiss made me feel.
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      I pushed open the back door, not expecting to see Steph. My truck was loud enough to warn that I was home. And she had time to hide before I made it inside. I even made extra noise walking to the door, to give more warning.

      “Hi.” Steph pulled her curls over one shoulder, then turned toward the fridge. “Hungry? I saved you a plate.”

      “Famished.” As much as I wanted to bring up what happened and make sure she was okay with the situation, I decided that ignoring and falling back into our normal pattern was much safer. I dropped my keys on the counter. “I talked to Matthew.”

      “Oh? About the project?”

      “Just talk. He mentioned Tandy. I didn’t know she used to live in New York.”

      Steph laughed. “Yes. She moved back when she retired.” Leaning over the counter, she lowered her voice even though no one else was in the house. “She was a sex therapist.”

      “That makes a lot of sense.”

      “Did he mention if they had a history?”

      “Said it was a long story, which seems obvious because their relationship clearly has an undercurrent. Definitely history there.” I walked up beside her and peeked into the microwave. “What did you make?”

      “I’m sorry it was awkward today. I’m sorry I was awkward.” Facing me, she crossed her arms. “I really hope my stupid photo shoot idea didn’t mess up our friendship.”

      “Not a chance, Steph. I’m like gum on the bottom of your favorite shoes. Hard to get rid of.”

      She reached out to pat my chest but stopped short of touching me. “Good. I don’t want things to be weird.”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets and rubbed the fifty-cent piece. “Me either. I’m glad we talked about it.”

      Nodding, she pulled the bowl of green beans out of the microwave, then opened the oven. “I remembered that when we’d stop at those hole-in-the-wall places, you’d always order chicken fried steak. So I called my brother.” She pulled a platter of chicken fried steak out of the oven. “I didn’t make this. He did.”

      “Looks delicious.”

      “I made the green beans though. With bacon.”

      “Thanks, Steph. This is amazing.” I dragged a large chicken-fried steak onto my plate, then heaped green beans next to it.

      “Oh. I almost forgot the gravy.” She lifted a lid off a small saucepan. “Help yourself.”

      “This just keeps getting better. Wow.” I stood at the counter and dug into the food, thankful things were approaching normal.

      She hadn’t touched me since I’d climbed out of that tub of grapes, so we weren’t completely back to where we’d been, but I’d take what I could get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the link in the email from Haley, unsure if I was ready to look at the pictures. She must’ve worked extra hours to have these ready so quickly. But if these were going to draw people to the event, they needed to be in promotional posts and up on the website ASAP. The stomp was only three weeks away.

      Eyes closed, I clicked the link, then counted to seven before cracking one eye open. Normally, I worried about photos making me look bad. But this time, I worried more about how I’d feel seeing the photos.

      Pictures of Blake in his blue shirt and cowboy hat filled the top of the page. Sunlight glinted off his belt buckle, and his eyes were like glacial water, crisp and clear. Haley had been right. Blake photographed very well.

      The door opened, and Blake sauntered in the back door. “Howdy. Still working this late?”

      “Haley just sent over the edited pictures. There are leftovers in the fridge. When I was chatting with Joji, Ava called and mentioned that she was getting pizzas for the ranch hands tonight, so I asked her to order an extra for us. But of course, she wouldn’t let me pay her. I hate that. But anyway, there is half a pepperoni pizza in the fridge.”

      He leaned on the counter beside me. “I want to see how these turned out.”

      “You look good. That shirt really brings out your eyes.”

      “I don’t much like looking at pictures of myself. But I’d like to see the one of you and the ones of us together. We were convincing? Do they have a romantic vibe?”

      “I just started looking. Haven’t gotten that far.”

      “Well, scroll, woman.” He chuckled.

      Sliding my finger down the touch screen, I gaped at the photos. We looked so much like a couple, they had me nearly convinced, and I knew neither of us were looking for anything romantic. My gaze darted from picture to picture, and when it landed on the kiss, I snapped the laptop closed. “Let me warm your dinner.”

      He rested his hip against the counter and crossed his arms. “Talk.”

      “I’m not a dog, Blake. Don’t give me orders.” I pulled the box out of the fridge. “Want me to microwave it or use the oven?”

      “Microwave. But I wasn’t done. You looked amazing, by the way. Your curls were all floofy and bouncy. And that dress.” He tapped the laptop. “Mind if I sneak another look?”

      “Go ahead.” I punched a few buttons on the microwave, then lifted the screen. “You can thank the three kinds of hair product and the diffuser for it being presentable. It takes forever to dry my hair that way, but it keeps it from getting limp or frizzy. I rarely go to that much trouble. But I wanted the pictures to turn out looking good. And I think we came close to looking like a couple.” My rambling was not helping to make things not awkward.

      My gaze riveted to a shot where my fingers were in his shirt. And I remembered the feel of his muscular chest. My plan for staying single would be a whole lot easier if I could corral these hormone-driven reactions. In those shots, my body was completely molded to him, and the thought of my being that vulnerable with him embarrassed me.

      He flipped a half dollar around his fingers. Liam used to have one of those. He’d have it in his pocket on every ride, but he never told me why it was special. I’d have to ask Blake about it, but not tonight.

      “Where are these pictures going to be posted?”

      “Website. Social media.” I pointed to a photo of Blake smiling at the camera. “Tandy is going to love this one.”

      He pointed at one where we were both laughing. I had my head tipped backward, gazing up at him. “That’s my favorite. Makes wine stomping look romantic and fun. Good combo.”

      “Makes sense. I’ll post that one.” I grabbed his plate. “And earlier, I closed it because it kind of felt awkward again.”

      He flashed a warm smile. “They look great, Steph. I hope they bring in lots of business.”

      “Me too.” I left the computer open and pulled a wineglass off the shelf. “I’m having wine. Want a beer?” I intentionally gave him time to look through the pictures without me beside him.

      “Sure.” He scrolled and smiled, then scrolled some more. “Any chance I can get access to these?”

      “Forward yourself the link. Download whatever you want.”

      “Thank ya kindly.” He tapped on the screen, then closed the screen before taking a bite out of a slice. “This pizza is pretty tasty.”

      “Good.” I set a pale ale in front of him, then lifted my glass of wine. “To a successful event.”

      He clinked his bottle against my glass, then added, “And fooling people.”

      We both drank to that.
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      On the day of the stomp, long before the sun was up, I wandered into the kitchen, going over my mental list. I’d managed four hours of sleep, and that felt like an accomplishment.

      “Morning, my friend. Freshly brewed coffee is in the pot. Pancakes are under the foil. And eggs are this close to done.” He held up two fingers close together. “You need proper fuel for your big day.”

      I poured coffee into my favorite mug. “How long have you been awake? I kept you up so late last night.” Hearing the words out loud made me glad no one else was within earshot. Savoring my first sips of coffee, I leaned on the counter. “And yet again, you are losing sleep to help me. Thank you.”

      Blake in the kitchen wearing sweatpants had become a regular part of most mornings. Joji’s comment about his leaving slapped me, but I shoved it to the side. The kissing made me uncomfortable, and the leaving made me uncomfortable. I was desperately trying to find the sliver of solid ground in between.

      In the few days since our photo shoot, I’d been intentional about not touching him, which was different than before the shoot. But I needed that space. All of me still tingled when he came too close, and for that reason, I was not looking forward to our little demonstration today.

      “You want me in my rodeo cowboy getup, or can I wear something more suited to the weather?”

      “Do you own anything other than jeans?”

      “Sweatpants.” He kicked up a leg. “And a couple pair of shorts. Not those shorty short things. I’m not that brave.”

      “Wearing shorts is fine. I’ll be in capris.” I stacked pancakes on a plate, then held it out for him to add eggs. “And for the demonstration . . .” I popped a bite of food in my mouth, giving myself time to find the right words.

      He drizzled maple syrup on his stack. “If you don’t mind, can we skip the kissing part? I’m not a big fan of kissing in front of an audience.”

      “No problem. Yes. I was going to say the same.” Glad we’d tackled that awkwardness without issue, I ate breakfast, praying this event would be successful.

      Once I finished, I shoved my plate to the side and sipped my coffee while I scanned through the to-do list on my phone.

      Blake stepped behind me and massaged my shoulders. “Looks to me like all those boxes have check marks next to them. I think you can relax.”

      I let my shoulders drop, appreciating the warmth of his hands and his talent for rubbing the tension away. “You should’ve seen me in years past. One time, I slept at my desk for an hour before getting back to work.”

      He dropped his hands and rested them on the counter, one of each side of me. “It’ll be great. I’ve heard lots of people talking about it. Locals are posting about it.”

      I spun around. “The day after the photos went up on the website, I was in the donut shop.”

      “Uh-oh. I’m not sure I want to hear this.”

      “Tandy gushed about the pictures. Went on and on about how a cowboy stomping grapes was her idea and that it did indeed make an amazing photo. She’s not wrong. It’s a perfect shot for a Texas winery.”

      He was quiet as he studied my face. “I’m sorry I missed so many of these.”

      “You’re back. That’s what matters. I could’ve called, and I should have. When you showed up that day when I was chasing the llamas, I thought you’d be a reminder of grief, but honestly, that’s not the case. I think the time apart was good for both of us.”

      “Yeah.”

      Instead of running to get started on my day, I tried to think of something to ask, some way to extend the conversation. Standing here close to him felt like being wrapped in a warm blanket, and that calm felt good before the impending chaos of the event.

      “Before Liam died, you were scouting for a horse to buy after Panther passed. Did you ever find one?”

      “Nah, I quit looking. When I need a good horse, I rent one. Lots of guys fund their rodeo habit that way.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I think someone’s here.”

      “Probably Joe. I should get dressed.”

      “Same. I’ll meet you out there soon. I’m going to clean up this kitchen, then take a shower. But I’ll hurry.”

      “Thanks, Blake.” I caught myself before giving him a hug.
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      This was the biggest crowd we’d ever had. Tables in the pavilion were full. Couples were lined up, eager to stomp grapes. And Blake was wearing shorts. While his legs were many shades lighter than his tanned arms and chest, they were also muscular, much like his arms and chest.

      I really needed to stop thinking about Blake’s muscles. My attention needed to be on the event.

      Joji waved as she walked toward me. “The turnout is great. The lot is full. Clint and I walked over. He’s a bit nervous about squishing his toes in the grapes, but I promised him it’d be fun.”

      “It will be.” I nodded when Joe motioned to me to get things rolling. “I’m going to give the welcome. Thank you so much for being here.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it.” Joji walked back to Clint.

      I waved my arms. “Thank you all for coming. We want everyone to have a fabulous time and get to experience grape stomping. Blake is going to help me give a quick demonstration. And afterwards, if you have any questions, any of us with the wine-colored shirts on will be happy to assist.” I pointed to Joe and Inga.

      Blake made a show of dropping grape clusters into the half barrel before stepping in. Grinning, he held out his hand, and I stepped in with him. He slipped an arm around my waist as I talked about the winemaking process, about how stomping grapes was an age-old tradition.

      While I talked, Blake and I stomped.

      When I reached the end of my presentation, Inga laid out a white T-shirt beside the barrel.

      “Then you’ll step out onto the shirt, and then we’ll hang them to dry.” I pointed behind me at the clothesline set up. “And you’ll have a souvenir to take home to remember the fun.”

      Blake twirled me as the crowd laughed.

      Mid-stomp, pain shot through my foot, and I cursed the bee that had found its way into my grapes. In spite of the burning pain, I kept my smile in place and didn’t cry out. The last thing I wanted to do was scare people off.

      I grabbed Blake’s arm, and my death grip must’ve clued him in that something was wrong because his brow knitted, and he studied my face a second before leaning in close.

      He whispered, “What’s wrong?”

      “Bee stinger in my foot. I need to make leaving look casual. And when you get out, step on the shirt please.”

      “Hang on, darling.” This time he wasn’t whispering.

      In one swift motion, he scooped me into his arms. Grape bits and a dying bee went flying. Holding me, he stepped onto the shirt, one foot at a time, then shifted to the side to admire the footprints. “That’s cool.”

      People cheered the grand finale, none the wiser about my mishap.

      “We’re going to get cleaned up. Joe and Inga will get y’all started.” I smiled through the discomfort and seized a handful of Blake’s T-shirt in my fist.

      He carried me away from the crowd. “If you are going to tear off my shirt, please wait until we don’t have an audience. I thought I saw Tandy, and I’m not in the mood to field questions about posing for her book covers.”

      Momentarily forgetting my pain, I laughed. “Let’s go to my office, but be careful not to slip on the floor.”

      When we stepped inside, he tightened his hold. “I’m so sorry, Steph.”

      “It sometimes happens. It’s just never happened to me during one of these events. What am I going to do?”

      “We’re going to sit you down. Get that stinger out. Then you can tell me what to do while you ice it.”

      I hugged his neck as he lowered me into a chair, and his stubble scraped my cheek. This man rarely shaved clean, and the stubble was a good look on him.

      “At least with that exit, you won’t have lots of women clamoring for your number.” I needed to find the bright side of this situation.

      “Well, darn. I hadn’t really thought that one through.” He winked.

      As his hands slid down my leg to my foot, I closed my eyes. Unlike Blake, I had shaved, thankfully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      While Steph sat with an icepack on her very swollen toes, I helped with the stomp, guided guests to where they needed to be, and did anything else Steph asked of me.

      When a fresh wave of stompers arrived, I hopped into the barrel while Steph gave the presentation, instructing them on the process. And by the time people were leaving, my toes were stained, and I was beyond ready to flop down and kick up my purple-tinted feet.

      As I gathered trash others hadn’t bothered to toss into the bins, a woman tapped me on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”

      “Yes?” I shot a side glance at Steph, hoping she was still sitting down, before turning to face the young woman. “How can I help you?”

      She held up her phone. “I’m Daisy, and I post about all sorts of Texas stuff. Would it be possible to get a shot of y’all in the grapes? And maybe one of the two of you sipping wine?”

      “Let me check with Steph. She tangled with a bee today, so she probably shouldn’t be on her feet.”

      The redhead pressed a hand to her heart. “Oh no. That sounds awful.”

      A hand grabbed my arm from behind. Steph wasn’t skilled in staying put.

      “Daisy, right? I follow you. Love your stuff.” Steph leaned on me, keeping weight off her foot.

      “I’m so glad I found out about this. My husband works at Stargazer Springs, and when I was over there one day, Lilith was talking about it. And this was fabulous.” She slid her phone into her pocket. “I asked him about photos, but I didn’t know about your foot. I’m so sorry.”

      “I can handle a few photos. What do you need?”

      Showing up in Daisy’s feed was obviously important to Steph, so I was going to make it happen. “She wanted some of us in the grapes and also sipping wine.”

      Steph’s gaze snapped to mine. “Uh, we can—”

      “I told her I wanted to check on your foot before committing to the stomp photos but sipping wine wouldn’t be a problem. You up for a stomp?” When she nodded, I leaned down to scoop her up. “Hang on.”

      Daisy laughed. “Please can we get a shot like that with you holding her while standing in the grapes. Such a sweet pic.”

      “Sure thing.” I glanced into the barrel and scanned for bees to avoid an embarrassing situation. Screaming obscenities would not be a good way to end this event. That would not be good for business.

      Steph and I sure had given this town something to talk about. But sadly they were all wrong.

      Daisy shot a short video of me and Steph stomping; then we wiped off our feet and moved to the wine tasting bar set up beside the pavilion.

      Steph poured a little of a red concoction into two glasses, then handed one to me. After clinking glass, we each took a sip. And I smiled the entire time.

      The glint in Steph’s eyes made it hard not to laugh because I knew she was remembering the last time I’d had wine. I’d spit the first sip back into the glass. But today, she needed me to drink wine and enjoy it. So I did.

      I didn’t like the taste of cough medicine either, but I drank that when needed.

      “Thank you both so much.” Daisy pulled her red hair over one shoulder. “I’ll be sure to tag you when I post.”

      “Thank you,” Steph said.

      Once we were alone, she faced me. “You drank wine.”

      “And I didn’t spit it out.” I set our glasses into the plastic tub where other dishes waited to be washed. “Let me get you home. Then I’ll come back and help Joe and Inga finish cleaning up.”

      “I’m not going home while everyone else cleans.” She hobbled toward the tables in the pavilion. “My foot feels fine.”

      “Which is why you’re limping.” After shaking my head, I resumed cleaning up.

      The pretending with Steph had me pretty wound up inside. But I wasn’t going to leave while her foot was hurt. So I’d wait a week or two, put in extra hours on the build to stay on schedule, then steal away for a weekend.

      While I was old by rodeo standards, there was no upper age limit, and senior rodeos were a thing. Thinking of people forty and up as senior gave me a chuckle. Typically, I could enter an event up to ten days before the rodeo opened. So I had to make a decision.

      But I didn’t want to hurt Steph or worry her.

      That part of things would take some figuring.
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      Two weeks later, while Steph was busy working in her office, I tossed my bag in the truck. She didn’t need to know what my plans were for the weekend. But I did want her knowing I intended to return. So I left a pair of jeans on the floor, tossed a T-shirt on the bed. Then I wrote out a note and left it on the counter.

      
        
        Making a quick trip out of town for the weekend. Should be back Monday or Tuesday. I’ll have my phone on, so if you need something, call me.

        

      

      I set the note on the counter beside a baggie full of my fluffernutter sandwiches, made with gingersnaps this time. Oh how I wished her appreciation for gingersnaps extended to me.

      If I’d had a dollar for every person who asked me why I’d never settled down, I’d have more than enough to buy myself a big fancy truck. Shrugging off the question was how I usually handled it because the truth made me sound like an outcast.

      Settling down meant finding someone you fit with, someone who laughed at your jokes or at least gave an eye roll when they weren’t funny. And truth was, I didn’t much fit with most people. Liam had always been the exception. We were like brothers. And when Steph came into the picture, that didn’t change. They both treated me like family.

      She’d always accepted me for who I was, and that was why I loved her. And why I needed to get away for a few days.

      With the fifty-cent piece in my pocket, I drove to Matthew’s place. He grinned as I stepped out of the truck.

      “Sneaking around and keeping secrets makes me feel young again.” He laughed. “Good for the old ticker, I think.”

      “I’m only keeping secrets because of what happened to Liam. Steph doesn’t need to spend her weekend worried about me.”

      “But you’re riding anyway?”

      “My ticker needs the thrill.” More like the distraction. I followed him into the house and gathered the rest of my gear.

      Over the last two weeks, I’d slipped Matthew items and had him stockpile my rodeo gear at his place.

      After loading up, I climbed back into the truck. “See ya when I get back.”

      Hands in his pockets, he nodded. “You’ll do great.”

      “I doubt it. I’m rusty, but it’ll still be fun.”
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      With the rope gripped in my right hand, I leaned back and sucked in a deep breath. My heart pounding in my chest, I gave the signal, a nod. If I could stay in the saddle for eight seconds, I’d call this a success.

      After a metal clank, the gate swung open, and that horse reacted. I fought to keep my spurs above the horse’s shoulders as he lunged out of the shoot. But once he tipped forward, front hooves back on the ground, I kicked back and matched his rhythm, moving my feet forward and backward as I shifted in the saddle.

      My left hand high in the air, the bronc jolted forward and backward, sometimes adding a twist. After bucking to the left, the horse twisted to the right, and my butt slid. Sheer focus and some dumb luck kept me in the saddle until the whistle blew.

      I tumbled off the horse, landing hard on the ground. After scrambling to my feet, I dusted off my chaps and waited for my score. Seventy-eight likely wouldn’t win me anything, but it was far from a poor showing.

      Coming off the adrenaline high, I sat on a bench and slipped my phone out of my bag. These were the moments I missed Liam the most. After most rides, he’d be back here waiting to congratulate me, talking about my form, what I did right, what I could improve.

      So I used my phone to dull the ache of his absence.

      Steph hadn’t called or messaged, not that I expected her to, but I was still disappointed whenever I picked up my phone. I’d been told more times than I could count that time healed all wounds. So in theory, I’d eventually get used to it and not be bothered.

      In theory.

      But I didn’t regret coming. Not in the least. And as long as Steph wasn’t checking rodeo sites, she wouldn’t worry about me, and I was in the clear. I could get my thrill, and she didn’t worry. Win. Win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Blake’s truck rumbled into the driveway late Sunday night, and I whispered a thank-you prayer. He never said where he was headed for the weekend, but since all his rodeo gear had slowly disappeared, I had a pretty good idea.

      But he didn’t owe me any explanations about how or where he spent his time.

      Only the light above the sink was on when the back door swung open. He stepped inside and froze. “Oh, hey. You’re up.”

      “I heard the truck and thought I’d say hello. Good weekend?”

      His head bobbed up and down. “Yep. Not bad. You?”

      “It was fine.” I crossed my arms. “Want anything? I can make you something.”

      “Grabbed something on the road. I’m good.” He dropped his bag on the floor. “Did you find my note?”

      “I did. Thanks for letting me know. I mean, you’re an adult. You don’t have to ask my permission to leave.” I wanted to tease him about running off to see a sweetheart but couldn’t make the words come out of my mouth. “Okay, well. I’m going to tuck into bed. I’m glad you’re back.” I walked toward my bedroom.

      “Steph.”

      I stopped but didn’t turn to face him. “What?”

      “I was going to make some of my special snacks.”

      “I bought another bag of gingersnaps. We were running low.”

      He strode up behind me, and excitement danced on my skin. That reaction was why I’d hardly touched him since the stomp weekend. My heart and head were in agreement about not ever getting back into the dating world, so I wasn’t sure what to blame for my physical attraction to Blake.

      Fighting it exhausted me, but giving into it would only lead to heartache and embarrassment.

      His breath tickled my neck when he whispered, “I’ll make you some.”

      “Okay.” I turned around and patted his chest, then instantly regretted it, remembering why it was better to keep my hands to myself.

      While he washed his hands, I found what we needed in the pantry.

      He set up the assembly line, then dipped a spoon into the marshmallow crème. “You don’t know how much restraint it takes not to eat this whole jar a spoonful at a time.” He dipped a second spoon and held it out to me.

      “One day after Liam died, I opened one of these jars to get one spoonful. When I’d licked the spoon clean, I dropped it into the sink. Ten minutes later, I grabbed another spoon. Eventually, I ran out of clean spoons and had to wash one to finish off the jar.”

      His laughter echoed through the house.

      When I spotted the small glob of white near his mouth, I joined in the laugh. “You have a spot there.”

      He stuck his tongue out and licked the opposite side. “Where? There?”

      Shaking my head, I only laughed harder as he slid his tongue in a circle over his lips. “Gone?”

      It was too far away from his tongue and probably imbedded in his stubble.

      Trying to catch my breath, I wiped my eyes. “I’ll get it.”

      I reached up and swiped at the spot with my thumb. As I pulled back to lick the piece as my reward for helping, he grabbed my hand and popped my thumb into his mouth. Slowly, he removed every last trace of marshmallow from my skin. All I could do was giggle, and I hadn’t done that since I was a teen.

      Humor twinkled in those blue eyes as he let go of my hand. “I wasn’t going to let you steal my marshmallow fluff.”

      “You always know how to make me laugh, but that was a little over the top.”

      “It was marshmallow fluff.”

      He slathered fluff on gingersnaps, and I did the same with the peanut butter. Then we assembled our treats.

      “When this build is done and you go back to living out of your truck, you’re going to have to keep a box with all these ingredients with you at all times.” I poured us each a small glass of milk.

      “Or maybe I’ll find a place near here to rent and just come get stuff out of your pantry.” The tease was gone from his voice.

      I spun around, splashing milk as I did. “Really? You’re thinking about staying?”

      He shrugged. “We have a ways to go, but maybe. I’ve been toying with the idea.”

      “I’d like that, Blake. A lot. And you’re welcome in my pantry any time, day or night.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows and smirked.

      My cheeks heated as I realized how my words sounded. “I meant the literal pantry. It wasn’t a euphemism.”

      Blake chuckled, then kissed my forehead. “I know, Steph.”

      I nudged my last cookie toward him. “You can have this. I’m headed to bed.” Then I rushed down the hall before I said anything else that sounded inappropriate.
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      For three months, Blake would leave town at least one weekend a month without saying where he was headed. And I’d spend the weekend pacing and refreshing websites to see how he’d placed. Mostly, to know that he’d survived his ride. And he’d done more than survive. He’d won himself a bit of money these last few months.

      But neither of us ever mentioned the rodeo.

      It bothered me that Blake kept it a secret, but I understood. He loved it and thought I hated it. And part of me did hate it for stealing my husband from me.

      When I heard the bell jingle, I stepped out of my office to greet Tandy. When she wasn’t working at Lilith’s venue, she helped out here at the gift shop, which seemed to be a perfect arrangement.

      “Morning.” Tandy danced her way to the counter.

      “Hello. Inga is on her way. She ran to the post office, and it took longer than expected.”

      “Always.” Tandy chuckled. “Have you made big plans for Thanksgiving?”

      “I’m not sure what we’re doing. I’m guessing my brother will cook the turkey. He enjoys it, and it tastes better than when I cook. But I’ll take a side or two so that he doesn’t have to do all the work.” I glanced at my phone, surprised that we were so far into November. “What about you?”

      “I usually order from someplace, and my nephew comes over. Since my sister and her husband passed, I’m all the family he has left.”

      Tandy rarely gave out personal information, so I felt a bit special.

      “Oh. Does he live nearby?”

      “On the ranch. He works for Beau.” She smiled. “People joke that I’ve asked all those guys to pose without a shirt, but that’s not true. I never asked Dallas. That would just be weird.”

      I nodded, not even sure what to say in response. “I’m thinking it will be busy again today. People shopping for the holiday season.”

      She rubbed her hands together. “Wonderful. Maybe you and Blake should think about a holiday photo shoot. Those grape-stomping photos seemed to draw a crowd.”

      “No.” I snapped my mouth closed, giving my brain time to formulate a coherent response. “I think pretending like that made things awkward for him. We aren’t going to do that again.”

      Tandy furrowed her brow and cocked her head. “What?”

      My words were clear. But I tried again. “When Blake and I pretended to be a couple, it was awkward. I don’t want him to feel uncomfortable.”

      She tapped away on her phone, then slid it across the counter toward me. “What do you see?”

      “A picture.” Blake and I were in the barrel together. His arm was around me, and my head was tilted back in laughter. I’d seen the photo before. Shoot. I could just about see it when I closed my eyes. “It’s from the shoot.”

      She used her fingers to enlarge the photo and centered on Blake’s face. “What do you see?”

      “Tandy, I’m not sure what you want me to say? It’s Blake.”

      “Oh, my dear, this is worse than I thought.” She pointed at him. “Tell me about Blake.”

      I glanced around, eager for any excuse not to have this conversation. When was Inga coming back? Scratch that. She’d only join in. Inga asked about Blake all the time.

      “Customers won’t come swarming in first thing. We have time.” She began straightening the counter and arranging what was needed for the day. “I want to hear about Blake.”

      “Tandy, I’m not sure how to break it to you, but I don’t think he’s interested in romancing you.”

      “Look who’s the funny one today. But I agree. He isn’t interested in romance with me.”

      I could be dense, but I didn’t miss the implication. “I’m not sure if he had his heart broken long before I met him or what. All I know is that he’s this amazing guy, a wonderful friend, and knows how to make me laugh better than anyone else alive. But for as long as I’ve known him, he’s never mentioned having a serious relationship. So either he’s kept them all a secret, like his rodeo weekends, or he avoids relationships.” Words tumbled out as I let my frustration get the best of me. “Is that what you wanted to know?”

      Giving me a warm smile, she looked at the screen. “Look at the picture, Steph. What do you see?”

      When my gaze dropped, I gasped. Before when I’d stared at these photos, I’d noticed all the things I was doing and remembered how I felt during the shoot. But now, I saw Blake, more accurately, I saw the way Blake was looking at me.

      I blinked. “But he’s Blake.”

      “Maybe you should talk to him.” She slipped her phone into her pocket. “I’ve met with a lot of couples, Steph. I’ve seen all the ways they look at each other. He wasn’t pretending.”

      Now I had a bigger problem than figuring out what side to take to Thanksgiving.

      “Let me know if you have any trouble today.” I bolted out of the gift shop and ran toward the house.

      Blake’s bag had been sitting just inside his bedroom door when we chatted this morning, so there would probably be note on the counter when I got home, telling me he was away for the weekend.

      I threw open the back door and stared at the note on the counter. How had I gone all these months and not seen it? As desperately as I wanted to talk to him, I wasn’t sure what good it would do. My feelings hadn’t changed. I loved having him here. I enjoyed chatting over dinner and taking turns making breakfast. He’d filled my craving for companionship.

      And he hadn’t asked for more.

      At least not in so many words. But that kiss should’ve clued me in.

      But dense me ran away in my bare feet. No wonder he hadn’t brought it up.

      I had the entire weekend to think about what needed to be said. Now that I realized there was a huge elephant in the room, I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t there. We needed to have a conversation.
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      Girls’ night was at my house again. It made the most sense with Blake out of town. And having company would give me a reason to stop pacing.

      Mindy called out, “Knock, knock” as she pushed open the back door. “I brought seven-layer dip. Joji’s bringing chips.”

      “Great. I’ll grab a wine. A Sauvignon Blanc will pair perfectly with the dip.” I slipped into my wine closet and chose a bottle. And while I had a moment of privacy, I checked the rodeo website one more time to see Blake’s ranking.

      He’d moved up. I whispered a prayer that he’d come home at the end of the weekend, then shoved the phone in my pocket.

      By the time I made it back to the kitchen, everyone else had arrived.

      Joji tore open the bag of chips. “Where’s Blake tonight?”

      “He’s away for the weekend.” I lifted the bottle opener out of the drawer and uncorked the wine.

      Tandy grabbed glasses out of the cabinet and passed them around. “Does he have a sweetheart somewhere?”

      Lilith, Joji, Mindy, and Ava whipped around and shot daggers at Tandy. They didn’t know about the conversation I’d had with her in the gift shop yesterday morning.

      But I knew what she was asking. “None that I know of, but we don’t really talk about that sort of thing. He has his secrets, one of which is where he went this weekend. I’m guessing the guys know and have just been quiet about it.”

      Mindy grabbed her phone. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Me too.” Joji walked out the front door.

      Lilith and Ava made similar comments before leaving the kitchen.

      Tandy laughed. “Blake wouldn’t risk sharing his secret with their husbands.”

      “He keeps his rodeo stuff somewhere, so there’s at least one other person in the loop. He’d never leave his saddles in a storage unit.”

      Tandy huffed. “Probably that poor excuse of a fiddle player.”

      That made sense. Matthew and Blake worked together, and there was no Mrs. Gallagher, at least not one married to Matthew, who might blow the secret.

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t really matter who he shared his secret with. It wasn’t me.”

      She sipped her wine. “Oh, this is good. I’m going to get some of that dip.” While fishing a serving spoon out of the drawer, she glanced over her shoulder. “And for the record, honesty is a two-way street. I said that more than once in therapy sessions over the years.”

      This was confirmation that Blake and I needed to talk about things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Rubbing my face, I shifted, then breathed a curse. My pain meds had definitely worn off, but I was ten minutes from the house. No point in stopping now.

      The house was dark when I parked. Not a surprise given that it was two in the morning. After quietly closing my door, I hopped around the truck, trying to keep pressure off my swollen ankle. I grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and hoisted it onto my shoulder before hobbling my way to the door. I’d spent the entire six-hour drive trying to figure out an explanation for my twisted ankle that didn’t involve telling Steph about the rodeo, but I still didn’t have any good ideas.

      If all had gone well, I wouldn’t be getting back this soon. But on my second ride, the stupid horse bucked me over his head, and I landed on my feet. Not recommended. I hadn’t even stayed in the saddle two seconds.

      Instead of finding a hotel room, which was my normal routine, I headed home before my ankle doubled in size.

      Because it was so late, I expected to slip inside and go straight to bed. But as soon as I stuck my key in the lock, a light came on. Jaw clenched, I walked in, hoping my grimace looked like a smile.

      “Steph, hey.”

      Her gaze dropped to my feet, and there was no chance she wouldn’t notice that one foot was missing a boot. Her lips pinched as she stared at my sock. After an awkward silence, she looked up. “Are you okay?”

      “I will be. Just turned an ankle.”

      She shook her head, then eased up beside me. “Put your arm around my shoulders, and I’ll help you to bed or to the couch if you want to talk.”

      While I’d never been married or even engaged, I knew enough to know that when a woman says if you want to talk, it meant she wanted to talk. “Couch works.”

      Had she guessed where I’d been spending my weekends away? Had Matthew let the truth slip?

      I leaned against her, thankful for the help. When I dropped onto the cushion, she sat down beside me, then shifted away an inch or two. This was shaping up to be great convo.

      Better to come clean rather than have her bring it up. “Steph, I didn’t tell you I was going to the rodeo because I didn’t want you worried about me.” With my ankle hurt, she was bound to ask what happened, and I wouldn’t lie to Steph, so I led with the truth.

      “I know.” She pulled her hair up into a ponytail, then immediately let down her hair.

      And I waited, wondering what had her so wound up. Was this about something other than my bronc riding?

      Staring at the ground, she sighed. “I was looking through the pictures. And . . .” She rubbed her temples. “I’m about to say something that will either embarrass me or open up a can of worms. I’d hate for this to implode our friendship, but I think we need to talk about something.”

      “Nothing you can say will make me not want to be your friend. You can say anything.” I bumped my hand against her thigh. “What about the pictures?”

      She met my gaze. “I’m not going to ask any questions. I’ll just say what I need to say, okay?”

      “That last part sounded a bit like a question.” Her serious tone was stressing me out, and I desperately wanted to lighten the mood.

      “I’m not sure why you came back. I’m really glad you did, but I’m not going to ask your reasons. However, I need you to know that dating and romance are off the table for me. Not because you were friends with Liam. But I just can’t.”

      For all the hours I spent convincing myself that friendship with Steph was enough, hearing her insist that nothing more was possible tied my insides in knots and caused physical pain. But I swallowed the ache and nodded. “That’s fine.”

      And now I was lying to Steph.

      She wrapped me in a hug. “I’m so happy to hear you say that.”

      Holding her close, I made a memory, the feel of her, the scent of her hair. It would likely be a long while before I’d get this chance again.

      Maybe at some point, when it wasn’t the middle of the night and my ankle wasn’t throbbing, I’d tell her the truth and admit that I loved her. It wasn’t why I’d come back, but it was definitely why I planned to stay.

      I kissed the side of her head. “We should get some sleep.”

      “Let me help you to bed. And if you need anything—no matter what time—call me. I’ll keep my ringer on.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I needed time to step up with the healing already. On my ankle and my heart.
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      The sun was high in the sky when I opened my eyes on Sunday morning. I hobbled my way to the bathroom, then dropped back into bed. Pain won out over my hunger, but lying here wasn’t going to get me coffee and pain pills.

      Flopped back on my pillows, I closed my eyes. I’d rehearsed so many speeches declaring my feelings, but when I had the chance, all I said was “That’s fine.” That was an opportunity wasted.

      A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Steph carried in a tray. “I brought coffee, food, and something for the pain. I figured what you took before going to sleep has long worn off.”

      “You’re the greatest. Let me start with the pills.” I shifted toward the center of the bed, making room for her to sit. After swallowing them down with coffee, I moved the tray to my lap. “This is sweet of you.”

      “Are you going to tell me the next time you rodeo?” She didn’t have a great concept of waking up slowly.

      “Nope.”

      “You can. I’m not going to throw a fit.”

      I shifted the tray to the side and took her hands in mine. “Would it be easier for you if I lived somewhere else? Because if I’m not here, you won’t know when I’m gone for the weekend. You won’t—”

      “Notice that you’ve moved your gear out of the house.”

      “Right. All of those things.” I gulped down more coffee. “Matthew’s place is maybe twenty minutes from here. He probably wouldn’t mind if I stayed with him until I found my own place.”

      “I don’t want you to move out. I like having you here, but if—this makes me sound so full of myself—but if it’s hard to be here after what I said last night, I understand.”

      “I’ve survived so far.”

      She patted my hand. “Then you’ll stay?”

      “Sure.” I picked up the plate. “And you don’t have to worry about me. Liam rode bulls for fun. I steer clear.”

      “And bronc riding is so much safer.”

      “Statistically, saddle bronc riding isn’t as dangerous as bull riding.” I poked at the food. “Have you eaten?”

      “My plate is on the counter.”

      I shifted to the center of the bed. “Grab it, and we can watch silly cat videos while we eat.”

      “Silly cat videos? I think the meds have you loopy.”

      “Research. If you’re going to be a cat lady, you need to know this stuff.”

      She laughed as she walked out the door. “I’ll be right back.”

      I wasn’t going anywhere. At least until my ankle healed. Then I’d be getting back in the saddle. Bronc riding was the only rush big enough to drown out the ache.
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      When I limped onto the worksite Monday morning, Matthew shook his head. “I figured you’d get injured at some point.”

      “You should probably keep your voice down. You’ll be on her bad side if she finds out you were the one keeping my secret.”

      “Is she mad?”

      I shrugged. “She didn’t say much about it.”

      “Then the ankle must be really messed up because—no offense—but you look like someone roughed you up and dragged you behind a horse.”

      After a quick scan to ensure no one else was within earshot, I explained. “She sat me down and wanted me to know that she was—”

      “Let me guess, done with romance?” Beau laughed as he walked around the corner. “I’ve heard that before. Thought that before too.”

      Opening my mouth was a bad idea. “Please don’t repeat that to Lilith.”

      Matthew’s laugh wasn’t helping.

      I dragged my fingers through my hair. “Will you back me up on this? I don’t need this conversation getting back to Steph.” I slapped my hands together, ready to beg. “Please.”

      “I don’t keep things from Lilith, but I would trust that woman with anything. Except maybe an exotic cat that you want to breed, but that’s not really relevant right now.”

      “What?” I shifted my weight, wishing I’d kept my big mouth shut.

      “Forget about it. Lilith wanted me to chat with y’all about Thanksgiving.” He grinned. “I’m frying turkeys again this year. Guaranteed to be good. Anyway, all y’all are invited. I need to find Jeffrey too.”

      “I have plans with the family. My daughter-in-law is hosting, but I appreciate the invite.” Matthew scratched his head. “But you might consider inviting Tandy Cavanaugh. She doesn’t have much in the way of family. And I’m not sure Dallas can cook worth a darn.”

      Beau tapped on his phone. “I think she’s on the list, but I’m sending a note to Lilith as we speak. Blake, you’re coming, aren’t you?”

      “If I’m in town.”

      “Great. We’ll see you then.” He hesitated before walking away. “What did you do to your ankle?”

      “Rodeo accident.”

      “That’s why Lilith called during poker night and gave me the third degree. And I wasn’t the only one. All the wives called. Lilith didn’t name names. Just asked if I was covering for someone who was sneaking around. I thought someone was cheating.” He turned and waved over his shoulder. “Hope it heals quickly.”

      Matthew crossed his arms and waited to speak until we were alone. “Was there something you wanted to tell me?”

      “Not really. I’m dealing with it.”

      “Have you signed up for another rodeo?”

      “Second week of December. My ankle should be fine by then, I think.”

      “Good. If you change your mind about talking, come find me.”

      “Will do.” I set to work, hoping building stuff would take my mind off everything else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Tandy worked the register, helping customers as I restocked and dusted. Inga and Joe had already left town because we’d be closed through the weekend. But our holiday sale started on Monday, and I wanted the shop to be ready.

      The bell jingled as customers left, and Tandy walked to the back of the store. “It’s been two weeks.” She held up two fingers as if I needed the visual. “Two weeks, and you haven’t updated me since your realization.”

      “There isn’t much to update. I told him I wasn’t open to romance, and he said that was fine.” I’d mentally berated myself for not making it more of a conversation, but admittedly, I’d chosen an awful time to bring it up.

      “Does he act fine?” Tandy was veering into questions I didn’t want to think about, let alone answer.

      “Mostly.”

      Helping him while he recovered from the sprain had put us physically closer than we’d been in weeks. Now that he was mostly healed—he only slightly favored his ankle at the end of a long day—he kept his distance. He was still his typical funny self, but something had changed since we’d talked. I tried not to focus on that.

      Blake had to know that I wasn’t rejecting him, just the idea of anyone.

      I massaged my temples and my previously dull headache stomped on my brain. “If you need to go, I’ll close up.”

      “Are you headed to the ranch tomorrow for Thanksgiving?” She rubbed her hands together. “It’s going to be good.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. I need to run to the store. I promised to bring potatoes and a cranberry relish, the easy stuff. And wine, of course.”

      She grabbed her purse from behind the counter. “Yum. I’m making brownies. Not traditional, but chocolate. See you tomorrow.”

      I locked the door behind her and turned off the lights in the store. Rolling my neck from side to side, achier than normal at the end of the day, I slipped out the back and locked up.

      The grocery store would be a madhouse, but it was my fault for waiting until the last minute.

      At the house, I printed a copy of the relish recipe I’d gotten from my brother and scribbled out a shopping list of things I needed to make my dishes. Potatoes, butter, heavy cream, green apples, oranges, cranberries, and pecans. After checking the pantry to be sure I had enough sugar, I folded up my list and headed out the door.

      Since Stadtburg didn’t have a grocery store—we weren’t quite big enough for that sort of luxury—I drove to the next town. The first challenge was finding a place to park.

      Thankfully, someone’s reverse lights came on, and I stopped and waited. I waved as they pulled away and turned into the spot. Good thing it was close to the door because moving took effort, which wasn’t typical for a Wednesday afternoon.

      I snagged a small cart and leaned on it as I worked my way through the store. There wasn’t a single empty aisle in the place. When I passed the cookie section, I wove my way down to the gingersnaps. We were also low on marshmallow fluff. I grabbed two jars.

      After checking my list to be sure I had everything, I rolled up to the register.

      “Howdy, hun. Find everything?” The clerk was still smiling despite the crowds.

      “Hope so because I’m not coming back.” Completely zapped of energy, I rubbed my face, hoping I could make it home without falling asleep.

      “My mama makes a dish with this marshmallow crème. She doesn’t use fresh cranberries though. She gets that stuff in the cans. You know what I’m talking about?”

      I nodded, ready to be out of the store.

      “She mixes the marshmallow stuff and the canned cranberry, adds a little whipped cream. Good stuff.”

      “Sounds like it.” I paid for the groceries, then gathered my bags. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      Shivering, I rushed to get in the driver’s seat, then turned on the heat. I should’ve paid more attention to the weather. It had been cool, but pleasant. When did a front blow through and drop the temps?

      Blake’s truck wasn’t there when I got home, so I carried in my groceries, put the perishables away, and dropped onto the sofa. The sides wouldn’t take me long to make. I had time for a quick nap before getting started.
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      When something brushed my face, I scrunched my nose before reaching up.

      “It’s me, Steph.” He trailed his finger down my cheek. “You feel warm.”

      “My head hurts. My body hurts. And I’m cold.” I pushed up into a sitting position. “But I need to make the potatoes and cranberry relish. They need the sides for tomorrow.”

      “I’ll handle the sides.” He helped me to my feet. “Why don’t you get into some pajamas? Want to come back to the couch or crawl in bed?”

      “The couch.” I trudged down the hall behind him, then pointed at my dresser. “My pajamas are in there.”

      He shot me a look before opening the drawer. “How many sets of pajamas does one woman need?”

      Huffing out a laugh, which was all I had the energy for, I stepped up behind him and rested my head against his back. “Liam hated flannel pajamas because of all the buttons.”

      “Info I never needed to know.” He chuckled. “How about these with the little wine bottles on them? Not flannel.”

      “And no buttons at all. My favorite. They’re warm.”

      “You really don’t feel well.” He guided me to the bed and set the pajamas beside me. “I’ll be in the hall. Call me when you’re done changing clothes.”

      I managed to get my pajama shirt on without any trouble, but getting my jeans off proved harder. They were bunched around my ankles and would not come off. I stood and kicked my feet, trying to shake the pants loose. Instead, I fell over.

      Blake hollered through the door, “What happened, Steph?”

      “Hang on.” I tugged the comforter off the bed and covered up. “I’m decent. Will you help me?”

      He threw open the door and stopped. “You aren’t changed.”

      “Help me get these jeans off.”

      After sucking in a deep breath, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Sure. It helps if you take your tennis shoes off before trying to remove your pants.”

      A minute later, my problem was solved.

      “I’m going back out to the hall.” He glanced around. “Where are the pajama pants?”

      “You put them on the bed.”

      “And you pulled the covers off the bed.” He rubbed his face. “Do you need me to find them?”

      “Go in the hall.” I dug around until I found the pants, then pulled them on. When I stood, the room started to spin, and nausea gripped me. I was definitely sick. And I hated it.

      I dropped back to the floor and leaned against the bed. “You can come in.”

      He knelt beside me and touched the back of his hand to my cheek. “I think you have a pretty good fever happening. Let me help you into bed.”

      “I don’t want to throw up on you.”

      “Yeah. I feel the same way.” He slid his arms underneath me. “Grab my neck.”

      I let him pick me up and tuck me in. It was nice having someone look after me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Sipping coffee, I waited for the potatoes to boil and read the recipe for the cranberry relish. The internet had thousands of recipes for mashed potatoes, but most of them were pretty much the same. The relish, however, wasn’t something I’d ever heard of before.

      Finely chopped was outside my capabilities, so I opened cabinets and poked around until I found a food processor. Considering that it was buried in the back of a cabinet, I didn’t think Steph used it much.

      I reached for an apple, but since they brown quickly, I opted to start with the cranberries. After picking out the squishy ones, I pulverized them with the machine. Then I repeated the process with the orange and the apples.

      Once all the finely chopped fruits were layered in the bowl, I added pecans and sugar before stirring it all together. Mixing the stuff was oddly satisfying, seeing the colors blend, watching the sugar disappear.

      I downed a second cup of coffee, then mashed the potatoes.

      Neither dish was difficult to make, and for that I was thankful. Now Steph wouldn’t feel guilty for robbing people of mashed potatoes on Thanksgiving.

      Then I shot off a text to Jeffrey.

      Me: Steph is sick. I doubt we’ll make it tomorrow. But I made the sides she was supposed to take. Mind picking them up tomorrow morning?

      Jeffrey: We can do that. Need anything?

      Me: I was going to run and get sports drinks and Jell-O, but I hate to leave her.

      Jeffrey: Mindy or I will stop by in about an hour.

      Me: Thanks

      Jeffrey hadn’t asked about my relationship with his sister, which I appreciated. She’d been clear and honest, and I fully respected her choice, but it was hard when her actions didn’t match her words like when she rested her head on my back.

      I loved when she did that and hated it all at the same time.

      After setting aside a little of each dish, I packaged them in disposable containers so that they were ready for Mindy or Jeffrey to pick up. No sense in them having to come over here twice.

      It was close to time for more medicine for Steph, but she was sleeping soundly, and I didn’t want to wake her. While I waited, I tipped my head back onto the sofa cushions and closed my eyes. I’d probably be up a few times during the night, and a short nap would do me some good.

      When a knock sounded, I jumped up and hurried to the door. Jeffrey carried grocery bags inside and set them on the counter.

      “Gatorade, those individual Jell-O cups, and a few other things. I also brought you a plate. Figured you might not have eaten.” He glanced down the hall. “How’s she doing?”

      He was right. I’d been so focused on making sure Steph got what she needed and then getting the sides prepped, that I hadn’t taken the time to eat.

      “Sleeping right now. I think maybe it’s the flu. She was curled up in a ball on the couch when I came home, burning up. And I’ve heard her coughing a bit. Mentioned something about her stomach being upset. But I’m keeping an eye on her.” I slid the plate into the fridge. “Thanks for bringing food.”

      “Why is the flu so much worse for us old people?” Jeffrey patted my shoulder. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “Listen, if you want to join everyone for Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow, I’ll come stay with Stephanie. Being a houseguest doesn’t obligate you.”

      “I’ll stay here. And obligation has nothing to do with it.”

      “I thought as much.” He rubbed his hand on the counter. “If you decide to put up Christmas lights, I can get my hands on a ladder.”

      “Christmas lights? How did we get on that topic?”

      “She hasn’t decorated at all for Christmas since Liam died. Used to be, she’d drag out stuff the day after Thanksgiving. But with you back, she’s been happier, like the Stephanie I remember. So I thought maybe she’d decorate this year. And if you do, I’ll get that ladder.”

      “Jeffrey, you’ve been at the build site. I have a ladder.”

      “But it isn’t the ladder. Beau, Clint, Mad Dog, and I have all used it one way or the other to spark or save our relationships. And it’s a nice ladder. Anyway, it’s just a thought.”

      His words sunk in. “I’ll let you know.” I wasn’t sure how a ladder would make Steph change her mind, but if any bright ideas sparked, I’d give Jeffrey a call.

      “Great, but I’ll need a little bit of notice because I’ll have to get Mad Dog to convince Ava to tell us where it is. She hides the ladder. It’s kind of a long story.”

      Although I was tempted to ask if Jeffrey had been drinking, I just nodded. “Okay. Thanks for bringing this stuff. Let me give you the sides and the wine. She mumbled a few names, and I did my best to find those.”

      “Thanks.” He carried them out, and I went back to check on Steph. Tangled in the covers, she was still asleep. I set a bottle of Gatorade on the side table, then ran back to my room to take a quick shower.

      The heat felt good, but I wouldn’t succumb to the lure and stay in here until the hot water ran out. I sudsed up, rinsed off, and hopped out. Then I pulled on sweat pants. After checking on Steph again, I warmed the food.

      Now, I was hungry.

      Jeffrey truly was an amazing cook, and I devoured the food in short order. After cleaning up, I carried the trash to the outside bin. As I walked inside a crash and a thud sounded from Steph’s room. Heart thumping, I bolted down the hall.

      “What happened?” I skidded into the room.

      Steph lay crumpled in a heap on the floor.

      Dropping to my knees, I said, “Open your eyes for me. I need to know you’re okay.”

      She had a pulse, but she was burning up. After checking for injuries and finding no lumps or blood, I scooped her up and carried her back to the bed.

      Her eyes fluttered open. “I went to the bathroom, but after that, I’m not sure what happened.”

      “I think you passed out. Here, drink this.” I held the Gatorade to her lips.

      She took several sips. “Not too much. I don’t think I can keep it down. That’s why I was in the bathroom.”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear you up and about.” I handed her two pills. “But I need you to take these. That fever needs to come down.”

      She nodded and swallowed down the meds. “You should stay away. I don’t want you to get sick.”

      “I’m not going to stay away.” I went into the bathroom and wet a washcloth with cool water.

      Her eyes were closed, but she was mumbling.

      I didn’t want to leave her alone, so I climbed into bed beside her and dabbed the cool rag on her forehead and cheeks.

      She snuggled against me, and I regretted not throwing a shirt on after my shower. Then she shifted and toyed with my chest hair. “I like this.” Hand splayed on my chest, she ran it over my pecs. “And your muscles.”

      This was going to be a long night. I tossed the rag aside and laced my fingers with hers, the easiest solution to making her stop torturing me. “Just sleep, Steph. You’re having fever dreams.”

      “I like when you don’t shave for several days. The stubble is softer. And it looks hot.”

      “Okay.” If I didn’t spark any new conversations, she’d hopefully fall into a deep sleep. That was what her body needed.

      What I needed was a bucking bronco and an eight-second rush of endorphins. But that wasn’t an option right now.
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      When Steph shifted, I opened my eyes and extricated my hand from hers in order to check the time. It had been four hours since her last dose of meds, but she wasn’t warm. In fact, there was sweat beading on her hairline. Her fever had broken.

      I brushed hair away from her face, wishing it didn’t take her being sick to snuggle against me. But the way she behaved when her filters weren’t fully functional gave a tiny glimmer of hope that maybe one day she’d change her mind about the no romance.

      “Blake.”

      “I’m here. I think your fever is down. How are you feeling?”

      “Exhausted.”

      I reached over her and grabbed the bottle of the nightstand. “Why don’t you have a little more to drink?”

      She shifted to a sitting position and gulped down half the bottle before settling back under the covers. “Are we okay?”

      “Of course. Nothing weird happened last night. You were sick. I just stayed here to keep an eye on you. That fall scared me.”

      “I meant about the talk we had. It changed things. You were different before.”

      “Yeah. It’s called flirting. That’s why I was different before, but after what you said, I stopped.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m going to get out of this bed so you can rest.”

      She grabbed my arm. “Please, will you stay?”

      “Sure thing.” I slid back under the covers and held out my arm.

      Snuggled in close, she rested her head on my chest.

      It was far from a traditional Thanksgiving, but I was grateful for these moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Thanksgiving and the day after passed in a blur. My fever was up and down until it broke yesterday afternoon and hadn’t returned. Blake waited on me hand and foot. And recollections of sleeping on his chest haunted me.

      I also remember making a few comments about his stubble and physique. I desperately hoped some of what I thought happened was actually just a dream. While I still felt a little bedraggled, I was one hundred percent better than before.

      After washing my face and brushing my teeth, I wandered out to the living room. Boxes of Christmas decorations were stacked by the fireplace.

      “Blake?”

      He wasn’t in the kitchen. I poked my head into his room, but there was no sign of him there. Was his truck here?

      I stepped out onto the front porch.

      Propped against the house was a ladder. It was one I didn’t recognize. It definitely wasn’t mine. Halfway up, on the middle rung, was a pair of work boots.

      I leaned out over the rail and looked up. “What are you doing up there?”

      “Hey. You’re awake.” Blake climbed down. “Perfect timing. I just clipped the end of that strand into place, and I need to grab more Christmas lights.”

      “You hung Christmas lights?” I’d bought several boxes, finally feeling ready to have the house look happy during the holiday season.

      He crossed his arms and rested them on the porch rail. “They were sitting on top of the boxes of Christmas decorations, so I took a risk. This okay?”

      “Thank you. I haven’t decorated in years, but I wanted to. Normally, I did it the day after Thanksgiving.”

      “But you stayed in bed all day.” He winked. “You look better. How do you feel?”

      “More like myself. When you come in, we’ll talk more. I’m going to shower.”

      “I’ll finish up with this. Then we’ll go get a tree and decorate inside.” He reached down and picked up another strand of lights. “There’s food in the fridge if you’re hungry. And Jell-O.”

      “Thanks.” I walked into the kitchen and tore through two cups of Jell-O before going back to take a shower.

      For the first time since losing Liam, I was excited about decorating for Christmas. And a huge part of that was because I wasn’t doing it alone.

      As hot water cascaded over me, I stood still and toyed with that thought like it was a smooth stone. I didn’t want Blake to feel used. I loved the friendship, the companionship, but the wound of losing someone prevented me from offering more of my heart.

      It would be helpful if I could remember what embarrassing things I’d said to the man.
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      We walked down another row of trees, and Blake stood one up. “How’s this one? We could go a bit taller if you want.”

      “I love the shape of that one, but a tall tree in the far corner of the living room would look really pretty.”

      “I agree.” He put the tree back and moved farther down the row.

      In his red plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, he looked like he’d just stepped off the set of a Hallmark movie. The small-town cowboy hero. Too bad I wasn’t a big-city girl in need of a lesson on love. Because I knew firsthand what a great kisser he was. And he couldn’t put on enough layers to make me forget the feel of his chest under my fingers.

      All this Christmas magic was making me weird.

      “Penny for your thoughts.” Blake bumped my shoulder.

      “Not a chance.” I pushed past him, needing to put a bit of space between us.

      He ran to catch up with me. “Were you thinking about me? I’ll take hints if you don’t want to say exactly what you were thinking.”

      “Let’s focus on finding a tree.”

      “Will do.” Whistling a Christmas tune, he walked over to the next row.

      When I caught up with him, he grinned and stood up the perfect tree. There were no bare spots or gnarly branches. The height, the shape, and the color were all perfect.

      “We found our tree.”

      “I agree. I’ll hang onto it while you grab the sales guy. I don’t want someone to steal it from under our noses.”

      We paid for the tree, then hoisted it into the bed of Blake’s truck.

      Christmas tunes played on the radio, and we sang along—loudly—on the drive back to the house.

      Blake carried the tree inside, and I pulled my favorite tree stand out of the box.

      “This is the best thing ever. Watch this.” I attached the small green cup to the base of the trunk, then put the base where I wanted the tree to be. “Okay, Now set that small cup in the base. Just push on this lever with your foot when you want to move it around.”

      Disbelief wrinkling his brow, he set it in the base, then pushed the lever.

      “A little to the left. And about an inch toward the back wall.”

      After shifting the tree, he released the lever, then stepped back. “It’s straight. That was easy.”

      “Amazing, isn’t it? I love that thing.” I lifted the lid off a bin of lights. “I have lots and lots of lights. So what do you think? White twinkle lights or multicolored?”

      “Multicolored lights that twinkle.” He plugged in a strand and sighed. “And it even works.”

      “Kind of shocking, considering how long they’ve been sitting unused.”

      I made us hot chocolate while he wrapped lights on the tree. Then with Christmas music playing softly, I sat and stared as the different colored lights flashed on and off.

      “It’s beautiful. I think I want to just keep it like this tonight and finishing decorating tomorrow.” Going through the ornaments would be a walk down memory lane, and I needed a full night’s sleep before tackling that.

      He dropped down beside me. “It’s a nice tree.”

      “Thank you for today, Blake. And for taking care of me.” I cradled my mug, appreciating the warmth and drawing courage from the chocolate. “I meant what I said the other day, but I’m not sure what I said last night or whenever that was. The last couple of days are a blur. But I never really gave you a chance to say anything. If I made it awkward, I’m sorry. If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.” I sighed. “And I’m rambling again.”

      “I would like to talk about it. A little.” He stared into his mug. “I didn’t come back with an end goal. I missed you, plain and simple. Liam was my best friend, but you easily became my other best friend. And I’m not going to walk away from that just because he’s gone. Unless you aren’t comfortable with being my friend, but I feel like that goes without saying.”

      “I missed you, too, Blake.”

      “I’m glad, but I have more to say. And if you hate me at the end of it, I’ll crash at Matthew’s. Hopefully.” He flashed a wary smile. “The night we all met, you walked into that country bar wearing that reddish shirt. Your hair was down that night, and Liam and I nudged each other at the same time. We both noticed you.”

      Stunned, I managed to keep my mouth shut, giving Blake a chance to say what he wanted to say.

      “We both wanted to talk to you, but like good friends, we found a way to avoid creating bad situations, and we did what we’d usually do in that situation. We flipped a coin.”

      “What?” I replayed the events of that night, trying to remember the moments before Liam came up to talk to me.

      “He’d gotten a fifty-cent piece earlier in the day, as change for something. So he pulled it out of his pocket, and we did the flip. He won. And the rest is history.”

      Liam’s lucky coin. The coin was lucky because of me? The shock of that revelation felt like information overload. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m not here because of any obligation or promise to Liam. The first time I saw you, I was interested.”

      Flustered, I stood and paced. “It would never have worked.”

      “Of course not, because you were in love with my best friend. You were my friend—only a friend—and I was happy. I didn’t resent Liam for being blissfully married. I didn’t harbor secret hopes that you’d wake up one day and want me. It wasn’t like that.” He stayed glued to his spot on the couch. “All my attraction stayed bottled up, but after he died, I didn’t trust myself because I was shattered. So I left after telling you the news. But then Matthew called me, and I finally felt like I wasn’t constantly hounded by a fog of grief, so I came back. Not because I was angling to start a romantic relationship with you. In fact, I planned to avoid giving you any hint that I find you stunningly beautiful, more intelligent than any woman I’ve ever met, and kind on the same level as Mister Rogers.”

      Emotions boiled inside me and escaped as a single hot tear. “I’m not sure I can ever love anyone else, Blake. Losing Liam broke something in me, I think. I’m not sure how to move past that.”

      “And like I said the other night, that’s fine. That day when we were both exhausted and you stood behind me with your head on my back, I thought maybe you felt something for me, something romantic. So I flirted more. But after you told me how you felt, I dialed that back, kept it friendly.”

      This would be easier if he’d just yell and tell me how unfair I was being.

      “I don’t want you to think I’m just saying no to you. This isn’t because of your relationship with Liam. I just can’t. But I feel guilty.”

      He stood and opened his arms. “Guilt is unnecessary and unhealthy.”

      “Even if you’re just saying that to be nice, thank you.” I buried my head against his chest, and he wrapped those strong arms around me.

      A chuckle rumbled in his chest. “You know me better than that. I’m a wandering, middle-aged cowboy who doesn’t always know when to shut up.”

      “We’re just two odd socks, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, but not plain white tube socks or anything. We’re way more colorful than that.” He rubbed my back. “And I’ve decided to stay here in town once the project is done. This feels like home. My wandering days are done.”

      “I’m glad.” I covered a yawn, emotionally wiped out from our conversation. But I couldn’t walk away without asking one more question. “Did I see you with his lucky coin? I’m not asking for it back or anything like that. I love that you have it. I’m just curious.”

      Blake stepped away and dragged his fingers through his hair. “I found a note addressed to me in his saddle bag. The coin was taped to it.” He dragged his hands down his face. “I only kept that information from you because I thought it might be upsetting. His note mentioned that he’d been uneasy about the upcoming rodeo, which is why he left me the note.”

      “He upped his life insurance, Blake. A few weeks before. That’s part of why I was able to keep this place, make it what it is. He’d always promised that if he had a bad feeling, he wouldn’t ride.”

      “Everyone thought he’d win that one. And we all have days where doubts whisper in our ear.”

      I walked back up to Blake, holding his gaze. “You said the coin was taped to a note?”

      “Yeah.”

      “His lucky coin.” I cried onto Blake’s plaid shirt, realizing that Liam didn’t have it with him on his last ride. Deep inside, I knew it wouldn’t have changed anything. But it still left me gutted.

      Blake stroked my hair. “I’m sorry, Steph. Truly.”

      “I miss him, but it’s different now. I can think of him and still feel happiness. Thoughts of him don’t pull me into a depressive fog like before.” I hugged Blake. “And I think Liam would be happy to see us remembering him and decorating together. It makes me happy.”

      His eyes reflecting the twinkling lights, Blake brushed another tear off my cheek. “That was always what he wanted most, to see you happy.”

      I knew in my heart Blake wanted the same thing, but he chose not to add to my guilt by saying it out loud.
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      Jeffrey strode over, grinning as he surveyed the progress. “It’s coming along.”

      “We’re getting close to having the outside done. Then we’ll be doing finish work on the interior.” I stepped away from the sawhorses. “This’ll be really nice and give you lots more dining space.”

      He nodded. “We’ve limited hours during the construction phase to dinner only and have been booked solid. I can’t wait until the grand reopening.”

      “It’ll be great.”

      “I saw the lights up at Stephanie’s. How did that ladder work out?”

      I hated to squash his obvious excitement and give the ladder a bad rap. “Got the lights up just fine.”

      “I thought for sure that would make her realize, open her eyes.” He scratched his head. “I’ve never lost a spouse, so I can’t pretend to understand how she feels. But gosh, it just seems so obvious.”

      I stared, wondering if I’d heard right. “Obvious?”

      “I’ve known my sister a long time, since she was born. We drifted apart and didn’t talk much as adults, which was horrible and wrong because we live so close. But after Liam died, we spent a lot more time together. I’ve tried to look out for her.” He stared at the restaurant and was quiet a few moments before continuing. “When she met Mindy and that friendship blossomed, I noticed glimpses of the old Stephanie. She was more herself. But then you showed up. I haven’t seen her like this in years. She lights up when you’re around.”

      “I’m glad having me here makes her happy.”

      He crossed his arms and faced me. “And it’s clear you care deeply for my sister.”

      “I want her to be happy.” I met his gaze, risking a bit of honesty. “Even if it isn’t with me.”

      “But see, that’s the problem. I’m not saying she won’t be happy after you leave. I’m just saying that you make her happy.” He slapped my shoulder. “So I have mixed feelings about the end of the project.”

      “I’ve decided to stay around here. I’ll need to find a place to live. Eventually, Steph would get tired of having a houseguest. And I need to figure out a way to pay the bills, but I chatted with Matthew, and he thinks with the growth happening in the area, I could start my own business, remodeling and repairs. So I’m looking into that.”

      “That’s great to hear. Now we just need to think of more reasons to get you on that ladder. Keep it for a while. We’ll just see what happens.”

      “While I appreciate the thought, I’m not sure the ladder is going to change anything.”

      He shrugged. “Hopefully something does because this is hard to watch. You know the whole leading a horse to water thing. This is what that feels like. But we don’t have to tell my sister that she was a horse in my analogy.”

      I laughed, picturing her reaction. “Probably safer if she doesn’t find out.”

      He glanced at his phone. “I need to get to work, and you need to do the same, so I’ll get out of your hair.”

      “Good talking to you.” I pulled on my safety glasses and turned on the saw.

      With the whine of the motor drowning out most other sounds, I cut lumber, thinking about the conversation. While I wasn’t staying with the expectation that Steph would change her mind, part of me hoped she one day might. And what her brother said added to that hope.

      I’d have to give that more thought this weekend at the rodeo. Sometimes having distance as a buffer between me and Steph made clear thinking easier. And if I won, the prize money would go a long way to help me establish a business.
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      Thursday afternoon, I packed my bag, hoping I could get away from the house before Steph came by. When I reached into my jean pocket for the truck keys, the half dollar brushed my finger, and I pulled it out.

      Just like the ladder brough luck to other people, this was Liam’s lucky coin. I set it on the nightstand because one, it didn’t work last time and two, taking it with me risked losing it and I’d never forgive myself if I did. The memory of Liam flipping that coin or the way he twirled it around his fingers meant more to me than any conjured idea of luck.

      Then I carried my bag to the kitchen and scrawled out a note.

      
        
        Gone for the weekend. Don’t forget to turn off the tree lights at night. I have the outside lights on a timer. And when I get back, there’s some stuff I’d like to talk about.

        

      

      After running this winery, Steph would be the perfect person to ask for advice about starting my own business. Her smarts and business savvy would be a huge help to my carpentry skills.

      I signed my initial, then added a postscript.

      
        
        P.S. I’m riding with someone else, so my truck is here. Keys are on my nightstand if you need them.

        

      

      I folded the piece of paper and set it on the counter.

      Hopefully that engine rumble was Matthew and not Steph because every minute she didn’t know about the rodeo was a minute she didn’t worry.

      I slung my bag into the back of Matthew’s truck, then climbed into the passenger seat. “Thanks for the ride. And for coming this weekend.”

      “Your last rodeo. So this is my last chance.” He shifted into gear. “I just finished up with a meeting, so we’ll swing by my place on the way out of town to get your gear and my bag.”

      “That’s fine. First ride isn’t for a while, so we should have plenty of time.” I tilted my head back, wondering when she’d discover I was gone.

      “You tell her?”

      “Nope. But she knows. Or will know. I’d already entered this one, and I could really use the money. But she’s why this is my last one. The thought of her worrying about me makes me ill. I can’t do that to her over and over.”

      “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.” Matthew turned up the radio, and neither of us spoke until we arrived at his place. “Your stuff is in its usual place. I packed this morning, so I’ll only be a moment.”

      I loaded my gear, checking my phone and hoping Steph would call or text. She had no reason to contact me. Besides, hearing from her would only further that hope.

      Maybe that wasn’t a good thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Matthew whooped and hollered from the stands as I dusted off my jeans and walked to the gate. I’d just had the best ride of my career, and I was now sitting in the number-one spot. I might compete with the old guys on the senior circuit, but it was still something to be proud of, and I was.

      The last time I’d worked with Matthew, he’d had a bigger crew on a bigger project. Our relationship back then hadn’t strayed into personal territory much, but this time was different. He wasn’t old enough to be my father, but easily an uncle. One of the fun ones.

      I appreciated his support.

      Making friends was much easier when I wasn’t always moving from place to place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      Tension in my shoulders eased when I spotted Blake’s truck in the driveway. He’d been a little quieter the last two days, and I expected that he was headed out for the weekend. Again.

      While it bothered me that he was still bronc riding, I had no right to ask him to stop. I wouldn’t.

      I threw open the back door, hoping he’d want to go out, grab some dinner, and look at Christmas lights. But the note on the counter stopped me in my tracks.

      Before picking it up, I called out, hoping I’d caught him before he left. “Blake, I’m home.”

      My words dissolved into silence.

      Holding my breath, I flipped open the note. He was gone for the weekend. I had read his cues correctly. Standing at the counter, I searched up rodeos to find out where he might be. Worst case, I’d call Matthew and ask a few questions and pry info out of him. But maybe it wouldn’t come to that.

      There was a rodeo in a nearby town, maybe an hour up the highway, but that was the only one I could find. But I wouldn’t know for sure if he was there until scores posted.

      Refreshing my screen every five minutes, I warmed some food and filled a glass with water, then added a splash of lemon. I loved sipping a glass of wine at the end of the week, but tonight, I wanted to be ready to drive.

      I set my food on the coffee table and turned on the Christmas tree lights. My phone buzzed, and I answered the call from Tandy.

      “Hello.”

      “Can I come over?”

      I smiled before answering because I knew that affected the sound, and I didn’t want Tandy having any hint that I was bothered. “Of course. Have you eaten? I can warm you something.”

      “Oh, I’m good. My house is too quiet. I’ll be there in ten. And if Blake is running around without a shirt, maybe just don’t mention that I’m headed that way.” She laughed. “I hope you know I’m teasing.”

      “See you soon.” There’d be plenty of time to let her know he was at the rodeo. No sense in ruining her night now. Besides, knowing Tandy’s penchant for gawking at cowboys, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d suggest going to the rodeo.

      It was best not to bring it up. Because the last place on earth I ever wanted to be again was at a rodeo.

      I wolfed down my food and was cleaning up when she knocked. “Come on in.”

      Her gaze swept the room, then settled on me. “Where’s your fella?”

      “Blake is away for the weekend.” I pointed at my wine rack. “Would you like a glass?”

      “Not tonight. I’m good. Why do you always say it like that? He’s not here, but where is he? I know he isn’t with someone else.”

      “He’s at the rodeo. Saddle bronc riding.”

      She nodded toward the living room. “Mind if we sit?”

      “Sure. Of course.” I dropped onto one end of the sofa. “You said your house was quiet?”

      “It was. I have the beginnings of a book noodling around in my head, but the quiet makes my muse run for the hills. And I’ve been thinking about our conversation.” She kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet beside her. “He seems like a real prize.”

      “He is. And if things were different, who knows? But even if I were different, he rides the rodeo, and I could never be okay with that. On the weekends he competes, I’m a tangle of worry.” I refreshed the screen and glanced down. “This is what I do. I check the scores constantly.”

      “So how’s he doing?”

      “No scores have posted yet.” I hugged a throw pillow to my chest. “But I’ll keep checking. I always do.”

      “Have you asked him not to compete?”

      I wagged my head back and forth. “Of course not. I wouldn’t do that. He deserves to do the things that make him happy.”

      “What makes you happy?”

      “I didn’t sign up for therapy, Tandy. I appreciate your concern, but I’m perfectly happy with the way things are. Blake is back. Plus, he mentioned he wants to stay after the expansion is finished, which makes me really happy. Business is going well. The recent stomp event drew the biggest crowd we’ve ever had.”

      “I think I know why.” She winked. “And I don’t mean that hot cowboy of yours. Those pictures have great chemistry. Y’all are happy together. People are drawn to that.”

      I snagged the remote off the table. “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure. Have you seen Things We Lost in the Fire? We could watch that. I’m in the mood for the kind of movie that rips your heart out.”

      “Never heard of it. I’ll see if I can find it.” I searched up the name and hovered over the play button as I read the description. “Seriously, Tandy? A movie about a widow?”

      “Your situation is nothing like this movie.”

      “A movie about a woman who lets her deceased husband’s best friend move into her house is nothing like my life?” I glanced down and refreshed my screen.

      “That’s where the similarities end. Blake isn’t addicted to anything. And you don’t have kids.”

      As I punched play, I said, “Why not? Maybe sobbing for a while will help me sleep tonight.”

      “Warm bodies are also good for that, or so I’ve heard. I only have a body pillow, but it’s not warm.”

      I kept my mouth shut and did not mention how warm and comfortable it felt to sleep with my head on Blake’s chest. And as the opening credits flashed on the screen, I refreshed the rodeo page one more time.

      I missed him.
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      Sunday morning, I extended the time between refreshes by adding mulch to some of the beds and digging holes to plant my tulips. I loved the pop of color in the flower beds in front of the gift shop.

      I’d just gotten the holes dug and my hands were covered in dirt when my phone buzzed. Ava rarely called me. I shook my hands, trying to shake off the dirt, but that was a hopeless cause. So I leaned over and swiped to answer with my nose, then bumped the speaker button.

      Thankfully, no one was around to see.

      “Hello?” I nestled the tulip bulbs into the dirt, keeping them five inches apart with the pointy part sticking up. Experts said it didn’t matter, but I wasn’t going to risk it.

      “Stephanie, I’m glad I caught you. I’m looking for a ladder. Mad Dog said he loaned it to Jeffrey, but he says he loaned it to Blake. But I don’t have Blake’s number, so I called you. Any chance you know where that ladder is? We have a branch that needs cutting, and no matter what Mad Dog says, I’m not letting him climb the tree to do it.”

      Chuckling, I pushed dirt over the bulbs. “I think I might know where it is. I’ll take it over in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you so much,” Ava said.

      I finished burying the bulbs, then rubbed my hands on my jeans before going to the garage. I’d bet money that the ladder Ava was hunting was the same one Blake used to hang Christmas lights.

      It was leaning against the wall, right where he’d left it. I didn’t want to shove that thing into my SUV, and Blake had left his keys in case I needed them. I set the ladder in the bed of the truck, tied a red rag around the end, laughing as I remembered Blake joking about tying that bright pink shirt to the end of his ladder.

      Inside, I walked into Blake’s room and stopped. Liam’s lucky coin was next to the keys. Blake hadn’t taken it with him.

      I wasn’t superstitious, and I didn’t think having a piece of metal made any real difference. But in that moment, with John F Kennedy staring up at me, the depth of my feelings for Blake became apparent. If he didn’t come home from the rodeo, I’d be crushed.

      I looked forward to coming home in the evenings because he was here to laugh with. Getting sick was slightly less horrible because he cuddled me and doted on me. And my body’s reaction when he came near me wasn’t the result of my middle-aged hormones gone wild; it was my heart trying to wake up after hibernation.

      I’d been so blind. And he’d been honest with me the whole time. And so patient.

      No wonder Tandy looked at me that way when I said I wasn’t interested in romance and wouldn’t fall in love again. She could see what I couldn’t.

      If Tandy knew, then maybe Blake did too.

      Heart racing, I grabbed the keys and drove to the ranch.

      Mad Dog stepped off the porch as I climbed out. “Thanks for bringing this over.”

      “Thank you for calling. To get the ladder here, I had to get the keys, and when I saw his nightstand—never mind. None of this probably makes any sense, but thank you.” I handed over the ladder. “I should go. I’m kind of in a hurry to get to the rodeo.”

      Mad Dog wrinkled his brow, then waved. “I hope it goes well.”

      “Me too.” I climbed into Blake’s truck and shifted into gear. After checking the schedule obsessively all weekend, I knew he’d be riding again in about an hour, and I wanted to be there.
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      The only parking spots available were at the far end of the lot, and it was a hike to the arena. When I swung open the truck door, cold air slapped me. Why hadn’t I grabbed a coat?

      Glancing around the cab, I smiled when I spotted Blake’s coat. After tugging it on, I climbed out and ran to the ticket booth.

      “One ticket please.” I slid my credit card toward the woman working the window.

      “Sure thing.” She punched a few buttons, then swiped the card in the reader. “Hmm.”

      Why did buying one ticket take so long? Glancing at the doors, I tried to be patient as the attendant swiped my card a second time, then after shaking her head, proceeded to type the number in the keypad.

      It took forever.

      “Here you go, hun.” She handed back my card. “Just take this over there, and they’ll scan it for you.”

      “Thanks.” I grabbed the ticket and ran to the gate.

      A family got there first, and I bounced on my toes as I waited for the attendant to scan five tickets. With the youngest two in a huge stroller, it took extra time for them to get through.

      My patience was running thin. I desperately wanted to be inside before Blake did his ride. He needed to know how I felt, and I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him before he knew the truth.

      When it was finally my turn, I held out my ticket.

      The man pulled the trigger on the scanner, then adjusted his glasses and stared at the little screen on the thing. “Well, that didn’t work. Let me try angling it a bit.” He shifted the ticket, then tried again. “There it goes. Head right through there. Saddle bronc is happening now. Fun to watch.”

      “Thanks.” I ran toward the ramp, dodging people.

      The announcers voiced boomed overhead. “Next up is Blake Dalton from Stadtburg, TX. He’s riding Blaze of Glory, which fits because this is Blake’s final ride. He’s hanging up his hat after today. He’s put up some high scores this weekend. But this horse is a doozy, so we’ll see how it goes.”

      His last ride?

      Weaving through people, I made my way up to the rail. I was too late to catch him before the ride, which was probably better anyway. He didn’t need that sort of distraction. But I wanted a front row seat to witness his final ride. I needed to know he was okay.

      That horse jumped out of the chute, and I gripped the rail.

      Blake rode a bronc like he danced. Muscles moved in choreographed motion. Strength and grace combined for a riveting display, sensual even. Trying to forget where I was, I focused only on Blake.

      I’d seen enough of his rides to know that this horse was putting on a real show. And Blake’s form was the best I’d ever seen.

      A split second after the whistle blew, Blake toppled off the horse. I held my breath as he hit the ground and rolled. The bronc cut that direction, and Blake tucked into a ball, facedown. The horse launched its massive body toward the man I loved, and I squeezed my eyes closed, praying I wasn’t too late to tell him that myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      The bronc landed inches from my head, but that was better than on it. As soon as it was safely away, I scrambled to my feet.

      Because of the way this horse had changed direction and tossed me around with its kicks and swells, this had the potential to be a high-scoring ride. I scanned the ground for my hat, which had flown off when I’d been catapulted.

      I reached down to pick it up as the announcer called out the score.

      “What a ride! And the judges agree. Ninety-one points. And with that score, Blake Dalton cements his place at number one for a big win here this weekend. Impressive to watch.”

      As I walked to the gate amid shouts and cheers, I glanced up toward Matthew. He pointed down front, and I shifted my gaze.

      Steph stood at the rail, her face pale and her eyes red.

      And I changed direction.

      I hated that she’d seen that close call, but I loved that she was here for the best ride of my life. As soon as I reached the fence, I climbed up and swung my legs over.

      Laughing and crying, Steph stepped back. “Great ride.”

      Heart hammering in my chest, I held her gaze, hoping the answer to my question about why she’d come to the rodeo was somehow visible in her dark eyes. “Steph.”

      She pressed her hands to my chest and smiled, tears sparkling on her lashes. “Kiss me, Blake.”

      The woman didn’t have to ask me twice.

      The crowd cheered again.

      When Steph melted against me, time ceased to exist. Her arms wrapped around me, and her fingers teased the hair at the nape of my neck. I pulled her close, loving the feel of her body pressed to mine. I’d dreamed of this moment. But I never pictured it at a rodeo.

      Nearly every night for the last several months, I’d replayed our last kiss in my head, but this made that one seem like a playground peck.

      She slid her hand down my chest and gave me a pat before breaking away. “I thought you didn’t like kissing in front of an audience.”

      “I was wrong.” I tugged her back to my lips.

      The announcer’s voice snagged my attention when he said my name. “Blake Dalton has blown way past eight seconds, folks. We might need an eight-minute timer for this one.”

      Steph buried her face in my shirt. Her cheeks were deliciously flushed, but I wasn’t sure if that was because I’d caused her to overheat or from sheer embarrassment.

      I ran a hand over her hair and chuckled as mulch and dirt fell onto her shoulders. “I’m guessing that coming was an impromptu decision.”

      “It was. I worked in the flower beds and planted tulips. Because I was doing that kind of stuff, I had on a ratty sweatshirt. But then it got cold, which is why I’m wearing your coat. I drove here in your truck. Found this in the back seat.”

      “What changed your—”

      The announcer’s booming voice made it impossible to finish my question. “We’ll be taking a short break, and next up is the bull-riding event. Stick around for what many call the most dangerous eight seconds in sports.”

      I tugged Steph toward the exit ramp and out of the stands. “I don’t want to be here for this.”

      Her fingers laced with mine, we walked out toward the concession area. “Thank you. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to watch bull riding.”

      “I haven’t watched a single bull ride since that day. I can’t.” Cupping her cheeks, I met her gaze. “I know how much it took for you to come here. We can leave now. I’ll have them send me—”

      She pressed a finger to my lips. “No. We’ll stay for you to get your buckle.”

      “If you change your mind . . .”

      “Ava called me because she needed a ladder. I figured it was the one you used for hanging lights. Since you’d left the truck, I tossed it in the back and went to grab the keys. That’s when I saw the lucky coin.”

      I wasn’t tracking with the reasoning, but it didn’t matter. We’d ended on the same page.

      She trailed a finger through my stubble. “Liam didn’t have it on his last ride. It was in his bag, taped to an envelope. And seeing it made me realize how I’d feel if you didn’t make it home.” Her bottom lip quivered. “So I hurried over, wanting to tell you in case . . .”

      I brushed tears off her cheeks. “You heard the announcer. This was my last rodeo.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And I’m coming home, Steph. To you.” I threaded my fingers into her hair, dislodging more mulch. “You’re my home, Steph. I want to be where you are.”

      She wrapped her arms around me and whispered, “Does feeling at home mean you’ll walk around the kitchen without a shirt on?”

      “Whatever makes you happy.”

      She hugged me tight before stepping back. “You make me happy, Blake. Really happy.”

      “I know someone else who will be happy.” I dusted off the shoulders of the coat. “Your brother. He insisted I use that ladder because it is supposedly lucky. Turns out he was right.”

      Love twinkled in her eyes. “I love you. I’m not even sure how long I’ve loved you. But it started long before today.”

      I rested my forehead on hers, letting her words soak into my soul. “Oh, Fanny, I love you more than I know how to say.”

      She laughed. “I had a feeling that nickname would show up again.”

      I hugged her. “Maybe we’ll celebrate my big win with a night of dancing.”

      “And you can wear your new buckle.” She ran her hand down my shirt and tapped the center of my belt.

      “I wasn’t talking about the rodeo, Steph.”
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      I slipped out of bed, pulled on some sweatpants, and wandered into the kitchen. Trying to be quiet, I set pans on the stove and pulled eggs and bacon out of the fridge. Breakfast wouldn’t be elaborate, but it would be filling.

      Once the bacon was in the pan, I set the coffee maker brewing. Then I swallowed down a couple of ibuprofen. Growing older wasn’t for the faint of heart. And bronc riding always beat me up. That last fall especially. I’d just been too happy to think about the aches until now.

      I turned on the tree lights and some quiet holiday tunes. There was a magic in the air, and I thought of all the things I wanted to do with Steph, but it was more than we could fit in the two weeks leading up to Christmas.

      After flipping the bacon, I set plates out on the counter, getting everything ready for breakfast. Steph woke up about the same time every morning, and I had no reason to believe today would be any different.

      As I scrambled the eggs, she walked up behind me and rested her head on my back.

      I grinned, relishing the feel of her skin on mine. “Good morning.”

      “Mm-hmm. It is good.” She pressed a kiss to my bare back. “Coffee done?”

      “Should be.” I glanced over my shoulder as she stretched up and lifted mugs off the shelf. “You’re beautiful.”

      “You make me breakfast. You call me beautiful. You’re definitely a keeper.” She filled two mugs and set them on the counter.

      I served up two plates and handed her one. “And thanks to your brother’s recipes, I can make a mean taco.”

      “You’re practically perfect.” She inched up and kissed me.

      I wanted all of my mornings to be exactly like this.

      For several minutes, we stood at the counter and ate in silence.

      “Your note said you wanted to talk.” She leaned her cheek on my shoulder. “Now is good for me.”

      “I was going to ask your input on my business idea, remodeling or handyman type stuff. Not much will change until your brother’s place is done, but after that, I’ll need a job.”

      She chewed her lip, her wheels turning. “I’m happy to help.” Her uneasiness was hard to miss.

      “Steph, this is your winery. And while I will do all I can to help, I don’t want to mooch off you. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “Then maybe I can be your first client. I’ve dreamed of adding guest cabins to the property. And we’re at a place where financially it makes sense.”

      “Uh-oh. What about mixing business with pleasure.” I pushed our empty plates out of the way, then lifted her onto the counter.

      “Oh, we will. Often.” As her lips met mine, she wrapped her legs around me.

      It felt a lot like Christmas. That had nothing to do with the music and decorations and everything to do with Steph.

      She pulled back and trailed a finger down my chest. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “All that time we were just friends—I mean, you were flirting, but I was being dense—but we got to know each other. And I hope you don’t feel like you need to move out now that things are . . . different.”

      “If you want me to stay, I see no reason why I shouldn’t.” I loved the rhythm of our life and knew that I wanted to be more than Steph’s houseguest or boyfriend.

      We’d spent the last six months as friends but learned more about each other than most people who are dating learn in the same amount of time.

      I had a bit of shopping to do before Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Steph

        

      

    

    
      I arranged the fluffernutter sandwiches on a platter. “I can’t believe we found gluten-free gingersnaps. Mindy will be so excited.”

      “And they taste good too.” Blake snagged a cookie off the edge of the platter. “Yum.”

      “Do we have everything?”

      “Gifts are in the truck. I think we’re ready.” Blake picked up the platter and carried it out. “Once you’re buckled in, I’ll set this on your lap.”

      “After dinner and presents, Jeffrey will probably want to play cards. Do you mind?”

      “Nope. He had the winning hand at poker last time. So I’m looking forward to our little card game.”

      “Be nice.”

      “I’m always nice.” Blake winked.

      I shifted the platter to free up one hand and laced my fingers with his. “I’m not sure about that, but I love you anyway.”

      He kissed my fingers. “Love you too.”

      The last two weeks, Blake and I had spent every free moment together, looking at Christmas lights, creating a plan for his business, kissing. Lots of kissing. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.

      Somewhere between the all-night harvest and that kiss during the photo shoot, I’d fallen in love. It just took me a while to realize it. Having him beside me made Christmas feel a bit merrier this year.

      Life shifted last Christmas when I met Mindy and made a friend. I’d been so closed off before that. Then Blake sauntered back into my life at the perfect time. I wasn’t sure what changes awaited us, but I wouldn’t have to navigate them on my own.

      I squeezed his hand. “What’s Matthew doing today?”

      While Blake didn’t talk much about it, his friendship with Matthew meant a lot. He’d even gone to the rodeo, which I discovered when he walked up to us wearing a wide grin.

      “Zach and Haley are hosting, I think. And Matthew is pretty excited since their twins are old enough to be excited about presents.”

      “That will be so fun for them.” I didn’t regret never having kids.

      Liam and I hadn’t worked to prevent it, but I’d never gotten pregnant. What I did miss was the thrill of watching kids at Christmas.

      We parked, and Blake came around and lifted the platter out of my lap. “After we say our hellos, I’ll come out and get the presents. It’ll give me time to shake mine.”

      “Shake away. It won’t hurt it, and you’ll never guess.”

      “Now you’re just teasing me.” After I climbed down, he bumped the door closed with his hip.

      No matter how much he shook the box, he’d never guess that the winery would be doing both a pale ale and a porter nano brew. It would expand our offerings, appeal to a larger crowd, but most importantly, Blake would enjoy sampling what we made. I’d also gotten him a keychain made from a picture of us, the one where my fingers drifted inside his shirt. That was my favorite from the shoot. The one of him gazing lovingly at me was a close second.

      Mindy pulled open the door, then wrapped me in a hug. “Merry Christmas. I might’ve gone a little overboard with decorations, but this is my merriest Christmas yet, so why not let the house reflect that?”

      “I love it.”

      Blake’s hand pressed to my back. “We—it was actually Steph—found gluten-free gingersnaps, so we—she—fancied them up with peanut butter and marshmallow fluff. It’s kind of our thing.”

      “Thanks. I can’t wait to taste them.” Mindy took the platter. “Come on in. The food is just about ready.”

      Blake pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be right back.” He strode out to the truck, and my gaze lingered on the label on the back of his jeans.

      He was my Wrangler-clad happily ever after.

      I shrugged off my coat, then walked into the kitchen. “What can I do to help?”

      Jeffrey wiped his hands before giving me a bear hug. “Merry Christmas. Who would’ve thought that we’d both find love this year?”

      “Right? I’m happy for us.”

      “Me too. And Mom and Dad would be happy for us. The ranch is doing well. The winery is amazing. The restaurant is expanding. It’s been a good year.”

      I gave him another hug. “It has been. And thank you for loaning Blake the ladder.”

      My brother’s smile made me laugh.

      “You’re very welcome. I like seeing you happy, sis.”
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      Colorful tissue and wrapping paper covered the floor near the tree. Wearing his Santa hat, Jeffrey pulled on his readers and made a show of figuring out who the last gift was for.

      “To Stephanie, from Blake.” He handed me the gift. “It appears this one is for you.”

      The box was a bit too big to be jewelry. And I couldn’t begin to imagine what Blake had gotten me. I tore away the paper and lifted the lid off the rectangular box. Two mismatched socks lay nestled in tissue paper. “Socks?”

      “Two odd socks.” He grinned.

      I remembered the reference, but it didn’t really make a practical gift. Still, I appreciated the thought. “Thank you.”

      “Put them on.”

      “They’re odd socks. They don’t match.” I could let loose, but wearing unmatched socks was a bit too much for me.

      “At least see how they fit.”

      After kicking off my shoes and socks, I picked up the tall sock, which had tiny wine bottles printed all over it. After sliding it on, I grabbed the pink no-show sock with bright red hearts sprinkled on it.

      Having everyone stare as I slipped on the sock unnerved me, and I avoided looking up. Something cold and hard hit my toe, and when I yanked off the sock, a ring flew out.

      Blake lunged for it, then settled on one knee. “Steph, you’ve captivated me from the moment I returned. I love you. We’ve already done the sickness and in health part. What about the rest? Will you marry me?”

      I bobbed my head, trying to find my voice. “Yes. I love you too.”

      He slipped the ring on my finger, then pulled me to his lips. I’d need more than eight seconds to convey how happy I was with his question.

      But when my brother cleared his throat, Blake pulled back and chuckled. “I guess we’ll save the rest for later when we don’t have an audience.”

      “Yeah, do that.” Jeffrey stood and gathered trash. “Next, we play cards.”

      Blake tickled my one bare foot. “I have the other matching socks in my room if you happen to like them. I also built you an arbor, similar to the one Jeffrey and Mindy had me make, but it was too big to fit in a box.”

      “We’ll get married under that.”

      He trailed a hand down my arm. “Sounds like the perfect plan.”

      I inched up and whispered in his ear. “Are you busy next weekend?”

      “New Year’s Eve?”

      I ran my fingers down the buttons on his shirt. “Can’t think of a better way to ring in the new year.”

      Jeffrey would have to wait for his card game because Blake and I had a bit more kissing to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      I wrapped the end of the light strand around the arbor and held out my hand. “I’m ready for more lights.”

      Matthew handed one over. “This pavilion is looking really nice.”

      Jeffrey, Clint, and Mad Dog were stringing twinkle lights across the beams while Beau supervised because no one wanted him to fall and break his leg again. I didn’t want anyone to fall for that matter.

      Once all the lights were in place, I gave the signal, and we all flipped the switches. Tiny white lights bathed the pavilion in a soft glow.

      “She’ll like this.” I stood with my hands on my hips, trying to imagine what it would be like to see her walking toward me. The thought alone was almost enough to make this cowboy cry. Almost. I’d save the tears for tomorrow.

      Jeffrey crossed his arms, admiring the area. “It’s perfect.”

      “I figure we’ll have the ceremony and a small reception, and then whoever wants to can head over to the venue for the New Year’s Eve shindig.”

      “Mindy would’ve come over, but she’s busy making sure everything is ready for that. Because tomorrow, we’re going to be here to celebrate with y’all.”

      “Yep. It’s a great plan.” Beau leaned against one of the posts. “And we’re happy you’re sticking around. Even if you win most hands in poker.”

      Clint chuckled. “Beau doesn’t like to lose.”

      “No one does.” Mad Dog slipped his phone into his pocket. “Ava just messaged. She said dinner is ready and waiting. It’s time for the engagement party.”

      After unplugging the lights, I pulled my keys out. “Y’all make me laugh. I think you’ll use any excuse to have a party.”

      “Yep.” Beau laughed. “It’s a perk of being over forty. We can make anything a party.”

      “I’ll be over in a bit.” I waved as they climbed into their trucks, then strode back toward the house.

      Life had done a complete switcharoo in the last three weeks. I’d spent six months falling in love, and now we were putting a bow on it. It was the perfect ending to a great year.

      Standing in front of Steph’s house, I stared at the twinkle lights. My whole life, I’d never felt settled. Until now. I’d found the one I wanted to grow old with.

      Arms wrapped around me from behind. “Hey there.”

      “How did you sneak up on me?” I rested my hands on hers.

      “Oh, warm hands. I love that. And I didn’t sneak. You were just a million miles away.”

      “I’m excited, Steph.”

      “Me too. I’m glad none of our friends are treating us like we’re crazy. But I know what I want. Correction. I know who I want.”

      I spun around and scooped her up. “I need a practice run before tomorrow.”

      “Please don’t hurt yourself. I’m not skinny.” She clung to my neck.

      Before going up the steps, I gave her a quick kiss. “I like what you got.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Steph gripped my hands and smiled as I cleared my throat.

      I had no trouble promising Steph my forever. My problem was that I didn’t know how to say that aloud without crying like a baby.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “On this day, I choose you . . . to love and to cherish no matter what comes our way. You have my heart, my fidelity, and my forever. I love you.”

      She wiped a tear off my cheek before swiping at her own. Then she said her vows.

      After exchanging rings, Mad Dog said the words I’d been waiting to hear since we’d arrived. “You may kiss the bride.”

      And we did.

      Eight seconds into our kiss, a whistle sounded, but we ignored it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Matthew

        

      

    

    
      Rolling my shoulders, I walked up to the gift shop. Blake had his office set up in one of the back rooms, and we had an appointment. But Tandy’s car was in the lot, and I had had to warm up so I could dodge her laser glare.

      I hated that she despised me. Hurt was a powerful force. It had divided us, sent us in opposite directions. She took off for the big city. I stayed here and settled down.

      Lots of time had passed. My wife had died, and Tandy was back in town.

      She blamed me for our breakup. And rightly so. But I’d been a stupid young kid.

      After a deep breath, I pulled open the door.

      “Howdy, welcome to—” Her eyes widened, and she snapped her mouth closed. She took the not-talking-to-me seriously.

      Inga grinned. “Let me know if you need any help.”

      I tipped my hat, then pointed toward the back. “I’m meeting Blake.”

      Tandy spun around, giving me her back, which drew an even wider smile from Inga.

      “He’s in his office, but I’d suggest knocking. He’s not alone.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” I strode down the hall.

      I wasn’t sure what it would take for Tandy to speak to me. One day, I’d just have to start a conversation. But telling her I’d been thinking about her or that I liked the way her silver hair caught the light wouldn’t work. Tandy didn’t do sappy, so I’d have to think of something else, something that would evoke emotion.

      Blake poked his head out of the office. “You made it. Come on in.”

      Steph sprang out of a chair. “I’ll let y’all talk. It’s good to see you.”

      “Good to see you too.” I turned to Blake. “Do y’all get much done with your offices next to each other?”

      A wide grin spread across his face. “Oh yeah. Business and pleasure.”

      “Behave.” She swatted his arm, then stretched up to kiss him before turning to face me. “Matthew, you should stop by the house soon. The winery makes a new pale ale, and it’s good.”

      Blake nodded. “It’s really good. I’d drink it even if she hadn’t made it.”

      “Sounds good. We’ll put something on the calendar.”

      She walked out, and I eased into a chair. “What’s up?”

      Blake slid a sheet of paper toward me. “I’ve been hired for a project. The client wants the primary bedroom and en suite bathroom redone. And I could use an extra set of hands.”

      Blake had done several jobs without asking me for help. Why was this one different?

      I slid my glasses out of my pocket and put them on, assuming the paper would give me a clue.

      His hand covered the client’s name, but the other details didn’t answer my question.

      “Why are you asking for my help?”

      “After all your years of contracting, you’d be a great asset to this project.”

      I nudged his hand off the page so I could see the name. Tandy Cavanaugh.

      My gaze snapped up, and Blake chuckled. “Interested?”

      “Absolutely. When do we start?”

      “Day after tomorrow. Once upon a time you reached out when I needed a reason to come back.”

      I’d had no clue of his buried affection for Steph at the time. “I had no idea it would lead to wedding bells.”

      “Even so, I’m returning the favor. Your friendship means a lot to me, and I’m hoping the close proximity will help thin—or even completely melt—that wall of ice between y’all.” He leaned back and folded his arms. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”

      I was looking forward to seeing Tandy every day. “What if I just show up? Worst that can happen is she’ll throw me out, but that would require speaking to me. And at this point, I’d consider that a win.”

      He extended a hand. “I’ll email necessary documentation.”

      “Thank you for this, Blake.”

      We walked out, and the ladies stopped talking. When Steph lifted her eyebrows, Blake gave a subtle nod.

      Tandy crossed her arms. “Blake, I’m not sure what you’re up to, but you can’t make me talk to him. Your sweet-talking ways don’t work on me.”

      He leaned on the counter in front of her. “No one is asking you to speak to Matthew, so you’re safe.”

      “Good.” For half a second, she met my gaze. Instead of contempt, I saw regret.

      Maybe there was hope for us yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus Epilogue

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Four Years Later

      Steph pressed a kiss to my back, then nudged me. “We need to get up. Mindy, Jeffrey, Kinsley, and Noah will be here soon.” She threw back the covers. “And I want you to open your gift before they arrive because it’s not appropriate for children.”

      I jumped out of bed and stretched. “I’m ready.”

      She tied her hair up into a messy bun. “Put some clothes on, sweetheart.”

      “Why do I need clothes on to open my gift?”

      She opened a drawer and tossed me a pair of plaid flannel lounge pants. “I bought these so you’d have something festive to wear today. And this red T-shirt.”

      After pulling on the clothes, I followed her out to the kitchen. “You make coffee; I’ll preheat the oven.”

      “It was nice of you to make the casserole. I couldn’t believe my brother agreed to that.”

      After turning the knob to get the oven warming, I set the casserole on the counter. “They have four-year-old twins. He and Mindy are probably exhausted all the time. It was one less thing for him to worry about. Besides, I’m getting pretty good at this cooking stuff.”

      “You are.” She slid a mug of coffee and a gift bag toward me. “This is the part that can’t wait until later.”

      I sipped my coffee, then pulled the tissue out of the top. “An apron.”

      “For when you cook. Without kids around. Maybe without anyone around.” She pointed as I unfolded the apron.

      Laughing, I slipped it over my head. “I’m totally wearing this.”

      “Blake, the twins are learning to read. I don’t want them walking around repeating it.” She pressed her hands to her cheeks in exasperation.

      I ran my fingers along the words Good in the Saddle. “What? There’s nothing bad about what it says. I was a rodeo cowboy. Besides, it’s true.” I rushed toward her, wrapping my arms around her from behind. “Isn’t it?”

      She raised her shoulders, laughing. “Absolutely. Now take it off.”

      I rubbed my stubble on her cheek. “Everything? How long do we have?”

      “Blake Dalton!” She spun to face me.

      “Mrs. Dalton, I love when you say my name like that. You did it that very first day I returned.” I dropped kisses on her neck.

      Sighing, she closed her eyes, and I glanced at the clock. We really didn’t have time for more than kissing right now.

      I gave her one more peck, then ran my finger down the buttons on her flannel pajamas. “Save that thought. I’ll be good and remove my apron as requested. But when we have friends over and no kids around, I’m cooking and wearing this.”

      Steph grinned. “Our friends will appreciate the humor.”

      “Humor?” I feigned a scowl.

      She cradled my face in her hands. “I love everything about you.”
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      Steph

      Cradling my mug of warm apple cider, I leaned against the wall, watching as Blake read to Kinsley and Noah. The kids were nestled in his lap and looking up at him with awe.

      Kicked back in the recliner, Jeffrey slept. There was more gray in his hair, but also more laugh lines around his eyes.

      “It’s the perfect picture right now.” Mindy stood beside me. “And it’s rarely this quiet at home.”

      “I loved seeing them open gifts. Thank you for including us.” Having kids around added wonder to Christmas.

      “Of course. And thank you for hiding all the gifts over here. Since there are two, they team up. It makes this parenting gig harder.” She wiped at a tear. “But I wouldn’t trade my life for anything.”

      “I feel the same way. They’re adorable, but I’m glad they get to go home with you.” I loved being an aunt. I also loved sleeping through the night.

      “Jeffrey mentioned that Blake is shutting down his business.”

      “He is. The winery has grown so much and gotten so busy that I need his help. He’s been trying to do both, but it’s just too hard.”

      “That a good problem to have. I’m glad things are going so well.” She sipped her coffee. “Have you heard from Tandy?”

      “Supposedly they got back into town the night before last, but I haven’t talked to her. It seems like they jet off to somewhere every few months.” I was happy my friend found love in her later years.

      Mindy laughed. “But she still makes time to write those books.”

      “I know! Have you read her latest?”

      “Are you kidding? I haven’t read anything longer than a paragraph since those two were born.” She glanced at Jeffrey. “When I’m not working or being mommy, I squeeze in moments with him.”

      “Have I mentioned how happy I am that you took the job at the venue?”

      She grinned. “I’m so glad I did.”

      Blake slammed the book closed, and the twins giggled.

      Kinsley bounced on his leg. “Read another one.”

      “Auntie Steph, do you want to sit with us?” He winked.

      “I do.” I snuggled beside Blake, and Noah shifted into my lap.

      Blake opened another book as Mindy dropped into the other recliner.

      This felt like Christmas.
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      Tandy’s story is next in the series. Learn more about LOVED BY TANDY on my website.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note to Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading!

      I hope you enjoyed Blake & Steph’s story. While writing, I learned a lot about wineries and rodeo. In one of the videos, someone mentioned being stung at a winery during a stomp. That gave me the idea for the scene.

      And I hold a slight grudge against a bee who chased me around my front yard years ago. While trying to avoid being stung (the bee was trying to land in my hair), I tripped and fell. I ended up breaking my hand. BUT I didn’t get stung.

      Tandy’s story will wrap up the series. It’ll be out in 2023.

      For updates, check out my website.

      https://PhreyPress.com
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