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			Praise for the novels of Maisey Yates

			“[A] surefire winner not to be missed.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Slow Burn Cowboy (starred review)

			“This fast-paced, sensual novel will leave readers believing in the healing power of love.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Down Home Cowboy

			“Yates’ new Gold Valley series begins with a sassy, romantic and sexy story about two characters whose chemistry is off the charts.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Smooth-Talking Cowboy (Top Pick)

			“Multidimensional and genuine characters are the highlight of this alluring novel, and sensual love scenes complete it. Yates’s fans...will savor this delectable story.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Unbroken Cowboy (starred review)

			“Fast-paced and intensely emotional.... This is one of the most heartfelt installments in this series, and Yates’s fans will love it.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy to the Core (starred review)

			“Yates’s outstanding eighth Gold Valley contemporary...will delight newcomers and fans alike.... This charming and very sensual contemporary is a must for fans of passion.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy Christmas Redemption (starred review)
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			CHAPTER ONE

			LAZ JENKINS WAS in the business of giving out advice. Okay, technically he owned a bar, and was in the business of selling booze. But that job came with a certain responsibility. He took the position of armchair psychologist very seriously. He had been part and parcel of more happy endings in Gold Valley, Oregon than he could even count at this point. He had wondered—often—if he should start some sort of matchmaking service. Though in fairness, he wasn’t the person who matched people up, he just told them when to quit being dumbasses and work it out with each other. His choose love speech was so well-worn, so tried-and-true, that he could freely mix it up whenever he wanted to.

			But when the door to the bar opened after last call and he looked up to see the silhouette of a woman wearing a voluminous dress standing in the doorway, he had a feeling that there wasn’t going to be a choose love speech that would fit this moment.

			“You’re closed, aren’t you?”

			He would recognize the voice of his best friend anywhere. But his best friend was not supposed to be here today. She was supposed to be getting married. Technically, she was supposed to already be married, and off on her honeymoon with the pointless asshole that she called a fiancé, having that fabled, sparkling wedding night in a fancy hotel in San Francisco, like she had been so looking forward to.

			Of course, she appeared to not be there. Something he might have picked up on sooner had he actually gone to the wedding earlier.

			He hadn’t.

			But he had hoped he wouldn’t have to have that conversation with Jordan so soon after. And he had sort of been hoping that after she’d gone on her honeymoon she might not really care. They’d been planning on going to Hawaii.

			“Since when has it mattered to you if I’m closed?”

			He pressed both hands on the bar and waited. And he thought back to that first time she’d walked in his bar.

			“You’re closed? Aren’t you?”

			“Yeah, last call was a full half hour ago, princess.” But he looked at what she was wearing—a light sweater and what looked like pajama pants and he was...well, concerned and curious. “Why don’t you come in and sit for a minute. I’ll make you a cup of hot tea.”

			She stood there, just staring for a moment, as if she were stunned by the offer. Then she mobilized. Crossing the wide, empty room and making her way to the bar. “Oh you don’t have to do that.” Even as she sat down.

			“I insist.”

			He wasn’t about to send her off at two thirty in the morning looking that vulnerable. He’d never forgive himself if something happened to her.

			She walked closer and he could see she looked familiar.

			“I should have gotten dressed,” she said. “I have to be at work in like...an hour and a half. But I just live down the street.”

			“Sugar Cup,” he said, suddenly putting her face into context. “You work at the coffeehouse.”

			He didn’t recognize her without her guard up, that was the only way he could describe it. He’d gotten coffee from her a couple of times and she was...sullen. But not now. Now she just looked soft, vulnerable and a little sad.

			“Yeah, so this bout of insomnia is getting intense.”

			“Insomnia, huh?” He poured some hot water into a mug and added a tea bag—he only had one kind, this was a bar after all—and slid it toward her.

			“Yeah, I’ve always had trouble sleeping but it’s gotten worse lately. Just...having trouble sleeping.”

			“Sorry to hear it. I’m Laz, by the way.”

			She blinked wide blue eyes at him. “I know. I’m Jordan.”

			And that was the first of many, many times over the past decade that he and Jordan had shared a cup of tea in his bar at an ungodly hour. From that they’d built a friendship that he wouldn’t have known how to explain if asked. But fortunately, he wasn’t in the business of being asked about his life, nor was he in the business of explaining himself.

			It was hard not to go around the bar. Hard not to put himself on the side of the bar she was on. But he didn’t. Because he wanted to know what the hell was happening.

			“Haha...hahaha.” He looked at his friend whose shoulders were shaking with the force of her very fake laughter. “Funny story. I didn’t get married. Which, you would know, had you been at the wedding.”

			“Looks like you might not have been at the wedding, Jordan. So why do you think I wasn’t?”

			“You would have called me. And you didn’t. You haven’t talked to me for three days, actually, Laz.”

			“Well. Was there anything to say?”

			“Well, I don’t know. We are pretty close, aren’t we? I thought we were.”

			Their friendship was a strange one. He could honestly say that he had never been friends with women. Not really. Women liked him. He had absolutely no trouble getting play when he wanted it. He owned a bar, after all. He saw the women who ended up not leaving with the person they wanted to. The women who came to hook up, but didn’t find any they were interested in, except him.

			As a blanket policy, he never went home with a woman who had had more than two drinks. Because he was a gentleman like that. And hell, he wanted a woman to know who she was with. And he wanted her to enjoy it. And the fact that he wanted desperately for Jordan to want to be that woman... Well, that was something that stuck in his craw more than he would like to admit. He didn’t do unrequited longing. And hadn’t before he met her.

			She’d come in about once a week at first. And in that time he’d managed to collect more and more information on her.

			He could still remember the first time she’d mentioned Dylan. Dylan, the eternal boyfriend, who had then become an eternal fiancé. Who had then been intended to be a husband. But was not, it turned out.

			“I’ve been with him forever.”

			“Is that why you’re still with him?”

			She wrinkled her nose. “Weird question.”

			“No it isn’t. We get in habits.”

			“He’s a person, not a habit.”

			He shrugged. “Just checking.”

			“Well, no he’s not. He’s amazing. And he liked me when I was the sad girl in high school with no coat and shoes that were too small. And do you know how many people liked me or tried to know me back then? Approximately no one, that’s how many.”

			“All right. Fair. But I bet a whole lot more people like you now.”

			“I got busy.”

			“You got busy. Great.”

			“Are you going to castigate me for declining to come to the wedding that you clearly didn’t have, or are you going to actually tell me what the hell happened?”

			“There’s no point talking about it,” she said, wading deeper into the bar, kicking the tulle and lace of her dress out of the way. It did something weird to his heart. Made it get tight. Also made it feel too big for his chest all at once.

			It was hell. He didn’t like it.

			He hadn’t imagined her in such a fussy wedding dress. Jordan was... The thing about Jordan was she wasn’t actually sullen. She was reserved. She took a while to get to know, but he knew her. And he had a feeling it was her almost-mother-in-law’s fault she was in such a fluffy dress.

			I’m not the person that my mother-in-law... My future mother-in-law would’ve chosen for her son. She told me that. I had a lot of changing to do to be...remotely acceptable. Trailer trash and all that.”

			“She called you that?”

			“Oh, not in so many words. She’s a good churchgoing woman, she would never say it. But she thinks it. I know she does. She was so generous to me, and she gave me a place to stay when I needed one, but it has always come with strings.”

			He could remember every conversation they’d had at this bar. For someone who talked to hundreds of people every week, it was telling when he could have a conversation with one person and know it was important.

			He’d made good friends with West Caldwell. The guy was an ex-convict from Texas, wrongfully accused of a crime he didn’t commit, who had married the town police chief. There was just something about the guy, easy to get to know, easy to talk to, as well as not talk to. But, he had never once been tempted to kiss West. There were several reasons for that. But it was just one of the many ways that Jordan herself was unique.

			Their connection had stuck. That conversation had stuck. And it had bloomed into a friendship. One that took place between the end of his shift and the beginning of hers. That was another thing about Jordan. She often wandered the streets of Gold Valley from 2:00 a.m. to 4:00 a.m., captive to her insomnia, which had become the foundation for their relationship. And he had just... Well, he’d forgone a lot of sleep and a lot of sex for the privilege of talking with her.

			“There’s no point talking about it, and yet you’re here. In the place where we talk about it. All of it. So you might as well go.”

			“I just couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t do it. I got to the day, and I couldn’t do it. And I owe them everything.”

			He knew what she meant. She didn’t just mean Dylan. She meant his whole family. Jordan had been kicked out by her parents when she was sixteen, and it was her boyfriend’s family who had taken her in. He knew that her connection with them was complicated, and went far beyond a simple romantic entanglement with one person. She was enmeshed in the entire family. And she spoke about it in terms of affection and irritation in pretty equal turns. But one thing was certain—always certain—she loved his family. She loved him too, though less often doubted that she loved him the way that a woman should love a man. She carried a lot of affection and obligation for him.

			He wasn’t actually an asshole. It was just that Laz didn’t think he was right for Jordan.

			And you think you are?

			For all his speeches on love, he’d never been in love himself.

			He’d been married to this bar for more years than he could count. After moving to Gold Valley to care for his grandmother and work on her ranch, he’d set new goals for himself. And those goals had included buying a piece of the main street of the town that he had come to love so much.

			So he’d done that. But along the way... Along the way he hadn’t done the whole marriage and family thing. It had never seemed all that attractive to him. His parents had been steeped in icy silence, the success of their professional lives not compensating for the solid wall of ice that existed in their personal lives. There had just been so much resentment. And if they’d hated being obligated to each other, they hadn’t been a whole lot more excited about Laz and his extracurricular activities either.

			It was why Gold Valley had been an easy choice. It was why he left home at seventeen. Chosen to graduate from Gold Valley High rather than the high school in Portland he’d been going to. Because while his grandmother had been stern and firm, running the place with an iron fist, there had also been peace in her house. Long talks late into the night, her particular brand of soul food, and sweet tea, owed to her upbringing in Louisiana. She had been a hardworking woman, and she had run the men who worked the ranch, and her house with unfailing energy.

			“I can’t believe that she’s gone.” He poured a shot of whiskey for himself, and then one for Jordan. He set both on the bar.

			“I’m so sorry,” Jordan said, her hands on his. And he wished it could be more. “I wish I could have met her.”

			“She has been pretty poorly ever since we met. Didn’t come down to town really anymore.” He knocked the shot back. But he wished that his grandmother had met Jordan too. He’d have liked to get her take on them.

			“To your grandma.” She took the shot, then gasped. “Oh Lord. I’ve never done that before.”

			“Well shit. Didn’t tell me that. I wouldn’t have thrown you in the deep end.”

			“It’s okay,” she said, wheezing. “I’m fine.”

			He laughed. Absurdly, even while sorrow rolled through him. “She would have really liked you.”

			“I can’t think of a better compliment.”

			And he couldn’t either. Except... Except that Jordan was Jordan. And that in and of itself was a compliment he knew she would never be able to take.

			“She would have liked you. So fuck Dylan’s mom.”

			She laughed. “Don’t say that. She took me in. She’s been really good to me.”

			“She makes you feel bad about yourself. That’s not good.”

			“Yeah. I guess not.”

			“You’re special. Don’t ever forget that.”

			“Laz...”

			But he was done talking about himself. Just profoundly done.

			“Do me a favor. Help me get up to that apartment upstairs tonight. Because I’m not going to be able to drive.”

			“Whatever you need.”

			He didn’t need to think about that. The one night he’d needed someone to be there for him. Gladys would have scolded him. She wouldn’t have wanted her grandson getting sloppy drunk over her, that was for sure.

			She’d been a staunchly independent woman. The only one in her family to move from Louisiana to the West Coast. She’d forged her own path, and she’d done it with a firm, uncompromising spirit. She wasn’t a woman to raise her voice, but she wasn’t holding in anger. She just spoke her piece when it needed speaking. She did what needed doing. She didn’t have entanglements she couldn’t handle. And she seemed happier for it. Her husband had died before Laz was born, early in his father’s childhood.

			And while she had mourned her husband, she had been content with the life she had built for herself on her own terms.

			He’d always admired that. It also internalized that you just couldn’t have the life that you wanted, not down to the final detail, if you shared it with someone else. His parents were unhappy because they had each other, and him, and it was one too many obligations.

			Gladys had been good to him. She’d come to his football games at the high school. She’d come to his bar until it had been a bit much for her to make it into town. Her freedom left her free to love him a bit better, and to shine all the brighter.

			And he’d wanted to be like her. Not his parents.

			His brand of solitude had worked for him.

			He saw enough people in the bar.

			But then along had come Jordan, and a slow shift of things had begun to make him question whether or not it was what he wanted for always. But then, Dylan had always been a factor. Always Dylan.

			“Do you ever wonder if you’ve made a mistake?”

			“What kind of mistake?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t tell if it’s a big one or small one. But I just feel like. I don’t know how to explain it. My life was never easy. I mean, I’m not trying to be a victim or anything like that, it’s just that it was always tough. Growing up in my house. And I took the first available hand that got offered to me. And sometimes I just wonder. I wonder if I’m in the wrong place. Or maybe I’m the wrong person for the place. I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

			“I understand in some ways. I think my parents always felt like they made the wrong choice. Live the wrong lives. And what the hell can you do with that?”

			“I don’t know. I guess it depends on how determined you are to keep living in that life.”

			Until now, maybe.

			“So, what changed?”

			“You know, the needing to stand there and say vows. I kept going through them in my head. Over and over again. We didn’t do anything sappy like writing our own vows. You know I hate that shit.”

			Jordan liked to play she wasn’t sentimental at all. A holdover from being that girl with no winter coat. But he knew she was. He knew she loved Christmas lights. Just a few months ago the town had been all lit up for Christmas, and it had snowed. And there was Jordan, two in the morning even though it was freezing.

			“We should go for a walk.”

			“It is fucking freezing.”

			“But it’s beautiful outside. The Christmas lights are up.”

			“And we’re going to be the two crazy people wandering down the street at three in the morning.”

			“Come on.”

			She took his arm, and it was something like torture, and they walked down the street together, a strange pressing sense of panic making him want to choke. Because it was domestic. Because it was close to what he wanted, and what he could never have. Not with her, with anyone.

			But then the clear Christmas lights illuminated her face and he couldn’t worry about it. Not anymore.

			“Dylan will never do this with me.”

			Dylan. How he hated the mention of that guy. That guy got to spend his days with her while Laz just got her nights, not in the way that he might like.

			The streets were completely empty, the evergreen garlands illuminated by the thousands and thousands of lights wrapped around every support beam and every porch rail on Main Street. And then they stopped in front of the town Christmas tree, Jordan still clinging to his arm. She looked up at him, and he couldn’t breathe for a space of time. If she had been any other woman he would have kissed her. But if she had been any other woman he wouldn’t have gone on a romantic Christmas light walk two days before Christmas either.

			“You need to figure out your sleep,” he said.

			She laughed softly. “I don’t really want to. Because then we wouldn’t have this.”

			“Yes,” he said, remembering the way the Christmas lights lit up her eyes. “I do know you hate that shit.”

			“So it was perfect. Just the words. The regular words. The ones that you’re supposed to say. So I’d already heard them, and it was easy to practice. When I imagined saying them to him, when I imagined them being... Permanent and binding, I thought I was going to be sick. When I was supposed to go to the church I thought I was going be sick, so instead of going to the church I went to the bathroom and got on my knees and got ready to throw up.” She looked over at him. “Not in the dress.” She put her hand on her forehead. “So then I started driving to the church. After I put my dress on. And then I just kept driving. I kept driving and driving and I didn’t stop driving. I went to Medford. I went to In-N-Out Burger and ran in and got a milkshake. They still put the Bible verse on the bottom of the cup, did you know that?”

			“I didn’t know there was a... I didn’t know that was the thing.”

			“It is. I dipped French fries in the milkshake and sat on the bumper of my car and stared at nothing. There’s a mall there. That’s all there is to look at. I couldn’t go in to any stores, because I was in a wedding dress. So I just sat there. I considered driving to California. At that point, you’re only forty-five minutes away. I checked on the map.”

			The image of her eating French fries triggered another memory. This one a lot more recent.

			“The wedding is in two weeks.” She dipped a French fry into some ketchup and shoved it into her mouth. “And I... I’m not excited. Which scares me a little bit. Maybe it’s just because I don’t think it’s going to change anything. I’ll be legally bound to his family, which used to be the only thing I ever wanted. But... You know, you can’t choose your family. Like I can’t choose mine. Which is why I never speak to my parents, but they are still my parents. But I’m not sure... His family modeled a functional family for me but I’m not sure that I fit in with them any better. And I actually am choosing them, aren’t I? Except I always feel like they chose me and I have to be grateful for it.”

			“Do they actually say that?”

			She looked away. “I mean, a little.”

			“That’s bullshit, Jordan.”

			“Well. I’m the child of a couple of addicts that they would never even speak to, much less choose their daughter to marry their son. I just...”

			“You’re going to let people make you feel like the daughter of addicts for the rest of your life? Make you feel like that’s all you are?”

			“That’s not... It’s not them. It’s not... It’s just that I’m very conscious of the fact that I have to be careful. That I have to be mindful of what I could turn into if I’m not careful.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“Maybe it isn’t. But I don’t have anyone else either. I’m so afraid of what’s going to happen to me if I end up alone.”

			“You’ll never be alone. Not as long as you have me.”

			“All right. So then you...”

			“I kind of blanked out. I mean, I’m not really sure what all I did. I drove around. I just drove around. And then I turned back around and came here. And then... I came right here. Because it was the only place I knew... There’s nowhere else I can go. I don’t have anyone else. I just alienated everyone who has ever loved me.”

			He chuckled. “Okay.”

			“Except you. I... I’m not going to be able to sleep. This is when I can’t sleep anyway.”

			She picked at a scarred part of the bar top.

			“Let’s get out of here,” he said.

			Her head shot up. “And go to where?”

			“My house.”

			“Your house.” She frowned.

			In fairness, he had never had her out to his house before. She was his best friend, and he would claim that in pretty much any circle, but they had only ever really seen each other here. But then, that was pretty normal for him.

			“What am I going to do at your house?”

			“You’re going to sleep, Jordan. You are not staying up for more than twenty-four hours. You are not marinating in your own misery to the point that you can no longer stand on your own two feet.”

			“Am I not?”

			“No,” he said.

			A new purpose turned over inside of him. And he realized... Well, he realized that he should have done a little telling her what to do a while ago. Because she wasn’t taking care of herself. And she hadn’t been.

			“Let’s go.”

			“Right now? I didn’t even get a drink.”

			“You shouldn’t have a drink. Not in your current state. Don’t go using it like medicine.”

			She frowned. “Oh please don’t be my Jiminy Cricket. I’m in my own head enough about all this stuff.”

			“I am not a damned bug. But I am going to tell you what’s good for you. You’re already milkshakefaced. Let’s leave it at that.” He rounded the bar, and walked over to where she was sitting. She just looked up at him, with big blue doe eyes. Jordan was never doe-eyed. He put his hand low on her back, which made his stomach feel hollow.

			He walked her out the front of the bar and closed the door behind them, locking it. “You have any clothes other than the wedding dress?”

			“No,” she said. “And all of my clothes are at Dylan’s.”

			“Right. Let’s just go to my place.” He sighed. “I’ll get you one of my T-shirts.”

			That didn’t do anything to improve his disposition.

			They walked down the sidewalk, a healthy distance between them. He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. And then when they got to the truck he went to the passenger side and opened the door for her. “Get in.”

			She obeyed. And he helped her tuck the wedding dress up into the car.

			And as he lifted the mountain of tulle up into the truck, their eyes met. And his stomach hollowed out.

			“You’re coming to my wedding, aren’t you?”

			“I thought we were situational friends.”

			She looked hurt by that. Angry. Well, he was hurt and angry about the whole thing.

			“We’re friends,” she said. “The best friend I have and I thought that you would come to my...”

			“Yeah,” he said. And even then he knew he was lying. “I’ll come to your wedding. I’ll sit there and stare at you as you walk down the aisle. And I’ll behave myself.”

			“Good. Not the behaving yourself. That you’ll be there. You know you’re important to me.”

			“Yeah.”

			But he couldn’t say what he wanted to. And there was no point to it anyway. So he said nothing. Because he’d been over this with her repeatedly. And there was no point arguing. She had doubts, but she was going to do it.

			It was best if she did.

			He released his hold on her. Closed the truck door decisively. Then he got in and started the engine. Neither of them spoke.

			They drove up the winding road that led to the little ranch that had been in his family since the 1960s. The house itself was still much as it had been back in those early years. He’d updated it, fixed it up with his own hands mostly.

			The barn had been expanded. Because his true passion was horses, and while he didn’t much care about having every modern convenience in his house, in his barn was another matter.

			“This is it,” he said.

			“It’s nice,” she responded.

			He pulled up to the front and she sat rooted to the seat.

			“You can get out, Jordan.”

			She started to unbuckle her seat belt, and before she could make a move to get out, he was exiting the truck, rounding to the other side and opening the door for her.

			“You don’t have to do that,” she said, swinging her legs around and pushing herself out of the truck, ball of white tulle first.

			“Maybe not,” he said. “But it seems like the thing to do when somebody has just run out on their wedding.”

			“What am I going to do, Laz? I can’t go back to Sugar Cup. Everybody in town is going to know. Everybody in town must already know.”

			“I managed to make it through a Friday night without hearing about it.”

			“Great. They are protecting me. Because they hoped I was going to come back. That’s what it has to be. But I wasn’t going to come back. I was never going to come back.”

			“Why didn’t you just break up with him before the wedding, Jordan. If that’s what you were feeling?”

			“Because I was afraid. And I thought that wanting to be part of his family... I thought that wanting to do it was the same as being in love. But it’s not. And beneath all my wanting to do it, I desperately didn’t want to do it. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

			“Makes sense to me. I understand.”

			“It’s such a mess, Laz. I really made a mess of it.”

			She was looking up at him, pleading, and he really couldn’t take it.

			“Sleep,” he bit out. “Don’t talk about messes. And don’t think about whether or not you should be cleaning them up. You can’t do anything when you haven’t slept.”

			“I should know,” she said. “I’ve spent years not sleeping.”

			“Me too. Occupational hazard.”

			He led her inside, and ushered her through the house, into his bedroom. He gritted his teeth. Jordan was in his bedroom. And who the hell was he that it made him feel this way? He had spent years having casual sex. The desire was easy. The getting there was easy. The saying goodbye was easy. But the scary thing was that Jordan had said hello one day, in the wee hours of the morning, and he had never even considered saying goodbye. That was the problem. She mattered. And he didn’t really know what to do with someone who mattered quite this much.

			Except give her a place to stay.

			“I’ll get you a T-shirt.”

			He reached into the top drawer and pulled out a gray T-shirt. He almost grabbed a white one, but thought that was a shade too masochistic. Imagining her in nothing but a white T-shirt was enough to destroy him completely. Imagining her in a gray one was only going to render him partially reduced.

			“Thanks,” she said.

			“I’ve got sweatpants too but they’re not going to fit you.” Laz was over six feet, Jordan was maybe five-two. She was a tiny little thing. Tiny, feral and angry, and that was all the things he liked about her. All the things she was always trying to cover up. To be acceptable to that boyfriend and his damn family.

			“I’ll sort it out,” she said.

			“I can go down to town and get some of your things tomorrow if you want.”

			“Would you do that?”

			“Yeah. Help me figure it out.”

			“Well, maybe he went on our honeymoon. If he did...”

			“You think he’d go on your honeymoon by himself?”

			“Oh, not down to San Francisco. But to Hawaii, yes. We were flying out of San Francisco because we got a deal. Those tickets aren’t refundable. I bet he’s getting on a plane.”

			“Too bad plane tickets aren’t transferable anymore. That’s one of those made-for-TV romance movies waiting to happen. He could grab one of your bridesmaids.”

			Jordan laughed. “I don’t have bridesmaids.”

			And he should have known that. Because the fact of the matter was that he would call Jordan his best friend and she would call him hers.

			“It hurt my feelings that you weren’t there,” she said. She smiled. “You know, somewhere between here and Medford.”

			“When you realized?”

			“Yes.” The corners of her mouth turned down. “You didn’t come to find me. So I knew you didn’t know. I knew... Laz, I knew you would have come for me.”

			His breath stopped. Right there in his lungs.

			“We’ll talk about that later.”

			She nodded. “Did you just think I wouldn’t do it? Is that what you thought? Did you know that I was going to walk into the bar?”

			He wished he could say yes. But the fact was, for him, that would’ve been optimism. And he didn’t traffic in that level of optimism. He was a realist. But then, maybe he was going to have to forget about that. Because it was not realistic that Jordan had come to the bar in her wedding dress at 2:00 a.m. when she was supposed to be Mrs. Dylan Walker.

			And was instead Jordan.

			His Jordan. At his house.

			“Get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning. Eggs and bacon?”

			“Please don’t tell me that you cook.”

			“I live by myself, Jordan. Of course I know how to cook.”

			And with that, he left her. By herself, to change into his gray T-shirt.

			Laz had never considered himself a saint. But at this point he was considering applying.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			JORDAN WOKE UP completely disoriented. She was not in San Francisco. That much she knew. She was on a bed buried beneath a flannel comforter, breathing slowly. She moved the blankets down and looked around the room.

			Laz’s room. She was at Laz’s house.

			Well, this was a predicament.

			She sat up, and realized she was still only wearing a T-shirt. But she could also smell bacon, and she was pretty sure her desire for the bacon was going to outdo her need for modesty.

			It was Laz after all.

			She tried not to think about the first time she’d met him. She had stumbled into his bar thinking that it was open, when in fact it had been past last call. And she’d seen him. Standing behind the bar. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with black hair and dark skin, a chiseled jaw. His mouth was... Well, it was just immediately sensual, and she couldn’t quite figure out why. Because she saw men every day and managed to not think about their mouths.

			And all of that stuff entered into her system as an instantaneous thunderclap. Not a series of individual thoughts, but a hot jolt of realization. And along with it the sense that he was somehow meant to be standing there, and so was she. She didn’t typically go into the bar because she had a job at the coffee shop, and it required she get up early. But her insomnia—which she’d been struggling with for six months or so—was starting to bore her to tears, and so she had taken to walking around. She had looked in the bar on a few different occasions, and tonight had decided to go in.

			And something had whispered through her soul that sounded a lot like fate and it had terrified her. But instead of running, she had gone to sit at that bar.

			She had told herself multiple times over the past ten years that the kind of fate Laz was had been to be her very best friend. And he had been. He had been a pillar to her these last few years. Helping her sort through all manner of different traumas from her past, and God knew she had many.

			She had done her very best to shove her attraction down very deep. Because Dylan’s family had always been there for her. Because Dylan was supposed to be the one. He always had been. But when she met him she hadn’t felt a thunderclap. And to be quite honest she never felt one in all the years since.

			But she now had a solid seventeen years of being Dylan’s girlfriend, and she wasn’t really sure what came after that. So she had simply stayed. And Laz’s words about habits had echoed in her head, growing increasingly louder. And she just ignored them. Until yesterday.

			She groaned, she climbed out of the bed, and was greeted by air that was far too cold for her liking. Plus the shirt rode all the way up her thighs, and she was pretty sure that given the cold, her nipples were absolutely visible, like little Tic Tacs through the top. She grimaced and grabbed the flannel blanket from his bed, wrapped it around her body. And she decided that she was going to take her chances on humiliation and brave her friend this morning.

			She walked down the hall, taking in the details of the place. There were framed photos in that hallway, but they were so old she couldn’t imagine that he’d put them up. A little boy that must’ve been him, posed in a portrait studio holding a red ball, wearing overalls to match. And a series of such pictures, all of them likely taken at a school. There was a photograph of a wedding, one that looked to be the early eighties, with a couple that was a perfect blend of Laz’s features. And then one framed picture of an older woman in a floral dress holding a chubby baby with wild curly hair. Laz and his grandmother. Her heart clenched. That was the one time Laz had let her be there for him in any kind of emotional sense. When his grandma had died seven years ago. He’d gotten drunk. And he never did that. He was so smooth and easy and always in control. Always the one who knew what to do. But he hadn’t known what to do then. And she’d wanted to comfort him in a deep way. In a physical way that had scared her. She had reached across the bar that night and put her hands on his. And she had felt... She wanted to press herself against him. To give him all of her as a means of comfort, and it had scared her enough that she had backed way off.

			Because she was with someone else and she had to be. She had to be.

			It was that had to be that had echoed inside of her yesterday. Because why? Why had she built for herself a series of had tos? Why was she so hamstrung by rules that she had created for herself?

			She touched that photo, briefly, Laz and Gladys, and then went down the hall.

			“Good morning,” she mumbled.

			She hated this feeling. When she did sleep, this was how it was. A brief few hours and in the wrong space of time.

			“Oh good,” he said. “You’re up.”

			“Is it early?”

			“No,” he said. “Very late. But, this is about when I get up anyway, and this is when you should be getting up.”

			“You have another bedroom?”

			“No. The spare room is an office now.”

			“Where did you sleep?”

			“The couch. It’s a nice couch.”

			“That’s not fair. You didn’t have to sleep on the couch.”

			“Where was I going to sleep, Jordan?”

			Those dark brown eyes met hers and she faltered. Because there was no real answer for that that didn’t make her skin feel like it was too tight.

			“Well. I will take that bacon.”

			“I have bacon. Because I always deliver on my promises.”

			“I know you do,” she said.

			It was one of the things about him. He was just always there for people. For everyone. She’d heard stories over the years... He had single-handedly solved more romance crises in the town of Gold Valley than she could have ever imagined one small community could have had. He was good. At listening, and consequently, sometimes good at hearing things that other people didn’t even realize they were saying. And yet... Well, and yet. Here she was. He hadn’t fixed her issues.

			She felt a little bit salty about that.

			“Have a seat.”

			She did, careful to tuck the blanket underneath her legs so that not too much of her thigh made contact with the cold wood on the chair. The dining table was nice. Solid wood.

			“This is...” She looked around. In fact, for all the place was small everything in it was solid. Well made. She could feel the history of the house, and the quality of everything inside. There was a heaviness to it. Not like the new, neighborhood tract house that she and Dylan shared.

			“I made it,” he said.

			“Get out. You made this?”

			“Yeah. I have a wood shop. In my spare time I...”

			“Your spare time?”

			“I don’t have a family, Jordan. I don’t have anyone to answer to. My time is my own. I come home from the bar, I make sure that things on the ranch are running smoothly when I get up in the morning, handle the payroll for all the staff. For the bar and the ranch. I go to the shop and I wood work. Sometimes I go for a ride. One or the other.”

			“How did I not know that about you?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. Don’t talk about it much.”

			“Right. I guess people tend to not ask about you.”

			He shrugged. “That’s not really my job.”

			“Well, you know about everybody else. You know all about me and all about my issues.”

			“You’ve seen some of my issues, Jordan,” he said, his eyes suddenly getting serious. And it made her feel warm.

			“Yeah. I guess. But it’s still not the same. People drink, and they tell you everything.”

			“You don’t drink. Not really.”

			“Fine. I just tell you things because I like you.”

			“Great,” he said.

			There was a tension in his shoulders as he moved around the kitchen. He went over to the coffeepot and poured a generous mug. “Coffee?”

			She laughed. “Well, technically I have a hard time drinking coffee that I don’t make. Because I make it so well.”

			“You know, making drinks is kind of my thing too,” he said.

			“But not coffee.”

			He held the mug out toward her, and she took it, their fingertips brushing. It made her stomach go tight. “I drink coffee. And I don’t like drinking anything that doesn’t taste good.”

			“All right, so you’re trying to make sure I know you’re not a disgusting bachelor?”

			“Oh, I’m a disgusting bachelor. But also discerning. That’s just how I am. So.”

			“Right. So discerning.”

			Silence stretched between them. “Why didn’t you tell me not to marry him, Laz?”

			She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Not at all. She hadn’t meant to... She felt stupid. Her face got hot.

			His eyes went sharp. “You would have welcomed that?”

			“I don’t know. It’s just that you... You give advice to everybody. I know you do. You tell them what they really want. You tell them what’s good for them. But you didn’t tell me not to marry Dylan.”

			“Look, Jordan, did I know that you weren’t in love with him? Yes. But was there any way to say that? Come on. Be honest with me. If I had said that to you...”

			“Fine. But I just wish...”

			“Sorry, little girl. You gotta take responsibility for that all on your own. And I know that’s not fun. But the fact of the matter is, it’s nobody’s fault but yours that you let it get up to the wedding day and then let it dissolve.”

			“Teller of hard truths,” she muttered.

			“Right. So, how do you want to get your clothes?”

			“I think Dylan is gone,” she said. “So it should be pretty easy for you to go back and get them. If you don’t mind. There’s a spare key to the house under the flowerpot by the front door.”

			“Wow. Very secure. Why don’t you just not lock your doors?”

			“That wouldn’t be safe,” she said, deadpan.

			“At least give the burglars a scavenger hunt.”

			“Well, I didn’t. But it should be pretty easy for you to get in. My... I have a packed suitcase.”

			“Great. I’ll grab it.”

			“I don’t know where I’m going to go. I’m going to have to get a place. But I don’t make enough money at Sugar Cup to just magically have a deposit for an apartment.”

			She wasn’t just an employee at Sugar Cup, she was a part owner. She had bought a stake in it a few years ago, and she had never been more proud of herself. In hindsight, it was a telling thing, really, that Dylan had been worried about how much time it would take away from their relationship, and Laz had been extremely proud of her.

			That should have been clarifying all on its own. Why should her friend be happier for her than her fiancé?

			“I’ll tell you what. You were supposed to be on vacation the next couple weeks anyway. Why don’t you work for me instead. Hide up here and earn some money.”

			“Laz... There’s no...”

			“I can pay you whatever the hell I want.”

			“I’m not taking charity from you.” She couldn’t do charity. Because she’d done it. Too many times. There were always fake grins and an expectation of gratitude. She’d often thought people were waiting for her to put on a Cockney accent and do a dance number with a chimney sweep when they’d given her canned food as a child. And then of course there was Dylan’s family.

			“You’re my best friend,” he said. “If you don’t take charity from me, who are you going to take it from? Anyway. I will give you jobs to do. Don’t you worry about that.”

			She wouldn’t point out that she had in fact taken charity many times. When she was a kid and it was that or go hungry.

			“Why are you doing all this for me?” she asked.

			“Jordan, I think that you have been under the delusion that the only people that were going to ever do anything for you were Dylan and his family. I get that your parents did a hell of a number on you. And I don’t blame you for being skeptical about the fact that there are more than just four good people in this world. I get that his mother and father and brother have been there for you. And I get that in some capacity he has been. But that’s not a good enough reason to marry somebody. And it doesn’t mean that nobody else wants to be there for you. I want to be there for you. So let me.”

			There was really no other option. What he was giving her was the best chance at getting her life together that she could have ever thought of. He was giving her an opportunity to hide. To earn money.

			“Well, where are you going to sleep?”

			“You’re very concerned about me, as if I’m not a grown man who hasn’t spent a hell of a long time taking care of himself.”

			“Well, then what do you want me to do?”

			“I miss my grandmother’s cooking. I miss having the house a little bit tidier. If you could be my housekeeper for the next couple of weeks...”

			“I’m not going to be able to cook like your grandma.”

			She recalled Laz bringing in some of the things his grandmother had made to the bar. Gladys Jenkins’s cooking had Southern roots, and while Jordan was handy—especially when it came to baking—she didn’t know anything about food from Louisiana.

			“That’s fine. I eat all kinds of food. Just know that I’ll appreciate it.”

			“All right,” she said. “I’ll do it. Thank you. Because I just don’t know what else I would’ve done.”

			“That’s what I do. I take care of people.”

			And she couldn’t deny that, but there was something about that assurance that rang hollow to her, and she didn’t know quite what to do with it.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			WELL, HELL. LAZ hadn’t meant to go and get himself a roommate. But, here he was. Engaging in a high level of torture that he hadn’t intended to fling himself down at the mercy of.

			And as he drove down through the main street of Gold Valley, looking at the familiar redbrick buildings and pondering his life choices, he realized that there had never been a choice. Not really. He could be as irritated with himself as he wanted, but that didn’t make it... Well, any less than it was. He was going to be there for Jordan. Whatever she needed.

			He just would. Because there were certain things that he... There were certain things he could give her. And certain things he couldn’t. And all of that was a tangle around what he wished.

			Why hadn’t he asked her not to marry Dylan?

			Because it would have been a self-interested demand. He wanted her. It was plain as that. He wanted her in his bed, but he didn’t know how to have someone else in his life.

			And he wondered if he was like Gladys. Too stubborn and too solitary to ever really settle down. He had often wondered that about his own dad.

			His dad was a faithful husband. He would never leave his mother. He had been dedicated to them, always. But he’d also flung himself into his work as a doctor. His practice had taken precedence over everything else. And it had caused endless issues between his parents, because his mother’s work as a lawyer had been extremely demanding and she had felt like his dad didn’t give enough at home. They had never fought. No. At least, not shouting and screaming.

			It had been death by a thousand cuts.

			Pinpricks of passive aggressiveness that marred every single day. And Laz himself felt like he was walking on eggshells constantly. Just trying to avoid all of that. But he knew firsthand how parents could be there for you physically, and yet hold everything back emotionally. How people could be in a marriage, and simultaneously not be in it. Technically doing all the right things, but emotionally not managing it. And he just... He had no interest in failing somebody that profoundly. And at the end of the day, that was his concern. That he would profoundly fail the person that he tried to enmesh in his life.

			When he pulled up to the little house that Jordan shared with Dylan, he felt a strange turn of envy.

			Well, she didn’t share it with him anymore. Now she shared his house with him. So what about that?

			He walked up to the front door, and lifted the little pot with the geranium in it, grabbing hold of the key that was indeed there, and then he fit it into the lock. But just as he did, the door jerked open. And there was Dylan, looking enraged. Laz was no stranger to a bar fight—at least breaking one up. But it wouldn’t even be fair to engage in a scuffle with Dylan, who was about half his muscle mass and at least three inches shorter. Basically, Laz could kick his ass by breathing on him too hard.

			“She didn’t think you’d be here.”

			“Oh,” Dylan said. “She’s with you. I should have known.”

			Laz had briefly met Dylan a couple of times over the years. On the odd occasion that they’d come into the bar to eat a meal. He’d never been hostile toward Laz, but Laz had always gotten the feeling that he didn’t particularly like him.

			It was fine. He was used to that. Often men found him intimidating. Because Laz was the kind of guy who could absolutely steal your girl if he felt like it. It was just that he didn’t want drama, so he didn’t often feel like it. And when it came to Jordan... He cared too much. He had always cared too much. To just seduce her. To ask her for a fling to scratch the itch that echoed through his whole soul.

			“Yes,” Laz said. “She’s with me. Because she came to me, and she needed a place to go. And I’m her friend.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “You’re her friend. Your reputation precedes you,” Dylan said, stepping forward, and to his credit, Laz had a feeling he pretty much would challenge Laz to a fight at this point. So he had to give the guy at least a little bit of props for that. Apparently he’d go all in in a fight for Jordan. It was just too bad he would lose.

			“Look, her coming to me has nothing to do with that. Her not marrying you has nothing to do with me.” He wished it did. Even if it wasn’t fair.

			“I don’t believe that.”

			“Feel free to go on not believing it. But it’s true. I’m here to get her things.”

			“Where is she staying?”

			“None of your damn business. She’ll talk to you when she’s ready. But she needs to sort herself out.”

			“I’m her fiancé. You’re nothing to her. You’re some guy she moons over in the bar. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. She practically drools when you walk by.”

			“Then I guess that’s your fault for not giving her something to moon over. If I’m irresistible to her, that’s your damn fault. You should have been more irresistible, I guess. And before you say anything, that’s got nothing to do with looks. I listened to her. How long’s it been since you’ve done that.”

			He pushed past Dylan. “I just want her suitcase.”

			“This is my house.”

			“I have a key. Because Jordan told me where it was. It’s her house too. You all are going to have to sort that out, but I am here to sort this out. Because she asked me to. Because I’m her friend. I don’t care if you don’t understand that.”

			He saw the suitcase, sitting there by the sofa. And he grabbed it. He didn’t have to ask if it was Jordan’s, because it had flowers on it. Which was funny, he hadn’t taken her for the kind who would have a flowered suitcase. And somehow he knew it had been a gift. A gift she’d been given that just didn’t fit her at all. He would buy Jordan a black suitcase, and sure, it would be harder to find on the luggage carousel, but it would at least suit her demeanor.

			Jordan didn’t like to draw attention to herself. You had to dig deep to get to her humor. You had to dig deep to get her loyalty. But it was worth it. And he had to wonder if any of these people who had cared for her had ever dug for the parts of Jordan that made her... Her.

			He took the suitcase and hefted it into his truck. He had just enough time to get back to his place, deposit all this and get back to the bar. He didn’t have to be there every day. He had a good staff that handled things for him, but mostly he was just used to it. It was his life. Just the way he was fundamentally put together, he imagined. His grandmother had made the ranch her life. His father had made his medical practice his life. And Laz might not be a doctor, but he loved what he did. And he cared about it. It earned him a living, and gave him a sense of accomplishment.

			He drove back up to the house, and was greeted by the smell of baking bread.

			Yeah. This was a good idea. “Here are your things,” he said.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“I’m hungry.”

			“Well. Good. The bread is almost done. And there’s soup. Do you eat when you get home from the bar usually?”

			“Usually. You don’t have to...”

			“I don’t sleep, remember?”

			“Right. Well. If you don’t mind...”

			“I don’t. I’m going to earn my keep. I’m not just going to let you give money to me because you feel sorry for me.”

			“I don’t just feel sorry for you.” He sighed. “Dylan is not gone.”

			“Dylan’s not gone?”

			“No. He was at the house when I went there.”

			“Oh... Shit.”

			“Yeah. So, he knows that I know where you are. But he doesn’t know where you are.”

			“I’m just not ready. But that’s the problem. I wasn’t ready when I needed to be. Because you are right. I shouldn’t have let it get to the day.”

			“I understand what you did. It’s complicated.”

			“Yeah,” she sighed. “Extremely complicated.”

			They had lunch after that, and it felt disturbingly domestic from Laz’s point of view. But then he had to get down to the bar to open, and he welcomed the distraction. There had been some pretty heavy drama down at the bar recently anyway. The Daniels family had provided him with enough entertainment to last him a good while. And he told himself that he didn’t want to miss anything.

			Not that he was afraid of what might happen if he was alone with Jordan for too long.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE PROBLEM WITH cooking and cleaning was that it made her mind wander. Not just wander, but go down paths that she preferred not to walk on. Turning over possibilities and ideas, and different things that she had spent a long time rejecting.

			But it was what Laz had said about people helping her. About how she had other people in her life who cared.

			And when she thought about it, she knew that it was true. She and Lars—who she knew most of the customers referred to as Grumpy Chef—had a decent relationship at Sugar Cup. He was another of the part owners, and she knew that he would do anything for her if she told him that she needed it. Because the reality was, even though his demeanor was gruff, he was a very nice man. And then there were Katrina and Susie, who also worked there. And while Jordan might never have made best friends with them—they were young, in their early twenties—they were sweet. And they didn’t hate her or anything. But she’d somehow decided that it was...safe to lean on Dylan’s family. And not safe to really lean on anyone else. And that line of thinking led her back to her parents. Straight to trailer parks and addiction and the kind of sadness she just didn’t like to... Didn’t like to excavate. She had always wondered why they were like that. And why she hadn’t been enough to fix it. She hadn’t gotten kicked out because she was rebellious. She had gotten kicked out because she’d gotten rid of their heroin. She did think sometimes that she was lucky they hadn’t killed her. At least her dad. He’d lost it.

			She’d been thrown out, but she also had to run away. And she could still remember her dad’s last screaming rant at her. That she thought she was better than she was. That this was in her blood and she would never escape it. That she couldn’t just run away to the suburbs and be different.

			And maybe that was the problem. Dylan’s family had represented something so much more than just Dylan alone. They were normal. A deeply normal suburban family, and when she’d first started dating him she’d been terrified that he was going to...reject her when he knew just how messed up her family was. He hadn’t, though. And his parents had been kind enough to let her live with them. She had her own bedroom—because they were not about to have the two of them sleeping in the same room.

			She and Dylan had moved out when they were twenty, and gotten their little house off the main part of Gold Valley. And then for the past twelve years they’d...coasted. That was all. Neither of them had really made a solid move toward commitment. They’d taken forever at it. And then in the end she’d been the one to balk. But she’d waited too long. And she had to wonder if they were actually just both victims of their own apathy more than anything else.

			She hadn’t known what other life to live, so she hadn’t pursued it. And it had been largely motivated by fear. Yeah. She was just so afraid of what was on the other side of that life that she had actually found that was so comfortable. Because secretly... Secretly she was sort of convinced that it was Dylan that kept her away from that future that her father had promised she would find.

			She didn’t really believe that. Her parents had made their choices. They couldn’t simply blame genetics. No matter how convenient that might be for them. They had to take responsibility for their actions. The same as she had to own the fact that her life had turned out good in part because of herself. It wasn’t just because of Dylan. But there was a part of her that...

			She sighed. It was one thirty in the morning. That was normal for her. She had decided to go ahead and make Laz a hamburger when he came home. So she had everything prepared, but she didn’t want to start it too early.

			Not that he couldn’t have had a hamburger at the bar. Maybe you wouldn’t want the same kind of thing he could have had there at home.

			She stood there questioning herself until she saw headlights.

			They always met in this space. In these strange hours. When her mind started to fray and she was desperate to avoid sleep.

			She blinked.

			Was she desperate to avoid sleep? Had she just been avoiding it in Dylan’s bed?

			And dreams.

			The dreams that she found so disturbing.

			Of a different life. Completely different. She swallowed hard.

			She heard heavy footsteps outside, and then the front door opened. “You want a hamburger?” she asked.

			“Hello to you too,” he said.

			“Sorry. It’s just... It occurred to me that you could have had one at the bar.”

			“Sure. I eat at the bar sometimes, but generally don’t. But it’s not because I don’t like hamburgers.”

			“Why?”

			“I mean I did at first. But I get sick of... Even the way the oil tastes. Just a little bit too much work.”

			“I guess that makes sense. I’ll make the hamburgers then.”

			“Did you wait to eat?”

			“Yeah. I mean... My body clock is basically screwed for life. So there’s no point me being precious about mealtimes.”

			She walked over to the stove and put the premade patties on the cast-iron griddle that attached to the propane burners.

			“How was work?”

			“Good,” he said, having a seat at the table. “How was here?”

			“Great.”

			“The place looks amazing.”

			“You’re pretty neat. I just did some deep cleaning.”

			“I can tell. It feels lighter.”

			“Good.”

			She didn’t know why this should be awkward. Well, except that they had never done this. With her making things for him.

			But she had to wonder if anybody ever made things for Laz. His grandmother had. She knew that. She knew that she had been a firm woman, but that Laz had loved her more than anything.

			He didn’t really talk about his parents. Something they had in common.

			“Do you ever speak to your parents?”

			He looked up at her, his brow crinkled. “I talk to them once a week.”

			“Oh. I just... You never talk about them.”

			“Well. I... I don’t really like Portland. So I don’t ever have the desire to go back and visit. I do, a couple times a year. But it has to fit around their schedules. They’re busy. They’ve always been busy.”

			“Oh. I guess I didn’t... I didn’t realize that.”

			“My dad is a doctor. My mom is a lawyer. They’re very business-oriented. They’re very...invested in their careers. That’s fine. But there’s a reason that I came out here when I was seventeen. When Grandma Gladys said that she needed help... I jumped at the chance. To get out of the city, to get out of my house.”

			“I didn’t know that you left home at seventeen.”

			He nodded slowly. “I mean, I had my grandmother. So it’s not quite the same.”

			“Yeah. I was sixteen when my parents kicked me out.”

			“You never did tell me why.”

			“Throwing out their heroin.”

			Surprise flashed through his eyes and she couldn’t decide if she was sad that he now knew just how bad everything had been when she was growing up, or gratified that she had managed to shock him.

			It was all just so sordid and sad. And it had been one thing to tell him her parents had addiction issues, and another to connect it to what had happened. Because even now she wanted to...protect them in some ways.

			It was so toxic and messed up, and she knew it. But it was one thing to know you had some issues, another to just not have them.

			And on some level she just hadn’t wanted Laz to have too clear a picture of her life back then. She wanted him to see who she was now. To not have all that in his head.

			“Well, I didn’t figure that.”

			She laughed, trying to shift the sadness in her chest. “Did you think that I was rebellious? Especially with a guy like Dylan.”

			“I don’t know. I figured they found condoms in your backpack or something.”

			“Ha. No. Actually, they would have probably found that to be very responsible of me.”

			“I see.”

			“We were just white trash. But with a lot of drugs. I don’t have any happy memories of my childhood. Well now, that’s not true. There was this one Christmas when my mom was trying not to use. And my dad had his use kind of under control. I mean, he was able to shoot up and then kind of be around. And I don’t know. We got these little TV dinners with slices of turkey and gravy and we had a tree made of tinsel. And it was nice.” She could still see the living room. Fake wood panels and that shiny little tree. They’d eaten their meal on TV trays on an old green couch that had a hole in the arm, with foam protruding through the end.

			She had presents under the tree that year. It had made her very happy. Her parents had been pretty happy.

			They had been sometimes. That was the thing. Because for years it was a back and forth between them and the drugs. Child services and all of that. They had tried. Intermittently they had tried. But once she had been a teenager they just stopped. Like they’d thrown up the white flag of surrender and just jumped right in headfirst to addiction rather than making it a dance where they put their feet in and then ran back to the shore.

			“My dad told me I was going to end up just like them.”

			“Jordan...”

			“Always kind of thought maybe I would. It terrifies me. That thought. And I thought... I don’t know. Dylan’s family was so normal. It was so wonderful to be a part of that. I remember the first Thanksgiving that I spent with them, right after my parents kicked me out. And they had...this huge turkey. And mashed potatoes and gravy, and nobody got in a fight. And nobody fell and cut themselves on a glass or screamed at me or locked themselves in the bathroom. And I didn’t know that people like that really existed. I mean, logically I knew they had to. But I’d only ever seen them on TV.”

			“You feel like they saved you.”

			She nodded. “They did. I mean, that’s the thing. Because what would’ve become of me?”

			“I wish I would’ve known you then,” he said.

			“Yeah. Well. You would have been too old for me then,” she said.

			And then she felt immediately silly, because he wasn’t offering her anything but friendship. And she hadn’t really meant it the way that it had come out. It was just...

			“You know what I mean. Because sixteen-year-old girl, twenty-six-year-old man, that doesn’t really work. But this works.”

			“Right,” he said.

			But he was appraising her a little bit too closely. She scampered back to flip the patties, and then just went ahead and hugged the stove top so that she could keep her distance between herself and him. And the crackle of heat in her stomach.

			Because she wasn’t in a relationship. Not anymore. And that... That felt just a little bit too revolutionary in the moment.

			But Laz was still her friend, and he was her only lifeline. She’d gone from having Dylan’s family to having Laz, and she needed to be careful.

			“You wanted to know,” he said. “Why I didn’t ask you to not marry Dylan.”

			“Oh,” she said, feeling jarred by the subject change. “Yes.”

			“Well, it took me a little bit to realize the answer,” he said.

			“Let me guess, it’s not because you thought we made such a great couple?”

			“No,” he said. “It’s because it would have been selfish.”

			“What?” Her heart slammed into her chest.

			“I thought that it would have been selfish of me to ask you to not marry him. Because I’m not disinterested, Jordan. No matter how much I might want to be. And then I went over there and I saw that flowered suitcase that you had...”

			“His mother got that for me for Christmas.”

			“You said that you were afraid that if you weren’t with him you might become like your family. I get that, but you spent the past... It’s been a hell of a long time in a family that never even really knew you. I knew you didn’t pick that suitcase. I knew it. And you know, I didn’t see any point in saying anything, all things considered. I didn’t see the point in disrupting anything further than it already has been, but you wanted to know. And it’s not because I didn’t care. And it’s not because I’m afraid to say the honest thing. But I was afraid of leading you somewhere that I wanted you to go. But that was when I at least thought... I thought they knew you. At least. But they never did, did they?”

			“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

			“I want you,” he said. “That simple. I have. Since the first time I met you.”

			She could not believe that those words had just come out of his mouth. With the hamburger on a plate in front of him. Not that the hamburger was incredibly relevant to the situation, it just kind of added to the absurdity of it. They’d been friends for years. And he never said anything. He never even indicated...

			And all those feelings that she had the first moment she met him came flooding back.

			But she... She suddenly felt so small and unworthy. She had never given a lot of thought to how she looked. Because she had a boyfriend for half of her life. She had never wanted to attract another man. She had always been so grateful for Dylan. She did what she could with what she had, but that was basically it. Laz was beautiful. There was no doubt about that. No argument to be made. Classically masculine and handsome in a way that took her breath away. But even in that moment when she’d first seen him she hadn’t given any thought to whether or not she could attract him, because why would she?

			He had experience. Lots of different women, that much she knew. They didn’t talk about it, but it was implied in a lot of different conversations. She had Dylan. That was it. And an increasingly dull sex life that had waned entirely in the face of her increasingly bad insomnia.

			And he hadn’t been too upset about it. And she hadn’t really known what to make of that. The fact that he had let her reduce their sex life to zero had begun to bother her. And it had turned into a sort of game where she tried to see if anything else would happen.

			If she waited him out, if he would finally get fed up with it.

			It had actually made her start to question her desirability. Something that she really hadn’t thought much about before.

			But now she wondered. If she could actually be enough for a man like Laz. A man who had felt like fate from the moment she had first seen him. An impulse that she had denied because...

			Well, she was used to denying her impulses. Used to questioning her instincts.

			Because hadn’t she been told—by everything her parents had done, by everything they’d said—that she could not trust anything that she was inclined toward? Yes. She had been told that. And so when she had walked into the bar and seen Laz, known that he was the most beautiful man she had ever laid eyes on, felt like she was peering into a future that she wanted more than anything... She had questioned it. Absolutely and completely.

			Maybe she shouldn’t have. Maybe that was the lesson. Above all else, maybe the lesson here was that she wasn’t always wrong. And there was a concern, of course, that if she closed the distance between them, their friendship might be ruined. But that moment when she had first laid eyes on him existed in a place inside of her that couldn’t be denied. It didn’t question anything. Because it knew exactly what it wanted. And had from the first moment she had ever seen him.

			He had been there for her... He had been there for her. And so many ways over all that time. And she knew that closing the space between them could never break what they were.

			She had built her foundation with Dylan on need. Not physical need, but an emotional need that had been very deep and very real. But her relationship with Laz wasn’t built on that. She had met him, and she had wanted to know him. She had found him easy to talk to. And she found him beautiful.

			It was such a different thing. Such a different thing to want without feeling a sharp, fearful side to it. Without being worried that she might lose everything if she couldn’t give him what he wanted.

			“You really want me?”

			“Yes,” he said, his voice rough. “But he’s always been there. He’s always been in the picture, and...”

			“You should have told me to get rid of him.”

			You didn’t tell me not to marry Dylan.

			Her earlier words echoed between them.

			“I wanted what was best for you. Whether you believe that or not. I did. And if it wasn’t... This, then...”

			“Why?”

			“You know how it is for me. I don’t share. My life is mine. In... Look, I give to people all day every day. It’s part of my job. And when I come home, I do what I want. I don’t rely on anybody, I don’t ask for anything... And that’s the way I like it. Somebody in my position can’t ask someone else to give up the future, to give up a marriage for...”

			“For what?”

			“There’s not a name for it, is there?”

			“Friends with benefits?”

			The words made her stomach feel hollow. Because they couldn’t just be that.

			“Yeah. Friends with benefits.”

			“You know, you actually could have asked me to do that,” she said, her throat getting tight. “The first time I saw you... I felt like my world turned over on its head. But I was a coward, and I couldn’t understand what my life might look like if I stepped off the path that I’d carved out for myself. And more than that, I was afraid of it. So I... I ignored it. I ignored that I felt that way. I ignored that I wanted something else. But I knew that something changed. Forever when I first met you. And it did. Because you gave me the confidence to do what I did the other day. You gave me the confidence to walk away from Dylan, not because I could have you instead, but because... I have our friendship. And you made me feel something about myself that he didn’t. You made me trust myself in a way that I never did before. But it’s taken me all this time to realize...that I could remove those supports and I would still stand.” She cleared her throat. This next bit felt important. “I’ve only been with one person.”

			“I figured as much,” he said.

			“I might be bad at sex.”

			He chuckled, and the warmth that spread through her body sent tingles all the way from her scalp down to her toes. “You will not be bad at it.”

			“How do you know? Maybe I am inept when it comes to handling penises.”

			“There’s no way that you could be inept when it comes to handling me.”

			And he was the one that closed the space between them, and she was grateful. He came right where she stood and wrapped his arm around her waist, and the air rushed from her lungs.

			And there were words that hovered on her lips that terrified her, so she swallowed them. Didn’t say them. She looked up in his brown eyes.

			She suddenly wanted to cry. Because it felt like fate. Because it felt like the answer to a thousand prayers that she had never been brave enough to say. Because she felt like a new woman in a way that she hadn’t, when she had decided to leave Dylan at the altar.

			That woman had been afraid. She’d been numb. And she hadn’t known what the next step was. Hadn’t known what she wanted or what she was going to do.

			And all right, she still didn’t know the answers to all that, not in a broader sense. But she wanted him. She really, really wanted him.

			And she felt like if she could be this brave, brave enough to reveal the secret part of herself. Brave enough to expose just how deep her desire for him ran...

			Then maybe she could be brave enough for anything.

			She put her hands on his face, finally touching him the way that she wanted. She smoothed her fingertips over his stubble-roughened jaw, and ran her thumbs beneath his bottom lip. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispered.

			The fire in his eyes burned brighter, and he didn’t let her speak again. Instead, he lowered his head, kissing her, hard and deep. Stealing her breath. Stealing her reservations.

			It was a revelation, this kiss. And any concerns she had about being bad at sex or undesirable were burned away by the heat in it.

			Because she realized then that it actually didn’t matter what kind of experience she had. Because there were kisses, and then there was kissing Laz.

			Because there was sex, and then there was just the act of wanting him, which touched somewhere deeper than any other sort of desire ever had.

			He was big and muscular, and when he held her in his arms she felt small. Delicate, fragile but sheltered.

			She had been given shelter before. By a wonderful family who had taken her in and showed her how to change the shape of herself so that she could fit. But that wasn’t what Laz was doing. Not now. She was in a shelter made from his strength, and it fit around her. In a profound and deep way, and whether or not it was supposed to mean something like that. Whether or not she was supposed to feel it so deep... She did. He kissed her all the way down the hall, taking her into the bedroom she’d been sleeping in, and removing her clothes from her body. And she wasn’t nervous. She wasn’t self-conscious. It wasn’t time or inevitability that made her feel attractive, it was the way that he looked at her. Like she was the most precious thing he had ever seen.

			“Now you,” she said.

			He took his shirt off slowly, revealing acres of dark, smooth skin. Well muscled and strong.

			She put her hand on his chest, thrilling at the feel of him. Because she had certainly never seen such a gloriously masculine man in the flesh before.

			Not so close that she could touch.

			And maybe it was a little bit petty and a little bit mean to compare pale, thin Dylan to Laz, but she did. In the moment, she did.

			Maybe he’s fate, or maybe he’s just hotter, a voice whispered.

			Maybe he’s both. Because she wasn’t going to enter into the business of doubting herself. Not now. Because it wasn’t just about him being hotter. It was about the way he’d been there for her. All this time.

			Then his hands went to his belt buckle and her throat went tight. Her entire body seizing up in anticipation. He pushed his jeans and underwear slowly down his lean hips, and kicked his boots off along with them.

			His thighs were muscular, sexy. Indicative of all the hard work that he did on his ranch.

			That was what the man did. He worked. Whether it was at the bar or on his land, and he wore the evidence of that in every hard, chiseled line on his body. And then there was... Well, him. That most masculine part of him, thick and proud and so much more than she had ever dared imagine.

			If she were going to engage in comparisons again—and she was—Laz came out ahead there too. By a lot.

			She swallowed hard.

			And then she decided there was no point being a coward. Not about anything. Because this was what she wanted. Plain and simple. And she was going to take it.

			She reached her hand down, wrapped it around his hard length, soft and hot and hard all at once. She squeezed him, watched as his face went pained. A tortured look there.

			She moved her hand up and down his length, until he caught at her wrist with his hand. “Careful,” he bit out.

			“Why? I’m tired of being careful. I’m tired of being what I’m supposed to be. I’m tired of being whatever he thinks I should be. All I have done for all these years is tried to... Tried to stop myself from turning into a monster. I almost committed myself to a life that was going to make me nothing but miserable. Because I was such a coward. Because I wasn’t brave. So now I want to be brave. I want to be brave as I can be. I want to do whatever I want.”

			“Well, I am here for being your playground, Jordan, but I don’t want this to end too quickly.”

			And that was how she found herself being picked up off the floor and deposited on the bed.

			Flat on her back on the soft mattress. And he lifted her thighs, draping them over his shoulders and lowered his head to the heart of her. That part that was slick and wet with desire for him. And she gasped.

			She grabbed the back of his head as he tormented her. Pleasuring her with his tongue and his hands.

			She writhed against him, arching up off the bed as she found her release, shuddering out his name.

			“That’s right,” he said, moving up her body, gazing down into her eyes. “Don’t forget who’s with you.”

			“No chance,” she said, her voice weak and shaky.

			He took a condom from his nightstand, and sheathed himself quickly as he positioned himself at the entrance of her body.

			“Laz,” she whispered, bracketing his face with her hands. And then he thrust inside of her, and she lost her breath.

			Because it was him. Finally.

			He was something she hadn’t let herself want. This was something she hadn’t let herself want. And it wasn’t until she had stripped away all those other people in her life that had had so many expectations of her that she was free. Free to feel what she did. Free to want what she did.

			And she wanted him.

			And as he established a steady rhythm that drove them both to the heights, as he thrust into her body, over and over again, he forged in them a bond that she didn’t think could ever be broken.

			She felt utterly devastated by it. By him.

			And she was glad of it.

			Him. And only him.

			She broke open, right there with him, pleasure a torrent that poured over, and he growled out his own release too, trembling, this big, sexy man. Trembling because of her.

			And the words that she had held back on her lips echoed inside of her, reverberated inside her soul, joining up with that mystical sense of fate, and it all made sense.

			It was more than fate. It had felt like it in that first moment. But over a decade of friendship and conversations, of building something genuine and real, had transformed this.

			She loved him.

			She was certain.

			It felt nothing like loving Dylan. Nothing at all. It was its own thing, unique and wild.

			And she was terrified with it. But maybe... Maybe the thing about loving Laz was that she had to accept that her future would look different than the one she had imagined with Dylan. Because she had been married to an idea of domesticity. Of having what his parents had. Of having that magical, normal sort of thing that she had never gotten to see in her childhood.

			But maybe loving Laz meant being his friend. Sharing his bed. And letting him have his own life. Would that be so bad? She could be herself with him. More herself than she had been all this time. And maybe that was good enough?

			Maybe it would be good enough.

			Maybe she could accept that. Because she couldn’t imagine going back to not having this. To not having him.

			So maybe accepting what was on the table wasn’t a bad thing.

			Maybe the problem was that what she wanted was never going to fit her.

			And she could take more in terms of what she felt, but less...

			Checks and balances. It was reasonable. And as she lay there in his arms, safe and sheltered, buzzing with pleasure after what had just occurred, she decided that it was okay.

			More than okay.

			Friends with benefits with Laz was better than the promise of marriage and forever had ever been with Dylan.

			And for the first time she could remember, without pacing herself to exhaustion, driving across half a state or tossing and turning for hours, Jordan fell effortlessly, deeply asleep.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			WHEN LAZ WOKE UP the next morning, he could smell bacon. And he still felt sated and satisfied after a night spent in Jordan’s arms. That sex... The woman had blown his head off.

			And now she was cooking for him.

			He shook his head.

			Yeah, it was what she had been hired to do, but this felt different.

			It just did.

			He had to wonder why.

			Guilt crept over him. Guilt at the speech he’d given her. At what he told her about how he intended to keep his life separate.

			It was true, though.

			It was all he had to give. All he had.

			But he got up, and had breakfast with her, and instead of going out to his wood shop, he ended up taking her back to bed.

			And when she got down on her knees and took him into her mouth, her blue eyes a wild spark as she looked up at him while she pleasured him, he figured it was all right that for now, this was all he wanted to do.

			He called his bar manager and told her that he wouldn’t be in tonight.

			Instead, he made dinner for himself and Jordan, and she baked a cake. Then they made love on the floor of his house in such a way that he almost felt like he needed to apologize to the portrait of his grandmother that hung at the end of the hallway.

			And it went on like that. For days.

			Because he felt like he’d found something in her that he never anticipated. She made him want to disrupt his schedule. She made him not care so much about being at the bar every night.

			He didn’t feel quite so compelled to go out and check on the ranch personally every afternoon. He just let his foreman handle it.

			What he wanted had been reduced to his little house. What he wanted had been reduced to Jordan’s arms.

			And what surprised him was how okay that seemed.

			He had consciously gone out of his way to never wind his life around another person’s.

			To never need them. And he was skating perilously close to something he had always vowed he never would. He felt guilty about the things he’d said to Jordan when they’d first gone to bed together, but he stood by them too.

			There were just some people that were better off solitary.

			Some people who didn’t bend that well because they would just break.

			And he was one of them.

			He finally gave in and went to work after about a week of being at his place with Jordan, and it was a good thing. Because she was going to have to leave soon. She was going to have to go back to her job. Or maybe not. Maybe not. They hadn’t really talked about it.

			But that will amount to her basically living with you.

			He gritted his teeth. Sure. That wasn’t going to work. He did know that.

			But one afternoon when he ventured down into town, he walked into the Western wear store and perused the stock. And inside he found a black suitcase.

			Inside, the suitcase was lined with loud, retro cowboy art. Horses and men with six-shooters held high in the air. And it was funny. A little bit of hidden strangeness inside a sedate-looking bag. And it reminded him so much of Jordan he had to get it.

			Which was how he found himself hauling a suitcase up to the house that night while he blew off his regular shift.

			When he walked into the house, Jordan was standing at the stove, stirring a pot.

			“Oh,” she said when he walked in. “I didn’t expect you for dinner. I have a cake in the oven but...”

			A cake. She baked him a cake.

			All over his house little touches of care were evident. All these things that she’d done for him.

			You paid her to do them. Don’t go making it sentimental.

			“I brought you this,” he said, shoving the bag toward her.

			She blinked. “You... You brought me a suitcase.”

			“Because the flowered one is all wrong. This is what you like. You don’t want anything as loud as that flowered thing.”

			“You’re right,” she said, staring at him, wide-eyed. “I don’t.”

			“It’s got... I mean it’s got cowboys inside of it.”

			She blinked. “You shoved a couple cowboys in there for me? That was thoughtful of you, Laz, but you’re about the only cowboy I can handle.”

			He unzipped it, and showed her the lining. “It’s just... It’s interesting inside. But you have to work hard to find that out. Like you.”

			It was very strange, and he was pretty sure he was hovering around the edge of a romantic gesture, but having never actually done one before, he didn’t really know.

			“Laz,” she said. “That is... The nicest thing. And... And you’re right. It is exactly what I want. It’s exactly what I would choose.” She let out a hard breath. “I love you. I just... I’m not expecting anything back. But I love you. And I needed to say it.”

			Something went tight inside of him and twisted.

			It was like the world had gone still and his heart along with it. Jordan. Beautiful Jordan who had turned his world upside down the first day she’d walked into his bar, loved him.

			Not another man, but him.

			And he had no response to it. There wasn’t one.

			Not in the whole, dark well of pain inside of him.

			“Right. Well. When do you start work back up again?”

			She blinked, looking as if she’d been slapped. “I... Next week.”

			“Are you any closer to finding yourself a place to stay?”

			“No,” she said.

			“How about above the bar. There’s a place up there you...you helped me use it one night. I can have it cleaned and it would be ready for you quickly.”

			“You don’t... You don’t have to do that.”

			“I want to.”

			And he realized that he was basically offering her a position as his kept woman. And he could have offered her that apartment from the beginning and he hadn’t. He had kept her close to him. Kept her with him, and now she was saying that she loved him.

			And it didn’t escape him that he was keeping her close so that he could still access her. Because he was an absolute dick, and even while he realized that, he couldn’t stop himself from making the offer.

			And he knew that she wouldn’t be able to refuse.

			“I... All right,” she said. And she blinked furiously, trying to hide her hurt.

			He would never reject Jordan’s love. He couldn’t do that. But he couldn’t have her living in his house and he couldn’t make her promises that he didn’t want to keep.

			That he couldn’t keep.

			Except he kept feeling like didn’t want to was closer to the truth, no matter how hard he tried to convince himself otherwise.

			He didn’t want to hurt her. Not for anything.

			But he wanted things to keep working the way that he wanted them to. “I’ll help you move in as soon as it’s clean.”

			“Well, thanks. You gave me a suitcase.”

			And he remembered the words from an old movie, twisted to suit the moment. She’d given him her heart and he’d given her a suitcase.

			And he didn’t do anything to fix it.

			“What kind of cake is it?”

			“Chocolate,” she answered.

			“Great. You need help with anything?”

			“No. I’m fine.” She swallowed hard and nodded, and he felt a cloud of guilt. And he didn’t do anything about it.

			And that was how things changed between them again. Not with shouting or screaming or anything like that. Just with a suitcase and the throat full of unspoken words.

			And that was when Laz realized that he really was his parents.

			And he knew there was no way that he could explain that to her. Because that wasn’t something he did. He wasn’t the one who shared.

			He gave advice. And that was it. And he didn’t quite know what to do with being at a loss.

			Except keep on down that road.

			So that was what he did.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			JORDAN HAD BEEN wrestling with feeling like she’d been gutted alive for the last few days. All the while that Laz had that apartment fixed up for her. And all the way up to moving day.

			But she didn’t say anything. Even though she should have. Even though she wanted to. She didn’t say anything when she packed up that suitcase that he brought her, that brief, shining evidence of the fact that he knew her, followed by a devastating strange sort of half rejection.

			It’s actually not unreasonable for him to not want to move in with you.

			She knew that. But she had said that she loved him and he hadn’t said anything back. And she hadn’t said it again since.

			And you were willing to accept something different, remember?

			Except, it turned out that actually what she really wanted was for him to be in love with her.

			But she would continue to see him. Of course she would.

			Because their relationship was good in so many other ways, and it was grounding and...

			She stood in the center of that apartment, frozen.

			And what would happen if she was really alone? If she had to face the town, completely unprotected by her relationship with Dylan’s family, and even with their censure rolling through the community. If she had to go on without her friendship with Laz, without him sharing her bed.

			If she was just a woman who lived alone, and had to cope with herself and any potential demons...

			What was she?

			And when Laz came up with the last box, she turned to face him. “We can’t keep sleeping together,” she said.

			He stopped. “We can’t?”

			“No. So if you moved me here to have easy access to me, bad news.”

			“Why can’t we?”

			“Because I love you. But I don’t need to be in a relationship with you to keep myself safe from heroin, or whatever it is I’ve been thinking all of my life about all of these relationships that I have. I denied my first instinct with you, because I didn’t trust my instincts at all. I was so sure that they were going to land me in a bad spot that I... That I denied them. And I denied myself. But Laz, I’m not doing that anymore. I love you. Like as more than a friend. But I don’t want to accept a half-life where we don’t have a future. I thought that I could. I thought that I could sleep with you and do the friends with benefits thing and that that would be enough.

			“But it isn’t. And hanging on to that is just something I’m doing out of fear. Because I don’t know what my life looks like if you’re not in it. Because I’m afraid of who I’ll become, but I can’t stay with people for that reason. Not anymore. I’ve done too much of that. I’m not going to do it anymore. Not for you. And not for anyone.”

			“Jordan...”

			“No. I made a lot of mistakes with Dylan, not least of which was letting it get to our wedding day, and then running away rather than having a conversation with him. But I’m not doing that anymore. The one brave thing buried in all those cowardly decisions that I made was I was willing to change my life. Willing to dramatically change it. And I still am. But I need you to be willing to meet me halfway. I can’t do this. Because I’ve already done the relationship where I make all the compromises because I might be broken.”

			“It’s not you who’s broken.”

			“You’re not broken either. But you’re going to have to decide to be whole, I can’t decide that for you. Any more than Dylan could decide it for me, and you can’t make a relationship work with someone that dedicated to living in their pain. Believe me. I know.” She looked around the room. “So thank you for the apartment. I will pay rent on it. And I’ll still... Speak to you. And be your friend. But I can’t be in between. I just can’t. I love you too much to let either of us accept that.”

			She blinked. “You didn’t want to ask me not to marry him because you were afraid you were being selfish. Well, I’m asking you to change. For me. And maybe I am being selfish, but maybe it needs to be said.”

			“I can’t,” he said.

			He looked tortured. He looked like he wanted to say yes, but couldn’t. And for the life of her, Jordan couldn’t understand that.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“Me too,” she whispered.

			Laz set the box down, turned and walked out of the apartment. And she somehow knew when he closed the door, he wouldn’t be opening it again.

			Jordan stared blankly ahead. But she didn’t want French fries. And she didn’t want a milkshake. And she didn’t want to drive aimlessly for hours while she decided what to do.

			She’d made her decision. And she knew she made the right one. Because while she had kept herself on a short leash, doubted her instincts and always secretly believed that she was a bad person inside, waiting to come out and ruin everything she’d built, she just...didn’t think that anymore. She was a woman. One who deserved everything. One who deserved love, one who deserved to feel confident in her decisions.

			She was a woman taking a risk.

			A woman who was trying to put herself on the road to having everything.

			And if she had to take this risk to get there, then so be it.

			And even though she was left bereft and sad, and so lonely feeling, she also felt more resolute than she ever had before.

			Because she was no longer a prisoner of those words her father had spoken to her all those years ago.

			She was free. And with freedom came some pain that she wished would go away. But she hoped she’d be able to overcome.

			But in that pain, in that moment came clarity.

			She was Jordan Whitfield. And she was not going to be defined by the words of other people. She was going to define herself. Going to define her own life.

			And she was going to stand on her own two feet. Because that was the strength that Laz had given her.

			Because he had shown her that shelters existed that could expand to accommodate her. And even though that was the gift that had broken them apart, it was also the gift that had made her strong enough to ask for what they both needed.

			Now all she had to do was have faith.

			And since Laz had always felt like fate, she had to trust that in the end it would work out okay.

			A lot of trust for a woman who had never really seen it work out before. She knew how hard life could be.

			But she wanted to know just how beautiful it would be.

			And this was the only way.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			LAZ WAS IN a foul temper, and he wasn’t in the mood to talk to any of his bar patrons, which he knew was a big no-no, but he didn’t much care. He shouldn’t be at the bar. Not if he couldn’t get it together.

			“Another drink.”

			He turned around and tried to force a smile, only to see West Caldwell standing there, along with Ryder Daniels and Logan Heath. He had advised all three men on their romantic issues in the last year. And he was not happy to see them. Grinning, with wedding rings firmly on their fingers. “Comin’ up.”

			“You don’t look so good,” West said.

			“Agreed,” Logan said.

			Ryder didn’t say anything, he only nodded. But then, Ryder was bound by strict codes of honor, and most certainly to not meddling in other people’s business, so it stood to reason that he hadn’t verbally chimed in.

			“Everything’s fine,” Laz said, lying through his teeth.

			“Is it? It’s just that I heard that Jordan from Sugar Cup ran off and didn’t get married, and that she was shacked up with you.”

			“This town is a scourge.”

			“Yeah, but generally reliable when it comes to gossip. So is that true?” West pressed.

			“True enough,” he said. “She’s my friend, and she was on some hard times. I offered to help out.”

			“Right. That’s how I always offer to help my friends. Little friendly bunking together,” West said.

			“If I recall right,” Ryder said. “That is how you helped my sister.”

			“And look how that turned out,” West said, grinning.

			That wasn’t exactly true. West had become his now wife’s landlord by default. And that had forced them into a proximity where things had gotten friendly real quick.

			“She was staying with me, now she’s not. She’s renting a room above the bar, in fact. No gossip to be had there.”

			“Is that why you’re in a bad mood? Because you’re definitely not in the mood of a kinda man who’s getting regularly laid,” Logan pointed out.

			Well, he had been getting regularly laid. Actually until yesterday.

			But it wasn’t about that. Of course it wasn’t. But Jordan didn’t understand. She didn’t understand that...

			That what? You’re not willing to change? Is that really what it comes down to?

			No. There was some clawing, burning fear that kept snarling in his chest, and he couldn’t define it any more than he could fight it.

			“Should tell us what’s going on,” Logan said. “It’s only fair. After all... You helped enough people over the last few years that you deserve a little help with your own.”

			“And we wouldn’t be any kind of friends if we didn’t stick our oar in.”

			Laz could only stare. Because this was the last thing he’d ever expected. That all those conversations he had over the years in the bar might actually come back and benefit him. That they wouldn’t forget his happiness.

			He’d seen it as a no-cost business transaction, but that wasn’t how they were treating it.

			And maybe... Maybe that was it. Maybe he’d been lying to himself all this time. Maybe he wasn’t half so solitary as he believed. Maybe never had been.

			“She’s in love with me,” he said. “But I... I’m set in my ways. I live alone. I like things done my way.”

			“That’s dumb,” West said. “I would do things any kind of way if I could keep Pansy in my life. We could do them her way, hell, we could do them the Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh’s way, I don’t care. Whatever she wants, I’m all in. Because I’m not happy if she’s not happy. I’m not happy if she’s not with me.”

			“Same,” Logan said.

			“Same,” Ryder said.

			“My parents have a terrible marriage,” Laz said. “That house growing up was miserable. The never had time for anybody but themselves, and they resented their relationship as much as they resented me. I just don’t have any desire to live that kind of life.”

			It was West who looked at him just a little too acutely. “Do you not want to live like them? Or do you just want to go back to living like you already do? Is it just not wanting to need someone a little more than they need you?”

			That landed. Right square in his chest. And he felt... Well, he felt damned foolish.

			Because it was true. He had moved out of the home where nobody seemed to want or need him, and into his grandmother’s house where he’d been able to help. And she had to accept, whether she liked to be solitary or not. And then he’d started work at this bar, where he gave advice, and everybody valued him. Either for his ability to dole out whiskey or sympathy. But taking back... That was what got him. That was what was so difficult.

			“I...”

			“I didn’t take you for a coward, Laz,” Logan said quietly.

			“You were all cowards first.”

			“Not me,” Ryder said.

			“Really?”

			His brothers-in-law were staring at him. “You were coward enough while you loved Sammy for seventeen years and didn’t say anything. Just because she’s the one who left you right before you worked everything out...”

			“Fine,” Ryder said. “But the point is. Fearing change doesn’t much get you anywhere. You gotta be willing to change with life, or it’s just going to run you over. So you can keep yourself safe in one way, but it’s not going to protect you from the heartbreak of not having her.”

			“So... What? You just...say yes, knowing that in the end it could destroy you?”

			But he already knew the answer to that. Because it was the answer that every single person in his bar had found over the years.

			The conclusion they’d all come to.

			It was just that simple. And that hard.

			To say yes instead of say no. To protect yourself instead of running scared.

			“Sure. But you hope. And you love. In between those two things... It can turn out pretty great,” West said.

			And he knew it was true. Because he was looking at the evidence right in front of him. Because the evidence had been in and out of his bar for years. Carved into the wall of his bar bathroom. Even though he’d asked them to cut that shit out. But that was just it. It worked all around him all the time. And sometimes it didn’t. It hadn’t in his home, no matter that his parents had stayed together. And they’d made him feel... Well, they’d made him feel like he didn’t matter, and he had never wanted to go back to that.

			But Jordan made him feel like he mattered. And she had from the beginning. And what the hell did it matter what had come before if they could decide what came after? Because that bullshit was just like what her father had put on her. Telling her that she was doomed because of who her parents were? He knew enough to know that wasn’t true of her. So why couldn’t it be just as untrue of him?

			“Keep an eye on the bar,” Laz said.

			He took the inside staircase and went right up to the apartment, pounding on the door. Jordan opened it, looking wary. “What do you want?”

			And he didn’t say anything. He just pulled her into his arms, because it was what he wanted to do. Because he hadn’t held her for days, and he was sick of it.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry that you had to be the brave one.”

			“You are?” The question was muffled against his chest.

			“Yes. You deserve better than that from me.” He held his arms out straight, looked into her eyes. “I love you.”

			It wasn’t a revelation. It didn’t shock him. But it did make him feel... Like a piece of himself that had been missing for a long damned time was finally in place.

			“And I will turn my whole life upside down. I will paint the inside of my house pink, I will get a cat, I will do whatever the hell you want if you will be with me. I don’t need my time, I don’t need my space. What I need is you, Jordan. And I had to be brave enough to say that. Say that I needed someone. Because I’m a hell of a lot more comfortable with other people needing me.”

			“Laz,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. “You know what, I’m glad I had to be brave. Because it made me realize something. I’ve had myself on probation for years. I’m tired of it. And that’s what gave me the strength to tell you to go away until you sorted yourself out.”

			“Was actually West and Ryder and Logan that sorted me out.”

			“When?”

			“Just now.”

			“In the bar?”

			“In the bar,” he confirmed.

			“That’s... Well, I think that’s no less than you deserved.”

			“Thank you. You know, my parents might not have been as terrible as yours. But they made me feel like I didn’t matter. I never wanted to feel that again.”

			She put her hand on his face. “You won’t. Because you matter to me. And even more importantly you taught me that I need to matter to me. That my own feelings matter.”

			“I love you, Jordan. I have from the first moment you walked into my bar. And the real reason I didn’t tell you not to go through with the wedding is that I knew that you deserved to have something more offered to you. And I was too cowardly to do it, not too good.”

			“Well, are you too coward to do it now?”

			“Not at all. Will you marry me? Invade my space and change my life?”

			It wasn’t sudden at all. It was ten years of late-night conversations, walking together in the streets of the town, sharing themselves. They might have only kissed for the first time a week ago, but they’d fallen in love, deeply, truly, a lot longer ago than that.

			“Yes,” she said. “I will.”

			“Good. Hey, do you know about the tradition of carving your name in the bathroom of my bar?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Yes. I have heard about that.”

			“I think it’s high time my own name was put in there, don’t you think?”

			“Laz!”

			“What? People are already going to talk. So let’s really give them something to talk about, Jordan.”

			And then she smiled. Really smiled. That smile that only he ever saw. That spark in Jordan that she kept buried deep, and didn’t show the world, but only a very few people who were lucky enough.

			And he was lucky enough.

			“You have yourself a deal.”

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			IT WAS THE funniest thing, when Jordan moved in with Laz—for real—she started sleeping.

			She worked out a schedule where her mornings weren’t as early, he adjusted his so it wasn’t as late.

			Laz liked sharing his life. That was the biggest surprise of all. He liked sharing his meals, his space, his wood shop. Jordan decided to learn to knit, and she got a chair that she put out there, and she sat while he worked. They often didn’t talk at all, they were just together.

			Most of all, they learned to talk, and trust. Each other, and themselves.

			He was the Laz Jordan loved, not the boy who had felt unloved by his parents. And she was the Jordan he loved. Not a daughter of addicts. Not a woman who had to keep herself on a tight leash for fear she might do something wrong.

			Just Jordan. Just the love of his life.

			Just everything.

			He used to be in the business of giving out advice. But now, his biggest business was just to love her. Every day, with all of his heart.

			Forever.
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			March 4th, 1944

			The dress is perfect. Candlelight satin and antique lace. I can’t wait for you to see it. I can’t wait to walk down the aisle toward you. If only we could set a date. If only we had some idea of when the war will be over.

			Love, Dot

			Present day—
Lark

			Unfinished.

			The word whispered through the room like a ghost. Over the faded, floral wallpaper, down to the scarred wooden floor. And to the precariously stacked boxes and bins of fabrics, yarn skeins, canvases and other artistic miscellany.

			Lark Ashwood had to wonder if her grandmother had left them this way on purpose. Unfinished business here on earth, in the form of quilts, sweaters and paintings, to keep her spirit hanging around after she was gone.

			It would be like her. Adeline Dowell did everything with just a little extra.

			From her glossy red hair—which stayed that color till the day she died—to her matching cherry glasses and lipstick. She always had an armful of bangles, a beer in her hand and an ashtray full of cigarettes. She never smelled like smoke. She smelled like spearmint gum, Aqua Net and Avon perfume.

			She had taught Lark that it was okay to be a little bit of extra.

			A smile curved Lark’s lips as she looked around the attic space again. “Oh, Gram...this is really a mess.”

			She had the sense that was intentional too. In death, as in life, her grandmother wouldn’t simply fade away.

			Neat attics, well-ordered affairs and pre-death estate sales designed to decrease the clutter a family would have to go through later were for other women. Quieter women who didn’t want to be a bother.

			Adeline Dowell lived to be a bother. To expand to fill a space, not shrinking down to accommodate anyone.

			Lark might not consistently achieve the level of excess Gram had, but she considered it a goal.

			“Lark? Are you up there?”

			She heard her mom’s voice carrying up the staircase. “Yes!” She shouted back down. “I’m...trying to make sense of this.”

			She heard footsteps behind her and saw her mom standing there, gray hair neat, arms folded in. “You don’t have to. We can get someone to come in and sort it out.”

			“And what? Take it all to a thrift store?” Lark asked.

			Her mom’s expression shifted slightly, just enough to convey about six emotions with no wasted effort. Emotional economy was Mary Ashwood’s forte. As contained and practical as Addie had been excessive. “Honey, I think most of this would be bound for the dump.”

			“Mom, this is great stuff.”

			“I don’t have room in my house for sentiment.”

			“It’s not about sentiment. It’s usable stuff.”

			“I’m not artsy, you know that. I don’t really...get all this.” The unspoken words in the air settled over Lark like a cloud.

			Mary wasn’t artsy because her mother hadn’t been around to teach her to sew. To knit. To paint. To quilt.

			Addie had taught her granddaughters. Not her own daughter.

			She’d breezed on back into town in a candy apple Corvette when Lark’s oldest sister, Avery, was born, after spending Mary’s entire childhood off on some adventure or another, while Lark’s grandfather had done the raising of the kids.

			Grandkids had settled her. And Mary had never withheld her children from Adeline. Whatever Mary thought about her mom was difficult to say. But then, Lark could never really read her mom’s emotions. When she’d been a kid, she hadn’t noticed that. Lark had gone around feeling whatever she did and assuming everyone was tracking right along with her because she’d been an innately self focused kid. Or maybe that was just kids.

			Either way, back then badgering her mom into tea parties and talking her ear off without noticing Mary didn’t do much of her own talking had been easy.

			It was only when she’d had big things to share with her mom that she’d realized...she couldn’t.

			“It’s easy, Mom,” Lark said. “I’ll teach you. No one is asking you to make a living with art, art can be about enjoying the process.”

			“I don’t enjoy doing things I’m bad at.”

			“Well I don’t want Gram’s stuff going to a thrift store, okay?”

			Another shift in Mary’s expression. A single crease on one side of her mouth conveying irritation, reluctance and exhaustion. But when she spoke she was measured. “If that’s what you want. This is as much yours as mine.”

			It was a four-way split. The Dowell House and all its contents, and The Miner’s House, formerly her grandmother’s candy shop, to Mary Ashwood, and her three daughters. They’d discovered that at the will reading two months earlier.

			It hadn’t caused any issues in the family. They just weren’t like that.

			Lark’s uncle Bill had just shaken his head. “She feels guilty.”

			And that had been the end of any discussion, before any had really started. They were all like their father that way. Quiet. Reserved. Opinionated and expert at conveying it without saying much.

			Big loud shouting matches didn’t have a place in the Dowell family.

			But Addie had been there for her boys. They were quite a bit older than Lark’s mother. She’d left when the oldest had been eighteen. The youngest boy sixteen.

			Mary had been four.

			Lark knew her mom felt more at home in the middle of a group of men than she did with women. She’d been raised in a house of men. With burned dinners and repressed emotions.

			Lark had always felt like her mother had never really known what to make of the overwhelmingly female household she’d ended up with.

			“It’s what I want. When is Hannah getting in tonight?” Hannah, the middle child, had moved to Boston right after college, getting a position in the Boston Symphony Orchestra. She had the summer off of concerts and had decided to come to Bear Creek to finalize the plans for their inherited properties before going back home.

			Once Hannah had found out when she could get time away from the symphony, Lark had set her own plans for moving into motion. She wanted to be here the whole time Hannah was here, since for Hannah, this wouldn’t be permanent.

			But Lark wasn’t going back home. If her family agreed to her plan, she was staying here.

			Which was not something she’d ever imagined she’d do.

			Lark had gone to college across the country, in New York, at eighteen and had spent years living everywhere but here. Finding new versions of herself in new towns, new cities, whenever the urge took her.

			Unfinished.

			“Sometime around five-ish? She said she’d get a car out here from the airport. I reminded her that isn’t the easiest thing to do in this part of the world. She said something about it being in apps now. I didn’t laugh at her.”

			Lark laughed, though. “She can rent a car.”

			Lark hadn’t lived in Bear Creek since she was eighteen, but she hadn’t been under the impression there was a surplus of ride services around the small, rural community. If you were flying to get to Bear Creek, you had to fly into Medford, which was about eighteen miles from the smaller town. Even if you could find a car, she doubted the driver would want to haul anyone out of town.

			But her sister wouldn’t be told anything. Hannah made her own way, something Lark could relate to. But while she imagined herself drifting along like a tumbleweed, she imagined Hannah slicing through the water like a shark. With intent, purpose, and no small amount of sharpness.

			“Maybe I should arrange something.”

			“Mom. She’s a professional symphony musician who’s been living on her own for fourteen years. I’m pretty sure she can cope.”

			“Isn’t the point of coming home not having to cope for a while? Shouldn’t your mom handle things?” Mary was a doer. She had never been the one to sit and chat. She’d loved for Lark to come out to the garden with her and work alongside her in the flower beds, or bake together. “You’re not in New Mexico anymore. I can make you cookies without worrying they’ll get eaten by rats in the mail.”

			Lark snorted. “I don’t think there are rats in the mail.”

			“It doesn’t have to be real for me to worry about it.”

			And there was something Lark had inherited directly from her mother. “That’s true.”

			That and her love of chocolate chip cookies, which her mom made the very best. She could remember long afternoons at home with her mom when she’d been little, and her sisters had been in school. They’d made cookies and had iced tea, just the two of them.

			Cooking had been a self-taught skill her mother had always been proud of. Her recipes were hers. And after growing up eating “chicken with blood” and beanie weenies cooked by her dad, she’d been pretty determined her kids would eat better than that.

			Something Lark had been grateful for.

			And Mom hadn’t minded if she’d turned the music up loud and danced in some “dress up clothes”—an oversized prom dress from the ’80s and a pair of high heels that were far too big, purchased from a thrift store. Which Hannah and Avery both declared “annoying” when they were home.

			Her mom hadn’t understood her, Lark knew that. But Lark had felt close to her back then in spite of it.

			The sound of the door opening and closing came from downstairs. “Homework is done, dinner is in the Crock-Pot. I think even David can manage that.”

			The sound of her oldest sister Avery’s voice was clear, even from a distance. Lark owed that to Avery’s years of motherhood, coupled with the fact that she—by choice—fulfilled the role of parent liaison at her kids’ exclusive private school, and often wrangled children in large groups. Again, by choice.

			Lark looked around the room one last time and walked over to the stack of crafts. There was an old journal on top of several boxes that look like they might be overflowing with fabric, along with some old Christmas tree ornaments, and a sewing kit. She grabbed hold of them all before walking to the stairs, turning the ornaments over and letting the silver stars catch the light that filtered in through the stained glass window.

			Her mother was already ahead of her, halfway down the stairs by the time Lark got to the top of them. She hadn’t seen Avery yet since she’d arrived. She loved her older sister. She loved her niece and nephew. She liked her brother-in-law, who did his best not to be dismissive of the fact that she made a living drawing pictures. Okay, he kind of annoyed her. But still, he was fine. Just... A doctor. A surgeon, in fact, and bearing all of the arrogance that stereotypically implied.

			One of the saddest things about living away for as long as she had was that she’d missed her niece’s and nephew’s childhoods. She saw them at least once a year, but it never felt like enough. And now they were teenagers, and a lot less cute.

			And then there was Avery, who had always been somewhat untouchable. Four years older than Lark, Avery was a classic oldest child. A people pleasing perfectionist. She was organized and she was always neat and orderly.

			And even though the gap between thirty-four and thirty-eight was a lot narrower than twelve and sixteen, sometimes Lark still felt like the gawky adolescent to Avery’s sweet sixteen.

			But maybe if they shared in a little bit of each other’s day-to-day it would close some of that gap she felt between them.

			Lark reached the bottom of the attic steps, and walked across the landing, pausing in front of the white door that led out to the widow’s walk. She had always liked that when she was a kid. Widow’s walk. It had sounded moody and tragic, and it had appealed to Lark’s sense of drama. It still did.

			She walked across the landing, to the curved staircase that carried her down to the first floor. The sun shone in the windows that surrounded the front door. Bright green and purple, reflecting colored rectangles onto the wall across from it. The Dowell house, so named for her mother’s family, had been built in 1866, and had stood as a proud historic home in the town of Bear Creek ever since.

			The grand landscape, yellow brick that had mottled and taken on tones of red and rust over the years, was iconic, and had appeared on many a postcard and calendar. It had been part of her gram’s family, but to Lark it had always been Grandpa’s house. When he’d died ten years earlier, it had surprised everyone that the ownership of the place passed to Gram, considering the two of them had been divorced for over forty years at the time. But it had been clear that however deep Lark’s grandfather’s bitterness had been, it hadn’t extended to making sure his former wife didn’t get the home that had been passed through her family for generations.

			But even after Lark’s grandfather had passed, Addie had never lived in it. A couple of times Lark’s uncles had stayed there when they’d come to town for visits, but for the past two years it had been largely closed up. And the attic had clearly been used as her grandmother’s preferred storage unit.

			It was The Miner’s House that her grandmother had called home. She had made a little candy shop in the front, and had kept a bedroom in the back. The yard had a small dining set and the porch had rocking chairs. That, she’d said, was all she needed.

			But as a result, The Dowell House was in a bit of disrepair, and in bad need of a good dusting.

			Lark walked through the sitting room, and into the kitchen. The two rooms were divided by a red brick wall with another stained glass window set into it, and a large arched doorway. At one time, it had been an external wall and door, the change just part of one of the many expansions and remodels that had taken place over the years.

			Another thing Lark had never given a whole lot of thought to. Because it was simply how Grandpa’s house had looked. Now, she saw it for the slight architectural oddity that it was.

			She could see her sister through the window, the pane cutting across her face, the top of her head green, and the bottom half purple. Lark walked into the kitchen, where her mother was already seated at the table, and her sister was in the process of wiping it off. She had brought... They looked like insulated bags, which Lark could only assume had food in them.

			“I figured you guys would be pretty hungry by now.”

			“I’m always hungry,” Lark said. “And hi.” She closed the space between herself and her sister and drew her in for a hug.

			“Good to see you.” Avery dropped a kiss on to her head.

			Lark took a step back. Avery looked tired, her blond hair piled on top of her head, an oversize sweater covering her always thin frame. She had on a pair of black leggings and a pair of black athletic shoes. She looked every inch the classic image of the supermom that she was.

			Avery had all the self possession and poise of their mother and the effortless femininity of their grandmother. She’d been popular and stylish with ease and Lark had envied her. When Lark had reacted to things it had always been big, and often messy. Until she’d learned to get a grip on herself. Until she’d finally learned her lesson about what could happen when you acted, and didn’t think it through.

			“But what food did you bring?” Lark asked.

			“I had a potpie in the freezer. I also brought salad and rolls. I figured Hannah would probably be hungry too, after flying cross-country.”

			Her sister had also brought wine, and sparkling water. Lark helped herself to the water. Without asking for assistance, Avery finished cleaning off the table, then produced paper plates. “I didn’t know what kind of a state the dishes would be in. And I didn’t know which appliances in the house were functional. I don’t hand wash.”

			“No. Why would anyone? It’s why God gave us dishwashers.”

			“Agree. Mom?” Avery asked. “How much potpie do you want?”

			“I can serve myself.”

			“No,” Avery said. “You don’t have to. Just sit. I’ll get you some wine.” Avery was a flurry of movement, and even when Lark and Mary had their food, Avery didn’t sit. She opened up the cupboards and looked in each of them, frowning. Lark could almost see an inventory building in her sister’s head.

			“What exactly are you doing?”

			“I’ve been thinking,” Avery said. “Didn’t you talk to Hannah at all about what her idea was for this place?”

			“No.” Lark felt vaguely wounded by that. There was a plan, and Hannah hadn’t said anything to her?

			That made her feel more like the baby sister than anything had for a while.

			“Finally!” Laden with suitcases, Hannah pushed the door open with her shoulder, her bright red hair, a shade or two down the aisle from the color their grandmother had used, covering her face. “I couldn’t seem to get a car. I had to rent one.”

			Her suitcases were flung out in front of her, her violin in a black case slung over her shoulder. Lark didn’t see a purse. She was sure her sister had one, but the violin was obviously her most important possession.

			“Yeah, I don’t think ridesharing has really caught on around here,” Lark said.

			“Do you mean those apps? Aren’t all the drivers serial killers or something?” Avery asked. Everyone looked at her. “One of my friends shared a post about it online.”

			Hannah and Lark exchanged a glance.

			“Well, I’ve managed to use it for about five years now and not get serial killed. But I’m keeping my fingers crossed,” Hannah said. “It will be good to have a car, but I don’t really want to pay for a rental for the next three months.”

			“Dad said you could borrow the car,” Mary said.

			“Thanks,” Hannah responded.

			“I drove,” Lark said, only then registering that her sister had not in fact asked if she needed the car. “So I have my car,” she finished lamely.

			Dad and Hannah had always had their own special thing. Not that Lark thought he loved Hannah more. She just wasn’t shocked that he’d set the car aside for her.

			“That smells good,” Hannah said. She grabbed a paper plate and served herself a large portion of salad, and a small wedge of pie, passing on the wine and taking a sparkling water the same as Lark.

			Soon they were all sitting around the table, except Avery, who was standing, leaning against the kitchen counter, holding a glass of wine.

			“Do you want to sit?”

			Avery blinked. “Oh,” she said. “I just get so used to not having a chance to sit.”

			But she didn’t move from her position.

			“Avery says you have an idea?” Lark pointed that statement at Hannah.

			“Oh,” Hannah said. “Yes. I do. Well, we’re doing a scaled back concert series this summer, and I wasn’t needed for the next three months.” Lark couldn’t read her sister’s emotions. She was laying it out matter-of-factly, but Lark had the sense she wasn’t all that happy to have three months off. “I’m clear until end of August.”

			“You can just...leave for a few months?” Avery asked.

			“I don’t even have a houseplant,” Hannah said. “Easily mobile by design, thanks.” Lark knew that sometimes the orchestra sent people to other orchestras on loan. Her sister had spent seasons in New York, London and Moscow.

			On paper, she and Hannah were pretty similar. Creative professions, the chance to move around. But there was a tenacity and intensity to Hannah that had skipped Lark. Avery had it too. She just channeled it into school events.

			But Hannah was an island. An island of isolated, locked down emotion. Whatever her sister really felt about things was tough to get a handle on. She might be outspoken, but that wasn’t the same as sharing feelings.

			Hannah was allergic to feelings.

			“I have the summer, free and clear. And I thought I could spend that time helping revamp everything here and... When it’s over we can turn this into a vacation rental.”

			“It’s a great idea,” Avery said, using her school meeting voice. “Because none of us want to live here, right?”

			“No,” Mary said. “I’m not antsy to move back into my childhood home.”

			“David hates this house,” Avery said. “The last thing he wants to do is fuss with potentially faulty plumbing on a day-to-day basis. Old houses are charming and wonderful, but they can also be a pain in the butt. Hannah isn’t staying. Lark, I assume you’re going back to New Mexico.”

			“I think it’s a good idea,” Lark said, bypassing the question she’d been asked. She was happy to linger over their plans for a moment, which would give her more space to address her own next. “A vacation rental. The house is famous. I think people will really enjoy staying here.” She took a deep breath. “I want to stay here. In town. Permanently.”

			Avery and Hannah looked shocked. Her mother’s expression was smooth, except one divot on the right side of her mouth, which suggested pleasure.

			“Have you ever been to a Craft Café?”

			That earned her a couple more blank stares.

			“They’re these cafés where you can come in and work on crafts. I think that’s pretty self-explanatory.”

			“Does anyone do that?” Avery asked.

			“Yes. They’re getting more popular in places, and I think it could work here. We get all the tourism in the summer, and the kinds of people who move here are... Well, they have a lot of leisure time on their hands. They’re either retired, or they have family money of some kind.”

			“What about your illustrations?”

			Her heart squeezed uncomfortably. “I... I’m taking a break from it. But I have the money to put into the place. I don’t need to use Gram’s. But we all own The Miner’s House and I am proposing that I use it for business. So, I need all of you to be on board with it.”

			“I don’t have plans for it but...”

			“Do you have a business plan?”

			Her mom and Hannah spoke at the same time.

			“I do have a business plan,” Lark said.

			And she was thankful for her friend Rusty who had told her in no uncertain terms that “starting a crowdfunding campaign is not a business plan.”

			Then had helped her make an actual business plan.

			“And I know it’s going to take some time and money to rehab the place, but, if we’re working on the house here, I can easily get the same crew to go down the street and do some work there too. Two houses, one stone. Or one phone call.”

			She took a breath. “I sold everything. I mean, all my furniture. And my lease was up. I... I want a fresh start here.”

			The deep irony of looking for a fresh start here. This place that had made her, then unmade her. Tearing out each and every stitch that had held her together so she’d been forced to go off in pieces and find a way to repair what was.

			It wasn’t holding. That was the problem.

			All these years later. Nothing was healed, just hidden.

			She felt like she’d left pieces splintered of herself all over the country. On rivers and lakes in the Midwest, in the Atlantic Ocean. In different towns and different cities, different jobs and groups of friends.

			She’d been searching for things there, but it had only left her more fragmented. And none of it had brought her healing.

			She’d been everywhere else looking for it. But she hadn’t been back home, not really. Visits with her parents, the will reading, the funeral, that wasn’t the same as really being here. When she came back she didn’t spend time on Main Street in town, didn’t visit old friends. She usually holed up in her parents’ house and went between there and The Miner’s House to spend time with Gram.

			“If you can open this shop, you’ll stay?” Her mother’s expression was neutral, and Lark couldn’t really tell what her feelings were on the subject.

			“Yes,” she said.

			“Then try it,” Mary said. “Why not?”

			“A ringing endorsement,” Lark said. “What about you two?”

			“I figured I’d just line up the renovations for The Dowell House,” Hannah said, in her typical, straightforward fashion. “Avery and I have already gone back and forth on furniture, and I ordered some.”

			“You didn’t ask me?” Lark asked.

			Avery and Hannah both had the decency to look slightly guilty. “I didn’t think you’d care,” Avery said.

			But they hadn’t asked.

			Their skepticism about her ability to run a business combined with this felt...

			Like something you’ve earned?

			She ignored that. Even if it was true.

			She felt nearly divided sometimes, into before and after. Before she’d left home, and after. When she’d been young she’d been...well, young. And probably a little bit spoiled because she was the youngest. She’d always wanted to have fun, to have good feelings because bad ones had been unbearable and she didn’t know how to keep them in, and when they came out it was always a whole meltdown.

			And then after...

			She’d just stopped letting herself show those feelings. She’d stopped...letting herself want so much. And if her family thought she was sort of a shiftless drifter then fine. It suited her. It kept her a little mysterious, which also suited her.

			Except now you’re mad about it. And hey, you’ve moved home. So much for your distance.

			“Do whatever you want with The Miner’s House,” Hannah said. “I can’t run a shop and I don’t need a little house.”

			“Same,” Avery said.

			It was, maybe, the most tepid unanimous yes of all time, but Lark would take it.

			She put her hand on top of the swatch book, and held the silver Christmas ornaments to it, looking at the silver glinting against the worn leather. Her grandmother would approve of the idea, she knew she would.

			Gram had loved art. And she had fostered the love of it in Lark. In all of them, really. The Miner’s House had been the only place the three of them had ever gotten along.

			“I’ll keep a bowl of candy on the counter,” she said.

			Because her gram would want the kids to be able to come in for candy still.

			She just knew it.

			“What’s that?” Mary pointed to the book that was on the table next to Lark.

			“It’s not your business plan, is it?” Hannah asked.

			Lark rolled her eyes. “No. Even I’m not a big enough hipster to put my business plan in a leather bound book.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Avery said.

			“I don’t know what it is. I grabbed it off the top of the craft boxes before I came down. I wanted to see what was in it.”

			It was worn, the edges looking chewed and tattered. The leather cover was pale in the places where someone’s hands might have rested while holding it. She opened it up, and saw small, neat handwriting on the first page.

			Memory quilt.

			On the next page was a graph. A design for a quilt, with each piece laid out on the grid.

			“Grandma was making a quilt,” she said. “This is...”

			She turned the page. There was a scrap of lace affixed to it, and underneath it in that same handwriting it said: wedding dress.

			“It’s like a swatch book. With fabric for the quilt.”

			“That’s interesting,” Hannah said. She got up from her seat and moved down to the end of the table, peering over Lark’s shoulder. “What else?”

			She flipped the page where there was a very colorful fabric in silk and velvet. “‘Parlor curtains.’” She went to the next page, which had a fine, beaded silk. “‘Party dress.’”

			“There’s all kinds of stuff like this up in the attic,” she said. “Remember when Gram used to let us go through her collection and choose things to craft with? Broken earrings and old yarn and fabric. And always tons of unfinished projects lying around. Obviously she intended to make this quilt. Maybe she even started it. And it’s somewhere up there with all of the...the unfinished things.”

			Unfinished.

			That was the word that kept echoing inside of her.

			Because it was why she was here. She was one of the unfinished things.

			Being here, opening the café, it would give her a chance to finish some of what her grandmother had started.

			Maybe along the way she’d manage to join up some of the unfinished pieces inside her own soul.
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