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    Chapter 1 
 
    Kayla 
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    “No. This cannot be happening.” Kayla Cartwright groaned as the highway traffic slowed to a crawl. No. A single word. Two letters. One syllable. A complete sentence. An answer she all too often found herself giving and would certainly be saying a lot at her sister’s rehearsal dinner that night and wedding the following day. 
 
    No, she was not engaged or married nor did she have a boyfriend.  
 
    No, she wasn’t dating either.  
 
    No, she didn’t have kids, own a house, or have the job of her dreams—that was all for someday. 
 
    But that wasn’t the problem. Well, not really. 
 
    She wasn’t a loser or lazy—comments her mother and sister were quick to make about her when they thought she couldn’t hear. 
 
    The no’s echoed in the wake of the call she just got off with her mother. It was the third time that day. No, I’m still not engaged since the last time we spoke two hours ago. No, I don’t know if the guy I met at the fundraiser is going to ask me out to dinner. No, I don’t have an internet dating profile.  
 
    The no’s blinked like the computer cursor on the email she’d exchanged with her father earlier that week. No, I haven’t set up the 401k yet. No, I still have to look up the information about the first-time homebuyers’ program. He wasn’t much of a talker—the silent yet commanding type like her brother. Mom more than made up for it.  
 
    The multitude of demanding texts from her sister, Chloe, waiting for her when she woke up that morning had made her want to scream. In fact, she did—into a pillow. No, I won’t forget my camera or an extra storage device. No, I didn’t get the dress hemmed. I’ll pin it. No, I won’t do anything to ruin your big day. 
 
    But the truth was they didn’t hear the word no anyway. 
 
    It didn’t matter what their communication styles were—it didn’t make a difference. She struggled and considered giving up and telling them what they wanted to hear. Yes, work is great. I’m in line for a promotion. Yes, of course, I met a nice guy. I think he’s going to pop the question any day now. Yes, I moved into the new place and it’s spacious and light-filled. I need more furniture and shades, a hallway carpet, and throw pillows.  
 
    As for her sister, she just kept her text replies short and cheerful. That’s how she’d always been: five feet five and with a smile on her face despite the challenges that life presented.  
 
    From the otherwise empty passenger seat, her phone buzzed then and she ignored it—likely it was another freak out from Chloe or her mother with another demand. 
 
    However, the recent increase in pressure from her parents threatened to force the lies to spill from her mouth. She knew it was wrong and stupid. But part of her wondered what would happen if her life became one big yes. Would they treat her differently? With more respect? Patience? Kindness? 
 
    She yawned. Or maybe she was just tired—of the persistent hounding. Though perhaps she was tired of being alone. At times, it felt like she was idling, at a standstill in her life and not sure where to turn next.  
 
    As if on cue, her car made a weird grunting noise and she checked the gas gauge. The thing had a habit of telling her she had plenty of gasoline then sputtering to a stop. “Not now, please.” But she was stuck in what appeared to be endless traffic anyway so it wasn’t like she was going anywhere. 
 
    For a little while Kayla had blamed her ex for the sudden halt in her life but a couple of years later it was all on her. She’d learned that being independent was safer than risking a relationship again. She’d taken a detour with Bradley and he’d left her at a dead end. She’d given up everything for him and when she found her way back, she moved to a new town, started over, and focused on her careers. Plural. She dabbled in numerous different things, some better than others, all to pay the bills—probably why she was tired. 
 
    But right then Kayla was tired of being stuck in traffic on her way to Chloe’s final wedding gown fitting before the rehearsal dinner later that night. She dropped her head against the seat. She’d be late and they’d be disappointed again. 
 
    She yawned and wiggled so her legs didn’t fall asleep. She glanced out the window to be sure no one was watching because she probably looked silly. A cupcake or a cup of cocoa sounded good then—anything to wake her up. But no chance. Gridlock stretched along the length of highway that led out of the hills and toward the city. 
 
    Out the window to the left, a stylish mom sat tall in her polished SUV. She was on the phone. The silhouette of a couple of kids in the back flashed with the changing scenes of a cartoon playing on the screens attached to the headrests. 
 
    She sighed. Could she have that life? Would it make her happy? Sure, she wanted to have children someday but she also wanted to become financially secure and independent first. She wanted to have forks and knives that matched, a washer and dryer that worked, a reliable car that didn’t guzzle gas then lie about it, and a monthly investment portfolio with her name on the account. Her shoe addiction probably didn’t help, but a girl had to indulge once in a while. 
 
    In front of her, a couple sat in a convertible. The woman made rude gestures at the car ahead of them. He was stiff and pounded his hand on the steering wheel. Obviously, they had somewhere important to be but couldn’t deal with not being able to make the traffic move faster.  
 
    Could Kayla be her? It wasn’t that she wanted anything shiny or expensive. She didn’t need to have power or authority either. Mostly, she wanted comfort and security. That didn’t seem like too much to ask. 
 
    To her right, a man sat in his truck. He ran a big, calloused hand along the scruff on his jaw. She imagined he was in his late twenties like her brother, making him a few years older than her. And like everyone else he was stuck. But he wasn’t on his phone. His face was placid. Two brown eyes gazed through the windshield. He seemed patient. It was like he somehow found the ability to be content exactly where he was. 
 
    Could she find something like that? Harmony? Serenity? He wasn’t half bad looking either. She shook her head. No, she wasn’t interested. 
 
    Traffic picked up to a crawl. A goat or chicken was probably crossing the road and everyone had to stop for it. Though, that was something more likely to happen in the idyllic mountain town of Hawk Ridge Hollow where Kayla had moved after the breakup with Bradley. She wasn’t far from the city but she’d be late and she’d definitely be hearing about how irresponsible and insensitive she was from her mother and sister. 
 
    If she had her way, she’d turn around and return to the quiet and quaint town where she was responsible (she had three jobs, had paid off college loans and the debt she’d created when she made the move), and sensitive (she was a good friend, worked with children on the slopes, including kids with special needs every Wednesday afternoon, and taught a photography workshop at the senior center). In Hawk Ridge Hollow, she could be exactly who she wanted to be, even if her family didn’t care or witness it. It was closer to the life she’d wanted in a place she’d fallen in love with, which was a good thing because she wasn’t looking to fall in love with a guy. 
 
    However, that was her mother’s main task—to marry off her daughters. Lucky for her brother he didn’t seem to be the target of the marriage mission—though he was out on a mission of his own in the military.  
 
    Kayla’s phone rang, jarring her from her thoughts. Sure enough, her mother’s name flashed on the screen. She tapped to put the phone on speaker.  
 
    Irene Cartwright’s voice crackled to life. “Where are you? Don’t tell me you got a flat tire, ran out of gas, or just decided not to show up? Typical.” 
 
    “Hi, Mom. Nice to hear from you again. I left over two hours ago, giving myself plenty of time to get to East Roark, but I’m in traffic just outside Miranda Falls.” Her tone was of measured patience. 
 
    “Well, hurry up.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at the unreasonable request. “Doing my best.” But she knew her best wasn’t good enough, at least not in her mother’s eyes.  
 
    “We have bigger problems. It turns out the horse can’t make it.” 
 
    The horse. Kayla stopped herself from groaning again. Did it get the dates mixed up? Or was it also stuck in traffic? Maybe the horse got wind that Princess Chloe was a bridezilla. Kayla resisted a chuckle at the name her best friend, Sadie, gave her sister after meeting her at the engagement party. 
 
    “Kayla, I need you to find a backup horse. Chloe will be devastated if there isn’t a horse to ride in on. Do you understand?”  
 
    A stress-filled sense of urgency rushed up inside her. The sound of her mother’s shrill voice issuing another order made it hard to breathe. Kayla’s hand met her forehead and she squished up her eyes. “I’ll do my best,” she repeated. 
 
    “I’ve been planning your sister’s special day for ages. Everything has to be perfect, including you. I need you here. I need your help. I need you to get this one thing right for me.” Irene’s voice elevated a few decibels. 
 
    Kayla said goodbye and hung up quickly to keep from reminding her mother that she’d organized the band and DJ, corrected an issue with the flower arrangements, and handled the table assignment disaster that prompted Chloe to call her in tears at two a.m. two days before they were due to the venue. And she was the official wedding photographer. 
 
    When Kayla got married, she planned to have the ceremony and reception in a remote location so she didn’t have to deal with all of her mother's meddling.  
 
    But before she started daydreaming about that fantasy, she had to find a horse. She put the car in park since the traffic was back to a standstill and searched horses for hire on her phone. 
 
    She found a stable that looked promising and left a message. A toddler answered the next one she called and she spent several minutes listening to a temper tantrum, hoping an adult would help the kid then pick up the phone. When the crying turned to sniffling, then laughter and no one answered, she hung up. She went through a few more listings without any luck. 
 
    Her last resort was a website that looked like someone had given up on completing it. It consisted of a generic photo and a phone number. She tried it, knowing it would be her sister having a temper tantrum if she didn’t turn up with a horse. 
 
    The phone rang. I male voice answered with a simple, “Hello.” 
 
    “You have no idea how glad I am that you’re not a recording or a screaming toddler.” She quickly jumped into describing the situation. “I know it’s short notice and I’m so sorry but can you bring a horse to the Ridley Manor House in East Roark…tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll try to help but need some more information.” His pleasant drawl contrasted to the anxiety bubbling inside and Kayla found herself taking a much-needed deep breath. 
 
    “Is there a particular breed, color, size?” he asked. 
 
    She almost laughed because it sounded like a common call he received from people needing horses for their weddings. Was that a thing? She had something much simpler in mind when it was her turn to get married. But, again, that was a battle with her mother she wasn’t sure she’d be able to win. Never mind actually falling in love with someone and building a relationship on trust. 
 
    “Actually, do you happen to know what kind of horse the bride was originally supposed to ride?” he asked. 
 
    For a moment Kayla considered saying it was a miniature pony but wouldn’t do that to her sister even though she knew full well Chloe would hire a donkey if she’d asked for a horse at her wedding—just to mess with her. Kayla knew as much about horses as she did why her ex left her, which was to say, nothing. “Uh, no, just a pretty horse will do.” 
 
    He let out a low chuckle that sent tingles scattering across Kayla’s skin. She did her best to ignore them. “A pretty horse. Alright,” he said. 
 
    Kayla went over a few more details then arranged to meet him at the Manor House in East Roark that evening. 
 
    Someone on a motorcycle revved by, startling Kayla and reminding her of her ex again. She hadn’t seen most of the wedding guests since their engagement party a couple of years previous and braced herself for the questions and comments that were sure to come her way. She had to stop thinking about what could have been even though her mother and sister enjoyed reminding her. Instead, she had to focus on getting through the wedding with the hope to book more photography gigs—although she wasn’t sure that was her passion. She just happened to have a good camera and a decent eye. 
 
    She yawned again, unable to ignore how she felt spread so thin: with her jobs, money, worry about the future, and the wedding. She gripped the steering wheel. “Kayla, you can do this,” she said, catching the reflection of her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Get through the next two days and then Bridezilla and Momzilla can take a break.” 
 
    A tow truck pulled out in front of her with a rusty car on the bed, likely the source of the traffic, and everyone sped up. She was nearly at the exit. 
 
    She was already late enough that Chloe would have the diva-meter turned up to seven, no, maybe eleven, but she needed to make a pitstop and get a pick-me-up for the rest of the ride. A car honked as she pulled into the parking lot of a café—likely a fight over an empty spot. She circled a few times until another one opened up. 
 
    One of the many things she loved about Hawk Ridge Hollow was its simplicity and slower pace—not like Roark, the city where she’d grown up. Either that or she’d learned to avoid the days and times she knew there’d be crowds, especially during the winter ski season. 
 
    Everyone must’ve needed a mid-morning snack because the line at the café reached the door. A crying toddler stomped his foot in time to the music pumping over the speakers. An elderly man stood outside the bathroom and hollered for an employee. 
 
    Kayla was in that awkward place where she didn’t have a space to stand inside the door but didn’t want to leave it open since it was a brisk spring day. Someone shoved past her from behind and she bumped into the man standing in front of her. Her face smooshed into the plaid shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders and hugged his biceps. The jeans he wore hung in such a way that her attention was drawn to his butt. 
 
    One slow night at work, Kayla and several of the other waitstaff devised a hot buns rating system. His were knock me on my buns perfection. Which was exactly what happened. The door to the café knocked into Kayla again when another customer rudely swept in and she lost her footing, sending her to the ground. 
 
    She let out an oomph, but the music and talking was so loud, no one heard her. 
 
    However, the guy in the plaid shirt, who’d politely ignored her when she’d bumped into him, turned around.  
 
    She saw his profile first. It was familiar and he was in need of a shave, but the look was rugged, manly. He was photogenic, definitely model material. She imagined snapping photos of him. Then came his dreamy brown eyes. Had he smiled, there’d have been a dimple. His hair was trim and brown but dusted gold by long days in the sunshine. 
 
    Kayla blinked a few times as little zings whizzed through her—a sensation she hadn’t experienced in a long time. 
 
    He held out his hand but she somehow floated to her feet on her own and brushed off. Had something tripped in her chest? Were there butterflies in her stomach? Had the world just flipped? 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. But it was loud enough that mostly she read his lips—they were full and perfect. Everything about him was picture perfect. 
 
    She nodded, entranced. 
 
    He turned back around as the line shifted forward. 
 
    She cleared her throat and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    Dallen 
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    Dallen Hawkins turned slowly, careful not to elbow anyone or step on toes. Like all the Hawkins men he was tall and strong, making him cautious in crowded spaces. Also, like his brothers and father, he preferred open air and could’ve done without the city, the line at the cafe, or even the coffee, but the day had taken an unexpected turn and he wanted to stretch his legs before heading back to Hawk Ridge Hollow. 
 
    He locked on the pair of hazel eyes, behind eyeglasses, and belonging to the woman who’d bumped into him then fell. He’d wanted to help her up but she’d rejected his offer and brushed herself off so he shrugged it off. She seemed fine, if not a little out of sorts. It could’ve been the noisy café, being shoved by the people who were overly-eager to get their caffeine injections, or that she was in desperate need of one herself. 
 
    He tilted his head, waiting for what she had to say but she um’d and ah’d like in grade school when the teacher called on someone and they didn’t have the answer. He started to turn back around and move forward in the line but she held up her finger. 
 
    She had a lion’s mane of auburn hair and was average height, but when she spoke, he had to lean down to hear her. Over the notes of freshly brewed coffee, he caught a hint of her vanilla scent. It woke up a hunger in him that had nothing to do with the cupcakes in the display case. 
 
    “Were you just caught in the traffic on highway four?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Him and likely everyone else in there considering it was the nearest stop off the highway. 
 
    “The traffic was awful.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered. 
 
    “Looked like a car broke down. Of course, it’s important to drive slowly but I bet everyone had to stop and look. Rubbernecking.” Seemed like she’d found her voice. 
 
    He nodded, adjusting the cowboy hat on his head. 
 
    She was probably bored after sitting in gridlock for the last two hours, but the café was steaming hot, people kept jostling him, and it was hard enough hearing their apologies over the blaring music—she wanted to make small talk? 
 
    He shifted irritably, not one for the mobs of people or the pointless babbling. 
 
    “I guess we’re lucky it wasn’t raining though,” she added. She went on about her car and how she hoped that wouldn’t be her on the side of the road next. She thumbed over her shoulder. “I think for a while back there we were side by side. I mean, I looked over and saw you while we were stopped. I think. Do you drive a truck?” 
 
    He tipped his head up and down but half the people coming from the mountains drove four-wheel drive trucks.  
 
    She commented on the scent of something sweet baking then debated what she’d order when it was finally her turn. 
 
    He puffed an exhale and surveyed the line, politely trying to ignore her. Only three people worked behind the counter and they seemed swamped. It’d still be a while before he could grab his beverage and get out of there. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re visiting Roark?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded again. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Me too. Just for a night.” Whatever else she said was drowned as the counter worker shouted that an order was ready. 
 
    She was a chatterbox and he had to admit kind of cute. Everything about her was small, at least compared to him—like she’d come from a place called adorable-land: her lips were like two little pillows, her nose a button, and her hazel eyes, brushed by long, dark lashes. He supposed there could be worse people to be stuck there with. But inside that small package, he sensed she was someone mighty—the kind of girl who could pick herself and dust herself off. It was a quality he admired but didn’t often witness in the girls who’d flocked to him and his brothers over the years—and the gold diggers who sought him out after word spread about the contents of his father’s will. For a variety of reasons, he wasn’t interested in any of them. 
 
    “This line sure is long. I guess everyone had the same idea,” she said as they crept forward. 
 
    He still had quite a ride ahead of him and looked forward to being back in the peace and quiet of his truck. He often tuned the radio to play in the background but it was nothing like the noise hammering out of the speakers in the café. 
 
    After a few minutes, she’d been jostled enough that she stood beside him. He offered a polite nod. 
 
    She lifted onto her toes. “Would you rather drink all the coffee in this café or stuff yourself with all the pastries and cookies in the case?” She pointed at the display of sweet treats by the register. 
 
    He shook his head, not sure he heard her right. 
 
    “You have to pick,” she insisted. 
 
    “I’m just getting something refreshing to drink.” 
 
    “It’s a game, silly,” she said, playfully swatting him. “If the world was going to end and you had to pick one or the other to save your true love, which would you do—food or beverages?” 
 
    “If the world was ending, I don’t think anything they have here would help.” Dallen was a practical man and not prone to silliness or whimsy. 
 
    “It’s hypothetical.” Her smile faltered and she lowered onto her heels. Then she muttered, “I’d start with the cupcakes, tops first, then the lemon bars, then the cookies, but not the ones with the walnuts.” 
 
    He sighed. Clearly, he’d offended her but so what? The question was foolish. Maybe cookies could save the day in adorable-ville but where he came from, his world had ended and there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    But the pout and those big eyes of hers, behind the glasses, pulled at him so he asked, “What’s wrong with the bottoms of cupcakes? Why’d you reject them?” 
 
    “I don’t reject them, but I always have the best part first.” 
 
    “So you think the tops of cupcakes are the best part?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What about saving the best for last?” 
 
    Her frown lifted as though she was pleased that he decided to play along. “What if time runs out and you don’t get to enjoy your favorite part—since the world would be ending and all? Better to have it first just in case.” 
 
    “But what about saving your true love from the apocalypse?” he asked over the whir of the coffee grinder. “Wouldn’t you hold out, saving the best for last.” 
 
    “I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way.” 
 
    She smelled sweet and subtly spicy, definitely like vanilla. Her hair brushed over her shoulder and the ends tickled his arm. It stirred something inside him. She was undeniably cute but he didn’t have time for cute or pretty or beautiful. He avoided all three. It was easier that way. Less temptation. Less heartbreak. Less hurt. 
 
    A harried woman with three kids toddling after her came in, cast a bleak expression at the crowd, and turned back around. One of the kids hugged her leg and begged for a cake pop. 
 
    She tossed her hands in the air, slouched and said, “I know, I promised, but—” 
 
    The woman from adorable-town waved the woman over. 
 
    “You can get in front of us.” 
 
    Us? 
 
    As the woman scooped up one of the kids, she thanked them profusely. “I’m just grabbing three cake pops and then getting out of here. No fancy coffee orders, promise.” 
 
    Dallen turned around. “Us?” he asked. 
 
    “Would you rather know that you were selfish and kept those kids from having their treat or that you did a good deed and made that family’s day. You know, if you had to save your true love.” She smirked and then gazed at the display of treats. 
 
    He scrubbed his hand down his face. She had a point but why’d she have to be so cute about it? 
 
    “Would you rather be stuck in traffic all day or in here all day?” she asked after a beat. 
 
    His lip curled because he couldn’t help but play along. “Uh, am I still saving my true love?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He could think of many, many places he’d rather be stuck: on the ranch, in the ring with one of the horses, on a trail… “Pass,” he said at last. 
 
    “You can’t pass. That’s against the rules.” 
 
    The little kid in his mom’s arms ahead of him nodded. “It’s true, Sir.” 
 
    He fought a chuckle. 
 
    “If I have to answer I’d rather be stuck here. There’s food, water, and people. I’d rather not be all alone.” She cast a sunny smile that made him feel warm inside and out.  
 
    Because he was practical, he added, “There’s also incredibly loud, terrible music, a potential shortage of coffee if this line doesn’t get moving, and—” He’d opt for the traffic. 
 
    “Clogged toilet,” another one of the woman’s kids said as he shuffled out from behind the bathroom door, trailing a piece of toilet paper from his shoe. 
 
    “Did you do it?” she asked aghast. 
 
    He shook his head. “But I have to go, Mom. Bad.” 
 
    She glanced at the line then back at him. “Would you rather the bathroom or a cake pop?” 
 
    Dallen turned, not wanting to hear the answer since he couldn’t help them with either. Even though it was a small thing that familiar feeling of helplessness spread through him, like a heavy, dark blanket, threatening to smother him. 
 
    He lifted his chin and took a deep breath. Thankfully, the woman with the kids got to the front of the line, which meant he was next and that he could get out of there. 
 
    “So, you have a long drive ahead of you?” the woman from adorable-berg asked, still standing next to him and browsing the bakery case. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Business or pleasure?” she asked. 
 
    “Business but plans changed last minute. Still business though,” he answered. 
 
    “What kind of business are you in?” She bit her lip. 
 
    Did she recognize him? He was well away from home, but it usually didn’t take long for people to pair faces with names—his family was well known in that part of the country. 
 
    Just then, the woman with the kids knocked into him, spilling her coffee down his plaid shirt. She apologized profusely. 
 
    “Minding my own business,” he answered through gritted teeth. The words came out harsh. The stain quickly spread across the front of his shirt and the hot coffee didn’t feel that great either but he could bear it. 
 
    The woman with the glasses held out a handful of napkins to help him but at his words, her lips dipped and she stepped back. “Guess I’ll just have to wait for my cocoa to get something sweet.” Then she cast him a glare that cut right through the cotton of his shirt, scalded him worse than the coffee, and then sliced his chest to ribbons. 
 
    He needed to get out of there, back in his truck, and on the open road. Even though they’d only been in line, half-heartedly chatting, her face crumbled as though the comment crushed her. An apology would do no good—he knew that well enough. And what did it matter, they’d never see each other again. 
 
    He ordered a drink and just before he was about to pay, added a cupcake. He tore the bottom off and left the rest in the bag. “The rest of this is for the woman behind me,” he said to the cashier before storming out of the café. 
 
    A loud sigh escaped Dallen once he was back in the sanctuary of his truck. Some people thrived in groups, in fast-paced environments, and where chaos reigned. He preferred rolling hills and endless sky, a horse at a gallop, and the wind in his hair. 
 
    As he revved on the highway, he also couldn’t help but wonder if the company of a resident of adorable-town fit into that ideal because he couldn’t get her out of his mind. 
 
    He was thankful there wasn’t any traffic in the northbound lanes but the open road also gave him plenty of time to think about her. He tried to plan the next hours and everything he had to do and prepare. However, it hardly provided a distraction from the way their eyes had locked when she got off the floor, the way she’d looked at him, joked, and laughed. 
 
    “Would you rather see her again or live a lonely, lonely life?” he asked himself. Then he shook off the foolishness. It was better not to get tangled up in relationships. He’d seen firsthand and experienced what inevitably happened. 
 
    As the hills rolled into the mountains, he felt himself settle, like he could breathe again, like he was free. 
 
    He had enough responsibilities at the ranch and didn’t need to complicate his simple life with thoughts of women. If and when he met the one, he’d know. Then again, his father believed that too. Nonetheless, he made his boys vow to marry, a request none of them understood after what their mother had done. 
 
    When he’d decided to move to the ranch, his father warned him about where he built his house. Dallen had said, “Dad, the house is already built.” They were standing in front of the sprawling mansion that was part of the Hawkins family holdings, which also included the ski resort, hotels, and many other properties in Hawk Ridge Hollow and beyond. 
 
    His father clapped him on the shoulder and said, “No, I mean where you dwell.” 
 
    He’d countered. “Dad, it’s very generous of you to let me live here. This is where I mean to stay.” 
 
    The setting sun caught in his father’s white hair. He’d fought against that darn smile of his that suggested he was in on a big secret—the one Dallen sometimes saw on his brothers’ lips, Tripp specifically. “Son, in the future, you’ll remember this day and understand what I mean.” 
 
    That day hadn’t been far off. Shortly after, Charles Hawkins Junior died in a tragic ski accident, leaving the brothers bereft. It was the second time Dallen had been completely helpless. They’d tried every specialist money could buy, but couldn’t do anything to save his life. 
 
    His father had meant it was best not to dwell, or in his words build a house, among losses, but for Dallen, that was easier said than done. He didn’t know how to let go or move on. He didn’t want to. He had everything he wanted: a comfortable home, wide open spaces, and horses—lots of them. 
 
    At the stable, he scratched Genesis on the neck, feeling instantly soothed. She’d been his dad’s prize mare and they had a deep understanding of each other: of who was missing from both their lives even though they hated to admit it. 
 
    Dallen loaded up the trailer and set back out on the road. It was a quick turn around and his mind wandered back to the girl from the café. “Would you rather ride a horse or a motorcycle?” he asked as one zipped by. “Easy. No rubber or chrome for this cowboy,” he called, assuring Genesis as though she could hear him in the trailer. 
 
    As he passed the café, he wondered if the girl from adorable-ton got the cupcake top. He meant it as a bid for forgiveness after being gruff. If she ate it, did it mean she’d save her true love or the world? 
 
    He shook his head, feeling silly as he pulled into yet another jammed parking lot. Already, he eagerly awaited his return to the ranch. It was tricky with the trailer, but he found a spot to park, checked on Genesis, and went inside to find the person who’d called about the horse. 
 
    Instead, the profile of a woman with pillowy lips painted pink, a cute nose, and eyes that reminded him of sunshine on the mountains stood in the foyer. It was the resident of adorable-borough. She wore a floral dress with a red ribbon around the waist. He had the fleeting thought that he’d like to build a house there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Kayla 
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    “Do you think you could talk some sense into her?” Kayla asked her cousin, Harmonie, while she pulled her auburn hair into a low bun. She’d just finished briefing her cousin on the traffic and the cluster at the café. 
 
    “We both know that’s about as likely to work as Aunt Doris’s pineapple cake being edible.” 
 
    Kayla wrinkled her nose. “It is rather spongy.” 
 
    “You’re being polite. It’s like a towel that’s been left out in the rain.” Harmonie stuck out her tongue. “You’re always so gracious when it comes to your family walking all over you.” She loosened a few wisps of Kayla’s hair to frame her face. 
 
    “Not Chuck,” Kayla said in defense of her brother. 
 
    “Chuck doesn’t count because he’s never around.” 
 
    Harmonie had a point. Her brother was deployed and his visits home were sporadic. It had always seemed like her parents and Chloe were against her, but she could count on him to take her side. Maybe it was because she was the youngest or the smallest and he was the oldest and biggest, leaving Chloe in the middle. She’d never understood it but with Chuck gone and her father busy with work, she often bore the brunt of team-Mom-and-Chloe’s assaults. 
 
    “The only sense I’ve ever been able to talk into your sister is nonsense,” Harmonie said, lightening the mood. 
 
    Kayla laughed. It was good to spend time with her cousin before the wedding madness went into full swing. They stood near the entryway of the Ridley Manor house, stalling before heading through to the rehearsal dinner. Because horses weren’t allowed in the church and Chloe’s fiancé was non-denominational, they opted to have the ceremony in the gardens behind the building and the dinner inside. Plus, Chloe was a CEO—Christmas and Easter only type of parishioner. 
 
    “Remember the time we all went to that lake house and I convinced her the basement was haunted? Or the other time she thought those love notes were for her? Solidly for you from the cute boy at the ice cream stand we’d visit in the summer aka your secret admirer. But you always let her get the goods, the credit, and the wins.” Harmonie shook her head. 
 
    Kayla shrugged. It had always been that way. Chloe got the bigger slice of cake, the cuter boy, the better job. Aside from her brother, Harmonie was the only person who saw that dynamic, but it had been going on so long she didn’t know how to change it. 
 
    Harmonie pinched the clasp on the necklace around Kayla’s neck, said, “Make a wish,” and slid it to the back just like they’d been doing since they were little. 
 
    The necklaces were a gift from their grandmother and for whatever reason were only given to the two of them—not Chloe or Chuck, and certainly not Harmonie’s three older brothers. 
 
    She’d wished for what she always did, love. True love. Real love. At that moment, a soothing warmth filled Kayla even though the setting sun took with it what remained of the spring day. 
 
    “I think Gran had a soft spot for us little sisters. She was the youngest too, you know,” Harmonie added. 
 
    But whatever else she said was lost as Kayla locked eyes with the guy from the traffic jam, from the café. Heat crept up her neck and spread pleasantly across her skin. But she made sure to twist her lips into a scowl to show she was not pleased to see him again even though her body told her otherwise. 
 
    She’d thought about him plenty when he’d snapped at her after he got coffee down his shirt. Maybe he thought it was her fault since she’d let the stressed-out mom go ahead of them or perhaps, he was already having a bad day. It could’ve been she’d misjudged the handsome giant and he was just a grouchy and gruff giant. She wasn’t sure what prompted her to tap him on the shoulder at the café other than the steadiness in his gaze when she’d seen him in the truck and the smolder on his lips. 
 
    When she’d reached the front of the line at the cafe, the kid at the counter passed her a bag with a cupcake top in it. She’d turned to rush after the guy, but he’d disappeared. She’d thought about him plenty before she’d been swept into the wedding chaos but certainly didn’t expect to see him ever again.  
 
    On the drive over to the reception site, she’d even come up with several snappy comebacks after he’d told her to mind her business if only for her own satisfaction as the scene played over and over in her mind. 
 
    Yet the cupcake top he left for her was delicious and almost worth the long line and enduring his irritability. Almost. 
 
    He sauntered over with his hands in his pockets. His expression was a difficult-to-read combination of sheepish and surly. 
 
    Harmonie tremble beside her. “Have mercy,” she whispered. “Who is that? Tell me he’s a guest of the groom.” 
 
    “Hi again,” he said, holding Kayla’s gaze.  
 
    It was her turn to shiver and she let out a ragged little breath despite her desire to let him have it for being a jerk at the coffee shop. 
 
    “Hey, um, sorry about everything.” 
 
    She was about eye level with where the coffee stain should’ve been. “I see you have plenty of plaid shirts.” 
 
    “Just two. Uh, twenty-two.” 
 
    She forced herself not to giggle. Harmonie did not refrain from flirtatious laughter. 
 
    Why did good looking guys get away with being jerks just because they were cute and charming and cute? Did she already say cute? A little growl of frustration escaped. 
 
    “Do you know each other?” Harmonie interjected. 
 
    “All I know is she prefers the tops of cupcakes and would sacrifice herself for a mom with cranky kids. Also, she’s perfectly capable of picking herself up off the ground and can cut a mean glare at a guy who’d totally deserved it.” 
 
    Kayla crossed her arms in front of her chest. “May I ask what you’re doing here?” 
 
    He took his hands out of his pockets and gripped his palms. “Right, the bride needed a horse on short notice. I got a call earlier and—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Kayla asked. “That was you?” 
 
    “That was you?” he repeated. 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Harmonie said. 
 
    Kayla quickly explained her mother’s panicked call, followed by phoning some random ranch who happened to have a horse available for her sister to ride in on with her father leading it by the reigns. What were the chances it was the same guy? 
 
    “Princess Chloe is riding in on a horse instead of walking down the aisle?” Harmonie’s mouth hung open. “Wonders never cease.” 
 
    “Princess Chloe?” the cowboy asked. 
 
    Harmonie briefed him on the bride-diva. 
 
    Kayla added, “She saved money to pay for it by having me do the photography for free so she could afford a horse. A horse for goodness sakes.” 
 
    The Cartwrights weren’t rich or wealthy by any stretch but they’d managed to afford Chloe’s horse lessons over the years, never mind that they had to take out a second mortgage for the wedding. 
 
    Harmonie leaned in and whispered. “You get dibs on the Cute Cowboy.” 
 
    Before she could retort, a shrill woman’s voice called, “There you are.” 
 
    “Hello, Aunt Irene,” Harmonie said, opening her arms to intercept Kayla’s mother. 
 
    As the two hugged, Kayla’s cousin made a gagging face over her mother’s shoulder and mouthed too much perfume. 
 
    Her mother turned to her. “Kayla, listen, I need you to make sure they do not run out of toilet paper in the women’s bathrooms tomorrow. I went to Lucille Arnold’s daughter’s wedding and they did. Unacceptable. Can you do that, please.” She ordered rather than asked. 
 
    Kayla nodded. 
 
    “Won’t you be busy enough with—?” Harmonie asked, going to bat for her. 
 
    “It’s fine—” 
 
    Irene cut her daughter off. “Speaking of Lucille Arnold, she will not be here tomorrow. But Constance Livermore will be along with her son Vincent. Do you remember him? Such a nice young man. He’s an insurance salesman and would be perfect for you, Kayla. We really need you to get on the ball, here.” 
 
    From over her aunt’s shoulder, Harmonie repeated her gagging face then stuck her tongue out at her aunt. 
 
    Remembering that the rancher aka the Cute Cowboy, according to Harmonie, was standing there she caught his lips quirk with amusement. She tried to suppress a smile. 
 
    “You found her,” Chloe’s unmistakable match for her mother’s voice called. Between the two of them, their voices were so shrill they could probably break glass. “I thought you were hiding.” Chloe folded her arms across her chest and cocked her head at Kayla. 
 
    “What would I be hiding from?” Kayla asked. “I’m your wedding photographer. I’m blending in, trying to get candids.” She lifted her camera and snapped a picture. 
 
    Chloe’s gaze caught on the Cute Cowboy and she fluttered her eyelashes, vamping for the camera. 
 
    “Work it, Chloe,” Harmonie said. “I’m sure Bryan will love to see these photos of you.” She leaned into Kayla, and referring to the Cute Cowboy added, “She could never resist man candy.” 
 
    That’s what Harmonie called guys that were good looking along with stud muffins, hottie hunks, and apparently cute cowboys. There was no denying that the guy was good looking but he had the personality of a tree trunk. He was rough, gruff, and tough. 
 
    Kayla lowered her camera and sensed said tree trunk had stepped beside her. They were nearly as close as they’d been in line at the café and she felt heat radiating off her, melting the frosty exterior she’d meant to uphold after he’d been so rude.  
 
    Chloe licked her lips then said, “So, who’s this?” 
 
    “It’s only right for the bride to know her guests but shouldn’t the bride also be getting ready for the groom?” Harmonie asked, reminding her cousin that flirting with the stranger was not appropriate—not that Chloe ever held back. 
 
    “I’m just playing, Harmonie,” Chloe said in a condescending tone. “After all, only one more day of freedom before I’m tied down by the old ball and chain.” She glanced at the Cute Cowboy as if to measure his response. 
 
    Kayla squinted at her sister with disbelief; it was the eve of her wedding day. The Cute Cowboy stiffened beside her. 
 
    “I’m joking. You all look like you’re going to start giving me a lecture. Sheesh. Anyway, it’s not like he’s your plus one, Kayla.” 
 
    At the suggestion, it was her turn stiffen. She was about to explain who he was but Harmonie cut across her. 
 
    “Sure he is.” Harmonie’s eyes twinkled with mischief. 
 
    “Wait, he’s here with you?” Chloe turned her head from the Cute Cowboy to her sister and back again like a cat watching a toy move back and forth. 
 
    “He’s her plus one,” Harmonie said. “Kayla had just introduced me.” She nudged her cousin’s shoulder. She knocked into the Cute Cowboy for the second time that day. A zing shot through her. “What was your name again?” Harmonie asked the Cute Cowboy. 
 
    “I’m Dallen,” he said, extending his hand to shake Harmonie’s. 
 
    “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Dallen. I’ve heard so much about you. You’re perfect…for my cousin Kayla,” she said pointedly.  
 
    They didn’t know each other’s names but Dallen suited him. 
 
    Her cheeks heated and she opened her mouth again to protest but Chloe squawked a loud laugh. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me. You’d put a plus one on your reply but I didn’t think you’d actually come through. It’s been, like, three years. My sister broke the drought with this guy?” Chloe asked with disbelief as she looked him up and down. 
 
    Dallen tilted his head as though he didn’t quite understand or believe what he was hearing. 
 
    When she’d returned her invitation, Kayla had hoped she’d have a plus one by the wedding date but Harmonie must’ve misunderstood. He was there with the horse.  
 
    “Knowing you, I thought you’d be here with a dud and not this stud.” Chloe laughed again. 
 
    Kayla fought a scowl at her older sister. With her, it was always a competition and she took every opportunity to insult her. And for what? What was the prize? Their parent’s love and approval? Some kind of twisted satisfaction? She couldn’t comprehend it but learned not to take part in it. However, at the moment, she was equally confused by Harmonie saying she and Dallen were at the wedding together. 
 
    “So where did you guys meet?” Chloe asked. 
 
    Kayla stole a glance, anticipating him blowing the whole thing up, which she wouldn’t blame him for—he was there on short notice with a horse, not to sub as her non-existent date. 
 
    But something passed between them. Sparks? Understanding? Sympathy? Something. There was something. Sort of? Maybe? Hope kindled inside her when he bit his lip as though considering how they might proceed: tell the truth or go along with Harmonie’s set up. 
 
    “We met at my ranch,” Dallen said. 
 
    Over a phone call about the services his ranch provided was more like it. 
 
    “Your ranch?” Chloe asked with an air of disbelief. “What was my sister doing at a ranch?” 
 
    “I convinced him to bring you a horse to ride in on tomorrow,” Kayla cut in. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re the angel who came through to make all my wedding day dreams come true?” she purred. “I’m sure Kayla told you how much I love horses. I used to ride all the time.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Harmonie said dryly. “She told her wedding date who’s doing her a favor all about how wonderful and attractive and kind her big sister is.” 
 
    Chloe flipped her hair dismissively.  
 
    “Kayla, why’d you keep—was it Dave, Dan—a secret?” Irene asked, stepping forward and into the conversation. 
 
    “See, I told you she’s sneaky,” Chloe said. 
 
    “Uh, it’s not that serious, um—” Kayla started, not sure how to handle the situation and wishing her cheeks didn’t match the red ribbon on her dress. 
 
    A strong hand clamped down on her shoulder then Dallen pulled her to his side as if to say it was serious enough. 
 
    Jostled, she adjusted her glasses. 
 
    Everyone stared at Kayla and Dallen as though shocked then shook it off when the groom’s mother called them over to begin. 
 
    “Oh, and Kayla, wear your contacts tomorrow, those make you look like a librarian,” Chloe said. “I’ll see you later,” she waved at Dallen and sashayed off. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the toilet paper either,” her mother called, following the bride. 
 
    Harmonie clicked her tongue. “My local librarian happens to be rather chic. I don’t know why that would be an insult. Anyway, I think your glasses are adorable, Kayla, and don’t worry too much about the toilet paper.” She winked and scooted off. 
 
    Dallen lowered his arm and tucked his hands in his back pockets. 
 
    Kayla hastily shook off the shock of what had transpired. “I am so sorry. I was not expecting that.” Kayla struggled with where to begin—apologizing for Harmonie or her sister’s behavior. 
 
     “It’s fine,” he said sharply. “I mean, it’s fine,” he repeated in a gentler tone. “We’re both going to be here anyway.” 
 
    “My cousin got carried away and my sister—” Kayla puffed her cheeks and exhaled. 
 
    “Really, it’s no big deal. I’m glad my charm and good looks can help out.” The hint of a smile reminded her he had a dimple but he looked away like he’d surprised himself with his response. 
 
    Was he flirting? No, definitely not. Why would he flirt with the girl who looked like a librarian and was on toilet paper duty? “Listen, you don’t have to—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Why not? I’m happy to help you out.” 
 
    So, it turned out the gruff and rugged rancher aka the Cute Cowboy also had an altruistic side. He’d rather help out the librarian on toilet paper duty than lose his beloved horse to a pit of lava. She groaned, feeling silly for having the thought. 
 
    “In addition to not looking like a librarian, whatever that means, and making sure the toilet paper doesn’t run out tomorrow, I also have to take pics of Princess Chloe getting ready and you have the horse to take care of—” She snorted a laugh, unable to go on listing reasons not to go along with the fake wedding date. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I still can’t believe my sister is riding in on a horse. Seriously? Who does that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised. I get calls like that often enough.” 
 
    Kayla imagined herself on a horse, not that it would ever happen, and started laughing at the scene that followed. “With my luck, the horse would trot off in the wrong direction or throw me off or—” 
 
    “Do you ride?” 
 
    “A horse?” More laughter spilled out of her. “Me? On a horse? Definitely not.” 
 
    “We should do something about that.” 
 
    She laughed again but he was straight-faced and his was a face she could get lost in: strong jaw, smooth nose, intelligent eyes, and lips that held a kind of wildness that scared and intrigued her in equal measure. 
 
    She shook her head, snapping herself back into seriousness. “I’m from the city and don’t do things like that.” 
 
    “Hawk Ridge Hollow isn’t far.” 
 
    “Wait, you live there?” 
 
    “Officially Hawk Ridge Ranch,” he said matter of fact. 
 
    “Oh, I hardly looked at the website.” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to update it.” He rocked back on his heels. 
 
    “I live in Hawk Ridge Hollow.” She smiled. 
 
    “I thought you were from the city.” 
 
    “I am but I moved a few years ago.” Excitement at their potential proximity rushed through her. 
 
    “What brought you there?” 
 
    “Uh, I needed change.” She bit the inside of her lip. She swallowed and after going along with Harmonie’s white lie, she felt the need to tell the truth. “A bad break up chased me there…And the charm of the town kept me there. The scenery, tranquility... Bannock bread.” 
 
    “You know where they have the best—” 
 
    “Hawk and Whistle,” she finished for him because it was absolutely true. “Yeah, I know. I work there.” 
 
    “No way. Small world.” He smiled, revealing his dimple. 
 
    Tingles raced through Kayla and her own smile widened. “Small town. Would you rather have the cinnamon sugar covered bannock bread they have in the morning or the cheese covered one in the evening?” 
 
    “Is making this decision going to save lives because—” 
 
    “Meteor flying at earth.” 
 
    He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Fine. Easy. Cheesy bread in the evening.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement. “Lucky for you we have plenty of that. It’s so good my friend Sadie is having it included in the catering menu for her wedding.” 
 
    “Is she riding in on a horse too?” 
 
    “Considering she’s marrying Tripp Hawkins, I wouldn’t be surprised. I’ll let you know if I need your services.” 
 
    His smile dropped and it seemed like a shadow crossed his features. 
 
    She went cold like there was a sudden draft in the otherwise warm room. 
 
    “We’d, uh, better get out to the rehearsal. Wouldn’t want to keep anyone waiting,” he said and sauntered off in the direction of the door. Then, as though realizing she wasn’t beside him, he turned and said, “And for the record, I think you look good in the glasses.” 
 
    Kayla stood there, stunned. Not sure what to make of Dallen’s mixed messages, the fact that he was her wedding date, or that he thought she looked good. Those were words she hadn’t heard in years. In fact, Bradley said something along those lines to her once and it was because she’d just gotten over the flu. It was to the tune of you’re looking better. However, it turned out he’d found someone better—Harmonie didn’t object to stalking him on Facebook and finding out the dirt. The woman he’d left Kayla for worked at a hot dog stand and was probably prettier, more interesting, and someone he saw himself having a future with.  
 
    As Dallen’s words echoed, maybe things would get better in her life but she’d taught herself not to get her hopes up, especially not when she heard her mother’s shrill voice ordering her to the rehearsal dinner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Dallen 
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    The morning had dawned sunny and bright. After letting Genesis frolic and graze in the pasture, Dallen had brushed her down and combed her mane to prepare for the wedding.  
 
    She’d stayed at the stable his family owned on the edge of the city. He’d spent the night with his aunt and uncle who were happy for the impromptu visit. 
 
    His aunt had pulled him aside and commented on how he seemed the happiest she’d seen him in a long time. Doubtful. 
 
    He reflected on family and how much it meant to him and how his was broken. His brother was getting married? Why didn’t he know that? Why hadn’t Tripp reached out? Why hadn’t anyone else told him? His aunt, uncle, his other brothers? He’d made it clear he wanted to be left alone at the ranch, but marriage was a big deal beyond the usual—in his father’s will, he mandated his sons marry before receiving their inheritance and taking over the family business. 
 
    That, and meeting Kayla’s mother and sister, reminded him how thoughtless people could be. It also brought back the pain of his own mother’s selfishness. It was as if a vicious wind blew away the warmth of Kayla’s smile, the possibility of helping her out and of everything good about their random encounter. 
 
    But her cousin Harmonie brought to mind his brothers with their senses of humor and well-intentioned mischief before everything fell apart. 
 
    All of that churned in his mind and left him feeling empty and irritable but longing for things to be the way they were or at least better than broken.  
 
    Genesis fidgeted and clicked her hoof on the floor of the stall. 
 
    Dallen let out a long breath. “You always pick up on my bad moods, huh, girl?” He spent most of his time at the ranch and had found talking with the horses strengthened their bond and also provided him with a form of therapy even if it was a little unusual. 
 
    She nickered. 
 
    “I’ll stop thinking about her. My mother, not Kayla,” he clarified. 
 
    The truth was, he couldn’t get Kayla out of his mind. He replayed the phone conversation when she’d called inquiring about the horse, then their meeting in the café. The music in there was loud and he couldn’t hear the nuances in her voice, but after their conversation at Ridley Manor, he was surprised he didn’t make the connection sooner.  
 
    Offering to be her date to make it up to her after being a jerk made some kind of backward sense. 
 
    He chuckled.  “No, actually it doesn’t make any sense.” He scratched Genesis’s cheek. “Nope, no sense at all. I started yesterday going to see the lawyer about the will and ended it with a date to a wedding.” He sighed. “And finding out my own brother is getting married.” He shook his head. How had it all gone so wrong? 
 
    He loaded Genesis into the trailer. She flicked her mane. “Fine, if you must know, I’m nervous. Weddings and marriage hold a lot of weight in my family. Well, what’s left of it. You know that. Now, I should probably stop talking to you so Kayla doesn’t think I’m nuts. Then again, she plays games where eating a piece of bread covered in cheese has the power to save the world from a meteor.” He chuckled again and got in the truck. 
 
    He arrived at the venue early enough to avoid the mob of cars that were sure to clog the parking lot. He brought Genesis an apple and made her promise to behave then raced across the street to a tux shop. The door was locked but the lights were on. If he was going to be Kayla’s date he needed to be prepared and look the part. He hated the idea of her mother and sister embarrassing her. 
 
    He knocked on the door and a bald man with a measuring tape around his neck poked his head out. “I’m sorry, Sir. We don’t open for another hour.” 
 
    He stepped back. “Can you eyeball my measurements and deliver a penguin suit to Ridley Manor in an hour? I’ll pay extra for your trouble.” 
 
    The man tilted his head, sighed, and opened the door, allowing him to enter. 
 
    In no time, Dallen was back at the venue, dressed in a dark-gray tuxedo that may as well have been custom tailored to his size. The shop owner said he rarely had men as large as him so it was his lucky day to have plenty of suits in stock to choose from. 
 
    Dallen checked on Genesis, smoothed the tie with diagonal gray stripes, and went inside to find Kayla and finalize details for Genesis’s ride. 
 
    He scanned the room, which slowly filled in with guests. A distinguished man with a trim mustache talked with a man dressed in a tuxedo who must’ve been the father of the bride and the groom respectively. Kayla’s mother and her cousin were probably helping Chloe get ready. 
 
    Then his eyes landed on Kayla who snapped a few photos. Her hair was half up and half down, cascading over her shoulders. She wore a dusty rose floor-length gown that swept her curves. 
 
    His heart stuttered as she floated past, taking photographs of the guests and trying to blend in. But to him, she stood out and was easily the most beautiful girl there. 
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She turned and sure enough, she wasn’t wearing her glasses. Her hazel eyes met his but she didn’t smile. 
 
    However, he did. He couldn’t help it. Even if that meteor she’d mentioned was flying at the earth he wouldn’t have been able to hold back his grin. He crossed the room to meet her. 
 
    “You clean up good,” she said. 
 
    He opened and closed his mouth a couple of times, unsure whether to tell her she looked adorable, cute, pretty, or beautiful. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow then blinked a few times. “Thanks for coming,” she said. 
 
    “I told you I would.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t need your pity or—” 
 
    “Pity?” 
 
    “Yeah, Harmonie pressured you after my mother and sister—” 
 
    “Listen, I know how family can be. Mothers in particular.” 
 
    She stepped back as though that wasn’t what she expected to hear. “All the same, it was embarrassing enough and thinking about you—” 
 
    “You were thinking about me?” he interrupted. He’d withdrawn from the dating world but his old flirtatious charm, a signature among the Hawkins men, came back full force as if she drew it out of him. 
 
    She tugged on the strap of her camera, flustered. “You didn’t let me finish. Thinking about you agreeing to this because you felt bad for me is almost worse than—” 
 
    “Than your sister and mother being total—” He stopped himself from being disrespectful, but he did not like the way they’d treated Kayla. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m used to it.” She seemed defeated, deflated then launched into details about the horse as if to avoid the discomfort of the conversation. 
 
    The strains of a three-piece ensemble came from the garden, indicating it was time for the ceremony to begin. 
 
    It went off without a hitch, including Chloe’s grand entrance on the horse. Genesis was perfectly behaved and Dallen was certain that she enjoyed the pageantry and being admired as much as the bride did. 
 
    But through it all he couldn’t keep his gaze from drifting to Kayla as she bounced from aisle to sidelines to behind the groom, trying to camouflage as she captured the big moments on film. It was too bad she wasn’t lined up with the rest of the wedding party but it became a sort of game for Dallen, trying to keep track of where she was during the ceremony. There was something unique about her, something that drew him to her, something that made her stand out when clearly, she wanted to blend in. 
 
    Afterward, he got Genesis settled into the trailer and promised her a long ride in the country the next day. “We won’t go back to the barn until after sunset, girl, but I’ll make it up to you,” he said, before returning to the reception. 
 
    Once again, Dallen surveyed the room for Kayla. She stood opposite a reedy guy with a receding hairline. She stepped back and he leaned closer. She angled her camera then her shoulder toward him to create a sort of buffer but he crept closer and kept talking. 
 
    Dallen strode across the room, realizing it was either an unrequited crush or Kayla’s mother didn’t call that Livermore guy off after finding out Kayla had a plus one. Without thinking, he gripped her shoulder and like before, electricity, as powerful as the energy in the air before a storm, pulsed between their skin. 
 
    She blinked a few times as though surprised to see him. “Um, Dallen this is Vincent. He was just telling me about the importance of bundled insurance plans.” She cleared her throat and edged away. 
 
    Dallen extended his hand. “Fascinating. I’m Kayla’s date.” 
 
    The guy stepped back, realizing Kayla wasn’t available and gestured to Kayla. “Oh, your mom said—” 
 
    “Misunderstanding,” Kayla said. “Chloe is over there. I’m sure she’d love to know you made it today. Now that she and Bryan will move in together, they’ll probably need some insurance.” 
 
    She turned to Dallen. “And get me out of here.” She led him past the table settings and through a side door. Taking a deep breath of air, she said, “Is it almost over?” 
 
    “Our date or the wedding?” 
 
    “Are we on a date?” She blinked funny again like there was something in those big, beautiful eyes of hers. 
 
    “Oh, uh.” The word date had slipped out. “A fake date. I don’t date, actually.” Dallen composed himself, having been temporarily swept up in her presence. 
 
    “As a rule, you don’t date?” she asked. 
 
    “Right.” He’d seen his parents’ relationship dissolve right before his eyes. He’d dated a few girls years back, including Stephanie, but she confirmed that he was better off avoiding love because it would only lead to loss. 
 
    “In that case, thanks for breaking your rule to be my fake date and rescuing me from Vincent.” Her tone was flat. “But I don’t need your help. I could’ve handled that just fine.” 
 
    “Like you handle your mother and sister?” he shot back. It wasn’t that he wanted to argue with her but she’d let them walk all over her. Although, maybe having a fake date made her feel equally as bad. 
 
    She faltered, stepping back again. “Excuse me?” Then there was a squelching noise and she moaned. “No, no, no.” She staggered, lifting the hem of her skirt. He thought she might crumble right there on the ground. He reached his arms out but she waved him away. Drawing a deep breath, she straightened and started to storm off. 
 
    “Kayla, wait. I’m sorry. That was my fault. I—” He had cleaned up the other piles of manure but apparently had missed one in the garden. 
 
    She rounded on him. “You what? Want to rescue me from that too? I’m fine, Dallen. You don’t know me, but I’m fine, okay?” 
 
    He felt terrible and tried to help as she leaned against the catering van and wiped her shoe in the grass before shoving past him then returned to the reception. “I have work to do.” 
 
    Officially his work there was done, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. He cleaned up the pile and returned to the reception. Maybe Kayla was fine but she didn’t seem it and it didn’t seem right to leave her like that. 
 
    In the enormous dining room at the venue, everyone settled into their seating arrangements for the toasts. Dallen spotted an empty chair next to Kayla and swept across the room before landing in it. 
 
    She was quiet while the best man toasted the groom. Then when the maid of honor gave her sentimental speech, Kayla leaned over and said, “You don’t have to stick around. I should be taking pictures, but the lighting in here is terrible.” 
 
    However, he didn’t move. After what he witnessed the day before he didn’t want Chloe or Kayla’s mother to have the satisfaction of seeing her alone. 
 
    Everyone stood for the father-daughter dance and Kayla excused herself to take a few pictures.  
 
    Her mother stood on the other side of a portly man who clapped heartily at the end of the song. “Can’t believe she’s all grown up.” 
 
    Dallen nodded politely. 
 
    The man inclined his head and looked at Dallen longer than was comfortable. “Dallen Hawkins, is that you?” the man asked. 
 
    Again, he nodded, but didn’t recognize the man. 
 
    “Bart Potash.” He patted his ample belly. “I met your father when he was adding the south addition onto the resort grounds. At the time I worked in waste management. Then I climbed the corporate ladder—ended up engineering commercial plans with Robert.” He gestured to the father of the bride. 
 
    Dallen offered a friendly smile. 
 
    “Gosh, I remember you and your brothers running around the construction site. You must’ve been, what six, seven? You’ve grown into a strapping young man.” His eyes traveled upward to meet Dallen’s eyes. “Tall too. Then again, so was your father. Mountain men.” 
 
    Kayla’s mother had gravitated closer. He’d hoped he was far enough outside the Hawk Ridge Hollow circle to go unrecognized. He’d learned that certain types of people sniffed out money and with her talk of marrying off Kayla, likely she was likely one of them. 
 
    “How do you know the Cartwrights?” Bart asked. 
 
    “I’m here with—” As they chatted, he’d lost track of Kayla, but other than that moment his gaze had hardly left her. It was as though he was magnetized to her. 
 
    Then she was beside him, gripping her camera. “There you are. I’m here with Kayla,” he answered. 
 
    She managed a thin smile. 
 
    Bart's eyes widened and then crinkled at the corners. “You two must be next. I bet you can’t wait for Dallen here to get a ring on your finger,” he said to her. 
 
    Kayla blinked a few times as though trying to focus her vision. 
 
    “A Hawkins? My, I didn’t realize that,” her mother said, edging into the conversation with obvious interest. 
 
    “We haven’t figured anything like that out.” Kayla’s smile was strained. 
 
    “Something you succeed at. But don’t you think your life would be better if you hitched your cart to the right horse?” her mother asked. “The fact of the matter is you’re not married and—”  
 
    “Yes, mother. I’m quite aware. You remind me every time we see each other or talk on the phone. So at least three times a day.”  
 
    “Well, you should do something about that.” 
 
    “Like change my phone number,” she muttered. Then more loudly she added, “It’s not like a wrinkle in my dress which I can iron out or manure I can just wipe away.” She tossed a perturbed look at Dallen. “I can’t help that I’m single. I’m taking photographs of my sister’s wedding. I’m well aware I’m the single person among a crowd of married people. Now, I should probably get back to capturing this wonderful day.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’re single? What about Dallen?” Her mother’s eyebrows stitched together. 
 
    “How’s your brother?” Bart cut in as though sensing the situation was getting uncomfortable. “Where is Charles anyway?” 
 
    For a second, Dallen thought the old man was doddering and had forgotten he had multiple brothers or that his father, Charles, had died. 
 
    “Chuck? My brother?” Kayla’s face brightened.  
 
    “He somehow weasels his way out of all these things.” Kayla’s mother huffed. 
 
    “He did not weasel, Mom. He’s on active duty.” 
 
    “All the same, at least he could’ve come back for his sister’s wedding. It’s the principal of the matter. It’s about respect.” 
 
    “He’s serving our country. We should be thankful he’s out there risking his life.” Kayla puffed up with irritation. 
 
    Dallen knew a guy from college named Chuck who was now in the military but he didn’t want to ask her about it right then and draw attention to the fact that they hardly knew each other. 
 
    While he was lost in thought the conversation had continued and Harmonie and Chloe had joined them.  
 
    “Yeah, but you know when you tie the knot, he’ll be there,” Harmonie said. 
 
    “Because you’re his favorite sister.” Chloe rolled her eyes. “But you probably won’t get married for a long, long time. Kayla’s going to be an old cat lady before she finds love.” Chloe snickered. 
 
    Harmonie shook her head. “She’s allergic to cats.” 
 
    Chloe eyed Dallen and he shuffled closer to Kayla. His family had enough problems, how’d he step into such a mess? Yet, he felt protective and defensive of her. 
 
    “So, when are you two getting married? I can see if the event coordinator has any available dates.” Kayla’s mother’s insistent voice floated to him over the music. 
 
    “Irene, no need to pressure them,” Bart said. “They’re still young.” 
 
    He had to focus on what Irene—Mrs. Cartwright—had said. Was she suggesting they get married? He smoothed his tie. To him, marriage was for life. Like a red-tailed hawk, he intended to enter into union with a mate and they’d live happily ever after. Well, he knew there'd be ups and downs, bumps in the road and all that, but he wouldn’t just up and leave when things got rocky as his mother had done—or, more accurately, when she’d found someone younger and more famous than his father. While Charles Hawkins enjoyed the finer things in life, with all the responsibility of running a billion-dollar corporation, he preferred his privacy and not parading his wealth around. His mother wanted the spotlight. Even so, his father fought for their relationship but Judith Hawkins had already cast her sights on shinier things, leaving her boys and husband behind. 
 
    Nevertheless, his father insisted he and his brothers marry if they wanted to receive the Hawkins legacy: leadership roles and control over the corporation and the inheritance. But his father’s provision about marriage was confusing because in the end he was left, alone, abandoned, and without his wife.  
 
    Dallen wanted love as a real, true, enduring thing. However, it was easier to just avoid it altogether. 
 
    Kayla’s eyes widened. Then she said, “A wedding? That’s moving a little fast, Mom. Dallen, is just, um, my date.” 
 
    “Better than being single.” Chloe smiled and flipped her hair. 
 
    Kayla blinked a few times. Although he assumed it was because of the contacts he also thought maybe she needed a minute alone to collect herself. 
 
    “Why don’t you take those out and go put your glasses on,” he suggested. 
 
    The corner of her lip lifted with a hint of gratitude and she all but fled. 
 
    “Pardon me, Mrs. Cartwright, could I have a word?” Dallen asked, gesturing they step aside. “I don’t know you very well, but what you were saying about respect—it’s one of my most important values but I’m not so sure you’re offering the level of respect your daughter deserves.” 
 
    “Chloe?” 
 
    “No, Kayla.” He lifted to his full height. “I suggest you think about the way you speak to her.” He knew he was appealing to her desire to have her daughter marry a wealthy man, which was likely all she saw when she’d learned he was a Hawkins. But he couldn’t help it. Kayla was bright and sweet and deserved better than the way they treated her.  
 
    He turned on his heel and went outside to the horse trailer. Things had gotten very complicated. Even though her mother’s suggestion they get married was absurd, he was friends with Kayla’s brother Chuck in college and wasn’t sure if that was a line he could cross even if he wanted to get married. 
 
    It was time for him to leave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Kayla 
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    The entire conversation between Bart, Kayla’s mother, Chloe, Dallen, and herself had gone from mildly uncomfortable to leave-the-contacts-in-forever painful. She’d rather have stabbed her eyes out. Okay, dramatic, but as she pushed her glasses up her nose after taking those blasted things out, she needed a breath of fresh air. 
 
    Unfortunately, when she stepped outside, it smelled like horse manure, reminding her of when she’d stepped in it, which was rather fitting considering how terrible the last couple of days had been. She was used to her mother and sister getting under her skin but a long time ago she had given up on sticking up for herself. She just had to endure it. 
 
    The horse was tied up outside its trailer and Kayla started laughing, softly at first as she pictured Chloe riding in during the ceremony. Then the laughter increased as she imagined Genesis going to the bathroom as she paraded down the aisle—it hadn’t happened, but would’ve been a subtly satisfying sort of revenge. Kayla doubled over in laughter as she imagined her sister stepping in the manure. It wasn’t nice and Kayla wasn’t mean spirited but better the stress of the day come out that way than her keeping it bottled up. 
 
    From behind, someone with a low drawl said, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    She straightened and smoothed her dress. “Oh, um, just nothing.” 
 
    He gazed at her a long moment and her cheeks heated at the same time his expression turned stony. 
 
    “Well, the pressure your mother put on you to get married wasn’t just nothing.” 
 
    “I’m used to it.” 
 
    “Do you want to get married?” he asked, stepping closer.  
 
    She refused to pay attention to how good he looked in that suit and how it made her feel: hot and bothered. Or the way his cocky smirk spread that heat throughout her body. Or how his voice drew it straight into her center like a molten meteor. Was there such a thing? With a man like Dallen walking the earth, she was sure of it. 
 
    “Of course, I want to get married,” she stammered. “But for one thing I will not ride in on a horse.” 
 
    He took Genesis’s halter and rubbed her muzzle. “Would you object if the groom did?” 
 
    “I cannot picture Chloe’s husband on a horse. He’s more of a data analysis type of person.” 
 
    “Have you ever ridden a horse?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No way. No how.” 
 
    Taken aback he said, “Why not? They’re gentle giants.”  
 
    She was terrified of horses and wasn’t hesitant to tell him why. “One afternoon when I was little, during Chloe’s riding practice, she and an actual black stallion charged at me. I ran off, embarrassing myself when she’d brought it to a halt. Never quite lived that one down.” 
 
    Genesis nickered. 
 
    Kayla stepped back but with the horse’s halter in hand, Dallen moved closer. “You can say hi. I promise you Genesis will not charge you or nip or be in any way disrespectful.” 
 
    “Hi,” Kayla squeaked out, but didn’t budge. The horse was so big and powerful it made her feel like a mouse, small and vulnerable. 
 
    Dallen reached for her hand. Her thoughts scrambled as his rough fingers closed around hers. A zing shot through her arm, her belly, her chest, and into her throat as he held her hand. Then still with his giant hand cupping hers, he placed it on the horse’s muzzle. The hair was soft, warm. Genesis made a contented sound. 
 
    “I promise, she likes you. She won’t hurt you.” Dallen’s voice was low, confident, and filled with something more than knowing that his horse liked her. 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    In order to properly pet the horse’s muzzle, she had to step closer to him, forcing her to inhale his manly scent with a note of straw and fresh air. Their wrists and forearms pressed together and magnetic heat surged between the few inches that separated them. Kayla imagined herself sinking back into his arms and letting him hold her. A ragged breath escaped Kayla’s mouth. She was so close she could feel the rise and fall of his chest against her back. 
 
    Then the music from the wedding filtered from the garden, reminding her of where she was. 
 
    “I should probably head back in and take pictures. I have to capture my sister’s perfect day after all. Thanks for bringing the horse. I like her too.” Kayla gave Genesis’s muzzle one more stroke then withdrew her hand. She cast Dallen a brief smile and started to step away because it was better to keep all things big and powerful at arm’s length. 
 
    “Would you rather a big over the top wedding or something small, more intimate?” Dallen asked as though unwilling to let her go. 
 
    “You want to play this game now? What’s at stake?” Kayla put her hand on her hip and turned back to him. 
 
    “True love,” he answered.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement. “My true love?” She’d once thought she’d found her true love and planned a big over the top wedding with her mother’s insistence. It turned out she was mistaken. “I’d rather small, intimate. I’d have the ceremony at the church in Hawk Ridge Hollow. You know the one on Laurel Lane made out of stone?” 
 
    “My parents got married there. I go every Sunday at sunrise.” That same shadow from earlier crossed his features and she wasn’t sure what it meant. 
 
    She went later in the morning, which would explain why they’d never crossed paths. But it was a beautiful space any time of day. “Then the reception would be outdoors, in a field, open air, blue sky. There’d be loads of flowers everywhere but there’d also be a tree and when it got dark, twinkle lights would hang from it like fireflies. We’d dance underneath to a live band.” She daydreamed about the wedding frequently despite its unlikelihood and her uncertainty. As she continued to describe the details right down to the guest book, the Polaroid selfie station, the lantern-lit path, and the cupcakes, she caught herself and closed her mouth. 
 
    “What was it you were saying about cupcakes?” Dallen lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    Her mother called, “Kayla, what are you doing out here? You’d better get inside. They’re going to cut the cake.” Irene stiffened when she spotted Dallen. “I mean, I don’t want you to miss it. I know how you love cake and it would be terrific if you got some pictures for us. Please,” she added as if an afterthought. 
 
    Kayla’s forehead furrowed at her mother’s sudden change in demeanor. It sounded forced but she was actually being nice for once. 
 
    Dallen reached for her hand again and gave it a squeeze. It was as though he transferred some of his strength and power into her. She so often shrank under her mother’s criticism and orders but straightened. “I’ll be right in.” 
 
    “I am not someone to turn down cake. Wedding cake, birthday cake, cupcakes…” Dallen started in his irresistible drawl. 
 
    “Kayla makes amazing cupcakes,” Irene said, giving her daughter a rare compliment. 
 
    “You’ve never told me that.” Dallen smirked as though emphasizing their secret. 
 
    It became clear Irene knew who Dallen was and the dollar amount attached to his name, meaning she had even more reason to want them to marry.  
 
    “I thought you didn’t eat cupcakes, Mom. Whenever I’d make them, you’d turn them down.” Her mother didn’t indulge in anything sweet because she claimed it would ruin her slender figure. 
 
    “I wouldn’t turn down one, or more, of your cupcakes,” Dallen said, incinerating her with his gaze. 
 
    Irene wrung her hands. “Your father gobbles them up whenever you bring some over. I, uh, don’t get a chance. He’s too fast.” Kayla knew her mother said that to save face in front of Dallen. 
 
    “Wait, your daughter bakes cupcakes and you’ve never eaten them?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, that first test batch put me off—” 
 
    Kayla folded her arms in front of her chest. “I was nine years old.” 
 
    Irene shrugged. 
 
    “If you made me cupcakes, I’d eat them. As it is, I should probably head out and get Genesis home. I’ll miss the cake but please wish the bride and groom the best.” 
 
    At the thought of him leaving, Kayla’s mood dipped, but it was all a charade so she plastered on a smile. “Sure will and thank you for everything.” 
 
    Genesis nickered as Dallen started loading her into the trailer. 
 
    She hesitated, dreading going back inside. 
 
    He called, “Kayla, you said you’ve never ridden a horse.”  
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “You should try it sometime. How about you come out to the ranch tomorrow—since we live in the same town and all. Genesis would like to see you again.” 
 
    The zing returned and traveled up to her cheeks, tinting them pink. Thankfully, it was dark out. 
 
    Chloe appeared in the doorway to the venue and called, “Kayla, we’re going to have to put you on a leash or get a tracking device. You keep disappearing.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Dallen said. “It was my fault. I was just inviting Kayla to the ranch.” 
 
    “You think she’s going to ride a horse?” Chloe laughed. “No, that’s my thing. Kayla preferred reading, drawing, daydreaming, and baking. She is not going to ride a horse.” 
 
    Kayla inhaled deeply and put her hands on her hips. “Yes, actually, I will. Thank you, Dallen.” 
 
    “Don’t cancel. It’s my birthday.” He winked then got in his truck. 
 
    Kayla stood there, dumbstruck for a moment before Chloe dragged her back inside. 
 
    By the time Kayla had finished taking photos of the cake cutting, and capturing the next hour of dancing, there wasn’t a crumb left. She stood in front of the empty table and sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t save you a slice,” Harmonie said. “Where’s the Cute Cowboy aka the hot Hawkins,” she singsonged. “I heard. Your mother is confounded. She can’t figure out how you landed such a catch.” 
 
    Kayla grunted. “All thanks to you. I didn’t make the connection. A while back, Sadie came into the Hawk and Whistle; long story short, she’s engaged to Tripp Hawkins now. I jokingly asked her if he had a brother. But I didn’t know the Cute Cowboy was this brother.” She knew the rumors about the massive Hawkins fortune but hadn’t been in town long enough to put faces and names together. 
 
    “Your plus one is a Hawkins Brother. A rich, rugged, somewhat reclusive… and totally gorgeous Hawkins brother.” 
 
    “Was. He left.” 
 
    “But you’re going riding with him tomorrow...” 
 
    “How’d you know? Wait, you didn’t put him up to that did you?” Kayla asked, worried. 
 
    “No, it’s all Chloe can talk about. You know how competitive she is.” 
 
    “She just got married.” 
 
    Harmonie shrugged. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m not going. I’m not interested. I gave love a shot, failed, and if I thought my relationships were miserable before Bradley left, it’s nothing to how my mother and Chloe act toward me now. If they learn it’s fake, I’ll never live it down. Better to cut my losses now.” 
 
    Harmonie faced Kayla and met her eyes. “Kayla Cartwright, I’ve known you your whole life. I’ve seen you chase off kids who were being mean to a frog. I’ve seen you sing the National Anthem at a hockey game. You’ve skied some of the fiercest slopes in the country. You are a strong, intelligent, capable woman. But what I’ve never been able to understand is why you let those two walk all over you.” Harmonie pointed to Irene and Chloe. 
 
    Kayla stepped back. 
 
    “Girl, I want to hear you roar.” 
 
    Kayla sighed instead. Harmonie was right, of course. But the reasons went back, way back in time and deep into her heart to when her grandmother had passed away. She didn’t want to dig them up. Her hand clasped her beloved necklace. 
 
    “Is it about Gran?” Harmonie asked. 
 
    Kayla wiped her eyes. 
 
    “She’d want to hear you roar too.” 
 
    The two were quiet for a moment and the memories and pain flooded back. It was Sunday morning and Kayla, eight, and Chloe, twelve, were getting ready for church after staying the night at their grandmother’s house. Strangely, the yummy scent of buttermilk pancakes didn’t wake them up and Gran’s soft singing wasn’t filtering to the upstairs bedroom. 
 
    Kayla was done dressing first; Chloe always took twice as long. Gran wasn’t in the kitchen or bathroom. Kayla went back upstairs and found her still in bed. But she was stiff, cold. Lifeless. During the night, she’d passed away. 
 
    Chloe found her in the bedroom, hugging their grandmother and sobbing. She’d called their mother and since that time, it was like they blamed her for Gran’s death. Of course, it was of natural causes since she was in her eighties, but the relationship between mother-daughter and the sisters changed. They looked at her differently, distanced themselves, and over time started belittling her. Through it all, they never asked her if she was okay or acknowledged how painful it must’ve been to be the person who found Gran and to have lost her at all. 
 
    Kayla wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Gran loved you the most. Of all of us. They were jealous. She saw all the good things in you: how you’re thoughtful, kind, strong, talented...I see those things and you should too. Gran would want you to.” 
 
    A grateful smile bloomed on Kayla’s lips as Harmonie gave her a hug. 
 
    “Now, that grandmother of ours would kick you in the behind, tell you to dry those tears, and stop taking nonsense from those ninnies.” 
 
    Kayla snorted a laugh. “I always thought that word was so funny.” 
 
    Harmonie joined in the laughter then stopped abruptly. “She’d also want to see you tame that Cute Cowboy.” 
 
    “Is he wild?” Kayla asked, ignoring the rest of the insinuation. 
 
    “Rumor has it he has a wild disposition like his horses: exciting, adventurous, dangerous…” 
 
    “I agree with the dangerous part.” 
 
    “Your sister was just harassing you when she was on that stallion then she lost control.” 
 
    Kayla sighed, she meant dangerous if she let herself acknowledge how she thought he was handsome and how he lit her up inside. Love was a dangerous thing because it was so easy for hearts to be trampled. 
 
    “I hear those Hawkins brothers aren’t the type to settle down.” 
 
    “Tripp is getting married to Sadie, but maybe I’m not looking to settle down.” She had to remain focused on figuring out her future and not get distracted by dating or guys. 
 
    “Well, then what are you looking to do?” Harmonie asked. 
 
    “You’re the one who mashed us together, saying he was my date.” 
 
    “I saw the way he looked at you. Mark my words, Kayla. You are going to tame that Cute Cowboy and that man is going to marry you.” 
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    Kayla was up and at work early the next morning to teach group ski lessons. The mountains in Hawk Ridge remained covered in snow well into spring and if it got sparse, they’d manufacture the white stuff. 
 
    While she helped little kids on the bunny slope, she replayed the night before and Dallen’s invitation to the ranch. She’d skied every black diamond and double black diamond slope on the mountain. But could she ride a horse?  
 
    She was only afraid of three things: marriage, meteors, and horses. But as she thought about what Harmonie said about the Hawkins brothers’ reputation and Dallen’s wild ways, there was another thing she was afraid of—men. Or more specifically, men like him who rode in on a horse—whether made out of steel like a motorcycle or flesh and bone—, swept her off her feet, then dumped her flat. 
 
    After her shift was over, she changed in the employee locker room and checked her phone. It was a text from Dallen.  
 
    I wouldn’t say no to cupcakes too, considering it is my birthday. See you soon. 
 
    She realized he must have her number in his phone from when she’d called about the horse. A little thrill shot through her but she stuffed it away as she put on her jacket. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Dallen 
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    Dallen was up at dawn and as the morning progressed, he didn’t get so much as a happy birthday from any of his brothers. Not even his twin. However, he’d sent a box of chocolates from Mom and Lollipop’s Candy Shop in Hawk Ridge Hollow to Blake. It was a tradition they’d started as soon as they were old enough to go to the shop. Each year on their birthday, they’d gift each other that number of candies. When they were five, they’d pick out five candies for the other brother. When they’d turned ten, it was ten candies. By age twenty it was a lot of candy but at thirty it was none. 
 
    He lamented the fact that his older brother, Tripp, didn’t let him know he was engaged to Sadie. They’d been together years before, but he’d bailed on her when things got too intense and the M-word was spoken. Marriage was a big deal for the Hawkins brothers, especially after their falling out. 
 
    The prospect terrified him because he believed marriage could only lead to loss and a broken family. But after meeting Kayla and then when her cousin thrust them into a fake dating scenario, a fake marriage didn’t seem all that bad an idea. He could marry her and help his brother out. Despite their falling out, he didn’t want Tripp to shoulder the responsibility of the corporation alone. Not only that, but it would grant him the ability to make the big changes he and his father had envisioned someday for the ranch. 
 
    He mended a slat in the perimeter fence when an SUV blew up dust as it thundered down the long and winding road leading to the ranch. He narrowed his eyes against the glare of the sun, hoping Kayla was behind the wheel. When the driver braked, Chloe rolled down her window. 
 
    Two hours later, he finished up her riding lesson and a second car drove more cautiously along the ribbon of road leading to the ranch. 
 
    “Oh great,” Chloe muttered. “Looks like our fun is over.” 
 
    Dallen hadn’t exactly been having fun. Riding a horse was a fine balance between making sure the horse knew you were in charge but also respecting the animal. She leaned heavily toward being a prima donna and he still couldn’t decide where that landed on the spectrum but he definitely wasn’t going to offer she return for a second lesson. 
 
    “Good morning,” Kayla called to Dallen as he emerged from the barn. Her eyes flitted to the cream-colored SUV. 
 
    Chloe followed him out and said, “Hey, Sis. Funny to see you here.” 
 
    “I was going to say the same thing.” Kayla got out of the car. 
 
    “I heard something about some supposed nuptials and had to check out the goods first hand.” Chloe wagged her finger between Dallen and Kayla. “Mom really wants to see you guys get hitched.” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Oh, yeah, um—” Kayla shifted from foot to foot and adjusted a paper bag she had in her arms. 
 
    “We haven’t set a date yet.” Dallen stepped to Kayla’s side as soon as Chloe reminded him how wicked she could be and dump all over her sister. Despite the trouble he and his brothers had, they wouldn’t treat each other that way. No, they just wouldn’t talk. He wasn’t sure which was worse. But seeing Kayla beaten down made his heart soften and his jaw tense. 
 
    Both sisters raised their eyebrows.  
 
    Chloe’s mouth twisted. “Is that so? He’s quite the catch. I’m only sorry I didn’t jump at the chance sooner.” 
 
    Kayla became rigid beside him. “That’s a strange thing to say considering you just got married yesterday.” Her voice was sharp, cutting.  
 
    It surprised him since the day before she didn’t stick up for herself. However, he had thought it odd Chloe showed up early the morning after her wedding requesting lessons. 
 
    Chloe shrugged. “Bryan wanted to sleep in and he had to leave for a week-long work conference later this morning. But Dallen, you don’t seem like the marrying type.” She winked at him. “I’ve heard rumors about you Hawkins boys.” She laughed. 
 
     “Now that your wedding is over, we can focus on ours.” Kayla lifted her chin and squared her shoulders as though she’d found inner reserves of strength to stand up to her sister, either that or she didn’t like the idea of Chloe rushing off to spend the morning with some man that wasn’t her new husband. Maybe that’s why she went along with it. Women were as mysterious as the stars. 
 
    “My calendar is filling in and I wouldn’t want it to conflict with my honeymoon…” 
 
    “We also have to work around Tripp and Sadie’s wedding.” Kayla glanced at Dallen but he didn’t let any emotion show at the thought of his brother getting married and not telling him about it or being invited. 
 
    Dallen brushed his hands together. “Yeah, I was thinking this summer after the mud run at the resort. The tourists will be gone for a few weeks between seasons.”  
 
    The resort was operational year-round with hikers, mount bikers, other extreme sports, and the annual mud run, which was a charity for veterans. But there were always a few weeks when things slowed down. 
 
    Were they were actually going to go through with the crazy idea? He’d been inspired by the wedding the day before, or more accurately, meeting Kayla, but the words had slipped out as he’d come to her defense. Were they getting married? A thick lump rose to his throat.  
 
    “The clock is ticking,” Chloe said. “Where’s the ring?” 
 
    “He hasn’t proposed yet,” Kayla said. 
 
    “So, it’s not official?” Chloe cocked a hip. 
 
    Kayla looked to Dallen.  
 
    “We’ve talked about it and decided it’s the next logical step in both our lives.” He cleared his throat. If only he knew what she was thinking. If only he understood how he felt. 
 
    Chloe made a show of flashing her ring. “Well, it is nice to have something big and sparkly on your finger.”  
 
    Oh, he’d show her big and sparkly. He’d get Kayla the biggest, sparkliest ring just so she could have one up on Chloe. He shook the competitive and silly thought off as quickly as it has rushed into his mind. 
 
    Chloe waved and sashayed off to the SUV. Before she closed the door, she purred, “It was nice getting to know you, Dallen.” 
 
    After they stepped away from the cloud of dust, Kayla set the bag down on the hood of her car and crossed her arms in front of her chest. She paced a small circle. “The goods? Quite the catch? She’s sorry she didn’t jump at the chance? What is wrong with her?” 
 
    Dallen leaned on the car and crossed his legs at the ankle along with his arms across his chest. “Are you sure you’re sisters?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Ordinarily, I’d say something about loving your family despite differences but she is…how do I put this?” 
 
    “A piece of work? Insane? Obnoxious?” 
 
    Dallen nodded. “You said it not me.” 
 
    Kayla shook her fists and rounded on him. “And now we just told her we’re getting married. That’s the next logical step?” 
 
    “This is a side of you I haven’t seen yet.” An amused smile played on his lips. 
 
    “Because we hardly know each other. But for your information, I’ve had it with letting my mother and sister walk all over me.” She shook her head. “I’m done with that. With them. Let’s go, right now. We can elope.” 
 
    “I rather liked the ceremony in the church and the reception you described.” 
 
    She laughed. “This is nuts. We can’t get married. We don’t know each other. You’re a Hawkins brother. There’s no way—” The anger dulled to what looked like helplessness as she paced and wrung her hands. 
 
    “I thought I could get her off your back. They really put the pressure on you and I guess I wasn’t thinking.” He pushed to standing, wanting to wrap his arms around her, still her restless movements, and let her know it was okay. 
 
    She scrunched up her eyes and nose. “You don’t understand. Everyone from here to the city is going to know in five, four, three, two, one…” From her purse, her phone beeped with a text then again and again. Kayla let out a frustrated groan.  
 
    “We’ll figure something out.” Dallen recalled the rehearsal dinner, the wedding the day before, and how he felt in her presence. No, he wasn’t going to get married. That was preposterous. He knew it was just setting them both up for heartbreak. He started to think about ways they could play it off, stage a breakup, or do something to fix it.  
 
    But he had to admit she was adorable even when she was frustrated. He couldn’t help but watch her every move, change in expression, and shift in her stride. Her hair was in a messy bun and her cheeks were pink as though she’d been outside all morning. He moved closer and caught her vanilla scent topped with the refreshing smell of snow. She must’ve been at the resort. 
 
    Kayla glanced at her phone and then turned it off. “It’s just like her to want what’s mine.” Her eyes widened as though startled by her own words. “I mean, not what’s mine,” she said quickly. “When I started making cupcakes, she had to do it better. When I made the ski team, when I met Bradley, then when things fell apart it was like she was happy. It gave her the opportunity to best me. But then I just gave up. It became so exhausting. It’s like as soon as I have something…” Kayla groaned once more stricken by the implication in her words. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    He did know what she meant but also didn’t mind the idea of being hers at least for the afternoon. “I know a thing or two about being on the wrong end of a split. If we’re talking about exes, I’d gotten serious with a woman named Stephanie, a few years back. Our relationship was promising but she didn’t want to wait to get married.” He waved his hand. “Anyway, you don’t want to hear about that. Just know that I understand.” He sighed and then gently pointed in her general direction. “On a different note, what was it you were saying about cupcakes…” 
 
    She sunk back. “I forgot. Happy birthday.” She opened her arms like she was going to hug him then picked up the shopping bag. “I was going to surprise you with cupcakes but I picked up a shift at the resort this morning—group class on the bunny trail—and thought I could just, um, make them here.” 
 
    He poked his nose in the bag and sure enough, she had all the ingredients for cupcakes. His mother never cooked, except for her cocoa. Kayla’s gesture caused a stitch in his heart. “So, you’re planning on staying a while.” He took the bag from her hands and motioned she follow him toward the main house. 
 
    “I guess long enough to plan our fake wedding or how to call it off,” she added. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of calling it off or it being fake. Again, emotions rippled through him and stirred something up but he wasn’t sure what or maybe he didn’t want to know. 
 
    After setting the supplies on the counter, she started to unload the bag. “Where do you keep—” She stopped, stunned, and looked around as if she’d been too preoccupied with her frustration to notice their surroundings. “Wow. You have a nice kitchen.” 
 
    Long before his father passed, he took the reins, as it were, of the ranch. Originally, it had been intended to be part of the resort: a place for guests to stay, take riding lessons, and enjoy ranch life—a dream he still had. But Dallen hadn’t quite gotten much beyond starting the website, which he hadn’t finished before his father died and everything ground to a halt.  
 
    He was more of a caretaker than a business owner. Partly because of the stipulations in his father’s will about not taking control of the running of the corporation until he was married and partly because he wasn’t sure he was ready to have strangers at the ranch. It was a place his mother had loved when he was growing up—she preferred the lake and ranch to the ski slopes and winter recreation. Her single contribution had been the now-famous cocoa they served at the resort.  
 
    Even though memories of her pained him, it was one way he could stay connected to the good before all the bad. The other part was he wanted his brothers’ blessing if not their input on any changes he made. He didn’t want to do anything at the ranch that might drive another wedge between them. 
 
    But he had a vision for it, much like Kayla did for her wedding. Their wedding. He swallowed. “Over the years, I’ve made some updates. Custom kitchen, new bathrooms, sauna, jacuzzi, and the great room.” He tilted his head for her to follow. 
 
    He hadn’t had anyone over in a long time and was pleased to show off his rustic yet modern home. It was worthy of a magazine spread or a home show on TV. Exposed beams spanned the ceiling, polished hardwood floors throughout, and the hearth was slate but the furnishings were creamy white cut with soft gray.  
 
    She spun in a circle before stopping in front of the large windows overlooking the hills and pastures. “It’s like a painting.” She smiled. 
 
    “It’s even better because we get to live in it.” He envisioned her riding through the fields on Genesis, coming home to the ranch, and the two of them snuggling in front of the fire at the end of the day. The stirrings in his chest prompted his pulse to increase as though he’d been riding by her side. He felt warm all over as if the hearth was ablaze. 
 
    “I should probably go make those cupcakes,” she said at a whisper. 
 
    He closed the space between them. Did she feel it too? “First, we ride.” 
 
    She shook her head and spread her fingers in a universal stop gesture. “I thought I could bake instead of—”  
 
    Without thinking he picked her up, threw her over his shoulder, and made for the exit to the barns. “Off we go.” 
 
    “Dallen, you heard my mother and my sister—” She protested as she gently beat her fists against his back. 
 
    “I also heard you when you stood up to Chloe. That was the voice of a woman who is fierce and strong and who can ride a horse.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Kayla 
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    Kayla was forced to tag along to every single one of Chloe’s horse lessons when she was a kid so she knew the basics. However, as Dallen explained them the voice of objection in her mind about getting on the powerful beast quieted and the fear lessened. 
 
    Was it because she’d found her own voice and stood up to Chloe after she showed her true colors—a person who’d consider betraying her husband if only to compete with her sister? 
 
    Was it because Dallen brought something out in her—a primal, strong woman who could roar if she wanted to? 
 
    Or was it the way he made her feel? Like there was possibility for her future even if it started as a fake date and became a fake marriage. 
 
    No, because no matter how it had started, she knew how it would end. In disaster, sadness, and heartache. Experience had been a cruel teacher. 
 
    But that wouldn’t stop her from enjoying the moment, or rather the scenery. Specifically, the Cute Cowboy. As Dallen fastened the saddle on Genesis’s back, she couldn’t help but admire the way his T-shirt hugged the cut muscles in his arms, how he moved with confidence and masculinity, and the way the private smile on his lips made her wonder what he was thinking.  
 
    “Alright, up you go,” he said. 
 
    “Do we really have to do this?” She tried to get out of it one last time. 
 
    He turned his head and when his eyes landed on her she warmed all over. “You wouldn’t deny the birthday boy, would you?” 
 
    “I brought ingredients to make cupcakes to celebrate your birthday. Isn’t that enough?” The plea was futile because she knew he’d get her on that horse. In fact, since they’d met, he’d challenged her to push past her comfort zone. 
 
    First, to warm him up at the café by joking—he was all prickly and mean—and she wasn’t ordinarily that friendly with strangers. Though it did help that he was outrageously handsome. 
 
    Then when he left her the cupcake top, he challenged her to forgive him for being such a jerk. 
 
    At the rehearsal dinner, there was the challenge of the idea that someone like him could be her fake date. She knew she wasn’t bad looking but not a single guy had so much as looked her way since Bradley had left her for the girl from the hot dog stand, as far as she knew, and certainly not a man as strikingly good-looking as Dallen. Then again, she didn’t exactly want guys to look at her since she’d sworn them off. But Dallen challenged her to look at the image she had of herself. 
 
    Then, just that morning, he challenged her ideas of marriage. She wanted to marry and had thought about every detail but after her relationship with Bradley imploded, part of her didn’t believe it would ever happen. Maybe she was wrong. Perhaps it could happen even if it was fake. 
 
    Just minutes earlier, with one look—and by tossing her over his shoulder like a sack of grain—Dallen challenged her to overcome her fear of horses. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked. 
 
    She muttered, “Hopefully, we’ll ride off into the wild blue yonder. No one will ever hear from me again and I can avoid fake weddings, real ones, and the sudden mess I’ve found myself in.” 
 
    “Come on, it’s not that bad. I can tell them it was a joke,” Dallen said as he tightened the reins.  
 
    “No, you saw how they are. I’m the joke. The family joke.” 
 
    He shook his head. “What about your brother?” His voice was measured, careful. 
 
    She inhaled. “No, I’m not a joke to him, but he also had the sense not to stick around. I miss him terribly though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the feeling.” 
 
    A quiet understanding passed between them: they both had family difficulties. He’d seen hers and although she didn’t know what had happened between him and his brothers, his pain was visible in the way his forehead furrowed and from the sudden tension across his shoulders whenever it came up in conversation.  
 
    “We can talk about it if you want,” she offered. 
 
    He smirked. “That’s sweet of you but you’re not getting out of this.” 
 
    “That’s not why—” 
 
    He shook his head but his eyes crinkled and he teased her with a hint of a smile that just barely revealed his dimple. She exhaled the last bits of resistance as Dallen held out one of his large hands to boost her up. She gave in. Her hand fit delicately inside his, sending warmth and something more shooting through her. Kayla’s mind fogged over at the feeling of his touch and his low drawl as he instructed her on how to mount the horse.  
 
    Once more he challenged her, however, it was to remember her left and right hands, her center of gravity, and her right foot and left as she struggled to get in the saddle.  
 
    She wobbled and he laughed.  
 
    Her foot tangled in the stirrup and he chortled. 
 
    She clutched Genesis’s mane for dear life once she was on top and his expression softened. 
 
    He challenged her alright, only this time it was to think straight. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve never done this before? You’re a natural.” The laughter remained in his voice. “And adorable,” he mumbled.  
 
    Or maybe he said abysmal, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Embrace it. Don’t overthink it.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” she retorted as he vaulted onto a bay Clydesdale who kept stealing glances at Genesis. 
 
    “Eyes up, Jasper,” he said to his horse. 
 
    Dallen was a patient teacher as he instructed Kayla and soon, they moved at a gentle pace toward the fields. 
 
    “Thank you, Genesis,” she whispered. Had it been any other horse, she worried she’d already have been kicked off or clear up to Alaska. 
 
    Jasper, Dallen’s horse, repeatedly tried to nudge Genesis on her rear flank. She’d swish her tail and make a low scolding sound and he’d drop back a few paces. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kayla asked the fifth time it happened and they’d stopped by a stream for the horses to drink. “Do I keep getting in your way or something?” 
 
    Dallen chuckled. “No, Jasper has a thing for Genesis.” 
 
    “A thing?” 
 
    “He’s doing the horse version of flirting.” 
 
    “Horses don’t flirt.” 
 
    “These two do.” 
 
    “Genesis is not flirting with him, are you girl?” Kayla smoothed her hand along the horse’s neck. 
 
    “Maybe not right now but she doesn’t need to. He can’t help himself.” 
 
    Water suddenly soaked Kayla’s foot and she stared at the pair of animals. Genesis snorted and shook the water from her muzzle after splashing Jasper. 
 
    “He’s like a boy in middle school who tugs on a girl’s pigtails because he likes her. As I said he can’t help himself.” He smirked. 
 
    When the horses were done drinking, Dallen said, “Let’s go up to that rise there and take a break. I’ll show you what I mean.” 
 
    Dallen led the way to a small hill where they had a three-hundred-sixty-degree vista, including the snowy mountains in the distance. He dismounted and then helped Kayla to the ground. His hand slipped down her waist to her hip, sending her body aquiver. 
 
    He passed her a bottle of water from the saddle bag, gave the horses a snack, then tossed her an apple. She caught it and they both sat in the grass, munching. 
 
    Genesis strutted down the hill a measure and Jasper followed her. 
 
    “Should we hold onto them?” 
 
    Dallen shook his head. “Trust me, as much as Jasper wants to run away with Genesis, they won’t go far. He’s a flirt but he’s also a good boy.” 
 
    A light breeze pebbled the skin on Kayla’s arms.  
 
    Dallen finished his apple and then leaned back on an elbow and stretched out his long legs. 
 
    The sun was midway in the sky, the air was fresh, and the way he was positioned offered her the perfect place to also recline and rest her head against his chest. She imagined the two of them snuggled together and warmth kissed her cheeks. 
 
    Instead, she hooked her arms around her bent knees and admired the view. The remaining tension from the wedding, the family pressure, and her fear about riding a horse softened on a sigh. “This is nice.” 
 
    He tilted his head to meet her eyes and the sun bathed him in golden light. “It is,” he said simply. 
 
    “I could get used to this,” she added. 
 
    “You don’t mind the quiet? The open space?” 
 
    She shook her head and gazed wistfully at their surroundings. She felt him give her a lingering sidelong glance and wished her cheeks would return to their normal shade. 
 
    He sat up and like her, looped his arms around his legs. “I should’ve asked sooner. Is there a significant other in your life?” 
 
    “That should’ve been clear when my mother and sister badgered me about having a date and getting married.” 
 
    “What about someone they don’t know about?” 
 
    “No, Dallen. There isn’t another man in my life—significant or insignificant.” 
 
    “So, you’re not dating at all?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You? I was surprised to learn you’re a Hawkins. You all have a reputation you know.” 
 
    “I haven’t dated in a long time and as for that reputation that was more my brothers than me. But there was someone else you’d mentioned before, right?” 
 
    He hinted about Bradley. If they were going to go through with the hairbrained scheme to fake date or fake marry, he should know about her past, as difficult as it was to dredge up. “I told myself I wouldn’t let my mother push me into marriage again. Bradley was rough, wild, and sped into my life on a motorcycle and just as quickly left me in a cloud of dust.” 
 
    “You were going to get married but he left you?” 
 
    She nodded. “I never knew why but afterward I saw he wasn’t marriage material—a bartender, slept until noon most days, and spent the rest of his time watching TV or playing video games. We had some fun but he wasn’t romantic or—” She stopped herself from saying more because she didn’t want to come off sounding pitiful. “I came close to making the biggest mistake of my life. After going through enough boxes of tissues and cartons of ice cream I should’ve bought stock shares, I came out on the other side realizing I’d dodged a bullet on that one. But I also learned an important lesson. To be independent, to stay focused on my career and future.” 
 
    “What about the present?” 
 
    “I need to look ahead and get everything figured out.” It was something she stressed over and obsessed over in equal measure. 
 
    “In that case, what does your future look like?” 
 
    A shrug escaped. She opened her mouth to answer but the truth was she didn’t know and those words were scarier than horses, meteors, and men combined. “How about you? Any almost-marriage-fails?” 
 
    “There was Stephanie that I mentioned, but she left me. I suppose I haven’t found the right person,” he said simply. 
 
    They were quiet a moment and watched the horses frolicking in the meadow. Genesis trotted a distance away, looked over her shoulder, and then Jasper chased after her. 
 
    Dallen chuckled. “Lucky for him, he doesn’t need to compete for her affections. But she sure does make him work for it.” 
 
    “They’re sweet.” 
 
    Dallen nodded. “I wasn’t joking when I said you were a natural. Sure, I understand you’re afraid because horses are big and strong but you have an intuitive way with them: it’s a combination of being gentle yet firm, learning from their past behaviors to anticipate the future but all the while remaining steady in the present.” 
 
    “Wow, Dallen. That was deep,” she said with a teasing smile. But she got the sense he wasn’t joking and he wasn’t only talking about riding a horse. 
 
    He flipped up his hands. “It’s quiet out here and it gives me time to think.” 
 
    “I guess I missed my calling. Chloe got the horse lessons.” 
 
    “What did you get?” 
 
    She shrugged and her fingers mindlessly rubbed the necklace from her grandmother. “I guess I got time to think too, daydream, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “What are your dreams? You know, if anything could happen, money was no object, and the sky was the limit?” he asked. 
 
    She bit the inside of her lip. “Can I get back to you on that?” 
 
    “Only if you give me a hint.” 
 
    “It’s something only I’m good at.” 
 
    “Meaning your sister isn’t?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “I have brothers, remember? I’m no stranger to sibling dynamics. In fact, I have a twin.” 
 
    “There’s another one of you? Are you identical?” Her eyes widened. Harmonie would be thrilled. 
 
    “Close. He has a few freckles and I have a dimple.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the world can handle two of you.” 
 
    Dallen chuckled. “He became a bodyguard and disappeared to one of our island resorts. I haven’t seen him in…almost three years. He sent a postcard once.” 
 
    As bitter as their relationship was, Kayla couldn’t imagine not seeing her sister for so long. “What happened?” 
 
    “We had our differences and are too stubborn to resolve them. Now, we’re all scattered around and apparently Tripp is going to get married.” He grunted. 
 
    “He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Dallen shook his head.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I’m the one who broke the news.” 
 
    “As I said, sibling dynamics can get weird.” 
 
    “Yeah, especially seeing Chloe, who hadn’t even been married for twenty-four hours, was flirting with my date to her wedding.” Kayla rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Why wasn’t she on her honeymoon anyway?” 
 
    “They’re going on a two-week trip this summer. It was the soonest Bryan could get off work, I guess.” 
 
    “You told me about your ideal wedding. What about your honeymoon?” Dallen plucked a long piece of grass from the ground and chewed on the end. 
 
     “I’ve always wanted to visit the Caribbean islands.” 
 
    “That’s convenient, we have a resort there.” 
 
    “Also, Europe.” 
 
    Dallen nodded. “Several more properties in Switzerland, Italy, and France with world-class skiing.” 
 
    “That would be fun. Mostly I’d like to see places that are quiet, peaceful like this.” 
 
    “If we’re going to get fake married, we can do all of the above.” 
 
    Kayla shook her head. “I don’t know if this is a good idea. I mean, I have work and you have—” 
 
    “The ranch,” he filled in for her. 
 
    “I can’t afford anything extravagant.” She went on to describe how her parents took out a second mortgage to fund Chloe’s wedding. Even though his family’s wealth was the stuff of local legend, she didn’t expect him to pay for it. 
 
    “If we’re going to get married, I want it to be exactly what you want it to be.” 
 
    “But what do you want? What do you get out of this?” 
 
    Dallen lifted to his feet and then whistled. The horses, who’d wandered quite a distance away, stopped. He whistled again and they started to slowly walk back toward the hill. “I, uh, want to be happy.” 
 
    “You seem plenty happy.” 
 
    “I am but my father left a will that stipulated each of us boys had to be married in order to—” 
 
    “Receive your inheritance?” So it was about money. Kayla prickled. 
 
    “That and our shares in the family business. I’ve been running the ranch for a while, but in order to make changes beyond updating the main house, I have to marry.” 
 
    “What kinds of changes do you want to make?” 
 
    “I’d like the ranch to become a destination, much like the resort. Well, maybe not quite so busy. People, like you, can come here and enjoy this bit of peace. I think we all need more of this in our lives. You know? There’d also be a restaurant, a café, and of course, private cottages dotted around the property for the guests.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” He had reasons beyond taking pity on her after witnessing the pressure her mother put on her to get married—it all came down to money. She felt herself deflate a bit but his reasons weren’t horrible and she sensed maybe he was lonely at the ranch by himself and estranged from his brothers. She could relate and she certainly wanted to get her family off her back.  
 
    “I guess if we’re going to fake an engagement and get married. There have to be rules.” 
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    Dallen 
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    “Rules?” he laughed. After spending the afternoon with Kayla, he understood the way Jasper felt about Genesis all too well. She was beautiful, smart, kind and just out of reach. But whatever she had to say, however absurd, he found himself eager to listen. 
 
    “Rule number one. No cheating. If we’re in this fake relationship I don’t want anyone else involved. Like no secret real relationships. No online dating. No sexting.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “I’ve heard about your wild ways.” 
 
    He snorted. “I assure you, none of that will be happening.” Dallen had dated in the past but made a decision he hadn’t even told his brothers about his limits around intimacy before marriage. “Horses make more sense to me than women anyway.”  
 
    Genesis and Jasper grazed nearby and she flicked her tail as if to confirm the statement. 
 
    “If that’s the case how many women have you been with?” 
 
    He brushed a fly away. “What did I say about minding your own business when we ran into each other at the coffee shop?” But he smiled to soften his meaning. 
 
    She folded her arms in front of her chest. “Fine. Rule number two. Do not come to my places of employment.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m trying to stay focused on my work.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m distracting?” 
 
    She swallowed.  
 
    A smirk filled out his lips. “Hmm. Interesting. Is there another reason?” 
 
    “What was that about minding your own business?” She turned away dramatically, but struggled not to smile.  
 
    “Just figured it might be helpful to know why it’s a sore spot.” 
 
    “Fine. When I was with Bradley, I gave up everything for him including the savings I had to start my own cupcake bakery.” She held up her hands in a stop gesture. “Before you say there’s a cupcake shop, a café, or whatever on every corner, I know. My parents told me in great detail what a terrible idea it was. Anyway, when Bradley and I were together, he hit a rough patch at work, was laid off, and I picked up the slack because he said he was stressed anyway and needed time to focus on his art. He was a painter. We talked about getting married and he asked me. The giveaway should have been a painting of a peacock instead of an engagement ring.” 
 
    “Do you still have it?” Dallen asked. 
 
    “No, I—” She shifted uncomfortably but lifted her chin. 
 
    “What did you do, Kayla? You have a look on your face.” 
 
    “I ran it over with my car. Thirteen times.” Her expression and tone of voice were sour. 
 
    Dallen laughed. “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “It felt good. Anyway, if you’re going to say I should’ve seen the writing—or painting as it were—on the wall, when he gave me the peacock, at the time he was broke so I didn’t think it was a big deal. Not that I’m all about the bling, I’m not. But a ring is a romantic gesture. A symbol, a circle unbroken. Well, I found out how easy it is to break a piece of canvas stretched across a wooden frame. So there you have it.” She gazed into the distance. 
 
    “He sounds like a loser but you’re not.” Dallen pinched Kayla’s chin between his thumb and finger, guiding her gaze to meet his. “You told me not to judge you about the cupcake shop then the relationship that went bad. I didn’t and I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my family sure had something to say about it all.” 
 
    “Forget about that. Forget about him.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Good. I run a ranch so I don’t have time to waste hanging out on the slopes or at the Hawk and Whistle for hours. Rule number two, no problem.” 
 
    “The third rule…” She paused as though in thought. 
 
    “Do we really need three?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Here it is. I’d like you to bring me hot cocoa from the lodge every morning.” 
 
    Dallen involuntarily flinched. The famous hot cocoa was his mother’s recipe and something he didn’t touch. However, if it meant keeping Kayla happy during their courtship, he would. In fact, he imagined himself bringing her a cup of hot chocolate every morning when she woke up in their bed, in the main house at the ranch. She probably looked adorable with bedhead and sleepy eyes.  
 
    “Deal?” she asked, pulling him from the thought. 
 
    “If you get those rules, I get to pick three also.” 
 
    “One,” she countered. 
 
    “Only one? Fine.” 
 
    “I want a slice of bannock bread every night.” 
 
    “Good thing I know where to get it.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, I’m getting hungry. We should probably head back.” 
 
    They saddled up on the horses and by the time the ranch came into view, twilight cast the hills in dusky lavender light. Clouds had rolled in, threatening rain. 
 
    Dallen brought the horses to water, then expertly unbridled and untacked Genesis and Jasper. 
 
    Kayla watched then said, “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Sure, you can groom Genesis.” He passed her a bucket filled with supplies and stood behind her to guide her through the process. Her hair smelled like the fields and her skin like vanilla—a scent that made him weak in the knees. 
 
    He took her hand in his to demonstrate the correct amount of pressure to apply and motions to perform with the comb. As the day had passed, she’d grown more comfortable with Genesis. It was like the horse and experience had infused her with renewed confidence. 
 
    Even though she’d gotten the hang of it, Dallen kept his hand on hers. It was as though they were glued together, stroking the horse’s flank as one. She was warm from the ride even though the outdoor temperature had dropped with the setting sun. He enjoyed being close to her and imagined they’d fit perfectly together if he had the courage to take her in his arms. 
 
    They finished up and Dallen patted Genesis’s flank at the same time Kayla turned around, probably to get the other brush but she was caged between his arm and the wall. They did an awkward dance to get out of each other’s way then their eyes met. His breath caught in his chest.  
 
    All day, he’d kept to her periphery, afraid to go too far, too deep. But when his eyes met hers, he could no longer avoid his feelings: a mixture of fear and desire. There was no glancing away, no turning back. It was like he’d been searching for something, someone and had found it. He didn’t know whether to lean in and kiss her, sealing the moment between them or slow things down and try to think things through. But that’s what he’d been doing most of his life. In fact, his brothers told him he thought about things too much. He’d certainly had plenty of time on the ranch to get lost in his mind. 
 
    But there was one thing he couldn’t forget. He stepped back and let out his held breath but the tension didn’t leave his shoulders or neck. He gave Jasper a knowing look. He’d said he understood horses better than women but what he’d really meant was he understood horses better than people, himself and his feelings included. 
 
    It was getting too intense, too confusing. 
 
    Dallen talked Kayla through the rest of the grooming process while he did the same for Jasper. 
 
    After a few minutes, Genesis let out a contented sigh as Kayla brushed her. She had a gentle way with the animals and he admired that about her. She reminded him of her brother in a way. Kind but also fierce when she wanted to be like when she mentioned running over the peacock painting. He struggled not to think about his growing attraction, considering he was friends with Chuck, her brother. 
 
    Nonetheless, as she stroked Genesis with the curry comb, he couldn’t help admire her curves and muscles. She was feminine yet strong, capable. Her hair was done up in a ponytail, but he imagined it down, cascading over her shoulders like at the wedding. She looked hot in the jeans and sweater she wore but looked gorgeous in the dress the day before. She was funny but had a serious and thoughtful side too. She was smart but open to trying new things—like riding a horse even though it scared her.  
 
    She was the kind of woman he dreamed about. Perhaps the one he’d been waiting for. But there were a few obstacles, namely that their relationship was fake and the issue of her brother. He’d tried to contact him to talk about it. However, maybe, like the horses, he’d simply have to admire her from a distance. He owed her his honesty about the matter. 
 
    “About Chuck…” he started. 
 
    “My brother? I think you’d like him.” 
 
    “What if I told you I knew him?” 
 
    “Wait. What? How’s that?” 
 
    “We went to college together—before he decided that wasn’t for him and joined the military.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She tucked her chin back. 
 
    Dallen nodded, not sure how that fact might change things because it definitely presented a roadblock for him: one he hadn’t wanted to think about during their time together that day or after the fake marriage suggestion. “I knew Chuck had sisters but they were off-limits so I never inquired.” 
 
    “What do you mean off-limits?” 
 
    “Like, actually dating you wouldn’t be okay.” 
 
    “Do you have some kind of pact?” Her voice rose several octaves. 
 
    “No, it’s just an honorable code among men.” 
 
    “Dallen, listen. Unlike the rest of my family, my brother loves and respects me. I am sure that whatever choices I make in my love life, he’d trust me. That said, considering he’s overseas and this is fake, we don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    But what if it wasn’t fake? 
 
    “And if you’re following that line of thinking, shouldn’t Sadie have to ask you for your blessing in her marriage to Tripp. Likewise, should I call him and ask permission?” 
 
    “Even if you did call, he probably wouldn’t answer.” 
 
    “What happened between you guys anyway?” 
 
    “What didn’t happen? It went from disagreement to an all-out civil war. Everything that had been bottled up or held back over the years erupted in one huge fight, resulting in all of us walking away. We haven’t spoken since.” That was all he wanted to say on the matter. 
 
    “Have you tried to reconcile?” 
 
    “I sent my twin birthday chocolates.” He explained the tradition then shrugged. 
 
    “That’s sweet but what about…Wait, I understand now. You’re hoping our fake marriage will bring everyone back together.” 
 
    Dallen staggered back. He hadn’t thought of that exactly. Was she right? He stammered, “I don’t want Tripp shouldering the responsibility of the corporation alone.” 
 
    “What about missing them? Brotherly love is a unique thing, surely not talking, hanging out, or teasing each other hurts some part of you.” 
 
    Every day. He’d nearly gathered the courage to say as much when his phone beeped with a text message. She was standing close enough that she saw the contact’s name. Chuck. 
 
    She reached for the phone. “What did you do?” 
 
    He held it away from her and tried to read the response at the same time. Early that morning he’d tried calling and left a voicemail then sent a message, having no idea where in the world Chuck was or if he even had his phone. 
 
    She continued to try to grapple for it then suddenly stopped. “If he’s texting that means he’s here, in the United States.” A smile lit up her face. “But did he miss Chloe’s wedding on purpose?” While she mused about what it meant, Dallen read the message. 
 
    Bro, it’s good to hear from you.  
 
    They weren’t brothers by blood but had maintained a good friendship over the years. Still, the word bro pricked a wound inside Dallen over the rupture in his relationships with his own brothers. One he wasn’t sure would ever heal.  
 
    I got your message and text. I’d call but I’m just back and taking some downtime. Let Kayla know I’ll be in touch soon but need to breathe before I see the rest of the family. From the sound of it, you’re acquainted. He he. It would be an honor for you to spend time getting to know her and taking a shot at making her happy. She’s a special girl but I don’t suppose I need to tell you that. Be well, man. Talk soon. 
 
    Dallen let out a relieved breath but something about the tone of Chuck’s text left him with concern. Being in the military wasn’t easy, to say the least, and he hoped his friend was okay. 
 
    “What did Chuck say? No, first, what did you say to him?” Kayla asked, drawing him from his thoughts. 
 
    He passed her the phone and she read his original note and Chuck’s reply. She stood there for longer than it would take to read the message. 
 
    “I’m sorry for going behind your back but I only felt it right to talk to him about it.” 
 
    “I guess we have his blessing.” Her voice was small, distant. Likely, she had the same concern for her brother that he did. 
 
    “If we’re going to fake get married, I suppose I have to propose.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything too outrageous, but uh, how did Bradley pop the question?” 
 
    “Oh, it was magnificent. He rode in on a white horse, dropped to one knee, and told me fifty reasons he loved and adored me. Then, suddenly, butterflies and doves flew into the air, drawing my attention skyward. An airplane wrote the words, Will you marry me? in the sky.” 
 
    “Wow. Really? Where did the peacock painting fit in?” Dallen asked. “I have four brothers so I know a thing or two about competition but that’s hard to top.” 
 
    “I was joking. Bradley said, ‘Hey, you wanna get married?’” Kayla said, doing a poor imitation of a guy’s voice. 
 
    “He was probably just doing it for the money and my health insurance at the time.” She scowled at him as though accusing him of a similar contrivance, given his father’s will. 
 
     “Kayla, does it look like I need money?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know. We’re in a barn.” 
 
    “No, even without the inheritance, I’m a very wealthy man.” 
 
    “Rugged and rich.” She snorted. “Then what were you doing it for?” 
 
    “Because—” But he still wasn’t ready to acknowledge his feelings or confess his fears—ones she’d somehow stirred up and brought to the surface during their short time together. Instead, he went back to tend to the horses. 
 
    As they finished cleaning up and fed Genesis and Jasper, rain pattered off the metal roof of the barn. 
 
    “I should get going,” Kayla said. 
 
    “Um, I was hoping you’d make those cupcakes you promised.” 
 
    “I forgot, it’s your birthday.” She softened. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to build a covered walkway to the main house, but do you feel like running for it?” 
 
    “Getting wet?” 
 
    Before she could answer, he grabbed her hand, once more filled with a kind of heat and protection he couldn’t quite explain. Her hand was one he wanted to hold for a long time. They raced toward the house, getting drenched in the process. 
 
    Once inside, he gave her a towel to dry off. 
 
    She patted her hair and then held the towel in front of her. “Um, do you have anything dry that I could wear?” 
 
    Dallen went down the hall and flipped on the bedroom light. He took a deep breath, trying to diffuse the tension from earlier. It was all happening so fast and he wasn’t sure what was real or what was fake. He moved to cross the room and she cleared her throat, startling him. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you followed me.” He pulled open the custom closet door and said, “Have your pick.” 
 
    “Since I’ll be baking, how about something you don’t mind me getting dirty?” 
 
    Having her in his room filled him with heat, with desire, with something he’d managed not to feel for quite a long time. 
 
    “I have an apron.” His voice was practically a growl as he suppressed his longing to take her in his arms and plant his lips on hers. 
 
    “I’ll need to wear something under it.” 
 
    A cocky smile rose to his lips. “Interesting suggestion but I’m a gentleman and that wasn’t what I was suggesting.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and she smoothed her hair before brushing past him into the closet.  
 
    He left her to change while he started a fire in the hearth.  
 
    When she returned from his closet, she wore one of his plaid flannel shirts. She’d let her hair down to dry as well. 
 
    Sparks that had nothing to do with the heat from the kindling sizzled inside of him.  
 
    “I counted twenty-four shirts like the one you were wearing earlier.” 
 
    “It was just a guess,” he answered, referring to his comment about his plaid shirt collection at the rehearsal dinner. “There are probably more in the laundry.” He winked. 
 
    She rolled up the sleeves and said, “Shall I get started?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t mind two cooks in the kitchen. I’ll make dinner. You bake dessert.” 
 
    “You know how to cook?” she asked. “How domestic of you.” 
 
    “Someone has to wash my shirts and keep me fed.” He gave her a glass of water and got to work in the kitchen, preparing a simple and quick dinner after the long day. He fired up the grill, tossed together a salad, braised asparagus, and boiled potatoes. 
 
    “I came up tonight because it’s your birthday and now I have a wedding to plan,” she said absently. 
 
    “Ski instructor, waitstaff at my favorite restaurant, photographer, baker, and wedding planner.” He pulled out a couple of plates. “Do you still want to go through with it?” 
 
    “The whole thing is crazy but if I could just get my mother, Chloe, and everyone off my back maybe I can...” 
 
    “You can what?” 
 
    “I can—” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Be happy.” 
 
    “Are you unhappy?” 
 
    “No. Not exactly. Unsettled, I guess is a better way to put it. I have so much going on all the time sometimes I feel like I’m three people. It’s hard to focus. I think about simplifying but which to give up? I love the kids on the slopes, couldn’t give up bannock bread and the tips are pretty good…As for the photography, I studied it in college and have a good camera so it’s a shame to let that go to waste, you know? I just can’t help but think about the future.” 
 
    While she talked, he served them dinner, which they ate at the counter island. “Do you think marriage would solve your unsettled feeling?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Would you rather ski or serve food to locals and tourists?” he asked around a mouthful. 
 
    “What’s at stake?” 
 
    “Your future.” 
 
    “Then I choose neither.” 
 
    “The game isn’t called would you neither. It’s called would you rather. You told me I have to pick. So do you. Those are the rules. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I’d rather bake. Cupcakes.” She went back to her recipe without another word. Helping herself to his cabinets and drawers, measuring and mixing, he watched her with unabashed curiosity. She filled the cupcake tin then put it in the oven. She mixed up the frosting ingredients then went around the side of the counter and held out the spatula for him to lick. She said, “What about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” he asked, allowing his fingers to linger against hers as he took the spatula. 
 
    “What do you want?” Her gaze shifted from the spatula to his eyes then his lips as he took a lick. 
 
    The frosting was so delicious he moaned. Instead of complimenting her, he answered her question and told her what he really wanted. “I want to kiss you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Kayla 
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    Dallen’s honesty surprised her but the intensity between them did not. It had been simmering between them all day. The attraction grew steadily since she’d seen him in the truck stuck in traffic, then at the café, and finally at the rehearsal dinner. It intensified every time he’d opened his mouth to speak, when they’d danced at the wedding, and then in his house—in the dim light of his kitchen with the fire crackling in the background as his eyes held hers. 
 
    She let out a ragged sigh because she wanted to kiss him too, despite her personal history warning her against it. “You want to—?” 
 
    He carefully removed her eyeglasses and set them on the counter. Up close, his brown eyes were striped with gold. The muscles of his jaw pulsed, and the dimple in his smile was hidden by a look so intense, her breath caught. Seated on a center island stool, he gripped her waist in his hands. A thrill shot through her and he pulled her closer.  
 
    “I want to—” he repeated. 
 
    His eyes traced her face then stopped on her lips. He leaned in and his breath whispered across her skin sending shivers up and down her spine. She inhaled sharply when he didn’t make a move. The tension thickened between them.  
 
    Perhaps he was waiting for her to initiate the kiss or for her permission to move forward. 
 
    Her hands landed on his toned forearms, traveled along his firm biceps, and then wrapped around the roped muscles of his neck. It had been so long since she’d touched or been touched in that way, she felt clumsy and out of practice. She was awed by the power just beneath his skin, the way it surged through her in waves of desire. She tipped her chin up and met his eyes. 
 
    His mouth captured hers. No, he wasn’t waiting for her to initiate the kiss; he was punctuating the before and after. 
 
    Before: Kayla had been on autopilot, idling, stuck in limbo in her life, unsure what she wanted. 
 
    After: she wanted Dallen, completely, irrevocably.  
 
    The second his lips met hers the world tipped on its axis. It flipped over. Life as she knew it changed forever. There was no before. All she’d ever know was after. 
 
    Never had she felt the bold vibrancy of desire as she did within herself or coming from him. He ignited something inside of her, set it in motion, and there was no going back. She’d never be the same, not even if she never kissed him again. 
 
    Cells shifted. Molecules combined. Neurons collided. Her heart boomed in her chest. Her body was warm all over as though it was undergoing death and rebirth, imploding and exploding. Her hands grappled for anything fixed, something to hold onto. They found the bulging muscles of his back. He held her fast, his fingers spanning her low back. 
 
    Her entire world was changing so fast as his lips pressed against hers. Breathing became optional because somehow, she no longer needed oxygen. She felt alive and lit up and glowing from the inside out. 
 
    Throwing away inhibition and caution, she returned his intense desire. She didn’t care if it was fake or real, a test or a warm-up, she wanted Dallen and at least at that moment, he wanted her. 
 
    His hands gripped her back, pressing her closer as if that were possible, but when the kiss deepened, she realized they were just at the surface. That was just the beginning and they still had distances to go, places to explore, and treasures to discover.  
 
    Kayla ignored the nagging voice, the doubt, and the fears in the back of her mind. The past and future didn’t matter. Without her glasses, everything in the room was blurry except for him. And right then that was all she needed. 
 
    His lips on hers. Hers on his. 
 
    The life-changing kiss. 
 
    They pulled apart when the oven dinged to indicate the cupcakes were done. Kayla had come undone from the kiss and could hardly trust her wobbly legs to carry her a few steps away to the oven, press the button, open the door, and pull the tray out without burning herself. She moved slowly, deliberately, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    After setting the cupcakes on the counter to cool, he took her hand and led her to the sofa in front of the roaring fire. 
 
    She sat on the cushion and curled her legs toward her chest, not sure she could remember how to speak or carry on a conversation.  
 
    Dallen must have felt similarly because he wrapped his arm around her, pulled her close, and they watched the fire until the logs burned low. 
 
    “Hey, are you awake?” he asked. 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” She was but barely. She floated on the high of the kiss, the way he’d made her feel wanted, adored. 
 
    “It’s still my birthday. You suppose we can frost those cupcakes?” 
 
    As she spread the frosting on the cupcakes, he gripped her from behind and kissed the top of her head before cleaning up from cooking dinner. 
 
    She was as keenly aware of his presence at the sink as she was of the imprint he’d left on every inch of her skin that he’d touched: the heat across her hips, the blaze in her belly, and kindling in her chest, the little sizzles along her fingers, wrists, elbows, and shoulders, the pleasant sting on her cheeks from his scruff. The warmth on her lips from his. 
 
    Forget being just the Cute Cowboy. His lips made him the revolutionary rancher. He’d changed her forever. 
 
    She somehow managed to gather the cupcakes on a plate and set a candle in the middle one. If she’d tried, she was sure she could’ve lit the candle with her burning desire. Instead, she sang happy birthday to him. 
 
    Dallen ate not one, but two cupcakes, commenting on how they were the best he’d ever had. She savored the sight of him taking bite after bite. “You’re on to something here,” he said. “These are amazing and so are you,” he added before moving in for a second kiss, which was sweeter than the first but just as delicious. 
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    His wink. His dimple. The way he was with the horses. With her. The kiss. The second kiss. 
 
    The next morning Kayla was reduced to the simplest thoughts that filled her with the deepest swoon. 
 
    She dug her phone out her bag, plugged it in, and then called Sadie because the kiss from the night before threatened to set her on fire if she didn’t figure out a way to douse the flames. 
 
    “You’re up bright and early.” Her friend and future wife of Tripp Hawkins sounded chipper and clear-headed. 
 
    When Kayla tried to speak, she croaked, cleared her throat, and tried again. “So, I, um, kissed—” She coughed. 
 
    “What?” Sadie asked. 
 
    “I rode a horse.” She swallowed, not actually sure she should talk about it with the fiancé of her fake fiancé’s brother.  
 
    “No, you said you kissed something. Someone. A horse? That’s weird. Tell me you didn’t kiss a horse, Kayla.” 
 
    Kayla went on to tell her friend about meeting the gruff guy in the café who turned out to be Dallen who turned into her fake date who then became someone who meant more to her than that but she wasn’t sure what and she wasn’t sure she could trust it. 
 
    “I leave for a week and look what happens,” Sadie said. 
 
    “Wait. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in Paris.” 
 
    “What? Don’t tell me you got married without me. If Chloe had eloped, fine no big deal, but I do not want to miss your big day. How did I not know this? Oh, right. I was sucked into the quicksand of my sister’s wedding plans.” 
 
    “Not to worry. We’re still planning. But speaking of marriage. Tell me more about your cowboy. Tripp rarely talks about his brothers.” 
 
    That she had no problem with and went on to explain how wonderful he was but she also highlighted the tension between the brothers. 
 
    “But you’re saying it’s a fake marriage?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know if that’s what I want.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like you want out of the arrangement so I’m going to assume you want something more.” 
 
    Kayla sighed. She did but at her friend’s words, the voice of doubt and warning returned. Her real attempt at marriage had failed. What made her think one built on stories and lies would thrive? 
 
    Sadie informed her that she’d arrived at the dressmaker’s. 
 
    “Are you wedding gown shopping without me?” 
 
    “Sounds like we’ll be able to do it again and soon. I’ll send pics of the gowns. Gotta go. Au revoir.” 
 
    Sadie got ready for work at the resort but instead of the usual autopilot, she struggled between which leggings to wear, if her red sweater matched better or if she’d be warmer in her blue one. Picking out socks was similar but she opted for the pair without the hole in the toe. She rarely wore makeup but swiped on some mascara then fought with herself over whether to wear her hair in a bun or down. Then she rolled her eyes at her reflection in the mirror. “It’ll be under a hat most of the day, you doofus.” 
 
    Breakfast was another decision-making chore. Like when she was in high school and had her first kiss, she didn’t want to wipe away the taste of Dallen’s lips on hers or the incredible dinner he’d made. It was simple but fresh and nourished her in a way no other meal had. She and Bradley usually ate take out and he didn’t even know how to boil water. 
 
    Ultimately, she opted to pick up a bagel on her way to work. But even driving felt surreal—like she was moving through clouds. She parked in the employee lot at the resort and because she had left home early, had plenty of time to grab breakfast.  
 
    She walked along the cobbled street of Hawk Ridge Hollow. It was like she was floating, the ground was mere inches away, and she couldn’t quite find her footing. 
 
    While she waited in the line at the busy coffee shop, she scanned the bins of fresh bagels. She had a standard order but decided to try something new. The special of the day was blueberry and it reminded her of summer, of open fields, and when she and Dallen had told Chloe they were planning on getting married. 
 
    As she pondered her predicament the low drawl of a familiar voice met her ears. She bounced on her toes and spun in a circle, searching for him. He sat at a table in the corner and wasn’t alone. A striking blond sat opposite him. She lifted the corner of her mouth into a  flirtatious smile and said something. He smiled, revealing his dimple. 
 
    Kayla’s heart sank then crashed to the ground. 
 
    Whatever balloon had been buoying her popped. The clouds dispersed.  
 
    She’d been wrong about him. The kiss was just part of the charade. Her appetite disappeared. She was stunned, stuck, adrift. 
 
    “Miss, what can I get for you?” The counter person waved his hand for her attention. 
 
    “Right, sorry. I’ll take a sesame bagel with cream cheese, please.” She reverted to her standard order. While she waited for the bagel the door jingled and Dallen exited. She didn’t want the bagel but she didn’t want to go after him either. 
 
    She slouched against the wall.  
 
    The blond woman went to the coffee station and topped off her cup. 
 
    Kayla stared at her, wondering what that woman had that she didn’t: height, grace, confidence. Everything Chloe and her mother had taken from her. But she’d stood up to her sister and she could do the same right then. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said. “The man you were just with—?” 
 
    The blond woman raised a severe eyebrow.  
 
    “Dallen Hawkins. Are you—” She could hardly utter the words. “Dating him? Together?” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” 
 
    Kayla drew a deep breath. “I’m Kayla Cartwright and—” 
 
    The woman’s mouth fell open. “Of course, you are. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you. Why didn’t you come over?” she asked rapid fire. 
 
    “What do you mean of course I am, why would you be able to recognize me, and—?” 
 
    “He didn’t stop talking about you the entire time, describing you in great detail because he wanted me to—never mind.” 
 
    Kayla’s brow furrowed. “Hey, that’s not fair.” 
 
    “It’s a secret. A surprise.” Then she nodded as though puzzling out the reason for Kayla’s anger. “You thought we were—” She wagged her finger in the air. “No, no, no. We’re cousins. I’m Elizbeth, Lizzie.” She held out her hand to shake. “He consulted me to figure out what he could do to soften up his rough edges.” 
 
    “He is gruff.” A mixture of relief and curiosity swept through Kayla. 
 
    Lizzie grunted. “You’re telling me. All those Hawkins boys are. I don’t blame them though. Their mother left and took with her love, affection, and their trust in women.” 
 
    Kayla’s eyes widened. Dallen hadn’t revealed that detail about his past but it made sense that he’d be extra cautious about getting involved in a relationship if the one he’d witnessed growing up fell apart. 
 
    “Dallen wanted to do something special for you and his big ideas were flowers and chocolates.” 
 
    “Well, it worked for Tripp.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kayla started to describe how Tripp romanced himself back into Sadie’s good graces when a figure suddenly loomed over them. “What’s going on?” Dallen asked the two women. 
 
    “You can’t keep secrets in this small town,” Lizzie said with a shrug. “I’m going to leave you two love birds to sort it out.”  
 
    The comment reminded Kayla of what the story she’d made up about a love bird table at the Hawk and Whistle to get Sadie and Tripp to sit together and figure out their past.  
 
    Kayla reflected on how seeing Dallen with another woman brought up old fears but also pointed to the fact that she felt strongly about him. She couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you. Be sure to let me know when you set a date.” Lizzie waved and hurried out the door. 
 
    They both started talking at the same time, trying to explain what had transpired. “I’m sorry, you go first,” Dallen said and his gaze dipped to her lips. 
 
    Heat spread from her chest, up her neck, and to her cheeks as she recalled the kiss. It lifted her onto her toes. He yanked his eyes back to hers and her heart stuttered as their eyes met.  
 
    She bit her lip.  
 
    His mouth quirked. 
 
    She was melting inside all over again. 
 
    “Is it hot in here?” Dallen asked in a low drawl. “I came back because I forgot my hat.” He waved it in front of his face. 
 
    They stepped outside and Kayla said, “I have to get to work.” 
 
    “Do you have time for hot chocolate? Rule number three. Or I could bring it to you?” 
 
    “What about rule number two? No going to my places of employment,” she asked, hurrying so she wasn’t late. 
 
    “Was I supposed to deliver it to your house? If that’s the case I should probably know where you live.” 
 
    She grabbed his phone and keyed in her address.  
 
    When they reached the gate leading to the employee entrance to the resort, he said, “Officially, I haven’t broken rule number two since I’m on this side of the gate. But promise to meet me right here after your shift. I have a surprise for you and I owe you a cocoa.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Dallen 
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    The afternoon spent riding with Kayla on Dallen’s birthday was almost as good as the kiss. The cupcakes that evening were nearly as amazing as his mouth against hers. But he reckoned nothing would ever top that moment in his kitchen when his desire blazed hotter than ever as their lips met. 
 
    But the next day he needed to cool off and clear his head. Despite a long ride on the trails at the foot of the mountain with Genesis then spending extra time mucking the stalls and tending to chores around the ranch, the hours after seeing her in Hawk Ridge Hollow crept by while he anticipated meeting her again that evening. 
 
    Dallen showered and dressed, certain the kiss they shared cemented something between the two of them. It was bigger and more real than the fake date, engagement, and wedding they’d somehow fallen into. But how could he tell her that without leaving himself wide open to vulnerability? And to the future heartbreak he feared would befall him as it did his father? What if she changed her mind about him as Stephanie did? 
 
    The sun was setting and Dallen grabbed a denim jacket before returning to the resort where he hoped Kayla would meet him for the surprise he’d brainstormed at the encouragement of his cousin.  
 
    Outside the employee entrance, the air cooled and he puffed little clouds with each breath. From a distance, he heard laughter. Her laughter. Then she said goodbye to someone.  
 
    Dallen tucked his hands in his pockets as she padded down the path and waved goodbye to one of her coworkers. 
 
    Even in a hat with a pom pom and a heavy winter jacket she was adorable. 
 
    “No flowers and chocolates?” She mock pouted when she reached him. 
 
    “Would you have liked that?” He’d realized earlier that day that he’d do anything for her. Fresh tulips direct from Holland? Chocolates from Belgium? A romantic evening in Hawk Ridge Hollow? 
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to them. No one ever got me flowers before unless you count my grandmother on my high school graduation day.” Kayla’s hand automatically reached for her necklace. “Bradley always gobbled up all the chocolate my parents gifted us at Christmas.” 
 
    “Scoundrel,” Dallen said with a laugh. “Good thing I came up with some alternatives for the meantime but you can be sure to expect flowers and chocolate in the future.” 
 
     “At least you kept your word and didn’t break rule number two.” 
 
    “Plan a was to break that rule, then plan b was to have Lizzie bring you a surprise earlier but she talked me out of it. She was always my cousin-in-crime when we were kids.” 
 
    “Were you mischievous?” 
 
    “With four brothers and four times as many cousins? You bet.” The memories of the good times he’d shared with his family as they walked down the familiar cobblestoned Main Street made his heart fill with a different kind of longing. The wrought iron street lamps glowed with little halos overhead. Kayla shivered even though she had her ski jacket on. 
 
    Dallen extended his hand. Even though the sun settled over the mountain peaks and the evening cooled, the heat radiating between them didn’t decrease. 
 
    “So, what’s plan c?” Kayla asked. 
 
    “You could say it’s a variation on flowers and chocolates.” He held out a small pot containing an evergreen sapling. “Flowers only last for a few days. But this tree represents everlasting love.” 
 
    “Love?” She swallowed hard. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Symbolically. You can tell your mother how romantic I am. Unconventional. Whatever.” He wasn’t good at this stuff but Lizzie had pressed him to acknowledge in a meaningful way the feelings that he couldn’t deny that pulsed between them. He’d confessed everything to his cousin, not that he would’ve gotten all mushy and emotional with his brothers anyway, but he needed to tell someone how what had started as a chance encounter quickly turned into something solid, something real. Something he wanted to pursue. Although Genesis was a good listener, he wasn’t going to turn to her for relationship advice either. But he still wasn’t sure if he was ready to risk his heart. 
 
    Nonetheless, they stopped in front of a low stone building with fogged windows framed in wood. A curl of smoke came from the chimney to complete the quaint picturesqueness of Hawk Ridge Hollow. 
 
    “It’s adorable,” she said, clutching the sapling in her hands. 
 
    “Like you.” 
 
    “You think I’m adorable?” 
 
    Dallen’s lips lifted and his dimple popped. “You’re the princess of adorable-land.” 
 
    “Then you get to be the prince.” 
 
    His cheeks heated. He definitely didn’t mean to say any of that out loud. But the light was low and the restaurant warm as they stepped inside so he hoped she didn’t notice. 
 
    She inhaled. “It smells good too.” 
 
    “The tree or the chocolate?” 
 
    She pointed to the tree and then added, “But I smell chocolate and cheese.” 
 
    “All these years living here and I’ve never been to this place. Little known fact, I’ve never had fondue.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.”  
 
    After they sat, she browsed the menu. “I don’t think the hard part will be eating any of it but deciding what to order is going to be tough. It all sounds so good.” She read a few menu item descriptions out loud. 
 
    His mouth watered. Despite the delicious smells, it wasn’t because he was hungry. No, he craved her. He watched the movements of her lips as she talked and desired nothing more than to kiss her again. 
 
    They finally settled on the fondue feast with an assortment of cheeses, dipping items, and dessert. 
 
    Dallen tapped his glass against hers. “To the present.” 
 
    As they clinked, she added, “And the future.” 
 
    He wanted to ask her what her thoughts on the future were, particularly as it related to them, but she broke in. 
 
    “For a minute there this morning I thought you’d broken rule number one. The Hawkins men are known for having a way with women and for being a bit rebellious.” 
 
    “Rule breakers? Don’t believe everything you hear. However, the Hawkins men haven’t done much to disprove that rumor.” 
 
    Her lips twisted. “When we first met you were gruff and grouchy.” 
 
    “I’d been stuck in traffic all day then in a crowded café. Forgive me. But I’m not as wild as you think.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Kayla, I didn’t plan on telling you now, but on the topic of rule number one you truly don’t have anything to worry about.” He leaned in. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    From behind her eyeglasses, her eyebrows crimped together. “Waiting? For what?” 
 
    “For marriage.” 
 
    Her lips parted and she inclined her head. “Do you mean you’re waiting to consecrate your love?” He tried to read her expression but the light was low and cast shadows over her face. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I’m celibate.” He’d never told a woman besides Lizzie and that was only earlier that day. 
 
    “Wow. That’s rare.” 
 
    “I know. My mother left when we were all still pretty young. It broke me to have her go. All of us. When I got older, I guess I got a bit rowdy and earned myself that wild reputation. Trust me, my twin was worse but we all acted out in our own ways. I quickly realized I was looking for love where it wasn’t. Then I met Stephanie. I thought she was the one. We were young. She wasn’t ready and left me for a guy she knew from work. From then on, I couldn’t put my heart on the line. I decided to wait until I was with someone that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with and then decide what to do if she felt the same.” 
 
    He got lost in Kayla’s eyes for a moment but the heart wounds ran deep and he turned his gaze to the bowl of fondue as the server set it between them. 
 
    The rest of their dinner was pleasant as they chatted comfortably about life both wonderful and challenging. He was glad he told her but wasn’t sure what she thought other than her comment about it being rare. 
 
    At the end of the evening, Dallen walked Kayla to her car and kissed her on the cheek. He caught her vanilla scent and closed his eyes a moment before she opened the car door. 
 
    She shuddered a breath then started the vehicle. “Thanks for dinner,” she said and then drove away. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he’d turned her off by telling her his personal truth but he wanted her to know that he wasn’t the wild cowboy or Hawkins brother he’d been rumored to be. At least not any longer. He was a man of faith and stood by his values. 
 
    The next day Dallen delivered a hot chocolate to Kayla’s condo as promised per rule number three. She must’ve been in the shower when she didn’t answer his knock so he left it on her doorstep and then sent a quick text before dashing off to a series of calls and meetings, unusual for the rancher. However, it was what he had to do as he got his business affairs in order and learned what he could about his father’s corporation.  
 
    The day escaped him and when the church bells from town echoed off the ridge signaling it was six o’clock, his stomach growled. 
 
    He drove into town, hungry for dinner at the Hawk and Whistle and for Kayla. For her smile, her laugh, her lips. He wasn’t sure if she would be there but a band consisting of some of his old buddies played each week so he figured he could get away with swinging in. 
 
    As usual, the restaurant was busy. Several locals he knew his whole life greeted him. It was hard for any of the Hawkins men to go into an establishment in town without being recognized. They were pillars of the community even though he felt like he’d been living in limbo since his father had passed. Dallen didn’t mind the friendly familiarity but his thoughts and gaze drifted around the room seeking Kayla. 
 
    She emerged from the double swinging doors of the kitchen holding a tray aloft. Her movements were confident yet elegant.  
 
    Although he preferred the tranquility of the ranch, he’d been in the restaurant dozens of times. How had he never noticed her before? Despite the uniform of black pants and the Hawk and Whistle T-shirt, she stood out with her striking eyes, her smooth skin, and a smile that made him wonder if he needed to get his heart checked. 
 
    Dallen sat at an empty table. A server with short dark hair approached, gave him a quick glance, then turned around, knocking into Kayla. She managed not to drop the tray that she had balanced with an assortment of drinks in tall glasses. 
 
    “That one is for you,” her coworker said, pointing to his table. “Knock me on my buns is right.” 
 
    Kayla did a double take and the tray tipped. Dallen leaped forward as quick as a cat and gripped the edge to keep the drinks from spilling. 
 
    “Close one.” 
 
    “Rule number two,” she hissed. 
 
    “I came here to listen to the band play.” He gestured to a local band that was warming up. “I went to high school with Lyle who plays guitar.” 
 
    She huffed. “Fine, but don’t distract me.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best. But let it be noted that there’s a flaw in your rules, a loophole. How can I avoid your place of employment but not get my bannock bread—my version of rule number three?” he asked. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “You didn’t object.” 
 
    “Seeing as you don’t serve hot chocolate at the ranch, it’s not fair.” 
 
     “Did you get the hot chocolate this morning?” he asked. 
 
    She straightened. “Yes, and it was very sweet. No pun intended and thank you.” 
 
    A smile crept across his lips. 
 
    “I have to get back to work,” she said when someone from the kitchen called her order.  
 
    She started to walk away and he said, “I also came to watch you in those leggings.” 
 
    She looked down. “These old things?” 
 
    “It’s a nice view when you walk away.” 
 
    “Are you checking out my butt?” she whispered. 
 
    He flashed a cocky smile. “It’s hard not to.” 
 
    The Hawk and Whistle was busy, especially since it was a live music night. Dallen got his cheesy bannock bread as promised along with Irish nachos, a new addition to the menu. He also couldn’t help but watch Kayla in action. However, he soon recognized it was tiring work, running for customers who requested extra napkins, then straws, then more aioli for their burger—well, one customer kept her running. 
 
    Her voice carried to his ears. “I’m sorry, Sir. Typically, the aioli is served cold because it’s made of mayonnaise.” 
 
    Dallen was seated close enough he could hear the exchange. 
 
    “I’d like you to warm it, please,” the man said, definitely a demanding out-of-towner. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, taking it from him and whisking off to the kitchen. 
 
    When she returned, she asked, “Is there anything else I can get for you?” 
 
    “It’s too warm and I’d like some ketchup too.” 
 
    She leaned across the table, picked up the bottle, and set it in front of him. He doused his burger in it. 
 
    She cleared a few extra plates from the rest of his party. 
 
    He’d taken an oversized bite of the burger and then spit it onto the plate. “The aioli is disgusting.” 
 
    Kayla’s smile was thin and she said, “I’m sorry, Sir.” 
 
    “I need a new burger. I can’t eat this.” 
 
    She took a steadying breath along with the plate and vanished into the kitchen. 
 
    Dallen wanted to step in but he knew she could handle it—she probably had to deal with people like that every day. He enjoyed the live music and it was great to see his old buddy singing and playing guitar. It was even more enjoyable to watch Kayla pass every few minutes. 
 
    The man with the burger flagged her down again and said, “Where’s my meal?” 
 
    “They’re making you a new one like you’d asked,” she said with measured patience and then went to check on it. 
 
    Minutes later, she set the new burger in front of the man. 
 
    Dallen watched with fascination and growing irritation since the customer was clearly still agitated when he passed her the aioli. “I want this warmed up.” 
 
    The expression she wore made Dallen think she might dump the sauce on the guy’s bald head. He wanted to punch him in the head. 
 
    “This music is too loud,” he shouted after she asked if she could get him anything else. 
 
    “If you’d like to move your party into the other room, there are a few tables available.” 
 
    “But there isn’t a mountain view,” he complained. 
 
    “That’s correct.” If it were possible for steam to come out of someone’s ears that would have been the moment. The customer was unreasonable and if not for rule number two and laws against assault, Dallen would have gladly shown the man the door and then his fist. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to stare at a parking lot. I demand my meal be free. This is outrageous,” he shouted at Kayla. 
 
    “No, Sir. You are outrageous and I demand you stop making a scene and eat the dinner you ordered like a grown man or leave.” Her chest rose and fell. 
 
    Dallen’s own breath finally started to smooth out when the man went silent and turned to his meal. Dallen finally did the same. 
 
    He would’ve stuck around to hang out with Kayla after her shift but she insisted that broke rule number two. 
 
    As he drove home, under a star-filled, full-moon sky, a bright surge of affection rushed through him. He’d always made it a point to live in the present but could they have a future together? She’d drawn him out of his self-imposed solitude, stirred his feelings of desire, and made him feel alive in a way no woman ever had. 
 
    When he passed the turnoff to his childhood home a shadow crossed the moon, casting the landscape into darkness. He had to remind himself that it was all fake. She was going through with it to get her mother to leave her alone about marrying. He wanted to help her—though, she seemed to handle the demanding customer and her sister just fine. Maybe she’d discovered her inner confidence. She could tell her mother to ease up. 
 
    Then there was Tripp and the rest of his brothers. He hoped at some point to reconcile their differences but in the meantime didn’t want his brother to bear all the burden of taking over the family business—especially since he knew Tripp’s ambivalence.  
 
    Dallen always saw himself in a long-term committed relationship but after Stephanie left him, just like his mother left his father, he’d given up. 
 
    As strongly as he felt about Kayla, he knew the Hawkins men were cursed and destined to be alone. Who was he trying to fool? It was all so complicated. He wished he could ask his father what to do. He always had sage advice and a knowing smile Dallen would never forget. Somehow, he always knew just what to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Kayla 
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    Kayla had been avoiding her mother’s phone calls and texts for the last couple of days. When it got to the point that Irene threatened to drive to Hawk Ridge Hollow to make sure she wasn’t stranded in a ditch (with the reminder that her car was woefully unreliable, as if that was Kayla’s fault—it was the most she could afford), she finally answered the phone and instantly regretted it.  
 
    Irene plowed into wedding planning Momzilla mode with over the top ideas for a destination wedding in Hawaii (and planned a seven-day itinerary for guests) or renting out an actual castle (in Switzerland) for the reception, and she’d found a dress bejeweled in Swarovski crystals that cost in the five-figure range (before alterations). 
 
    She’d just gotten out of the shower and wrapped a towel around her hair as she pulled on leggings and a sweater to get ready for her shift ski instructing at the resort and put the phone on speaker. “Dallen may be wealthy but that doesn’t mean he necessarily wants to spend a fortune on the wedding,” Kayla said.  
 
    If they even went through with it. Since their kiss, followed by the fondue date, then seeing him at the Hawk and Whistle, things were moving fast and it was all built on a fake arrangement her cousin had orchestrated. It all seemed too good to be true. 
 
    Irene went on, trying to convince Kayla that going down the aisle in a stream of water was all the rage. “Like in the movie your sister and I saw in theaters—” 
 
    “Mom, this is real life.” Kayla huffed at the same time someone knocked on the door. 
 
    Her frown lifted. It must’ve been her daily hot cocoa delivery aka rule number three. 
 
    “Mom, I have to go. Dallen is here.” 
 
    “Ask him if he likes elephants. You could ride in on one of those—” 
 
    “He’s more of a horse guy.” 
 
    “Harmonie is calling him the Cute Cowboy.” 
 
    “Mom, I have to go. Talk later.” 
 
    “Start answering your phone for goodness sakes.” 
 
    She hung up. 
 
    The cute celibate cowboy. Kayla hardly had time to think about that bit of information he provided the other night and the reason he hinted at why his ex, Stephanie, had left him. But Kayla was of a like mind: a woman of faith, waiting for marriage before she was intimate in that way. 
 
    As she opened the door and her eyes locked on Dallen’s, she sunk back, suddenly realizing exactly why Bradley had left her for the girl from the hot dog stand. 
 
    “Hey, you okay? Everything all right?” Dallen asked, having witnessed the change from her usual cheery smile to the pained expression. 
 
    Kayla’s hand had automatically lifted to her lips as though trying to hold in the gasp of surprise and the outpouring of her realization along with what it meant about her past and her future with the man standing before her. 
 
    Bradley had been talking about making sure they were compatible. He wanted them to move in together and test things out before they said I do. 
 
    He’d gone to church with her a few times but she’d never mentioned she was waiting for marriage and just assumed he understood her choice. But he’d made the move for more several times and she had to stop things from going further. He’d made comments about what he perceived was lacking in their love life and that he wanted more. 
 
    Her stomach twisted in knots. How had she not seen it at the time? Why didn’t he talk to her about it? 
 
    “Kayla?” Dallen asked, holding the steaming cup of cocoa aloft. 
 
    Her limbs felt shaky and her thoughts raced. “Yeah. Sorry. I was on the phone with my mother and—” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, now she’s pressuring you about the wedding.” 
 
    Like Bradley had been pressuring her about something else. She exhaled, feeling foolish for not realizing it sooner. 
 
    However, Dallen’s low drawl along with his calm and peaceful presence anchored her while also making her pulse double, her skin spark with electricity, and her desire for him stronger than ever. She couldn’t deny her body’s response to him but had to remain true to her beliefs. 
 
    “Do you need to talk?” he asked. 
 
    “My mother has called me,” she checked her phone, “thirty-nine times since you told my sister we’re getting hitched. She’s already trying to micromanage every little thing.” 
 
    Dallen shrugged. “I suppose you could let her then you wouldn’t have to do it.” 
 
    “Remember my ideal wedding? That’s not what my mother has in mind. She’s thinking something more like this.” Kayla flashed a link her mother had sent her about a royal wedding in a country she’d never heard of called Concordia that involved celebrations for three days, fireworks, a parade, and included a cake that was six feet tall. She shook her head. 
 
    “If that’s what you want instead—” Dallen said. 
 
    Kayla slouched onto the sofa. “No. I don’t want that but I don’t know what I want.” She said the last part at a whisper because she wasn’t referring to the wedding itself. More the idea of marriage. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she wanted to throw herself into Dallen’s arms and spend the rest of her life with him or call things off. The lines had blurred between what was fake and the feelings she was developing for him, the way he made her feel, and how he helped her see her innate beauty and worth. 
 
    Dallen sat down opposite her on the couch and rested his elbows on his knees. He was a well-built man and seemed to take up all the space in the room but in a way that she welcomed. That she wanted. Maybe? Possibly?  
 
    “Why do you let your mother and Chloe treat you like that? Pressure you and make you feel bad?”  
 
    His words hit on a raw truth inside of her. “I guess I ignore it and hope it’ll stop, go away.” 
 
    “But I saw you deal with that customer at the Hawk and Whistle.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he wasn’t going to go away until he got his artisanal aioli.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Kayla, he was unreasonable and I’m not sure if this oversteps any bounds but so is your mom. Do you know why she’s so insistent? Maybe if you did you guys could talk about it.” 
 
    Like she and Bradley could have, should have talked about intimacy in their relationship. 
 
    “I suppose she’s worried about me. Doesn’t want me to be alone.” Then another realization crash-landed in her mind as she continued talking. “She never really had a thing that was hers. I suppose before she married my dad, she had interests but I never saw her with hobbies or anything like that. It’s like her identity is wrapped up in our family and making sure we’re all picture perfect.” 
 
    “How’s that working out?” 
 
    Kayla played with a loose string on the hem of her shirt. “I don’t know if she regrets her choices or wishes she had more that were her own, but I suppose I started down that path with Bradley—giving up my dream to have a cupcake shop. Now I’ve gone in the opposite direction—so fixated on trying to figure out my future.” She snuck a peek at Dallen. Her mind flashed with the thought that her future was sitting in the room with her. But she still had to sort things out with her mother and figure out the fake wedding. 
 
    “Hey, and you stood up to Chloe.” 
 
    “Yeah, that felt good. But what about you and your brothers. If we went through with the fake wedding wouldn’t you want them there?” She tried not to wince when she said the word fake. 
 
    “I haven’t talked to my brothers in a long time, so I understand how families can fall apart. Of course, I want them there but Tripp hasn’t even told me he’s getting married so I don’t expect him to come to ours—if we go through with it.” 
 
    It felt like that elephant her mother had mentioned entered the room and sat down on the couch between them. 
 
    Kayla wanted to move the conversation away from the murky wedding situation because she couldn’t think straight with the Cute Cowboy so close. Plus, Dallen had helped her sort through some of her confusion surrounding her relationship with her mother, maybe she could help him too. “What’s the feud about anyway?” 
 
    Dallen clapped his hands together lightly. “I suppose it is a feud. Never thought about it that way. The Hawkins versus the Hawkins.” His jaw tensed then he let out a long breath. “You know how some things build over time, like with your mother and sister. Well, this was instantaneous. Blam. We’d met up at Fratelli’s after just learning the stipulations in our father’s will. Two of my brothers—Owen and Blake—wanted to figure out a loophole in the will and a way around our father’s wishes. They didn’t want to get married.” 
 
    “Ever?” 
 
    Dallen shrugged. “But Tripp and I took issue with that because those were our father’s wishes and who were we to disagree. It was a split, leaving it to Rocky, the youngest, to choose the winning side. Well, arguments broke out among us and we soon let out twenty-some-odd years of pent up anger, old disagreements, and took cheap shots at each other. We were all emotional anyway because of our loss. Our mother didn’t even go to the funeral. That hurt too. All of us said some things we shouldn’t have. Things we couldn’t take back. We hadn’t even placed our drinks order and thirty minutes later we went our separate ways. Haven’t talked since.” 
 
    Kayla inched closer. Despite her differences with her sister and mother, she couldn’t imagine such a longstanding feud. She extended her hand tentatively then laced her fingers through Dallen’s. “I’m sorry all that happened.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “Thanks, but it is what it is I suppose.” Dallen sniffed. “Hey, I’d better let you finish getting ready for work.” 
 
    She walked him to the door and lifted her cup of hot chocolate. “Thanks for this,” she said and took a sip. 
 
    Dallen paused. His lips quirked. A thrill shot through her as his eyes drifted to her lips. Was he going to kiss her again? Anticipation sent tingles across her skin. Her breath quickened. He leaned in and wiped a bit of chocolate away from her upper lip. “See you later,” he said. 
 
    It was like his thumb had tattooed her lip. She could feel the print he’d left there even though he’d wiped the chocolate away. She had to figure out what was going on between them. It was like half the time they were all about the fake wedding but then the other it seemed like the desire and energy that passed between them was very, very real. 
 
    Kayla glanced at the clock. She had to race to finish getting ready in order to make it to work on time. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, by some stroke of good fortune, there was an empty parking spot closest to the employee entrance at the resort. The schedule indicated she was assigned to a group of kids who’d signed up to learn to snowboard. She was only slightly out of breath when she met them. 
 
    While she went over safety instructions, they were all staring at her lip. She wiped it with her glove and looked down to see a streak of chocolate, reminding her of Dallen. Suddenly she wasn’t at all cold even though she was on a mountain and surrounded by snow. 
 
    After a few hours of teaching the kids how to shift their weight and turn, how to fall down and then get back up, and make it down the slopes a few times, she waited at the bottom for the last few stragglers. Something cold and wet smashed into her shoulder. She whipped around, suspecting one of the kids had clobbered her with a snowball, but a large figure dashed behind a snowbank. 
 
    Once more, the kids stared. Kayla narrowed her eyes as she stalked closer to the snowbank. Then another snowball sailed through the air. She ducked out of the way and then another came and another. She crouched down, gathered up a handful of snow, packed it tight, and waited for the Yeti—aka the Cute Cowboy—to try to get her again.  
 
    When Dallen stood to toss more snowballs at her, she aimed and hit her target. Laughter boomed as he ran toward a tree for cover.  
 
    Kayla nodded at the kids, giving them permission to get involved. “It’s on.” 
 
    They all started making and hurling snowballs.  
 
    Soon, Dallen was being pelted. “Not fair. It’s, like, seven against one.” 
 
    “Mister, you’re big enough to be three of us,” a little kid said. 
 
    “Still, I’m outnumbered.” Dallen sent another snowball in Kayla’s direction. 
 
    “You started it,” she shot back as she released another snowball. 
 
    “I didn’t know this was part of the class,” a little girl said who’d started to build what looked like a snowman. 
 
    They continued to throw snowballs at each other until it was a free for all—no longer the kids and Kayla against Dallen but everyone throwing snowballs at everyone else. Even some of the other instructors and passersby got involved. 
 
    There was a lot of good-humored shouting and laughter.  
 
    Then Dallen let out an uncharacteristic shriek.  
 
    The little girl who’d been building a snowman had actually rolled her giant snowball up the snowbank and then released it on Dallen’s head. She giggled then said, “I won. I’m the queen of the mountain.” 
 
    There was more laughter and cheering. The kids’ parents signed them out of the class and Kayla walked over to Dallen where he wiped the snow off but it didn’t do much good. He was covered from head to toe and actually resembled a Yeti. 
 
    A little bit of snow remained above his lip on the scruff that was growing in. Instead of wiping it off, Kayla smirked then leaned in and kissed him, melting the snow. 
 
    His laugh was low and irresistible. “I think you’re the queen of the mountain.” He pulled her close and they both collapsed back into the snowbank, out of sight of anyone passing.  
 
    Their lips collided. He was warm as they kissed yet Kayla shivered with pleasure. Dallen smelled like the time between winter and spring. She felt like the thaw was near. Dallen cupped the side of her head with his hands and despite the snowball fight, they were warm, welcome. Then his fingers tangled into the pieces of her hair that had fallen loose from her hat, down her back then he laced his fingers with hers. It was like he wanted to explore every inch of her and she wanted to let him. 
 
    She enjoyed the taut sensation of his muscles, the softness of his lips, and the way his mouth on hers made her forget all her worries and filled her with excitement and happiness and fulfillment. But she pulled back, afraid to let it go any further because it could all be taken away. 
 
    Dallen’s breathing was rough. His eyes, heavy. Then he blinked a few times as though realizing where they were.  
 
    “We should probably—” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She went to the employee locker room while Dallen waited. She was perspiring beneath her ski gear and took a moment to splash cold water on her face, down a glass of water, and was ready to stuff snow down her shirt when worry worked through her like a chill. 
 
    Once more, she tried to shove the thoughts away when she got outside. Dallen stood by the gated entrance and was as tall and handsome and delicious as ever. She wanted to cast the doubts from her mind, tossing them away like snowballs but they didn’t go far.  
 
    She almost succeeded when Dallen asked, “Want to grab some lunch?” 
 
    The simplicity of the question collided over bigger ones that hadn’t been asked, rather they’d just happened. It was never do you want to go on a date or do you want to get married? They’d bypassed those milestones but somehow hadn’t. Even though she’d more or less sworn off marriage, they’d been thrust together into a warped version of a relationship and she’d liked it. But she didn’t want to. She didn’t want any part of it—putting her heart on the line or falling for him. 
 
    But she had. 
 
    He reached for her hand. “Come over here,” he said, pulling her close. “No more snowballs, I promise.” 
 
    “You broke rule number two.” 
 
    “I was in the upper offices in the main building and saw you down there with the pom pom on your hat bobbing around. I couldn’t resist. But I won’t break rule number one or three. That, you have my word on.” 
 
    “There’s a little flexibility on three. You know, if there’s a snowstorm, for instance.” 
 
    “What about the rules for a real marriage?” he asked. 
 
    She stopped in her tracks. “A real marriage?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know: to hold and to have, through better or worse. Wait. Do I have that right?” 
 
    Kayla giggled nervously as he held open the door to a deli. They ordered sandwiches and she saved them a seat by the window while he paid. He was a solid man, a good man. A huge step up, in height, among other things, compared to Bradley. Dallen had been sweet and had gone out of his way when he didn’t have to, but nagging doubts ran circles in her mind, catching her off guard, walloping her when she wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    Could they make it work? It felt like they’d become friends. He knew things about her she hadn’t talked about to other people and she reasoned not too many people knew exactly what happened between him and his brothers or his choice for celibacy. But still, she wasn’t sure she could trust it. Like the northern wind, the thoughts whirled through her mind, freezing her emotions in place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Dallen 
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    Dallen sat down at the table in his favorite deli in town and took a swig of root beer. 
 
    Kayla settled in the chair opposite and placed her handbag on the table between them and fiddled with the strap. She pushed her glasses up on her nose. Her leg jiggled anxiously. 
 
     As wonderful as the kiss they’d shared in the snow had been, his mind had raced with doubts but he kept trying to outrun them. He sensed she was experiencing something similar. 
 
    Kayla blurted, “We hardly know each other.” She fidgeted with the saltshaker, the sugar packets, and the loose pieces of hair that framed her face. 
 
    He caught her eyes and held her gaze. 
 
    They must’ve mirrored his own: awash with fear and uncertainty. What were they doing? What was next? 
 
    The concerns had crossed his mind. They were in uncharted territory: unconventional in the way they’d met, how they’d found themselves in a fake relationship, and then the emotions that sizzled between them and only seemed to grow the more time they spent together. But as robust as they were, so were the doubts. 
 
    “You’re right. We hardly know each other. I suppose we should do something about that. How about a game of would you rather?” He tried to keep it light, easy. His thoughts and feelings were complicated enough. 
 
    She bit her lip and as always looked adorable, even when worried. “Okay, would you rather get one wish or see into the future?” She didn’t ask what was at stake because they both knew: their relationship or whatever it was called that was going on between them.  
 
    “I’ll go with a wish.” Words he’d spoken to his brother, ones he could never take back, echoed from the past. “How about you?” 
 
    “I’d rather see into the future,” Kayla said but her shoulders caved in as though the prospect scared her. 
 
    “My turn. Would you rather eat pizza or tacos for the rest of your life? This is a tough one but I’ll go with tacos. There are so many variations. In fact, if you think about it, pizza is like a flat taco with different fillings.” 
 
    “Or you could say a taco is like a pizza folded up. Pizza being my would you rather choice.” 
 
    “You’d go with pizza? Really?” 
 
    “Have you ever had a slice from Fratelli’s?” she asked. 
 
    “Only every day after hockey when I was in high school. My brothers once challenged me to a pizza-eating-off. They didn’t think I could down a whole pie. Guess who won? Although, they polished one off too. Actually, I haven’t had any pizza from there since.” But he had been there, the day he and his brothers had the falling out—they just hadn’t placed their orders. 
 
    Laughter fought its way from her mouth but then abruptly stopped, maybe because of the shadow he sensed came over him every time he thought about that terrible day. She was quiet for a moment then asked, “Would you rather have kids or puppies?” 
 
    Dallen choked on his soda. “Did you say kittens or puppies or kids and puppies?” 
 
    “Kids.” 
 
    That got serious fast. Then again, so did they. “Can I say both? Can’t we make up our own rules?” 
 
    “I don’t know, can we?” she asked. The corners of her eyes pinched and ripples crossed her brow. 
 
    The question hung in the air. They had made up their own rules, but Hawkins men were good at breaking rules, even the brotherly ones. “If we’re getting serious here would you rather live on the ranch or in town?” he asked. “I pick ranch. You?” 
 
    “If the ranch were an option, I’d—” She stopped herself and wrung her hands. “But, see—” She turned her gaze toward the ceiling. “This is just it. I don’t know what my options are.” 
 
    “It’s just a game. Nothing is actually at stake.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth his pulse thudded in his ears. He knew exactly what they both risked. Their hearts, love, the future. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true.” Her voice was small. “There is a lot at stake but things have happened so fast and I’m not sure I can keep up.” 
 
    “Let’s try,” he said, but she was slipping away from him. “Ask me another. We can get to know each other.” 
 
    “Would you rather talk to your brothers and fix things between you guys or not have them at our fake wedding? What you said about rules, I guess it’s all up to us.” 
 
    His thoughts stopped at the words our. Us. Three letters, two—much like the word no. Those two words held so much potential. But also, so much gravity. They left room for expectations and disappointment. He heard the unspoken no in her voice. When she’d commented about how they hardly knew each other it was like she was saying no to them. Did she want to break it off? End things? 
 
    Kayla’s phone beeped with a text, the food arrived, and Dallen’s thoughts collided, exploded. He needed to be on the ranch, in the open air where he was free and didn’t have to think, no less address complicated emotions. 
 
    The message appeared on the screen and he read it before Kayla had a chance to flip it over. Her mother wanted to host an engagement party at the resort. 
 
    That would mean alerting his brothers. That would mean everything becoming real. If it became real, he could be rejected, publicly, just as his mother had done to his father. 
 
    The sandwiches sat on the table between them and they didn’t meet each other’s eyes. Dallen was afraid she’d see his fear and that he’d see her dismissal. 
 
    “Dallen, what are we doing?” The words echoed then got louder in his mind. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. “Eating lunch?” 
 
    “This.” She gestured between them. “We can’t do this. I can’t remain focused on my future while trying to figure all of this out. I can’t have a career and a relationship. It comes with too many complications.” She stood. 
 
    “I knew it,” he said, rising to his feet. “I knew things would get intense and you’d back out. I let my guard down and—” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Tears filled her eyes. “We have to call it off. I can’t fake marry you. Then what? We’d live fake lives. I have to focus on my career. You have the ranch and the horses. I have so much going on. You do too.” 
 
    “I agree. I don’t want it to be fake. I want something real. You have your career and what I hear you saying is that you don’t have time for me. Even if we went through with it, you’d probably take off, cheat, or break up with me down the road. Better to cut my losses now before it’s too late. I get it, Kayla.” He ground his teeth and his heart hammered. The words were like arrows and hit their target. But it was too late. He couldn’t take them back. 
 
    Before she could say anything to drive the stake deeper into his heart, he strode out of the deli. The wind whipped off the mountain and he put his head down and started walking. He wasn’t sure where he was going but he needed to cool off. 
 
    Kayla was right. Things between them had moved in unexpected directions and they’d moved fast. It would be easier to return to the way life was before she’d bumped into him at the coffee shop and then fell down. But he felt like he’d fallen on his backside along with her. However, it was like he kept falling even though the ground was dry stone beneath his feet. 
 
    He turned down a familiar street and found himself in front of the church where his parents had married and where Kayla said she’d like to have her wedding ceremony. He looked up at the steeple on the building and said, “Aw, heck. Really?” The seeming coincidence wasn’t lost on him. 
 
    As soon as the door closed at his back, the whirling thoughts in his mind went silent. A sense of peace flooded him as he kneeled in the pew. He said his usual prayers but then asked for understanding. He couldn’t make sense of what had happened between him and Kayla. As quickly as their whirlwind romance started, did it end just as quickly? In the deli of all places? Had he imagined their feelings for each other? Was he just meant to live out his days on the ranch, alone? 
 
    All he knew was it felt like a wound had opened in his chest and he wanted to do everything he could to avoid feeling it. But he stayed on his knees waiting for guidance, wondering why it hurt so bad, trying to see his way through it. 
 
    When the bells rang, signaling an hour had passed, he got to his feet. The chores on the ranch needed tending. 
 
    He went for a ride on Genesis, letting Jasper trail them. The Clydesdale had the good sense not to try to flirt with Genesis just then. How was it he trusted his horses but couldn’t trust a woman? It had all happened as he’d expected. Things got too intense and she left.  
 
    But then so did he. 
 
    As the afternoon headed toward evening, Dallen busied himself but he couldn’t shake the sense that something was missing. He was forgetting something important. A chore? A meeting? A call? 
 
    After he mucked the stalls, fixed a broken belt on the tractor, and finished the fence repair he’d started on his birthday, he went inside for a glass of something cold to drink. On the counter, a single cupcake Kayla had baked remained. He fought the urge to pull off the top and bring it to her. But he couldn’t. She’d made it clear she wanted nothing to do with him. 
 
    He was missing her and couldn’t do anything about it but it wasn’t only her that left his heart in shambles. He also missed his brothers. He pulled his phone from his pocket and scrolled through his contacts until he found the name, Tripp. 
 
    The call went to voicemail and Dallen set it on the counter without leaving a message. He picked up the cupcake. It was probably stale anyway. He tossed it in the trash and put the plate in the sink.  
 
    Disappointment, regret, and frustration careened through his mind, sinking heavily down into his chest then stomach. He gripped the edge of the countertop with both hands and let it support him for a moment.  
 
    He didn’t want to be alone, not even if it meant taking risks. Risking his own heart for the people he loved. He knew it then. He loved Kayla. It had happened suddenly and fast and unexpectedly but he couldn’t deny his feelings. He told himself he’d originally agreed to go along with the fake date then fake marriage arrangement because he needed to get married to help out his brothers and fulfill his father’s wishes. It was also because he hated to see Kayla buried under her family’s pressure. However, the real reason was that deep down under his doubts and fears he thought maybe he could make her happy. That she could do the same for him. But she didn’t feel the same way. He sighed at the same time his phone lit with a call.  
 
    It was Tripp. “Dallen, you okay?” 
 
    “No. But that’s not why I called. I heard you’re getting married and despite our differences, I want to congratulate you and wish you the best in your future together.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s big of you. I, uh, I’ve been meaning to call. I’d lie and say I’ve been busy, haven’t had time, but I wasn’t sure what to say, especially after everything that happened.” 
 
    Dallen thought of the blowout they’d had at Fratelli’s. “I was on your side. I didn’t want to go against Dad’s last wishes.” 
 
    “I know but everything fell apart. Remember there was the thing you said about that girl in high school, and you admitted to the prank you and Blake played on me during hockey, saying I deserved to lose.” Resentment laced Tripp’s voice. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you always won and just because you were here first didn’t mean you got dibs on everything.” Dallen’s nostrils flared with anger. 
 
    “If you thought about everything you said before you said it, particularly the one about wishing I was never born, you’d see that there are some flaws in your reasoning. If there was no me, likely, there’d be no you.” 
 
    Dallen opened his mouth, ready to fire back and then started laughing deep from his belly. “What are we doing?” 
 
    Tripp’s laughter filtered through the phone in response. “What are we doing? Picking up where we left off.” 
 
    “Dang, I needed that.” 
 
    “What? To fight with me?” 
 
    “No, to laugh. Everything has gotten pretty serious lately.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end then Tripp said, “You said something was wrong. What happened? If you want to talk about it.” 
 
    Dallen told Tripp everything that happened between him and Kayla. 
 
    When he listed his fifth objection to the relationship, Tripp interjected. “Not all women are Mom. In fact, she’s kind of messed up. You can’t measure other women against her. It’s not fair to them. Trust me, I learned this the hard way and wasted three years without the love of my life. Remember Sadie?” 
 
    Of course, he did. Tripp had been head over heels over the girl. “Is she listening?” Dallen quickly asked. 
 
    “No, she’s inside a bakery. Picking out macarons, croissants, eclairs. I stepped outside to call you back.” 
 
    “Aren’t all of those French?” 
 
    “Very cultured of you, Bro, and yes.” 
 
    “Are you in France?” 
 
    “I am. The city of love, Man. Dad taught us to be rugged but there’s nothing wrong with opening up. It isn’t easy but love is always worth it.” 
 
    They chatted for a few more minutes before hanging up. The conversation left Dallen feeling more clarity than he had in a long time. He and Kayla were both left by people they loved. But that didn’t mean they had to break each other’s hearts. It was worth it to him to try to give it a chance. Not the fake marriage part but the real relationship part. 
 
    It was important to live in the present, but he still had to let go of the past too. He’d lost his family because everyone was too stubborn to express their feelings. He wasn’t going to lose the girl he loved too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Kayla 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Kayla felt crushed. From her mother’s pressure—the text about hosting the engagement party at the resort opened the floodgates and she’d been averaging a text every six minutes. Also, from breaking things off with Dallen. She no longer knew what she wanted other than sitting on her couch forever with a bag of chocolates left over from Valentine’s Day. 
 
    She fell asleep, dreamt of pizza, tacos, cats and dogs, handsome cowboys and a gray sky that felt like it was pressing down upon her shoulders. Then with a beeping tone, it lifted and she opened her eyes. Kayla was still on the couch and her phone was still beeping with messages but it was the next day. 
 
    She was ready to chuck the cellphone against the wall, but the message was from Harmonie. 
 
    Your mother won’t stop texting me about your wedding. I was waiting to talk to you about it because I wasn’t sure how things were working out between you and Dallen. Now I feel responsible. I’m sorry if I added another complication to your life. 
 
    Kayla sniffed back her tears and called her cousin. She launched right into how everything had unfolded. “And there’s no need to apologize. I’m the one who won’t stand up to my mother and I let things get out of hand.” 
 
    “I heard you did stand up to Chloe though.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of Kayla’s mouth. “Where’d you hear that?” 
 
    “The shrew herself. I think she respects you now or something.” Harmonie went on to report Chloe’s version of their encounter on the ranch and how she thought Dallen was the perfect guy for her sister. 
 
    “He was the perfect guy.” Kayla then told her cousin how everything had fallen apart. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Does he make you happy?” 
 
    “He did but that doesn’t last. At the beginning with Bradley, I was happy. Look how that turned out.” 
 
    “Bradley who?” Harmonie asked. 
 
    “My ex? You met him like a hundred times.” Had she misheard? Was Harmonie messing with her? 
 
    “I’ve never heard of the guy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” 
 
    “Although it’s important to learn from our past, especially the mistakes we make, we can’t live there,” Harmonie said sagely. 
 
    “That’s just it, I can’t help but obsess about the future.” 
 
    “And there’s the problem. You spend so much time with one foot in the past and the other trying to find footing where there isn’t any because it hasn’t happened yet, you’re missing out on the present.” 
 
    Dallen had tried to get Kayla to see this as well. “But if I don’t focus on the future, what if something bad happens?” 
 
    “It already has. You broke it off with Dallen before you gave it a chance because you were afraid that he might leave you—take off with another woman or whatever. You need to be able to trust each other no matter what happened in the past with someone else.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “You need to think about what brings joy into your life and do more of that. Did Dallen make you happy?” 
 
    “Yeah, while it lasted.” 
 
    “The only reason it ended is that—” 
 
    “I cut things off.” 
 
    “Exactly. Have you seen that show where people go through everything in their house and ask themselves if it brings joy? You could start right now by focusing on what does that for you.” 
 
    Kayla was silent as the suggestion sunk in. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear. Thanks.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Harmonie.” 
 
    After the cousins got off the phone, Kayla clicked to her playlist of CeCe Sparrow’s best songs and went into a house cleaning frenzy. 
 
    It was well known among her friends that she had a massive shoe collection so she took every single pair out and piled them up in the living room. She put on music and one-by-one asked herself if the shoes brought her happiness, pleasure, or were useful.  
 
    The moment she realized the donate pile was bigger than the keep pile, a knock came from the door.  
 
    Dallen stood in the doorway and tipped his hat at her. She pushed her glasses up her nose. They stood there, staring at each other for a long moment before she stepped aside. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess. I wasn’t expecting you to come by.” 
 
    “I’d say I was just in the neighborhood but…” He glanced around at the piles of shoes and the other cleaning projects she’d started, leaving the condo in disarray. “You could just hire someone to clean or I would if you want me to. Help you, I mean.” 
 
    She suddenly feared he was about to say he’d do anything for her. She heard Harmonie’s voice in her head, asking her why she was afraid of that.  
 
    Because she worried she’d give up her passions, her life, her friends, and everything else like her mother did—if Irene ever had any of that to begin with.  
 
    Because she feared his promises would be false, like Bradley’s.  
 
    Because she didn’t want to feel the pain that came from having a broken heart or the emptiness that followed. 
 
    Doubts crowded her mind, forming piles like the stuff surrounding them. Her chest felt tight and her mouth dry. 
 
    “Kayla, I thought we could talk. Try to fix things.” 
 
    “We didn’t really give things a chance—” 
 
    His eyes lit up and filled with hope as CeCe Sparrow sang about second chances in the background. 
 
    “Let me finish. We didn’t give things a chance to become something that could break so it’s better we just move on.” Each word spoken made her ache but it was what had to be done in order to spare them both future heartache. 
 
    He sunk back. “What about my birthday, when we kissed, the conversations we’ve had?” 
 
    Panic made her chest tight and her limbs light, like she was floating, disconnected. 
 
    He reached out for her and for a moment the intensity in his face made her hope he’d kiss her, to remind her of what they’d shared.  
 
    “I realized something. I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    That was the offer she feared most. It came with the highest stakes. She held her hand out between them. “You’d do anything? What if I asked you to leave and not come back?” It was like she’d turned on herself, on them, but she couldn’t stop it, didn’t know how, and was afraid if she did, shed’ lose him anyway. 
 
    Dallen straightened, nodded, and then taken aback said, “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He walked away. 
 
    She stood there stunned, reeling from what she’d done. Once wasn’t Enough, easily CeCe Sparrow’s most heart-wrenching song, played in the background. 
 
    Tears trailed down Kayla’s face. She didn’t want to turn him away but she couldn’t lose herself, at least not until she found herself. 
 
    The song changed and Kayla’s tears dried as CeCe sang her girl power anthem, “Girl, pick yourself up again. You can be born again, each day is new, a new you. Wash your face, open the door, show them all there’s something more. The same mistakes aren’t your destiny. I won’t give them the best of me. I’ll do it my way and they’ll see how strong I can be.” 
 
    Kayla remembered when she fell at the café, the day she met Dallen, how he extended his hand but she helped herself to her feet. She knew then there was something she needed to do before she could accept him or anyone else in her life. It didn’t start with Bradley, but like CeCe said, that wasn’t her destiny. She gave away her power even before he came along and she was about to get it back.  
 
    Kayla picked up the phone and dialed her mother. Irene answered on the first ring. 
 
    “We have to talk.” 
 
    “Of course, I was thinking of going with a spring theme for the engagement party and—” 
 
    “Mom, these calls and incessant texts have to stop.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m just trying to make sure everything is perfect for your big day.” 
 
    The room spun then realization landed. 
 
    “I don’t want perfect. I want real.” 
 
    “Oh, you want real? Okay. How about I give and give and give to you but what do I get in return? Nothing. That seems pretty real.” Irene’s tone was ugly, accusatory. 
 
    “I never asked for anything other than your love and support after Gran died.” 
 
    Irene plowed on. “What about the horse lessons, the new clothes, the—” 
 
    “That was Chloe. I borrowed books from the library, used school supplies to draw, and babysat to earn money for cupcake baking supplies. But I’m going to ask for something right now. Stop trying to make everything perfect and go find a hobby. Or I could teach you to bake cupcakes, ski, or you could read a book for goodness sake. You’ve spent my entire life berating me and pressuring me because you don’t have something else to focus on. I’m not your project.” 
 
    Irene was quiet for a moment. “I’m sorry you feel that way but have you set a date yet?” 
 
    Kayla felt like screaming. “No.” There was that word again. The one she was so used to saying. “Just. No.” She was about to hang up. 
 
    Her mother said, “Wait.” Her voice shook. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Irene exhaled. “I spoke to your brother the other day and he’s been getting help with some of his stress from the war. He, uh, thought I should see someone too. Not because of the war but, well, you know.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea, Mom.” 
 
    A beat passed. 
 
    “Kayla, I’m scared.” Her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Who I am without being a mother and wife.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. Not of being that but to be that. But we can’t control everything no matter how hard we try to plan.” Kayla wasn’t sure where that bit of wisdom came from but as she looked around at the piles of shoes and other junk, she realized Harmonie didn’t mean for Kayla to clean her actual house but rather symbolically let go of her old beliefs. “I guess, we just have to figure out who and what makes us happy and try to do our best to pursue them despite the unknowns.” 
 
    “You know what used to make me happy?” Irene asked around a sniffle. “My mother, your Gran, and I used to make jewelry. She learned how because she couldn’t afford to buy her own so she taught herself beading techniques then moved on to working with semiprecious stones.” Irene lost herself in reverie as Kayla’s fingers found the necklace she always wore. Maybe her mother was jealous Gran had given it to her or because her mother felt she needed to sacrifice something she enjoyed so much to be a good mom. 
 
    “I’ll let you know about any future marriage plans but, in the meantime, why don’t you make an appointment with that therapist then go get some jewelry making supplies.” 
 
    “I like that idea. Thanks, Kayla.” 
 
    She didn’t expect her mother to help her but in a way she had. So had the piles of shoes. It was time for her to step foot onto a new path—one that made her happy in which she pursued her dreams even though their future success was unknown. Her dream was to have a cupcake shop. 
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    Arriving early at the resort, Kayla asked to talk with her boss and put in her two-weeks’ notice. She’d keep her job at the Hawk and Whistle but needed to free up her mornings like a proper baker and start making magic in the kitchen. She wasn’t exactly sure of her plan but baking cupcakes made her happy, she had a good camera, took decent photos, and would figure it out without micromanaging every little thing like her mother or stalling because she was afraid. 
 
    At the end of her shift on the slopes, a snowball flew toward her. It broke apart against the evergreen tree beside her. She scowled and looked around but didn’t see Dallen or a Yeti suspiciously lurking about. Her phone beeped with a text. She reflexively cringed but checked anyway. It was from Dallen.  
 
    Would you rather have a hot dog or salad for lunch? 
 
    She was hungry and definitely not for a hot dog. When Harmonie revealed Bradley’s status update after he’d left and that it involved a girl from a hot dog stand, she’d lost her appetite for hot dogs forever. It was lunchtime though so she walked toward the lodge that sold salads. At the window, the server passed her a salad in a plastic container. Her phone beeped again.  
 
    Would you rather dine inside or eat al fresco? 
 
    She was overheated from wrangling the kids on the bunny slope and still needed to clear her mind. On the map to the property, there was a gazebo with a caption that said great for dining al fresco or watching the world go by. Little touches like that were what made the Hawk Ridge Hollow Resort special along with the lantern-lit paths, the attention to detail in the resort, and of course the slopes themselves. 
 
    She walked to the gazebo, wondering what Dallen was up to but the notes sparked something inside her. If she could find the courage to pursue her dream, could she open up to him?  
 
    She sat down and ate her lunch while watching the world go by. It was peaceful and gave her time to think about opening a cupcake shop. When she set her fork down the crunching of boots on snow made her look up.  
 
    Dallen approached carrying a paper cup. He had a long stride and the way he carried himself revealed his strength and power. Seeing him out of context sent a little shiver through Kayla. She’d kissed that man. He’d held her hand. They’d talked about having a life together. His lips had been on hers. Something had ignited between them. 
 
    When he reached her, he held out the cup. “Rule number three.” 
 
    Their fingers brushed and she melted a little. 
 
    “I’m sorry things went too fast. That we didn’t—” 
 
    Kayla held up her hand to stop him from saying more because she needed him to hear what was on her mind. “We could’ve done things differently. But all we have is right now.” 
 
    “In that case, will you take a walk with me?” 
 
    She glanced down at her boots, thinking of how she’d sorted through her old shoes and her old beliefs. “Sure.” 
 
    His hand caught hers and he said, “So we don’t fall.” 
 
    It was then she was sure that she’d already fallen. “What’s wrong with that?” she asked. 
 
    He smirked. “I suppose I’ve already fallen,” he said. “But I’m not sure where I’m going to land.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s okay if we don’t know. Well, there is one thing I’d like to know. Will you forgive me for saying I didn’t want you in my life because I do. Very much. You make me happy, Dallen.” It was like the weight of the entire sky and all the years she’d spent lamenting her breakup and what it meant for her future lifted. 
 
    He smiled. “We went along with the pretense of everything being fake between us because we were both afraid to admit we felt something real. I had to ask myself why. I suppose I was afraid if I let myself feel that it could all just disappear.” 
 
    “It could,” she agreed. 
 
    “Or it could turn out wonderfully.” 
 
    She smiled. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    They’d entered a wooded path lined with evergreens and were quiet for a few moments and then Kayla told Dallen about giving notice at work and the prospect of making a go at baking and opening a cupcake shop.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking too. Remember how I mentioned I wanted to open up the ranch to guests, have a café and everything. I’ve been meeting with lawyers and the board at the resort. We found a way I can move forward with updating the ranch. What would you think about starting there?” 
 
    “You mean for my cupcake shop?” 
 
    He nodded and stopped, turning to her. They’d reached a little clearing. 
 
    “But don’t you have to get married in order to make changes on the ranch?” 
 
    A gentle breeze gusted through the evergreen boughs. The birds chirped and the air smelled like spring even though there were patches of snow on the ground. In fact, there was a pile of snowballs stacked in a pyramid. 
 
    On the top, something shiny glinted. Dallen led Kayla over to it. Her eyes widened.  
 
    “You kind of chipped away at my frosty exterior—” 
 
    “I’d say you were gruff.” 
 
    He smirked. “You showed me what’s important and melted my heart.” His eyes sparkled. “We haven’t done anything conventional so far, but this time I’m asking you properly and for the right reasons.” 
 
    The words lit her up within. “I was afraid of the unknown, of my future, but then I realized whatever comes, I see you in it,” she said. 
 
    “We can take things as slow as you’d like, play would you rather day and night, and get to know each other. There’s no rush. I just know I want you in my life for as long as I live.” 
 
    Her lips blossomed with a smile but she held up her finger. “In that case, I have one rule.” 
 
    “Only one?” He flashed his flirtatious smile. 
 
    “We have to trust each other.” 
 
    “I can get behind that. But so you know, I talked to your parents earlier. I had to ask them something important.” Then Dallen got down on one knee and plucked the glittering diamond ring from the topmost snowball. It was, in a word, a rock. A huge, shiny, sparkly gem. “Will you marry me, Kayla?” 
 
    Her hands flew to her mouth but she didn’t want to hold back anything she was going to say. “My answer has been no to a lot of things in my life. But this time I say yes. Yes, let’s take things slow. Yes, let’s play would you rather. Yes, let’s get to know each other. Yes, let’s bake cupcakes, ride horses, and dream big and be brave. Yes, Dallen. I will marry you.” 
 
    He slid the ring on her finger and rose to his feet, clasping her jaw in his hands and planting his lips softly on hers for a kiss.  
 
    She lifted onto her toes and kissed him back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Book 3 in the Rich & Rugged Series, Resort Getaway with a Bodyguard, features Blake Hawkins and the famous singer Cece Sparrow.  
 
    She needs an escape, but will he be the one to rescue her? Read chapter one below. 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Cece 
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    Cece Sparrow had always hit the right notes. As a famous singer and songwriter, it was her job to tap into emotion, translate it into words, and let the sound flow. Her smoky vocals dug deep on the verse then ranged to the upper octaves on the musical scale as she belted out the chorus. 
 
    Except for that day.  
 
    Except for that week. 
 
    If she was honest with herself, her energy and sound had started to flag six months previous and had only gotten worse as the glue that held her life together dissolved.  
 
    She tried to warm up her vocals in the car on the way over to the recording studio but she sounded flat, out of tune, like a bullfrog. “Ah, ee, ah, oh, croak.” She tried not to think about the driver who was probably laughing to herself. 
 
    She’d managed to wrap up her tour and the few smaller, more intimate venue slots her manager had scheduled. She’d shown up with a smile at all the press interviews, the signings, and the extra promotion. That’s what her fans loved about her. That she was always there, going above and beyond, posing for the hundredth selfie with near-hysterical fans, signing her name on all manner of things—from album covers to journals, to broken arm casts, to actual skin (the person wanted her signature as a tattoo).  
 
    Cece had promised to always remember where she came from and how hard she’d worked to get where she was—chart-topper, media darling, and doing what she loved every day. 
 
    At that moment she stepped out of the black SUV, wearing a hat and sunglasses—her attempt at being incognito. 
 
    The moment she stepped onto the sidewalk the cameras started flashing. Just as she expected, the shutters suddenly stopped. There was a pause, an intake of breath as though everyone from the paparazzi to the fans who’d gotten wind of her visit to the recording studio that day gasped. 
 
    Then the frenzy erupted as she scurried into the studio amidst shouts, questions, and a few lamenting wails. 
 
    When the door was securely shut behind her, she waited for it to repeat, minus the flashing of cameras. It was the first time she’d been in public since that fateful day. 
 
    Cece’s team and entourage held their collective breath as she took off her sunglasses and hat. 
 
    Her manager’s mouth fell open. 
 
    The eyes of the girls who styled her for camera-ready perfection bulged. 
 
    A woman who’d only recently joined the team studied her planner as if an answer to the question everyone was too shocked to ask was printed there. 
 
    Her vocal coach pressed his lips together. The music studio, a place created for sound, was absolutely silent. 
 
    “You ready, Cece?” the studio engineer asked.  
 
    Her eyes drifted over everyone in the room but no one else said a word. No condolences. No inquiries if she was alright. No question about why and where her second most valuable asset was gone. 
 
    She wasn’t ready, but she stepped into the vocal booth anyway. 
 
    Cece once told herself that whether she had one person in a signing line or one-thousand, each one of them was important and worthy of her time. She’d vowed that no matter how famous or popular or in demand she got, it was always about the fans—the faithful people who bought her albums, attended her concerts, and sang along with every song. 
 
    In fact, the attention, the cheering, and the voices rising up in the arena were what fueled her. She’d get off stage, buzzing with energy that lasted until the last fan left the venue. She didn’t have a family so they became like one for her. 
 
    Growing up, she didn’t have much but was told she had the voice of an angel and that her smile was golden. When she’d left Cecelia Stevens behind and became Cece Sparrow, she was born anew and pledged to honor her gifts. She used them to entertain and bring joy to people’s lives. They weren’t hers to squander. For all that, she said a prayer of gratitude every day. That was what pushed her to keep going. 
 
    But that day she was tired and it wasn’t because of the many facets of her job. It wasn’t even that she had to fulfill her studio obligations and get at least three songs down for the new album as part of her contract. It wasn’t that she’d hardly slept in the last nine days or fielded questions from intrusive paparazzi any time she transitioned from events to vehicles to the studio. The disguises weren’t the exhausting part. Nor was working with her trainer to keep her stamina up for her next tour. 
 
    Cece Sparrow felt herself disintegrating, the threads of herself unraveling, and the grip she had on her life slipping away as she slid into a kind of darkness and desperation she’d never before known. 
 
    It had been seven days since her sister had died.  
 
    And Cece was a mess.  
 
    But there was no rest for the rich, famous, and in-demand popstar. There was no pause button. No moment to grieve. She felt like she was coming undone. As she sang into the mic, she was beginning to sound that way too. 
 
    “How about trying it one octave higher,” the sound engineer called from behind the mixing board. 
 
    Standing in the vocal booth, she gave it a go. 
 
    The noise that came out of her was akin to a roomful of cats mewling. 
 
    The sound engineer fiddled with the board. “Okay, let’s see what it’s like now.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and sang the lyrics to a song she’d written ages before about a boy she’d had a crush on. The words were stale in her mouth. “Garbage,” she muttered under her breath. She knew it and everyone else in the room probably did too. She prided herself on her natural voice. Recordings were done without autotune or special effects. That was another thing her fans loved about her. She was real. 
 
    But when her life got too real, when she did something she couldn’t undo, she wasn’t entirely sure the extent of their support. There were rumors that she was going crazy, that she’d lost her edge, and that she had a substance abuse problem. She did not, but other pop stars had publicly unraveled in a similar way and the paparazzi were quick to fan the rumor flames. 
 
    “How about we try again tomorrow,” the guy in the booth said. 
 
    She didn’t want to let anyone down. Despite wanting to hang her head, she lifted her chin and exited the vocal booth wearing a smile. 
 
    The usual entourage waited in the lounge, some averting their gaze while others openly stared as if by straining their eyes hard enough things would go back to normal. Cece had tried that too, but it was too late. Her life would never be the same. 
 
    But her hair would. “My hair will grow back,” she blurted to the room at large. However, she wasn’t entirely sure her voice would return. 
 
    With a thin smile, Lauren, her manager, said, “Of course it will.” She tapped her tablet and as though skipping over or denying Cece’s bald head. “You have a six-p.m. appearance at a skincare launch followed by dinner with Jaxon at Copa.” Her gaze flitted above Cece’s eyes to the fuzz atop her head. 
 
    Cece fought the urge to self-consciously brush her hand across it. When she’d gone to Serena’s bedside during those last hours, she’d shaved her hair in solidarity with her sister, whose locks had been even more thick and shiny than her own. Serena’s hair thinned and then she lost it. Removing her hair was a way for Cece to feel connected, to try to absorb some of the pain her sister was experiencing. However, she knew it was no use. 
 
    She imagined right then and there that shockwaves rippled across the country, spreading to the international news as photos emerged on social media and on websites. But Cece wouldn’t offer more of an explanation, which would only open the doors to speculation. She gave her fans a lot, but her sister’s fight with cancer was a private matter. There wasn’t much that was personal in her life except one thing, or rather, person. While Cece thrived in the spotlight, her sister preferred to live an anonymous life.  
 
    Serena was always present but never photographed.  
 
    She had her opinions but was never quoted.  
 
    She lived behind the scenes while Cece took center stage. 
 
    In the studio lounge, the team whispered and exchanged loaded looks as Cece stood there without the comfort of her hair. 
 
    “As always, making headlines,” Lauren said, flashing a website post on the screen of her tablet. “I’m getting lots of notifications. Care to comment?” 
 
    Cece shook her head. Her manager knew her status when it came to anything having to do with Serena. 
 
    She tsked in disapproval. Lauren was of the mind that any publicity was a good thing but was often eager to feed the news cycle even if it meant pushing past privacy boundaries. 
 
    The voices in the room increased in volume as they read news banners and comments. Just as Cece suspected because the pop star didn’t give the details the paparazzi demanded, rumors circulated. She overheard lines like Cece Sparrow has gone nuts, shaved her hair off in a drunken rage, or lost a dare at a drug-fueled party and the sudden disappearance of her hair were the consequences. 
 
    The only thing Cece ever drank was water or tea. The only drug she’d ever taken was Aspirin and a prescription for bronchitis once. The sisters had seen the effects of substance abuse first hand and had sworn off that way of life. 
 
    Lauren passed Cece a pile of papers. More fan letters. “I fielded the hate mail and the most recent threats. You know, it would help if you wore a wig.” 
 
    But that wouldn’t erase what she’d done or what had happened. She couldn’t get her sister back. She’d shaved her head when Serena neared the end because more than anything, she didn’t want her sister to feel alone. Not the way she did as she stood helplessly by and every moment since her sister had drawn her last breath. 
 
    “I should go,” Cece said, feeling like she was losing her grasp on her composure. Despite all the speculation, she’d never publicly unraveled, shed a tear, or did anything to indicate she wasn’t okay. 
 
    She shoved on her sunglasses and a hat—typical disguise even before Hair-Gate as everyone in the room was calling it. With a wave to her manager, she whisked outside to the waiting SUV. 
 
    The familiar clicking of camera shutters and flashes followed her to the vehicle along with calls of, “When are you going to let your hair grow back?” 
 
    Another asked, “What’s it like being bald?” 
 
    There was also, “Did your record company really cancel your deal because you shaved your head?” 
 
    She ignored every single comment. She’d give her fans her attention. But not them. The paps had become vultures, were ruthless and dishonest. She’d learned that the hard way. 
 
    As usual, the traffic in Los Angeles was thick. Seated in the backseat, she checked in on her social media accounts.  
 
    She gave her fans access to most aspects of her life. Everything, in fact, except for her sister, per Serena’s request. 
 
    She posted a quick story, letting them know that her time in the studio was fabulous and she couldn’t wait to share the new material with everyone. 
 
    Only, there wasn’t any new material. She was in a drought. She felt empty. Dried up even though she knew she had tears stored inside. It wasn’t unusual for her not to cry. The Stevens girls were strong because they’d overcome so much. When they’d finally stepped away from their old lives, in their own ways, they’d left the sadness behind. As it was, they’d already shed enough tears for a lifetime. 
 
    Back home, Cece got ready for the skincare line event. She’d rather have canceled but was committed. She smoothed her fingers along the dark rings under her eyes.  
 
    Lizzie, her makeup artist, bustled in to conceal the signs of her inner distress and exhaustion. She tied up her long blond hair in a bun—her usual look while working. She assessed the singer-starlet with a careful eye. 
 
    Cece stared at the blond bun, wishing her own long, brown locks were still atop her head and wishing Serena was still by her side to style it. 
 
    Lizzie clicked her tongue, likely because Cece’s gray eyes, normally one of her best features, didn’t do her any favors in terms of highlighting the signs of sleeplessness. “Girl, what am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “Make me look acceptable.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to say make me beautiful, but you are already.” 
 
    “We both know that’s not true,” Cece croaked. 
 
    As Lizzie primed and concealed, she knew what her client referred to and didn’t miss a beat. “It’ll grow back and that hole in your heart will fill in. For now, it’s a time to be sad.” She tilted Cece’s chin and met her eyes. “I’ve been making up your face since you got your first advance and I haven’t stopped, which means you haven’t either. You hustle and grind. But you need time. You need a break.” 
 
    Cece sighed. She was right but that wasn’t possible. She had commitments and knew if she did stop, if she did allow herself to be sad, she’d actually fall apart and there was no one left to help her pick up the pieces. 
 
    As Lizzie swiped eyeliner across Cece’s eyelids, she said, “I know you’re going to say that you don’t have time to get away or even take a staycation and just—” She shrugged. “I don’t know... But you need it.” 
 
    However, Cece did know what Lizzie meant. She’d done it before. The word started with the letter G and rhymed with the word leave. The thought of grieving terrified her because it pointed to what she’d lost and how very final it was. 
 
    “My calendar is full,” Cece said weakly. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been around long enough to see that as much as you have—money, fame, whatever—it comes with its own kind of stress and overwhelm. You’ve never taken a vacation in all six years you’ve been at this. Sure, you’ve gone to Mexico and toured the world, but you were always…How can I put this? On, ready for your fans, putting yourself out there. I should know. I was along for the ride. Now, I know this isn’t a time to merrily go off galivanting through Paris or wherever, but—” She paused her blush brush and met Cece’s eyes again. “You need a break or you might—” 
 
    Cece knew what the word to end the sentence was as well. Break. But her phone beeped with the song she’d programmed for her boyfriend, Jaxon, interrupting them. 
 
    “Were you still planning on coming to Copa tonight?” he asked without saying hello or inquiring about how she was. 
 
    Something inside her shrank a little as she replied. Deep down, she wanted to hear him use a term of endearment. She yearned to tell him she wasn’t okay and then hear some reassuring words. However, Jaxon wasn’t that kind of guy.  
 
    She and Serena had loved the movie Princess Diaries and promised each other they’d marry the man who made their foot pop during a kiss, like in the famous scene that referenced the romantic element from classic love stories. Once upon a time, she’d met that man, her foot had popped, but he’d dropped off the face of the earth, which meant he obviously hadn’t felt the same way, leaving her back at square one. But not for long. Cece was resilient and became what Serena called a serial dater, always looking for a replacement for the guy they’d dubbed the foot-popper. She dreaded being alone. Conveniently, because of her fame, she easily avoided it. 
 
    Cece and Jaxon were supposed to have dinner then go to a club that had recently opened, featuring him as the special guest DJ. Instead, she longed to curl up in sweats, fuzzy socks, and watch Princess Diaries.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jaxon droned on about the producer he’d met. 
 
    Jaxon had been there for her through Serena’s decline, sort of. After she’d gotten the call nine days previous, she’d rushed from the concert in Indiana to the hospital in Los Angeles. He was in New York, recording his debut album and hustling every night at as many clubs as he could to get in front of fans. She knew the drill. There was no rest for the aspiring musician. Of course, dating her had given his career a boost and she was happy to help. She knew what it was like to taste success and tried to pay it forward because she was grateful for the many people who’d helped her along the way. 
 
    She didn’t tell him that Serena didn’t care for his personality and probably preferred he wasn’t there, but she could’ve used the support herself—someone to hold her after she’d left the hospital with a shaved head and filled with fear yet feeling an emptiness that she hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The hot-Hollywood couple got along well enough. She’d even coined his DJ name DJ aXon. He’d started shortening it to just DJ X. However, during the long hours in the hospital, she’d started to realize he was a place holder boyfriend while she waited for the one to make her foot pop. 
 
    After she and Jaxon hung up, Lizzie lifted her downturned lips. She wasn’t on team Jaxon either. Then she stood back, surveyed her work, and said, “All done. You look perfect as always.” 
 
    Cece’s hand floated to her head. 
 
    “If you change your mind and want to get away, let me know. My cousin has a place in the islands. I think you’d like it there.” 
 
    Cece nodded and thanked her for everything then hurried to the awaiting car. The next several hours she spent at the skincare line event were grueling. Sure, her skin was glowing, but the spotlight seemed to be on her head itself, notably the top of it where there was no hair. 
 
    “What’s it like being known as The Hair and not having any?” a model with jet black locks asked while she mingled. 
 
    Cece was nicknamed The Hair and there were even rumors she’d had it insured, which wasn’t true.  
 
    An actress smiled at her and talked to her about everything except her missing hair even though her green eyes didn’t leave the fuzz above her forehead—only drawing more attention to its absence. 
 
    The guys steered clear of her and not only because she was attached to Jaxon. 
 
    She was relieved when it was finally time to leave and meet him for dinner. As the sun set on the early summer evening, the flashing bulbs and shouting paparazzi followed her to the waiting SUV. She was tall and strode passed them, keeping her chin lifted. Early on in her career, she’d felt like a model on a runway as she’d cruised past. Lately, she rushed against a gauntlet to safety. The paparazzi were relentless, some shoving the cameras in her face to get up close photos, intimidate her, or capture for themselves the fact that she really did shave her head. 
 
    “Are you going to meet DJ aXon?” one called. 
 
    Another said, “What does he think of your new look?” 
 
    Her manager reached for the handle to the door to open it for her when a paparazzo shouted, “Why’d you make yourself look like a cancer patient?” 
 
    Cece went still. Her muscles tensed. Her eyes brimmed. She gritted her teeth, turned, glared, and said, “Get. Over. It.” Emotion punctuated her every word. Get over losing Serena. 
 
    She’d never responded to their comments, calls, or questions. In the silence of the vehicle as it sped away, she realized that she wouldn’t get over it for a long time, possibly forever. 
 
    She took deep breaths, pulling herself together before entering the restaurant. On the way in, more members of the gossip-media-machine called to her, but she ignored them. 
 
    Cece waited five minutes, which turned into ten. Then twenty. Jaxon was often late, but like her, he was busy. She took the time to catch up on her social feeds and saw that her comment quickly made digital headlines. The Hair says to ‘get over it.’ There were already hundreds of comments and speculation from users, followers, and fans. 
 
    Her phone beeped with notifications then Jaxon’s text alert song came on. She silenced it quickly while reading his message. Can’t make it tonight. Can’t get over it. 
 
    Cece’s mouth dropped open with confusion and agitation. She quickly replied. What’s that mean?  
 
    Things between us have been off for a while now, like the last six months. You’ve been different.  Or maybe it’s me. I need to figure some things out. If it means anything, I miss you and I already miss your hair. 
 
    The shrinking feeling inside that had taken over collapsed in on itself like a supernova. You’re breaking up with me? 
 
    He answered, Yes. Good luck, Cece. X 
 
    Where she expected to feel angry or sad over the sudden split, she just felt empty. Nothing could fill the vacancy of losing her sister. In a fog, she swept out of the restaurant past the waiting paparazzi. The flashbulbs burst and her eyes blurred.  
 
    Once in the SUV, the driver maneuvered into traffic as she stared at the text exchange. Sure, she had great hair, but it was just hair. It didn’t define her, but maybe she’d let it. Or perhaps Jaxon was a heartless jerk. 
 
    Her head flopped against the seat and she closed her eyes. What she found echoing, throbbing, flashing there, wasn’t only the upset from the sudden breakup or the hurtful question the paparazzo asked. It was her answer and all that it meant. 
 
    Get over it. 
 
    The SUV suddenly jerked to one side, swerving. The driver, nearly out of breath, said, “Sorry, Miss. A car veered into our vehicle.” 
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