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      Jake Sumner didn’t need to look at the clock to know it was late. Of course, if he moved from being the Chief of Staff to a California State Senator to that of a United States Senator, things would only get worse. He could kiss sleep goodbye.

      When he and Todd Douglas had started Todd’s campaign for the state senate, Jake had been fully on board with the plan. He’d loved the work and believed in Todd’s platform. The senator might be the consummate politician with his charisma and charm—Lord knew Jake had seen the man work a room when they were studying at UC Berkley together—but Jake knew in his heart Todd could do a lot of good for the people of California.

      Lately, though—

      Jake didn’t finish the thought. If he let himself wonder if they were really making a difference, he wouldn’t get through the next few days of negotiation on a bill their constituents needed.

      He stretched his neck, trying to ease his nagging headache. His mother had tried to get him to take her yoga class the last time he’d been home to Colorado. He was beginning to think he should have given in. Maybe it could have helped him cope with the incessant ping his computer made every time a new email or message crossed his desktop.

      He picked up his phone and looked at the latest of three messages from Todd’s legislative assistant. As the senator’s Chief of Staff, Jake dealt with the people in the office more than the senator at times.

      Today was one of those times. The legislative aide for Senator Carrington, head of the Senate finance committee, had reached out to their legislative assistant. Carrington’s people were threatening to cut funding for a finance bill Jake and his staff had painstakingly drafted to ensure tens of thousands of California citizens kept their insurance. Senator Carrington wanted a guarantee that Jake’s boss would vote no on the climate change bill, a move that could very well lose Todd the next election.

      Of course, this was all complicated by the fact that Jake and Todd had recently created a behind-the-scenes exploratory committee to study the feasibility of Todd running for the US Senate.

      Jake stopped mid-text at the sound of his doorbell. If he found any of his staff on the front steps, he’d lose it. He shoved back his chair and left his phone on the desk.

      A glance through his peephole showed an older woman with graying hair, maybe in her late sixties, standing on his porch. She kept looking over her shoulder, nervously watching for something or someone behind her. Jake’s peephole didn’t allow him to see far enough to know if there was someone coming up behind her.

      “Yes?” he asked as he swung open the door.

      She stared at him for a few seconds, eyes narrowed, accentuating the wrinkles around her blue eyes. She studied his face as if trying to place him. Her own face washed ashen and she pressed her thin lips together in a white line.

      He took a step toward her, looking over her shoulder to be sure no one had been harassing the woman or causing her trouble. “May I help you?”

      Again the woman glanced over her shoulder.

      Jake spotted a car parked in front of his townhouse. A small girl, maybe four or five, leaned against the passenger-side door. She stared down at the ground, clutching a stuffed animal, her long, wavy dark hair falling forward, covering her face.

      Jake ran a hand through his own hair, thankful he could keep his unruly curls cropped short.

      He glanced from the girl back to the woman in front of him. Maybe they were selling Girl Scout cookies or something. “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested,” he said, although he tried to gentle his tone. He wasn’t sure he succeeded.

      The woman sucked in a deep breath and stared up at Jake, her hands shaking.

      What the hell? A sick feeling rolled through him, cramping his gut.

      Years of working in politics had honed his skills at sniffing out catastrophe. He could taste the acrid smell of disaster all over this, even before the woman spoke.

      “Are you Jacob Sumner?”

      Jacob? Only his mother called him Jacob, and that was only when he was in trouble.

      Jake stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind him. “Who wants to know?”

      Again, the woman glanced back at the girl.

      He followed her gaze.

      As if sensing their observation, the little girl raised her head and stared directly at Jake, a hesitant smile forming.

      He sucked in a breath, his gut clenching tighter. This was worse than a disaster.

      The little girl’s hazel brown eyes locked with his. A dimple on her right cheek sprang to life as she tossed her dark wavy hair over her shoulder.

      It was like looking in a mirror.

      When he didn’t return her smile, hers quickly faded, and she stuffed two middle fingers in her mouth, sucking hard. It was a gesture he’d seen in his childhood pictures.

      He swallowed hard, not needing to hear the words that came next to know they were true.

      “My name is Phoebe Howard,” the older woman said calmly. She nodded behind her. “That’s my granddaughter, Rebecca. We all call her Becca.”

      Jake stared at the little girl who looked so much like him it was uncanny. His mouth pressed in a firm line as he clenched his jaw tight. This couldn’t be happening. He knew better than to show any emotion.

      “My daughter was her mother.” The woman spoke softly.

      Was?

      “Jennifer,” the woman said quietly. “Or Jenni. That’s what all her friends called her in college.”

      Jennifer? Jenni? He thought back in his memories. The name didn’t ring a bell. He shook his head.

      “She attended U.C. Berkeley,” the woman went on.

      A painful buzzing rang in Jake’s ears.

      “She belonged to Chi Omega sorority,” she said, rattling off facts as if to jog his memory. He had none.

      “She once told me you were part of Sigma Phi Nu,” the woman said.

      “I was,” Jake admitted, still trying to remember a Jenni from his past. It wasn’t like he was a man whore in college, but he’d definitely gotten around. Could he name all the girls he’d slept with? Probably not. “What did you say your last name is?”

      “Howard,” she repeated softly.

      Jennifer Howard. Jennifer Howard. Jenni Howard.

      “Jenni,” he said quietly to no one in particular. “Jenni Howard.”

      He hadn’t thought of her since college, mainly because they hadn’t really dated or even gone out. They’d hooked up once at a frat party. His frat party. In his frat room, he remembered that. And only because they’d joked about her last name.

      He’d asked if she was related to Ron Howard, the actor turned director. She laughed and said no, she didn’t even know who he was.

      That stupid joke had led to more talking, a few drinks, a lot more laughing. Before he knew it, they’d gone up to his room.

      Jake stared out at the little girl by the curb. She was still sucking ferociously on her fingers as she clutched the animal tighter.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      The woman leaned in, her voice barely audible. “We believe you’re Becca’s father.”

      No. No, no, no.

      This wasn’t happening. She was lying.

      The porch light burned brighter, seeming to heat the small area, even though Jake knew that was unlikely. It was probably his own damned panic attack that was making him feel like a volcano, ready to explode. Sweat beaded across his forehead, droplets sliding down his back. He thought he might vomit in the hedges.

      “I’m sorry, what?” he choked out, still unable to believe what this stranger had just said.

      “Rebecca,” she said, glancing over her shoulder before returning her gaze to him. “Rebecca is your daughter.”
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      Lina stared at herself in the mirror. Wearing a white button-down shirt and black dress pants she definitely looked the part of a banquet server—drab and boring, just like her boss, Maggie Sumner wanted. Okay, in fairness to Maggie, they were going for neat and unobtrusive, but that just came out to dull and boring in Lina’s book.

      Lina filled in at the Lodge at Canyon Creek, doing odd jobs here and there as the owner needed. The lodge was one of her many part-time gigs. Some said she had commitment issues, but in reality she bored quickly. It was easier for her to work odd jobs than to lock herself into one thing and then get into trouble when she started to feel restless.

      Lina surveyed herself one more time in the mirror, pulling her long dark hair into a ponytail. She ran her fingers over the bright blue tips that would still be visible, but from the front at least, she would meet Maggie’s requirements. She supposed she could put it into a bun that might hide the colored pieces better, but what was the fun in having colored hair if you didn’t flaunt it? It was her one act of rebellion. Okay, so maybe she had more than one, or so her mother would say.

      “Want something to eat, Candy?” came a deep voice from down the hallway as she stepped out of the bathroom. “I’m making pancakes, eggs, bacon…” Her roommate Cam’s voice trailed off.

      She and Cam lived in the house their friend Dak owned. Her family hadn’t been happy about her living with two guys but she hadn’t let that stop her. The place was gorgeous, with blonde hardwood floors, deep mahogany trim and chrome and glass accents. Her bedroom was on the second floor, the guys each had a room on the bottom along with the living room, kitchen and dining room.

      Brenda Cooper, the local real estate agent, stopped by at least once a month to see if Dak was ready to sell. Of course, Lina wasn’t totally convinced Brenda’s visits weren’t just an excuse to see Dak. Most women openly ogled the firefighter. As a former Air Force Pararescue Jumper and two-time college All-American football player, even she had to admit Dak was hot as hell. Funny thing was, he’d never done it for her, whatever done it meant. She was beginning to forget.

      Her roommates were both firefighters and EMTs working in Vail. They made the drive since their small town of Canyon Creek, Colorado, only had a small fire department. From the moment she’d met Dak and Cam on the slopes, they’d been more like family than romantic interests. Something her mother and half the town still refused to believe.

      “Candy?” Cam called again.

      Lina laughed at his nickname for her. He said she was hot enough to be a stripper and actually came up with a stage name for her. Candy Kane. It was a reference to the scary movie Cam loved, Joy Ride, which she couldn’t stand. She hated scary movies

      Just to give him shit, one night when they were all drunk, she’d told Cam she’d actually been a stripper back in New Jersey where she was from. His mouth had hung open for a solid minute before she’d shoved a banana in it. There were times she regretted that story, like now, when he called her Candy. But secretly she loved it too.

      “No thanks,” Lina said, “I’m working a luncheon at the lodge. I’ll probably eat there.”

      She came forward and wrapped her arms around Cam in a hug. “Good morning,” she said tipping her head back to look at him.

      He leaned down and kissed her forehead. It wasn’t far to bend. She was a tall woman.

      “You sure you don’t want something before you head to the barn?” He asked, flipping his spatula with a cocky grin.

      The Wedding Barn, or The Barn as most people called it now, was a special venue on the same property as the Lodge at Canyon Creek. Originally crafted to hold weddings—since the owner Valerie Sumner was such a romantic—the venue was now used for a multitude of things.

      Lily Sumner and her mother, Sally, the town’s baker, often called on Lina to help out at the barn when a staffer was sick, like today.

      Thanks to Lily—Valerie’s entrepreneurial niece and an event planner from Denver—the barn hosted business parties, birthday or anniversary events, and once even a party celebrating a cat’s twentieth birthday. Lina could understand that one. She loved her cats, Duchess and O’Malley, affectionally named after the characters from Aristocats, one of her favorite Disney movies. She would gladly throw her fur babies a party when they reached that age.

      Lina didn’t mind helping out at the lodge, if she was available. She’d always lend a hand to the Sumners, as she did with many of the business owners in town. They’d been nice to her and her family since they’d moved to Canyon Creek six years ago.

      “You sure?” Cam asked, holding her gaze, his brow quirked. It was hard to believe anyone would turn down his world famous pancakes.

      “Thanks,” she said kissing his cheek. “I’ll eat later.”

      “Okay,” he said, flipping another pancake on top of a stack that looked like it was ready to topple over. “But don’t say I didn’t offer. Not sure they’ll be any left after Dak wakes up.”

      She glanced down the hallway. “So what’s up with the pancakes this morning? There’s no one else down there, is there?” She nodded toward his room.

      Cam chuckled.

      If a lady was lucky enough to receive pancakes made by Cameron Delgado the morning after, it meant he’d had a good time with her the night before. There were many nights Lina was thankful that her room was upstairs.

      Lina looked down when she felt Duchess and O’Malley winding through her legs in their typical morning feed-me performance. The cats were technically hers but all of the roommates took care of them and it wasn’t uncommon for them to sleep downstairs with Cam and Dak. They’d sworn her to secrecy anytime she caught them nestling up to her feline friends.

      “Don’t let them fool you,” Cam said, glaring at the cats. “I fed the beggars already.”

      Lina gave the cats a mock gasp and she would have sworn Duchess smirked in response.

      “Breakfast?” Dak asked, walking into the kitchen with a groggy look in his eyes. “What’s the occasion?” He glanced over at Lina, pointing a finger at her then to Cam. “Wait. You two didn’t sleep together, did you?”

      “Eww,” Lina groaned, wrinkling her nose. “That would be like sleeping with my brother.”

      Dak shrugged and sat at the table.

      “Nope. I didn’t sleep with anyone last night,” Cam said. “Except Cupcake.”

      Cupcake was Cam’s stuffed armadillo he’d purchased on a layover in a Texas airport when he’d taken a trip home. Lina still didn’t know why he named the armadillo Cupcake and didn’t ask. He’d originally purchased the animal for his newborn niece, who he was going to see. But he said he’d fallen madly in love with the creature on the final leg of his flight.

      It now went with him whenever he flew. Cam didn’t enjoy flying much and the stuffed animal showed the effects. Lina had stitched Cupcake back together many times.

      Cam smiled, sitting the stack of pancakes in front of Dak. He returned to the stove, flipping bacon over in the pan. He was a master cook, thank God.

      Even though Lina’s father owned two Italian restaurants in town, she could barely boil water for pasta. Her grandmother would kill her if she found out Lina didn’t make pasta by scratch.

      “Just thought you could use some hot cakes,” Cam said.

      Dak stabbed four pancakes and dumped them on his plate. “For the millionth time, they’re not hot cakes, they’re pancakes.”

      “Well, when you sleep with a hot woman and make her pancakes the next morning, they become hot cakes.” Cam waggled his brows. “Am I right?”

      Lina stared between the two. “I swear you guys argue like two men in a relationship.”

      Dak’s fork froze halfway to his mouth, syrup dripping on his lap.

      “They call that a bromance,” Cam said, smiling.

      “What the hell is a bromance?” Dak asked, shoving the food in his mouth.

      “It’s when two guys are besties, outside of the sheets only.” Cameron walked over and tugged a napkin from the holder on the table, dropping it onto Dak’s lap.

      “Thanks, mom,” Dak mocked. “And as long as you’re never inside my sheets, we’ll be just fine,” he said through a mouthful of pancakes.

      Cam stood, one hand on his hip, the other wielding his spatula. “You’re not my type, Dakota Hansen.”

      “Why?” Dak asked, actually sounding offended.

      “First, you’ve got too much,” Cam pointed to Dak’s middle, “junk.” He glanced over at Lina. “And he’s too…” Cam hesitated and looked Dak up and down. “Burly. He’s too burly, and hairy for me.” Cam shuddered.

      Lina laughed.

      “Screw you,” Dak muttered, shoveling more hot cakes into his mouth. “Like you could get me.”

      Lina stepped closer and wrapped her arms around Dak’s neck. “For what it’s worth, I know for a fact all the ladies in the tri-county area think you’re hot as hell and would gladly have you inside their sheets.” She kissed the top of his head and laughed, squeezing him tight.

      Dak patted her arm. “Thanks,” he said, unimpressed. “I think.”

      Lina studied both men. “You guys give any more thought to doing that Hot Men with Hoses calendar that Devlin Darby is doing? It benefits volunteer fire departments like Canyon Creek’s.”

      Devlin Darby was a local photographer engaged to Max Sumner, a retired NFL football player. Anytime Max and Dak got together, the talk always turned to football, the game they both loved, and missed.

      Devlin was pregnant, with twins, and miserable already to hear her talk. Lina had to admit the woman was really large. Which was one of the reasons she’d refused to marry Max, much to his dismay. Devlin said she didn’t want to look like a whale walking down the aisle. Max said he didn’t want his children to be illegitimate. They were both stubborn as mules and Lina couldn’t wait to see who won the fight.

      She grabbed her purse off the back of a dining room chair. “Okay, guys, I’m off.”

      “You ever going to get a real job?” Dak asked over his shoulder. It was his usual question anytime she left for one of her part-time gigs.

      “You ever going to get rid of that perpetual scowl on your face?” she hollered back.

      “Probably not,” he answered.

      “Me neither.”

      “Don’t bully her,” Cam said. “Everyone knows she has commitment issues.”

      Lina pulled her purse over her shoulder and let it fall across her chest. “I don’t have commitment issues. I have a short attention span.”

      “Same thing,” Dak grumbled.

      “Hey,” Lina dug in her purse for her keys, “you guys are still coming to the meeting at the library about the highway expansion, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Cam said, waving her off as he sat down at the table. “We’ll be there. We took off.”

      “Good, don’t forget,” she said. “The ladies of Canyon Creek tend to support whatever you guys do. And I need the support on this one.”

      The Colorado Department of Transportation was proposing a highway expansion that would cost millions of dollars for taxpayers and impact their community, both environmentally and financially. The town seemed divided, some businesses excited about the increased traffic, including her mother and father. Lina wasn’t sure it was the best thing for the town, hence the tension between her and her parents right now.

      Of course, there were a lot of things her mother and she didn’t see eye to eye on, only one of many reasons she didn’t work at either of her family’s restaurants.

      “Have a good day,” Cam shouted.

      “You, too,” she hollered over her shoulder.

      “Oh, and don’t forget to take out the recycling please.”

      Dak grumbled.

      She waggled her fingers and scooted out of the front door, excited about seeing her friends at the lodge.

      Despite what the boys said, she wasn’t a commitment-phobe. She just hadn’t found her passion in life. She loved helping people, and Canyon Creek was filled with good people, especially the Sumners. For now, that was enough.
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      Jake sat in the rental car as it idled, staring at his mother’s house—his childhood home. Had it been a good idea to return to Canyon Creek, Colorado? He’d always loved growing up here but right now he truly didn’t know which way was up.

      Since finding out he was a father, his mind had become a jumbled mess. His emotions were all over the map. He was angry he’d missed so much of his daughter’s life, hurt she’d been taken from him, scared to know she was counting on him now.

      “Are we there yet?” A small voice from the back seat startled Jake.

      Jeez, he’d already forgotten his daughter was with him. What kind of father did that make him?

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      Becca was leaning to the side, trying to peer out the passenger window. If he’d heard the question once, he’d heard it a thousand times since they’d made the long trek from the airport in Denver to Canyon Creek.

      “Yes,” he said, turning off the car, “we’re here.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out of the car, walking around to Becca’s side. He opened the door, not surprised the five-year old had already unbuckled herself and was half-way out of the car seat.

      “Becca, the man at the rental company said you shouldn’t unbuckle yourself.”

      She stared at him like he was an idiot, something she did a lot since he’d met her two weeks ago. “We’re not moving, Jake.”

      Her matter-of-fact voice was amusing. It was as if he were hearing himself talk. What could he say to that? Nothing. As usual, this little girl robbed him of words.

      “Well, just promise you’ll never do it while the car is moving,” he said.

      Her lip curled up and, again, the stare of idiocy washed over her face as she shook her head. If anyone had asked him a month ago, he would have thought five years old was a long way from being a teenager. He wasn’t so sure anymore.

      She moved to hop out of the seat but couldn’t get around the side arm.

      He laughed to himself when he thought back to the nightmare at the rental car facility. Dumbly, he’d opened the front passenger side door for Becca as though she could sit there with him. Both she and the representative scolded him and informed him of her need for a specialized seat. Apparently when it came to kids, he was dumb as dirt.

      Thankfully the employee had a spare car seat. And even more thankfully, the guy knew how to install it and strap Becca in. There had been so many rules about how the seat was supposed to be fitted, and how Becca should be fastened in. All his life, Jake had felt pretty secure in his intelligence.

      Until he met his daughter.

      He slipped his hands under her arms and lifted her out of the car, lowering her to the ground with ease. “Let me get our bags and we can go inside.”

      The move served to remind them both how awkward they were with each other. He wanted to wrap his arms around his daughter and hug her tiny frame to him. He wished she would put her arms around his neck and squeeze.

      Neither of them did anything like that.

      Becca stood beside the car and stared at the house. “This is where you grew up?” Her voice held a sense of reverence.

      Jake looked at his parent’s home. He’d never really stopped to think of it as something to be in awe of.

      His father had been an architect and had designed a beautiful home for his family. Jake took in the majesty of Canyon Creek Mountain in the distance and listened to the faint sound of the running waters of the creek just a few hundred yards away.

      “It’s really pretty.” Becca said. “And big.”

      “Yeah,” Jake had to agree. “It is.”

      He moved to the trunk and pulled out both their bags, smiling when he grabbed Becca’s. It was covered with various Walt Disney characters, none of whom he knew. As a twenty-seven-year-old single male with five older brothers, why would he? To say there had been a lot of testosterone in his house would be putting it mildly.

      Three of his five brothers had moved back to Canyon Creek permanently after their father’s death just over six months ago. They were helping run the Lodge at Canyon Creek, his mother and father’s “retirement project.” It was a nearly 30-room hotel that also boasted a wedding barn and an outcropping of individual cabins.

      Jake thought back to his father, a larger-than-life man loved by more than just his family. Losing him had been a shock to the entire community.

      At the young age of fifty-five John Sumner had dropped dead of a heart attack, something no one saw coming, least of all Jake.

      His father had been his hero growing up. Someone he fashioned his own life around. John Sumner had been intelligent, loyal and most of all compassionate. And Jake missed his father every day.

      “I can get my own bag,” Becca said, taking the luggage from his hand. “I don’t want you to scratch it.”

      She sounded like a snooty socialite at an upscale hotel. And she was only five. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cower at this little girl.

      It was moments like these he could really use his father’s advice. Thankfully, he knew his mom and brothers would be here for him right now. That was the reason he’d decided to return home. To contemplate the future, regroup, and make some hard decisions. He’d always found solace on Canyon Creek Mountain and hoped he’d find some answers here this visit.

      Jake led the way to the front door, glancing over his shoulder.

      Becca struggled with the bag over the cobbled-stone walkway, her brows furrowed, lips pressed in a tight line as she concentrated.

      “You need help?”

      “No,” she grunted, yanking on the handle. She was stubborn but determined, just like him. The thought made him smile.

      He stopped at the front door, not sure whether he should knock or just walk in.

      “What’s wrong?” Becca asked, slipping up beside him.

      He stared down at her. At over six feet tall, Jake felt like a giant next to Becca.

      She lifted her head, her hazel brown eyes that were identical to his own staring up at him, huge and round. “Aren’t we going to go in?” She cocked a brow and nodded toward the door.

      Just as he reached for the handle, the door opened wide.

      His mother stood on the other side. She wore jeans, a loose-fitting T-shirt, and a warm smile. With her shoulder-length silvery blonde hair and smooth complexion, she looked like a woman half her age.

      “Jacob,” she said, stepping out and squeezing his neck. “I’ve missed you.”

      He wrapped an arm around her slender waist. “I’ve missed you too, Ma.” And he had. He hadn’t realized until that exact moment just how much.

      She released his neck and stepped back, turning her attention to Becca. Jake noticed the moment his mother registered the resemblance. She drew in a slow breath, that was almost normal, but the widening of her eyes told him it was anything but.

      Her gaze moved to Jake then back to Becca. “Hello,” his mother said, smiling with affection at Becca. “I’m Valerie, Jacob’s mother.”

      Becca stared up at him, brows furrowed. “I thought your name was Jake.”

      “It’s a nickname,” he said. “Just like Becca is a nickname for Rebecca.”

      “That’s a beautiful name,” his mother said, squatting down so she was eye level with Becca.

      “Thank you,” she said politely. “My mom said only special people get two names.”

      His mom glanced up at him then back at Becca. “That’s very true,” she said, nodding.

      “Do you have two names?” she asked his mother.

      “Well, sometimes people call me Val, but not all the time.”

      Becca’s lips pursed as if she were trying to figure out a puzzle. God, the girl was intriguing.

      “What do you want me to call you?” Becca finally asked.

      His mother stared at Becca with the same expression, as if it was hitting her she was a grandmother. “What would you like to call me?” she asked.

      “Well, technically, you’re Jake’s mom and my Grammy says that Jake’s my dad, so that would make you my other grandmother.”

      The girl was only five but talked like she was fifty. Jenni’s mother, Phoebe Howard, had shared a little of Becca’s story. She was basically a child prodigy, reading at the age of three, already doing simple math, and spouting off words a lot of college-aged kids couldn’t pronounce.

      “Grammy is your other grandmother?” his mom asked.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a nickname for grandmother.”

      She nodded. “Does Jake have a Grammy?”

      That was an interesting question and, as with most things where his daughter was concerned, he had no idea where she was headed.

      “He did. He had two, but they both died.”

      Becca’s face went still and Jake feared she was thinking of her own mother’s death.  “Oh,” she said quietly, looking up at him.

      Before Jake could figure out what he should do or say in the situation, her attention turned back to his mother. “What did Jake call them, before they died?”

      “Well, he called my mother Mee-Maw and he called his father’s mother Nana.”

      Becca stood staring just beyond his mother as if trying to make a life-or-death decision. “I don’t like either of those.”

      Valerie glanced up at him, eyes wide, biting back a smile.

      Jake shrugged, wanting to say, Welcome to my world. It’s been a little startling lately.

      “Okay,” his mom said, standing, “we can think of something later. For now, you can call me Valerie.” His mother held out her hand to Becca.

      “Or Val?” Becca asked.

      “Val’s good too.”

      Becca nodded and slipped her petite hand into his mother’s. “It’s your special name,” she said.

      “Very special,” his mother said, “just like you, Becca. Come on, let’s go inside, it’s cool out here.”

      Becca smiled up at his mother as if she’d known Valerie Sumner her whole life, as most people did. His mom had that effect on people.

      In that moment, Jake knew he’d made the right decision to come home.
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      Jake followed his mother and Becca into the house.

      “Jakey.” His Aunt Sally’s voice rang through the house. “Did I really hear Jake’s voice?”

      “Hello, Aunt Sally,” he said through gritted teeth, glaring at his mother. He’d told her he didn’t want a big audience when he and Becca arrived.

      “Sorry,” she shrugged.

      Sally Sumner was his father’s younger sister. John had raised her and their brother, Mark when their parents had been killed in a car accident. The siblings had been just teenagers at the time, and his father had dropped out of college to return home. It had been a selfless act on his father’s part, but that’s who John Sumner was.

      Aunt Sally made her way toward them, stretching up on her tip toes to squeeze his neck. She was so small, he laughed. She finally released him and stepped back to stare him up and down. “You’re too skinny. Even more than last time I saw you. Come to the bakery and I’ll fatten you up.” She patted his stomach.

      Jake chuckled. She said the same thing almost every time she saw him. His aunt owned The Sweet Stop, the town’s only bakery. She also ran the small café inside their family’s lodge. She catered for the barn now that that was open, which meant she was run ragged as much as he was.

      He smiled down at his aunt. “Well, you’re just as beautiful as ever.” And she was. Even in her fifties now, Sally had golden blonde hair and a trim figure that made no sense, as much as she baked.

      “And who is this beautiful doll?” Aunt Sally squatted down in front of Becca just as his mother had.

      Becca stuck out her hand. “I’m Rebecca Anne Howard,” she said matter-of-factly. “But my friend’s call me Becca.”

      Aunt Sally tilted her head and gave a small grin. “Well, I know we’re not friends, yet,” she added, “but may I call you Becca? I have a feeling we’ll get there.”

      Jake snorted to himself. Her words belied it but he could hear the nerves in her voice. His aunt was unsure of herself, which was an unusual state for Sally Sumner. He understood. Becca knocked him off his axis, too.

      Becca studied his aunt for several moments before finally responding. “Yes, you may.” She graced Sally with a small smile.

      Aunt Sally slipped her hand into Becca’s and they shook once, both nodding as if they’d just made a life-long pact.

      Oh Lord, peas in a pod. He was screwed if these two joined forces.

      Jake noticed his Aunt Lisa standing just beyond the perimeter of the small group. Lisa was his Uncle Mark’s wife. His two aunts were opposites in every way, but best friends, along with his mother. Together, the three of them had done more damage in the town than he and his five brothers combined ever had.

      Aunt Lisa stepped forward. “Hey, Jake.” She smiled, giving him a hug.

      “Hey, Aunt Lisa.” He squeezed her back. “How are you?”

      She glanced down at Sally and Becca. “Better than you’re going to be with these two in cahoots, I think.” She laughed.

      He had to agree.

      “How’s Uncle Mark?” he asked. He hadn’t seen his uncle since his brother’s wedding.

      “He’s good, busy but good.” She smiled but Jake could see it was strained.

      He squeezed her shoulder and smiled.

      She kissed his cheek and patted his hand

      “Well,” Aunt Sally said, “it’s nice to meet you, Becca. I’m Sally, Jake’s aunt, which makes me your aunt, too.”

      Becca wrinkled her nose and studied Sally. “You don’t look like an ant.”

      “What do aunts look like?” Sally asked.

      She pinched her thumb and forefinger together. “They’re small and have more legs.”

      The group laughed.

      Becca scowled at them all.

      Jake bit his lip to get his laughter under control. This girl may be less than four feet tall but she packed the personality, and probably the punch, of a world-class wrestler.

      Aunt Lisa squatted next to Sally. “I’m sorry,” she said to Becca, her tone genuine, not the babying voice a lot of people used with young kids. “We didn’t mean to laugh at you, Becca. May I call you Becca?”

      Becca’s scowl remained.

      Jake honestly had no idea what the hell to do. Should he discipline Becca, make her respect her elders? Or did he apologize for laughing?

      Aunt Lisa went on, unfazed by Becca’s expression, unlike him. “Sally didn’t mean an ant that crawls on the ground. She meant a person, a title. Your aunt.”

      Becca’s scowl fell, replaced by a look of pure confusion.

      “Did your mother have any sisters or brothers?” Lisa asked.

      Becca’s eyes fell to the floor and she shook her head. “I forgot about that kind of aunt. I don’t have any, but some of the kids at my school do.”

      That’s when Jake remembered that Becca’s mom had no brothers or sisters. She’d been an only child. It was why her grandparents had taken custody of her after Jenni died.

      Sally waved her hand in the air. “Toe-may-toe, toe-mah-toe, it doesn’t make a hill of beans.”

      Becca sucked in a breath. “That’s a bad word.”

      Sally raised a brow. “What? Beans?”

      “No,” Becca said.

      “What then?” Sally asked.

      Becca leaned in closer. “Hell,” she whispered. Her eyes darted up to Jake as if he would reprimand her. Should he? He had no idea.

      He watched everyone bite back a laugh. They were all learning quickly.

      “Well yes,” Aunt Sally said, “hell is a bad word.”

      Jake laughed silently. Hell was a regular word for his aunt, tame even. She and his brother, Max, cursed more than sailors on shore leave. He shuddered thinking of Becca around all his brothers.

      “And if you ever hear me say it, I’ll pay you a quarter,” Sally said.

      Becca smiled as if she’d just thought of an evil plan. “My mom used to pay me a dollar.”

      Jake thought back to Jenni. If he remembered correctly, she’d been a quiet girl, not one to cuss much. But then he hadn’t known her well. Obviously, if she’d never even told him she’d been pregnant. The thought still infuriated him.

      Aunt Sally narrowed her eyes and stared at Becca like she was a cop and Becca a criminal under investigation. “She paid you a whole dollar for saying swear words?”

      Jake wasn’t sure it was a question or a comment.

      “Well,” Becca twisted the ear of her bunny, “sometimes. But not all times.”

      God, Sally was good. Of course, she was. She’d raised six girls all on her own so she could see through Becca’s story.

      Sally raised a brow. “All right, a dollar then. Shake?” She held out a hand. “Although I’m pretty sure your Uncle Max is going to go broke.” They all laughed.

      “Uncle Max?” Becca stared up at him.

      “Max is my brother,” he said. “That makes him your uncle.”

      Becca nodded as if things were starting to make sense. Bless her heart, her life had been turned upside down, too. Sometimes Jake forgot.

      Becca smiled, a look of relief washing over her face as she turned her focus back to Sally. “Deal.” She and Sally shook hands.

      Aunt Lisa glanced up at him, an expression of, I feel sorry for you, etched on her face.

      “Who is this?” His mother pointed to the purple stuffed rabbit Becca carried, thankfully changing the subject.

      Jake rolled his eyes at the story he knew his mother was about to hear. This was worse than the swear jar Becca had told him about the first time he’d dropped an F-bomb in front of her.

      “This is Dog,” Becca said, squeezing the stuffed rabbit tighter.

      His mother looked from Becca to him.

      He nodded toward his daughter. This was her story, and he couldn’t wait to see his mother’s reaction.

      “But,” his mother hesitated, “he’s a rabbit.”

      “I know,” Becca said as if his mother was an idiot. Thank God it wasn’t just him.

      “So, why do you call him Dog?” his mother asked.

      Becca stroked the animal’s head. “Because he’s a boy rabbit.”

      His mother stared at Jake in confusion.

      He just smiled, remembering the story he’d already heard.

      His mother was shaking her head, bemusement in the gesture. “And so why does that mean your rabbit’s name is Dog?”

      Becca stared up at his mother. “Because my mom said all men are dogs.”

      His mother’s eyes went wide.

      Sally snorted. “Yeah, they are,” she said under her breath.

      “Sally.” Aunt Lisa swatted at her.

      “What?” Becca stared up at all of them in confusion.

      “Nothing honey,” Sally said, standing. “Why don’t we take you and Dog outside so you can see the mountain?”

      Becca glanced up at Jake, waiting. Crap, was this one of those parenting things he needed to approve? He needed to say something. “Um, sure,” he said, shrugging. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Becca slipped her hand into Sally’s as she dragged her suitcase behind her.

      “I love your suitcase,” Sally said.

      They all looked at the small case. It was covered with several Disney princesses with the words ‘Dare to Dream’ written across the top.

      Up until two weeks ago, Jake could barely tell the difference between Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. But thanks to his daughter’s obsession with the franchise, he now knew almost every Disney character by heart.

      When he should have been studying bills up for vote by the California legislature, he’d been watching Beauty and the Beast again and again. If he had to hear the title song one more time, he thought he might vomit. He almost groaned out loud just thinking about it.

      “It’s very pretty,” Aunt Lisa added.

      “Thank you,” Becca said, relinquishing her hold on the handle, which surprised Jake.

      That was one thing he had to give Jenni and her family credit for, they’d raised a very polite girl. She said “please” and “thank you” in all the right places.

      “Belle is my favorite princess,” she said, looking up at the women. “I love Beauty and the Beast.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it,” his mother said.

      “You’ve never seen it?” Jake and Becca said in unison, their voices pitched to the same level of shock.

      His mother’s eyes went wide. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’ll have to show it to you sometime, Val,” Becca said.

      He groaned.

      The girl tapped the top of her luggage. “I have it in my suitcase if you want to see it later.”

      “Oh, God, she brought it with her,” he mumbled.

      “I would love to do that.” His mother smiled bigger than he’d seen in a long time. She actually looked excited.

      Becca laid the suitcase on its side and popped it open, quickly finding the video. God help them all.

      “One of the joys of parenthood.” Sally laughed, coming up beside him.

      Jake glanced down at his aunt, who was nearly a foot shorter than him. “What’s that?”

      “Watching crap-ass movies and TV shows so many times you think you might puke. Over and over and over.” She rotated her wrist like a rolling wheel.

      He laughed and glanced at his mother and Becca. Becca was explaining the plot of the movie while his mother listened with rapt attention.

      Sally was right, repeatedly watching the same show was like ice picks through the skull to Jake, especially little girl movies. But if it brought such joy to his mom, and Becca, he’d endure. She’d already been through too much at the tender age of five, and his mother was still trying to cope with his father’s death.

      “I wanted to be Belle last year for Halloween,” Becca said.

      “Oh, I bet you made a beautiful Belle,” Aunt Lisa said.

      In an unusual display of shyness, Becca stared down at the floor and kicked one shoe on top of the other.

      Aunt Lisa gently touched her shoulder. “What’s wrong, dear?”

      Becca didn’t look up and her voice held the thickness that came with tears. “My Mommy was going to make the dress, but…”

      Jake stepped forward. Not that he knew how to help her, but he should do something, shouldn’t he?

      “Well, come on,” Sally said, reaching out and taking Becca’s hand to distract her. “The mountain awaits. And my daughter, Holly, is a fashion designer in New York. She can make you any costume you want this year.”

      Jake wasn’t sure what to do—comfort her, allow her to cry over her mother? Who the hell knew?

      “Really?” Becca asked, staring up at Sally like she was Walt Disney in the flesh.

      “Yep, true story. Come on, let’s go see the mountain,” Aunt Sally said before Jake could step in. “Your dad can put up your suitcase later.”

      Becca’s smile fell as she jerked her hand away from Sally.

      The fact that Becca had a father was still new to both of them, and obviously a concept she was still uncomfortable acknowledging.

      The only father figure the girl had ever known, Becca’s grandfather, now had Alzheimer’s. Recently his symptoms had taken a turn for the worse. Jake had suggested to Phoebe that he take Becca for a few weeks while she looked for a facility that could help her care for him.

      Jake would probably never fully understand the intricacies of fatherhood, but if Becca truly was his, he’d have to start sometime. It seemed like taking her to Colorado would give them the chance to figure out what they were to each other.

      Jake squatted before Becca, taking both hands into his. They’d sent off samples for DNA testing so they had something to file with the courts. It still made him seethe to think that Jenni hadn’t put his name on Becca’s birth certificate.

      What if her parents had died before her? Becca could have ended up in foster care and he wouldn’t have even known to look for her.

      “Remember what we said, Becca?” he asked. “I wasn’t there when you were born,” he placed two fingers against her small chest and tapped lightly, “but I’ve always been here, in your heart.”

      She looked down and stared at his hand for several tense heart beats before finally lifting her gaze, holding back tears. “And so is my momma, Grammy says,” she whispered, more as a question than a statement. “In my heart.”

      “Always.” He smiled. “She’ll always be in your heart no matter what. Even on days when you miss her, she’s always here.” He tapped her chest again. “And so am I.”

      She nodded once but he could see the doubt in her eyes. Thankfully she seemed pacified, for now at least. She’d had some moments where her anger seemed to get the best of her, but he was beginning to realize mood swings were normal for a child her age. At least, that’s what the blogs he’d found said.

      Jake stood and glanced around the room at the women staring back at him. They were all wiping their eyes.

      “Come on, sweetness.” Aunt Sally clasped one of Becca’s hands while Aunt Lisa grabbed the other. “Your grandma,” Aunt Sally stumbled, “well…uh, Val has a big fire pit outside. We can make s’mores later if your dad says it’s okay.”

      Becca glanced back at Jake then to his mother.

      This was so confusing, for all of them, but especially for his daughter. His daughter.

      “Did you know your,” Sally paused again, “Jakey used to run around outside howling to the moon like a crazy person when he was your age. When we asked him why, he said he was a werewolf.”

      “What’s a werewoop?” Becca said. She couldn’t always pronounce her F’s correctly in spite of her ability to read. It usually happened when she was tired or upset he’d noticed.

      “Well, a werewolf is a really hairy guy,” Aunt Sally said “It’s a man who turns from a man to a wolf and back again.”

      “Jake is pretty hairy.” Becca nodded.

      His aunts chuckled. “I bet,” Aunt Sally said, glancing over her shoulder and giving him a wink.

      He watched the three disappear through the back door before turning to face his mother, breathing a heavy sigh.

      “Oh, Jake,” she said quietly, taking him into her arms.

      He squeezed her tight against him. “I’m sorry for being such a little shit growing up.”

      She laughed and didn’t even scold him for cursing.

      “She’s beautiful,” she said, pulling back. “She looks a lot like you.”

      He nodded, staring out the back door. “She does, especially when she gets frustrated.”

      He laughed and told his mom about the time he’d tried to paint with Becca at her house on one of his early visits with her. She couldn’t get the lid off the red jar so she’d chucked it across the room. The container hit a picture on her grandmother’s wall and almost broke it. They’d stared at each other in disbelief then Jake had burst out laughing. Completely inappropriate response for a parent, he knew, but he could understand her frustration. It had been a learning moment for him when her grandmother walked in and scolded them both.

      His mom laughed. “Sounds just like something you’d do.”

      He turned to face her when she went silent.

      “Have you gotten a DNA test?” she asked.

      He nodded. “The results are due soon but, I mean, look at her, Ma.”

      “She does look a lot like you, but there have been stranger things. When you called a few weeks ago you sounded like you didn’t even remember her mother.”

      “I started to remember her when I saw pictures of Jenni at Phoebe and Steven’s house. She and I met at a frat party but honestly, I don’t remember much about her. I know that makes me a total asshole.”

      She cocked a brow. His warning.

      He laughed. “Sorry, Ma. Just calling it like it is.”

      “How did Phoebe know to look for you?” she asked.

      Jake drew in a long breath and blew out another heavy sigh. “Apparently Jenni had a memory box that Becca liked to play with. It had old photos and letters and things. There was a Polaroid picture of the two of us we’d taken at my frat’s annual Halloween party. We’d both signed and dated it for some reason, and I guess Jenni kept it.” Jake hesitated, seeing if his mother could figure out the rest.

      “And?” she asked.

      Guess not. “And, when Becca took the photo to Phoebe, she did the math and realized the timing could have been right for me to be the father. Plus, Jenni had mentioned me a few times to her mom. She never told Phoebe I was the baby’s father though, but eventually, with the picture and our resemblance, Phoebe made the connection.”

      “How did Jenni die?”

      “In a car accident. Drunk driver hit her. She died instantly. Phoebe said Becca was supposed to be with her but Jenni had left her at home with a sitter because Becca wasn’t feeling well that day.”

      “Oh, my goodness.” His mother clamped a hand over her mouth. “That’s awful, Jake.”

      “Yeah it is. It’s only been a year.”

      “How’s Becca been?”

      “Phoebe said she has good days and bad days. She saw a therapist for the first six months but got bored.”

      His mother studied him and smiled. “I can understand that.”

      “Apple and tree?” he asked.

      “Something like that.” She hesitated again, something he wasn’t used to from his mother.

      He cocked his head. “Just say it.”

      “Do you want her? I mean, long-term.”

      “I never saw myself having a kid, you know. At least not anytime soon.”

      His mother remained silent. Of course. She probably didn’t know what to say. She had six boys back-to-back by the time she was his age. She had been born to be a mother.

      “But the bottom line is,” Jake said, “Phoebe doesn’t really have any options. That’s why she finally reached out to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Phoebe and Steven were older when they had Jenni. Jenni was an only child so Becca has no aunts or uncles. Phoebe was an only child so there are no great aunts or uncles on that side, either.”

      “What about Steven’s family? Have they been involved?”

      “He’s already in his early 70s and only had one sister who died almost ten years ago.”

      “Goodness.” His mother shook her head. “There’s been a lot of death in that family.”

      Jake nodded. “If she’s mine, I’ll take her.”

      His mother narrowed her eyes.

      “What do you want me to say, Ma? Should I raise another man’s kid? Would that be fair to Becca if I wasn’t her dad and I didn’t do what I could to find him? To let him know?”

      “None of this has been fair to Becca,” she said.

      Jake’s shoulders slumped, remembering the pain Becca must be going through, her entire world turned upside down.

      “It sounds like all she has left is you, Jake.”

      It was the truth. Phoebe was searching for a health care facility for Steven as his Alzheimer’s progressed, but until then, she was sole provider for both her aging husband and Becca. Anyone could see the woman was worn to the bone. That was the reason he’d suggested a “vacation” of sorts.

      Although now wasn’t the best time to leave the senator.  None of the bills they were working on would wait while he got his personal life sorted out. As it was, he’d had to stop on the drive here several times to answer questions from the people in his office who were left handling the bill currently being debated.

      “What is it?” his mother asked.

      He shook his head. He didn’t want to dump all his issues on his mom. It was one thing back when he was working on things he believed in and was passionate about. But lately, the Senator was shifting his stance on things too easily for Jake’s taste.

      Senate staffers had to add a number of provisions to the insurance bill that watered it down. At this point, Jake was killing himself just to see that they salvaged some of what it would do for their constituents. He was beginning to wonder if it was worth it.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. Pulling it out he saw the call was from Phoebe. “Hey, Phoebe, I’m sorry I forgot to call you to tell you we made it okay. We just walked in a few minutes ago and Becca’s settling in fine.” I hope.

      “That’s all right,” Becca’s grandmother said. “I know you’re not used to having to check in with people.”

      There was one thing Jake had learned for sure in the last two weeks: Phoebe was a wonderful person. Taking guardianship of Becca without letting her sorrow at losing her only child—all while caring full-time for a husband who was slowly deteriorating from a gut-wrenching disease—yeah, that made her a saint in his book.

      “So, how was the tour of the first place?” he asked. He and Phoebe had talked a lot about what she was hoping for in a facility for Becca’s grandfather.

      “Not good, I’m afraid. Steven had a melt-down. The staff were very kind, but I had to bring him home before we could see much of it.”

      “I’m so sorry, Phoebe.”

      “What are you going to do?” She laughed but there was no humor. He could hear the ache in her voice. “I married him for better or for worse.”

      This definitely counted as worse, Jake thought.

      “We had a lifetime of betters,” she said. “This is the least I can do for him now.”

      Well, hell. What did he say to that?

      “Is Becca there?” she said. “I just wanted to say hello.”

      “She’s outside with my aunts. If you want to hang on, I can get her.”

      “No. no. Don’t disturb her, I’m sure she’s having a good time. Being from three generations of only children, Becca will have the time of her life with you and your large family.”

      “I hope so,” Jake said.

      “Thank you for giving me some time to sort things out with Steven.”

      “Thank you for letting me have her.” Jake tried to reassure her. He didn’t want Phoebe thinking Becca was a burden to him at all. He had heard a hitch in her voice and he couldn’t help but think she might be stifling a cry. “I’ll have Becca call you as soon as she comes back inside.”

      “Yes,” Phoebe said through a cough, “that would be wonderful. I miss her already.”

      “She misses you, too. And her grandpa,” Jake added.

      “It’s the first time the three of us have been away from one another.”

      Jenni had lived at home with her parents after Becca was born. As much as he would have liked to be there to offer financial and emotional support after his daughter’s birth, it had been Jenni’s decision not to involve him. He didn’t think he would ever understand that, but he didn’t have any choice but to accept it and move on. Railing against a dead woman was pointless.

      “Well, have fun with your family. Enjoy your time with Becca and tell her I love her.”

      “I will,” he said. “Call if you need anything.”

      “You too, dear. Good-bye.”

      “Bye, Phoebe.” He pressed the end button and stuffed the phone back in his pocket.

      His mother slid an arm around his waist. “She sounds nice, from what I heard from your end of the conversation.”

      “She really is. Becca has been lucky. Phoebe is worn out, but she misses Becca, I can tell.”

      “Any grandmother would.” She slid her other arm around him and squeezed.

      Jake wrapped himself around his mother, savoring a rare moment of peace in his family home. It had always been filled with friends and family his entire life. He wondered if Becca had ever felt that kind of happy chaos. The kind filled with love, laughter, and noise. A lot of noise, he thought, ruefully.

      “I’m happy you’re home,” his mother said. “And Becca,” she added. “I’m so glad you brought her here.” His mother pushed up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “We’ll take good care of her, and you.”

      “Thanks, Ma.” He kissed her head. “I’m glad to be home too.” And he was. If there was any place on Earth he could slow down and figure out this mess he called a life, it was here, in Canyon Creek with his family. A family that had just grown by one.

      Surprisingly, the thought didn’t make him panic quite so much this time. Now, the idea that he’d just gained a daughter made him smile.
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      Lina walked down the trail from the wedding barn toward the lodge, admiring the beautiful landscape. Her shift had been short, just a luncheon for the local garden club. That didn’t mean it hadn’t been hectic. Nothing like needy, demanding women who were used to being waited on to run you ragged.

      My tea isn’t sweet enough. Could I have a Splenda?

      Is this arugula in the salad? I prefer baby romaine. Can you make another one?

      Does that sauce have butter in it? I don’t do butter.

      Lina had no idea how Lily Sumner did it, putting up with the hundreds of requests from party goers at events. Somehow, she did, always with a smile on her face.

      For Lina, she had to bite her tongue so smiling wasn’t really an option. She was going for don’t bite their heads off more than anything. She’d always considered herself a people person, able to charm the pants off a priest, but sometimes people were too much, even for her.

      She was wiped and wanted nothing more than an evening off—complete with a bottle of wine and a bubble bath. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen. Instead, she had to prepare for a meeting with concerned citizens who were opposed to the highway expansion. They needed to discuss how they could present a unified front at the town hall meeting in a few days.

      Canyon Creek Mountain had become a haven for her. Preserving the area for generations to come was too important to let developers and money-hungry investors destroy it all for a faster thoroughfare and a quick buck.

      Lina stopped suddenly, turning her head to the sound of crying not far away. It was a child, that much she could tell. Stuffing her bow tie into her pocket she rushed toward the wailing. When she rounded a towering blue spruce, she saw a little girl, sprawled out on all fours, crying, a stuffed animal next to her on the ground.

      “Oh, honey.” Lina rushed to the girl and crouched down. “Are you all right?”

      “N-n-no,” the girl stuttered through tears.

      “Did you fall?”

      “Y-y-yes.”

      “Come here, let me look at you.” Lina put her hands around the little girl’s waist. She couldn’t be more than four or five. Lina lifted her with ease and turned the small child until she sat in her lap, pushing back long dark curls that stuck to her face. A flash of memory washed over her as she remembered playing with her baby sister, Natalia as a child. Back then, she thought of it as playing with Natalia instead of what it really was; being a substitute mother.

      When her sisters were this age, Lina had enjoyed taking care of them. It was only as they got older and she’d spent every afternoon after school and evening taking care of them instead of hanging out with her friends while her parents worked in their restaurant that she began to resent the responsibility.

      Reaching into her pocket, Lina pulled out her uniform bow tie. Trying to be gentle, she brushed away the dirt and grass from the little girl’s knees.

      “Ow,” the girl cried. “It hurts.”

      Okay, maybe not so gentle then. “I’m sorry, sweetheart but I need to see how bad your cuts are.”

      “It’s here, too,” she said, holding out her hands.

      Lina looked down and saw blood on the heels of the little girl’s hands. Poor thing.

      “We need to go get these cleaned up, sweetheart.”

      “No!” she screamed as if Lina was strangling her. Now, that reaction was a lot more like Lina’s sister, Francesca.

      “It’s okay, it won’t hurt.”

      “That’s a lie,” she pouted.

      The little girl had a flair for the dramatics, but she was smart enough to call out anyone’s BS.

      “Okay,” Lina hedged, “so maybe it will hurt a little.”

      “No!” she screamed again, her voice echoing through the trees. This kid could substitute for a fire alarm.

      “Hey,” Lina squeezed the girl’s shoulders, gently but firmly. “Let’s see if we can find your mom or dad. You’d probably prefer they clean out your knees.”

      Where was the kid’s parents? Lina looked around. There was no sign of anyone with the child. What parent wouldn’t hear their child crying and yelling in the woods and come running?

      The girl’s eyes went round. “I don’t have a mommy,” she whispered.

      Holy, hell, how could any mother leave their child? Lina took a slow breath and let it out. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get you inside and fix you up.”

      The girl remained unusually quiet and Lina braced herself for another scream, but none came. She dusted them both off and rose. “I’m Lina.” She smiled.

      The little girl studied her for a moment, as if wondering if she was safe. Lina liked that about her, she was cautious, not one to easily trust. “I’m Rebecca,” she finally responded. “But my friends call me Becca.”

      “I’m actually Angelina,” she said, “but my friends call me Lina.”

      “You have a nickname too?” the little girl said.

      “Yes, I do. Can you walk?”

      The little girl nodded and they started moving toward the lodge. “My mom said only special people get two names like us.” She glanced up at Lina, eyes wide. “Are you special?”

      Lina thought about the girl’s question. Her grandmother had always told her she could do anything. In reality though, Lina was pretty ordinary nowadays. She could no longer afford to take the risks she had as a teen. She’d learned early on that every action had consequences with the potential to affect a multitude of people, not just her.

      “Becca!” A man’s loud voice boomed through the woods, cutting off her thoughts. “Becca!” he shouted again.

      It must be her father. How could he have let his child wonder so far off the path?

      “I’m here,” Becca called out.

      Lina glanced down and noticed the little girl limping a bit.

      She reached down and scooped her in her arms to lessen her pain and speed up their journey.

      Carrying the girl with one arm, Lina rounded the trees to the clearing, and ran smack into a hard chest. She and Becca went tumbling back.

      The man reached out a hand and grabbed Lina’s arm before she and the girl fell on their asses.

      “Oh, God, Becca,” he panted, “there you are. You scared the ever-loving-shit out of me.”

      Becca held out her hand. “A dollar please.”

      The man’s eyes were wide, his face ashen. Anyone could see he was scared out of his wits. “Becca, now’s not the time for—”

      “Dollar,” the child repeated, eyes narrowing.

      So, that’s how their house was run, Lina thought. A five-year-old was in charge. She laughed silently. She’d seen it many times babysitting for people growing up and it always ended badly. Then again, who was she to criticize? This wasn’t her kid.

      The man dug in his pocket as he lectured the little girl. “You can’t just wonder off, Becca. I’ve told you.”

      “She’s hurt,” Lina said.

      The man paused, staring at her. He had gorgeous eyes that matched his daughter’s, and a strong jaw and full, kissable lips. He looked like he could talk the skirt off any woman. The light splattering of whiskers on his face only made him more appealing.

      “What?” he asked as if confused, his gaze finally landing on his daughter’s skinned knees.

      “She fell,” Lina said. “That’s what happens when a child is running loose in the woods on their own.” She raised a brow at him.

      Becca leaned against her and smiled.

      Lina was stunned when the man didn’t say anything about traipsing off without him. Shouldn’t he be telling his child that running in the woods was dangerous? That she could get hurt or lost. Or worse?

      Lina opened her mouth, but bit down on the words before they could escape her. Lord knew, she wasn’t often good at holding her tongue, but something was telling her she should zip her mouth now.

      “Becca,” a female voice called behind them.

      Lina turned, surprised to see Valerie Sumner, owner of the lodge and wedding barn, standing behind them. Her normally perfectly styled hair was uncharacteristically out of place, her blue eyes just on the edge of wild.

      “Where were you?” Valerie rushed toward them.

      Becca held out her hands and as Valerie drew near, she fell into her arms, burrowing her head in Valerie’s neck.

      “Shhh,” she said, rubbing the child’s back.  “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

      Valerie’s gaze fell on Lina. “Thank you so much for taking care of her, Lina.” She reached out a hand and squeezed Lina’s before she glanced down at Becca’s legs. “Oh, my goodness, you skinned your knees, poor thing. Just like your daddy used to do.”

      At that comment, Becca sat straight up and stared at the man now returning her gaze. Lina took a good look at him, too. Lord, was that Jake Sumner?

      Now she was seeing the connection with Valerie. Not that she remembered hearing anything about Jake Sumner being married or Valerie Sumner having a five-year-old grandchild. Could the Canyon Creek rumor mill really have failed on so monumental a scale?

      Something big was going on here, and Lina had no desire to be a part of the drama. She’d grown up in an Italian home and had experienced enough theatrics to last a lifetime.

      “If you’ll just excuse me.” Lina moved to leave, but Becca reached out for her.

      “Thank you,” the girl said quietly and for some strange reason, Lina felt like this was an oddity for the child.

      “You really do need to stay with your father from now on, okay?” Lina raised her brows, waiting for Becca’s response.

      The girl nodded, stuffing two fingers in her mouth.

      “How old are you?” Lina asked.

      Becca tightened her arm around her stuffed rabbit, clutching him to her neck while she held up her hand, waggling with five fingers.

      “Five?” Lina asked.

      Becca nodded.

      Lina was about to tell her she was too old to suck her fingers but remembered what the girl had said about not having a mother. She wondered if the girl had sucked on her fingers before she lost her mom. Before she could ask any more questions, like what happened or where her mother was now, Lina reminded herself that she didn’t want to know more.

      Lina smiled at the girl. “Is this your bunny?” She pointed at the stuffed animal the girl was clutching to her.

      Becca nodded, pulling her fingers from her mouth. “He sleeps with me.”

      Lina nodded, as if that was expected. “My roommate still sleeps with Cupcake.”

      The girl’s brows furrowed as she studied Lina.

      “That’s his stuffed animal’s name. Cupcake. He’s an armadillo.”

      “Really?” The girl smiled, the expression transforming her face.

      “Oh, yeah, Cupcake is totally cool.”

      Becca held her rabbit out like a proud mother. “This is Dog.”

      Lina shook her head. An armadillo named Cupcake and a rabbit named Dog.

      “Hello, Dog. It’s nice to meet you.” Lina grabbed one of the rabbit’s legs and shook it.

      “Oh, look,” she said, pointing to the stuffed animal. “Dog has a tear, right there.” She pointed to the seam of the rabbit’s leg where it attached to the body.

      “My grammy was supposed to fix it,” she said.

      “It would be easy enough to fix.”

      “My mommy used to sew,” she said quietly.

      “I know how to sew,” Lina said, having no idea why she’d mentioned it. Well, she knew why. She felt bad for the little girl if she truly had lost her mother. “Maybe I could fix Dog for you sometime.”

      “My mommy said Grammy taught her to sew. Who taught you?” The little girl was about to slip her fingers into her mouth again, but as if reading Lina’s silent thoughts, stopped herself.

      Lina smiled. Maybe she wasn’t such a little diva after all. She was just mourning the loss of her mother. What kid wouldn’t act out?

      “My nonna taught me,” Lina said.

      The girl tilted her head, giving her the kind of quizzical look only small children could. “What’s a nonna?”

      “Nonna is Italian for grandmother. My grandmother, Nonna, taught me to sew.”

      Becca’s gaze went from Lina to Valerie. “You could be my nonna.”

      Lina turned and glanced at the man next to her. She hadn’t known Jake Sumner well. She was seventeen when her family moved to town and he’d been leaving for college. Now he was some political genius who worked for a senator in California.

      When she’d taken an online course on environmental activism a few years back, they’d had to choose a state politician who was taking a stance on the environment. She’d chosen California state senator Todd Douglas, partly because of his positions on environmental issues.

      At the time, Senator Douglas had been making waves in California, pushing an agenda that protected the environment. That’s why she’d followed his career. After studying him in class, she’d kept an eye on what he was doing, and she’d been disappointed to learn the guy was a complete sell-out now. He was all about business and couldn’t give a damn about the environment or his constituents.

      And Jake Sumner worked for him.

      She looked at the man in front of her and wondered what Jake thought of his boss now. So that meant Becca was Jake Sumner’s daughter. Well, blow her down with a feather. Could things in Canyon Creek get any stranger?

      “I would like very much to be your nonna,” Valerie said, a smile transforming her once worried expression. “Come on, let’s get you inside. We’ll clean you up and you can get a cookie from Aunt Sally.”

      Becca nodded. “Okay.”

      Valerie smiled, then turned to Lina. “Thank you again, Lina. For finding her and for…well, for helping, with everything.” She leaned in and kissed Lina on the cheek.

      As Valerie pulled back, Becca pointed to her stuffed animal. “You will fix him.”

      Lina nodded. “Yes, I promise.”

      Becca turned back to stare at Valerie. “Let’s go…” she paused. “Nonna,” she said as if trying it on for size. Valerie laughed and Becca smiled. The resemblance was remarkable.

      “One word first,” Valerie said.

      “Pleeeasse,” Becca drew out.

      Lina laughed.

      “That’s better.” Valerie turned and started walking toward the lodge. “We’ll see you two inside in a bit?” Her words were more of a question than statement. “Come grab a pastry or something at the café, Lina.”

      “Oh, thanks, but I can’t.”

      “Pleeeasse,” Becca said. “You have to fix Dog.”

      They all three laughed. Yeah, the girl was still manipulative, but sometimes you had to be. “Okay, we’ll see.”

      Becca pouted.

      “What?” Lina asked.

      “We’ll see always means no.” She sagged against Valerie’s shoulder.

      The little girl was too smart.

      Lina glanced over at Jake.

      He shrugged as if saying, she’s got you there.

      She turned back to Becca. “Not today, but I promise, I’ll fix Dog soon. Okay?”

      Becca smiled, not as big as before but she seemed appeased. Valerie began walking again, bouncing the little girl on her hip with joy. “Wait!” Becca shouted.

      All three jumped.

      She held out her hand, palm up. There was dried blood on the heel but Becca didn’t seem to mind. “A dollar,” she demanded of her father.

      Jake looked at Lina with an impish smile. “Swear Jar.”

      “She’d be a millionaire in one afternoon at my house.” Lina chuckled. “Maybe you should change it to quarters instead of dollars.”

      “Now you tell me.” He laughed, pulling a money clip out and peeling off four one-dollar bills. He walked to where Becca and Valerie were standing. “Here, shark face.”

      “Thanks, turtle nose.” She giggled. Becca stared down at the money, her eyes narrowed. “But you only said one word this time.”

      “It’s for later.” He glanced over his shoulder at Lina and winked. “I’m so screwed,” he mouthed.

      Oh, swoon. A handsome man with a sense of humor, a dirty mouth, and eyes that could melt the snow cap off Canyon Creek Mountain? Yeah, she needed to get the hell out of here. Now.
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      Jake watched his mother and daughter walk away, wondering if he should go after them. He’d nearly had a heart attack when he looked back behind him at the lodge and discovered Becca wasn’t there. He’d searched high and low, never thinking she might be outside until one of the maids said something.

      He was a crappy father, that was all there was to it. Not only had he lost his own daughter only moments before, he hadn’t even been able to comfort Becca like this stranger beside him had.

      As his anxiety over losing Becca receded, he turned and studied the woman for the first time.

      She was tall and slender with long black hair pulled back in a pony tail, the ends dyed a bright blue. She wore dark pants and a starched white shirt, and a bow tie dangled from her hand. Her olive-toned skin and unique features marked her as either of Greek or Italian ancestry, an exotic look that was striking. His eyes lingered on full lips as he drank her in. Dark eyes stared at him, studying him, judging him.

      “You really need to be more careful with Becca,” she said, breaking his perusal.

      “What?”

      “Your daughter, Becca. This is a large property. She could get lost.”

      “I’m not used to keeping up with her,” he said absentmindedly.

      She tilted her head, her hair falling to the side. “What does that mean? You’ve never taken care of your child?”

      He shook his head again, not knowing how to describe his situation.

      “Do you have a nanny or something?” She stared at him quizzically, with more fascination than judgment now. At least, he hoped.

      “I just found out I have a daughter.”

      Her dark eyes went wide as she glanced at the lodge then back to him. “Just found out? What does that mean?”

      “I didn’t know I had a daughter until a few weeks ago.”

      “Oh, damn,” Lina said.

      “Yeah, oh damn.” He repeated. “Good thing I gave Becca four dollars.” He gave a humorless laugh as he walked toward the clearing.

      Just beyond them was the lodge’s garden, filled with wildflowers that his mother had designed and his father planted just before his death. Jake sat down on the memorial bench and let his head fall back. The sun beat down on his face and felt good. When was the last time he’d spent the day outdoors, he wondered? Too long.

      “Man, is your life about to change,” she said, her eyes going wide as if she was envisioning all the challenges he was about to face. “I’m sorry,” she flinched, “that was rude. I mean, there are good things and bad things about caring for kids. I’m sure you’ll love it. It’s just…” she stopped as though trying to come up with something nice to say. He wondered if she had kids. She seemed to know a lot about them.

      Jake closed his eyes.

      “It’s just a lot of responsibility,” she said. “So, what’s the story?” she asked after a long pause, her voice closer.

      Jake opened his eyes and turned his head, surprised that the woman had followed him. “Where should I start?” he asked, all sense of humor lost.

      “At the beginning I guess?”

      He sat up straight, staring at her in trepidation. Was it a good idea to spill his guts to a complete stranger? Better than dumping on his family. He held out his hand. “I’m Jake Sumner.”

      She slipped her hand in his, her long fingers wrapping around him with a strong grip as she shook. He’d always appreciated a firm handshake. His father had told him never to trust anyone without it.

      “I’m Lina Bianchi,” she answered in return.

      “Bianchi,” he repeated. “That’s Italian.”

      She released his hand. “Yep.”

      “Wait,” he sat up straighter, “Bianchi. Are you related to Antonio Bianchi who owns Antonio’s Italian Restaurant in town?”

      “Yep. He’s my dad.”

      “And Antonio’s Pizzeria on I-70 too?”

      She nodded.

      “They make the best pizza I’ve ever eaten.” He patted his belly. “And I’ve eaten a lot.”

      “It’s my nonna’s sauce. She brought the recipe over from Italy.”

      “Wow, a real-live authentic Italian.”

      She smiled, her face lit with pride, and a genuine beauty he hadn’t seen in a long time.

      “Second generation,” she announced.

      Jake studied her outfit. She looked like a waitress at a fancy restaurant. “Did you just get off work?”

      “No. I don’t work for my father.”

      The curt tone in her voice made it clear she didn’t want to talk about it. He could understand. There was a lot of stuff he didn’t want to discuss either. Couldn’t discuss.

      He thought back to the way she handled his daughter. His daughter. It still sounded strange. “You were really good with Becca,” he said, breaking the awkward silence.

      “I have three younger sisters I took care of growing up. A lot.”

      As the baby of the family, Jake wasn’t familiar with having to watch after younger siblings, but something about the tone said she hadn’t enjoyed that responsibility. “Well, thanks for stepping in. As if it wasn’t obvious, I have no idea what the hell I’m doing.”

      “You’ve never taken care of kids before?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. I was the baby of the family. Me and my twin brother Grant.”

      “Wait.” She jerked up. “You’re Grant Sumner’s twin?” Her question was more of a statement and Jake laughed to himself. “I’d read somewhere he had one and I knew you were Jake Sumner, but I guess I forgot you guys were the twins in the family.”

      “Yeah, Grant’s my twin.” He wondered how she’d known he was Jake Sumner. He didn’t remember her from high school, but looking at her, she seemed younger than him. Maybe they hadn’t overlapped.

      He narrowed his eyes. No, that wasn’t right. Canyon Creek High School hadn’t been large when he went there. He definitely would have remembered her.

      She was still looking at him like he was a specimen under a microscope. He wasn’t surprised by her puzzled look.

      Grant was his fraternal twin, and a "stone-cold-fox." Words from the internet, not from him. Grant had graced the covers of tons of magazines, being awarded the sexiest-man-alive several years, which always made all the brothers laugh. Grant was sought after by every director in Hollywood. As an Academy Award-winning actor, he was one of the most popular, most recognizable men in the world. Thank goodness, Jake was not.

      “I’m his fraternal twin,” Jake offered up in explanation. He waved a hand over his face. “This mug won’t be gracing the covers of any magazines.”

      “You’re still handsome, just in a different way.” Her eyes went wide as if she hadn’t meant to disclose that bit of information.

      Lina’s response was unusual. Most people remarked how different he and Grant looked and then immediately went into pounding him with questions about his brother.

      Her cheeks flushed red. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to blurt that out.” He couldn’t help but think Lina Bianchi wasn’t often embarrassed.

      “Do you really expect me to accept your apology for calling me handsome?”

      She laughed and shrugged her shoulders. “I guess not.”

      He studied her face now that she was closer. She had an exotic beauty, like Sophia Loren, with full, pouty lips and a flawless complexion. Hell, when was the last time he’d thought about a woman like that? He’d been too caught up in his work lately. Most of the time, when he looked at a woman, he was running the stats—who she worked for, what favors that person owed to his team, what favors Jake’s team owed in turn.

      “So, what’s the story?” she asked, breaking through the vivid dream she was starring in in his head. “With Becca, I mean.”

      He drew in a deep breath and fell back on the bench, hands behind his head as he audibly sighed.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,” she said. “I’m Italian, I’m nosy. It’s a genetic thing.”

      Jake laughed. “No, it’s okay. I just don’t know where to start.”

      “That bad, huh?” She laughed.

      He couldn’t help but laugh with her. His situation was heart-achingly difficult but somehow Lina Bianchi had found a lighter side to his circumstances, and she hadn’t even heard the whole story.

      “Becca is a great kid,” she said. “A little manipulative, but great.”

      “You think so?”

      Lina laughed again. “Totally. My baby sister, Natalia was the same way. My dad used to fall for her antics, but my nonna and mom were way more sly. I always said Natalia should have been an actress, she was so dramatic.”

      “What did they do, to stop your sister I mean?”

      “They did what I did with Becca. I cut through her bullshit and made her fess up to the real story.”

      “Easier said than done,” he said, sitting back. “You’re a seasoned professional. You’re used to dealing with girls. I have five brothers. And you owe Becca a dollar by the way, don’t think I didn’t miss that ‘bullshit’ that slipped out.”

      She chuckled and the sound warmed him. “You have lots of female cousins who are like sisters. Surely you saw their antics and the way your aunt and mom handled them.”

      “True,” he said with a nod. His Aunt Sally had six girls and his Aunt Lisa and Uncle Mark had one. “But my Aunt Sally didn’t move back to Canyon Creek until Ivy, the oldest, was nine. And my cousin Rachel was like Becca’s age. I wasn’t really into watching my cousins get scolded. I was more into trying to get out of trouble.”

      Lina smiled. “I have a feeling Becca will school you very quickly. And you have your mom and aunts to help. Plus, all your sisters-in-law, or soon to be sisters-in-law. You’ll learn.”

      “You seem to know a lot about my family. I don’t remember you from school.”

      “I only came to Canyon Creek just before you left for college I think.”

      “Oh.”

      “I work at the lodge and the barn sometimes, so I know your family.” She grinned. “You might not come home often, but I’ve heard about you.”

      The reminder that he didn’t return home to Canyon Creek often hurt his heart. He knew his family needed him, and yet he’d put the senator and his campaign before everything and everyone else.

      Jake couldn’t help but wonder why he hadn’t run into Lina Bianchi on his visits home before now. She was definitely a woman worth knowing, if for no other reason than her insight into the five-year-old psyche.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You are the brother who works for that jerk-wad senator in California, right?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. I guess some would call him that.”

      “Some?” She choked on a humorless laugh. “Yeah, given the way he’s flip-flopped on the environment, and unemployment…and don’t get me started on—”

      Jake held up a hand. “I got it, I got it. You’re not his biggest fan.”

      “Sorry.” She shrugged and pointed to her mouth. “Italian. Big mouth. Don’t know when to shut up.”

      He couldn’t help but notice how deliciously plump and rosy-red her lips were. He was almost certain her face was void of any make-up and yet she looked just as beautiful as the women he saw at political fundraisers who’d spent hours at a spa and thousands on their clothes.

      “What’s wrong?” Lina wiped at her mouth. “Do I have something on me? I wolfed down a pumpkin tart at the event earlier.” She pointed back to the barn. “Your Aunt Sally makes the best tarts.”

      He couldn’t disagree. His aunt was an amazing baker. But right now, Sally was the furthest thing from his mind. It was Lina’s mouth that infatuated him. And if he didn’t stop staring soon, she was going to realize he was a total pervert.

      “Sorry,” he shook his head, “you don’t have anything on you.” It was just me, visualizing your lips on—stop. Getting involved with a woman was the last thing he needed, even if she was beautiful and tempting and—stop!

      “Again, this is my Italian mouth speaking, but you look like you’re waging a war in your mind,” she said, her brows knitted as she studied him.

      “Sorry, just a lot going on up here.” He tapped his temple. “Between working for a,” he paused and stared at her, raising a brow, “jerk-wad senator as you called it, and finding out I was a dad just a few weeks ago, I’m pretty much fried. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “For the senator or Becca?”

      “Right now, both I think.” He was beginning to realize how screwed he was on the political side of things, too.

      “Sorry. I’ll give you some space.” Lina moved to stand.

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m totally dumping on you.”

      “Actually,” she said, staring down at him. He liked how tall she was. “You haven’t dumped anything on me at all.”

      “That’s probably my problem,” he sighed, realizing he really had no one to confide in.

      “Maybe you need a drink.” She laughed.

      “Probably.”

      “Unfortunately, you have Becca so…”

      “Damn.” He ran a hand through his hair. “See, that—that right there is reason number 574 why I shouldn’t have a kid.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re allowed an occasional drink as a parent.” She sat back down. “And I don’t think you have over five hundred reasons you shouldn’t have kid.”

      “No.” He shook his head and let it drop in his hands, arms resting on his thighs as he squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s because I fucking forgot I even had a kid, and it’s the second time I’ve done that today.” Drawing in a deep breath, he rubbed his temples. This was bad, really bad.

      A warm hand slid across his back. He opened his eyes, head still bowed, and saw her sitting next to him, her leg pressed against his.

      Jake turned his head and stared into dark brown eyes that were so kind and concerned he damn near cried.

      A slow smile transformed her face in mere seconds.

      “It’s understandable,” she said, her hand slipping away from his back. “If you’ve only known Becca for a short time, of course you’re not used to having to be accountable for her.”

      “I lost her,” he said.

      “She probably wanted to get lost.”

      He studied her, brows wrinkled. “What do you mean?”

      “She lost her mother, right?”

      Jake sat upright on the bench, scrubbing a hand down his face. “Yeah.”

      “How long ago?”

      “A little over a year.”

      “She’s still lost, Jake. She’s lost, without her mom. And now she has a father she never knew about. She’s upset and scared and lonely…a hundred emotions jumbled inside a tiny five-year old body. She doesn’t know how to process it all.”

      “What the hell do I do when I have no idea what to do with a normal five-year old, let alone one who’s so…lost.”

      “You help her find her way.”

      He laughed with a humorless huff. “I’m just as lost.”

      Lina pressed her hand to his thigh and smiled. God, she had a great smile. Her palm burned through his jeans. “Maybe you’ll help each other find a way.”

      “A way to what?”

      “To find your new normal, as Oprah says.”

      He shook his head, having no idea what she was talking about.

      “When Becca’s mother died, her life changed forever. Every normal thing she knew with her mother was gone. She had to make a new normal. And now, here she is just a year later, finding out she has a father. She’s finding a new normal all over again, and that takes time.”

      “Me, too,” he said.

      “You, too,” she agreed. “I’m sure you’d like to run away sometimes.”

      He laughed. “All the time.”

      “That’s Becca, too. Only this time it was physical. She ran away from you, but I have a strong feeling she wanted to be found. By you.”

      “She’s really sneaky.”

      “She is.” Lina laughed. “Most five-year olds are. But that’s not the most important thing to remember.”

      “What is?”

      “For Becca, she needs to know and trust that you will come after her. That needs to be part of her new normal.”

      “Of course, I will. I always will.”

      Lina’s smile spread even wider. “May I ask you something?”

      He wanted to say yes but this woman was like an enchantress, so knowledgeable and yet so bewildering. “Okay,” he said.

      She moved to rise. “Never mind.” She shook her head. “Italian mouth. Sorry.”

      He grabbed her wrist and brought her back down. “No, really. Ask.”

      She paused for a moment, staring at him as if to gauge his sincerity. “How is it that you just found out Becca was your daughter after five years?”

      “You’d have to ask her mother that,” he said quietly.

      They sat together in silence and Jake wondered what she was thinking.

      “She never told you she was pregnant?” She asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Were you in a relationship?”

      “It was a one-night stand. To be honest, I don’t remember Jenni all that well. I probably couldn’t have picked her out of a crowd until I saw Becca. I know that sounds horrible.”

      “She looks a lot like you.”

      He nodded. “She does, but there’s a lot of Jenni in there, too.”

      “Do you know for certain you’re her father?”

      He stared at her dark eyes, so inquisitive as she looked at him.

      “You should be a reporter,” he said, only a hint of accusation in the statement.

      She laughed. “I’m sorry, again—”

      “Italian mouth,” they said in unison.

      “To answer your question,” he said, “no, I’m not one hundred percent certain. Jenni didn’t list a father on Becca’s birth certificate so we’re doing DNA testing.” He shrugged. “I don’t really need it to tell me I’m her dad, but I do want to make sure no one can take her away from me now that I’ve found her.”

      “One more question?” she asked.

      “Why not, Oprah.”

      She laughed and he noted it was a deep, throaty laugh that had him squirming in his seat.

      “What if she’s not your daughter?”

      Jake’s head fell back and he stared up at the sky. He’d thought about the same thing a thousand times already. Sure, they looked a lot alike but without the test he’d never truly know for sure.

      “That was rude and insensitive,” she said moving beyond his reach. “I really do apologize. I should go.” She turned and walked toward the lodge but stopped suddenly.

      “Hey!” Becca called out, flying down the path toward them, a cookie in each hand. Her long dark hair floated behind her like a mop of silk, her smile so wide it moved something in his chest. “Auntie Sally said these ones are for you.” She smiled back and forth at him and Lina, eyes wide, cheeks flushed from her run.

      Jake couldn’t help but grin. She was truly special, precious to him already.

      “This one is for youuuu,” she drew out the last word, handing Lina a cookie.

      “Thank you.” Lina bent down and took the cookie, taking a bite and moaning.

      Good Lord, was it just him or was it getting hotter out here?

      “And this one is for youuuu,” she echoed, lifting the other cookie toward Jake.

      He took it and bit into the cookie like Lina had, letting out an exaggerated moan as well. “It’s sooooo good,” he said.

      Becca giggled, covering her mouth.

      “Thank you.” He smiled at his daughter. Daughter.

      “It’s good, right?” Becca asked, nodding her head.

      “Yes, very good,” he agreed. “My Aunt Sally makes the best cookies in the world.”

      “How do you know?” Becca asked.

      “How do I know what?”

      “That her cookies are the best in the whole wide world.” Her question wasn’t sarcastic, but genuine. She was truly bewildered. “Have you tried every cookie in the whole wide world?”

      Jake glanced over at Lina who was smiling.

      “She’s got a good point,” she said. “Have you tried every cookie in the whole wide world?”

      He turned and looked down at Becca.

      Holding his cookie with one hand, he knelt down and scooped her up in his arms. “No, I haven’t been all around the world but I would place all the money in our swear jar that Aunt Sally’s cookies are the best.”

      “That’s a lot of money,” Becca said.

      He thought back to the jar on his mother’s kitchen counter. He hadn’t said that many curse words, and his mother never swore.

      “Aunt Sally had to pay me,” she paused counting on her fingers, “eight dollars today.”

      Jake and Lina burst into laughter. “New normal?” he asked staring at Lina.

      “You’ll find your way, Jake,” Lina said. “I have no doubt.”

      He was glad at least one person in this world was sure he could figure out this mess he was in because he sure as hell wasn’t. Thankfully Becca didn’t charge him for cursing in his mind.

      “I’m sorry,” Becca said, her head dropping as she stared down at the ground.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Auntie Sally says I can’t run away no more.”

      “It’s any more.”

      “What?” she asked, her head jerking up to stare at him.

      “You said, ‘I can’t run away no more.’ It’s any more. You can’t run away any more.”

      “Oh.” Her tiny brows furrowed as she thought about what he’d said. “I didn’t mean to say it wrong.”

      “It’s okay sweetie, I’m not mad. I’m just teaching you.”

      “Like in school?”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “And thank you for saying sorry,” he said. “I don’t want you to run away no more.”

      Becca smiled, her face lighting up as she nodded and again something in his chest tightened.

      This was his new normal and for the first time since he’d discovered he had a daughter, the thought didn’t scare him quite so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lina stood in the children’s section of Once Upon a Book, the local bookstore where she often filled in to work. Paula Sloane, the owner, had called her earlier. One of her high school students called in sick and Lina had offered to come in.

      Today, Paula wanted to rearrange the children’s book area and create a larger reading space for the kids. Lina had always been good at organizing and she loved rearranging things at home so she’d volunteered.

      “Thank you so much for coming in today,” Paula said, standing at the edge of the small area. “Sometimes I love that you don’t have a full-time job.”

      Lina stiffened at the comment. “Why?”

      “Because it means you’re more flexible to work. Don’t ever commit.” She laughed.

      Lina tried not to be offended but something in her gut tensed, even though she had no reason. She was twenty-five years old and still flailing around like she was seventeen.

      Most days it didn’t bother her but recently she’d wondered what her passion was, what her purpose in this life was. What was she doing with her life?

      Maybe she truly had commitment issues. She’d never held a full-time job, and the last time she’d been in a real relationship…well, she couldn’t remember.

      “And thank you for rearranging this…” Paula waved her hand in the air, “I don’t know what you’d call it…mess?”

      Lina laughed, letting the introspective thoughts go. “You’re welcome. And it’s not a mess.”

      “That’s what you say now,” Paula sighed, leaning against one of the shelves.

      “How’s January feeling?” Lina asked.

      January Walden was a high school student who also worked part-time at the book store.

      “She said she has a stomach virus.” Paula leaned in closer. “But between you and me, I’m pretty sure her virus,” she used air quotes, “has ten fingers and ten toes, if you know what I mean.” Paula wiggled her fingers in the air.

      Paula was known as the town gossip, but Lina wasn’t going to indulge her this time. January was a nice girl and if she wasn’t pregnant, Lina didn’t want to spread half-truths. She knew all too well how rumors could ruin your life.

      “Well, I hope she feels better soon,” Lina said, walking around the small area and praying Paula would get the hint that she didn’t want to speculate.

      “Me too,” Paula sighed. “She’s a good worker.”

      “And a good kid.” Lina raised a brow in challenge.

      “I know.” Paula shook her head. “My lips are sealed. I won’t say another word.”

      “Good.” Lina smiled.

      “Until it’s confirmed.” Paula smiled.

      Lina tossed one of the stuffed animals for sale in the children’s section at her. “Go do something besides cause trouble.”

      Paula pouted. “You’re no fun.”

      “Do you want me to straighten out this area or not?”

      Paula held up her hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. Have at it. I’m just so glad you’re OCD.”

      “I’m not OCD. I’m a survivor. Growing up in a small house with five other women, I had to be if I wanted to find anything.”

      Paula laughed, but walked to the front of the store, leaving Lina surveying the "mess."

      She pulled her hair back and studied the disorganized area. Kids tended to pull down books without putting them back where they belonged when they got rowdy. Sometimes it was less that they were rowdy and more that their parents didn’t make them. Lina often wondered what people were thinking. Her mother and nonna would never let her be so disrespectful of other people’s property.

      She put her hands on her hips, studying the small area, trying to think like a child. Where would she want to sit if she were reading a book, or looking at the pictures?

      The bell above the door sounded and Lina glanced around one of the small bookshelves to the front door.

      Jake and Becca walked in.

      She smiled, not sure why she was happy to see them again.

      Jake was handsome. Okay, more than that, if she were honest. And Becca was a sweet girl, but their lives were complicated. Maybe once upon a time she would have let her mind wander to thoughts of her and Jake becoming more, but Lina didn’t do chaos anymore.

      “Hello,” Paula said. “Welcome to Once Upon a Book. May I help you?”

      “Oh, no thank you,” Jake said, “we’re just looking around.” The poor guy looked lost and confused, and even more tired than the last time she’d seen him, if that were possible.

      She knew better than to get involved, though.

      “Well, the kids section is right up there.” Paula motioned to where Lina stood. Busted.

      She felt a flush of embarrassment. Jake was a big shot with a political career he’d worked hard for. She worked part time in a book store and picked up odd jobs around town.

      She shoved the feelings aside. More and more lately, she found herself wondering what she was doing with her life.

      “Hey guys,” she called out as she walked down two steps and around the book shelf into the main area of the store.

      “Lina!” Becca shouted, running for her, arms opened wide.

      Lina saw two Mickey Mouse bandages on both knees.

      “Hey, topolina,” she said, scooping Becca up in her arms.

      “What did you call me?” Becca asked, squeezing her neck.

      “Topolina,” Lina repeated. “It’s what my nonna calls me.” Okay that was weird. Lina had babysat plenty of children before, even her own siblings, and had never called them by Nonna’s pet name for her.  “It means little mouse in Italian,” she said. “But it also means Mickey Mouse.” Lina pointed to her band-aids.

      “Mickey Mouse,” Becca squealed in delight. “Say it again.”

      “Topolina,” Lina said slowly.

      “Toe-poe-lina” Becca said, adding emphasis on the last syllable. “Lina, like your name.”

      “Exactly,” Lina smiled. “Topolina.”

      “Toe-poe-lina,” Becca repeated. Lina had to bite back a laugh at the child’s American butchering of the Italian word.

      “Hey,” Jake said, finally making his way toward them.

      She hefted Becca on her hip and stared at Jake from head to toe. “You look tired,” she said.

      “He doesn’t sleep good,” Becca said.

      “Well,” Jake said. “I don’t sleep well.”

      Becca rolled her eyes. “Jakey said we’re here to buy books.”

      “Jakey?” She stared from Becca to Jake, trying to hold back a smirk.

      “Don’t ask,” he said, rolling his eyes like Becca had. Lina couldn’t stop the smile at that. He and his daughter were picking up each other’s mannerisms.

      Jake raised a brow, as if daring her.

      “Jakey,” Lina smirked, “that’s not nice to do to Becca.”

      Becca folded her arms over her chest. “Yeah. What she said.”

      Jake groaned.

      “You either, topolina,” she said, setting Becca down.

      Becca frowned but looked guilty. “Sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Why don’t you go find a book in the children’s section,” Lina said. “Maybe you can help me rearrange it? I’m going to make an area for kids to sit and read.”

      “Okay,” Becca said, skipping away without a care.

      “How do you do that?” Jake asked, watching as Becca made a bee line to the play area.

      “Do what?”

      “Disarm her so quickly.”

      “Practice, I guess.” She shrugged. “Sisters. Remember I lived in a house filled with girls. If you want advice, you should probably ask my father.”

      Jake leaned against one of the shelves. “Maybe I will.”

      He was quiet for a long time as they watched his new-found daughter.

      “I like control,” he said, so quietly Lina wasn’t sure it was directed at her.  “And now my life is so…”

      “Out of control?” she asked.

      “You have no idea,” he grumbled.

      She laughed. “Actually, I do. Three sisters, Italian family, remember?” When she heard no response, she turned and stared at him.

      His eyes were glued to her, studying her intently.

      “What?” she asked, returning his scrutinizing gaze.

      “What, what?” he said, laughing.

      “You’re a mess.”

      Jake glanced down at his wrinkled shirt. “I know, right.”

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that.” She swatted his arm and noted it was muscular and sexy as hell. Wait. Arms weren’t sexy, were they?

      “What did you mean, then?” he asked, his eyes locked on hers.

      “Never mind.” She shook her head, trying to rid herself of images of Jake’s arms.

      “What’s that?” He pointed behind her to the window.

      “It’s a flyer for a meeting at the library.”

      “I saw one at the diner and one at Kayleigh’s vet clinic. What’s going on?”

      “The state and federal governments are trying to bulldoze their plans to expand I-70 right through town.”

      “That’s doesn’t sound so bad,” he said. “Would probably be good for business.”

      Lina felt her temper rise but held back her anger. Her quick temper and rush to emotions had caused enough problems in her life. “It might be good for business—that has yet to be seen—but it would be horrible for the environment.”

      “So what’s up with the meeting?” he asked.

      “I’m trying to form a group of concerned citizens. Fighting the big man takes a lot of voices and resources.”

      “The ‘big man?’” Jake laughed.

      Lina scowled. “What would you call the state and federal governments and powerful corporations trying to sneak in and take over pristine land for decreased highway traffic? Better commute times?”

      Jake backed away. “I’d call it a day in the California state legislature,” he said under his breath, but she heard it.

      “You may be used to the politics but we’re not.”

      “Who’s the we in ‘we’re?’” he asked.

      Lina studied him for a moment trying to figure out if he was being sincere or a jerk.

      “What?” he asked.

      “We are a group of concerned citizens and business owners.”

      “Does your group have a name?” he asked.

      She studied him. Was he being serious? “No. Why would we have a name?”

      “It would be more effective when you lobbied.”

      “Lobbied what?”

      “Well, I’m assuming this is federal money pushing for the new road.”

      She shook her head. “Mostly state, but there might be local money added to the effort, depending on how the town votes.”

      “You’re already here at the local level. If you want to move higher, to the echelons that really matter, you’ll need to be in the face of the state and federal agencies and representatives. To do that effectively, you need a collective group of people committed to your cause. I’ve found that if you give that group a name, it has more standing within the senators’ and representatives’ offices.”

      She sank back on the shelf. He wasn’t making fun of her. He was legitimately trying to help.

      “And it will help when you do interviews,” he continued, “a group name will help you sound more credible.”

      “Interviews?” she said.

      “You’ll want to stir up some local and state attention with the media. That would help move your cause to the top of any legislator’s short list.”

      “So you agree, the expansion isn’t a good idea?”

      “Look,” he said, standing up straight, “I’m not saying the expansion is good or bad. I can’t say one way or the other without looking at all the factors involved and seeing an environmental impact statement.  I’m just trying to give you some advice on how to properly mobilize.”

      “Would you think about coming to a meeting?”

      He hesitated.

      “Never mind. This isn’t your issue. You and Becca are just visiting.”

      “It’s not that,” he said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t know all the facts, Lina. Maybe this expansion would benefit the businesses in Canyon Creek.”

      “It might,” she said, “but at what cost to the ecosystems? And it’s a known fact that many of these companies winning the bids to build the expansions employ undocumented workers. What about human rights?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know about all that, that’s what I’m saying. I’d have to do more research, see what the damage to the environment would truly be, look at the records of the companies involved, before I can commit.”

      It was a blunt reminder of the fact she didn’t really know what she was doing in this fight. She’d taken some online courses and she’d done some research on the issue, but she didn’t have any experience when it came to this kind of thing.

      “Jakey, I want these books.”

      They turned their attention to the children’s area where Becca stood holding three books above her head.

      “Those are actually above her reading level,” Lina said under her breath.

      “Actually, they’re not,” Jake said. “Becca already reads on a second-grade level.”

      Lina stared back at Becca who was still holding the handful of books. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah,” he said, “apparently she’s some kind of child prodigy.”

      “Hmm,” Lina said, not surprised. “You probably were, too.”

      He shrugged.

      Lina looked at him. “What’s up with the Jakey?”

      “We’re still not close enough for either of us to say ‘Dad’ or ‘Daddy,’ so…”

      Lina nodded, although she didn’t quite understand. She couldn’t imagine waking up and meeting a father you had never known or vice versa.

      “It started with my Aunt Sally,” he said.

      Lina held up a hand. “Say no more.”

      He laughed. “I see you’re familiar with my aunt’s antics.”

      “I think the whole town and half of Colorado is familiar with your aunt’s antics.” She chuckled. “And her penchant for all things Steve Perry.”

      Jake’s aunt loved anything related to the rock band Journey and had no problems letting people know. It helped that her VW Bug was covered with bumper stickers pledging her love of the group, specifically to Steve Perry.

      Valerie was as crazy in love with Bon Jovi, but she seemed to keep her adoration limited to calendars in her office. At least, Lina didn’t think she’d ever seen Valerie with a Bon Jovi bumper sticker.

      “Well, Becca saw how much I hated it when Aunt Sally used the nickname and decided to adopt that as my title. I think my aunt also had something to do with that.”

      Lina laughed. “Probably.”

      “My family is so big, it’s been hard for Becca to wrap her head around everything, and everybody, so I’m trying to let her take the lead. If calling me Jakey helps, that’s okay.”

      “You do have a big family.” Lina nodded. “You’re like an old-fashioned Italian famiglia.”

      “Do you speak Italian with your family?”

      “Not fluently,” she said. “Only the dirty words.”

      He laughed. “Well, my mom does make good lasagna.”

      Lina rolled her eyes. “Please, my nonna’s is out of this world.”

      “I won’t argue that. I’ve tried it before at your family’s restaurant. It’s amazing.”

      She took a moment to study the man. His strong jaw was still littered with a bit of stubble and his full lips tilted up in a genuine smile. He wore a blue button-down shirt, which seemed like his usual dress, although it was slighted rumpled today. His faded jeans fit him snug and tight in all the right places. She had a feeling this was a much more casual look than he was used to.

      When his eyes flared and his gaze moved to her mouth, a part of her body she was sure had atrophied from lack of use burned with desire. Oh crap.

      “Jakey!” Becca yelled.

      She and Jake jerked apart as if they’d been touching. She couldn’t help but feel like they had, his expression had been so predatory, the moment so intimate.

      “Jake!” Becca screamed, stomping her foot.

      Lina turned to Jake, raising a brow, trying to encourage him to take the reins.

      He stared at her as if he was clueless which, apparently, he was.

      “Oh, right, parent time.” He pushed off the shelf and walked toward his daughter, glancing over his shoulder, eyes pleading for help.

      She gave him a subtle wave of her hand.

      Jake squared off with the little princess. “Becca, we don’t yell in the book store. We don’t yell in any store.”

      Becca dropped the books and crossed her arms over her chest, leveling Lina with a lethal glare as though the words had come from Lina instead of her dad. Maybe her hand wave hadn’t been so subtle after all.

      “You’re not paying attention to me, Jakey.” She stomped her foot. She might be talking to her dad, but her eyes were on Lina.

      Lina’s gaze moved from Jake to Becca and back. Now she had somehow ended up coming between Jake and his daughter. This was way more than she’d ever bargained for or wanted.

      “You’re right,” Lina said. As much as she wanted to help him, this was Jake’s fight, one he’d have to learn for himself.

      Lina shrugged and turned to leave. The last thing she needed in her life was more entanglements. And this man and his daughter were the poster child for drama.

      “Good luck with that,” she mumbled under her breath. Lord knew he’d definitely need it.
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      Jake watched helplessly as Lina walked away. He didn’t blame her. His daughter was being a Grade-A Brat. The only problem was, he didn’t know what the hell to do. And Lina seemed to be the only one Becca responded to. He had to try something.

      “Becca that was rude. Apologize to Lina.”

      Becca tucked her arms in even tighter, Dog squeezed tight to her chest. “No,” she said, lifting her chin as if daring him to challenge her.

      No? Damn, he didn’t know what to do with no. He could only remember a handful of times he’d said no to his father, and none of them ended well.

      He drew in a deep breath and thought about what his mother would do in a situation like this.

      Before he could say more, Becca kicked one of the books, sending it sailing across the floor.

      “Rebecca Anne Howard, you stop that behavior this instant,” he growled. He didn’t even recognize the deep tone of his voice. Oh God, his worst nightmare had come true. He’d used his child’s full name in a threatening tone just like his mother did.

      Becca’s eyes went wide, seemingly surprised by his words and his tone.

      Okay, this seemed to be working. “You pick up those books right this minute and put them back on the shelf where you found them.”

      She stared at him with a look of defiance but he noted her arms had fallen to her side, Dog dangling from one hand.

      “You heard me, young lady,” he said. Young lady. Jeez, this was bad. Now he sounded like Aunt Sally reprimanding one of his cousins.

      “Nice,” Lina whispered, sliding up beside him.

      He didn’t turn toward her, afraid he’d break the parental trance he held Becca in. “I have no idea what I’m doing,” he said softly.

      “You’re doing a great job.”

      Fueled by Lina’s approval, Jake moved forward. “I said pick up those books and put them back where you found them, Becca.”

      Her bottom lip quivered and he almost took a step back at that.

      He wasn’t good with tears. When women cried, he tended to freak out. He was pretty sure most guys did.

      “But I wanted the books to read to Dog.” She pouted, all traces of the little hellion from earlier gone.

      He had to give Becca props, she was good.

      “Then you should have thought of that before you pitched a temper-tantrum. And you better hope you didn’t damage any books when you threw them on the floor.”

      “B-b-but, I don’t—” she stuttered.

      “Pick them up, now, Rebecca.” His voice was rough, laced with the promise of punishment he wasn’t sure he’d actually be able to deliver. But he had to try something.

      He watched as she slowly lowered to the ground, her eyes glued to his as she picked the books up and stacked them against her chest.

      “I don’t remember where they go,” she said. He could tell by her expression and her tone that she really didn’t know.

      “I can help you,” Lina said, stepping around him.

      He held out a hand to stop her.

      “Apologize to Lina first, Becca. You were very rude.”

      “But—”

      Nope. Nope. He wasn’t going to fall for her antics again. The sympathy card wasn’t working any more.

      “That doesn’t matter. You were rude. Apologize and then put up the books. We’re leaving.”

      “But you promised to buy me one,” she dragged out the word, playing on his sympathies.

      He leveled her with a look. She was smart enough to know that wasn’t happening, wasn’t she?

      Becca huffed and rolled her eyes. Jake figured it was an appropriate response and let it go. Hell, he wanted to lay down and pitch a hissy fit right now, too.

      “Sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Thank you,” Lina said, taking the books from Becca’s hand. “I can help you put these up.”

      Becca stared up at him with doe eyes that seemed to be begging him for a second chance.

      She fluttered her eyes. Jeez, she’d seriously batted her eyelashes at him. A shiver ran through him as he pictured her teenage years.

      “Stay strong,” Lina mouthed.

      He remembered something his mother once said, the hardest thing about being a parent was follow through on consequences. Now he understood.

      “Go on, Becca.” He nodded toward the shelf. “Put them up so we can go.”

      “Are we still going to get ice cream?” she asked expectantly.

      He glanced at Lina.

      She shrugged.

      “We’ll see.”

      Becca turned to Lina, her face a mix of emotions. “I’m sorry,” she said, her head hanging low in defeat.

      “Thank you,” Lina said again. “I accept your apology.”

      Becca lifted her head. “Will you still fix Dog even though I kicked your books?”

      “Of course. You apologized.” Lina stood and held out her hand.

      He watched as Becca’s tiny fingers wrapped around Lina’s.

      “I think Could You? Would You? goes there.” Lina pointed to a spot on the bookshelf.

      Lina stared down at the book in her hand. “This is a great book. Have you ever read it?”

      Becca nodded. “I have it at home but we didn’t bring it.” Her fingers slowly moved to her mouth.

      Now he felt like a real jerk for not letting her bring more books when they packed.

      Jake wondered if he should be telling Becca not to suck on her fingers. He needed to remember to ask his mom what she thought. He had no idea if five was too old for something like that. And even if it was, did it matter since she’d lost her mom? Maybe he should ask her grandmother if that was a new behavior since Jenni’s death.

      He watched Lina with Becca. Her tall, statuesque frame loomed over Becca, but she didn’t seem intimidating in the least. Lina’s warm eyes held only kindness, and the way her rose-tinted lips tipped up in the corners as she helped his daughter had his heart squeezing tight in his chest. Who would have known that having such a motherly disposition could be such a turn on?

      Jake shook his head, aiming the gesture at his own thoughts. He had enough problems with a precocious daughter and a wayward senator he wasn’t sure he believed in any longer. The last thing he needed was a romance to add to the mix.

      As if hearing his thoughts, Lina’s eyes caught his.

      With her thick black hair pulled back, her flawless face was even more striking. Her lips split wide and she smiled, the expression lighting up her face. “Good job,” she mouthed giving him a wink.

      Something below his belt stirred. A wink? That’s all it took to make him hard? He really needed to get laid when he went back to California.

      He swallowed hard and returned her smile. “Thanks,” he mouthed. He watched in silence as Becca helped Lina put away all the books.

      Lina bent down and whispered something in Becca’s ear.

      Becca’s face lit. “Really?” she said.

      “Really.” Lina nodded.

      Becca skipped toward him. “Jakey, guess what Lina said?”

      “What?”

      “She said Could You? Would You? is at the library. She said she has a card and will check it out for me if it’s okay with you.”

      Jake stared from Becca to Lina.

      Lina smiled and nodded.

      “Can we go? Pleeease.” Becca dragged out the word, something he noticed she did a lot.

      “Well see,” he said.

      From the look on her face, she knew when adults said ‘we’ll see,’ it usually meant no.

      “I tell you what,” he said, kneeling down. “If you don’t throw any more tantrums like you did today and you eat all your vegetables…”

      She made a gagging noise.

      Jake laughed.

      Lina snorted.

      “Then we can go?” she asked, the excitement in her eyes so genuine he couldn’t help but say yes.

      “Yes, we can go.”

      Becca jumped up and down, squealing with delight as she made a bee line toward Lina. “Lina! Lina! Jakey says we can go to the library.” She turned to face him. “Thank you,” she said, staring at him as she squeezed Lina’s neck. She turned back to Lina. “Maybe you can fix Dog, too?”

      Lina smiled. “I have a meeting at the library soon, so I’ll see you there, if that’s okay with your dad.” She glanced up at Jake.

      Jake could only nod. These two teaming up on him made him useless.

      “I’ll bring my sewing kit,” Lina smiled, “and we can stitch him up then, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said softly. Becca glanced at him, her smile so wide, her face so angelic it made his heart ache. “Can we have ice cream now? Can you come?” she asked Lina.

      “Oh, no, thank you, sweetheart,” Lina said, “I have to work.”

      Becca turned her attention to Jake, anxiously awaiting his decision. He’d led negotiations between politicians and made the call on more than one tricky campaign maneuver, but never did he feel more powerful than he did right now, holding the fate of his daughter’s ice cream dreams in his hands.

      “We could bring you something back,” he said, looking at Lina.

      “Yeah,” Becca nodded. “We could bring you something back.”

      Lina kissed the top of his daughter’s head and placed Becca on the floor, squatting before her. “That’s okay, you guys go and have fun. I’ll see you at the library soon. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Becca said, clutching Lina’s neck and squeezing her tight. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know. It’s okay, sweetie.”

      Becca stared at Lina. “Give me a big smooch,” she said.

      Jake moved to stop them. “Becca, I don’t think—”

      Becca slapped her hands on either side of Lina’s face, pulling her close.

      Lina did the same and leaned forward. The two locked lips in a hilarious show of affection that had Jake laughing under his breath.

      It was ridiculous to be jealous of his own daughter, but he was. Standing in the middle of his hometown, in the book store of all places, he was a bonafide green monster.

      Lina pulled back, smiling. “Mwah,” she said, exaggerating the kissing sound.

      Becca giggled. “Mwah,” she imitated.

      “Go,” Lina patted Becca on the bottom. “Have fun. And thank you for the apology.”

      Becca smiled, an expression that warmed his heart. He’d never thought a smile from a young child, his child, could move him so deeply.

      Becca tucked Dog under her arm and skipped toward the front of the store.

      Lina stood and moved toward him. “You did good, Jakey.” She laughed.

      “I’m learning,” he said.

      “It’s hard to follow-through on threats as a parent, but you did it. You stood your ground and that will go a long way with a head-strong child like Becca.”

      Jake studied her for a long moment. “How do you know so much?”

      “Sisters, a mother, a feisty nonna. I told you. Italians don’t put up with shit.”

      He laughed.

      “Rules are like railings on a bridge,” she said, staring into his eyes, all playfulness gone.

      “What do you mean?”

      “No one really needs the railings on a bridge to know they shouldn’t get close to the edge. Railings allow people to peek over the edge of the bridge, see what’s below them without the fear of falling. Railings make people feel safe, protected.”

      Jake’s brows furrowed.

      “That’s what rules are to kids,” she said. “While they seem restrictive at first, rules actually protect kids from themselves. When parents set enforceable guidelines and follow through with the consequences, they build railings of protection that allow kids to look over the edge without falling. Kids feel protected, they feel safe despite their groaning.”

      Wow. Jake had never thought about rules that way. “But rules only work if they’re enforced?” he said.

      “Exactly. Consequences. They suck, but,” she nodded toward Becca who stood patiently by the door, “they work.”

      He smiled, thankful that someone had faith in him. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      He shrugged. “For everything.” He held her gaze for a several moments, feeling a spark, a connection of some sort that had his body burning.

      She stepped back, shaking her head. “Well, you guys better get going.”

      “You sure we can’t bring you back something?”

      She paused, her eyes seeming to ask for something. “No,” she nodded back to the children’s area, “I’ve got my hands full here.”

      “I’ll see you soon?” He was surprised his statement came out more as a question.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Jake!” Becca called.

      He turned, putting a finger to his lips. “Shhhh.” He moved his finger around the store. “Store. No yelling, remember?”

      Lina laughed, then turned to Jake, the soft sweep of her dark lashes framing her eyes.

      Desire pulsed through his body and he knew he needed to leave but something about her kind expression held him in place.

      “You better go,” she whispered. “She’s been testing your limits, but five-year olds can only take so much before they lose it. Especially when ice cream’s at stake.”

      Jake laughed, the bewitching spell broken. Without thinking he leaned in and brushed a soft kiss against her cheek. Her skin was smooth and warm beneath his lips. Pulling back slightly, he stared at her for a long moment. “Thanks again.”

      “Jake,” Becca called out in a loud whisper from her spot near the door. The gesture was so comical, it had both of them laughing.

      “Gotta go,” he said. Then, before he did anything stupid, like press his lips to hers, he walked away. He took Becca’s hand in his and they pushed through the front door but not before he glanced back over his shoulder.

      Lina stood in the same spot, one hand pressed against the cheek he’d just kissed as if trying to preserve it, the other wrapped around her long hair, the blue tips entwined with her fingers.

      He smiled once, then succumbed to the tiny hand that was pulling him out with more force than he’d ever imagined a five-year old could have. Glancing down at Becca he realized he could never underestimate this dynamo. She was his after all.
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      Jake sat on the couch in his mother’s home, half listening as his Aunt Sally and Becca played a game he didn’t understand.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket for what had to be the tenth time that day. Knowing he couldn’t ignore it any longer, he pulled it out, not surprised by the sheer number of messages.

      Everyone—staffers, volunteers, even the senator—wanted to know one thing. When was he coming back? It was a valid question, but one Jake still didn’t have an answer to.

      He chuckled to himself thinking of Todd dealing with everything on his own. The guy could barely tie his own shoelaces himself, Jake had indulged him so much.

      He thought about his job now compared to when he’d first started with Todd’s campaign. It was nothing like he dreamed it would be when he was a freshman at Berkley involved on campus in grass-roots causes. Much like what Lina was fighting for now.

      Lina. Nope, he couldn’t think about her too long.

      She was beautiful and obviously driven, motivated to make the world better. Something he’d been sure of, once upon a time, until politics had gotten in the way. Now his time was splintered between running a campaign and keeping Todd’s on track with their agenda.

      Jake had discovered over the years that Todd wanted to be liked. In fact, he needed to be liked. His desire was so great that when special interest groups and politicians wanted him to join them for some political action or senate bill, he would often cave just to gain their admiration.

      “No, no, no.” Aunt Sally shook her head. Obviously Becca wasn’t understanding the "game," but to her credit, neither did he.

      “You want to learn everyone’s names right?” Aunt Sally asked.

      Becca nodded.

      “When I point to a person you have to shout out their name.”

      “What if I can’t?” she asked, her face forlorn.

      Jake feared this may be too much pressure for Becca. After all, he had six brothers, four of whom had significant others, not to mention his second cousins and aunts and uncles. Thankfully not all his extended family was here tonight, but still, Becca had at least fifteen names to remember.

      She’d only met most of them once. Jake hadn’t wanted to overwhelm her when they’d first arrived to Canyon Creek less than a week ago.

      “Then I give you the cue word,” Aunt Sally said. “Do you remember what that is?”

      “The word that helps me remember that person.”

      “Right!” Aunt Sally said, shooting one finger in the air in triumph. “Like Jakey here. What did I tell you his cue word was?”

      Becca giggled. “I remember his name.”

      Aunt Sally shrugged. “Humor me.”

      “Donkey,” she said quietly.

      “Donkey?” Jake looked from Becca to Sally. “Why donkey?”

      His aunt leaned down and whispered in his ear. “Because I didn’t think jackass was appropriate for a kid.”

      Jake huffed out a laugh. “That’s a first.”

      “What?” Sally stood straight up, hands on her hips.

      “You being concerned about the impressionable minds of children.”

      She stuck her chest out. “Becca is my first grand niece. Of course I want to impress the best upon her. Isn’t that right, Becca?”

      Becca stood quietly, staring between the two.

      “Just nod,” Sally said.

      Becca shook her head and smiled.

      “Smart girl,” his brother, Ben said, walking up next to them. “Never trust Aunt Sally.”

      Sally swatted at Ben. “Cue word, Becca?” She pointed at Ben.

      “Gay!” Becca shouted triumphantly.

      “What the hell?” Ben scowled at Aunt Sally.

      “What?” Sally asked, “it’s Ben Gay, the ointment us old people have to use.”

      “Dollar!” Becca shouted, sticking her hand out toward Ben.

      “Nice,” Sally held out a hand for a high five.

      Becca slapped her hand and turned back to Ben. “One dollar for cursing, Uncle Ben.”

      “I thought we agreed on a quarter,” Jake said.

      “That’s for immediate family,” Aunt Sally said.

      “I’m immediate family,” Ben said.

      “Actually,” Jake said, “for my daughter, you’re extended family.” He was surprised at how easily the word “daughter” rolled off his tongue.

      “That’s so weird,” Ben said, reaching in his back pocket for his wallet.

      Jake smirked, watching as Becca stood still, her hand extended, palm up. She was a child in constant motion, until someone said a bad word.

      Ben pulled out a one-dollar bill and set it in Becca’s hand.

      “Thank you,” she said, handing it to Aunt Sally.

      “What the heck?” Jake said, sitting up straight. He was already learning to control his potty mouth. “Why did you give that to Aunt Sally?”

      “I’m her investment banker.” Aunt Sally smiled proudly. “We intend to make a mint on Max.”

      Ben chuckled. “You’ll be able to fund your whole damned college fund with Max’s mouth.”

      Becca stepped closer. “One dollar, Uncle Ben.”

      Ben’s gaze traveled around the three of them. “I already paid you.”

      “You said another bad word,” Becca explained.

      “Finally,” his mother exclaimed, coming to sit beside Jake. “Someone who can clean up these potty mouths.”

      “You still owe a quarter, Jakey,” Aunt Sally said.

      “Ugh,” he moaned. “I’ll have to get back to you. I only have bills.”

      Becca walked over to one of the book shelves in the large living room and grabbed the swear jar, carrying it back to the coffee table and sitting it down with a bang, rattling the coins. “I can make change.”

      The room erupted in laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” Max asked, coming in to sit in a chair beside the couch.

      “I’m making change because Jakey uses a lot of bad words,” Becca said.

      “That he does.” Max laughed.

      “But not as many as you, Uncle Max.” She turned to Jake’s brother and smiled.

      “Good job!” Aunt Sally gave Becca a high five. “I didn’t even have to give you a cue word.”

      “What the hell is a cue word?” Max asked.

      Everyone pointed to the jar.

      Max groaned and reached in his pocket, pulling a twenty-dollar bill from his money clip. He stuffed the entire thing in the jar. “Paying in advance.” He nodded.

      Becca pushed the money down further into the jar. “Thank you.” She smiled.

      “She’s good,” his mother whispered.

      He turned to stare at her, brow raised.

      “What? You’re finally getting your just rewards,” she said, pinching his cheeks before rising. “Come on, Becca, I need to finish a few things in the kitchen.”

      “And I can help you?” Becca said, excitement in her voice as she bounced on the balls of her feet.

      “Of course you can,” Aunt Sally said, coming to take her other hand. “Your grandma is a horrible cook. She needs all the help she can get.”

      Becca stared up at Sally, her brows furrowed. “She’s not a bad cook.”

      Jake smiled as Becca stood in defense of his mother.

      Sally shrugged.

      “Aunt Sally, it’s not nice to tell fibs,” Becca said. “That’s what Grammy says.”

      “Oh, hell, you got schooled by a five-year old,” Max snorted.

      “Jar,” all three of them said in unison.

      Max pointed to the jar. “I’ve got credit, remember.”

      “Eighteen,” Becca said.

      “Great, she does math, too.” Max leaned back and chuckled.

      “You’d do best to watch yourself,” Jake said, glad that someone else was bearing the brunt of Becca’s masterful mind.

      “All right, half pint, eighteen.” Max called out to Becca.

      Becca smiled triumphantly and let his mother and aunt lead her into the kitchen.

      Ben leaned in closer. “Dude, that girl is a genius.”

      “You’re so fucking screwed,” Max added.

      Jake and Ben pointed to the jar.

      “To hell with that, half pint has to hear it, not you two dipshits.”

      Jake laughed, leaning back. “Aunt Sally was right.”

      “About what?” Max asked.

      “Your mouth alone will fund Becca’s college education.”

      “Fucking-A,” Max said, laughing.

      “So, how’s it going?” Ben asked. “With Becca, I mean?”

      Jake glanced over his brother’s shoulder at his daughter, standing on a chair, leaning against the kitchen island as she “helped” his mother and Aunt Sally finish preparing dinner.

      “I think she’s doing as well as can be expected,” he said.

      Max glanced toward the kitchen then back to Jake. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing a great job.”

      “Have the DNA test results come in?” Ben asked.

      “Not yet. Any day now the lab said.”

      “I mean it can’t be easy,” Max said. “None of us have a clue how to be parents.”

      Ben turned and studied his brother. “Well you better man-up, dude. You’re going to have twins in like…” he glanced down at his watch.

      “I know,” Max huffed out a groan, running a hand through his hair, “I know.”

      “Where’s Devlin?” Jake asked, wondering where Max’s fiancée was.

      “She’s on bed rest for a few days. Her mother’s with her now.”

      Ben scooted closer. “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah,” Max shook his head. “It’s me you should be concerned for.”

      Jake stared at him. “Why?”

      “Have you met Devlin Darby?” he asked. “Keeping her off her feet is like trying to tame a mountain lion. No one walks away unharmed.”

      Jake and Ben laughed.

      “What’s going on?” Ben asked after they settled.

      Max glanced over toward the kitchen and scooted closer. “She’s been spotting again.”

      “Oh, no,” Ben said.

      “Yeah, Aaron and Doc Olson are keeping a close eye on her, but her OB/Gyn is thirty minutes away if we don’t hit traffic.”

      Jake’s brother Aaron had been a world-class cardio thoracic surgeon in Chicago but had recently relocated to Canyon Creek after being diagnosed with a career ending tremor that affected his hands. He’d been practicing at the medical clinic in town while he decided what his next move would be. Although judging by the way he and Kayleigh Montgomery, the town vet, were getting along, Jake was pretty sure his brother was in town to stay.

      “Well, it’s a good thing Aaron is here, I guess,” Ben said.

      Max grimaced. “Dude, do you know how gross it is for your brother to have his hand halfway up your wife’s taco?”

      “Taco?” Jake laughed.

      “What do you want me say?” Max snarled.

      “How about vagina?” Ben said.

      Max pointed to his brother in warning. “Shut it, asshole. Do not talk about my wife’s cooter.”

      Ben scooted forward, putting his forearms on his legs. “Hey, wait a minute. Do you realize you just called Devlin your wife?”

      Max fell back in the chair, scrubbing a hand through his hair. “Don’t get me started on that topic.”

      “What?” Jake stared from Ben to Max. “What’s wrong?”

      Ben nodded toward Max. “He’s a male chauvinist and wants his ‘woman’ married when she gives birth.”

      “That’s not a chauvinist, asshole. Is it a crime I don’t want my kids to be bastards?”

      “What’s a bastard?” Becca asked coming into the room.

      All three men turned and stared at her, mouths open.

      “Where is Emmett when you need him?” Ben muttered.

      Emmett was Jake’s older brother and a best-selling author. If anyone could explain his way out of this mess it would be Emmett.

      “It’s…” Max stumbled, scrubbing his jaw, “it’s a bad word, half pint. I shouldn’t have said it.”

      “What does it mean?” she asked again.

      Max glared at Jake and nodded toward Becca.

      Before Jake could figure out what to say, his mother’s voice came from behind him. “Becca, you don’t need to worry about what the word means.”

      Becca looked up at his mother. “Someone in my daycare called me a bastard once. I didn’t know what it meant.”

      The room fell silent and Jake’s heart squeezed tight in pain.

      “Come here, Becca,” he said quietly, holding out his hands.

      Becca slowly made her way to him.

      He lifted her onto his lap. “Bastard is a bad word and no one should call you that or say it.” Jake glared at Max who had started this whole conversation. But it was Jake’s job as Becca’s father to make sure she understood.

      Becca wasn’t like most five-year olds, he knew that, so his explanation had to make sense or she’d never let it go.

      He drew in a deep breath, bracing for a parental moment he wasn’t prepared for. He glanced up at his mother and she gave a small nod of encouragement. “The word bastard has several meanings.”

      “Like the word ‘date,’” she said, smiling.

      “Right,” he nodded. “Like date. It can mean a day of the year.”

      “Or going out with your boyfriend.” Becca smiled. “Did you and my mom go on a date?”

      Just when he thought things couldn’t get worse.

      “That’s not the point,” he said, trying to skirt the issue that he’d never taken Jenni on a single date.

      He glanced around the room, not surprised that everyone had stepped closer and they were all staring at him, awaiting his answer like it was story time at the library.

      “One meaning of bastard is a child whose parents aren’t married when they’re born.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” she said.

      “I don’t think it’s bad, but some people do.”

      “So, I am a bastard,” she said, “because you and Mommy weren’t married?”

      What did he say to that? Hadn’t Jenni addressed this issue? “Did your mommy talk about this with you, about me not being around when you were born?”

      She shook her head. “Mommy said I was special, like Tinker Bell. She said she spread pixie dust on her bed and wished on a star for me. She said that’s how God put me in her tummy.”

      Jake swallowed down a lump in his throat. He glanced up at his mother, who had tears in her eyes, her hand covering her mouth.

      He drew in a deep breath. “That was only part of the story,” he said, not wanting to argue anything Jenni had told this sweet, adorable innocent child who’d been caught in a situation not of her own making.

      “Do you know what it means when your grammy said I was your dad?”

      Becca didn’t answer, only stared with wide eyes.

      “It means your mom and I made you together. She might have wished for you, but it takes a mother and a father to make a baby. Sometimes they’re married and they raise the baby together. Sometimes they don’t.”

      “Oh,” she said, staring off, pondering his explanation. “What’s the other meaning, Jakey?” Her voice was quiet.

      “Well, the other meaning is a bad word. It means someone’s not a nice person.”

      Becca’s eyes went round. “But I’m a nice person, aren’t I?” Tears pooled in her eyes.

      “You’re the best person I know, frog face.” He gripped her tight and hugged her to his chest, thankful they’d come up with the game of calling one another the silliest pet names they could think of. “The best person,” he repeated.

      “And that kid should be punched in the face for calling you bad names,” Sally said, breaking the tender moment.

      Becca sat straight up and turned her head. “Aunt Sally, it’s not nice to hit people,” she scolded.

      He watched as Aunt Sally stiffened. They all went quiet, remembering that his aunt had come from an abusive marriage but thankfully had escaped when Jake’s cousins were small.

      “You’re right,” his mother said, coming to scoop Becca up. She glanced around the room. “No hitting, and no more bad words.”

      Jake, his brothers, and Aunt Sally all remained quiet at his mother’s reprimand. God, he was nearly thirty and his mother could still command the room like he was a little kid. He had a lot to learn.

      “Come on sweetheart,” his mother said, “I need you to help me set the table.” His mother turned to walk away but Becca stopped her.

      “Uncle Max,” she said.

      “Yeah, half pint?”

      “It’s okay if your babies are bastards because I’m a bastard, too.  That doesn’t mean they won’t be nice, like me.”

      Jake’s throat burned and his eyes stung.

      “You’re right, baby girl,” Max said, his voice cracking with emotion. “They’ll be so nice, just like you.”

      “And since you didn’t mean bastard as a bad word,” she said, “you don’t have to pay the swear jar.”

      The room fell silent again and Jake could feel the emotion fill the space. This little girl, with her temper-tantrums and sharp mind, was such a paradox. Maybe she had been made from pixie dust, maybe she was Tinker Bell herself.

      “Are you almost done with the treehouse?” Aunt Sally asked Max, thankfully changing the subject.

      “Just about,” he said. Max had been working on a treehouse and a playscape in his backyard ever since he’d found out Devlin was pregnant. The family had given him shit more than once over the project. “You going to come check it out when I’m done, half pint? I could use someone to test everything for me. Make sure I did okay.”

      Becca giggled. “Uncle Max, babies can’t climb trees.”

      “Only monkeys?”

      “And me,” she said proudly.

      “Come on.” His mother turned to leave. “Let’s get the table ready for dinner.”

      Jake watched his mother walk away with Becca, feeling himself steady a little at the thought of his mother’s experience and help.

      His visit to Canyon Creek was supposed to be temporary, a respite while he figured out what the hell to do with his life. Now he wondered how he would navigate the turbulent waters of parenthood without the support of his family when he returned to California.
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      Jake stepped away while Becca was busy preparing for dinner and dialed the Senator’s private line. He’d called multiple times, a sure sign there was trouble.

      “Jake, what the hell?” He practically shouted. “I’ve been calling all day.” Todd sounded even more overwrought than he usually did. Sometimes Jake thought it was a miracle the guy could pull himself together all the time to make speeches and dazzle the people who voted for him.

      “I’ve been with my daughter,” he said. “It’s not like this has been a vacation for me, Todd.” Jake no longer felt the need for formalities with his boss.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Todd said, and Jake could almost picture him rubbing his forehead the way he did. “I know. It’s just—Jake, listen we have a problem.”

      Jake sat on the bed in his old room. He was now sleeping down the hall and Becca was sleeping in here. His mom had mentioned painting it and getting some girlier bedding for her.

      “Tell me what’s going on?” he asked. What Jake wanted to say was, "Handle it yourself. Make a decision without me for once," but he didn’t. They’d worked too hard on the upcoming insurance bill, which was more than likely what was at stake here.

      “It’s that girl who worked on the campaign that first year. Cassie.” Todd’s voice was shaky, and lacking confidence, something rare for the senator.

      Jake sighed at Todd’s lack of respect. To Todd, all women were "girls." He didn’t see the difference between a girl in high school and a woman who worked on his campaign. It was one of the things Jake had tried to show Todd over the years.

      Christ, Jake thought. How was it that Todd never seemed to grow or change?

      “Cassandra Huntley?” Jake finally said. “What about her?”

      Jake remembered Cassie. She’d come to work on that first campaign right out of college. Jake remembered being impressed with her drive and tenacity. She’d worked her way through college maintaining two jobs to pay her bills. She was sharp and intelligent, but what Jake remembered the most was the way she had looked at Todd anytime he was in the office.

      She’d had a killer crush on the senator. Anyone could see the attraction. She’d worked for them through that campaign but left shortly after Todd’s victory. Jake was thankful. The last he’d heard she was working for one of the largest trade associations in California.

      “She’s threatening to talk, Jake. To tell the press. To tell my wife.”

      The Senator’s words hit Jake and he went still. What the hell had Todd just said?

      “Tell them what?”

      “She wants money.”

      Jake took a long slow breath and held it for several heart beats. “What do you mean?” he asked on an exhale. His head started to pound and he could feel the beginnings of a migraine coming on.

      “She sent a letter to my house, for God’s sake. To my house, Jake!”

      “What can she possibly be demanding money over?” He knew the answer. Knew it in his gut.

      Jake hadn’t ever thought Todd was a saint but he never suspected infidelity. Jake was friends with Todd’s wife, Hannah. He knew her as well as her husband, he respected her. He’d assumed on some level Todd had married Hannah because of her pedigree and political connections, but he’d always thought there was love there, too.

      “Cassie was a distraction, Jake,” Todd said.

      Of course, he’d call this situation a “distraction.”

      “I mean, hell,” Todd said, “I get stressed, you know that. And when I finally do get home, all Hannah wants to talk about is how bad her day was, or what needs to be fixed around the house, or how we don’t communicate anymore.”

      “We all get stressed, Todd. It doesn’t mean we find ‘distractions’ to ease the pain.”

      “I know, I know. I just needed someone to go to who didn’t want all that. Who didn’t demand anything from me.”

      “Cassie’s demanding now though, isn’t she?” Jake snapped.

      “I thought she just needed a little money to get her by the first few times she asked.”

      “What?” Jake stood up, catching himself when he realized how loud that had come out. “You’ve paid her before?”

      Todd’s response was hushed. “Just, well, she came to me twice before and said she needed money. She said she would talk if I didn’t help her, but I just thought she was being dramatic. She can be that way sometimes.”

      So much for not being demanding.

      Jake walked to the window and looked out on the scenery he’d enjoyed so often as a child. Staring out at the majestic view of Canyon Creek Mountain, he found no comfort this time. “Are you still sleeping with her?” he finally asked.

      Todd was quiet.

      “Answer me.” Jake bit out the words and it struck him how much he sounded like a father chastising a child now. Like Todd was his teenager gone astray. Hell, maybe that’s what this had been all along. Jake wanting Todd to be something he wasn’t. Believing Todd was more than he was, more than he could be.

      “No. I broke things off with her a year ago.”

      “A year ago?” he growled. “You’ve been seeing her all this time?”

      Todd said nothing.

      “Why did you stop seeing her a year ago? What happened.” Hopefully Todd would say he realized he loved his wife and couldn’t hurt her?

      “I met someone else,” Todd said quietly.

      Jake swore under his breath and scrubbed a hand through his hair. If Becca had been anywhere nearby, he’d have had to write a check to settle his debt with the swear jar.

      “Are you kidding me with this, Todd?” That’s when it hit Jake. Todd expected him to make this go away. He had called because he thought Jake would somehow magically bury the scandal that was about to break before it killed his career. Killed both their careers.

      As much as he didn’t want to know, Jake needed information if he was going to handle this situation.

      “Tell me everything,” he said. “What does she want? What did she send you, does she have proof that you two were together?”

      As Todd confessed everything, Jake listened and gritted his teeth.

      Cassie had sent a letter but Todd knew she had photos. Maybe more. They’d been meeting for years in a small hotel on the outside of Sacramento. She checked in under a fake name and he would join her later, going straight to the room.

      The trade association had fired her and Cassie was demanding one hundred thousand dollars to start up her own business. Todd had told her he’d need time to make that happen.

      “I need to think,” Jake said. “Tell me what’s going on with the legislation,” he said. He needed to keep the insurance bill moving forward. Maybe that would erase the bad taste he had in his mouth brought on by his boss’s infidelity.

      After gaining all the information he could stomach, Jake disconnected the call and sat on the bed, wondering how in the hell his life had gotten so screwed up. How had he gone from the job of his dreams, a job where he felt he was making a difference, to a job where he felt more and more like he was compromising everything he was and all he believed in?
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      Lina straightened the chairs in the small alcove of the library, anxious for the meeting to start. She hoped more people would show up this time now that it was in a bigger meeting space than her living room.

      The more she’d thought about Jake’s comments the more she realized he was right. They really did need to rally together as a cohesive group. Hopefully after tonight’s meeting, the concerned citizens of Canyon Creek could become more unified and even come up with a name as Jake had suggested.

      Lina turned and straightened the stack of papers on the table behind her. She’d outlined all the issues she wanted to talk about at the upcoming Town Council meeting, things like environmental impact studies, growth comparisons, and budgetary restrictions and costs. She wanted to make sure the group was informed and unified before any of them stood up to speak at the meeting.

      “Wow,” someone said behind her. “Looks like you’ve done your homework.”

      Lina bit back the smile threatening to spread across her face at the familiar voice. She was no longer a silly teenage girl, hyped up on hormones. Or at least she thought she was all grown up, until Jake Sumner appeared.

      She felt Jake right behind her. “This is impressive, Bianchi,” he said, his breath brushing her neck as he read over her shoulder. It sent a wave of heat toward no-man’s land—duly titled because no man had been between her legs in a very long time. She drew in a deep breath and then had to bite her tongue to keep from moaning, he smelled so damn good.

      Lina turned and studied him.

      Jake was decked out in his casual attire, jeans, navy pullover and classic suede tennis shoes, only tonight he’d added one item that sent him from handsome to hot as hell. Glasses. Sexy glasses. Black-rimmed wayfarer styled frames that made him look like a nerdy college professor. He’d definitely make any coed want to stay after class for extra lessons.

      Lina swallowed hard, reminding herself that this man’s life was chaos, plus he didn’t even live here. And he had a kid. A cute kid, yeah, but still.

      “Lina!” Becca shouted.

      “Shhh!” Ms. Parker, the town librarian, hushed from the front desk.

      “Rebecca,” Jake scolded.

      “Oh sorry,” Becca said. “Lina!” Her attempt at a whisper was raspy but no quieter, which amused Lina.

      “You have a fan.” Jake chuckled. The sound of his laughter vibrated over her skin, heating her from the inside out.

      “Hey, little mouse.” Lina smiled, lifting the little girl in her arms.

      “Hey, big mouse.” Becca giggled.

      “What do you have there?” Lina nodded to the book in Becca’s hand.

      She turned the book around so Lina could see the title.

      “Oh, Click, Clack, Moo: Cows that Type. That’s another great book.”

      “My Aunt—” the little girl paused, her brows furrowed as she stared at Jake.

      “Bird,” he said, nodding.

      Bird?

      “My Aunt Maggie gave this to me,” she said proudly.

      “What was up with bird?” Lina asked, staring from Becca to Jake.

      “My Aunt Sally came up with a game for Becca since she has such a large family now,” Jake said. “She developed cue words for each person to help Becca remember.”

      “And Maggie’s cue is bird?” she asked.

      “Magpie,” he said as if it made perfect sense. “You know, the bird. That’s what Maggie’s dad calls her.”

      Lina nodded. “Got it. Bird.” She looked down at Becca. “What’s my cue word?”

      “You don’t need a word to remind me who you are, silly.” She giggled. “I know you always.”

      Something in Lina’s chest burned with an emotion she didn’t want to acknowledge. “You better, topolina.” Lina poked Becca’s belly, sending the girl into a fit of laughter.

      “Oh, wait here.” Lina set Becca on the floor and walked to her bag, pulling out a small sewing kit. “I can fix Dog after the meeting. If you’re still here,” she added, not wanting to assume Jake would stay.

      He glanced down at his watch. It was almost six-thirty, the meeting would be starting soon.

      “I don’t anticipate the meeting going past eight,” she said.

      Becca tucked Dog under her arm and clasped her hands together, bouncing on her toes. “Please, Jakey, please.”

      He ruffled her hair. “We’ll see.”

      Becca’s smile fell and her shoulders slumped.

      Jake squatted down in front of her. “Remember what we said?”

      Becca let out a frustrated sigh. “We’ll see doesn’t always mean no.”

      “Right,” Jake nodded once and stood.

      “But most of the time it does,” she grumbled under her breath, staring down at her stuffed animal.

      Jake’s gaze met hers and he rolled his eyes.

      Lina bit back a laugh. “Trouble,” she mouthed.

      “Tell me,” he said.

      “Hey Becca,” Lina said, “I know Ms. Parker loves to have story time in the children’s section. Maybe you could ask her if she’s going to start soon. I bet she’d even let you pick a few books.”

      Becca’s eyes went wide. “Really? I could pick the book?” Her head snapped to Jake then to Lina.

      “Maybe. If you asked nicely.”

      “Maybe she’ll let me read Click, Clack, Moo.”

      “Usually Ms. Parker reads,” Lina said.

      Becca’s smile fell. “Oh.”

      “But maybe she’d make an exception. If you’re really nice.”

      Becca’s eyes went wide and a small smirk dimpled her right cheek. She looked like a kid who was calculating the perfect crime in her mind. Yeah, Jake had his hands full with this one.

      Becca tilted her head to look up at Jake. “Can I?” she asked.

      “May I,” Jake and Lina said in unison, correcting her. They stared at each other and laughed.

      “It’s not nice to laugh at me.” Becca pouted.

      Lina squatted down. “We weren’t laughing at you, little mouse. Your dad and I were laughing at each other.”

      “Oh,” she said, seemingly surprised.

      “It’s just proper grammar.” Lina explained, knowing Becca had a much better grasp of the English language than most five-year-olds. “Can I means, do I have the ability to do something. I’m pretty sure you could ask Ms. Parker, right?”

      Becca nodded.

      “May I means do I have permission to do something? It’s a hard rule,” Lina said. “Don’t worry, you’ll get it.”

      Becca glanced up at Jake. “May I?”

      He smoothed back Becca’s hair in such a gentle, loving way that Lina’s heart ached. “Sure, sweetheart. Just don’t…”

      Before he could finish the sentence, Becca all but sprinted toward the front counter.

      “Run,” he sighed under his breath.

      Lina stood and bumped his hip. “Good luck with that one, Mr. Sumner.”

      “Tell me.” He laughed.

      “Don’t worry, I was just as feisty as a kid.”

      “Still are,” he bumped her back.

      His eyes held hers, his gaze darker now.

      Parts of her that had no business throbbing were doing just that.

      “Well,” she coughed out, “I should probably get things ready for the meeting. People will be showing up soon.”

      Without another word she turned her back, willing away the strong emotions welling up inside. She had a mission, and it wasn’t seducing Jake Sumner. Although that didn’t sound so bad either.
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      Jake watched as Lina turned her back, surprised at her quick retreat. Although, looking at her backside in a pair of skinny jeans, he probably shouldn’t complain.

      He turned and saw several citizens and business owners of Canyon Creek were now filling the small space. There was an energy in the air he recognized. It was the kind of thing he’d experienced often earlier in his career when he and Todd and their team were working alongside grassroots organizations on issues they were passionate about.

      He scanned the room and knew Lina was responsible for this. She’d pulled this group together, given them something to fight for, to believe in.

      “Hey, Jake,” someone called behind him.

      He turned and a flash of hot pink caught his eye. He instinctively stepped back. Lauren Avery, the owner of Salon 101, was making a beeline for him. Her hair and nails were so done up she looked like she’d spent hours in a chair at her own establishment.

      Her eyes roamed over him, her tongue darting out and licking her lips, which were coated in a three-inch layer of candy apple red lip gloss. She looked as if she were trying to decide which body part to eat first.

      She’d always been all over him in high school, something he wasn’t opposed to at the time. But now, she looked like she’d been pumped up with more silicon and synthetic fillers than Pamela Anderson. Her lips were fuller than he remembered them, and she definitely hadn’t had those breasts when he’d known her.

      “Uh,” he cleared his throat, “hey, Lauren.”

      She ran her hands up and down his arms and slowly slid them around his shoulders. Before he could pull away, she stepped into him, pressing her fake breasts into his chest.

      He tried to pry himself loose, but she was strong, pushing up even higher, a dangerous feat considering she was wearing sky-high heels.

      “Somebody’s been working out since high school,” she whispered in his ear, squeezing his shoulders.

      From the corner of his eyes he saw Lina staring at them, a small smirk adorning her face.

      He wrapped his hands around Lauren’s arms and physically extracted her from his body, pushing her an arm’s length away. “You look great, too, Lauren. It’s been awhile.”

      “Sure has,” she said seductively. She reached up and ran her red-tipped fingernails through his hair. “Somebody needs a wash and blowout.” The way she said blowout left no doubt as to what she really meant.

      He side stepped her hold and smoothed down his hair. “Uh, thanks. I’ll call you soon.”

      Her soft green eyes rolled over his body from head to toe again. “Please do.” She dug into a hot-pink purse that was large enough to double as a duffle bag. “Here.” She shoved a card into Jake’s hand. “Call me.” She stepped closer and he was assaulted by her floral perfume again. “Anytime.”

      He had to swallow down a gag. “Thanks,” he said nervously, quickly sticking the card into his back pocket. He had no plans to call her for anything, at any time.

      Lauren turned her attention to Lina. “Hey, beautiful.” She smiled and the expression was genuine, not so predatory this time. Lauren ran her fingers through Lina’s hair too. “You need to come in for a touch up, sweetie, or a new color. Maybe pink or purple this time?” Lauren said, rubbing her thumb and forefinger over the blue strands at the tips of Lina’s hair.

      Suddenly Jake was overcome with jealousy, wishing he were the one running his hands through Lina’s silky tresses. Good God, where had that thought come from?

      Jake had never been one for wild or unnatural hair colors, probably because you didn’t get to do those sorts of things in the circles he worked in. But even he had to admit, the blue dyed tips of Lina’s hair fit her personality and made her wild and sexy hair even more irresistible.

      Images of his hands twisted around the ends of those blue tipped strands as he yanked her back against him, taking her…

      “Jakey!”

      Oh, damn, here he was fantasizing about Lina while his daughter had been trying to get his attention. God, he was such a horrible father.

      He swallowed as his gaze went first to Lina who gave him a knowing smile, and surprisingly enough, she didn’t seem offended.

      “Jakey!” Becca called again.

      “No yelling, Rebecca Anne.”

      His daughter’s brows furrowed and she huffed, tapping her foot. He didn’t need a DNA test to prove she was a Sumner. Her stubbornness documented the lineage beyond a shadow of a doubt.

      She crossed her arms over her chest, poor Dog squished in the middle. “Why do you call me that?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, honestly having no idea. He figured it was a parental reflex brought on by sheer frustration. He really needed to apologize to his mother.

      “I called you a lot and you wouldn’t answer me, so I had to yell,” she said in a sulk.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.” He leaned down. “What did you want to tell me?”

      “Ms. Parker said I can’t read Click, Clack, Moo.”

      “Well, Ms. Parker is in charge.”

      “No, not may.” She shook her head. “She doesn’t think I can read it. She doesn’t think I have the…,” she paused trying to recall their earlier conversation.

      “Ability?” he answered.

      “Yes,” she said, excitedly. “She doesn’t think I have the ability to read it. But I do. I read it to Aunt Maggie when she gave it to me.”

      “Well,” Jake sighed, wondering how the hell you explained to a five-year old that she wasn’t like most kids her age. “Sometimes people underestimate kid’s abilities.”

      Becca frowned, glancing over his shoulder before returning her gaze to him. “She shouldn’t do that.”

      “What’s up, half-pint?” Aunt Sally looked down at Becca then him.

      He stood up and stared at his aunt. “What are you doing here?”

      “I don’t want this highway expansion,” she said. “I’m Team Lina all the way, here to find out what our fearless leader wants from us.”

      “Hmm.” Jake said, not sure why he hadn’t thought about his family taking sides. They were all business owners in the town.

      “Anyway,” Aunt Sally shook her head, glancing down at Becca, “what has my beautiful niece all in a tizzy?”

      “What’s a tizzy?” Becca asked.

      Jake held up a hand. “Don’t you dare.” He had no doubt his aunt would use a bad word.

      “Phhh,” she waved him off as she turned her attention back to Becca. “A tizzy means you’re having a fit because you’re upset.” She looked at Jake. “I bet you thought I was going to say pissed, didn’t you?”

      “You just did, Aunt Sally.”

      She laughed. “So what’s got you so upset, little one?”

      Becca clutched the book to her chest. “Ms. Parker doesn’t think I can read my book.”

      Sally glanced over her shoulder. “That old bat,” she grumbled. “Come on, sweet cheeks,” Aunt Sally extended her hand, “let’s go prove Old-Lady-Parker-With-A-Bug-Up-Her-Butt wrong.”

      Becca smiled as she slipped her hand into his aunt’s. “That’s kind of a bad word, Aunt Sally.”

      “Ooops.” His aunt covered her mouth.

      “It’s not real bad so you don’t have to pay.”

      “Well thank you, honey bun.” She smiled down at Becca.

      As much as Jake wanted to protest, he had to admit, his Aunt Sally had become one of his biggest helpers when it came to his daughter.

      “Save me a seat,” Sally called over her shoulder as they walked toward the front of the library.

      Poor Ms. Parker, he thought.

      “Two words.” Lina said behind him.

      He turned and noticed she was watching Sally and Becca walk away. “Only two?” He laughed.

      “Big trouble,” she said.

      “Hot mess.”

      “Complete disaster.” She laughed.

      “I’m so screwed.”

      She smiled. “That’s three.”

      “Maybe, but true.”

      Lina took one last glance at Sally and Becca then turned to face him, her long hair swinging with the move. “Yeah, you’re totally screwed,” she said, turning and walking toward the front of the room. He watched as she greeted everyone walking through the group as if she knew them all intimately.

      He wanted to hear what she had to say about the expansion and see if she had any challenges to the arguments he knew the corporations who were pushing for the expansion would offer up.

      As if sensing his gaze, Lina turned back toward him, her eyes meeting his. Her lips curled up in a devious smirk that had his body stiffening. “Totally screwed,” she mouthed with a laugh, throwing back her head.

      His eyes followed the line of her neck, his gaze sliding down the contours of her body, wondering what she looked like under all those clothes. What the hell?

      “Close your mouth, sweetheart, there are children present.” Sally bumped his arm and laughed as she walked past him and settled into a seat.

      As much as he tried, Jake couldn’t pull his eyes away from the beautiful woman who seemed to have the entire town transfixed. Including him.

      Lina bent over the table, reaching for a stack of papers. Parts of his body stiffened as he watched the curve of her ass when she leaned further. He swallowed down a moan. Christ on a cracker, what was wrong with him?

      Yeah, he was screwed. In more ways than one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lina leaned against the counter in her parent’s kitchen, chewing on a carduni fritti her grandmother had just pulled from the frying pan. The salty fried goodness filled her mouth and made her moan. A cardoon was similar to a stalk of celery, only longer and thicker. And when golden fried into a carduni fritti by her grandmother, the food was damn near perfection.

      “Oh my gosh, these are so good,” she said, moaning around the tasty goodness that most Americans had never even heard of. Forget French fries, Lina would take Nonna’s cardunis any day of the week.

      Nonna smiled wide, gripping Lina’s chin.  “Grazie, topolina.”

      Lina laughed at her grandmother’s Italian endearment, one she’d now found herself calling Becca for some strange reason.

      “Don’t you ever get tired of this?” Lina asked, waving her hand around the area.

      “What? Cooking for my family?” Nonna asked in her thick Italian accent. She was a first-generation immigrant, born in Palermo, Sicily. Lina’s mother and father had come to the United States first. Nonna followed when her husband passed away from lung cancer almost twenty-five years ago just after Lina was born.

      “Every Sunday?” Lina asked.

      “I cook all the time, Angelina.”

      Lina smiled when Nonna called her by her given name. It sounded so elegant spoken with an authentic Italian accent.

      “I love my family,” Nonna said, staring back at Lina. “What I get tired of is watching you skinny chickens eat up all my good food and still stay so rail thin.”

      Lina rubbed her stomach. “I think rail thin is pretty generous, Nonna.”

      She waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Boh! When I was your age I’d already had three children and looked like a gassona.”

      “That’s a lie,” Lina’s sister, Frannie said, nudging into the small kitchen. “You don’t look like a blimp, Nonna. Mammá showed me pictures of you when she was a teenager and you were a knock out.” She smiled and kissed their grandmother on the cheek. “Still are.”

      Nonna took the wooden spoon from the pot she’d been stirring, wiped it on a towel and swacked Frannie on the behind.

      “Ow!” Frannie yelped, rubbing her butt. “That hurt, Nonna.”

      “That’s for lying, may God forgive your soul.” Nonna made the sign of the cross and clasped her hands together, whispering some prayer in Italian.

      Her other sister, Gia waltzed in, her hair pulled up into a messy knot on top of her head. “Don’t waste your prayers on that one, Nonna,” she said, pulling open the refrigerator and grabbing a bottle of water. “She’s still banging her hot physics professor.”

      “Acqua in bocca,” Nonna said, swatting Gia on the butt too.

      “Ow!” Gia howled like Frannie had.

      Lina laughed. It was true, Frannie had been sleeping with her undergrad physics professor, but not until she’d passed his class. Considering that Frannie was a graduate student now and the two had been dating for the last two years, Lina was pretty sure God approved.

      “Prayers to our heavenly Father are never wasted, ragazzas,” Nonna said in her thick Italian accent that brought Lina more comfort than she sometimes realized. “I pray for you girls every day.”

      “Well, if you’re already praying anyway,” Gia said, “could you ask God to get one of Lina’s hunky roommates to slip through my bedroom window tonight? They’re so hot I almost want to start a fire just to have them rescue me.”

      “Amen to that,” Frannie said, giving Gia a high-five. “I’d like to ride their engine.”

      “Basta!” Nonna shouted, wielding the spoon above her head.

      Both sisters burst into a fit of laughter as they raced out of the kitchen.

      “I don’t know why you invite those two to dinner every Sunday,” Lina said, laughing.

      “Si, non so perché,” Nonna said, returning to her bubbling pot of goodness.

      “You do too know, Mammá,” Lina’s mother said, stepping into the kitchen and kissing Nonna on the cheek, then Lina. “Because even though my girls are pests, you miss them like crazy,”

      Nonna hmphed and gave a shrug.

      Lina’s sisters both lived in Denver, attending school. Frannie was studying for her MBA, and Gia was persuing a nursing degree. With her baby sister, Natalia, in California at a prestigious art school, sometimes Lina felt like the black sheep of the family. She’d never gone to college herself. She’d taken online classes, though, so that had to count, right?

      She bit her lip and studied a spot on the floor. Maybe she should think about going to school. Or even just looking for a full-time job with, as her mother put it, room for advancement. Something she could do that had benefits and might turn into a real career.

      Her Nonna bumped her hip, giving Lina a tilt of her head when Lina looked up. She knew what the gesture meant. Lift yourself up and get your head out of the clouds little one, she said silently. Your mammá is about to descend on you.

      “How are you, sweetheart?” her mother asked.

      “I’m good.” Lina smiled and kissed her mother, pulling herself away from her thoughts, just as Nonna had silently told her to do.

      “I heard your meeting went well,” Nonna said.

      Lina cringed, afraid of what her mother would say. Her mother hadn’t liked the fact that Lina was on the opposite side of the fence about the highway expansion, and she hadn’t been shy about voicing it.

      “The meeting went well,” Lina said quietly. “We had a good turnout. I think we’re building a solid base of citizens who are concerned about the environment.”

      Her mother scowled. “You’re just going to divide this town, Lina. And make enemies for all of us.” Her mother shook her head. “Customers are already talking.”

      “Let them talk,” Nonna said.

      “I’m not trying to make enemies, Mom” Lina answered, her voice rising despite what she’d told herself she wouldn’t do today.

      Her mother placed a hand on her hip. “Then what are you trying to do?”

      Lina felt her face grow warm. Her mother had never understood her passion for people and the environment, choosing money over the delicate ecosystem every time.

      “I care about the citizens of this town just as much as you do but my care is rooted in their well-being, not their wallets.”

      Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you so angry, Lina? We’ve given up everything for you.”

      Lina’s shoulders slumped and she bowed her head. “It was your choice to leave,” she said, never meeting her mother’s hard glare.

      “You gave us no choice, Angelina. It was move or watch you go down in flames, taking your sisters with you. Your passion,” she used air quotes, “and rebellious nature has cost everyone in this family.”

      Lina felt tears prick her eyes but she remained silent.

      “Everyone knows our daughter is the one trying to fight progress here in the town,” her mother continued. “The gossip has already started. Again,” she added for effect. “Do you know what that will do for our business? Why can’t you see?”

      “Basta!,” Nonna shouted, pointing her spoon at Lina’s mother, flinging red sauce on her shirt.

      Lina gasped and covered her mouth.

      “Mammá!” her mother squealed. “This is a new top.”

      “Enough, Giovanna,” her grandmother said, glaring at her daughter. “Our Lina is fighting with passion from her heart.” Nonna pounded her chest. “You would be wise to learn from her.”

      Her mother’s eyes narrowed.

      Nonna had always been Lina’s biggest advocate growing up. Lina had been a wild child, a free spirit, and a tad rebellious, sometimes falling in with the wrong crowd. Okay, a lot rebellious, but she didn’t like to let her thoughts wander back to those times, or the fact that she was the reason they were here in Colorado.

      Her mother rolled her eyes. “That passion will cost us all.” She moved to the refrigerator, pulling out a lemon and cutting it in half, squeezing the juice on her blouse. “Ah, never mind. Now I have to put detergent on this before it stains.” Her mother held out her shirt, shaking her head as she cast her stern look at Nonna.

      Nonna shrugged. “It wasn’t that pretty anyway.”

      Lina bit back a laugh.

      Her mother narrowed her eyes and for some reason, Lina thought of Becca. And Jake.

      She and Nonna watched silently as her mother stalked out of the kitchen.

      “So,” Nonna turned back to face her, “you will fight?”

      “The road expansion you mean?”

      “Sì.”

      “I don’t want to fight anyone, Nonna. I just want to be heard. I want the people to understand what the construction will do to the ecosystem, to the wildlife and the creek. I don’t think they get it.”

      “It’s important to voice your concern, Angelina. Don’t let her scare you.”

      Lina wrapped her arms around her nonna, leaning down and inhaling the sweet smell that could only be described as grandmotherly.

      Nonna kissed her cheek and pulled away, glancing around the doorway before staring up at Lina. “What I really want to know about is this young man who everyone says stares at you like you’re a cannoli.”

      Lina burst into laughter. “Who?”

      Nonna swatted the air. “Who?” She laughed sarcastically. “You know who. Maryanne Thompson said Lauren Avery had her hands wrapped up in his hair and she thought she was going to have to hold you back.”

      Lina remembered the moment. She’d wanted to swat Lauren away—okay, and maybe she wanted to scratch her eyes out. Lauren was a nice woman who did an amazing job on Lina’s own hair, but it didn’t mean she wanted her pawing at Jake.

      “Ahh,” Nonna laughed, “so it’s true, yes?”

      “What?” Lina shook her head.

      Nonna smirked but said nothing. “I hear he has a child.”

      “He does.” Lina reached for another carduni, thinking if her mouth was full she’d be less likely to say more, like how she spent her nights imaging Jake—

      “You said you don’t want babies.”

      She shook her head to rid the memories. “Nonna, it’s not like we’re getting married.”

      “Who’s getting married?” Gia slid into the kitchen, wide eyes darting between the two of them.

      “Vattene!” Nonna swatted at Gia.

      “No way,” Gia shook her head, grabbing a carduni. “I’m not going anywhere. Are we talking about Jakey?”

      Nonna stared up at Lina. “His name is Jakey?”

      Lina laughed. “It’s what his daughter calls him.”

      “Not father?” Nonna’s tone told them what she thought of a daughter calling her father by his first name.

      “It’s a long story, Nonna. And one of a hundred reasons why I don’t care how he looks at me.” Lina wrapped a lock of hair around her finger and stared down.

      “Liar!” Gia shouted, pointing her half-eaten carduni at Lina.

      Lina jumped. “What?”

      “You’re playing with your hair.”

      Lina dropped her hand. “So?”

      “So,” Gina said, “you always do that when you lie.”

      “I do not.”

      “Do too,” Gia said. “Maybe you should cut it all off so no one can use your tell against you.”

      “Diavolo, no!” Nonna shouted.

      “Nonna,” Gia laughed, “you said a bad word.”

      Lina rubbed her grandmother’s back. “I’m not going to cut my hair, Nonna.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” Gia said. “You like Jake. I mean, who can blame you? I saw him at Strange Brew earlier this morning. He’s seriously hot.” She grabbed a nearby dishtowel and fanned herself. “Not as hot as Cam Delgado, but still.” Gia waggled her brows.

      Nonna stared up at Lina with a knowing look. “I told your mammá to stop at two babies, but she had to go and have this one.” She nodded toward Gia. “And then another one after that.” Nonna groaned something in Italian and shook her head.

      Gia snorted. “Good thing she had me.” She grabbed the spoon from Nonna’s hand and bumped her out of the way, tending to the pot on the stove. “None of these other bambinas knows how to cook.”

      “True.” Nonna nodded. “I fear I have failed my ancestors.” She laughed. The infectious sound echoed through the small kitchen and soon all three women were laughing.

      “No greater sound,” Lina’s father said, walking into the kitchen, a hand on his heart. “All my girls, together, laughing.”

      They turned and stared at her father. Lina was the tallest of their family, standing several inches above her own father, but his small stature was no less intimidating. Today his face was bright, his smile almost as big as his Italian nose.

      “That’s because Nat’s not here, Dad,” Gia called over her shoulder.

      It was true, Natalia, their youngest sister, did tend to rile things up.

      “Hello, piccola,” her father said, pulling Lina’s face down to press a kiss onto her cheek.

      Gia snorted. “Piccola, Dad? Really?”

      “What,” he said, pinching Lina’s cheek. “She is my little one.”

      “She’s taller than you, Antonio,” Lina’s mother said behind them. She’d changed her shirt but her mouth was still pressed together and Lina could tell she wasn’t finished lecturing her.

      They all turned at the sound of the matriarch entering the room. Yes, Nonna was the quiet leader and her father was a force-to-be-reckoned with in the Bianchi family, but to Lina and her sisters, the real power of the family lay with Giovana Dante Rossi Bianchi. La madre. The mother. Their mother.

      “Oh, that hair, Angelina,” her mother said, wrapping her hands around the blue tips. “I guess I should be thankful it’s not hot pink this time.”

      “Her hair color changes with her moods,” Gia said.

      “What does blue say?” Her mother asked.

      “Confidence,” Gia said.

      “Loyalty,” Frannie added.

      “Love,” her nonna said, speaking above them all.

      Four sets of eyes stared up at Lina.

      “Love?” her father said as if the word was mud in his mouth.

      “What?” Lina lurched back, staring down at her grandmother. “It doesn’t mean anything.” She jerked her hair from her mother’s hold and tossed it over her shoulder. “When is dinner going to be ready?” she asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Big plans?” Gia asked, arching a brow.

      “Oh, yeah, major plans. I’m the bingo caller at Wellspring tonight.”

      “The personal care home?” Frannie said. “You still volunteer there?”

      Lina’s mother cut her a glance.

      Volunteering had been penance for Lina when she’d first moved to Colorado, a way to get back in her mother’s good graces. But well after the “punishment” was paid, Lina still found time to volunteer in this community that had loved her unconditionally, warts and all.

      “I’ll be there before long,” Nonna said.

      “Nonsense, Mammá,” her father slipped an arm around his mother-in-law and kissed her gently on the head. “You’ll always stay with me.”

      “Hey, Nonna,” Gia called out, “Lina says sometimes her roommates volunteer there, too. Gets all the old ladies hot and bothered.” She giggled.

      Their mother swatted her behind. “For God’s sake, Gia, you shouldn’t say things like that to your elders.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a sponge bath by Dakota,” their grandmother said.

      “Uggh,” Lina groaned rubbing at her eyes as though that might take the image out of her head.

      “Hell yeah.” Gia held her hand up to their grandmother for a high five.

      “Mammá!” Lina’s mother shrieked, yanking down Gia’s arm. She turned her deadly gaze on Lina. “I blame you for this.”

      Lina didn’t have to ask what this was. Her mother blamed Lina anytime her sisters showed the least bit of rebellion or disrespect. Lina had been responsible for her sisters for longer than her memory went back. And as a teenager, she hadn’t done the best job at setting an example for them.

      Thankfully, all three sisters were miles away from home now so she wasn’t responsible for them anymore. Except on Sunday afternoons when the whole family came home to visit. Lina couldn’t help but think maybe she should have run off a long time ago, too.

      “It’s such a good thing you do, sweetheart,” her father said, slipping an arm around Lina’s waist. “This town is lucky to have you. And so are we.” He pulled her in tight and placed a soft kiss on her cheek. “Oh,” he said, scooting away from her and staring down at her pocket.

      Her phone buzzed inside. “Sorry.”

      “Hot date?” Frannie said, pulling out two loaves of bread from the oven.

      “Yeah, with two elderly men at Wellspring.” Lina laughed.

      “Are they single?” Nonna asked.

      Lina’s mother glared at Nonna, and Lina was thankful she wasn’t the only one who could garner that kind of look from her mother.

      “What? I’m old,” Nonna said, “not dead.”

      Lina tugged her phone free. She didn’t recognize the California area code. Maybe it was her sister.

      Her heart squeezed with fear. Natalia was a talented painter but not always the brightest bulb on the tree. It wasn’t that she wasn’t smart, she just got lost in her own world, like Lina did sometimes. They all worried about her when she got sucked into her work and didn’t pay attention to the real world.

      Lina pushed her way out of the kitchen and walked down the hallway for some privacy.

      “Who is it?” Frannie called behind her.

      “Hello,” she said quietly.

      “Lina?” Jake said on the other end, his voice shaky and a little desperate.

      “Jake, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s my mom and aunt, they were in a car accident.”

      “Oh, my God.” Lina sucked in a breath, covering her mouth. “Are they all right?”

      “We’re not one hundred percent sure. They were leaving Denver on their way home and were involved in a pileup on interstate 70.”

      And they wanted to increase the lanes through Canyon Creek, Lina thought but pressed her lips tight around the thought. It wasn’t at all what Jake needed to hear.

      “My mom said they’re okay,” he continued, a bit frantic, “but her cell phone cut off before we could get more details. And Aunt Sally isn’t answering hers. Mr. Rutherford has a helicopter and he’s offered to fly my brothers and me to Denver. Everyone else here is going to drive.”

      Lina knew Alan Rutherford. He was a nice man, in his mid- to late fifties. He owned a sprawling ranch on the outskirts of town.

      “We just,” he paused and Lina could feel the fear in his silence. “We need to get there as soon as we can and find out how bad it is.” His voice was so strained and broken, Lina almost cried herself.

      “Of course, go. I’m sure they’re fine though. Sally is pretty tough.”

      “I need a favor.”

      “Anything,” she said. And she meant it. Lina was used to offering help freely, but with Jake, she found she wanted to be there more so than ever. She wanted to play some part in bringing him comfort.

      “Could you watch Becca for us? I don’t think it’s good for her to go.”

      “Of course, I will,” she said.

      “It will probably be overnight. Is that okay?”

      “Yes, it’s fine, Jake, don’t worry. You just take care of your family. I’m on my way.”

      “Thank you so much, Lina.” The relief in his voice surprised her. Had he really thought she wouldn’t take Becca?

      “I’ll come pick her up,” she said.

      “Can I have Maggie and Elle drop her off at your place when they leave town? Probably in the next thirty minutes or so. Is that all right?”

      “Um,” she glanced down at her watch. “Sure. Okay.”

      “Oh, God, I’m sorry. Are you on a date?”

      Date? Lina laughed. It was just barely after one in the afternoon. “No, I’m at my parents for Sunday dinner. Could they maybe drop her off here?”

      “It’s okay, let me call some other people. I don’t want to mess up your day with your family.”

      “Jake,” she stopped him, “it’s fine. I’d love to watch her. I’ll text Maggie and let her know where I am. You guys just go. Don’t worry about Becca. I’ll keep her safe.”

      A commotion at the end of the hallway had Lina glancing up. Her entire family stood, slack jawed staring at her.

      “Thank you so much, Lina. It’s just…” she heard the desperation and pain in his voice. The poor man had just lost his father less than a year ago and now this.

      She turned her back on her family, leaning a shoulder against the wall. “Jake, your mother’s fine. Sally is fine. But just in case, I’ll have Nonna lift up some prayers in Italian. She says God understands Italian better.”

      Jake let out a humorless laugh. “Okay, thanks. That would be good.”

      “I’ll text you once Becca gets here. Don’t worry about her. Just take care of your mom and Sally, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said quietly and it broke her heart. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime,” she said, and meant it.

      “I’ll call you as soon as we find out more.”

      “That sounds good. Tell Becca to pack Beauty and the Beast. I don’t think my nonna has seen it before.”

      “Your poor nonna.” He chuckled.

      “She has four girls, thirteen granddaughters, and one great-granddaughter on the way. She’s used to girly stuff.”

      “Thanks, Lina. I’ll call you when we get there.”

      “Jake,” she paused.

      “Yeah,”

      There was so much she wanted to say but didn’t know how, especially with her family listening. “I know a little Italian too, I’ll lift up some prayers of my own for you all.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Ciao, bella.”

      “Ciao, bella?” She laughed. “You speak Italian?”

      “Just the dirty words.”

      She laughed. “Ciao, bello. Call me when you find out more.”

      “How do you say thank you?”

      “Grazie,” she said.

      “Grazie, Lina.”

      “Prego,” she said.

      “Isn’t that spaghetti sauce?” he asked.

      She laughed. “According to Nonna, jarred spaghetti sauce is schifo.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Disgusting. She also says it’s mi fa cagare, which means literally, it makes her poop.”

      He laughed. “I’m kind of half way in love with your grandma already.”

      Lina glanced over her shoulder.

      Nonna had a knowing grin on her face. The feeling was more than likely mutual but she didn’t want to tell Jake that.

      “Thanks again,” he said. “I’ll have Maggie drop Becca off soon. She’s really upset.”

      “I’ll keep her mind on other things, don’t worry.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Figuratti,” she said. “Anytime.” She bit back her lip to keep from adding on a term of endearment. “Be safe. And call me as soon as you know more.”

      “Will do, Lina. Thanks.”

      She pulled the phone away and stared down at the blank screen, more than a little worried for Jake and his family.

      “Is everything all right?” her mother asked, stepping up beside her.

      “Valerie and Sally Sumner were in a multiple car accident outside of Denver.”

      “Oh, no,” everyone gasped.

      “Are they okay?” Her father asked.

      “Jake’s not sure. Mr. Rutherford is flying him and his brothers to Denver on his helicopter. Maggie, and the girls are going to drive. They’re going to drop off Jake’s daughter, Becca for me to watch.”

      “Is that a good idea?” her mother asked.

      She stared down at her mother in confusion. “Why would that not be a good idea?”

      “Come,” Nonna pulled on her hand, “we’ll add one more plate to the table. Everyone will be fine.” Her grandmother made the sign of the cross. “I already lifted up prayers to il nostro santo padre.” She kissed her fingertips and lifted her hand and her eyes to the ceiling.

      “Please don’t teach the poor girl how to pray the rosary in Italian like you did us, Nonna,” Gia said.

      Nonna mumbled incoherent Italian under her breath and Lina was pretty sure several of them were curse words. It was a good thing Becca didn’t know Italian. She could have made a lot of money off Nonna Bianchi.
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      Jake walked up to Lina’s door, dead on his feet. Glancing down at his phone he realized it was just after midnight. She’d told him to go home when he’d called earlier, that Becca could spend the night with her, but something in his heart ached at the thought of not being with Becca tonight. Especially tonight.

      After the scare his mother and Aunt Sally had given him and his brothers, Jake needed the comfort of his daughter. Such an oddity, he thought.

      He knocked softly on the door, not wanting to wake Becca.

      Lina answered the door almost immediately, dressed in flannel pants and a baggy T-shirt. Two calico cats danced around her feet, but when he stepped toward her, they both turned tail and ran into the depths of the house.

      Even though he was dog-tired and worn thin, just the sight of her in her messy attire stirred something inside him.

      “Hey,” she said quietly, extending a hand and grabbing his arm, pulling him inside. “You look like hell.”

      He laughed. “Thanks.”

      “Sorry,” she said, closing the door. “Italian mouth, remember,” she pointed to her lips.

      He’d stared at her mouth for too long, he realized, when she cleared her throat.

      “You hungry?” she asked. “Thirsty? I brought leftovers from my parents’ house.”

      He shook his head. He couldn’t eat now if he had to.

      “So your mom and Aunt Sally are okay?” she asked.

      “My mom thankfully walked away without a scratch. But Aunt Sally wasn’t so lucky. She needed some stitches and she’s got a concussion, but she’ll be okay.”

      “I saw a little on the news but I tried not to watch it. I didn’t want to upset Becca any more than she was.”

      “It was a multiple car accident on I-70 about ten miles outside of Denver. They’re blaming weather conditions. A small sedan slid out of control and caused a chain reaction that included a semi-trailer.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Lina said, guiding him to the couch and motioning for him to sit. “Were there other injuries, to the other victims?”

      All he could do was nod. An elderly couple had died when the 18-wheeler crashed into the back of them, unable to stop soon enough to avoid the collision, but he didn’t want to talk about that. It just reminded him of how vulnerable they all were—him, his mother…Becca. He’d only known her a short time but already the thought of losing his daughter made him sick to his stomach.

      “Hey.” Lina brushed her hand over his shoulder. “They’re okay.”

      He nodded and stared down at the coffee table. The surface was littered with children’s books, crayons, markers, and papers. Each was covered with drawings that had been furiously colored as, he knew from experience, only Becca could do. He smiled for the first time since he and his brothers had received the call about the accident earlier that day.

      “She had fun with you,” he said, staring down at the table. It was a statement. He knew Lina would take Becca’s mind off her aunt and grandmother being injured, that’s why he’d called her. He probably shouldn’t have been surprised by the fear and anxiety that hit Becca when she heard the news of his mom’s accident. Obviously, the crash had triggered emotions and memories in her he couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      “We had a good time,” Lina said. “Thanks for calling me.”

      He lifted his head and studied her. “Why are you thanking me? I need to thank you.”

      “Becca and I talked a little, about her mother.”

      “Oh,” he sighed. “What did she say?”

      “That she missed her. A lot. And that she was worried about Valerie and Sally and didn’t want them to die.”

      Jake fell back onto the couch with a groan, scrubbing a hand through his thick hair. “God, I have no idea what I’m doing here, Lina.”

      She ran her hand across his shoulder and up around his neck, squeezing. “You’re doing an amazing job, Jake. You’re here, you’re present, that’s the most important thing for Becca right now.”

      He turned his head and stared at her. She was so genuine, so honest so…

      Before he could stop himself, he leaned forward, his hand pressing against her thigh. He moved closer, his mouth a breath away from hers. Her sweet scent washed over him. He didn’t know what it was—flowers or berries, who knew—but it pulled him in, tantalizing and teasing as it filled his senses.

      She didn’t pull away. “Jake.” The word came out on a whisper, maybe a plea, if he wasn’t fooling himself.

      He closed the scant distance between them and pressed his mouth to hers, surprised when she leaned into him and moaned. Hell, the sound shot through him, defeating what little defenses he’d built up against her.

      His hand slipped around her waist and he pulled her closer, his tongue licking her bottom lip, begging for more as his whole body tightened in response to her softness.

      “Jake,” she said again, her mouth parting.

      He took the opportunity and deepened the kiss, pulling her on top of him.

      She straddled his lap, not fighting, her hands slipping into his hair, gripping him, pulling her to him. He needed so much from her in that moment, more than he had a right to ask for. More than he could give her.

      For a moment he wondered what he was doing but when she tilted her head and pressed her hips into his growing erection, he nearly lost it. She took him from zero to granite hard in two seconds.

      “God,” he said, gripping her waist and flipping her so he was laying on top of her on the couch.

      She spread her legs wide, inviting him in.

      He took the offer and pressed his hips into her, feeling her heat through his jeans. How was it possible to be so turned on when just hours ago he’d been half-scared out of his mind, worried his mother and aunt were seriously injured?

      He pulled away from her mouth and skimmed his lips across her jaw, to her ear and down her sexy-as-hell neck. Why was it her neck turned him on so damned much? “God, you taste amazing. Just like I knew you would.”

      “Wh-what?” she stuttered, arching her neck to give him better access. “You thought about me?”

      “Mmm, hmmm,” he murmured against her tanned, smooth skin. “All the time.”

      “Oh,” she sighed.

      He tried to raise up to gauge if this was okay, but she gripped his hair tighter, pressing her hips up into him, pulling his face closer. Yeah, she wanted this just as much as he did, if that was even possible.

      He placed a hand underneath her T-shirt, trailing across her ribs until his thumb caressed the underside of her breast. “God, you’re so soft.” He returned to her mouth, swallowing her moan as his hands moved higher, his thumb gliding across one taut nipple.

      Her hips bucked up into him in response.

      “Jake,” she murmured.

      “Yeah?” He brushed his lips over hers while he slipped a hand down her thigh and wrapped her leg around his waist.

      “Jake,” she said more firmly, pulling away. She rose slightly and looked over his shoulder. “It’s Becca,” she said. “I think she’s calling for you.”

      Never had a hard-on been deflated faster than it did with the mention of his daughter. Jesus Christ, what had he been doing, mauling Lina in her own living room while his daughter slept just down the hall?

      He pulled back and sat up on his knees. “I’m sorry.”

      Her face fell, her soft lips curled into a frown.

      “I mean, I’m not sorry for,” he motioned between them, “but, I’m sorry that I took advantage of you.”

      She laughed and pushed up onto her elbows. “Pretty sure I climbed on top of you like a tree monkey. Don’t be sorry.”

      The sound of her laughter had his dick stirring again.

      “Jakey!” Becca’s soft, sleep-filled voice came from somewhere in the house.

      He jumped off the couch like he’d been electrocuted. Becca needed him.

      Lina straightened her shirt and stood, her face washing with a blush he’d never seen before. “Come on. She’s in my room.”

      She led him quietly through the house and up a flight of stairs, stopping just inside the doorway of a bedroom that could only be described as enchanting.

      In the middle of the room sat a large four-poster bed. White, gauzy material fell in a canopy from the top, wrapping around the railings and post before falling elegantly to the floor. Small lights trailed the edges of the fabric and frame, casting a soft glow around the room.

      A fluffy purple comforter covered the top of a raised bed that looked so inviting, Jake wanted to take a running leap and fall into it. Underneath the comforter, amid the mass of accented green and grey throw pillows, sat his daughter, clutching Dog tight to her chest.

      Becca’s hair was a frizzy mess, her eyes sleep-filled as she rubbed them before focusing her gaze on him.

      He watched as her lower lip trembled. “Is Nonna Val dead?”

      Oh, God, she was worried about another loved one dying. To be honest, he had been, too.

      He rushed to her, sitting down on the bed. “No, sweetheart, she’s fine.”

      Her wide eyes darted back and forth between his. “What about Aunt Sally? Is she dead?”

      Jake shook his head. It was going to take a lot more than a car accident to take his aunt down.

      Although her injuries were nothing to laugh about—a swollen and bruised knee with fifteen stitches and a mild concussion and neck strain.

      Aunt Lisa had said maybe the collision had knocked some sense into Aunt Sally.

      While the room had erupted in laughter, Jake had watched Sally’s boyfriend, Warner’s expression fall, and he’d immediately left the room.

      The man had it bad for his Aunt Sally, had since high school, and Jake had a feeling the accident was a reminder of all Warner had lost in his life. First his wife during childbirth thirty years ago, then almost losing his daughter Elle to breast cancer.

      “No, honey,” he said to Becca, “Aunt Sally is fine. A little banged up but she said to give you a kiss and tell you that she still expects you at the bakery to help her with chocolate chip cookies in a few days.”

      A tentative smile spread across his daughter’s lips and for that he was grateful.

      Becca glanced up at Lina. “Lina’s nonna let me help her make bombs.”

      “Bombs?” Jake stared up at Lina.

      “They’re called bombolones. They’re an Italian pastry, kind of like a jelly-filled doughnuts.”

      “They were yummy,” Becca said. “I brought some home. Do you want to eat one? I’ll share. Her nonna said it’s good to share.”

      He beamed at his daughter’s thoughtfulness. She was a sassy mess sometimes, but underneath, her heart was pure and longed for unconditional love.

      “No, honey,” he swept her hair back from her face, “I just need to get some sleep right now. You ready?”

      Lina pressed a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t drive tonight, Jake. You’re tired.”

      He stared at her hand then up to her face. She was serious. Truth was, he really wasn’t sure he could make it back up the mountain to his mother’s house. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Becca answered for her. “And Lina promised we’d make blueberry pancakes tomorrow morning. I’ve never had blueberry ones before, but she said they’re good.”

      “Please stay.” Lina’s lips curled up in a grin, the expression warming his heart. “You and Becca take my room.”

      “I can’t kick you out of your own room,” he said.

      “It’s fine, I’ll crash in Cam or Dak’s room.”

      Jake knew the men were Lina’s roommates, and according to Kayleigh, Devlin, and half the women in town, the men were ‘hot as hell.’ Their words, not his. A fact that definitely rubbed Jake the wrong way. He sure as hell didn’t want Lina sleeping in one of their beds. A caveman-like possessiveness washed over him.

      Was he actually jealous?

      “Jake?” Lina tilted her head at him.

      “You’re sure?” he asked.

      “Absolutely.” She smiled and Jake’s chest finally relaxed. “If you want to brush your teeth I have some new brushes under the sink. The bathroom is just down the hall on the right. I’ll leave out towels too, in case you want to shower.”

      Jake ran a hand through his hair. Using her toothbrush, showering in her bath, it all sounded too intimate, especially with his daughter sitting beside him. “I don’t know,” he said quietly.

      “Please, Jakey,” Becca begged as she let go of a heavy yawn. “It’s so pretty in Lina’s bed.”

      He watched as his daughter sagged back against the pillows, her heavy-lidded eyes blinking slowly as if she were fighting off sleep. Before he could even reply, Becca’s breathing evened out and he could tell she was well on her way to being completely out.

      “Stay,” Lina said. “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean…”

      “Please don’t say you’re sorry.” He stared into her eyes, trying to decide if she truly had remorse. “I’m not.”

      “I’m not either.” She smirked and he let out the breath he’d been holding.

      They stood in the quiet room, the lights from the bedframe casting a sensual glow around her. He had to fight not to reach out for her again. “Get some sleep,” she said. “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”

      He watched as Lina pulled the throw pillows off the bed and settled Becca onto one of the regular pillows. Then she leaned and pulled a cord by the headboard. The lights around the bed instantly turned off, leaving the room in total darkness except for one lone night light. A Belle night light. Jake wanted to laugh.

      “Sleep well,” she said softly, her voice trailing out of the room.

      He kicked off his shoes and slid under the soft comforter, the silhouette of her tall, sexy body standing in the doorway the last thing he saw as his eyes closed, following his daughter into dreamland.

      “Lina!” Becca called out.

      Jake sat straight up. Lord, how had that girl gone from sleep to sounding like that in a heartbeat?

      “What, topolina?”

      “Give me a smooch,” Becca said with a groggy voice.

      Lina laughed quietly and he watched her lithe body move around the room, standing by the edge of the bed next to his daughter.

      “Night, little mouse.” She gave Becca a smack on the cheek. “Sleep tight.”

      “Don’t go,” Becca said softly. “I can make room.”

      Jake swallowed down a lump as Becca scooted closer to him, making room in the bed.

      He cleared his throat. “Becca, I don’t know—”

      “Please,” Becca said sleepily.

      “I can go sleep on the couch.” Jake moved to sit up but Becca turned and clutched him. In that moment he understood. She’d been scared, faced with the possibility of death tonight, and she needed comforting. For a reason Jake still didn’t understand but wouldn’t question, somehow she found that in Lina. “Okay, I’ll stay, lizard lips.” He kissed Becca’s head.

      She giggled and snuggled into him.

      Lina stood, hovering over the bed. Jake could feel the indecision rolling off her body.

      “Stay,” he said softly.

      She slowly lifted the comforter and slid in next to Becca.

      “Night, Lina,” Becca said.

      “Night, sweetie,” Lina answered, kissing Becca’s head.

      Jake slid his arm around his daughter, not surprised to find Lina’s already there. She started to pull away but he grasped her wrist. “Stay,” he said again. He smiled when he felt her hand relax and rest in his.

      Before he could take the time to enjoy the fact that he had Lina Bianchi in bed with him, his eyes closed. The last thought he had before sleep took over was how thankful he was that death had missed them today.
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      Lina’s eyes blinked open, the sun hitting her as it came through the parted curtains next to her bed. Usually she closed them so she could sleep in on her days off.

      She moved to get out of the bed but was held back by an arm wrapped around her waist. The heat of a warm breath tickled the back of her neck. She turned and saw the man who’d haunted her dreams all night. Jake.

      Wait! Becca. Where was she?

      Lina lifted his arm and quickly scooted from the bed, searching the room. She wasn’t here. She stilled when she heard voices from downstairs. Becca’s voice. And Cam.

      Her eyes returned to the bed. Jake lay fast asleep, one arm above his head, the other clutching a pillow, the covers now pooled at his waist, leaving his beautiful torso on display. He didn’t have a shirt on. Why didn’t he have a shirt on? Against her better judgment, she took a moment to study him.

      Dark lashes fanned out over his cheeks. A shadow of stubble littered his strong jaw and his luscious lips were tipped up in a small smile. He looked sleep rumpled, and gorgeous as hell. And he was in her bed.

      She had to get out of here before she crawled back in and snuggled up with him.

      She searched her room for her robe, surprised at the state of disarray her room was in. Then she remembered how she and Becca had played dress up, pulling out clothes and shoes and purses. Lina had tried to do anything to get her mind off worrying about Valerie and Sally. Who knew Becca was a fashionista?

      For someone so young, Becca had endured a lifetime of heartache.

      She finally found a silk robe hanging on the back of her chair and slipped it on. She was almost out the door when she heard Jake mumble something in his sleep.

      She turned and watched as he rolled over, the covers slipping even lower. Again, she took a moment to drink in the sight of him. His sculpted arms clung to the pillow as he settled into the sheets. He looked peaceful, young, unhurried. She wondered how often he had a chance to sleep in. Probably not enough.

      She turned to leave but heard a chirping noise on her nightstand. She walked quietly toward Jake, trying not to wake him. Jake’s cell phone, wallet, and keys sat on the table. Before she could stop herself, she glanced down at the screen.

      The incoming text said it was from Todd, the Senator he worked for.

      The situation is worse. Where the hell are you? She wants the money now. Call me ASAP!

      What situation was he talking about? And who was she? Todd’s wife?

      Lina thought about waking Jake. The Senator’s message seemed urgent. But he looked so peaceful in his sleep she didn’t want to disturb him. Instead, she took his phone and set it across the room on top of her vanity table. The area was now strewn with make-up and hair products thanks to Becca. Hopefully the phone wouldn’t wake him.

      Quietly stepping out, she closed the door, recalling the research she’d done on Todd Douglas.

      She’d taken an online course in politics one summer, thinking it might be an interesting field to study. The course had been about the younger generation of politicians pushing the political agenda for the next decade.

      Lina had been surprised to read Todd had been the youngest senator ever elected to the California senate, riding on a platform of economic equality, tax reform, environmental conservation and human rights protection—the issues most important to her. From what she’d read, Todd had made a crucial difference in California his first term, but in recent years, his positions had changed, staggeringly so. She had heard he planned to run for the U.S. Senate and she would bet his reversals on things like the environment had to do with that.

      It was as if he’d fallen into the pocket of conservative lobbyists out for corporate profits with little interest in the environment or human rights. Lina had wondered at the time why Jake continued to work for the man, given his current track record.

      She wondered if she could be with a man who supported such a candidate.

      Be with a man? What the hell was she thinking? She wasn’t going to be with Jake Sumner.

      First of all, he was only here for a few weeks. He lived and worked in California. And second—and most importantly—he had a daughter. And she didn’t want children.

      The sounds from the kitchen interrupted her thoughts. She made her way down the stairs, following the delicious aroma of cinnamon and bacon. Her stomach rumbled. As she turned the corner of the kitchen, she stared at the sight in front of her.

      Becca stood on a chair next to Cam. She held a plastic bag above a heaping pile of pancakes.

      “Don’t squeeze too hard,” Cam was saying. “Just make circles all around like you see on cinnamon rolls.”

      Becca stared up at him, her face wrinkled in confusion. “I’ve never put icing on cinnamon rolls. My grammy always does it.”

      “Okay,” Cam said, unfazed by her admission. He stepped behind her, his arms wrapping around her small frame as he positioned his hands over hers. “You squeeze and I’ll help you move around, okay?”

      “Okay,” she nodded.

      Lina smiled and leaned against the door frame, watching the two work in tandem. She’d always known Cam was great with kids. He was the guy you wanted on any rescue that involved children.

      Cam glanced over his shoulder. “Well, good morning, sunshine. Nice of you to join us.”

      Lina looked up at the clock on the microwave. Holy hell, it was almost ten in the morning. “Oh, my gosh, I can’t remember the last time I slept this late.”

      “Looks like you had a reason to stay in bed.” Cam cocked a brow, nodding toward her room.

      Lina blushed, an unusual thing for her to do, as she walked toward the pair and swung at Cam’s shoulder. “Shut up.”

      “It’s not nice to say shut up, Lina,” Becca said, never looking up from her job of icing the pancakes.

      “Yeah, Lina.” Cam smirked.

      Lina was about to flip him off but knew Becca was like an Italian grandma…she had eyes in the back of her head. “I’m sorry, Cam.” She tried to keep the sarcasm out of her voice but failed miserably.

      Cam nodded toward the corner of the counter. “There’s coffee. Hot cakes should be ready in a minute.”

      “Why hot cakes?” Lina asked, cocking a brow. He didn’t have a woman in the house, did he?

      He shook his head answering her silent question, nodding down toward Becca. “Hot cakes, because I’ve got a little cutie pa-tootie in my kitchen, that’s why.” He tickled the little girl’s tummy with one hand.

      She giggled. “Stop, Cam, you’re going to mess me up.”

      Lina smiled, glad that Becca had a diversion this morning. “I’m going to go brush my teeth,” she said.

      “Good idea.” Cam waved a hand in front of his face. “You have horrible morning breath. I wouldn’t kiss anybody until you do.” His lips curved into a wicked, knowing grin.

      Lina couldn’t help herself this time. She flipped him the bird as she strolled from the kitchen.

      Cam tsked at her. “Not in front of the children.”

      Lina laughed.

      “Go check on your bedmate,” Cam called after her, chuckling. “Breakfast is almost ready. Unless you’ve already eaten.” His cackling laughter could be heard all the way upstairs.

      Idiot.

      Lina made her way back to the bedroom and found Jake still sound asleep. She smiled to herself as she walked into the bathroom. Pulling the toothbrush from its holder, she grabbed the paste and squeezed a strip onto the bristles. She scrubbed her teeth, reliving the evening in her mind.

      She thought about kissing Jake, sleeping next to him, waking up wrapped in his body, his warm breath caressing her neck. It had felt nice to be in the strong arms of a man.

      She bent to spit out her toothpaste, holding her hair to the side. When she stood she saw a tall figure behind her. She screamed but a large hand cupped her mouth.

      “It’s just me,” Jake whispered in her ear, laughter in his voice. He released his hold on her but didn’t back away. “I’m sorry,” he said, watching her reflection in the mirror. That’s when she noticed his chest was still bare and pressed up to her back. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She stood, dumbfounded, not a single coherent thought in her mind.

      He reached around her and grabbed one of the wrapped toothbrushes, breaking it open with ease. He squirted a line of toothpaste on the bristles and ran the brush under the water before popping it into his mouth and scrubbing. “What?” he asked through his mouthful of suds.

      She shook her head, still mute.

      He chuckled and finished, spitting out the toothpaste and using a cupped hand to rinse with clean water. There was something intimate about them standing together, brushing their teeth, a morning ritual afforded to couples who lived together. An image of waking up in Jake’s arms flashed in her mind.

      Jake reached around her, his arms brushing against her abdomen, very close to the underside of her breasts, as he reached for the hand towel. She stood motionless, watching as he wiped his mouth, his eyes twinkling with mischief. How could wiping your mouth be so sexy?

      She wondered if Jake Sumner had a dangerous side. He was always so controlled, except when it came to Becca.

      Becca!

      She turned to push past him. “We should probably get downstairs. Becca and Cam are making breakfast.

      “Your roommate?”

      She glanced up at him. Was it her imagination or did he look upset?

      “Yes, he’s great with kids, and a great cook. Breakfast is his specialty.”

      Jake closed his eyes and inhaled. “It does smell good.” He opened his eyes, his gaze holding hers as something heated sparked between them.

      “Well,” she cleared her throat, trying to push past him, “we better go.”

      He pressed her against the door jamb, stopping her. “I wanted to say I’m sorry that I took advantage of you. I was tired, and…”

      She hated the look of guilt in his eyes. “If anyone took advantage, I think it was me. You were upset, and vulnerable.”

      “I didn’t mind you taking advantage of me.” He smiled, leaning closer. “In fact, feel free to take advantage of me all you want.” His sideways smirk spelled trouble, but she’d always been the first in line at trouble-making.

      Lina raised her hand and trailed her fingertips up his bare arm, loving the feel of his warm, smooth skin. Her eyes roamed up his chest, to his throat. She watched as he swallowed hard. She could feel the need vibrating across his skin.

      “I’m about to take advantage of you again,” he said, his hands gliding around her waist, drawing her in.

      Before she could answer, his lips crashed against hers. As much as she willed it not to, her body pressed into his with a moan as his tongue found hers.

      Jake pulled her closer, one arm trailing down her side and thigh until it hooked under her knee. He lifted her leg and wrapped it around his waist. Right where they were the night before when they’d had to stop.

      Her body heated in an instant, just as needy, just as ready for him as she was last night.

      “Jake,” she tried to protest, and yet, her body continued pressing into him, her leg tightening around his waist.

      “Tell me to stop, Lina,” he said against her mouth.

      Everything inside her screamed stop, and yet no words made it out of her mouth. Instead she tangled her fingers in his hair, drawing him closer to her body.

      His hands slid to her ass, cupping her as he lifted her off the ground with ease. He moved them to the wall of the bathroom and closed the door with his foot, his mouth never leaving hers.

      “Oh, my God,” she moaned as he pressed his erection against her. Sparks of pleasure spread down her body as the pressure of his erection against her center drove her insane with need. “We shouldn’t.” Even as she said the words she knew she didn’t mean them.

      “Why?” he asked, rocking into her.

      Yeah, why? She wondered, unable to think of anything other than clawing her way inside this man, of breathing him in, of filling her body with his hardness until she screamed for more. She remained silent and matched his rhythm with his own.

      “Christ, I’m going to explode like a teenager if you keep that up.”

      She laughed, pulling back. “Isn’t that kind of the point?”

      Jake stared down at her lips. “Uh, no. The point is to take my time with you, Lina Bianchi.” God, the way he said her name… He leaned down and pressed feather light kisses against her neck, moving up to the shell of her ear. “Of tasting every inch of your body before I slide inside you and take you till you scream.”

      She swallowed a moan. God, that sounded perfect. Her head fell back against the wall as she let him have his way with her neck.

      “Jakey!” Becca pounded on the door.

      Jake dropped Lina like a hot coal, gripping her waist and catching her just before she fell to the ground. His eyes were wide as his gaze darted from the door to Lina.

      “Jakey!” Becca shouted again.

      Jake pressed his forefinger to her lips and pulled back the shower curtain, motioning for her to step inside.

      Seriously? She was going to hide? In her own shower?

      “Jake!” came Becca’s insistent voice.

      “Coming,” Jake called.

      Lina slipped into the tub, feeling like a guilty teenager who’d been caught by her parents. Only this time, it was the kid who caught the parent.

      Jake secured the shower curtain, ensuring Lina was hidden before opening the door. “What?” Jake asked as if annoyed, but Lina could hear the fear in his voice. Brought on by a five-year old. She held back a laugh.

      “Have you seen Lina?”

      “Uh…,” he stuttered.

      What was he going to say?

      “No, I just woke up. I was using the restroom.”

      “Oh,” she said, pausing.

      Lina could picture Becca scrutinizing her father with a stink eye. She had to press her hand to her mouth to keep from laughing. The girl was no dummy. Neither was her father.

      “Well,” Becca said, “we need to find her. Breakfast is ready and me and Dog are hungry.”

      “Let me put on a shirt first, then we’ll find her.”

      “Why is your shirt off?”

      Yeah, Lina wondered that too, not that she was complaining.

      “I got hot,” he answered.

      Lina would agree with that. Jake Sumner was definitely hot all right.

      “Well, hurry up. I’m going to go look for Lina.”

      Lina couldn’t help but wonder how Jake would do with Becca in the years to come. The girl had been through so much, there was bound to be fallout. Becca’s footsteps descended the stairs, and Jake’s head poked through the shower curtain, a smug smile on his face. “That was close.”

      “Why are you smiling?” she asked, stepping out of the tub.

      “Just thinking of me and you in the shower.”

      Lina felt her face flush red but had to say, the idea sounded more than nice. “Go,” she said, pushing on his shoulder. “Put your shirt on so we can eat. Cam’s cinnamon roll pancakes are the best.”

      Lina followed Jake into her bedroom, reaching down to pick up his T-shirt lying on the floor.

      “Good, Lord,” she heard him moan behind her.

      She stood up. “What?” She noticed his eyes were trained on her behind.

      “Is that,” his eyes narrowed, “Sponge Bob on your pajama bottoms?”

      Lina glanced down. She’d gotten up during the night and put on her pajamas. “Yes. Why?”

      Jake laughed. “You’re such a contradiction, Lina Bianchi.”

      She furrowed her brows. “What does that mean?”

      “Don’t get mad,” he said, taking the shirt from her and throwing it over his head.

      She watched, swallowing hard when his muscles contracted as he pulled the material over his chest. Since when had getting dressed become as sexy as undressing, she wondered?

      “I meant, one minute you’re poised and confident, leading a political discussion at the library, then you’re passionately lecturing me about parenthood, and you finish by playing dress-up with my daughter.” He paused, pointing to her pajama bottoms, “and wearing SpongeBob SquarePants PJs.”

      A slow smile spread across his face, warming her center.

      He moved toward her but stopped short when his phone rang. He glanced across the room at her vanity table. “When did I put it over there?”

      “You didn’t. I did.”

      “Why?” He grabbed the phone and stared down at the number, groaning as he slid to answer it and put it to his ear. “I can’t talk right now, Seth.” There was a long pause. “I know that.” Jake rolled his eyes.

      She bit back laughter after hearing him scold Becca for doing the same thing. The two were a lot more alike than he probably realized.

      He held up a finger in warning and she slapped it away. “Look, Seth, I have to go. I’m late for a meeting. Tell Todd I’ll call him when I can.” Jake’s eyes caught hers. “I don’t care, I’ll call him later. Fine. Bye.” He jabbed the phone to end the call and tossed it back on the table, scrubbing a hand through his hair.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “That man drives me crazy,” he said, exasperated.

      “Then why do you work for him? You have great experience. You could work for anyone.”

      “Honestly?” He sat down on the bed.

      She moved to sit beside him. “Of course, honestly.”

      “I know it might not seem like it to an outsider, but his policies are sound, most of the time. He’s really trying to do good with his position.” He stopped abruptly as if realizing he said too much. “Hey, why did you move my phone?”

      “I didn’t want it to wake you. It rang earlier with a text message but you looked so peaceful. I just thought…”

      “Thought what?” he moved closer.

      “Honestly?” She mimicked him.

      “Yeah.” His brows furrowed.

      She bit her bottom lip, wondering if he would be upset that she’d seen his message.

      Jake reached up and pulled her lip from her teeth. “Lina, what’s wrong?”

      “I saw the text message.”

      “What text message?” he asked.

      “It said something about the situation being worse and she wanted more money.”

      “Fuck.” Jake’s head fell back and he rubbed his neck.

      “What does that mean, Jake?”

      He turned his head, staring at her. “Why did you read it?”

      “I didn’t mean to, I swear. I wasn’t trying to be nosey. I just…” Yeah, just what had she been doing?

      “You know I can’t talk about this right?”

      Lina nodded. “Are you sure it’s not you who’s trying to do good things with Todd’s position?”

      Jake’s brows rose. “Why do you say that?”

      “I took a poli-sci course online a couple of years ago and we studied some of the younger state legislators who were making a difference. Todd was one of them.”

      “Yeah?” She couldn’t read Jake’s face. He seemed…wary, maybe?

      “I found out he was a good guy, he had some great policies. Once. But now that he’s considering running for the U.S. Senate his views on major issues are starting to change.”

      Jake inhaled slowly and blew out a heavy breath, leaning over and bracing his forearms on his thighs.

      “I’m sorry, Jake. I didn’t mean to pry.” She scooted over and rubbed his back.

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Jake turned. “May I.”

      She snorted. “Right, sorry. May I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” He sat up and her hand fell away.

      “Do you believe in him, as a candidate I mean?”

      He closed his eyes, his hand raking through his hair. “I used to. I’m just not sure any more. Hypothetically—”

      “Since you can’t talk about it,” she nodded.

      “—yeah, hypothetically, it seems like I spend more time avoiding scandal and trying to undo the bad bargains he’s struck than I do working on issues that matter.”

      Lina bent over and stared down at him until his eyes opened. They were lovely eyes, darker now but she could still see the hint of green deep in the center. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You didn’t upset me.” He reached up and tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. The gesture seemed so simple and yet so intimate. His hand lingered as his fingers wrapped around the nape of her neck. He pulled her down and she went willingly.

      “Lina, there you are,” Becca called from the doorway.

      Lina jumped back and Jake shot to his feet.

      Becca’s face scrunched together and her eyes studied them both. “What were you doing?”

      “Uh,” Jake rubbed a shaky hand down his face, “uh, Lina wasn’t feeling good so I was seeing if she had a fever.”

      Becca walked toward her. “You don’t feel good?” She reached out and touched Lina’s face. “You do feel a little hot.”

      She heard Jake choke back a laugh.

      “Where were you? I was looking for you,” Becca asked, real concern etched on her face.

      Lina hated lying but what she supposed to say? I was in the bathroom sucking face with your hot-ass father. Yeah, just, no. “I, uh, must have been in the closet, looking for my slippers.”

      Becca stared down at Lina’s bare feet then back up.

      Lina lifted one shoulder. “I didn’t find them.”

      “You can get socks,” Becca said. “That’s what my grammy does for Grandpa when he’s cold and lost his shoes. She has special kind with bumps on the bottom so he won’t fall. Maybe I could ask her to send you some.”

      Lina smiled. This girl was so sweet. “That would be really great, Becca.” She reached out and stroked her long, curly hair. “Thank you.”

      “Do you want to eat, or does your tummy hurt?”

      Lina glanced up at Jake who was now wearing a shit-eating grin.

      She bit back her own smile. “I think cinnamon roll pancakes would be okay.”

      Becca grabbed her hand and led her out of the room. “Cam says ours are the best batch he ever made because I helped him. He said later when we’re done…”

      Lina glanced over her shoulder, Becca’s words fading away as her eyes caught Jake’s.

      He was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, that smug, semi-adorable smile still spread across his beautiful face. It was good to see him smile, even if it was at her expense.

      He pushed off the door jamb, stalking toward them with the deliberate moves of a wild animal. He winked, then pushed past her and scooped Becca up, placing his daughter on top of his shoulders.

      Lina watched his T-shirt stretch over his taut muscles, his arms flexing as he balanced Becca on his shoulders and bounded down the remaining steps.

      “I can’t wait for your pancakes, turkey toes,” he said.

      Becca giggled and swatted Jake on the head. “Turkeys don’t have toes silly.”

      “Oh yeah, right.”

      “My pancakes taste like cinnamon rolls,” Becca said with pride.

      “Cinnamon rolls, huh?” He glanced up at her.

      “Yes. And they’re very good, goose guts,” she said, covering his eyes.

      “I can’t see, I can’t see,” he yelled, purposely running into the wall.

      “Jakey!” she shrieked, lifting her hands.

      They both laughed, the sound so infectious, Lina chuckled, too. Watching the two of them, it was impossible not to.

      No matter how much she wanted to keep Jake and his daughter at arms’ length, no matter how much she felt like she needed to protect herself from the pull of the father-daughter duo, she just couldn’t find the strength. And honestly, she no longer wanted to.
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      Jake plowed into the conference room of the lodge, his laptop, cell phone, two croissants and a coffee precariously balanced in his arms. He glanced up, nearly dropping everything when he saw his family already sitting around the table.

      Aaron jumped to his feet, making a grab for the laptop before it fell.

      Jake let Aaron take the laptop and his computer bag, stopping to catch his breath.

      “Jeez, you look like hammered cat shit,” Max said.

      Jake studied the room. Unfortunately, their mother wasn’t there to slap his brother on the head. “Fuck you,” he said.

      “Not me,” Max pointed to his chest, “but I heard you tried to screw someone.”

      Jake laughed. “Becca’s getting to you. You said screw, not—”

      Max waved a hand. “Shhh, she’ll hear you. I’m going broke.”

      Jake and Aaron laughed, but Max scowled. “It’s true, though. It’s all over town.”

      “What?” Jake wiped the coffee that had dripped on his hand on his pants, knowing he’d probably tell Becca not to do the same thing.

      “Lina Bianchi.” Max smiled. “Heard you two had a little slumber party.”

      “What?” Maggie shrieked.

      “It wasn’t anything like that,” Jake said, pleading with Maggie as if he were an errant teen.

      Memories of his and Lina’s evening, and morning, flooded his mind.

      Lina underneath him on the couch, her long legs wrapped around his hips, pulling him close. Him, pressing her against the wall while her legs clamped around his waist, pushing her heat against his erection. He was growing hard just thinking about her, even though he was in a room filled with his family.

      “The red in your cheeks says it was exactly like that,” Emmett said, pointing to Jake’s face and laughing.

      “No way,” Maggie hunched her shoulders and covered her mouth laughing at him.

      “We didn’t do anything,” Jake tried to explain. Well, they hadn’t done what he’d really wanted to. “Becca was there, between us the whole night.”

      “Wait,” Ben shook his head, “between you?”

      “As in, you were in the same bed?” Aaron asked.

      Now Max really laughed. “Dude, I was just messing with you. I didn’t know you actually slept with her.”

      “First off,” Jake huffed, sliding into a chair, “I didn’t sleep with Lina.” Okay so technically he had, and a lot more, but not the way his brothers thought.

      “You slept together?” Maggie said in the loudest stage whisper he’d ever heard.

      “Who slept together?” their mother asked, walking into the room.

      He was officially screwed.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Ma?” Ben asked. “The doctor told you to rest.”

      “Fiddlesticks,” she waved him off. “I want to know who’s sleeping with who.”

      Jake thought he might be sick.

      “It’s whom, Ma,” Emmett corrected.

      “Well,” his mother put one hand on her hip as she counted around the room. “Ben has Maggie, Emmett has Elle, and by some miracle, Max has Devlin.” She laughed.

      “Not nice, Ma,” Max grumbled.

      “But true,” Emmett added.

      She pointed to Aaron. “He has Kayleigh. So that leaves you, my dear boy.” Her finger pointed directly at Jake.

      He met her gaze but quickly ducked his head. No way was he discussing this with her.

      The phone in the middle of the conference table rang and Jake thanked the heavens for the interruption

      “Okay, that’s him,” Maggie said, practically bouncing in her seat.

      “Are you finally going to tell me what’s going on?” Ben asked.

      “You’ll find out in just a second.” Maggie reached over to the middle of the table and punched the speaker phone. “Hello, Grant,” she said, practically vibrating with excitement, “you’re on speaker.”

      “Grant?” They all mumbled, staring at one another.

      “Hey guys!” Grant’s familiar voice rang through the room.

      Even though Jake and he weren’t identical twins, he and his brother were connected in ways the others weren’t, even across the miles.

      When Grant and his wife, famous singer/songwriter Sophie Day, split almost a year ago, no one had needed to tell Jake. He felt Grant’s heart ache in his own chest and had immediately called his brother.

      And the day Becca and Phoebe had shown up on his doorstep, he hadn’t been surprised to see a text from Grant, asking if everything was all right. They just knew each other in a way the rest of his siblings never had.

      From the sound of Grant’s voice, Jake could tell his brother was in a good place. Maybe he and Sophie were reconciling. Their relationship had been a whirlwind, touted by the gossip magazines as the wedding of the century. Despite a rough first few years of marriage due to being in the public eye all the time, they seemed to weather the storms that came with that kind of scrutiny. But a year ago, everything had changed.

      Shortly after Grant won the Academy Award for best actor, his life began a downward spiral. Jake suspected trouble had been brewing for a while. Grant and Sophie had insane schedules, between filming and touring they rarely saw each other. Jake knew in his gut there was more to the story but he’d never pried. Maybe he should have, but he knew if Grant needed to talk to him, he would.

      “Grant, darling,” his mother gushed, leaning forward to the center of the table as though she might give the phone a hug.

      “You know that’s not him, right Ma?” Ben asked. “It’s just a phone.”

      Maggie scowled. “Quit giving your mother a hard time.”

      Everyone sat back, surprised by Maggie’s harsh tone, especially Ben.

      “When are you going to come see us?” his mother asked. She might have been the only one in the room who was oblivious to the tension between Maggie and Ben.

      “Well, that’s why I’m calling,” Grant said.

      Maggie’s attention went back to the speaker phone, her frustrated expression now morphed into a small smile.

      “Have you told them?” Grant asked.

      “No,” Maggie said, her normal bubbly personality now out in full force. “I wanted you to.”

      “Tell us what?” Max asked as they all stared from Maggie to the phone.

      “My new film comes out in a few weeks,” Grant said. This one was more than just a new film to Grant. He was not only starring in it, for the first time he was directing it, as well.

      “Seriously?” Ben said. “I haven’t heard any hype at all.”

      “No, you haven’t,” Grant said. “That’s been intentional. This project is super low-budget, indie all the way. There’s no mega-Hollywood money behind it. We’re going to premiere it at the Toronto Film Festival.”

      “Hey, man,” Jake said, “that’s great. Congratulations.” The rest of his brothers chimed in.

      “Yeah, the producers and I are stoked,” Grant said.

      “Oh, Grant. I can’t wait to see the film,” his mother said. “When will it be out in theaters?”

      “Probably only in select cities around the U.S. in a month or two.”

      “Do you think Denver will show it?” Emmett asked. “We could all go for the weekend.”

      “You’re not going to have to wait that long, brother,” Grant said, excitement in his voice.

      Jake glanced up and saw Maggie about to burst at the seams, she was so excited.

      “Can I tell them?” she practically squealed.

      Everyone’s attention moved to Maggie.

      “Go ahead,” Grant’s larger-than-life voice boomed through the room.

      “We’re going to have a film festival here,” she squealed, bouncing up and down, “in Canyon Creek.”

      “Are you shitting me?” Ben asked, staring at his wife.

      Maggie bit her lips and nodded.

      Everyone looked stunned, even his mother, who hadn’t even scolded Ben for cursing.

      “Nope, we’re serious,” Grant said. “Maggie, Warner, and I have been working on this for a few weeks.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ben asked, his face washed over with disappointment.

      “Don’t blame Maggie, Ben,” Grant said. “I asked her not to say anything. I know we talked about hosting different festivals a while ago to drum up business in Canyon Creek. So I’ve been working on a plan since I’ve been filming. It wasn’t until I had all the pieces worked out that I contacted Maggie.”

      There was a strained look between Ben and his wife but everyone else seemed excited, including Jake.

      “Grant, that’s wonderful,” their mother said. “I can’t wait.”

      “When is this going to happen?” Emmett asked.

      “We’re thinking a week or two after Toronto,” Maggie said. “They can debut the film there, then bring it here.”

      “That’s like a month away, Mags,” Ben said. “How many movies are we talking about?”

      “This first festival will be really small,” Grant said. “The town can’t handle anything like Sundance or Toronto. Maggie and I discussed maybe ten to fifteen over a four-day festival. I’ve already got seven scheduled with indie directors and producers I know.”

      “With your name behind it I’m sure we can fill the rest in just a few days once it’s announced,” his mother said.

      “I’m leaving that up to Maggie and Warner. They have a better grasp on what the town can accommodate. Once they pull some numbers together I’ll send out invites.”

      Everyone stared at Maggie, probably all just as shocked as Jake was that she’d kept this from all of them for so long.

      “Look, I have to go,” Grant said, “but I’ll stay in touch. Maggie’s got all the details. I know this is short notice but I’ll be there to help as much as I can before the event, just as soon as our press junket for Toronto is over.”

      His mother beamed. “This is so exciting, Grant. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he said. “Maggie and Warner really pulled this one off. I know they’re going to need a lot of help now that we’ve finalized everything.”

      “Well, take care,” his mother said. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, Ma. Love all of you,” Grant said. “Talk to you guys soon.”

      They all mumbled their goodbyes as Ben reached over and disconnected the phone, turning to stare at his wife.

      “What?” Maggie asked after meeting everyone’s silent gaze.

      “You knew about this?” Ben asked.

      “Well, yes,” she said sheepishly, “of course I did.”

      Ben raised a brow.

      Maggie raised her own.

      Jake felt like he was in a stand-off between two of the hardest headed people he’d ever met.

      His mother slapped her hands on the table, making everyone jump. “Well, I think this is wonderful news, Maggie. You, Warner, and Grant have obviously put some thought into it.”

      “I didn’t want to tell anyone yet until it was official.” Maggie’s eyes never moved from Ben’s. “In case it didn’t work out.”

      “It was an idea we’ve talked about since the beginning, Mags,” Ben said.

      Her eyes narrowed, and Jake feared for his brother’s safety. “Why are you so mad?”

      Ben’s expression went flat as he leaned closer. “You know exactly why I’m mad,” he said in a low growl, so low Jake almost didn’t hear him.

      “Dude,” Max interrupted them, holding out his phone, “we’re only talking like six weeks to get things together. You guys don’t have time for a fight.”

      “A little less than that, actually,” Maggie said, biting her lip.

      “Jeez.” Emmett scrubbed a hand through his hair.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask in such a short amount of time. But you guys work so well under pressure.” Maggie smiled, glancing around the room. “And Grant will be here.” She looked over at Jake her brows raised expectantly. “And maybe Jake, too?”

      He choked back a laugh and swallowed down his guilt. There was no way he could stay in Canyon Creek much longer, but maybe he could make it back. “You know my situation is up in the air right now, Maggie.”

      “I know.” Maggie said.

      Aaron leaned forward. “So what all needs to be done?”

      Jake listened intently as Maggie talked about her and Warner’s ideas, detailing her proposed timeframe. He wasn’t surprised when she handed out spreadsheets. Maggie was frighteningly detail-oriented.

      “Wow, Maggie,” Jake said, glancing up at her, “this is impressive. It looks like you’ve thought of everything. You’ve got a plan A and three plan Bs in case something goes wrong.”

      She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “Thanks, Jake.”

      “Is this something we can announce on the website?” Emmett asked.

      “Almost,” Maggie said. “I think Grant needs to notify a few more people. His assistant is doing a lot of the marketing stuff from California. I’ll put you in touch so you can coordinate an announcement.”

      “Thanks. Oh, yeah, hey, Ma,” Emmett called out. “People have been sending emails to the website asking if the lodge has taken a stand about the highway proposal. Have you guys decided where we’re at with it? The first town hall meeting is in a few days.”

      Maggie’s eyes cut to his mother’s and the two held one another’s gaze for a long moment.

      “We’re still deciding,” his mother said.

      “Still deciding,” Ben nearly shouted. “Ma, what’s there to decide? This expansion would mean more traffic, which would mean more business.”

      “Which would mean more trees needlessly knocked down, more air pollution, more wildlife relocated from the area.” Maggie snarled, waving her hand in the air.

      Ben glared, shaking his head.

      So that’s what this was about. Jake was glad he wouldn’t be around for the ensuing explosion that would unfold as the town decided what to do.

      The relief at that thought was short lived. He rubbed at the back of his neck as he thought about what waited for him at home. He had to figure out how they’d deal with Cassie’s threats, and come to terms with the fact that Todd was becoming less and less like the kind of person Jake wanted to support.

      His mother glanced at Emmett. “Like I said, we’re still deciding.”

      Max laughed. “Yeah, sounds like Frick and Frack over there are going to come to a consensus real soon.”

      “What do you guys think?” Ben asked, glancing around the table.

      All his brothers shrugged non-committedly. No way were they crossing Maggie or choosing sides.

      Ben’s gaze landed on Jake. “You’re in politics, what do you think?”

      “I think if you’re smart and ever want to have sex again, you’ll keep that fat trap of yours shut,” Max muttered out of the side of his mouth

      Jake glanced around the room, choosing his words carefully. He’d already been contacted by Earl Fisk, Canyon Creek’s town administrator, about political strategies the council could incorporate in the upcoming meeting. He’d yet to tell Lina about that call. According to Earl, most of the council was in favor of the expansion.

      “I think consensus and compromise is the key to any political issue,” he said. There. That was benign enough to satisfy all parties.

      “That’s a wonderful outlook,” his mother said, rubbing his back.

      “What the hell does that even mean?” Ben said. “That’s not an answer.”

      “Well,” Max laughed, looking at Jake, “you better decide your position on the issue if you ever expect to sleep with Lina again.”

      His mother’s head whipped around so fast, her short silvery-blonde air slapped her in the face. “You slept with Lina? Lina Bianchi?” she practically shrieked, her eyes wide.

      His cell phone rang and he thanked God, even though he was sure it was Todd. It didn’t matter, he’d take a call from the devil right now to get out of this conversation.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he saw Phoebe’s name on the screen. “It’s Becca’s grandmother,” he told no one in particular as he rose. “I have to take it.”

      “Of course,” his mother said. “Give her our love.”

      Jake caught his mother’s expression before he left the room. A slow smile spread across her face. What was she up to?

      Trouble, that’s what she was up to.

      Which meant he was in trouble. Deep trouble if his brothers current love lives were any indication of his mother’s meddling.
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      Jake slipped out of the door and into the hallway before answering the call, feeling as if he’d just escaped a hunter on his trail.

      “Hey Phoebe. How are you? How’s Steven?”

      He heard her sigh.

      “Not good I’m afraid.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I still haven’t found a place I’m happy with for Steven. And he’s becoming more agitated.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “What can I do?”

      “At this point, I really don’t know.”

      “Why don’t you and Steven come here to Canyon Creek for a few days?” Jake had felt angry and frustrated lately at the fact his job now required him to make payoffs to women threatening the Senator’s career. Finding a way to help Phoebe and Steven would feel good. If he could give her a week or so of respite from carrying this load all on her own, it would be worth it.

      “Oh, I don’t know, Jake. Flying on an airplane probably wouldn’t be good with all the people and the amount of time he’d have to stay still.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “When will you and Becca be back?”

      And wasn’t that the million-dollar question. He knew Phoebe missed her granddaughter, and Becca missed her Grammy, too.

      “Todd has a benefit a week from Saturday, so I need to come back for that,” he said.

      “For good?”

      It had to be. Still, it gnawed at Jake, knowing the amount of work his family would have to do to get ready for the film festival. He’d already shirked his responsibility to his family when they’d first come together after his father’s death over six months ago. Now he was only here because of Becca. His other brothers were all coming through for their mom. All but him.

      “Hold on Jake, Steven just tripped. I have to get someone to help me.”

      Jake heard muffled movement in the background as Phoebe asked someone for assistance.

      And finally, it hit him. The problem that faced them both. He and Phoebe had no one to help them with the loved ones now in their charge. Not in California. But in Canyon Creek he did.

      “Okay,” she said, coming back on the line, “he’s sitting down now, so we should be okay. Sorry.”

      “Phoebe, if I could arrange private transportation for you both, would you think about coming out to Colorado with Steven?”

      Todd’s in-laws were loaded and had a private jet that he, Hannah and their whole staff had used for campaign travel. Jake knew Hannah would let him use it to transport Phoebe and Steven if he asked.

      “Maybe the mountain air would be good for him,” he said. “And I know Becca would love to see the both of you.”

      “Where is Becca?” he heard Steven call in the background.

      “She’s in Colorado,” Phoebe said, “with Jake.”

      “Who?” he asked.

      “You could stay at my mom’s,” he said, “with me and Becca. She has a big house. Or you could stay at the lodge. All my brothers and their wives and fiancée’s would love to meet you. You’d have lots of people here who could help you, Phoebe. Even just for a few days.”

      There was a long pause. “Could I think about it?” she asked.

      “Yes, of course, you think about it. Becca will call you tonight. I know she misses you both. Maybe we can arrange something then.”

      “Thank you, Jake,” she said softly, “for everything.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “I know we haven’t really talked about this a lot, but I want you to know how sorry I am about all of this. I know you had plans for your life that didn’t include a child.”

      “Things turn out best for people who make the best out of the way things turn out,” he said.

      “That’s a very smart way of looking at it.”

      “It’s what my mom used to tell us when things didn’t go the way we wanted or when we didn’t get our way.”

      “She’s a smart woman,” Phoebe laughed.

      “Yeah she is.” Jake hadn’t realized how fortunate he was to be raised by two great parents until he’d been pushed into parenthood. Suddenly the idea of raising Becca on his own, without the support of his mother and brothers, hit him like a ton of bricks.

      “And, listen, Phoebe, I might not have been expecting a surprise like Becca, but I wouldn’t trade this for the world right now. I’m …” he stopped looking for words. “I don’t regret any of this.”

      It was lame. It wasn’t half of what he wanted to say, but it would have to do for now.

      His other line buzzed. He pulled back the phone and saw it was Todd. Great.

      “Sorry Phoebe, I need to take this call. I’ll talk to you tonight, okay?”

      “Yes dear, that’s fine. I’ll talk to you and Becca soon. Goodbye.”

      “Bye,” he said, hoping she and Steven would take a few days to come to Colorado and catch their breath.

      “Hello?” Todd’s voice rang through the line.

      Damn, he’d accepted the call by accident. “Hey, Todd.”

      “Dude, where the hell have you been?”

      “I’ve been trying to spend time with my daughter and family, learning how to be a parent.”

      “Whatever. Look, we’ve got a serious problem here and I need you back. Soon.”

      “What now?” Jake rubbed the back of his neck as he leaned against the wall.

      “Cassie’s not the only one threatening me.”

      “What the hell do you mean, Todd?”

      “I didn’t want to tell you this but…”

      “What?” He said before he could stop himself. “No. You know what? Never mind. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

      “But Jake you’ve got to do something about these women.”

      “Women?” Jake practically shouted. “Todd, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “I know, I know. It looks bad now.”

      “Dude, it looks bad always. Especially if you want to run for U.S. Senate.”

      “Shit,” Todd groaned.

      “This isn’t what I signed up for when I joined your campaign.”

      “What?”

      “Helping you cover up scandals and affairs. This isn’t what I want to be doing with my life, Todd.”

      “I know, I know, I’m sorry. I really am. I’m going to clean up my act. My brother-in-law is sitting on some serious cash and I think he’ll help us out.”

      Jake let his head fall forward as he tried to get a grip on the rage Todd’s words brought on. When he spoke, the words came through gritted teeth. “Tell me you don’t mean your wife’s brother.”

      “No, no, Jay—my sister’s husband. He’s an investment real estate banker and is looking to get into the political arena.”

      “And you think paying off your mistresses will hit the mark for him?” Jake rolled his eyes. “Look. Don’t do anything. Don’t talk to your brother-in-law. For God’s sake stop talking to these women. I’ll call Carlos and have him work with Cassie and whoever else you’ve been screwing behind your wife’s back. He’s your attorney, maybe he can find some legal leg for us to stand on. I don’t want you dealing with any of this, and I don’t want you trying to pay anyone off.”

      “You’re coming to the fund raiser on the sixteenth, right?”

      “I hope so.”

      “What the hell do you mean, you hope so?” Todd said.

      “There’s a lot of stuff going on here with our town, with my family, with Becca.”

      “What the hell could possibly be wrong in that podunk town? The one stop light in the middle of the town burn out?” Todd laughed at his lame attempt at a joke, but Jake didn’t see the humor.

      When Jake didn’t answer, Todd plowed on. “Look man, I need you here not playing house with your family.”

      Of course, Todd would feel that way. Family obviously meant nothing to him.

      “Yeah, well if this gets leaked,” Jake said, “you won’t need a fund raiser. There’ll be no campaign to fund.”

      “Ah, hell,” Todd brushed off Jake’s concern with a laugh, “look at JFK and Bill Clinton. They’re legends, man, and they—”

      Jake’s voice went low and quiet. “Todd, you need to shut up before I quit this campaign. There is no way I’m backing a man who openly screws around with no regard for his wife or his constituents.”

      “Jeez, touchy much?”

      Jake clenched his hand into a fist, grinding his teeth together as he fought to get himself under control. He’d always known Todd had a wild side, but he never knew he’d act out on purpose despite the repercussions.

      “I have to go,” Jake said, hitting the end button, squeezing his phone tight and cursing under his breath.

      “The guy’s a douche, man,” Emmett said behind him.

      Jake turned and stared at his brother.

      Emmett nodded to Jake’s phone. “Your senator. You forget, I lived in California. I voted in California.”

      “I didn’t forget,” Jake said. Although he and his brother had lived in the same state for years, they didn’t get to see much of each other thanks to hectic lives. “But Todd wasn’t your senator.”

      “No,” Emmett said, “but he was part of the state legislature. I followed his career since you worked for him. And I know how he’s evolved. It’s not pretty.”

      Jake stared down at his feet, shaking his head. “No, it’s not.”

      “Dude, you’re better than that.”

      He glanced up, surprised to see the stern look on his brother’s face.

      “Better than what?”

      “Better than trying to hide scandals for a man whose platform has done a one-eighty since he’s taken office. That was never you. You fought for the good guy, not the cheating douchebag guy.”

      Emmett was right but what could he do now?

      Quit.

      His brother stepped closer. “I’m sorry man, I don’t mean to rag on you, but you look like hell. You have for a while now. The passion you used to have is gone. I’d hate to see this guy extinguish your fire for good because he’s too busy chasing tail and filling up his own ego on power and greed. And trust me, Jake, when this hits the fan, and it will, he’ll throw your ass under the bus so fast you won’t have a chance in hell of ever working in politics again.”

      Jake scrubbed a hand down his face. He hadn’t even considered that option. Talk about short-sighted. With all he had going on right now, Jake had been letting this whole situation get away from him.

      “Just ask yourself this man,” Emmett said. “If Becca was working for such a scumbag, what would you tell her to do?”

      Jake hesitated, even though he knew the answer.

      “What if it was Becca this asshole was taking advantage of,” he asked, “the woman he was screwing behind his wife’s back?”

      Jake had always heard of seeing red, but until this very moment, he didn’t know it was possible.

      “Exactly,” Emmett said, squeezing Jake’s shoulder. “I think you know the answer.”

      Jake thought he might throw up. That, or his head might explode. Maybe both.

      “Jakey,” Becca’s small voice called from down the hall.

      He turned and stared at his little girl who was holding Devlin’s hand.

      Becca wore hot pink jeans, sparkly tennis shoes with frilly socks and a T-shirt that said “Good Lookin’ Kid.”

      He walked toward her and squatted down. “I like your shirt, toad toes.”

      She laughed. “Aunt Devlin gave it to me.” She glanced up at her aunt and Jake followed her gaze.

      Devlin was Max’s fiancée, and gorgeous, with long black hair and caramel-colored eyes…and a belly that looked like she was hiding a watermelon under her shirt.

      “Don’t say it.” She held up a finger.

      “What?” Jake smiled.

      “I know I’m big. Your daughter has already told me.”

      Jake turned and stared at Becca.

      “Don’t you dare scold her,” Devlin said. “I am big. Huge.”

      “But you have a litter in there,” Becca said.

      Emmett snorted.

      “What?” Becca stared at all three of them. “That’s what you said, Aunt Devlin.”

      Devlin pushed back Becca’s hair and smiled down at her as only a mother could. “I did, sweet baby, I did.”

      “Guess what, Jakey?” Becca bounced on the balls of her feet and he noticed she was carrying a bag filled with yellow tissue paper.

      “What’s that?”

      “Aunt Devlin said I can be in her wedding. I can carry the flowers.”

      Jake looked up at Devlin in surprise. “You guys are getting married soon?”

      Devlin shrugged.

      “I told her that Uncle Max said they are bastard babies, but it’s okay because I’m a bastard baby too, and that’s not mean. Right?”

      Jake watched helplessly as Devlin’s eyes filled with tears.

      He stood. “Devlin, I’m so sorry, he didn’t mean it.”

      She waved him away and wiped at her eyes. “No, don’t. It’s okay. I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately, and it’s really just been my own insecurities about marriage and motherhood. And I’m a whale so waddling down the aisle doesn’t sound appealing.”

      “I could pull you,” Becca said, “in a wagon. I have one at home. Maybe I could bring it back. Could I, Jakey?”

      Jake smiled wide at the thought that Becca had found roots here in his hometown and wanted to return. It didn’t hurt that he was also picturing Becca trying to pull her new Aunt Devlin down the aisle of the church in a little red wagon.

      “Sure we can, sweetheart.” He scooped her up and held her tight. Yeah, if anyone like Todd Douglas ever took advantage of his little girl there would be hell to pay. “Thanks for watching her today, Devlin.”

      “Of course. We were actually coming over to see if Max wanted to go to lunch. I still planned on watching Becca the rest of the day if you need to get things done.”

      Jake thought about the things on his mind, the issues threatening Todd’s campaign, and all the information he needed to gather before tomorrow’s town council meeting. “Yeah, that would be great, if you don’t mind.” He turned to Becca. “Is that okay?”

      She nodded. “I love Auntie Devlin. She said I can call her auntie instead of aunt if I want so I don’t get her confused with any bugs.”

      Devlin laughed. Jake noticed how tired she looked and wondered if it was wrong to allow his future sister-in-law to take on more than she could right now, carrying twins. She’d only been cleared to be out of her bed again recently.

      Again, Devlin waved him off. “Max is going to be with us the rest of the day. He’ll chase Becca while I put my feet up.”

      Becca gave Devlin’s belly a big pat at that news. “We’ll get you off your feet, babies.” Becca smiled wide. “Uncle Max is almost finished with his tree house. He said I can make a tent inside and bring my pillows and sleeping bag when he’s finished.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Jake said, because honestly, escaping to a tree in the woods did sound amazing.

      “Oh,” Becca exclaimed, “and we got you a new shirt, too.” She held the bag open and he dug inside. “It matches mine.” She pointed to her shirt. “Good lookin’ kid,” she said, reading the words aloud.

      Jake shook out his T-shirt and laughed when he read the front. “I make good lookin’ kids.” He laughed.

      “I hate to admit it, but it’s true,” Max said, coming up beside them and pinching Becca’s nose. He turned to his fiancée and gave Devlin a small kiss on the lips then bent to kiss her belly twice. “Hope you bought one of those for me, babe.”

      Devlin snorted. “No, I bought one for me.”

      “No doubt, you do.”

      “And I want to marry you,” she said, glancing up at Max. “Soon, okay?”

      Max stared at Devlin in shock. “Really?”

      She nodded. “Really.”

      “Uncle Maxi Pad,” Becca called, tugging on his shirt.

      “Yes, half pint?” How Max answered that with a straight face, Jake would never know.

      “Auntie Devlin said I can throw flowers at you when you get married, too.”

      Max lifted her out of Jake’s arms like she was a football, twirling her around in the air.

      Becca squealed with delight as Max laughed.

      Devlin rubbed her belly.

      And Jake’s heart squeezed hard in his chest. He had a lot of decisions to make, and his family wasn’t making the job any easier.
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      Lina stood at the counter in Once Upon a Book, staring at the computer screen. Even though she’d been working the evening shift, she’d also been surfing the internet looking for last minute stats and information to help with her presentation at tomorrow’s town hall meeting. It was only meant as an informative meeting for the citizens to gather information but she still felt completely unprepared.

      Sometimes, Lina thought she should have let someone else take up this fight. Someone who knew what they were doing, knew how to take on a cause like this and win. So far, her work history included a long list of temp jobs that didn’t prepare her for much.

      Even back when she’d been working for her family restaurant, she had been waitressing or working the front hostess stand. She’d never taken on any of the managerial roles. And then she and her mom had started to fight more and more, and she’d stopped working there altogether.

      But she’d always had a passion for fairness, and this expansion seemed anything but fair in her mind.

      Paula scooted up next to her, bumping her shoulder. “You still working on your research?”

      “Yeah. And thanks for letting me use your Wi-Fi.”

      “Yours is still down?” Paula asked.

      “Our Wi-Fi crashed and I have no idea how to fix it. Computer stuff scares me.”

      Paula pointed to her laptop and raised her brow. “Isn’t that a computer?”

      “Well, this is easy,” Lina said. “You just open the top and, poof, it works.”

      “As long as you have a Wi-Fi connection.” She laughed.

      “Yeah, that helps. Dak is the computer guru but he won’t be back until tomorrow.”

      “I’d let that hunk of man fix my Wi-Fi anytime.” A devious grin spread across Paula’s face.

      If Lina had a dollar for every time Paula lusted after her roommates, she could fund their citizen action group for years. “Gross.” She wrinkled her nose. “He’s like a brother to me.”

      “Well not to me.” Paula actually licked her lips.

      Lina pushed her away. “Go.”

      “Okay, okay.” She reached across the counter and grabbed a lollipop from the jar they kept there for kids, unwrapping it and shoving it in her mouth. “I’ll be in my office if you need me,” she said around the ball of candy. “I’ve got so much paperwork to catch up on I’m about to go crazy.”

      “You’re eating the profits.” Lina nodded toward the candy.

      Paula pulled it out. “Well, what’s a girl supposed to do with her mouth when her employee keeps her roommates all to herself?”

      Lina chucked a pencil at Paula. “You’re depraved. Go.”

      Paula turned to leave but Lina called out. “Hey, you’re going to be at the meeting tomorrow night, aren’t you? I need as many supporters as I can get.”

      “Of course. We’re closing early for it.”

      Lina sagged back on the stool with a wide smile. She tried to remind herself she had plenty of people supporting her cause in the small town. Unlike what her mother said, she wasn’t dividing the town. Was she?

      She hoped not. Her concern lay in preserving the land and the wildlife of their town, not in splintering its citizens.

      Paula stuck the lollipop back in her mouth and waggled her fingers as she walked to the back of the store.

      Lina turned back toward her laptop, scribbling notes that she read from highway expansions in other states and what citizen-led coalitions did to stop then.

      The bell above the door chimed and Lina looked up, a slow smile spreading across her lips before she could stop herself.

      Jake stood just inside the door, glancing around the store expectantly. Was he looking for her?

      Stop it, she told herself.

      As much as she tried, she couldn’t. The memory of their time at her house had haunted her dreams, keeping her up half the night with a pulsing ache between her legs. It had been way too long since she’d gotten lucky, obviously.

      “Hey,” Jake said in that slow, deep voice that had her body vibrating.

      “Hey,” she said softly. Oh, God, she sounded like a nervous teen playing hard to get. “Where’s Becca?”

      “She’s spending the night with Devlin and Max. She and Max plan to pamper Devlin with ice cream and a pedicure.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      He shrugged, running his hands along one of the displays. Was he…nervous?

      “So, what are you doing here?” she asked.

      He walked closer to her, standing on the other side of the counter. “I was looking for a few books for Becca. Ms. Parker read some at the library the other day that she really liked.”

      “Do you have the titles?” she said, moving around the counter. “I could help you look?”

      Jake ignored her, staring down at her notes on the counter. “What’s all this?”

      For some reason, Lina became self-conscious and embarrassed. She didn’t want to admit how nervous she was to speak in front of the town council. She reached over him and gathered the notes, stuffing them in her folder. “They’re just notes for the meeting tomorrow.”

      He remained quiet.

      “Are you going? To the meeting I mean?”

      “Uh, yeah,” he nodded, “I’ll be there.”

      Oh, God, even more reason for her to be nervous.

      When he didn’t say anything else, she studied his face. Deep lines furrowed his brow and she sensed there was more he wanted to say. Maybe his family was just as torn over the highway expansion as the town was.

      “I’m sorry if this is causing stress with your family,” she said. “I never meant for everyone to have to take sides, but I guess that’s inevitable.”

      “I think my brother Ben and his wife Maggie are having a hard time with it.”

      Lina sagged against the counter, hating she was the one who had raised the objections, even though she believed it had to be done. “I understand,” she said. “My mom isn’t too happy with me, either. My dad, too, probably since he goes along with her on business decisions.”

      “Why?” Jake asked.

      “She thinks the expansion will bring in more business. She sees my ‘interference’,” she said with air quotes, “as another rebellious act left over from my youth.”

      The corner of Jake’s mouth curled in a delicious smirk. “You were rebellious?”

      Lina snorted. That was putting it mildly. Thoughts of her troubled youth surfaced, but she didn’t want to talk about that with Jake. She had too much guilt already, the last thing she needed was his judgment, too.

      He stared her up and down, his eyes finally landing on her face. She could feel the heat of his gaze in places she had no business feeling them. “I could definitely see you being a rebel.” He chuckled.

      He didn’t know the half of it.

      “But sometimes rebellion can be a good thing,” he said. “politically. I mean, for effecting change.”

      Lina shrugged. “Well, not everyone in town thinks that way.”

      Jake held her gaze for several moments, leaning in close.

      Lina felt her breath catch, but she stepped back, suddenly nervous at the idea of kissing him again. No, it wasn’t that. She was worried that he wouldn’t kiss her. That she’d been reading the situation wrong and making assumptions she shouldn’t be.

      She turned on her heels, making a beeline to the children’s section. “So what books are you looking for?”

      When he didn’t answer, she turned, surprised to see him checking out her ass.

      She snapped her fingers. “Eyes, up here, Jake,” she teased.

      He pushed off the counter and strode toward her. “Oh, yeah, sorry. It’s just…” He waved a hand up and down her body.

      She blushed at his implication that he liked what she saw.

      He dug in the pocket of his jeans, pulled out a piece of paper, and handed it to her. “These are some of them.”

      Lina studied the list. There must be at least ten. “That’s a lot. Someone feeling guilty?”

      Jake shrugged. “Becca’s been through a lot this last month.”

      She walked along the shelves, looking for the books Jake had listed. “So have you.”

      He remained silent and she glanced over her shoulder. He was staring down at the floor.

      “Hey,” she said, handing him one of the books he had on his list. “What’s going on?”

      “Just a lot on my mind, I guess.”

      “Want to talk?”

      His eyes grew dark as he looked up to meet her scrutiny. “Not really,” he said in a husky voice, moving closer.

      She stepped back, pressing against a bookshelf.

      “Y-y-you don’t want to talk?” she squeaked out.

      He stared down at her lips. “No,” he said, shaking his head, his tone hungry.

      “What do you want to do?”

      He laid the book on the shelf beside her and slipped his hands around her neck, his thumbs caressing her lips. “This,” he said just before his head dipped and pressed his mouth against hers.

      The kiss wasn’t aggressive. It was gentle, reverent, slow in a way that teased and drew her closer to him. Forgetting where she was, she slid her hands up his shoulders. God, he felt good.

      She tilted her head as he deepened the kiss, his tongue coaxing her mouth. She willingly opened, giving in to his silent demand, in more ways than she thought she would have only moments before.

      He pressed into her, much the same way he had in her bathroom. The heat surging through her body pooled between her legs, the aching throb that had kept her up all night returning in a swift reminder of what this man did to her.

      “Jake,” she murmured. “We can’t.”

      He pulled back just a fraction, staring down at her.

      “It’s the book store,” she whispered.

      He looked around the small space of the children’s area. It was in the back corner of the store, somewhat portioned off from the rest of the store. “We’ll hear the bell,” he said, his mouth returning to hers before she could answer.

      Without thought, her hands wrapped around his neck, sliding up into his thick dark hair, gripping it tightly as if he might slip away. She tugged, bringing him closer.

      He groaned and spread her legs further apart with his knee, his thick denim-clad thigh rubbing between her center as she melted into him.

      She moaned into his mouth, her heart pounding against her ribs as heat raced across her skin. Hell, what was he doing to her? Suddenly, images of her teenage years sprang to mind. All the bad decisions that had landed her in more trouble than she’d ever intended. She released his hair, bringing her hands to his chest to push him away.

      “No, Jake,” she said.

      He released her, stepping back, his chest heaving just as hard as hers. His brows were knit together as he stared at her in confusion.

      “Not here,” she repeated, staring around the store.

      “Have dinner with me?” His throaty voice was deeper now, lust-filled and full of promise.

      “What?” She stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “Tonight, have dinner with me.”

      “We can’t have dinner together.”

      “Why?”

      “The town would talk about us,” she said.

      “We can wear shirts that say ‘just friends,’” he smirked, stepping closer.

      She held up a hand. “I’ve never kissed any friend like that before.”

      He slid one hand around her neck, his thumb rubbing softly against her cheek as he stared down at her with a look she didn’t recognize.

      “Please,” he whispered.

      “I have to work,” she said.

      The bell above the door chimed.

      They broke apart, startled into action by the threat of being caught. It was as good as a cattle prod.

      Lina stepped around one of the book shelves, relieved to see January, the store’s part-time employee, walking in with a backpack slung over her shoulder.

      “Hey, Lina,” the girl called out. “I’m here, anytime you want to shove off. Thanks for staying a little later for me.” She smiled and Lina could see why half the boys at Canyon Creek High School were vying for her attention.

      “No problem.” Lina turned back to Jake.

      His head was tilted, his brows raised in question. “Looks like work is over.”

      “Well, I have other stuff to do.”

      “Like what?” he asked.

      She bit her lip and glanced up at the ceiling, trying to think of something, anything.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he said, kissing her cheek and walking away.

      “Wait!” she shouted.

      He turned and stared at her.

      She grabbed the book he’d abandoned during their steamy make-out session, in the children’s section of all places. “You didn’t get your books.”

      He winked—winked—and then turned to leave without another word.

      Sneaky bastard. Had he come in here just to see her? The thought warmed her more than it should.

      Lina made her way to the counter where January was stowing her backpack.

      “He’s super hot, Lina,” she said.

      Watching him walk down Main Street, his back side on display, Lina had to agree.

      “He wants to have dinner with me,” she said, turning back to January.

      January smiled, her grin wide. “Lucky.”

      She was lucky. But she was also nervous. She’d made bad decisions that had cost her and her family too much in the past. Would this be one of them?

      “What are you worried about?” January asked.

      Lina shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      He’s got a kid, she thought. He was only there for a short time. She worked for his family, sort of. Jake was definitely a guy who shouldn’t be on her radar.

      But, God, he’d felt good, pressed against her, his hot mouth on hers.

      “I think you should go for it,” Paula said behind her.

      Lina spun. “How do you know what we’re talking about?”

      “Are you kidding?” Paula nodded toward the kid section. “You two were practically dry humping in the children’s section.”

      “What?” Lina shrieked. “How do you know about that?

      Paula smiled as if she held the deepest darkest secret known to mankind. “Surveillance cameras, sweetheart. You should know that by now.”

      So much for keeping things a secret.

      “Mum’s the word,” Paula said, pinching her thumb and forefinger together, dragging them across her lips as if zipping them.

      January and Lina laughed.

      “What?” Paula asked as if genuinely clueless.

      “Nothing,” Lina said. Paula hadn’t kept a secret all her life. Lina doubted she was going to start now.

      “Seriously, though,” Paula said. “You should totally go for it. I mean, really, you live with two sexy hunks and you don’t do anything with them. Don’t let another hot one get away.” She glanced down at Lina’s mid-section. “You know that thing grows back together if you don’t use it.”

      January snorted soda all over the counter.

      “Paula!” Lina shrieked.

      Paula shrugged. “Just saying.”

      Lina pointed toward the back of the store. “Don’t you have bills to pay or something?”

      “No, I’m going to go watch that video of you two making out again.”

      “What?” Lina’s face broke out into a sweat.

      “Calm down, girl, I’m just kidding, Jeez.”

      Lina sagged back on the counter in relief. The last thing she needed was rumors spreading around town about her.

      “But seriously, go out with the dude, do the horizontal monkey, then come back and tell us all about it.”

      January laughed and shook her head. “And on that note, I’ll be in the magazine section,” she said, walking away.

      Thinking she should be just as wise, Lina gathered up her laptop and notes, stuffing them into her bag.

      “Where are you going?” Paula asked.

      “January’s here. You don’t need me.”

      “I thought you needed my Wi-Fi,” she said.

      I don’t need it that bad, she thought. “I’m good. I’ve got what I need.” She hefted her bag over her shoulder. “You’ll be at the meeting, right?”

      “Hell yeah,” Paula said, “and I want details about tonight’s ‘dinner,’” she said, using air quotes.

      Lina shook her head and walked toward the door without another word to Paula. The woman didn’t need any more encouragement. “Bye, January,” she called out as she walked toward the door.

      “Bye, Lina.”

      “Have fun tonight,” Paula shouted.

      Lina didn’t have to turn around to know Paula was probably doing something obscene with her body. She couldn’t help but smile, thinking of doing something obscene with hers tonight. With Jake.
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      Lina walked home, trying to clear her mind. There was no way she could go to dinner with Jake. Could she? She needed to talk to someone.

      Not her family, she didn’t want her sisters giving her crap for weeks when things didn’t work out and she was left licking her wounds.

      There was only one person she trusted enough, and who would be brutally honest and tell her what to do.

      She dialed Kayleigh’s number, waiting as it rang.

      “What’s up, sweet cheeks?” Kayleigh said. “Everything okay with Duchess and Mister O?”

      Lina laughed. Kayleigh always referred to O’Malley as Mr. O, for obvious reasons.  “They’re fine.” Leave it to a veterinarian to check on Lina’s cats first. “What are you up to?”

      “Up to my elbows in horse shit.” She laughed.

      “Eeeww. And you answered the phone?”

      “No, I’m cleaned up now. I’ll be glad when Alan Rutherford’s son, Dylan, gets here. Giving a rectal exam to a mare who’s not into anal gets old really fast. It will be nice to pass that shit off to another vet. Literally.” Kayleigh burst into laughter.

      Lina snorted.

      “So what’s up?”

      “I need to ask you something,” Lina said.

      “Ooo, this sounds serious. Hold on, I’m just starting my car, I’m going to put you on speaker.”

      “No one else is with you, are they?”

      “No, Aaron’s at the clinic. Unfortunately.” Kayleigh sighed. “I really miss him.”

      Lina smiled, happy that her friend was finally in a good relationship.

      Kayleigh and Aaron had first hooked up when he returned to Canyon Creek after his career-ending diagnosis. The affair was supposed to be short-lived, and private, much like what Lina was hoping for with Jake. Only in Kayleigh and Aaron’s case, it had turned into something more. Obviously, something much more since Aaron had asked Kayleigh to marry him and moved back to Canyon Creek permanently.

      Lina felt confident that wouldn’t happen in Jake’s case. He had a career in California, he had obligations. And he had a kid, she reminded herself.

      “Okay, you’re synced up,” Kayleigh said. “What’s going on?”

      “Well,” she shuffled her feet, turning off Main Street onto the road that led to her house.

      “Is it Jake?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “I heard you two slept together.”

      “What?” Lina half shrieked, stopping abruptly. Several people across the street stared at her. She ducked her head and then checked over her shoulder to be sure there wasn’t anyone close enough on her side of the street to hear her. “What are you talking about? Who told you that?” She whispered into the phone.

      Kayleigh laughed. “Cool your jets, Turbo.”

      “Seriously, Kayleigh, where did you hear that?” Lina’s hands began to sweat as she walked faster toward her home. Kayleigh couldn’t possibly know how much this upset Lina. The idea that this was going around town, that her family might hear, sent her heart pounding out of her chest.

      “Maggie told me it came up in one of the meetings they had at the lodge. Oh, hey, did you hear Grant Sumner is coming to town for a film festival? Aren’t you excited? He’s been voted world’s sexiest man ever like a hundred times. Hubba, hubba, am I right? I mean, I know he’s my boyfriend’s brother and all, but still, I’m only human.”

      “Kayleigh,” Lina shouted. “Focus. Is it all over town that Jake and I slept together?”

      “No, it was only a conversation among the Sumners, and they know Becca was between you the whole night.”

      Lina scrubbed a hand through her hair. This was bad. Really bad. The Sumner family was talking about them now.

      “Lina,” Kayleigh said, more gently now.

      “I’m here.”

      “Hey,” she said, “I was just teasing. No one thinks you guys are getting busy. They know it was innocent. It was innocent, wasn’t it?”

      Lina remained quiet, trying to figure out what to do.

      “Lina.” Kayleigh dragged out her name.

      “What?”

      “Have you slept with him?”

      “Only like Maggie said, with Becca in the bed. Like really sleeping, no sex.”

      “But?”

      “Why do you say but?” Lina asked.

      “Because you called me and you sound as nervous as two whores in church.”

      “Nice.” Lina laughed.

      “So what’s going on?”

      “Jake asked me to dinner,” Lina finally said.

      “And?”

      “And his family is already talking about us sleeping together when we haven’t. If we have dinner the entire town will be talking.”

      “And?” Kayleigh asked again.

      “I don’t need rumors floating around.”

      “Who cares?”

      “I do. My family does.”

      “You mean your mom does.”

      “Yeah, her,” Lina sighed.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what the hell happened back in Jersey?”

      Lina shrugged. She’d never told anyone in town why her family had really moved to Colorado. It had been her fault. Her nonna said she was young, she was allowed some mistakes, but mistakes didn’t end with people going to jail. What she’d done wasn’t something that could be waved off.

      Now the last thing she wanted to do was embarrass her family or make them worry for her safety, again. That’s what worried her the most about getting involved with the highway expansion debate. Embarrassing them, needlessly worrying them…disappointing them.

      But surely even her mom could see the debate about the highway was a far cry from what she’d been involved with in New Jersey.

      “Okay, never mind,” Kayleigh said, “let’s talk about your dinner tonight. When was the last time you had an all-you-can-eat buffet?” She giggled.

      “Oh, my God, did you just really say that?”

      “Yeah, I did. And don’t change the subject. When was the last time you had a certified muff diver between your legs?”

      “Kayleigh!” Lina clutched the phone close to her face as if others on the street could hear her.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said. “I want you to go home, shave every inch of your body that has hair—except your head—then rub that expensive lotion all over your skin. You know, the one you’ve been keeping for a special occasion. Then I want you to pull on the sexiest underwear you own, something smokin’ hot that says, ‘Hey, I’m an all-you-can-eat buffet, and I’m open 24-7, come eat at the Y.’”

      Lina laughed. She could always count on Kayleigh to lighten her mood. “You’re sick.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “I know, but seriously, girl. Jake’s a great guy. All the Sumners are. It’s not like you’re screwing some random asshole.”

      The thought brought a vivid memory to the forefront of Lina’s mind, sending a chill up her spine.

      “Lina?” Kayleigh said.

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Ask yourself this?” she said.

      “What?”

      “Do you really want to sleep with him? Like in a sexy-time kind of way?”

      She sighed. “Yeah. But I also want chocolate cake with ice cream for every meal. Doesn’t mean it’s what I need.”

      “But you can have it every once in a while, right?” she said.

      “I guess.”

      “Well, consider Jake Sumner your special occasion cake. Go have a big old heaping helping of that man candy.”

      Lina rolled her eyes but didn’t say no to the thought of Jake Sumner on top of her, pressing his firm body against hers.

      “You have to call me tomorrow though with all the details,” she said.

      “He’s your boyfriend’s brother. Wouldn’t that be gross?” Lina asked.

      “Hell, no,” she said as if Lina was crazy. “Are you home yet?”

      Lina stuck her key in the lock and pushed open the door. “Just walking in. Why?”

      “Go into your closet and pull out that little red dress, the wraparound one that clings to your body like Saran Wrap.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Hell, yeah. You look sexy as hell in that dress. Hell, I almost switched teams the first time I saw you decked out in that strappy thing.”

      Lina laughed. Kayleigh was beautiful, almost a modern-day Marilyn Monroe, only she was a foot shorter than the star had been. “Coming from you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Don’t take it from me. I heard the same thing from half the men in town that night.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Are you fishing for compliments, Ms. Bianchi?”

      “No. I’m just looking for…” What was she looking for?

      “Permission?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “I give you permission to go bang the hell out of that hot-as-hell man. Even though he is my fiancé’s brother.”

      Lina chuckled, feeling better and more confident. “All right. I’ll let you go. He’s supposed to be here at seven.”

      “Girl, that gives you just over an hour to shave down that hairy body of yours.”

      “I’m not hairy.”

      “You’re Italian. All Italians are hairy. Or at least the Italians I’ve been with have been.”

      “Whatever,” Lina laughed. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “You better or I’ll come to your house and demand all the deets.”

      “Hey Kayleigh, would you not tell anyone, especially Aaron?”

      “Sweetie, I hate to break the news to you but I’m pretty sure Aaron already knows.”

      “Great,” she sighed.

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “How so?” Lina couldn’t figure any good angle to the town talking about her.

      “I don’t know,” Kayleigh said, “but I thought it would make you feel better.”

      Lina shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Bye.”

      “Enjoy your man-candy,” she said.

      Lina disconnected the call and stepped into her closet. She pulled out the red dress, wondering if it was too much for dinner out. She walked to her full-length mirror and held it up to her front. “Yeah, too much,” she said.

      She glanced down at her bare legs. They could definitely use a shave. But if she shaved that was like giving Jake permission, wasn’t it?

      Her phone dinged on her bed.

      KAYLEIGH: Stop thinking and go shave your hairy body then put on that red dress and stuff yourself full of beef cake.

      Oh, God, Lina moaned out loud but liked the sound of Kayleigh’s instruction.

      The phone dinged again.

      KAYLEIGH: You know you want to.

      And she did. Too much.

      LINA: Aren’t you driving?

      KAYLEIGH: I’m at the Kum & Go, filling up with gas.

      Lina laughed out loud at the name of the convenient stores in Colorado.

      KAYLEIGH: That’s the nastiest name for a convenient store, right?

      The phone dinged again.

      KAYLEIGH: Hopefully that doesn’t describe your night. Go shave!

      LINA: Fine. I’ll shave.

      KAYLEIGH: I want to hear everything tomorrow. Take some pics if you can.

      LINA: Gross. He’s practically your brother-in-law.

      KAYLEIGH: Yeah, you’re right.

      LINA: I usually am.

      KAYLEIGH: Except about Jake. He’s a good guy. Give him a chance. It’s not forever. It’s just for-now.

      Lina thought about that. She could make Jake her for-now guy, couldn’t she?

      The phone dinged again.

      KAYLEIGH: Go, you hairy beast. You need to sharpen your razor.

      LINA: Screw you!

      KAYLEIGH: Don’t screw me…screw Jake!

      LINA: Shut up, I’m going.

      Kayleigh sent a picture of a woman with her hands in the air with the caption, “Praise Jesus,” underneath.

      Lina walked to her wireless speaker, turning it on and syncing her phone. She chose a playlist by Janelle Monáe. The singer was fierce and bold, with lyrics that always boosted Lina’s self-confidence.

      As the first song began to ring through her room, she made her way to the bathroom. She studied Dak and Cam’s work schedule calendar on the wall, sighing in relief when she realized they wouldn’t be back from their shift in Vail until tomorrow afternoon, in time for the town meeting. She’d have the house to herself if she and Jake wanted it.

      She glanced down at her watch. She had one hour to shave every surface of her body then twelve hours to enjoy a heaping bowl of man-candy.

      As she turned on the shower to let the water warm, she listened as Janelle’s song “Yoga” rang through the room. Visions of her life before Canyon Creek flashed through her mind.

      When she was a teen, she’d been rebellious, never doing what people told her, especially not her parents. That’s how her family ended up selling their business and moving to Colorado, taking Lina and her sisters away from the life she was falling into in New Jersey. Several of her best friends from home were now in prison, and truth be told, she might be too if her parents hadn’t left.

      After moving to Canyon Creek she’d calmed down a lot, choosing the straight and narrow. It had been the wake-up call her parents had intended it to be. But for one night, for the next twelve hours, she planned to be a rebel again, to have her cake and eat it too. What was the worst thing that could happen?

      She knew the answer. She could fall for the man. Hard. But tonight, she refused to think about worst case scenarios.
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      Jake stood outside of Lina’s house, wondering what the hell he was doing. Sure, taking her out on a date would be nice—God knew he hadn’t hung out with a member of the opposite sex in too long—but this was different, and he’d be lying to himself if he didn’t admit it now.

      There was something about Lina, some kind of chemistry he’d never felt with another woman. She was the care-free to his controlled, the rebel to his conformist.

      He’d always restrained himself from outbursts, even as a small child his mother said. When he and Grant used to play, his mother said Jake would spend all day organizing toys and books only to have Grant come in and destroy everything, laughing the entire time.

      Being attracted to Lina was one thing but acting on it was quite another. Like he didn’t have enough drama in his life, why not add a relationship to the mix?

      Relationship?

      Yeah, cart before horse. Hell, he wasn’t even sure Lina felt the same way. Maybe she didn’t want him the way he wanted her. Although her kisses said she did. Just remembering the way her hands tugged at his hair, her tongue dancing with his, had him hard.

      He couldn’t knock on her door in this state.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He was almost afraid to pull it out, fearing it would be Todd again. He glanced at the screen, not surprised to see Max calling.

      “What?” Jake barked after answering the call.

      “I take it you’re not there yet,” Max said.

      “No, I’m here. She’s naked underneath me in bed but I chose to answer my phone because it was my dear old brother Max.”

      “Nice. Good work. You move faster than I do.”

      “Says the man who impregnated his one-night stand.” Jake took the low road with that one.

      Max laughed. “I have powerful sperm. They break through any barrier, and split little eggs in two.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Max’s laughter grew louder.

      Jake stepped back off Lina’s porch. “Did you call for a reason?”

      “Yeah, your daughter wants to say goodnight.”

      Jake softened. “Okay, put her on.”

      “I’m messing with you man, I just wanted to see what your status was.”

      “Where’s Becca?”

      “Her and all the girls went over to Aunt Sally’s house to paint their toes or some girly shit like that.”

      “You didn’t want to go?” Jake laughed.

      “Very funny, dipshit.”

      “Was there a reason for this call?”

      “Nope,” Max said. “Just wanted to mess with you. Did you bring condoms?”

      “Dude, I didn’t want to assume.”

      “You’re serious? You didn’t bring any? Are you an idiot?”

      “Okay, maybe I brought one.”

      “One?” Max roared with laughter. “I always knew you were a pussy with no stamina.”

      “Good bye, Max.”

      “Wait, wait. Is it a new condom?”

      “What the hell does that mean?” he asked.

      “That’s how Devlin got pregnant.”

      “How?”

      “Old condoms. The ones we used came from a box I’d left in the trunk of a rental car in Hawaii. Apparently, heat reduces the effectiveness of latex. That, and my powerful sperm.”

      Jake gagged. “You’re an idiot, you know that?”

      “Yeah, pretty much. Devlin tells me that on a regular basis. And Ben, and Emmett…”

      Jake laughed.

      “So, it’s a new condom, right?” Max said. “Please tell me you didn’t take it from the box in the desk of our old bedroom.”

      “Fuck,” Jake moaned.

      “You did?”

      “Is that the bad box from Hawaii?”

      “Yep. Looks like you’ll be jerkin’ the sausage in the shower tonight when you get home, dumbass.”

      Jake hung up on his brother.

      Okay, so sex was a no-go tonight. That was good. Really good. It would keep them from jumping into this too fast. He just wished he could convince his dick.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Jake thought about his Aunt Sally’s collection of Journey porn in her bathroom. Yep, that did the trick.

      He climbed the steps and pushed the doorbell and waited…and waited. Nothing. He glanced down at his watch. It was just a minute after seven. He wasn’t early, but he wasn’t late either.

      He waited a few more seconds before knocking on the door. Still nothing. Maybe she’d changed her mind and didn’t want to go out after all. Refusing to believe that, he reached out and turned the door knob, surprised to find it unlocked.

      He slowly pushed open the door. The lights in the living room burned bright but there was no sign of Lina or her roommates.

      “Hello,” he called out, closing the door and stepping further into the house. No one answered but he heard music from Lina’s room upstairs. “Lina,” he yelled. “Are you there?” Still nothing.

      Jake pulled out his phone and started a text to Lina but stopped when he heard a woman’s voice singing from the stairs. He rounded the corner and glanced up at the landing, nearly falling over his feet. His mouth fell open, his eyes going wide at the sight in front of him. Holy hell.

      Lina stood at the top of the staircase, music blaring from behind her as she sang along to the sexiest song he’d ever heard. She was wearing nothing but a pair of red sky-high heels and nude-colored lacy underwear and bra designed to show more than it covered. She held a red dress in her hands, turning back and forth just outside the bathroom door as she stared at what he assumed was her reflection in the mirror. The small scrap of clothing wasn’t covering much, either.

      Jake thought he might choke on his tongue. His dick was rock hard, again, and aching at the sight of her.

      She turned and caught sight of him. “Jake!” she screamed, jumping back.

      He held up his phone. “Sorry, I was just about to text you. You didn’t answer the door when I knocked.”

      “Is it seven already?” she said, letting her hands fall, the dress now by her side as she glanced at the walls as if looking for a clock.

      He stared at her now fully exposed body. Her luscious breasts spilled over the top of her sexy-as-sin strapless bra. His dick stood at full mast and without realizing it, he moaned.

      Her head jerked and she stared down at him before looking to herself and letting out another yelp, this one a lot louder. “Oh, my God,” she shrieked, trying to cover herself.

      He watched in rapt fascination as her chest heaved, pressing her breasts over the lacy edge of her bra.

      “Go,” she yelled, pointing to the stairs behind him as she tried to spread the dress to cover herself.

      “Not a chance,” he whispered, stalking up the steps.

      “Jake,” she screeched.

      A predatory smile spread wide across his face as he took the stairs two at a time until he reached her.

      She squealed like a little girl and turned to escape, but there was laughter in her tone that urged him on.

      He caught her just before she bolted.

      “Jake!” she shrieked, a bubble of laughter coming from deep in her throat.

      Grasping her around the waist, he wrestled her to the ground.

      “Stop!” She held up one hand.

      He stilled on top of her, hovering above her. Had he misread her? “You really want me to stop?”

      She turned and glanced over her shoulder, the glimmer of desire in her russet brown eyes mirroring his own. This was a game of cat and mouse, only he was a hungry lion.

      The song rang from the speaker, its deep beat thumping through the room. Goose bumps spread across his sensitive flesh as the provocative lyrics whispered in his ears.

      ”Lina?” he asked again, his breath moving small pieces of her hair against her back.

      “No,” she whispered.

      “No, what?”

      Her heated gaze bored through him and he felt his entire body stiffen. “No,” she nearly purred, “don’t stop.”

      He sat back on his knees and tugged her hips up, pulling her until they were precisely aligned. Her ass fit snugly against his hard erection and he pressed into her. Jake had never felt anything more perfect.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her breath coming in pants. He knew how she felt.

      Her long dark hair fanned over her shoulders, the blue tips skimming across her olive skin. She was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

      That’s when he noticed her underwear. The lingerie laced up the back, a satin ribbon tied in a dainty bow sitting along the waist band. She was wrapped up like a gift, the best present he’d ever seen.

      “What do you want me to do, Lina?” he said, pressing his hard-on into her ass.

      He ran a finger along the edge of the lace, then down her back side, until he reached her center. Damn, she was wet through the lace. She wanted this as much as he did.

      She moaned and pushed back against him.

      He was so far gone he thought he might pass out if he didn’t get inside her soon. But sex wasn’t an option tonight. He had no condom. Not one he could rely on, anyway, and he wouldn’t take any chances.

      He ran his other fingertip down her spine and traced the line with sporadic kisses.

      “Oh, God,” she sighed.

      He stopped at the bow at the top of her panties. “What do you want me to do?” he repeated.

      “Jake,” she sighed. He couldn’t tell if it was a plea to stop or continue.

      “Tell me,” he whispered against her skin.

      “I want … I want …”

      He knelt and drew a slow circle at the base of her spine with his tongue. He could smell her desire and he felt like a starving man, waiting for a gourmet meal.

      “What do you want, Lina?” he said, running his hands up her outer thighs, gripping her hips tighter. “Tell me.”

      “You,” she said, pushing against him. “You. Please.”

      She didn’t have to beg. He gripped the satin tie of her panties with his teeth and pulled, watching in fascination as the laced-up ribbon released, exposing more of her delectable ass.

      “Fuck, Lina,” he moaned, squeezing her tighter.

      “Jake,” she pleaded. The desire in her voice matched his own.

      He tugged her hips higher in the air and slid the scrap of underwear down her ass, stopping mid-thigh. Lowering his body, he aligned his mouth with her center. His body buzzed with need as he nestled between her thighs, his dick now throbbing in desperation as she pressed back against him.

      His tongue stroked against her warm flesh, the taste of her exploding on his mouth.

      “Ohh,” she cried out, rocking into him. “Yes, God, please.”

      Her smell, her taste, her heat wrapped around him, was one of the most erotic things he’d ever experienced. Wanting to give her what she needed, he stroked the soft, wet skin with his tongue, working her into a deep frenzy.

      Unable to get the angle he wanted in this position, he flipped her to her back, dragging her underwear completely off and tossing them on to the floor.

      She groaned and laughed “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Without answering, he lowered himself again, settling in just right to give him full access as he pushed her thighs apart.

      “Out here, at the top of the stairs? Jake,” but even as she protested, she rocked into him, taking what she needed.

      He devoured her, his tongue working over her as his hands caressed her ass.

      She trembled under his touch, her unintelligible words ringing through the hallway as she came hard against his mouth. She bucked, trying to move away but he held her to him, riding out her orgasm until she went limp.

      He came up to stretch out beside her, his elbow bent, head resting in his upturned palm as he stared down at her. He would have thought the landing of a staircase would be uncomfortable, but he’d forgotten all about comfort with the distraction of Lina there.

      Her dark hair covered her face and she lay completely still, arms extended above her as her chest heaved.

      He ran his finger across her forehead, moving away the dark strands covering her face and smiled. Her eyes were closed but a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

      “You okay?” he asked, his fingertips trailing over her shoulder and down her arm.

      “Mmm, hmm,” she said, her eyes still closed, her smile growing wider.

      He laughed. “Are you awake in there?”

      “Barely,” she said, grinning.

      “Was that okay?”

      She opened one eye. “Are you serious?”

      He shrugged.

      “You put me in a sexual coma, Jake Sumner.” She held up one leg and wiggled her foot, giggling. “I still have my shoes on,” she said.

      He groaned.

      She raised up and stared at him. “What?”

      Nothing. He couldn’t tell her that he wanted to bury himself deep inside her right this very minute. He didn’t even have a condom.

      She brought her hand between them, her palm pressed against his chest as she pushed him onto his back.

      Oh, God. If she touched him there he was going to—

      Before he could stop her, her palm was pressed against his erection, her hand moving up and down.

      He grabbed her wrist, stopping her movement.

      Her forehead creased as she stared up at him. “What?”

      “I’m going to come in my pants in about two seconds if you keep doing that.”

      She smirked. “Isn’t that kind of the idea?”

      He laughed. The woman had a point.

      Slowly he released her hand, sitting back to let her have her way with him, giving up control for the first time in a long time.
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      Jake removed his hand from hers and she pressed her palm against a very impressive erection, rubbing her palm up and down the outside of his jeans.

      She pressed against him, moving slowly, her palm warming from the friction as he groaned and rocked into her hand.

      Her eyes traveled the length of his body and until she reached his face.

      His strong jaw was clenched as if in pain, his head thrown back. She watched the long column of his throat, wanting to lick it when he swallowed hard.

      His eyes flew open and he stared at her. “What?” he said.

      She threw her leg over his hips, forgetting that she was naked from the waist down until his gaze traveled to where they were pressed together.

      Before he could say anything, or she could wuss out, Lina worked the buttons of his shirt and spread it open, running her hands across his taut abdomen and chest. She enjoyed the feel of the muscles flexing beneath her touch.

      Slowly she leaned down, her lips brushing against one nipple, her tongue circling around the peak.

      “Shit,” he moaned at her touch.

      She sucked in a breath as his hard length pressed against her, sparking a fire that burned deep inside. She worked her lips up his chest, licking and sucking against the soft skin as she travelled the length of him. Her lips moved higher, her tongue finding first his throat, then the outer shell of his ear, licking and sucking, making him shudder. She caressed and teased, dropping small kisses along his jaw until finally, finally, she moved toward his lips.

      Jake’s hands gripped her hair as he brought her face to his, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss that sent sparks of pleasure barreling down her spine, pooling between her legs. His hips rocked against her again, the heavy ache of pleasure pushing her closer to the edge.

      Unable to stop herself, she worked against his erection, her mouth and tongue dancing with his as she raced for release.

      “Take it, Lina,” he moaned in her mouth.

      She threw her head back. “Jake, oh, God,” she called out as another orgasm swept through her, this one harder than the last.

      Coming down from her lust-filled high, she registered the urgency in his body, the tension as he held her. He was close.

      She moved down his body, quickly unbuttoning his jeans, yanking down the zipper.

      “Careful,” he said with a chuckle.

      Her mouth watered. Even as she trembled with the aftershocks of her own orgasm, she took him into her mouth. Sucking and laving against his hardened shaft, her tongue wrapped around the impressive length of him. His moans of pleasure urged her on as she widened her mouth to take all of him.

      Jake pulsed in her mouth and his tight grip on her hair let her know he was close. She slipped her hands into the opening of his jeans, cupping his balls and massaging them gently.

      His hips bucked against her mouth, pushing farther inside as he came. He roared, his body stiffening, hands tightening.

      The power Lina felt in that moment was overwhelming. She’d unraveled this man in mere seconds, making him explode with desire, all with her mouth. She smiled as she slowly pulled away, sitting back on her knees to stare down at Jake.

      His chest heaved hard, one arm covered his eyes, the other clutching her hip. “Lina, I’m sorry.”

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and leaned down, resting her chest against his. She pulled back his arm. “Why?” she asked.

      His eyes fluttered open and he studied her for several heartbeats before he raised his hands and pushed back her hair, tugging her down for a mind-numbing kiss.

      When she finally pulled back, she was breathless, and he was going hard again.

      “Look what you do to me.” He smiled.

      “I believe you started it, chasing me up the stairs like a caveman.”

      “I didn’t hear you complaining,” he said, toying with a piece of her long hair. “I love your hair.”

      “Really?” She was surprised. Jake had always seemed like a straight-laced kind of guy. She wouldn’t think he’d be the kind of guy to like blue-tipped hair.

      “Really.” He smiled.

      Her heart raced and she found herself feeling surprisingly shy.

      He laughed, the vibrations rocking through her body. “Who knew Lina Bianchi could blush.”

      Lina felt something in her chest tighten.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      She shook her head, unwilling to disclose how much this moment meant to her.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said, staring at the piece of hair wrapped around his finger.

      She narrowed her eyes. “About what?”

      “About…not lasting long.”

      She rubbed a thumb along his cheekbone. “Sometimes a girl likes to know she drives her man wild.”

      Her man? She hadn’t meant to say that.

      His fingers threaded through her hair, massaging her scalp. “You definitely drive me crazy.” He pulled her down and kissed her silly, again.

      His mouth moved to her neck, his breath skimming across her skin. “You’re so soft,” he said, “and you smell like heaven.”

      No one had ever spoken to her with such kind, adoring words, especially after sex.

      She ground her hips against him.

      “Lina,” he groaned against her ear. “I don’t have a condom.”

      She pulled back and stared down at him, biting back a laugh.

      He looked…nervous for the first time since she’d known him. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to insinuate that we were going to have sex.”

      Her eyes darted back and forth between his. “You didn’t?”

      “I mean, I…”

      She laughed. Jake Sumner, political strategist and chief of staff for an up and coming major political figure was nervous. Because of her.

      He lifted up onto his elbows. “You’re laughing. Not really what a guy likes to hear when he’s talking about having sex with his girl.”

      His girl?

      “I mean, a girl, a woman, not that you’re—”

      Lina’s head fell back and she roared with laughter but it quickly died when she felt his fingers dip into her strapless bra, pulling it down, exposing her breasts.

      Jake’s lips covered her nipple, his mouth sucking, tongue swirling, and just like that she felt her body giving in. God, what this man did to her.

      “Jake,” she moaned. “We should get off the floor. And maybe stop now before …”

      He pulled away and stared up at her, a small smirk on his face. “Before what?”

      When she finally caught her breath, she looked down at him. “I have condoms,” she said quietly.

      He grabbed her and lifted her off the floor. “Well, thank fuck for that. I thought I was going to have to make a run to TJ’s Grocery.”

      She laughed as he pulled her into her room and all but tossed her down on the bed. She couldn’t stop the cheeky smile she gave him. “I didn’t say I was going to give you any.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, “your mouth worked pretty good.”

      She laughed as he came down over the top of her.

      “So did yours.” She smiled, meaning every word. Having Jake’s mouth and tongue on her had been erotic as hell. She knew her roommates weren’t coming home soon, but still, the exposure of that moment had added to the thrill of it. And she loved it.

      “I really want to be inside you, Lina,” he growled.

      Lina studied his face. His gaze held hers, his eyes sincere and honest, voice sounding more than a little desperate. “I want you inside me too,” she whispered.

      “Are you going to share your condoms with me then?” He smiled.

      She swung her leg over the edge of the bed and stood, completely forgetting that she still had her heels on. She bent to grab a robe from her side chair.

      “That’s the sexiest damned thing I’ve ever seen,” Jake said, sitting up on one arm as he stared her up and down.

      Lina blushed from head to toe when she realized she was nude from the waist down, except for the shoes. Well, she still had on her bra but one breast was fully exposed. She’d never been shy, ever. Growing up in a house filled with Italian woman, she couldn’t afford to be. But something about being with Jake made her feel vulnerable.

      She scooped up the robe and righted her bra, throwing the silk around herself and cinching the belt tight.

      “That wasn’t nice,” he said, sagging back into the bed.

      Her eyes traveled the length of his body, her gaze lingering where he was still on display and nearly fully erect again. She cleared her throat, shaking her head. “What wasn’t nice?”

      He slipped his hands behind his head, not seeming to care about his nakedness. “Covering up that gorgeous body.”

      She propped a hand on her hip. “You said you wanted condoms.”

      “I definitely do.” His grin grew wider. “Can’t you tell?”

      She spun on her heels, then realized the shoes needed to go. She reached down to remove them but Jake interrupted her.

      “Leave them on,” his deep voice commanded, making all her good parts ache with desire.

      Before she could turn and gawk at what she was sure would be a full erection, she raced out of the room and down the stairs. What was wrong with her? Why was Jake making her so nervous?

      Trying to shake off the thoughts, she made her way to the kitchen and reached into the cabinet above the refrigerator, feeling around for the box she knew would be there.

      Cam always practiced safe sex and since he was the man whore of the house, he purchased condoms in bulk. Thankfully, he kept a stash in the kitchen as well as his own bedroom. He said he wanted Dak and her to be prepared, “just in case.” She was finally thankful to be having her “just in case” moment.

      Instead of opening the box and grabbing a few, she tucked the entire container under her arm and raced up the stairs toward her bedroom. Anxious much? She laughed to herself.

      As she made her way through the door, her heel caught on a piece of clothing she’d tossed aside earlier when trying to decide what to wear tonight. She stumbled and caught herself but the box flew from her hand, flinging what looked to be like a case full of condoms across her bedroom.

      Jake grabbed for her, steadying her with a hand to her arm before she could fall.

      The laugh that came from deep in his chest was sexy as hell as he stared at the mass of condoms. “Well, this looks like a good start.”

      “It’s not what it looks like,” she said, desperation in her voice.

      “What does it look like?” he said, bending to gather up the condoms.

      She took a moment to appreciate the view. Jake had removed the rest of his clothing and was fully naked. His delectable ass was in a league of its own, round and firm and—

      “Lina,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Oh, sorry,” she shook her head, “what?”

      He chuckled, holding the box. “I said, what does ‘globo box’ mean?”

      Lina laughed. Once when Cam’s parents were visiting from Texas, his mother was going to make a Mexican feast for them all. She’d been rummaging through the kitchen, looking for spices. Unfortunately she’d found Cam’s stash of condoms. It was the one and only time Lina had actually seen Cam blush.

      “Globo means balloon in Spanish,” she said.

      “Okay,” he said, spinning a condom package around in his fingers.

      “One time, Cam’s mother found a box of condoms in the kitchen when she was visiting,” she said.

      “Oh, this sounds like a story I have to hear,” Jake said, tossing all but one of the condoms into the box, then slipping back into bed. “Why does he have a box of condoms in the kitchen?”

      “It’s a common area we can all access, for times like these.”

      “Ah,” he nodded, “‘just in case times.’ Good call. Remind me to thank him.”

      “Anyway, his mother told him to label things better next time. Apparently, she loves labels.”

      “And so he named it the balloon box?”

      “She labeled it for him. Globo might mean balloon in the literal sense, but it’s slang for condom in Spanish.”

      Jake snorted. “That’s hysterical. The condom box. He should have called it the ‘Just In Case’ case.”

      Lina laughed. “That’s good, I’ll have to tell him.”

      Jake sat the box of condoms on her nightstand. “Come here,” he said in a low voice, all humor gone.

      Lina let out a slow breath but didn’t move.

      He pushed up in the bed. “What?”

      The sheet and comforter pooled around his waist and she took a moment to enjoy the view of his well-defined chest and abs. She wondered when he found time to work out.

      “Lina,” he said, more of a question this time.

      Her mind was racing with thoughts and she didn’t know where to start. “This can’t go anywhere between us,” she blurted out. “I mean, beyond sex.”

      He raised a brow but a smile tipped the corners of his lips. “So you’re saying I can’t fall in love with you?”

      She snorted. Like that was going to happen. “I mean…”

      “I get it, Lina. I live in California. I have a daughter, for Christ’s sake.” He chuckled, saying the words as if still not believing it. “Come here,” he said, holding out a hand.

      “Can I take these off?” she pointed to her shoes.

      He laughed and she found she was becoming addicted to the sound. Something told her Jake Sumner didn’t laugh much. “Sure. But save them for later.”

      There was going to be a later? She smiled at the thought. Toeing off the shoes, she walked toward him, taking his hand. “You want to wear them later?”

      He yanked her down on top of him.

      She squealed in surprise. “Jake.”

      Again, a laughter reverberated in his chest, only this time his movement vibrated against her abdomen, causing things lower to coil tight, like a spring wound too tight. His erection pressed against her thigh and desire flooded her body, causing her nipples to harden.

      “Neither one of us wants permanent, is that what you’re saying?” he said.

      She pressed up on her hands to stare down at him. She wanted permanent. Some day. Just not with him.

      “Yeah, I see it in your face,” he said. “Not permanent with me.”

      She opened her mouth to explain but he pressed a finger to her lips.

      “No explanations, no excuses. Just sex. Does that sound good?”

      She nodded. “That sounds really good.” She ground her hips into his.

      He growled and again she loved the power she had over him.

      “Let’s take this off of you and get to the good stuff, then.” His fingers traced along her collar bone as he parted her robe, sending the silk down her arms. His eyes moved to her breasts where she’d covered herself again with her strapless bra. “Well,” he paused, his fingers skimming across the lace, “this will never do.”

      With no warning, his arm snaked around her waist, holding her tight while he flipped her onto her back with ease. She wasn’t a small girl but somehow Jake made her feel delicate.

      His fingers quickly went to the belt of her robe and he untied it slowly. Too slowly for her liking. She wiggled underneath him.

      “Easy, tiger,” he said, finally parting the silk and staring down at the juncture between her legs.

      She was bared to him, in more ways than one.

      His gaze heated with lust as his long lashes lifted and his eyes met hers. “You’re gorgeous.”

      In that moment she felt gorgeous.

      She reached toward her nightstand and grabbed a condom, tearing it open. She stared up at him.

      Before she could move, Jake took the condom from her hands and rolled it on, moving to align their bodies. He stopped and stared down at her. “Just sex?” he asked, waiting.

      She could do this. Remove her heart from the equation. She’d done it plenty of times before. Only this time she hesitated.

      “Lina, I’m dying here.”

      Her gaze rolled up to meet his and she smirked. “Just sex.”

      He moved, pressing closer.

      She placed a hand on his chest and he growled. “But very good sex, right?” she asked. “I don’t want to waste these globos.”

      “Only the best sex for you.” He winked and without another word, sank into her.

      Lina moaned at the exquisite intrusion, her legs falling open as he pressed in even further. God, he felt amazing, moving inside her. Tilting her hips with one hand he angled her to the perfect position, hitting her right where every girl dreams.

      “Jake,” she sighed.

      “This isn’t going to take long,” he said with a note of apology in his voice.

      Lina glanced at the globo box. “We have all night.” She smirked.

      “Good answer.” He pulled back then pushed in even further, his hips moving faster now. “Raise your legs,” he demanded, “wrap them around my waist.”

      “Bossy much?” she smiled but did as he said. Her eyes widened and she cried out, all traces of humor gone when he filled her completely. Sparks of desire ignited at the point where they were joined and rippled down to her toes.

      He caressed her, deep within, in a way she’d never been touched before. She watched his chiseled chest and arms flex above her, his jaw set tight as his release ebbed closer. She felt her own orgasm building, spiraling down her spine, an intense ache building between her legs. “Jake,” she begged.

      “Let go, Lina,” he said in a husky voice that pushed her over the edge.

      Unable to wait for him, she detonated, her heart beating wildly, body clenching around him as she flew higher than she ever had.

      Still soaring from her climax, she felt him grow inside.

      “Oh, God” she moaned, something deep inside coiling again. The ache was back. She was on the precipice, pushed over by a storm of desire so intense she thought she might pass out.

      With one final thrust, he roared with his own release, setting off another storm of lust and longing inside her.

      She gasped, her body tightening around him, drawing him in even deeper.

      He clutched her to him as she squeezed her legs tight around him, riding out another orgasm, her body humming, her chest heaving from the exertion. As the pulsating throb eased, she sank back onto the mattress, Jake falling on top of her, breathing roughly in her ear.

      “Jesus, Lina, that was…”

      She understood, she couldn’t find words either.

      Just sex. Just sex. Just sex. She reminded herself.

      But something deep inside said it had been more.

      So much more.
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      Lina stood against the back wall of the small auditorium, head down, reading her notes. The room was filling fast with concerned citizens of Canyon Creek as they awaited the start of the Town Council meeting. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, trying to calm her racing heart.

      It wasn’t just the fact she was going to speak in front nearly every business owner in town, and many of its citizens. Now, she was actually fearful of her own safety.

      This morning when Dak and Cam had returned home they’d noticed Lina’s passenger side window had been knocked out with a brick and two tires slashed. Maybe it was just a random act of vandalism, mischievous teens. She’d done stupid things like that at one time. But Lina couldn’t shake the feeling that it was much more menacing, a warning of some kind. The close timing of the act, just a few hours before the Town Council meeting was too much of a coincidence to calm her nerves.

      “You okay?” Jake asked, sliding up next to her.

      Just the smell of his cologne eased her fears. She glanced up into his eyes, eyes that had held hers half the night as they’d made love.

      Okay, not made love. Had sex. Just sex.

      “Hey,” he nudged her again, rousing her from her thoughts.

      “Yeah, just nervous.”

      “You’ll be fine.” He smiled but she couldn’t quite seem to muster the same enthusiasm.

      “What’s wrong?” His brows furrowed in genuine concern.

      “Hey,” Dak said to Jake as he walked toward them. He turned his attention toward her. “Terri is going to have your car ready first thing in the morning so don’t worry.”

      “Thanks, Dak.” She smiled but it didn’t meet her eyes.

      “Terri?” Jake asked. “Who’s Terri?”

      “Theresa Voss,” Lina said. “She owns one of the garages in town. Her shop does great bodywork.”

      “What’s wrong with your car?” Jake’s gaze went from her to Dak when she didn’t answer.

      “You didn’t tell him?” Cam asked, walking up beside Dak.

      God, these guys were like nosy brothers.

      “I didn’t tell anyone. I don’t want them to worry. Especially my parents.” Her eyes went wide, staring at Dak. “You didn’t tell my parents, did you?”

      Dak shook his head. “But Terri has a big mouth.”

      “Shit.” She hung her head.

      “What’s wrong with your car, Lina?” Jake asked again, this time with less patience.

      “Someone threw a rock through my passenger side window and slashed two tires.”

      Jake stepped in front of her, grabbing both her shoulders. “Are you serious?”

      Her eyes met his gaze and she nodded.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She shrugged. “The fewer people who know, the better.”

      “Did you call the police?” he asked. When she didn’t answer he stared up at Dak. “Did she call the police?”

      Dak raised his hands and shook his head. “She wouldn’t let me.”

      “Why not?” Jake asked.

      “It was probably just some random kids having fun.” Lina tried to play off the violent act.

      “Yeah, at your expense.”

      Lina didn’t add that it was probably karma. She and her friends had done way worse stuff in high school.

      “Lina, you need to tell someone,” Jake said.

      She shrugged out of his hold. “It’s fine. My car will be fine. No one was injured.”

      “This time,” Jake said.

      “Hey girl,” a familiar voice called out to her.

      Lina turned and smiled—a real smile, but one partly born from relief at the interruption—when she saw Maggie, Lily, and Kayleigh standing in front of her.

      “Hey, guys. I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course,” Maggie said, “we’re as opposed to this as you are.”

      Jake raised a brow. “Even though my brother is on the other side of the aisle?”

      They all glanced behind Maggie and saw Jake’s brother Ben seated with some others, awaiting the meeting.

      “He’ll come around,” Maggie said, never taking her eyes off him. The steely edge to her tone said she was determined to change his mind.

      As if hearing her words, Ben glanced up, staring at her.

      They held each other’s gaze for several seconds and Lina could feel the tension between them.

      “I hate that I’m causing problems between you two,” Lina said quietly.

      Maggie turned back around and stared up at Lina. “This isn’t your fault, honey.”

      “I know, but still.”

      A woman with multi-colored hair and the brightest blue eyes Lina had ever seen scooted up next to Maggie. “Hey, toots,” she said. “Where should I park the old lady?”

      Maggie laughed and waved her hand in front of the small but very curvy woman. “Everyone this is Mia, Sally’s daughter. Mia, this is everyone.” Maggie swung her hand around the small group.

      “I know him,” Mia said, pointing to Jake, scrunching up her nose as if she wished she didn’t.

      Lina felt a stab of jealousy until Maggie’s words rang through her head again. Mia was Sally’s daughter. Jake’s cousin. Oh, God, had she really just gotten jealous over Jake’s cousin?

      “Unfortunately I know you, too,” Jake laughed, pulling Mia into a tight embrace. “How is the old lady?”

      “Being a royal pain-in-my-ass,” Mia huffed.

      “Who’s the pain-in-the-ass?” Lina asked.

      “My mom,” Mia sighed, at the same time that Jake said, “my aunt.”

      Mia grinned. “She won’t sit still and refuses to stay in bed as her doctor ordered. She has a friggin’ concussion and a busted-up knee that she’s supposed to stay off of for Christ’s sake, but she’s dragging me out to town meetings.”

      “Sounds like Sally,” Lina said. They all laughed. “So where do you live, Mia?” she asked. She knew Sally had six daughters but didn’t know much more than that, except for her friend Lily.

      “I live in Chicago but when mom and Aunt Valerie had their car accident I flew down as soon as I could. Lily had a conference in Denver so I’ve stayed on a few more days. That old bat scared the shit out of all of us.”

      “What do you do in Chicago?” Cam asked, a familiar twinkle in his eyes. It was the expression he always donned when trying to lure in a woman. Although honestly, he didn’t really have to try hard most days.

      Mia’s eyes raked over him as if sensing his interest. She held up a hand. “Easy tiger,” she laughed.

      Jake chuckled. “Trust me, Cam. This girl is way more than you want to handle. You know my aunt, right?”

      Cam nodded.

      “Tree,” he pointed toward Sally, “meet apple.” His hand waved back to Mia.

      Cam stepped back, but there was a playful grin on his face.

      Mia shoved Jake’s hand away. “Whatever.”

      “I like your aunt,” Dak said in an unusual display of voluntary conversation.

      “Why thank you,” Mia smiled. “I like her, too, but she can be a handful.”

      “And you’re not?” Maggie laughed.

      “Oh suck it,” Mia brushed them off.

      “I like your hair,” Dak said.

      Lina turned and stared at him. Dak rarely gave compliments, and certainly not to a perfect stranger with multi-colored hair.

      “You do?” Mia asked, tugging at a purple strand.

      Mia’s hair was hot pink at the top then transitioned into varying shades of purple and blue all the way to the ends in a chambre-style technique. It really was beautiful and Lina envied her. She’d only been brave enough to color the ends of her hair, not her entire head. Maybe she would change that.

      “Most guys are intimidated by my wild hair color,” Mia said.

      “Why?” Dak asked.

      Mia shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “I’m not intimidated by it,” he said.

      It wasn’t only Lina who noticed the exchange now. The group’s collective gaze traveled from Dak to Mia then back to Dak again. Her roommate was one of the most conservative, conventional guys she knew. And he’d spoken more words to a stranger in the last two minutes than he usually did in a year.

      “What?” he said, glaring at all of them.

      Mia stared at Dak with genuine gratitude in her eyes. “Thank you.” She smiled, revealing two dimples on either cheek.

      “Why my goodness,” Cam said in a high-pitched voice, “did I just see Dakota Bryan Hansen blush?”

      “Screw you, Delgado.” Dak shot him the bird then turned to leave.

      “Wow,” Mia said, smiling as she stared at Dak’s ass as he walked away.

      “Double wow,” Kayleigh said.

      “Triple wow,” Maggie added.

      Jake groaned and rolled his eyes.

      “My ass is just as tight and firm as his, ladies,” Cam said, lifting his shirt and turning to stick out his butt.

      “Nice,” Kayleigh laughed, swatting it.

      “Oh, hell yeah.” Cam circled his hand in the air.

      “Please don’t encourage them,” Jake said.

      “Which one?” Kayleigh asked.

      “All of you,” Jake and Lina said in unison.

      Someone rapped a wooden gavel at the front of the room and Lina was reminded that she’d be speaking in front of a room of people in minutes. Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed a bag of rocks and she thought she might actually throw up.

      “We better go take our seats,” Maggie said.

      Lina nodded, watching all of them make their way to the seating area.

      “Aren’t you going to sit down?” Jake asked.

      “No,” she shook her head. “I’m too nervous.”

      “I’ll stand with you,” he said, sliding his hand into hers.

      She glanced down at their joined hands. “What are you doing?” she asked, trying to pull away.

      He laughed but let her go, leaning in closer. “That’s right, it’s just sex. Sorry, I forget.”

      Lina thought she heard playfulness in his tone, but she might have heard disappointment there, too.

      “Who are those people in the front row?” Lina asked, not recognizing the two men and one woman with briefcases and long pieces of rolled up paper.

      “They’re reps from the Federal Highway Commission.”

      Lina whipped her head around to stare at Jake. “Why are they here? This is just a preliminary meeting for the town to discuss the issues.”

      “They’re from the Planning, Environment, and Realty Research department. I thought it would be a good idea for them to hear the concerns and opposition from the beginning, not half-way to a decision that’s been railroaded without letting the opposition be heard.”

      She stared at him, brows furrowed, lips pressed in a hard line.

      “What?”

      “You called them?” she whispered through clenched teeth.

      “Yes. Todd has worked with the Federal Highway Administration for a long time. I had connections.” His eyes went from the front of the room back to her. “Why do you sound upset?”

      “I’m already a nervous wreck,” she breathed in rapid breaths, “and now…now there are federal agents here, too.”

      He laughed. “Federal agents?”

      She cut a hand in front of her in the air. “Reps, people … investigators, whatever they are.”

      He stilled and turned his whole body this time, to look at her full on. Then his hands came to her shoulders. “Don’t be nervous, Lina. You’ll do fine.”

      “Good evening,” Suzi Aguilar, the mayor of Canyon Creek, spoke into her microphone. “I want to welcome everyone here to the Canyon Creek Town Council meeting.” She surveyed the room and Lina followed her gaze. It was standing-room-only tonight, a fact that didn’t do anything to slow her erratic heartbeat.

      A hand slid into hers and squeezed once, then pulled away. She didn’t have the guts to look at Jake. Getting up and speaking in front of him was one of the major reasons she was so scared.

      “It looks like we’ve got quite a crowd tonight,” Mayor Aguilar said. “And a few extra guests as well.” She stared directly at the two men and one woman sitting off to the side in the front row. “I would like to thank you for coming but I remind you, this is a town council meeting for residents only. We won’t be presenting anything except the testimony and concerns of our citizens.”

      “Understood,” one of the men in a navy-blue suit said.

      “I can’t believe you brought them here,” Lina hissed. When Jake remained silent, she turned.

      His eyes, which were normally bright green, were darker now, dulled with what looked like defeat “I’m sorry,” he said, “I just thought—”

      Someone from the back row shushed him as the mayor continued speaking. Ms. Parker, the town librarian. Of course she would be shushing them. But considering the fact she hadn’t yet voiced her opinion either for or against the expansion, Lina didn’t want to piss her off.

      Mayor Aguilar went through the standard introductions and opening statements of business before the town council. Lina had been to one or two of these kinds of meetings before. Her stomach twisted in knots she was so nervous. She thought about what her mother said, about being angry, and maybe part of that was true.

      There was a time she’d been angry they had to move and leave friends behind in New Jersey. But that was years ago and she’d grown up since then. She knew she had no one to blame but herself for their decision to leave her home.

      Of course, she still had things she was upset about. She was angry her mother didn’t understand her.

      She was angry that Jake had invited these federal representatives without telling her.

      But most of all, she was angry with herself. It was something that had been dawning on her gradually, the realization she’d done very little with her life.

      She looked around the room at all the people with careers they’d worked hard for, businesses they owned and were proud of, families they were raising to be a part of Canyon Creek for years to come.

      What had she done? She worked odd jobs and she liked to think she was a good person, but really, what more could she say about herself than that? She was nice. That about summed it up.

      “Next on our agenda is citizens’ communication about the proposed I-70 East Canyon Pass project,” the mayor said, “or ECP as the Colorado Department of Transportation has nicknamed it. Before we open the floor, I would like to remind everyone that this is a discussion, not a debate. I would ask that you keep your statements concise and geared only to the ECP project. This is not a time to air your political agendas.”

      Lina watched as Mayor Aguilar commanded the room. She’d always been a fair-minded mayor, serving one term on the council before running for the position. She’d won two years ago in a virtual landslide. She was the wife of Leo Aguilar and together they ran the Artisan’s Gallery, a local business that provided a showroom for artists around the area. The small gallery hosted everything from paintings to sculptures to jewelry and more. The only requirement was that the products be hand-made by local artists in the area.

      Lina had yet to discover what Leo and Suzi’s stance was on the proposed highway expansion. The pair had been tight-lipped so far. Some were guessing they were for it because it would bring in more tourists, but Lina knew Suzi was a big defender of the environment and wildlife indigenous to the area. Lina took a deep breath and reminded herself that this was a citizen’s meeting, not a formal hearing.

      It didn’t help. She still couldn’t shake her nerves. She wasn’t completely convinced she could go up there without throwing up. In some ways she felt like this was her time to prove her worth, to her family and to herself, and she was about to blow it.

      For years she’d been in Canyon Creek, flailing around from job to job not really knowing what she wanted to do with her life. She’d always been good with people, connecting with them on a personal level. But as she prepared for this meeting, gathering citizens, leading discussions, doing in-depth research, she’d thought she discovered something about herself. She could effect change. Not only in herself, but hopefully in others, too. Others, like her mother, who were convinced the town needed this expansion.

      For weeks Lina had felt confident in her stance, sure of her position, but standing here now, she wasn’t so sure.

      She felt more than saw Jake take a step closer to her. She turned and saw him watching her, not the events at the front of the room.

      “You’ve got this,” he said, so quietly, she almost wasn’t sure she’d heard anything at all. Then he repeated it. “You’ve got this, Lina. You’re ready.”

      This time, when she let out the breath she’d been holding, it was slow and steady. She was prepared, she knew that. But for the first time in a long time, she was ready.
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      Jake stood in the back of the room, Lina’s nervous energy slowly seeping into his bones.

      He’d seen her, watched her over the past few weeks while he and Becca had been in Canyon Creek. People loved her, she drew them in like moths to a flame, she had that kind of magical air about her. Hell, she’d drawn him in as well, in the very best ways.

      Memories of their night together slammed across his mind and he had to adjust his stance when he started to grow hard right there in the middle of a town meeting.

      “You okay?” Max asked, coming to stand near him.

      Jake coughed and nodded.

      Max laughed as if he knew something, which he probably did.

      Lina seemed riveted to the comments now, scribbling notes whenever someone in favor of the expansion spoke. There was Brenda Cooper, the owner of the real estate agency in town. She cited the increase in business which would equate to increased property values. After that came Cleo Sullivan, owner of Cleo’s Gas N Go. It was a no-brainer that he’d want more traffic coming through town.

      Jake was surprised that some spoke of the safety the expansion would bring, rounding out some of the tight curves. Lina had scoffed from her spot next to him and Jake turned his head. “What?”

      “They have no proof there’s any increase in the number or severity of accidents in the five mile stretch they’re proposing to expand.”

      Lina was right. When he’d met with Earl Fisk, the town administrator earlier this week, Earl laid out all the pros of the expansion—many of which Jake had countered as Lina just had—and none of the cons. It seemed Earl and many of the other members of the council had made up their minds already.

      A small fissure of guilt ran through him and he knew damned well he should have told Lina ahead of time that he’d met with Earl. He hadn’t been working with the opposition, per se. Earl had just wanted tips on ways they could attack the opposition to the proposal, strategically and politically speaking. He’d given Earl the same advice he’d given Lina, trying to stay neutral in his instructions—organize, mobilize, and attack on the arguments, not against anyone personally.

      The vandalism on Lina’s car came to mind. Someone was sending a message, he was sure, and he felt guilty for wondering if Earl was behind it. The man could be off-putting and gruff at times, but surely no one in their town would try to hurt Lina, would they?

      Jake listened as the opposition began to speak. Eliza Davenport, the principal of the elementary school talked about how increased traffic could endanger the children. There was also Maggie, who spoke of the upcoming film festival and other projects they were working on to increase tourism. She told the council they didn’t need more traffic coming through the area for businesses to grow, they needed more town involvement and buy-in to future festivals. Her insinuation was clear—the town council hadn’t been assisting.

      Some asshole in the front mumbled something about the lodge and the resort benefiting the most, to which Maggie had countered almost as passionately as he knew Lina would when she got her turn.

      With every stat Maggie rattled off, Jake watched his brother Ben’s smile grow wider. He might not agree with her on the issue, but he was proud of his wife. Jake hoped he would grow to support her, not oppose her, or at least find a way to come to terms with the fact they were on opposite sides of the fence on this.

      “Is there anyone else who’d like to speak?” Mayor Aguilar asked.

      Jake was happy to see that despite her own interest in the build-out, given the mayor was a business owner, she’d remained fair and impartial, unlike some of the other council members. Michael Marroquin, the local attorney and owner of the town’s only law firm, had been particularly nasty in voicing his opinions about the project and those who opposed it.

      Jake had never really liked the guy growing up. He’d been a bully and a sneak, two things Jake could never stand in a person.

      Jake turned and stared at Lina who was studying the folder in her hand as if it held the answers to all of life’s problems.  “It’s your turn,” he said to her softly.

      She glanced up, her eyes wide as she stared at him. “What?”

      He nodded toward the front. “It’s time for you to speak. You’re ready. You’ve got this.” He gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile.

      One side of her mouth tipped up as she nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      He watched Lina gracefully step toward the front of the room, setting her folder down on the podium as she smoothed back her long hair. Leaning forward she spoke into the microphone.

      “Good evening, members of the council, mayor,” she said, nodding, “my name is Lina Bianchi and I’m part of the Citizens Who Care About Canyon Creek.”

      Jake winced. Okay, so it wasn’t the most original of citizens group names, and definitely not threatening enough sounding, but Jake could help with that. He should have coached her more. Why the hell hadn’t he made time to help her on this more?

      He watched as the packed crowd listened to Lina speak with anxious ears. He moved stealthily toward the front of the room, standing to the side and out of sight so he could watch her face as she spoke to the council. Lina was animated and passionate, like a story teller weaving a magical tale, and everyone seemed riveted.

      She didn’t simply rattle off statistics about the environment and the impact the expansion might have. Lina reminded all of them of the endangered animals that called their small part of Colorado home, painting a picture no one seemed able to look away from.

      She interlaced her story with stats and enough information to drive her point home, but not so much that she lost everyone’s attention. Jake had never known so many endangered species lived in Canyon Creek, and by the puzzled looks on many of the audience’s faces, he didn’t think they had either.

      On and on Lina went, and with each bit of information she fed them, the audience grew more and more caught up in her tale. Her speech contained the things political strategists and campaign managers dreamed of in their candidates, and Jake felt that familiar tingle of excitement burn in his fingers. The feeling that always warned him something big was about to happen.

      Lina closed her folder on the lectern in front of her and placed her hands on top of it, her eyes landing an each council member and holding their gaze for a brief moment before moving to the next, as if securing their undivided attention. She drew in a deep breath and began her closing remarks.

      Jake noticed her voice had taken on a hint of her Jersey twang that only added to the allure of her fervent speech.

      “As most of you know,” she glanced behind her at the crowd, “I am a passionate person. When I care about something, I care deeply and put my whole heart into the cause.”

      Many people nodded and smiled. Even in the short amount of time Jake and Becca had been here, he’d seen first-hand how many people Lina touched.

      “For me,” she said, “saving the natural resources of our town, and this Earth, is my passion. Ensuring that things like the clear running water of Canyon Creek will flow for decades to come without fear of pollution, ensuring that generations will be able to enjoy the wildlife me and my sisters have since we moved here, that is a passion. Knowing the trees and wildflowers that grow in abundance here in Canyon Creek, the foliage we sometimes take for granted, will continue to bloom for generations—that’s my passion. Living responsibly today so that others who come after us can enjoy all the things we have—that’s my passion.”

      Jake noticed Lina’s gaze fell to her mother, who sat with many of the supporters of the road project.

      Lina’s gaze moved back to the council. “Some have called me angry because of my position about this proposed expansion, but I wouldn’t call it anger. I call it passion, and I believe there is a difference.” She paused and Jake, like the rest of the audience, leaned forward, waiting for her to continue. “Recently someone tried to intimidate me by throwing a brick through my car window and slashing my tires.”

      A collective gasp rose from the audience.

      “What?” the Mayor said sitting forward in her seat, almost as though she might jump up and rush to Lina’s defense. The mayor’s gaze moved from side to side, as though questioning the council members.

      Lina’s mother covered her mouth. “Lina, no.”

      Lina turned to look at her mother. “Those are the actions of an angry person, a cowardly person, someone who’s passion has been harnessed in a negative way.” She gently touched her chest with her fingertips. “That is not me.” She spoke the words to her as if they were the only two in the room.

      Antonio Bianchi, Lina’s father, reached out to take his daughter’s hand, giving her a warm smile before releasing it and nodding up at her, as if giving his approval.

      Sitting beside him, Lina’s mother looked like she’d been punched in the gut. Jake couldn’t tell if it was concern or embarrassment.

      Lina’s father placed his arm around his wife, pulling her in close. Lina may have thought the destruction of her car was a random act of juvenile delinquency, but obviously her mother and father didn’t.

      “Anger is an emotion that drives us into action,” Lina said, “either positively or negatively. I don’t have to be destructive to make a statement, like some people.” Her gaze returned to the front of the auditorium.

      Jake was struck by a sense of pride for this woman. She was standing up despite the threat to her own safety.

      “My anger fuels my passion,” Lina said. “It gives me the insight to see the things that are wrong in this world and the energy needed to make them right. And this expansion is not right, not in its present proposal.”

      “Lina,” the mayor warned, “this is just a public conversation, not a debate. There is no proposal on the table yet.”

      “Yet, is the key word,” Lina said. “There is a proposal, Madame Mayor, but I’m not willing to wait for the yet to come before I begin this fight. I don’t want what we have here in Canyon Creek to be overlooked by powerful people looking to make more money at any expense. I believe the cost is too great.

      “Before we agree to this highway expansion, we need to consider the cost to the incredible beauty of Canyon Creek and the animal life and surroundings that make it such a special place to come to.

      “People come to Canyon Creek for the small town feel of it, for the skiing and hiking. They want to be outdoors here, taking in the woods and skyline, the fresh air. The offer of funding for a highway that might bring more money initially is blinding us to the implications of that highway.

      “Power blinds us. Passion drives us. Many powerful people in this world have lost the passion that once drove them into action, the desire that brought them in to the arena in the first place, fighting full-force for the cause they once believed in.

      “Now those same politicians are led by their own egos, their once passionate fight trumped by a desire to fulfill their own agendas, at all costs, even if what they want is no longer what’s best for everyone. Most would call that a bully. And that is wrong.”

      Jake thought of the senator. Todd had lost his passion, a long time ago if Jake were honest. His ego was overpowering his own ability to do what was right, and Jake had been too stubborn to see it, too invested and caught up on the "what-ifs" to stop it. It wasn’t just the senator, Jake had lost his passion too.

      Lina’s voice brought him back from his thoughts.

      “I believe in what Canyon Creek represents. It’s a place people can come to be outdoors, taking advantage of the beauty and peace we have here. But all of that won’t be worth anything if that beauty is destroyed, if the wildlife and the habitats that make this place so special are wiped out. That, to me, is worth defending. I plan to be passionate in that defense, despite threats to my physical safety. My passion is in preserving this area for our generation and for those to come, and in making sure that Canyon Creek remains a healthy, vital community for all of us.”

      Lina turned and stared out onto the audience, and he could see her earlier nervousness was gone. Jake laughed to himself as it hit him that she looked like Pocahontas addressing the angry white men in one of Becca’s movies. He’d definitely been watching too many Walt Disney movies.

      “But most of all,” Lina said, speaking now without the aid of the microphone, but still managing to have her voice carry to the back of the room, “it is not my passion, but my compassion for this town that brings me here today. The citizens of Canyon Creek embraced me and my family when we moved here years ago. I found support here like I’ve never known. Friends who’ve become like family to me over the years. When I came here, I was an angry teenager with no desire to fit in to this new place.

      “You all changed that whether I wanted you to or not. Your compassion made our move easier and drew me in. I don’t want to see this town divided. What I want is to effect change that will hopefully bring us all together. I believe we can work together to find a plan that will give us, our children, and our children’s children a better world long after we’re gone, while still allowing some of the advantages the widened highway would bring.”

      Jake thought about Becca. He’d never given any real thought to what legacy he would leave behind for the next generation. Like most, even though he recycled and drove a hybrid vehicle, he’d been selfish and probably more wasteful than he could be.

      Lina turned back to the council. “I don’t believe we need a faster route to get to the next town and we don’t need more powerful politicians pushing their agendas.” She paused and Jake waited to see where she was going. “What we and our future generations need is more compassion, more appreciation for the things that bring people to our town in the first place. I think that starts here. In Canyon Creek where my life truly started.”

      The room fell silent, the only sound coming from the ventilation system above.

      Lina’s gaze scanned each council member before landing on the mayor’s. “Thank you for your time and your consideration.” She gathered her folder and held it to her chest. Before she could even turn, the auditorium erupted in cheers, several people from the opposition standing, whether simply moved by her speech or with minds that had been changed, Jake didn’t know.

      Lina ducked her head but not before Jake noticed a small smile tug at her lips. She walked toward the back of the auditorium and he followed her, meeting her at the rear of the room.

      “Nicely done,” he said, bumping her shoulder.

      She stared down at the floor.

      “Lina,” he called.

      She glanced up, her eyes wide, face flushed.

      He nodded toward the crowd, their attention turned toward the back wall, to her. Many of the people were still clapping for her.

      She studied the crowd, her smile growing.

      “You did this,” he nudged her arm.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      Suddenly a loud pounding echoed through the room. “If everyone will please take their seats,” the mayor said.

      The applause died down as the audience sat.

      “Thank you to everyone for your input,” the mayor said

      Jake noticed Mayor Aguilar’s gaze remained on Lina’s for a bit longer, a small smile on her face. “If no one else has anything further to add—”

      Earl Fisk raised his hand. “Excuse me, I’d just like to add one more thing.”

      Mayor Aguilar glanced from Earl up to the clock then back. “Sure, but please keep it brief. We’ve already gone over our allotted time.”

      Jake glanced at his watch. It was well past nine-thirty and he’d told Devlin he’d be back to pick up Becca by nine. He’d been surprised but happy that Devlin and Becca had formed such a close bond. He knew it would be hard for Becca to leave his family when they went back to California. He glanced at the woman beside him. It would be hard for him too, he thought.

      Earl cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “I just wanted to thank Jake Sumner,” Earl said, his voice ringing through the auditorium. Several people turned to look back at him.

      What the hell was this about?

      Earl smiled and a sinking feeling suddenly hit Jake deep in the pit of his stomach.

      “He’s helped me and several members of the council with information and guidance as we wade through this difficult decision.”

      It was no secret that Earl was for this proposed expansion.

      The way he talked it sounded like Jake was for it, too.

      More people turned to stare at him. He felt their heated gazes, but nothing like the fiery heat rolling off the woman next to him.

      “Seriously?” Lina said. “You’ve been helping Earl Fisk?” She said his name as if the man was Satan himself. He didn’t need to see her face to know how furious she was but he looked anyway.

      Her eyes were narrowed, her lips pressed together in a tight line.

      “It’s not like that, Lina,” he whispered.

      Earl continued. “Jake Sumner’s input has been invaluable to those of us who are in favor of this proposed expansion.”

      The asshole was purposely implying Jake was on their side. He was trying to sway the vote.

      “Thank you, Earl,” The mayor said.

      Jake turned back to scan the audience. Just as Lina had, many in the audience were scowling, including his sister-in-law, Maggie. If Earl thought he would garner support by bringing Jake into this fight, he might have miscalculated.

      “Well, if there’s nothing further, I’m adjourning this meeting,” Mayor Aguilar said, bringing down the gavel.

      Jake felt the finality in his chest as the sound echoed through the small room.

      He turned to explain to Lina, but she was gone.

      Jake’s head fell back on the wall with a thud. He hadn’t felt like he could say no when Earl asked for advice, but he’d truly screwed up by not telling Lina ahead of time.

      She was a passionate person all right. He just hoped she was a forgiving person as well.
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      Lina stood behind the table at the coalition booth, staring out at the growing crowd forming in Settler’s Park. It was the Founder’s Day Festival, a big event for the small town. Most of the visitors were locals, which was why she’d requested a booth for their citizen action group. Unfortunately by the time she’d requested one, they were all taken. But that might have something to do with the coordinator, Brenda Cooper. She’d been vocal about her support of the highway expansion.

      Thankfully, Kayleigh offered to share part of her booth. She was offering up adoptions and vaccinations from a local rescue group on one side while Lina talked to people about the highway expansion on the other.

      Lina had a feeling she might be going home with another fur baby before the afternoon was over. Duchess and O’Malley could probably use a brother.

      No, scratch that. Men suck. She’d get them a sister.

      “Oh my God,” Kayleigh said, leaning a hip against the table as she stared down at her phone.

      “What?” Lina asked.

      “Your video has over four-thousand views.”

      Lina scooted next to Kayleigh and glanced over her shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

      Kayleigh stared up at her like she had two heads. “You seriously don’t know?”

      Lina shook her head.

      “Your speech to the town council, they recorded it and posted it on the town website.”

      Lina stared at her, eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “They do it for all the town meetings,” Kayleigh said.

      Just the reminder of the meeting had Lina seeing red. She couldn’t believe Jake had double-crossed her by helping the opposition. Half the town knew Earl Fisk was in the pocket of developers. But then again, Jake was used to running campaigns for not-so-trustworthy men. Why should she have thought this would be any different?

      “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Well, apparently it’s been circulating out on the internet, people are sharing the video and it’s starting to go viral.”

      “Oh no,” Lina said, covering her mouth.

      “That’s a good thing, girl. It will bring more attention to our cause.”

      “And more attention to my family,” Lina said quietly. Attention often meant embarrassment and trouble where Lina was concerned. She’d caused her family enough of that. This was not good.

      “Excuse me,” someone called behind them.

      “Oh, hello,” Kayleigh said. “Are you here for pets or the citizens’ group?”

      “Um,” the older woman looked from Kayleigh to Lina and back. They’d gotten that reaction a lot. Apparently, combining politics with pet adoption was confusing.

      “Lina!”

      Lina heard Becca’s exclamation a full five-seconds before she saw her. She wasn’t surprised to find the little girl running full speed toward her.

      Lina quickly moved around the table to catch her, praying Becca wouldn’t crash into the booth and knock it over. The girl could really run.

      “Hey, topolina!” Lina said, catching the girl mid-stride as she jumped into her arms. Something in Lina’s chest ached as she clutched the girl tight. She’d never thought she wanted to have kids after helping to raise her sisters while her mom and dad ran the family restaurant, but something about Becca had her ovaries waking up and taking notice.

      Becca clutched her tight, holding on as if she’d float away. “I missed you,” she spoke into Lina’s neck.

      Since the town council meeting three days ago, Lina had purposely stayed away from Jake, which meant she hadn’t seen Becca either.

      “I missed you too, little mouse.”

      Becca leaned back and stared at her. “Give me a big smooch, toe-poe-lee-na.” She smiled wide, before closing her eyes and puckering.

      Lina swallowed down an emotion she couldn’t name. This little girl gave her affections so freely despite the tremendous loss she’d suffered at such an early age.

      Becca clasped Lina’s cheeks with her small hands and pulled her forward, smacking her loud on the lips. Lina returned the kiss and they both pulled away with a loud, “Mewh,” between them and laughed.

      “Look what Jakey bought me,” Becca said, holding out her hand.

      Uggh, Jake was here. She’d hoped to avoid him.

      Becca shoved her arm in Lina’s face, a red ribbon tied to the girl’s small wrist. Lina followed the ribbon up to see an oversized Mickey Mouse balloon flying high above them in the wind. “Wow,” Lina said, “that’s a big topolino.”

      “Grammy! Grammy!” Becca shouted, wiggling out of Lina’s hold. She watched Becca hop toward the woman who’d been standing at their booth earlier. The girl was so full of energy Lina wished she could bottle and sell it.

      “I told you,” Becca said, staring up at the woman then pointing to her balloon. “It’s toe-poe-lee-nah.” The young girl turned back to Lina. “This is my nonna, Lina,” she said proudly with a beaming smile across her face as she looked back toward the older woman. “Nonna means grandma in Italian, Grammy.”

      Becca’s grandmother smiled brightly at her granddaughter and turned to Lina, her expression falling slightly. She wore neatly pressed linen pants and a long-sleeved silk blouse that tied in a knot at the top. Not the most casual attire for an outdoor festival but the woman wore it well.

      “Grammy,” Becca exclaimed, “this is my friend, Lina.”

      The woman extended a hand, a small smile spreading across her face. “Hello, Lina, it’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Phoebe Howard. I’ve heard all about you from Becca.”

      Lina returned the smile, not sure if the woman’s statement was a compliment or not. She wondered what Becca had told her. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Howard.” She shook her hand and released it. “I know Becca has missed you and her grandfather while she’s been here.”

      The woman glanced down and played with Becca’s long curly hair. “We’ve missed her as well,” she said softly. Lina could hear the pain in her voice, see the longing in her gray eyes. Was she afraid Jake was going to take Becca away? That was silly.

      Lina knew all of them lived in San Francisco, except when the California legislature was in session. During those times, Lina wondered where Becca would live. Would she go with Jake to Sacramento or stay with her grandparents? From what Lina had heard, a lot of that might depend on the grandfather’s health.

      “How long are you in Canyon Creek?” Lina asked.

      “We’re here until next weekend. Jake will be flying back to California for a fundraiser. Steven, Becca, and I will go back with him.”

      Did that mean Jake and Becca would be leaving for good? She would definitely miss Becca, but Jake…not so much.

      He’d tried to phone her several times over the last few days but Lina hadn’t taken any of his calls. He’d obviously been filling her with false praise for her work on the citizens group, probably laughing at how amateurish her efforts were. Hell, they couldn’t even find a consensus on their name and had settled for something that sounded less than professional.

      “Grammy look.” Becca pulled her grandmother’s hand toward the pen filled with various dogs available for adoption. “Can we get one?”

      “Oh, aren’t they adorable?” Phoebe said, squatting down and rubbing the back of one little puppy. It surprised Lina the woman looked so well put together, like she’d never get her hands dirty. She would have never guessed Becca’s grandmother to be an animal person.

      “Hey, Lina,” a deep voice said behind her. A voice she recognized all too well.

      Dammit.

      She drew in a deep breath, before turning to face Jake.

      Mistake. He was just as delicious as she remembered, despite his betrayal. Her body didn’t seem to realize this was the guy who’d stabbed her in the back after he left her bed.

      “Hey,” she replied, swallowing down the words she really wanted to say.

      How could you use me? How could you make me feel like a fool?

      You look really hot in that T-shirt. I wish it was on my bedroom floor instead of—

      “Are you all right?” he asked, stepping closer.

      She inhaled.

      Another mistake.

      He smelled like clean soap and fresh mountain air. Okay, so technically they were in the mountain air so it wasn’t just Jake…and yet, it was. He had a scent all his own, one so familiar her heart ached with longing and need. How could he have grown to affect her so much in such a short amount of time? Well, it didn’t matter. According to Phoebe Howard, he would be leaving soon.

      Jake rubbed the back of his neck and glanced around the ever-growing crowd. “Can we, uh, talk?”

      Lina leaned back against the table and folded her arms across her chest.

      Jake glanced down at her chest.

      She didn’t need to look to know what her arms were doing for her girls in the low-cut tee she had on, but she didn’t want that kind of attention from Jake. She quickly dropped her arms. “We can talk here,” she said, adjusting her top to cover more of herself.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’re safe, that nothing else happened, vandalism wise.”

      Okay, so maybe that was sweet.

      “Phoebe!” an elderly man yelled, stepping from behind Jake. “Where the hell is my horse?”

      Horse?

      The man was probably in his late-sixties, early-seventies with snow white hair and gray eyes clouded with age. And obvious confusion.

      “I’m right here, Steven,” Phoebe said, standing from behind the puppy pen.

      “Where the hell is my horse?” he repeated.

      Phoebe looked at Lina with embarrassment and gave Jake a please-help-me look.

      This had to be Becca’s grandfather, the man suffering from Alzheimer’s. “I, uh, think they put all the horses away for the festival,” Lina said. “Didn’t want them to get spooked.”

      The man stared her up and down, his eyes narrowed.

      He obviously didn’t believe her.

      Lina cleared her throat and pointed to the pen. “They brought out dogs for everyone to play with instead. People love dogs, right?”

      She’d worked with one or two Alzheimer’s patients at Wellspring Personal Care Home and understood it was best to just go with their current topic of conversation, no matter how strange or far-fetched it might seem to anyone other than them. Trying to reason with an Alzheimer’s patient only agitated them more. Redirection was best.

      The man stared from the dog pen to Lina and back again. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Steven,” Becca’s grandmother scolded.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Lina brushed off Mrs. Howard’s comment. “I’m Lina. My friend Kayleigh has a few dogs and cats over there, if you want to take a look.” She pointed toward the small fenced-in area.

      “Grandpa!” Becca shouted. “Come look at the puppies Dr. Kayleigh has. She’s a ve-tah…ve-tah…”

      “Veterinarian,” her grandfather said with such clarity, it took a minute to reconcile him with the man who’d been calling for his horse seconds before.

      “Yeah,” Becca nodded, “that’s what she is. Come on, Grandpa.”

      A smile spread wide across the man’s face as he grasped Becca’s hand and allowed her to lead him over to the animals.

      “Thank you,” Phoebe said quietly, touching Lina’s arm.

      “Of course,” she said. “I volunteer at a personal care home. Some of the residents have Alzheimer’s.”

      “You do?” Jake said, staring at her in disbelief.

      “Yes.” She stared at him in disbelief. “Becca’s gone with me.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said, shaking his head. “I guess she mentioned that once,” For a man so bright, sometimes he wasn’t so focused.

      “Well that was wonderful the way you handled him,” Phoebe said. “Redirection is always the best way to help him when he gets disoriented and agitated.”

      “I’ve seen the way Felicity works with the patients at the home. She’s wonderful.”

      “Is that the owner?” Phoebe asked.

      “Oh, yes. Felicity Davidson. She’s about to open up another personal care home that will be strictly dedicated to Alzheimer’s patients. Jake’s brother, Dr. Aaron Sumner, is helping her find funding right now.”

      “He is?” Jake asked.

      Lina looked at him like he’d grown two heads. “Do you ever talk to your family?” Immediately she wished she could take back the words. He looked stricken.

      “Do you think I might tour her facility?” Phoebe asked. “I’ve heard of them but haven’t been to see any in California. I was looking at larger facilities because I thought he’d need that with his Alzheimer’s. It sounds like she handles Alzheimer’s patients routinely?”

      “Oh, of course.” Lina pulled her phone from her pocket and grabbed a piece of paper from her stack of flyers, scribbling down Felicity’s information. “I’m sure she’d love to show you around and talk to you about what to look for in a home.”

      “You’re the young woman who gave the moving speech aren’t you?” Phoebe asked when Lina turned to give her the information. “I thought I recognized you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lina said, “you’ve seen the speech?”

      “Everyone’s seen it,” Jake said.

      Lina studied them both in confusion. “What?”

      “I belong to a lot of support groups for Alzheimer’s care and we’re on social media,” Phoebe said. “A link to your speech popped up yesterday and I listened. You’re very impassioned. That’s why I was staring at you earlier. Well, that, and the fact that my granddaughter seems so taken with you.”

      Again, Lina couldn’t help but feel like that wasn’t a compliment.

      “It’s just…strange for me,” Phoebe said, “to see Rebecca so happy with another female besides her mother.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lina said, “I didn’t mean to overstep—”

      “No, no,” Phoebe reached out and touched her arm, “I didn’t mean it negatively. I’m happy to see Becca happy.”

      “Grammy, look. This puppy is chewing Grandpa’s ear.” Becca called out, giggling.

      They all turned to see her grandfather sitting on the ground, laughing.

      “Felicity uses pet therapy in her home,” Lina said. “Kayleigh, the veterinarian, and I try to bring them in at least once or twice a week.”

      “Remarkable,” Phoebe said, staring at the two of them on the ground. “I’d heard others in our group talk about pet therapy but had never tried it with Steven.”

      “Come on, Grammy, Dr. Kayleigh has one for you, too.”

      Phoebe turned toward Lina. “Excuse me. It was nice to finally meet you,” she said, “for a multitude of reasons.” She glanced back at Jake and smiled. What the hell was that about?

      Jake stepped toward Lina. “Could we maybe take a walk?”

      “I need to stay at the booth, make sure we give people all the facts about the proposed expansion and get more people to sign up for our email list since our opposition has a strategy now.” She purposely kept the sarcasm in her voice at a maximum.

      “You have an email list?” He sounded impressed, ignoring her mockery.

      “Yes,” she said, refusing to give him any more information. She made a mental note to double check the list to make sure he hadn’t joined. “Just because it’s a small town doesn’t mean we’re all podunks.”

      “I never said you were,” he said, the hurt evident on his face. “My family lives here. I’m from here.” He scrubbed a hand through his thick hair, and despite herself, she wished she was the one touching his soft curly locks. “Look Lina—”

      “Jakey, look!” Becca called out, holding up a small puppy of unidentifiable breed. “Can we take him? Grandpa loves him.”

      “No, we can’t get a puppy,” he said.

      “Please,” she begged.

      “No, Becca.”

      Becca’s face puckered and her eyes narrowed, her face turning redder by the second. Lina feared a full-fledged temper-tantrum.

      Jake stepped toward her. “Rebecca Anne, put the dog down.”

      Her eyes went wide. So did Lina’s. She’d never heard Jake speak that sternly to his daughter.

      Becca’s chin quivered and her eyes welled with tears.

      “The tears won’t work on me. Maybe Uncle Max or Uncle Ben, but not me.”

      Becca straightened, narrowing her eyes, her tears magically disappearing. God, this girl was good. Almost as good as Lina’s baby sister, Natalia, had been at that age.

      “I want ice cream,” Becca’s grandfather said. “Do you want ice cream, Sunshine?” He stared down at Becca whose lethal glare was still locked firmly on Jake.

      Jake cocked his head, raising a brow as if to say “I have five brothers, and one is my twin. I’ve played this stare-off game a million times, little girl. Bring it on.”

      Becca’s shoulders sagged and her eyes softened in defeat. Lina had to hand it to him, Jake was starting to figure this whole parenting thing out. Finally. Just in time for them to leave.

      She tried to fight the ache in her chest at the thought of not seeing either of them again. Then she reminded herself of the town council meeting, of Jake’s betrayal, and suddenly his departure couldn’t come fast enough.

      Becca took hold of her grandfather’s hand and they began to walk away but the girl stopped and glanced over her shoulder. “You want anything, Lina?”

      Direct hit, she thought. “No thank you.” She nodded toward Jake.

      Slowly Becca’s eyes moved toward her father. “Do you, donkey face?”

      Lina bit back a laugh.

      Jake smiled. Who wouldn’t? the girl was just precious. “No thanks, hyena lips.”

      “What is that about?” Becca’s grandmother asked as the three of them walked away.

      “My Aunt Sally said its bonding,” Becca said, “but she’s really silly so…” She trailed off as Lina watched Becca and her grandfather walk away, hand in hand.

      “Lina,” Jake said softly from beside her.

      She turned and stared at him. His eyes sparkled in the late afternoon sun, flecks of gold shining in the center. Why did they have to be so gorgeous?

      “Please walk with me. There are things I need to say.”

      She hesitated, turning toward the table, trying to come up with an excuse. “I really need to stay close to the booth.”

      “Go,” Kayleigh waved her away. “Elle and Maggie will be here any minute to help out.”

      Lina stood stock still.

      “Gooo,” Kayleigh drew out the word as she motioned her away from the booth.

      “Fine,” she said quietly. “But if people stop, be sure to—”

      “Go!” Kayleigh stormed with one hand on her hip.

      Jake held out his hand. “Walk with me?”

      She stared down but didn’t take it. Instead she led them away from the booth, having no idea where to go, but reminding herself that she needed to stay heavily guarded with this man. There was too much at stake here. She glanced over her shoulder.

      He was walking fast to catch up, hands in his jeans pockets, smile wide, eyes bright.

      At the sight of him, heat raced over her skin despite the cool breeze, and her toes tingled. Too bad her earlier warning hadn’t reached her heart, or other parts of her body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake tucked his hands in his pockets and followed after Lina. He had to convince her that he’d never intentionally betray her trust. He hadn’t really thought he was doing more with Earl Fisk than giving him a little information, but he certainly hadn’t expected him to speak to the crowd as if Jake were on his side.

      Lina hiked down a trail that led past a playscape and wound down to the water’s edge of the creek. She was tall and walked fast, but it didn’t take him long to catch up.

      “I’m sorry,” he said when he finally walked next to her.

      She stopped near the edge of the trail. “Did you sleep with me just to get information?” she asked, her gaze fixed on the water.

      She didn’t mince words or hesitate to ask the question.

      “What?” He moved to stand in front of her. “Is that seriously what you think?”

      She shrugged and crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s not like you work for the most honest senator in the country. Maybe that kind of thing is just an everyday activity for you.”

      This was worse than he’d expected.

      “Lina,” he said softly.

      She continued to look past him toward Canyon Creek Mountain.

      “Lina,” he repeated, placing a finger under her chin and turning her head.

      Slowly her gaze met his. Her eyes weren’t filled with the usual carefree sparkle he’d come to expect and something deep in his gut burned at the knowledge he’d done that. He’d turned off that light.

      “I didn’t betray you,” he said. “I would never do that.”

      “But isn’t that what your boss is doing? Betraying his constituents. And you’re helping him. How can I not think that’s what you’re doing to me?”

      She had him there.

      He’d wondered for months what the hell Todd was doing politically, and now he knew Todd was a hell of a lot less than honorable in his personal life.

      And why was Jake defending him?

      He drew in a long, hard breath, closing his eyes before releasing it on a heavy sigh. He opened his eyes and stared directly at her. “I didn’t sleep with you to get information. Earl asked for my advice and I gave it. Just like I gave you suggestions. I’m not on anyone’s side.”

      She jutted out a hip and raised her brows. “Why not?”

      “Honestly?” he asked, scrubbing a hand through his hair.

      “Of course, honestly. If you can handle that.”

      He stared at her, part of him understanding where she was coming from. But he had to admit he was surprised by the level of her anger. Sure, things with Todd had been rocky but that didn’t mean Jake was deceitful. Did it?

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “That wasn’t fair. I know that’s not who you are.”

      Well, at least she was giving him that much credit.

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure the state’s proposal for an expansion is a bad one,” Jake said, bracing for her wrath.

      “What?” she practically shrieked, stepping back.

      And there it was. He held up a hand. “Hear me out.”

      Her eyes narrowed and he could practically see steam coming from her ears. He wasn’t a guy who was used to doubting his ability to get people to see things his way, but he wasn’t all that sure of himself with her.

      “It’s all about compromise, Lina.”

      She studied him, arms crossed. He was used to this kind of stalemate, though. He’d worked in politics long enough. “What I’m asking is, have you looked at the entire proposal, not just the environmental impact?”

      She remained silent. He’d take that as a no. She’d been so set on seeing the harm the plan could do, she hadn’t looked at any of the positives.

      “You can’t argue that Canyon Creek is struggling financially. Even your parents testified to that at the meeting. And as much as Maggie doesn’t want this expansion, I know business at the lodge is down, too. Our family’s land is at stake if we can’t make this lodge profitable.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, stepping closer.

      “Nothing, it doesn’t matter.” He had no desire to get into the details of his family’s business.

      “Jake, what’s going on with your family? With the lodge? I thought it was doing well.”

      If one thing could be said for Lina it was that she was tenacious.

      “It is. For now.”

      He waited. And so did she. Of course she would pick now to find patience.

      “Basically, my parents borrowed a lot of money to build the lodge and renovate the barn. When my dad died, it became a lot harder to meet the terms of the loan. We’re making a profit but there are other covenants, rules to their loan that they have to meet or face foreclosure, even if they can make the monthly installments.”

      “Covenants? Like what?”

      He scrubbed a hand through his hair, trying to tamp down his own guilt for not having come home sooner to help. “Look, Lina, I don’t like sharing my family’s situation with people.”

      She looked offended. “You know I would never talk about your family. I love them. I hate gossip. I know how much it can destroy someone.”

      Jake studied her. What was she talking about, destroy someone? It wasn’t like his family would be destroyed if the terms of their loan became public knowledge.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked.” She pointed to her mouth.

      “Italian mouth?” he laughed.

      She nodded, a small smile curling her lips.

      Thank God. He didn’t think they’d get to that point again. “One of the covenants states that the lodge has to meet projected sales goals in terms of numbers of reservations, booked events, stuff like that. There are requirements designed to show the bank the lodge’s future earnings are secure.”

      “I’ve never heard of that before,” she said. “I thought you just paid your monthly installments. That’s what my parents had to do when they did a renovation to their kitchen two years ago.”

      “It’s a much larger loan at the lodge, and a much longer story that I won’t bore you with.” Like, the fact that once upon a time the Nobles had wanted to lay claim to the Sumners’ portion of the mountain and land. Given the fact that his brother was now engaged to a Noble and his Aunt Sally was dating another one, he was pretty sure the Nobles weren’t trying to reclaim the land at this point. There was a time however when the members of the Noble family who sat on the bank’s board of directors might have liked to see the Sumners fail.

      “I truly don’t mean to cause problems for the town or your family,” she said. “I just…”

      Jake reached out and took her hand in his. She was cold and he drew her close. “I would never use you for sex,” he said. “I loved being with you.”

      Had he just said love?

      “I loved being with you, too,” she said with a small smile. “Probably too much.”

      He cocked his head. “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, you’re leaving soon. Aren’t you?”

      Yeah he was. Wasn’t he?

      “You’re thinking of staying?” she asked. He couldn’t tell if she sounded surprised, happy, or thoroughly pissed. And he wasn’t sure which of those he wanted.

      Jake shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. Your speech,” he stared into her beautiful eyes, “it moved me. It made me think.”

      She touched her fingertips to her chest and raised her brows. “My speech? Why?”

      “You’re so passionate, you know what you want to do with your life.”

      She laughed. “Are you serious? I have no idea what I want to do.” Her head fell. “That’s my problem.”

      “Your speech reminded me of Todd when I first went to work for him.”

      Her eyes met his and narrowed.

      “Not in a bad way.” He laughed. “When I first met him, Todd was so passionate about making changes in the state, helping his constituents, the environment, a whole host of things.”

      “Then?” she asked.

      “Then,” he sighed, “then he got a taste of power and greed. He was like an addict. Everything became a race to get even more glory, more money, more…”

      “Power?” she said.

      He nodded. “Yeah. It’s just like you said. Todd’s been blinded by power. He thinks he’s invincible, above reproach. I can’t stand it.”

      Lina squeezed his hand and moved closer. “You can quit.”

      He stared down at their joined hands for several seconds before glancing up. “Yeah, I know. Don’t think I haven’t thought about it a thousand times since I’ve been here.”

      “So, what’s stopped you?”

      He was happy to see that her earlier animosity seemed to be fading. “Well, now I have Becca. I need to provide for her.”

      “True,” she said. “But you have a great reputation. You could probably get on with another candidate, or another campaign. And I’m sure your family would love to have you here.”

      “What could I possibly do here?” He laughed with no humor. The thought had been racing through his mind for a while, but he had no viable career options in Canyon Creek.

      “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I heard about this citizens’ group who’s looking for help.”

      That made him laugh out loud. “You’re doing an excellent job in leading the group, despite my interference.”

      “I know your family has loved having you here. Especially your mom.”

      “My family has been great.” He smiled. “They’ve taken Becca in with no hesitation.”

      “Of course they have,” she said. “Did you think they wouldn’t?”

      He shrugged.

      “She’s a great kid, Jake. Kind of like her dad.”

      He smiled at her, inching closer. “So, does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      She lifted one shoulder, one side of her mouth quirking up. “I guess.”

      “That was quick.”

      “I guess I have to admit that you’re kind of right. I haven’t really listened to their side, not without getting defensive, anyway. My grandmother always says ‘Anche il pazzo dice talvolta parole da savio.’”

      God, the way the Italian words rolled off her tongue so fluently had his body stirring with desire. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a proverb. It means, even a fool may give a wise man counsel.”

      Jake thought about that. “So, you’re saying the town is foolish for considering this?”

      “No,” she shook her head. “I’m saying maybe I’m the fool.”

      “You’re no fool, Lina. You’re amazing. You’re passionate, fierce, gorgeous.”

      She laughed. “Please, don’t let me stop you.”

      He took a step closer, their chests pressed together, and he couldn’t help but hope it affected her as much as it affected him. “Sexy as hell.” He tucked a piece of stray hair behind her ear, his hand lingering as he rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “Come with me.”

      “Where?” Her warm breath caressed the skin of his neck.

      “To California. I have to go back this weekend for a fund-raiser.”

      She stepped back, releasing his hand. “For Todd?”

      He laughed, but there was a wry edge to it. “No. It’s for a coalition of non-profits trying to push their agenda for more corporate sustainability.”

      “I’ve heard of that,” she said. “Sustainability organizations?”

      “Yeah. We’ve got about fifteen groups who will be there in all I think.”

      “Why would Todd be going to something like that?” she asked. “He’s changed his stance on the environment so much in the past few years, I would think a sustainability organization wouldn’t want him there.”

      “Todd is looking for backers. They need donors. His name draws in the money. They’re not stupid.”

      Lina studied him for a long moment.

      “Lina, politics is about, well…politics.”

      “Compromise?” she raised a brow.

      “Yeah, compromise. You don’t always get everything you want but the hope is to get the important things on your agenda done. These sustainably groups have learned to compromise. They protect the environment but they push for economic growth, too. That’s why larger companies are listening to them.”

      “Just not at the expense of the ecosystem.”

      “Not at the expense,” Jake said, “but also hopefully they get the expansion of better policies and improved education about what companies can gain from improving their policies. A way to integrate profitability with protection.”

      Lina turned her gaze to the mountain and Jake wanted to know her thoughts—all of her thoughts. His desire to understand her more deeply surprised him. All of his relationships up until this point had pretty much been physical, no real emotional connection. And never a need to know them beyond the bedroom. But with Lina he found himself wanting more, needing more.

      She turned and stared at him, her stare astute and questioning. “Why do you want to take me?”

      “Well, first, because I like being with you.” He smiled.

      She cocked a brow and tilted her head in challenge. Little did she know it only made her more beautiful.

      He laughed. “What? You don’t like being with me?”

      One side of her delicious Italian mouth curled into a smile. “I never said that.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist, thankful when she didn’t pull away. “Second, I would love to dance with you.”

      Her hands settled on his arms, her eyes staring at his lips. “And third?” she asked, her gaze lifting to meet his.

      “I thought it would be a great place for you to meet people who share your passion for the environment.”

      “So none of your reasons include you trying to get me into bed again?”

      “I never said that.” He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers, aware that not far away, the entire town bustled behind them. “I would very much like to have you in bed again. As long as you’re not going to kick me in the nuts because you think I double-crossed you.”

      Her head fell back and she laughed. “It’s the Sicilian in me. And besides, I happen to be very fond of your nuts.” She pressed into him and he groaned. “Where would we stay?” she asked, the vulnerability in her eyes surprising him.

      “At my place.” He swallowed, wanting her to say yes so badly, his chest hurt. For some strange reason he wanted to show her his world, maybe have her become part of it.

      She studied him for a long moment before speaking. “Why do you really stay with Todd, Jake?”

      That question was a surprise. He took a few moments to think about it. Why did he?

      He frowned. “I believed in everything Todd stood for when we started this. I still do. I keep thinking we can make a difference, and every time he chips away at some stance or policy or agenda he once stood for, I think, ‘but we can still do a lot of good.’”

      He looked down to find her eyes on him, intent, as she listened to him. He let out a harsh breath and kept going. “Take this bill we’re working on. Sure, he’s compromised a lot on it, but if we get it to pass, it will help a lot of people gain access to insurance at more affordable rates. It will mean a great deal to a lot of people. It will save lives.”

      He glanced over her shoulder, looking out into the distance and shook his head. “You’ve heard about the talk of an affair?”

      “I’ve heard rumors,” she said.

      “They’re not rumors.” He surprised himself by confirming it.

      “I figured as much.”

      “It’s much worse than that,” he said.

      Her brows furrowed and she looked genuinely distressed. “How so?”

      “There are videos. Sex videos.” He ran his hand through his hair. “God, I shouldn’t be telling you all this.” He felt her hand on his arm and he glanced down.

      “Jake.”

      Her eyes were soft as she met his gaze. “You know I would never say anything.”

      “I know.” And he did. “I just don’t want to burden you with keeping the secret. I want to get this all taken care of without any of this coming out. It won’t be good for his career, but it would also hurt his wife, Hannah, and even Cassie, the woman threatening to release it.”

      “You’re trying to protect this woman who made a sex video with him? With a married man?”

      “I know, it sounds weird, but I honestly think Cassie is almost as much a victim here as Hannah. Yes, she’s sleeping with a married man and she videotaped it, but…”

      How could he explain this without sounding batshit crazy?

      Jake shook his head in frustration. “I didn’t realize Cassie and Todd were having an affair all this time, but I knew her when they dated years ago, before he was married. She was an intern in the office. He never should have been with her.”

      He noticed Lina staring at him intently, no judgment, just concern.

      “Cassie stayed in politics,” Jake continued, “she works for a trade association now. It turns out, she and Todd have been together throughout his whole marriage to Hannah. I have a feeling Cassie’s in love with Todd. He’s been stringing her along. I think she’s really hurting and angry.”

      “And she never fell out of love with him? Not even when he fell in love with politics and power?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Men,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Hey, we’re not all like that. I’m trying to help her, and Hannah.”

      “Again, why would you help this Cassie person?”

      “Look at the American political system. From the White House down to local governments, sexual scandals destroy the women involved while many of the men keep going strong. I don’t want to see that happen to them. Cassie might not be smart when it comes to Todd, but she’s actually good at what she does.”

      “You’re working for him, Jake. You’re basically saying it’s okay for him to do these things.”

      “It’s not, I know that. I keep thinking I can get this legislation passed and then I can leave. And maybe I can resolve this issue with Cassie in a way that lets Cassie and Hannah both walk away without ending up with reporters chasing them and printing God knows what about them for months.”

      He rubbed a hand over the tense muscles at the back of his neck and he felt Lina move closer.

      “If my daughter was in this position,” he said, “I’d want someone to stop her from acting out in anger. Todd’s taken advantage of Cassie enough. She doesn’t need the added damage that this could do to her career and reputation if she goes through with her threat to release the tapes.”

      If Jake didn’t have a daughter now, he wasn’t sure how he would feel about Cassie Huntley. Discovering he had a daughter had opened his eyes.

      Cassie was someone’s daughter, and he thought about what he would want someone in his shoes to do if Cassie were Becca. He’d stopped thinking of Cassandra Huntley as a vindictive psychopath looking for money in exchange for a sex tape. She was someone who’d been used by a powerful man and that abuse had made her desperate. Yes, her actions were deplorable, and criminal, but her desperation was understandable. Above all else, Jake had a feeling she still loved Todd and was genuinely hurting. And for that Jake truly was sorry.

      “I’ll go with you to the fundraiser,” Lina said softly.

      “You will?” He hadn’t thought it was possible. He thought she wouldn’t forgive him for trying to cover up the affair Todd was having.

      “What about Becca? Will she be coming?”

      “Phoebe and Steven will be coming back with us so she can stay with them for the night.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” She pulled from his hold. “I promised Phoebe I would show her Wellspring Personal Care Home. Hopefully she can find something like it in California.”

      Jake stepped closer and pulled her into his chest again. “You both surprise and amaze me, Ms. Bianchi.”

      She drew back her head. “Why?”

      He smiled, leaning down to press a light kiss against her lips. She didn’t protest and he deepened the kiss. Slowly he pulled away, reluctantly, staring down at that Italian mouth he was growing addicted to.

      “Why?” she asked again.

      His brows furrowed. “Why what?”

      She laughed. “Why do I surprise and amaze you, Mr. Sumner?”

      “You mean, apart from that delectable Italian mouth of yours?”

      “Yeah, apart from that.”

      He took a moment to study her beautiful face. She really had no idea how incredible she was. “Lina, you have the power to effect change and you don’t even realize it. In so many ways.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t explain it,” he said, sad that he couldn’t. He wanted her to see it, but he didn’t know how to show her. “Have you seen your video?”

      She shook her head. “I hate listening to my own voice.”

      “Watch the video and you’ll see what I mean.”

      Her nose scrunched and her brows drew together.

      Unable to resist, he leaned down and kissed her nose, then her cheeks, and finally her lips.

      “So you’ll come with me?” he asked. “To California.”

      “I don’t have anything to wear to the benefit,” she said.

      “Leave that to me.” He held his breath while she studied him for several heartbeats.

      “I said I will,” she said. “But you can’t fall in love with me when you see me all dressed up.” She laughed nervously.

      He stared at her, her gaze seeming to trap him, unable to promise he wouldn’t do something that might have already happened.

      “Jake,” she said, her eyes darting between his. “I was just kidding.”

      He leaned in, pressing his mouth to hers to stop her from saying more. She might be kidding, but he wasn’t.
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      Lina pulled her car to a stop in front of Wellspring Personal Care Home. It had taken a couple of days to arrange the visit for Phoebe and Steven.

      “Here we are,” Lina said, cutting off the engine.

      “Where the hell are we?” Steven Howard asked from the back seat.

      “Grandpa,” Becca said, unbuckling herself from her booster seat, before getting her grandfather’s buckle undone, “that’s a bad word. You owe me a dollar.”

      Lina watched in the rearview mirror with amusement as Mr. Howard pulled his wallet from his back pocket and fished out money with no protest. “Sorry, Sunshine,” he said.

      Lina’s gaze turned to Phoebe who was staring back at her husband of over forty-five years, her eyes brimming with tears. Lina slid her hand to Phoebe’s and gave a squeeze. She couldn’t imagine the pain of seeing a loved one slip away like this.

      Phoebe glanced over at her and smiled. “He forgets so many things, but he never forgets his precious Rebecca,” Phoebe said. “Sometimes he calls her Jenni but Becca never corrects him. It’s as if she knows.” Phoebe swallowed hard before offering a bracing smile. “Well, shall we?”

      Before Lina could answer, Phoebe’s hand was on the door and she was quickly moving out of the car.

      Lina stepped out and opened the back door, helping Steven to his feet.

      “You sure are a pretty little thing,” he said with a genuine smile. “I know I should probably know who you are but I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      Lina’s heart pinched with sadness at the confusion in the man’s eyes. She’d met some of the patients here at Wellspring who suffered from Alzheimer’s and dementia. They lost a little more of themselves every day, and sometimes they knew it was happening. Today was one of those days for Steven. He knew he was losing the battle.

      Phoebe had shared a little of their history. They’d had their daughter, Jenni, later in life. Just like Becca was now, Jenni had been their biggest joy. She could tell from the emotion in Phoebe’s stories that losing Jenni had nearly broken her. It probably would have if they hadn’t had Becca. And she heard the concern in her voice when she talked about Jake. The fear that he might take their granddaughter away from them was probably never far from her mind.

      Lina looked up to see Felicity Davidson, owner of the home, waving from the front door.

      “Welcome, welcome,” Felicity called. “Come on in.”

      Felicity was in her late forties and had two daughters. Her husband, Gerry, and she had started their family early, unlike Phoebe and Steven. Felicity and Gerry were empty nesters now, both their daughters attending colleges in Colorado. Felicity said the girls visited often but now she got to spoil her residents every day, and that suited her just fine.

      “Hey, Felicity,” Lina said, making her way up the sidewalk. “Thanks for showing us around.”

      “Of course, of course.” Felicity opened her arms wide in a welcoming invitation as she held the door for them.

      Lina stepped forward and hugged the woman who was a nearly a foot shorter than her. Felicity’s flaming red hair was pulled back in a long ponytail, streaks of grey threading through the mass.

      “Becca,” Felicity squealed, releasing Lina and squatting to scoop up Becca.

      “You know my granddaughter?” Phoebe asked.

      Phoebe was dressed impeccably, again. Something Lina had discovered was the case most days. At first Lina had thought she was a little snobbish but she was wrong. Phoebe came from money, was used to the finer things, but she couldn’t be more caring and genuine.

      “Oh yes,” Felicity said, bouncing Becca on her hip. “Becca has come several times with Lina.”

      “I told you, Grammy,” Becca said.

      “Yes,” Phoebe said, rubbing her head as if she had a headache, “yes, you did. I’m sorry dear.”

      Felicity dropped Becca and held out her hand. “I’m Felicity Davidson, and this is Wellspring.”

      The two-story house was painted a light, but bright, yellow with navy shutters and trim. A wide porch boasted large flower baskets and the front path was lined with flower beds on either side.

      “Your landscaping is beautiful,” Phoebe said.

      “Oh, thank you. We have a local troop of boy scouts and girl scouts that volunteer, but the residents do just as much work.”

      “The residents garden?”

      “Oh yes,” Felicity smiled. “You should see the backyard. It’s an excellent form of therapy for all of us. Who doesn’t like getting their hands dirty? Right?” She bent down and tickled Becca.

      “I do, I do.” Becca bounced on her toes.

      Lina felt her phone buzz in her pocket with another incoming email but ignored the intrusion. She really needed to change her settings.

      Somehow her email had been leaked to the public after her video went viral. Several bloggers had contacted her to see if they could interview her on their sites. There were podcasts who wanted her on their shows and one group had even offered her a job. The entire thing was surreal. She’d never really seen herself as a spokesperson per se, but it seemed she’d taken on the role.

      Setting aside the thoughts of what the future might hold, she turned and smiled at Steven, hoping he would feel the warmth and welcome of the home Felicity had created. “Felicity, this is Steven Howard, Becca’s grandfather.”

      “Hello, Steven, I’m Felicity Davidson. It’s so nice to meet you.” Lina noted that Felicity didn’t try to touch Steven, something that could upset an Alzheimer’s patient. Instead she stood back and ushered them through the front door.

      “It’s a lovely home,” Phoebe said, walking in behind them.

      “It really is,” Lina agreed.

      “Oh, thank you,” Felicity said. “It was my mother-in-law’s home originally. When she passed away six years ago, my husband and I converted it into a personal care home. We cared for her in this home until she passed away. I’ve worked with the senior population most of my professional life,” she said, wandering through this house.

      “This is the kitchen.” Felicity pointed to the vast open-air room. “We try to make our home a smooth transition for residents so they’re free to roam throughout the house. Of course we have safety procedures in place for those who need them, especially in the kitchen, but we try to give residents as much freedom as we can.”

      “What kind of experience do you have?” Phoebe asked.

      Lina noted the hint of skepticism in Phoebe’s voice but took it for what it probably was; caution. If Lina were looking for a facility for her loved one she’d be just as careful.

      “Oh, my goodness, I’m sorry, hun,” Felicity said, turning to face them. “I should have said. I’m a registered nurse, specializing in geriatric care.”

      “I didn’t know there was such a specialty,” Phoebe said.

      “Oh yes,” Felicity nodded. “It’s a thriving, ever growing specialty. I also have my masters in geriatric social work. I love working with residents and their family members, helping them through all the mental, physical, and emotional stages of life.”

      “My goodness, that’s a lot of education,” Phoebe said.

      Felicity smiled. “I love what I do.”

      Phoebe glanced around the bright, cheery room. “It definitely shows.”

      “Grandpa,” Becca pulled on her grandfather’s hand, “do you want to do a puzzle? Ms. Felicity has a bunch of them and I’m really good.”

      “Of course,” he said, taking his granddaughter’s hand.

      “Ms. Felicity may I show my grandpa the puzzles?”

      “Sure, sweetie,” Felicity smiled. “They’re in the bottom drawer under the TV stand, you remember.”

      Becca nodded and bounced off, tugging her grandfather behind her.

      “She’s adorable. And smart as a whip,” Felicity said. “I can tell she means a lot to Steven. Having her nearby is good for him.”

      Lina watched as Phoebe stared after the two.

      Phoebe’s eyes didn’t leave her husband as she spoke. “He loves her so much. Losing our daughter was so hard on him. I don’t know if either of us would have survived without Becca.”

      “Oh my goodness, I had no idea you’d lost a daughter. I’m so sorry.” Felicity put a hand on Phoebe’s arm and Lina was surprised when the older woman clutched Felicity’s hand with her own, squeezing it tight. In that moment Lina wondered if Phoebe had anyone she’d ever been able to lean on through all of this. She’d been so busy caring for her husband and granddaughter, Phoebe Howard had probably been forgotten.

      “Did Steven’s Alzheimer’s symptoms get worse after you lost your daughter?” Felicity asked.

      “Not at first,” Phoebe said, “but almost exponentially as the weeks and months went by, it became evident the disease was progressing at a much faster rate than any of us had anticipated.”

      Felicity nodded. “That can happen. Stresses of any kind can be traumatic on Alzheimer’s patients. I will also warn you that moves are not easy, either. So wherever you place Steven, you’ll need to prepare for that.”

      Phoebe drew in a deep breath and sighed heavily.

      Felicity’s smile fell. “I’m very sorry, Phoebe. I know how difficult this is for you.”

      Phoebe’s lips went white as she pinched them together, obviously trying to hold in her emotions.

      “Why don’t you show her the garden?” Lina suggested.

      “Oh yes, the garden.” Felicity smiled and clapped her hands.

      Lina followed after the women as Felicity led them through the living room. Two other residents sat on the couch, one watching Jeopardy and screaming out answers—usually wrong—the other working the puzzle with Becca and Steven.

      “How many residents do you have here?” Phoebe asked as they walked out onto the back porch.

      “We’re licensed for six but I have a limit of five per facility.”

      “You have others?”

      “We’re about to open another one a few streets down that will be strictly for Alzheimer’s patients. Their needs are so much different and the level of care more intense than others.”

      “Yes,” Phoebe nodded. “And costlier too, I’ve discovered.”

      “That’s one of the beauties of personal care homes,” Felicity said. “We don’t have the overhead of some of the larger facilities, or the bureaucracy. We can keep costs low. Believe me, I worked years in those larger places. I’ve learned what works and what doesn’t.”

      “What doesn’t?” Phoebe said.

      “Having a lot of managers in the middle. Here at Wellspring, we maintain a direct link between me and the nurses and caregivers. We have open communication and constant feedback back and forth from the top down and back up.”

      Phoebe walked down the steps into the vibrant garden in the backyard. “This is beautiful. It reminds me of Valerie’s garden at the lodge.”

      Felicity smiled. “Oh yes, Valerie and I share a lot of trade secrets when it comes to gardening. Our residents are heavily involved, like I said. Getting them outdoors really helps with cognitive stimulation. And it offers a wonderful form of exercise without being too formal or intense.”

      “It’s very relaxing and peaceful here,” Phoebe said. “I must admit, I was never really much of a gardener.”

      “Well, that’s okay,” Felicity said. “There are other therapeutic things we’re incorporating in the new facility.”

      “Like what?”

      Lina listened intently, learning more, absorbing what she could. This was what she loved, interacting with her community, listening to the needs of people and trying to help where she could.

      “Well,” Felicity said, “a lot of children and grandchildren who are caring for their loved ones have small kiddos of their own. Sometimes those little ones running around can be very stressful for the residents, but we want to encourage all the family members to visit.”

      Phoebe nodded. “I can imagine.” Lina noticed she swallowed hard and wondered if she was thinking about losing her own daughter. Who would care for Phoebe if she needed help in the future?

      Lina butted up next to Phoebe and smiled.

      “In the new facility,” Felicity continued, “along with an active garden, we’ll be putting up a small, fenced in playscape for the grandchildren to play on. That way the caregivers won’t feel rushed, they can bring their entire family and spend more time with mom and dad, or aunt and uncle, whomever it is they’re caring for. They can visit but still be able to see their kids playing. We see all kinds of people taking care of others here in Canyon Creek.” Felicity turned to Lina and winked.

      Phoebe studied the grounds a bit longer as Felicity continued to talk.

      “We’re also building a small bird sanctuary and waterfall for sensory stimulation. We’re hoping the new facility will be a state-of-the-art personal care home. I’m working closely with some top medical people in the world of Alzheimer’s. And we’re fortunate to have Dr. Aaron Sumner here—that’s Becca’s uncle.”

      “Who?” Phoebe squinted.

      “Aaron,” Lina said, “he’s Jake’s brother. He’s a physician who used to live in Chicago.”

      Phoebe shook her head. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. I’m afraid I forget sometimes about Becca’s new extended family. It was just the four of us for so long.”

      “Becca has no shortage of family here in Colorado that’s for sure.” Felicity smiled. “Are you intending to stay?”

      “Oh, no.” Phoebe shook her head. “I’d just never heard of a personal care home and Lina was kind enough to bring us here. We’re actually returning to California this weekend.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, if your plans change, we’d love to have Steven. Our new facility is equipped to house six residents. So far we’ve accepted three. Dr. Sumner, Becca’s uncle, found a wonderful geriatrician through his tele-med program at the medical facility.”

      “A what?” Lina and Phoebe asked in unison.

      Felicity laughed. “A geriatrician is a doctor who specializes in the care of patients over the age of sixty-five. I like to say pediatricians care for young children, geriatricians take care of the older kids.” She laughed and the enthusiasm she exuded for her job was overwhelming. “Anyway, I’ve probably bored you with all kinds of medical talk.”

      “No, not at all,” Phoebe said. “It’s been very enlightening, thank you. I hope I can find something like this in California.”

      “What city do you live in?”

      “We live in San Francisco now, but Jake’s job has him in Sacramento for most of the year. Honestly, I’m not sure how all of this will work out.”

      Lina could almost hear the fear in the woman’s voice. Was she afraid Jake would take Becca away from her?

      “I’m sure wherever Becca is, you and Steven won’t be far away,” Lina said, trying to give the woman some comfort.

      “It’s getting a little cooler now,” Felicity said, “let’s go back inside.”

      “I have to admit,” Phoebe said, stepping up onto the porch, “I’ve seen a marked improvement in Steven since we’ve been in Colorado.”

      Felicity smiled. “Oh, that’s wonderful news, Phoebe. I’m sure you and Becca are so happy.”

      Phoebe smiled pensively. “I don’t know what’s harder,” she said, just before they stepped inside.

      “What’s that?” Felicity asked.

      “Losing Jenni suddenly or losing Steven little by little.”

      Lina heard a hiccup of a sob and had to swallow down her own tears. She moved to embrace Phoebe.

      “Neither is easy, Phoebe.” Felicity said, standing next to the older woman. “And no one should ever be asked to do both like you have.”

      The three women stood quietly, Lina wishing she could do more for Phoebe, a woman who’d lost so much in such a short amount of time.

      “Well,” Phoebe said, pulling back and wiping at her eyes, “that was embarrassing.”

      “Nonsense,” Felicity said, waving her off. She reached in her pocket for a package of tissues and handed Phoebe one.

      “Thank you, Felicity,” Phoebe said, dabbing under her eyes. “And thank you, Lina.” She turned and stared at Lina, her eyes still red-rimmed and half filled with tears.

      “Anytime, Phoebe,” Lina said.

      “I’m sure I look like a mess,” Phoebe laughed lightly, rubbing under her eyes with the tissue.

      “You look beautiful,” Lina said, squeezing Phoebe’s arm. And she did. Becca looked a lot like Jake, but in that vulnerable moment, Lina saw a lot of Phoebe in her too.

      The back door swung open. “Grammy!” Becca shouted. “Dr. Kayleigh’s here and she brought the puppies.”

      They all turned and watched as Becca bounced on her toes, excitement sparkling in her eyes.

      “Come look,” she said, nearly out of breath. “Maybe I can get one?”

      Phoebe quirked a brow. “I think your father already said no, little lady.”

      Becca went still, her eyes filling with tears. “Are you and Grandpa going to leave me, Grammy?”

      Everyone stood silent and Lina swallowed down a lump in her throat. This girl had lost so much. She had to be just as frightened as Phoebe was at all the change that might come.

      “No, sweetheart.” Phoebe fell to her knees in front of the little girl. “Why would you ask that?”

      Becca sniffled. “I heard Jakey talking to Uncle Ben last night and he said he doesn’t know where he wants to live. I want to live where you live, Grammy.” Phoebe wrapped her arms tightly around Becca’s small body.

      Lina fought back her own tears, again.

      “Sweetheart,” Phoebe said, pushing Becca back and brushing her dark curly hair from her face. “Listen to me, okay?”

      Becca nodded, her face red and tear-stained.

      “I’m not leaving you. Grandpa isn’t leaving you.”

      “But he’s sick.” Becca hiccupped. “I heard you say it.”

      “He is.” Phoebe nodded.

      Lina noticed that Phoebe didn’t lie to her granddaughter. Probably because she knew how smart the girl was.

      “But we’re going to make sure he has the care he needs, okay?” Phoebe nodded, eyes raised in question to the little girl.

      Becca wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “Okay.”

      Phoebe kissed her forehead and stood, taking Becca’s hand in hers. “Come on, let’s look at those puppies. Who knows, maybe we can change your father’s mind.” She smiled down at her granddaughter.

      “I don’t know,” Becca said. “Aunt Sally said he’s as stubborn as….”

      “As stubborn as what, sweetie?” Phoebe asked.

      Becca glanced up at her. “As stubborn as,” she repeated, stressing the last word and staring at her grandmother in confusion.

      “I think Sally may have meant a stubborn a-s-s,” Felicity said.

      “That spells ass,” Becca said. “That’s a bad word, Ms. Felicity. You owe me a dollar.”

      “Becca,” Phoebe warned.

      “What?” She stared up at the woman, hands in the air. “I didn’t say the word, Grammy.”

      Phoebe tilted her head. “You most certainly did.”

      “But, I was just saying the word she spelled.”

      Phoebe quirked a brow.

      Becca turned to Felicity. “I guess you don’t owe me a dollar.”

      “I think you may owe a dollar to the swear jar now, little lady,” Phoebe said, laughing.

      “What?” Becca practically shrieked.

      “Come on, silly willy. Let’s go see Grandpa.”

      “And the puppies?” Becca said hopefully.

      Phoebe laughed. “And the puppies.”

      “I love you, Grammy.”

      “I love you more.” Phoebe tweaked Becca’s nose.

      Lina knew how special her relationship was with her own grandmother. She could only imagine the bond these two had. She hoped Jake would never separate them. As much as she’d fantasized that he might stay in Canyon Creek, he’d never want Phoebe and Steven to be far away from their last remaining relative. Not when they seemed to need her so much.

      “Give me a smooch, Grammy.” Becca puckered her lips.

      Lina smiled as Phoebe leaned down and gave her granddaughter a kiss on the lips. Pulling back with a loud “Mewh,” like Becca always had with Lina.

      “Let’s go, fudge face,” Phoebe said, tugging Becca behind her.

      “Grammy.” She giggled. “It’s supposed to be animal parts. Like, monkey toes or frog guts.”

      “Or armadillo arms?” Phoebe said.

      “Yes!” Becca exclaimed with a hand in the air. “Like Cam’s stuffed animal.”

      “Who?” Phoebe asked as they began to move inside toward the puppies.

      “Lina’s roommate.” Becca glanced over her shoulder. “Come on, Lina.”

      Lina’s gaze moved from Becca to Phoebe, who was staring back at Lina over her shoulder.

      “Come on, Lina. We’ll need your help if we’re going to convince Jake.” Phoebe smiled.

      “I’m not sure I’m good at convincing Jake of anything.”

      “Oh, that’s not what I’ve heard.” Phoebe gave a wink.

      Lina’s face heated with embarrassment. What the hell did that mean?

      “You’re good for him, and for Becca,” Phoebe said softly. “Come help us find a puppy.”

      And just like that, Phoebe and Becca walked away, leaving Lina slack-jawed and at a loss for words. Possibly a first.
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      Jake slipped in the back door of Once Upon a Book, grateful Paula had left the entrance unlocked as he’d asked earlier today. He knew Lina was closing the store tonight and was hoping she might be alone.

      He glanced to his left at a small flight of stairs that led to the office. Many of the buildings in downtown Canyon Creek had small spaces above the commercial area, including Elle’s dance studio. She’d turned hers into an efficiency studio, something his brother Emmett said he was very thankful for, for reasons Jake had never asked but could only imagine. Tonight, he was thankful for the room above them too.

      Murmured conversation at the front of the store caught his attention and told him Lina wasn’t alone.

      Dammit.

      He moved through the maze of book shelves, listening to the hum of Lina’s laughter as she spoke to the faceless customer. He wanted to be the one to make her laugh like that. When she’d been angry with him, he’d wanted to see her smile and laugh, to wipe the betrayal from her face.

      He wanted to wrap his arms around her and bury his face in her hair, drinking in the scent of her.

      The thought was enough to bring on other thoughts, thoughts of burying himself inside her until she gasped with pleasure. He went rock hard at the idea of it.

      The sound of the bell over the front door brought him back to the present. Lina was saying goodbye to the customer. Thank God. He prayed that was the last for the night.

      He stepped from behind one of the tall shelves and watched her as she twisted the lock on the door.

      Turning, her eyes went wide as she spotted him. A small “oh” formed on her lips before they eased into a smile.

      He let go of the breath he’d been holding, not entirely sure she’d be happy to see him. Obviously she was.

      “Where is Becca?” she asked craning to see behind him

      “She’s having some alone time with her grandmothers.” He closed the distance between them, letting the heat build.

      “How are Phoebe and Valerie getting along?” She asked.

      “Like long-lost sisters, thank goodness.” He knew this transition of sharing Becca could have been a lot worse if Phoebe had been defensive with him and his family. Then again, she’d come looking for him because she needed his help. And truth be told, he needed hers too.

      “Come to dinner with me?” Jake asked, walking toward her, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her. He wanted to run his hand over her hip and around her waist so he could pull her to him. Somehow, resisting the urge made him want her even more. The woman was making him crazy.

      Lina bit her lower lip and looked around the store. “I have to straighten up and take care of the register receipts before I go.”

      Jake’s gaze followed hers as he surveyed the area. “The store looks very neat to me.” Had she moved closer to him or was he closing the distance without realizing it?

      Lina laughed and he could see her eyes go to the children’s section where books sat out on tables instead of on the shelves where they belonged. “For someone who’s a bona fide control freak, I would have thought you were OCD, too.”

      “I am,” he said. “Or I was.”

      “Was?” she said, stepping into the area and moving to pick up some of the scattered books. “Until what?”

      Jake went to help her, letting her stack the books in his arms. “Until I found out I have a five-year-old daughter. Things become,” he searched for the right word to describe his life now. “Chaotic.”

      Lina grinned. “Yeah, kids can put a damper on the neat-freak thing, or so I’ve heard.” She shook her head like she’d ate a bug. “No thanks.”

      Jake stared at her in disbelief. Her words had caught him off guard and for some reason, he didn’t want to gloss past her comment. “What do you mean, no thanks?”

      Lina bent down on all fours, as she fished books from underneath the low child-sized table. He swallowed back a groan. He’d never seen a finer ass anywhere.

      She pulled up from under the table and stared at his armful of books. “Shelve them,” she said. “I’m hungry.” Before he could answer, she was back under the table, ass in the air.

      “So am I. But not for food,” he mumbled, trying to ignore his growing erection. He turned and put a few of the books back on the shelf before turning to ask her what she meant again. He’d always pictured her as such a mothering type of woman.

      The way she cared for Becca with such insight and genuine concern, right from the start, had always impressed him. In fact, “caring” was part of her very nature. When she saw someone in town who needed help, she found a way to help them. She mothered everyone around her, it seemed.

      He turned to ask her about her comment again but stopped. Heaven help him, she was wiggling her ass as she hummed a song in what should have been an absent-minded gesture. The kind of thing that shouldn’t have had the effect on him that it did.

      He crossed to her, kneeling before grabbing her hips and pulling her out from under the table. The move lined her backside up to his groin.

      Hell.

      “Jake,” she screeched, bolting straight up, nearly clocking him in the face with the back of her head.

      “What,” he whispered into her ear.

      “I’m working.” She wiggled to get out of his hold.

      He wrapped an arm around her chest, holding her tighter as his tongue traced a slow stroke down her neck.

      She shivered against him. “We can’t,” she whispered, “we’re in the children’s section.” He noted the fact that she didn’t pull away. Instead she leaned back against him, pressing her body to his. That was fine with him.

      It was more than fine. It was perfection.

      “Yes, we can,” he said, pressing kisses against her neck.

      “The back door is open,” she said, breathy with what sounded like desire.

      Despite his arousal, Jake laughed at the double entendre and watched when Lina caught the joke and flushed red through her cheeks. She was gorgeous.

      “Come with me.” He stood and held out his hand.

      Her eyes were glazed over and half lidded with what he hoped was desire. She placed her small hand in his and he pulled her with him as he stalked toward the back door.

      He reached out and clicked the lock, then glanced over his shoulder. “You said something about doing receipts.” His gaze traveled up the stairwell toward the office.

      “Jake,” she scolded but her lips curled into a small smile.

      That was his cue.

      Without waiting for protest, he nearly dragged her up the stairs.

      “Jake,” she squealed again but he heard the laughter in her voice.

      He rounded the last landing and smiled in relief when he saw a futon in the corner, across from a very untidy desk. “Perfect,” he said.

      “We can’t,” she said, pulling from his hand.

      He turned to face her fully. “That’s where you’re wrong.” He took her hand and placed it on his every growing arousal.

      Her eyes widened but she didn’t pull away. “Jake,” she said breathlessly, her fingers wrapping around his erection.

      “Lina,” he groaned, pressing in to her.

      Her gazed scanned the small area as if unsure.

      He removed her hand and tugged her toward the futon, falling down and bringing her with him.

      She laughed as she fell atop him, her long legs straddling his hips.

      His hands ran up her back, sliding into her hair as he brought her lips to his. Pressing in, he seared his mouth to hers, stroking her delicious lips with his tongue.

      She laced her fingers around his neck, her own hungry mouth devouring his. “Jake,” she whispered against his lips as she rocked her hips into his.

      He reluctantly pulled back, but only long enough to unbutton her shirt and slide it down her shoulders. She wore a light pink bra that looked spectacular against her olive skin. Her breasts were full and plump, and before he could stop himself, he leaned forward and pressed hard kisses to the swells.

      She let out a small moan and he thought he might explode right there. He wanted her naked. Now. He wanted, no needed, to be inside her with a kind of urgency he didn’t know was possible.

      Reaching behind her, he unhooked her bra and quickly slid it down her arms, dropping it onto the floor.

      Her breasts were perfect, the skin covering them the softest he’d ever felt, making him want to glide his hands over them for hours at a time.

      “Take off your shoes,” he said.

      He was surprised when she obeyed without question.

      He wrapped his hands around her waist and lifted her off his lap, laying her on her back. Bracing his body above hers, he nuzzled her neck, moving down to her breasts. His mouth devoured her, sucking in a taut nipple, nipping at her skin.

      “Oh, God,” she cried out, bucking against him.

      Lifting up, he ran his hands down her stomach, stopping when he felt the waistband of her jeans. He unfastened the button and quickly divested her of her pants and underwear, leaving her completely naked underneath him.

      His breath caught in his throat as he stared down at her gorgeous body. She was the perfect mix of sultry beauty and ethereal grace, an image he would never tire of looking at.

      “What?” she said, her voice coming up with an unusual shyness. She glanced around, as though realizing where they were and what they were doing.

      When she moved to cover herself, he caught her wrists and stopped her. “You’re so damn beautiful, my body literally aches to be inside you. Please don’t hide it from me.”

      She tilted her head, her eyes narrowed.

      “You don’t believe me?” he asked, pressing his hips into hers.

      She laughed, a wicked smile lighting her eyes. “I believe you,” she said. “But it looks like you’re overdressed.”

      He grinned and obliged her unspoken demand, quickly shucking his clothes, then grabbing a condom from his wallet before tossing the clothes and wallet to the floor.

      His erection was already pounding hard to the pulse of his heart. Spreading her legs wide, he nestled his hips between them, tugging her body closer.

      Her eyes sparkled and smiled with an expression that he hoped spoke of her anticipation. She tilted her head, the blue tips of her long black hair sliding over her dark skin. He’d never seen anything so arousing or erotic in his life.

      He slid his hands around her hips, moving them higher, knowing they didn’t have a lot of time. He cupped one breast, massaging and kneading with his fingers. Rolling a nipple between his thumb and forefinger, he pulled gently, knowing she had sensitive breasts.

      Lina let out a soft moan, pressing into him.

      “Jake,” she cried, her head lolling.

      He moved his hand lower until he slipped several fingers between her slick thighs.

      “Jake,” she called out again, rocking her hips against his hand.

      His fingers moved in tandem with her movements, pushing her higher. He didn’t know how long he’d be able to wait, but he wanted to make her come, to see the look of sheer pleasure on her face when she reached that moment of pure bliss.

      He pulled his hand away and laughed when she groaned in protest. He loved how responsive her body was to him.

      “Condom,” she said.

      He tore open the package in record speed, tossing the packet over his shoulder with a mental note to dispose of it later or Paula would kill him.

      Lina watched him closely as he rolled on the condom. “Let me,” she said, reaching down and grasping him.

      He pulled back. “No way. You touch me and this will be over in thirty seconds.”

      She smirked. “Yeah, I don’t want that.”

      He rolled the condom on and leaned toward her, taking her mouth in a savage kiss. She met him with as much passion as he had as he lifted her to slide onto his erection.

      “Spread for me,” he said.

      She did as he said and he sucked in a ragged breath as he sank into her, her slick heat surrounding him in the kind of pleasure that only came in dreams and fantasies. Or so he thought.

      “Christ, you’re magnificent,” he said, straining to keep himself from coming as he watched her arch her back and writhe underneath him.

      “Jake, please,” she moaned.

      He smiled. She was just as lost as he was. “Please what?” he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes, lips slightly parted.

      He bit back a laugh, knowing he’d pushed his luck far enough. Slowly he rocked up inside her, using the back of the futon as leverage to drive deep within her.

      “Oh, my God,” she sighed, her head sagging.

      He gripped her hips tighter, lifting her so that he pulled almost all the way out before thrusting in again. She was so wet and ready, so damned perfect.

      “Faster,” she said.

      Yeah, he could do that, although he didn’t really want to. He never wanted this feeling to end. Being inside Lina was like heaven. No woman had ever made him so desperate, so wound and ready to explode.

      He felt himself building, the electric current crawling up his spine as he grew thicker inside her.

      “Oh, Jake.”

      “Touch yourself,” he said.

      “No,” she panted. “You. It feels so good when you touch me.”

      Good God, how could he say no to that?

      “Yes, yes,” she moaned, as he found her center with his thumb and teased her as he continued to thrust inside of her.

      He leaned on one elbow, balancing himself as he slid his mouth across her breast, his teeth pinching her nipple again. Suddenly, she exploded, spasming around him, her cries echoing through the empty room.

      He followed with his own release, pressing into her with one last, deep thrust as he fell against her, limp in her arms.

      “God,” she sighed.

      Yeah, God.

      Sex with Lina was incredible. The thought hit him suddenly that he wouldn’t be in Canyon Creek forever. How the hell was he going to live without this, without her hot sexy body wrapped around his?

      With that thought gnawing at the edges of his mind, he slid out of her.

      “Oh,” she groaned as she rolled to the side and closed her legs.

      He knew the feeling. He missed being inside her too.

      He removed the condom and grabbed the wrapper, looking around for something to put the trash in so he could shove it in the garbage can. The last thing he wanted was for Lina’s boss to find the evidence of what they’d just done.

      “Jake, we need to get going.” Lina was already pulling her clothes on, and for some reason, the act bothered him. He wanted long, lazy Sundays in bed with her naked in his arms, not rushed sex where they had to hide the evidence and hurry out afterward.

      He pulled her to him, halting her progress and brushed back a few loose tendrils of hair, his fingers skimming across the smooth skin of her face. She was void of makeup, not that she needed any. She was beautiful no matter what her state. But breathless and flushed from their love making, she was gorgeous.

      Love making? Where the hell had that come from?

      “Jake? What’s wrong?” He found Lina looking at him, her brows furrowed.

      He shook his head. This wasn’t love, it was sex. She’d made that perfectly clear when they’d first slept together and besides, it was all he could offer her. He had a life and career to return to, and a daughter who needed him. Who needed as uncomplicated a life as he could offer her at the moment.

      She grinned at him and glanced at his wallet. He knew what she was thinking.

      “I have one more,” he said. He’d put two condoms in his wallet when he refilled it after they’d made love—no, had sex—the first time. Call him an optimist.

      He glanced at her, trying to fight a smirk.

      She glanced from the door to the futon. “Maybe we can be quick?”

      “Pretty sure I just showed you how quick,” he said, but he was already moving toward her.

      Her eyes went from his to his wallet. Slowly she reached out and took the billfold in her hand, pulling the condom from it. “This time I want to be on top. I want to see you come.”

      Oh. Hell. He was hard as stone again. He loved how vocal and confident this woman was. He was used to women playing coy whether they knew it or not.

      Not Lina.

      She stared down at his ever-growing mid-section. “Looks like someone’s ready.” She smirked.

      “Always, for you.”

      She quirked a brow.

      “Put it on,” he demanded.

      “So bossy.” She laughed but he noticed she followed his instructions.

      He moved toward her, and waited as she put on the condom, before backing toward the futon and sitting down

      She stared down at him, licking her lips like he was an all-you-can-eat buffet. Her long, lean leg stalked toward him before settling first one knee on the side of his hip, then the other. She squeezed her thighs like a vice. One he’d gladly be locked in for the foreseeable future.

      Or more, something inside him offered. He ignored it.

      He held himself, lining his erection against her entrance.

      Her eyes met his, her gaze lust-filled and heated as she slowly sunk down on him.

      “Oh, Jake,” she sighed, letting her entire body fall against him, arms wrapping around his neck.

      And just like that, he was lost to her all over again. The thought occurred to him that he would be happy to never be found.
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      Lina pulled on her shirt and pants, trying not to feel like a slut. She’d just had sex in her boss’s office. Twice. It didn’t get much sluttier than that.

      “What’s wrong?” Jake asked as he dressed beside her.

      She glanced up but averted her gaze when she met his eyes. Except for the setting, it felt so right, so normal, two people getting dressed side-by-side. Something she could get used to if that other person was Jake.

      She shook her head, reminding herself that this was just sex. She didn’t do commitment. Besides, Jake would be gone soon. And he had a daughter—a daughter Lina was totally falling in love with, but still. She would never be anyone’s mother, let alone stepmother. She’d decided that a long time ago.

      Holy hell, she’d practically just married them off in her head.

      “Lina?” Jake stepped closer.

      She tugged on the rest of her clothes and smoothed back her hair, rushing to tidy up the small space. “Um, nothing. We really need to finish straightening up downstairs, then get the cash register cleared for the night.”

      Without waiting for his answer, she raced down the stairs and put away the last of the children’s books before rushing to check the remaining aisles. A tingle raced up and down her spine. She knew Jake was behind her. She worked hard not to think of the delicious way he felt buried deep inside her.

      “I can hear your mind racing,” he said.

      She knew better than to look at him. Jake had built his career on sizing people up, seeing inside them for their true motives. It’s how he operated.

      “I’m just thinking of how much we have to do, and we have like,” she glanced down at her watch. “We’ve only got thirty minutes before the diner closes, and I really wanted their fries with cheese and chili sauce.”

      “Calm down, Cinderella.” He laughed.

      She stood and stared at him.

      “What?” The look on his face said he was still joking and only mildly puzzled by her response.

      And just like that, all thoughts of a relationship were gone. She was Cinderella, banished to serve, and he was Prince Charming, living in his happy castle.

      “Nothing,” she muttered, moving to the front of the store. She opened the register and started to count out the money inside.

      “I hear your video is getting a lot of views,” he said.

      She glanced over her shoulder, happy to see him straightening the chairs in the reading area at the front of the store.

      “Yeah, apparently.” She didn’t want the reminder of her fifteen minutes of fame. It wasn’t something she was entirely comfortable with.

      “One woman commented that you inspired her to speak up at a meeting of her homeowner’s association. They were planning to put a pool in where there’s currently a small park and wildlife area.”

      “That’s good, I guess.” She shrugged, not really wanting to call attention to herself by being some kind of folk hero.

      “Another commenter said he is pulling together a group to object to a builder who’s applying for zoning that would uproot old growth forest in his area that isn’t protected. You’re helping people to find their passion and speak up like you did.”

      “Mm hmm,” she murmured.

      “So, have you found yours yet?” he asked, sounding hopeful.

      “Found what?”

      “Your passion,” he said, coming closer.

      Had she? The thought of being with him flickered through her mind but she smothered the thought as quickly as it had sparked.

      “I’ve gotten a few calls and emails from organizations,” she said.

      “What do they want?”

      She finished with the cash register, shutting the drawer and turning with the cash envelope in hand. “Some wanted to know if they could use part of my speech on their website. There are a few podcasts that want me to come on their shows. One organization is interested in hiring me.”

      “Seriously?” He stood and stared at her.

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      He tilted his head. “You’re really defensive tonight. What’s going on?”

      What was going on? Maybe that she felt like a fish caught in the evening tide, slammed around, with no idea which way was up. Jake had her thinking all kinds of thoughts she had no business thinking. Hoping for things that couldn’t be.

      Lina jumped at the sound of a knock on the glass at the front of the store. She looked up to see Maggie and Ben waving and pointing to the front door.

      Oh, fantastic. She prayed the heat she felt in her cheeks wasn’t visible as she wondered if Maggie and Ben might figure out what they were just doing upstairs.

      “Everything all right?” Maggie asked when Lina swung open the front door.

      “Yes,” Lina answered a little too quickly. “Um, yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”

      “You just look a little off.” Maggie looked past Lina to Jake and back again.

      “Hey guys.” Jake butted up behind Lina, taking the door in his hands and cradling her like they were a couple. “What’s up?”

      “We were heading to dinner and saw you through the window,” Maggie said, her gaze still scrutinizing.

      Lina felt Jake’s gaze on her but didn’t look at him. She kept her eyes on Maggie. “It’s not what it looks like,” she blurted out. “Jake needed a book for Becca. I just let him stay after closing to find the right gift.”

      “I think it’s exactly what it looks like,” Ben smiled.

      Maggie swatted his shoulder. “Well, um,” she sputtered, in a very un-Maggie way, “we’ll leave you to it. Maybe we’ll see you over at the diner in a bit?”

      “Five,” Lina practically shouted. “Five minutes.” She ducked under Jake’s arm and practically ran back into the store, her face flushed as she made a beeline for the office. This so wasn’t what she needed. Hadn’t she escaped this kind of scrutiny once before?

      “Nice,” she heard Ben say, and what sounded like a clap.

      “We’ll see you at the diner in a bit,” Jake said.

      She ran up the stairs and darted into the office door. She avoided looking at the futon as she spun the dial on the small safe under Paula’s desk, quickly shoving the cash inside. Without meaning to, she slammed the door closed and stood, smoothing back her hair. She could do this, she could remain unaffected.

      As she bolted for the door she glanced behind her one last time, staring at the futon where just moments ago Jake had taken her to a place she’d never been before. A place she wanted to live in.

      Shaking her head to rid her thoughts of dreams that would never happen, she clicked off the lights and closed the door, stepping down the stairs.

      “Lina’s hungry,” she heard Jake say as she wandered through the shelves to the front of the store. Why hadn’t he just let Maggie and Ben leave?

      “I bet,” Ben said with a light chuckle.

      “Ben,” Maggie gasped.

      Lina’s face heated first with embarrassment, then with anger. What was Jake thinking? He should be trying to cover for them, not high-fiving his brother.

      “See you in a bit,” Ben said. “Bye, Lina,” he called, louder, his voice carrying to where she was.

      She didn’t even glance up, just waved, relieved when she heard the front door jangle as it opened.

      Jake’s footsteps sounded in front of her a moment later.

      “Well,” Jake laughed, “that was awkward.”

      She jerked her head up and glared at him. “It didn’t seem like that for you. How could you?”

      “How could I what?” he asked.

      “You basically told Ben we were messing around in here,” she seethed.

      He raised his brows. “Uh, we were, Lina.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t need to know that. I work here. And in case you forgot, I also work for your family at the lodge. What we did was completely inappropriate.”

      “Don’t worry, I know the owner at the lodge, I can put in a good word.” He winked.

      Jerk. He totally didn’t get it.

      Her eyes narrowed. “That must be nice for you but some of us have to live here. I don’t want to be known as that girl who sleeps with the boss’s son or has sex in public places where anyone might catch her.”

      Jake stepped closer, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “What’s the big deal? Maggie and Ben were having sex in the cabins before they were officially dating and nobody cared. Well, except housekeeping.” He laughed.

      Dating? She and Jake weren’t dating, and they never would be. The reminder cut at her, but it was a big joke to him.

      She shook her head, trying to avoid the vortex of sexual energy emanating from Jake. She needed to keep her guard up around him.

      “Look, I don’t think this is a good idea.” She glanced around the room, anything to avoid his eyes.

      “What’s that?”

      She stared at him.

      He stood tall, hands on hips, looking confident in a way she wasn’t and never would be.

      “I don’t think I should go with you to the fundraiser this weekend.” Better to cut things off now.

      “Why? There will be lots of people you could make contacts with.”

      That was true. She had been looking forward to speaking with some of the people working to bring commerce and conservation together. She could learn a lot that could apply to their situation in Canyon Creek.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to see each other anymore,” she said.

      He moved closer and she stepped back, bumping into a table.

      “Stop seeing each other. As in, stop having sex?”

      She nodded, unable to breath. He looked so good in his gray Henley shirt and worn jeans, hair still mussed from earlier.

      “Yes, as in have sex. This is getting…”

      His voice took on a dark edge. “Getting what?”

      How could she tell him she was falling for him and desperately not wanting to?

      “You have a lot going on,” she said. There, that was safe.

      “So?”

      “So, I don’t do complicated.” She fought to keep from twisting her hands together, and opted to put them behind her back to resist the urge.

      His face fell, his once easy expression gone. “And I’m complicated?”

      She stared at him for several moments. “Of course you are. You have a kid. You have no idea what you’re doing, where you’re going.”

      He stepped back, frowning. “I could say the same about you, Lina.”

      She tried to swallow down the hurt. “You’re right. I don’t. But I know I don’t need a relationship to complicate things, and neither do you.”

      “I don’t recall asking to be in a relationship with you.”

      Her face burned with embarrassment and humiliation. Of course he hadn’t. She Lina, the good-time girl, again.

      “This was just sex for you, remember?” he said, stepping back. “You said that from the start.” His tone was flat and she could swear she saw a look of hurt flash across his face before he masked it with irritation.

      Jake was right. That was what she’d asked for. So why did his reminder hurt so much? Had she really held out hope for more?

      “Well…,” she paused, trying to phrase her words carefully. “It just feels...” What?

      “Feels like more?”

      “No. It feels like this could be drama. Now people know I’m having sex. At work.”

      “Maggie and Ben don’t care. They’re your friends.”

      Lina waved him off. “No telling what other rumors will start to fly around the town. I don’t do drama, or commitments. I don’t do relationships.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded, “I got that. But again, I never asked for any of those things.”

      “Right. Good.” She breathed out. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      “What about my daughter?” he said.

      “What about her?”

      “She’s already formed a close relationship with you. Is that one I need to break, too?”

      The question kicked Lina in the gut. She started to shake her head. She would never do that to Becca.

      “You know what, never mind,” he said. “We’re leaving on Friday anyway to go back to California, so none of this really matters.”

      It mattered to her, she wanted to say, even though she knew it shouldn’t.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and bit back the sting of tears that threatened to break free.

      Jake looked around at the store, not meeting her gaze, never noticing her near meltdown. “Yeah, well, I guess you can finish cleaning up here then right?”

      And just like that, she’d been dismissed. She crossed her arms. “Yeah. Sure. I’ve got it.”

      Jake shook his head, his expression filled with remorse and regret. “Look Lina, I’m sorry if somewhere along the way you thought I wanted more.”

      She laughed silently. Of all the times for her to want more, she had to pick this guy. “It’s okay. It’s what I wanted, remember?” she said, turning her back to him. She knew she probably wouldn’t see him or Becca before they left. “Tell Becca bye.” She bit her lip to keep from crying.

      She could feel his glare on her back.

      “You’re seriously not going to tell her goodbye yourself?”

      She wanted to. Becca had come to mean so much to her, and so had Jake, despite how she’d fought it.

      She drew in a deep breath to steady her emotions before turning to face him.

      He scanned her from head to toe and back, locking on her eyes. Slowly he stepped back as if disgusted. “You know what, never mind,” he said. “Bye, Lina.”

      “Bye,” she said, her eyes stinging with tears as she watched him walk away before she turned back.

      She heard him unlock the front door, the sound of the bells as he opened and shut it, walking away.

      Walking out of her life, possibly forever. She might see him again, in passing or if she worked up at the lodge and he was home, but it wouldn’t be the same. It wouldn’t ever be the way she wanted it to be.
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      Jake sat in the large office space at the lodge where all of the department managers had a desk. He was currently using his brother Emmett’s desk. He wondered how anyone could get anything done in this open configuration. There weren’t even cubicle walls between the desks.

      He booted up his laptop, opening his email. He had so many things to take care of, not only with Todd and his campaign, but with the film festival they were organizing in Canyon Creek, as well. He didn’t plan to be in Canyon Creek much longer, but he wanted to help his family out as much as he could.

      After the previous night with Lina, he wanted to get the hell out of there even faster.

      She’d said she didn’t do commitments or relationships. He didn’t either, hadn’t even wanted to…until he met her. He’d decided from the start it was just about sex with Lina, it had to be. He had a kid for Christ’s sake, a child he was still trying to get to know.

      But somewhere along the way, as he watched Lina interact with his daughter, watched her command and mesmerize a room full of people, felt her soft body pressed to his…yeah, he’d fallen for her.

      He pushed the thought far from his mind as he skimmed through his inbox, stopping when he saw an email from his attorney, Carla Mahoney. The subject line read "Paternity Testing."

      Jake’s heart sank and his stomach twisted in knots.

      The first thing he’d done when Phoebe had shown up on his doorstep was hire an attorney. He’d asked her to research his options in a custody case if the biological parent hadn’t known about the birth for almost five years. Of course, that was before he knew Phoebe and Steven.

      The attorney’s first piece of advice was to get a DNA test. Thankfully, Phoebe had agreed. Carla had informed him that in California, paternity could be established without proving DNA but genetic testing always helped to establish parental rights.

      Jake’s assistant had called him yesterday with news that a certified letter had been delivered to his house. The return address was from the DNA testing facility. He’d asked him to overnight the letter to him in Canyon Creek but it still hadn’t arrived yet.

      He opened the email.

      Hey Jake,

      I wanted to find out if you’ve received the results from your DNA testing yet. As we’ve already discussed, you don’t need the results to begin the process of establishing parentage within the California court system.

      Since Mr. and Mrs. Howard are Rebecca’s only living relatives that we’ve found, and they’re willing to sign their own affidavit relinquishing their rights as her legal guardians should you so choose to establish custody, I don’t foresee a problem in court.

      We will however need to serve Phoebe and Steven with a summons and your petition, outlining your intent to declare parentage of the minor child.

      Bottom line, I don’t believe you’ll encounter much difficulty establishing yourself as Rebecca’s father, with or without the genetic testing, if that is still your desire.

      Let me know what you’d like me to do on my end. I look forward to hearing from you soon.

      Carla Mahoney

      Managing Partner

      Mahoney, Klein, and Fullbright

      He read the email a second time, then a third, before settling on one sentence.

      The words played over and over in his head

      I don’t believe you’ll encounter much difficulty establishing yourself as Rebecca’s father, with or without testing…if that is still your desire.

      “If that’s what you still desire” he repeated silently.

      It didn’t seem fair that the future of Becca lay in his hands. Or rather, the option to turn his back and walk away from her did.

      He’d like to say that the DNA test didn’t matter, that he’d take her no matter what. But like he’d told his mother when they’d first arrived, would that be fair to Becca if she wasn’t his? To not be absolutely certain? Would he be able to turn his back on her if she wasn’t his biological child?

      He let out a humorless laugh at the irony. He’d never wanted a child, until he had one.

      “What’s so funny, brother?” Someone said from the door.

      Jake glanced up, surprised to see his twin, Grant standing in front of him. “What the hell are you doing here?” He stood and moved toward the doorway.

      Grant met him in the middle and the two shared a brief embrace.

      “Is that any way to treat your baby brother?” Grant asked.

      Jake laughed. “Three minutes.”

      “And you’ll never let me forget it.”

      Jake studied his twin. He wore a baseball cap with the L.A. Dodgers logo. He tended to wear things which concealed his identity when in public. Hopefully being in Canyon Creek would bring him some respite from his hectic public life. To a lot of the people in this town, he was plain old Grant Sumner, the kid they’d watched grow up.

      “I didn’t think you’d be in for several weeks,” Jake said. “The festival doesn’t start until then, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m just in for a few days to do promotional photos. Devlin has me posing all over the town and on the mountain. Apparently I’m going to be the poster boy for the Canyon Creek Indie Film Festival.”

      “Awesome.”

      “That’s in between her photo shoot for the volunteer fire department. Have you heard of this calendar she’s doing?”

      “Hot Men with Hoses?” Jake scoffed.

      Grant shook his head. “Don’t judge. She’s already got over two thousand copies pre-ordered. And all the proceeds go to fund the new firehouse.”

      “Still.” Jake shivered. “Have you seen some of those volunteer guys? Not real pretty. I bet if she could put you in the calendar she’d sell a ton more.”

      Grant flexed his shoulders and lifted his chin, sporting that grin that had him on magazine covers around the globe. “Probably.” He laughed. “Don’t know if my agent would go for it.”

      Grant was a lot of things but conceited wasn’t one of them. He took as much joy in teasing about his celebrity status as his brothers did.

      “So they went with the Canyon Creek Indie Film Festival? Last I heard, there was no official name.”

      “Yeah, they had to. My marketing people were breathing down my neck. Very clever name for it by the way, don’t you think?”

      Jake could hear the sarcasm in his voice. He was one of the rare people who could see through Grant’s bullshit. He was an amazing actor, that’s why he’d won awards, but sometimes that carried over to real life. He hid his true emotions a lot. Especially in the public eye. Maybe being home would help him drop his guard a little.

      Grant sat down at the desk opposite of the one Jake was in and kicked his feet up. “Actually,” he laughed, “it’s beginning to grow on me. I kind of like it now. Simple and to the point.”

      “Unlike you.”

      Grant tossed a paperclip at him. “I’m the simplest guy you know.”

      “Simple-minded.”

      “But handsome as all get out, huh?” He waggled his brows and smirked. “Bet you wish we were identical twins now, huh?”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “You have been voted the world’s hottest guy on the planet for several years, so I guess somebody thinks so.”

      “That hurt you to say, didn’t it?” Grant said, rummaging through the desk drawers.

      “Yeah, it did a little.”

      “You guys have anything to eat? I’m starving.”

      “We can go to the café. Becca is helping man the counter while Aunt Sally is down and out.”

      “Aww, my new niece. That was the real reason I wanted to come home. When do I get to meet her?”

      “Mia is picking her up in a bit. They’re going to see Aunt Sally. I had some work to catch up on.”

      “How is Aunt Sally, after the accident?”

      “She’s good. Tough old broad, and not listening to doctor’s orders, as usual. But Warner is forcing her to rest.”

      Grant shook his head. “That is still so weird to me, Aunt Sally with Warner Noble.” They sat in comfortable silence while Grant continued to look through the drawers like he might find a hidden nut or something for the winter in there. “So how’s it going, being a dad and all?”

      “It was really weird at first. Being responsible for another human being.”

      “We had a pet growing up. Can’t be that different.”

      Jake raised a brow. “She’s not a dog, dude.”

      “Yes!” Grant held up a candy bar. “I’ve struck gold.”

      “Uh, that’s Maggie’s desk. If I were you, I wouldn’t eat her candy.”

      Grant waved a dismissive hand in the air then ripped open the candy bar, shoving an enormous bite into his mouth. “She loves me,” he said through a mouthful of chocolate. “She won’t mind. In fact, she told me she really wanted to marry me but Ben asked her first and she felt like she couldn’t back out.”

      “Aren’t you still married?”

      Grant’s feet fell from the desk, along with his smile and Jake instantly felt like an ass.

      Grant and Sophie had been separated almost a year and still no divorce had come, something the tabloids had picked up on a few months before. His family knew better than to ask. But Grant was his twin. He and Jake talked about things the rest of them didn’t.

      “Anything I can do?” Jake asked.

      “Nope,” he said, biting off another chunk of candy bar.

      Jake accepted the line Grant had drawn. Grant had always been a hot-head. It had resulted in the destruction of not only his career, but his marriage. But in true Grant fashion, he was building his way back to the top, in his own way, and in his own time.

      He seemed to be centering himself again. Jake just hoped for Grant’s sake he’d control his temper this time.

      “So have you gotten the DNA test back yet?” he asked.

      “My assistant called. They were delivered to my house in Sacramento yesterday so he mailed them to me here.”

      Grant leaned closer. “And?”

      “I haven’t gotten them yet.”

      “What if they say you’re not the father?”

      Jake shrugged even though the truth was becoming clearer with every day he spent with Becca. In his heart he knew she was his daughter. He didn’t need a piece of paper to prove it.

      “Do you want her?” Grant asked. “I mean permanently?”

      Jake paused, considering the question. “The truth is most days I don’t have a clue what I’m doing with her. I never really thought about kids, never really wanted kids. Half of me says I should let her go, that I’m going to screw her up if I try to raise her instead of leaving her with Phoebe and Steven.”

      “And the other half?”

      “Just the thought of giving her back, of not seeing her every day, makes my physically sick.”

      Grant smiled. “You’ve got it bad for her, huh?”

      “You should see her, Grant. She’s incredible. She’s beautiful.”

      “Of course she is, she’s my niece.” He tapped his chest and grinned like a proud uncle.

      “And it’s more than that. She’s smart as hell. Smarter than me for sure.”

      “That’s not saying much.” Grant laughed.

      “Even at five she schools me every day, can you imagine her at fifteen?”

      Grant raised a brow. “Can you?”

      “Yeah, actually I can.” He groaned as he said it. He’d be lucky to stay out of prison when the first idiot teenage guy came sniffing around his daughter.

      “Her grandparents still in California?”

      “That’s where they live, but they’ve been here this last week, visiting Becca and our family.”

      “You going back, to California?” Grant asked.

      “We’re all flying back in a few days for a benefit.” It was a punch in the gut knowing Lina wasn’t included in that group. She wouldn’t be going with him to the benefit, or anywhere else.

      “It seems like something’s in the water here in Canyon Creek,” Grant said, finishing off the candy bar. “After moving away from our tiny town, most of my bachelor brothers have moved back and hooked up with someone.” He nodded toward Jake. “Except you, of course. You haven’t fallen in love with the town or anyone in it have you? No great urge to move home?”

      “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about staying. It’s been great to have the built-in help of the family with Becca. And everyone is totally in love with her.”

      “Not a surprise,” Grant said. “Ma and Maggie go on and on about her when I talk to them. What the hell would you do here, though? It’s not like you can get into politics here.”

      “I’ve been doing some research into this proposed highway expansion. It’s nice to be down at the ground level of politics again. And I could do consulting for campaigns, from a distance.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Plus, there are so many things here at the lodge that need to be done. The movie festival for one. They’ll have to transform the town. And after that’s over, they need help thinking of other ways to increase tourism.”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” He laughed.

      Jake shrugged. “It’s just feels good to help people who actually deserve the help.”

      “Yeah, I feel bad I haven’t been able to come back before now.”

      “Me, too.”

      “You still didn’t answer my question.”

      Jake drew in a deep breath and sighed. How could he admit to his brother what he hadn’t even admitted to himself? “Honestly, I don’t know what I want. My job is shit.”

      “The state senator messing around on his hot wife?”

      Jake stared at him in surprise.

      Grant shrugged. “I see a lot of that kind of thing in my job. You get to recognize the type. Your senator’s the type, brother.”

      Jake shook his head. Had he been the only one not to see what Todd was like?

      “Don’t get me wrong, Jake. I don’t care what the man does with his private life. That’s between him and his wife.”

      Jake knew that wasn’t true. There had been rumors that Grant had had an affair with his last costar, something that had infuriated his brother and had been the start of his spiral downward.

      Grant tossed the candy wrapper in the trash and dug around Maggie’s desk more. “I heard you’ve got another reason to stay in Canyon Creek,” he glanced up, “besides the whole ‘helping people’ bullshit,” he said using air quotes.

      “What did you hear?” Jake cringed. As of last night, he and Lina were no longer a thing.

      “That you’ve got an Italian hottie keeping you nice and toasty at night.”

      Jake felt a flash of anger at the description of Lina. “That’s not what’s going on.”

      Grant raised a brow, his award-winning grin on full display. “What is going on then, big brother?”

      Jake flopped back in his chair with a groan.

      “That bad, huh?”

      Jake shook his head.

      “Ahh,” Grant laughed, “that good, huh?”

      “What’s good?”

      Both men sat up straight, staring at their cousin, Mia in the doorway.

      “How much of that did you hear?” Jake asked.

      “Apparently not enough if I have to ask questions.” She made her way toward Grant. “There’s my handsome cousin,” she said, setting down a box filled with cookies. “Give your favorite cuz a hug.”

      Grant stood, looking around her. “I don’t see Lily here.”

      Mia took the box back. “No super-duper choco-chunk cookies for you, mister.”

      “Hey, hey,” Grant reached for the cookies.

      “No,” she squealed, but she was no match for Grant. He easily snatched the box from her.

      “Thanks,” he said, ripping off the top and shoveling two cookies in his mouth.

      “Don’t thank me, thank Becca. She helped with that batch.” She looked at Jake. “She’s quite the baker, that little one.”

      “Where is Becca?” Jake asked.

      “I thought she was with you,” Mia said, reaching for a cookie.

      The hairs at the nape of his neck lifted and his stomach clenched.

      “Dude, what’s wrong?” Grant asked.

      Jake ignored him. “When did you last see her?” he asked Mia.

      Mia’s face went white. “I told her to come get you, to tell you we’d finished the cookies. When she didn’t come back, I thought she must have stayed here with you. That’s why I delivered them.” She nodded toward the box.

      Jake’s heartbeat sped up, his palms sweating. “How long ago did she leave the cafe?”

      Mia glanced at her watch. “Um, maybe ten, fifteen minutes ago. She’s really not here?”

      “No,” Jake shook his head as he pushed up from his seat, his gut burning with fear.

      “Sometimes we play hide-and-seek,” Mia said. “Maybe that’s what she’s doing.”

      “Becca,” Jake called out. “This isn’t a game. If you’re in here, please come out.”

      He heard the shakiness in his own voice and willed it away.

      Grant knelt down and looked under all the desks. “I don’t see anyone hiding.”

      Jake ran an unsteady hand through his hair as his mind raced through possibilities, each more frightening than the last.

      “Don’t worry,” Mia said, placing a hand on his arm. “She’s here somewhere, probably just hanging out with the staff. She loves to play at the front desk. I’ll go check.”

      “What if that’s not it?” Jake shook his head, bile rising in his throat, his hands shaking.

      The three rushed out to the lobby, each taking a different area to search. Jake called out for her near the stairs where she liked to play, then ran around the couches in the great room of the lodge, looking under the heavy oak coffee table in the center. “Becca!” he called out.

      “Jake,” Mia said, standing near the reception desk, tears in her eyes.

      His gut clenched tight. Something was wrong. He could feel it. Whether by blood or not, he and Becca were connected. He thought he might be sick.

      He rushed to his cousin, his hands unsteady with fear, his mouth dry. “What is it?” he asked quietly. “Tell me what’s happened to her.”

      “Stephanie said she ran out the front doors about fifteen minutes ago,” Mia said softly.

      Jake stared at Stephanie, her eyes wide. “I’m sorry, Jake, I thought she was heading down to your mom’s house. She does that sometimes.”

      “Did you call my mother?” Jake asked.

      “Your mom’s at the barn, teaching a yoga class.”

      Becca knew better than to wander outside without an adult. He yanked on his hair, fingers digging into his scalp. “Where could she have gone? Why did she run off?”

      Mia rubbed his back. “It’s okay, we’ll find her. She can’t have gone far. We’ll call in everyone to search.”

      “This isn’t good, Mia,” he said, staring down at her.

      “It’s gonna be okay, man,” Grant walked up beside him, squeezing his shoulder.

      Jake’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He answered without looking, hoping it would be Becca, or someone who’d found her.

      It wasn’t, it was Todd. “I can’t talk right now, Todd.”

      “Jake, I need you here. Now. The shit has hit the fan.”

      “Todd, I can’t deal with this right now. My daughter is missing and—”

      “You’ve played family man long enough. I’m sure your daughter is fine. Kids get lost all the time. Get someone there to find her and babysit her while you get your ass back here and do your job.”

      Jake pulled the phone away from his face to look at the screen, unable to believe this was Todd Douglas, the man he’d put so much faith and trust in.

      He brought the phone up next to his ear again, not surprised that Todd was spewing more words.

      “…and she’s given it to the rag mags. We need to clean this up, man before it goes viral.”

      “I’m going to hang up the phone now and go look for my daughter.”

      “I swear to God, Jake, if you hang up this phone—”

      Jake disconnected the call before Todd could finish. He looked at Mia then Grant. “Let’s go find Becca,” he said.

      All three raced to the front entrance, the fear in his gut now a real, living thing, throbbing with every beat of his heart.

      He couldn’t lose her. Not after he’d just found her. DNA or not, she was his and he wasn’t going to let her go.
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      Lina sat at her desk in her bedroom, reading emails, trying not to replay the night before in her head. She was so embarrassed that Maggie had caught her and Jake basically having sex in the bookstore.

      Okay, so technically is was post-coital, but she knew what it looked like. Hell, Jake and Ben were practically high-fiving.

      Her heart ached at the thought of not seeing Jake or Becca again before they left for California, but she reminded herself it was for the best. She didn’t do relationships.

      She opened an email from Just Green, a nonprofit organization she recognized. The group focused on creating a socially just and environmentally sustainable society.

      They probably wanted a donation. She often gave to a lot of environmental and wildlife organizations and had quickly found herself on many email lists she’d never signed up for.

      She did a scan of the email then went back and read it more carefully. Holy hell, this wasn’t a generic request for donations. This email was from one of their communication managers. They wanted to talk to her about a possible position with the organization. The woman wrote that after watching her video, the executive staff had been moved and impressed.

      What. The. Hell.

      This was crazy. They gave a phone number and said to call and they would make all the arrangements for her flight and hotel stay.

      In Washington, D.C.

      She squealed. Actually squealed with excitement.

      She heard stomping on the stairs and Dak came rushing into her room.

      “What the hell is wrong?” His rough voice echoed from the doorway. “Are you okay?”

      She covered her mouth, pointing to her lap top.

      He walked up behind her and bent over her shoulder, reading the email. “Lina, that’s amazing. I knew you were destined for great things, hun.” He squeezed her shoulder.

      She glanced up at the man who was like a big brother to her. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Cam’s made enchiladas. If you want to invite Jake and Becca over, there’s plenty.”

      Lina swallowed back emotions, tears burning her eyes. She shook her head, unable to speak.

      Dak squatted down. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “I just, I…it’s not a good idea.”

      He furrowed his brows. “What’s not a good idea?”

      “For Jake and me to see each other again. They’re going back to California this weekend anyway.”

      “I thought you said you were going with them.”

      Again she shook her head.

      He studied her. “You sure, sweetheart? It seemed like the three of you guys were really getting tight.”

      “I’m sure,” she choked out, even though she wasn’t. Her head said this was the right thing to do. Hell, even Jake had said she was right. But her heart wasn’t in agreement yet. She felt like it might never be.

      He gave her a lop-sided grin. “You don’t sound sure.”

      She shrugged.

      He stood and kissed her on the head. “Whatever you want, we’ll support you.” He squeezed her shoulder again.

      She placed her hand on his and gripped him tight. “Thank you.” She smiled, for the first time in hours.

      The sound of her cell phone cut through the room. She was getting so tired of the generic phone calls since her information had been leaked.

      “Want me to get it?” Dak asked.

      She nodded, handing him the phone. Usually people were thrown off when a big, gruff-sounding man answered.

      “Hello.” Dak’s deep voice sounded menacing even to her. “Oh, uh, hey Earl.” He raised his brows as if asking if it were okay.

      Why the hell was Earl Fisk calling her?

      She nodded, and reached for the phone, but Dak covered it and spoke. “Cam and I are headed out on shift. You okay?” He nodded to the phone.

      Lina grinned. No way would she make her roommates stay home to back her up while she took a phone call. “I’m fine. Go.” She waved, taking the phone. “Hello?”

      “Lina?” Earl asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, hey, it’s Earl…Earl Fisk.” Did he sound nervous? Usually he was a pompous ass, but not today.

      Dak tilted his head and raised a brow.

      She gave him a thumbs up.

      He kissed her head again and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. That was the thing with Dak. He knew when to give people space and privacy because he demanded the same so often himself.

      “What’s going on, Earl?”

      “Well, I…,” he stumbled.

      She figured he wanted to confront her about her testimony, specifically her vehement opposition to the expansion.

      “Just say it,” she said in a curt tone.

      “I wanted to stop by in person to tell you but…”

      Oh, God. This didn’t sound good. What if they’d pushed through the expansion without more community feedback. “What is it Earl?”

      “I just found out my son was the one who vandalized your car.”

      She sagged back in her chair. This was not the response she was expecting. “What?”

      “My son, and Mike Maldonado’s son. They were the two who threw the brick through your car and slashed your tires.” There was a long pause while she let the information soak in.

      “I’m so sorry, Lina. You have to know, I don’t condone this behavior at all. I want to make amends for their actions. I’ll understand if you want to press charges, I’m just hoping…”

      Lina thought back to her own teenage years and the things she’d done before she grew a brain. “Why?” she asked. “Why did they do it?”

      “They were just being stupid. They were drinking and bored…”

      Lina understood that all too well.

      “I want to make this right, Lina,” he said. “The boys are going to pay you back for repairs and then some. I just…I want you to know that this was not retaliation. I didn’t ask them to do this and I don’t condone it. I’ve made that clear to the boys.”

      “Okay,” she said, believing him.

      “After your speech, I started thinking. I guess I never really considered both sides of the highway expansion. I mean as town manager I always want more revenue for the citizens. But Maggie and Elle and others were right. We’re bringing in some great festivals, and maybe the council can help facilitate that.”

      Lina sat, dumbfounded, and speechless.

      “Lina?” he asked quietly.

      “I’m here.”

      “Well, anyway. I know your speech has received a lot of attention on the Internet. Some of the comments have been negative, directed at the town. I’d really like to change that. And…”

      “And?”

      “And, I thought maybe you would consider working with us, as a consultant or something. I don’t know. I mean, it wouldn’t be paid or anything, for now, just kind of volunteer, but maybe we can come up with something that will work for everyone. Humans and animals.”

      Lina glanced at her laptop, the email from Just Green still open. It seemed that within the course of a week, her life had taken a dramatic turn. “Can I think about it, Earl?”

      “Oh, yes, of course, of course. And about the boys, I truly am sorry, Lina. Again, I understand if you want to file a police report—”

      “No, I’m not going to do that. As long as you and Michael make them understand what they did was wrong.”

      “Of course, and they will make it up to you, I promise. I will as well. I’m sorry if I was nasty or rude in anyway.”

      Lina thought back to the meeting. “I don’t think you were mean, Earl, I think you were passionate. And you always have the town’s best intentions in mind, no one would question that.”

      “I really do. Thanks for understanding. Oh, and one more thing. I just wanted you to know that Jake didn’t work with us, opposing you. I just asked him strategic questions, nothing trying to win him over to our side, whatever our side means.” He laughed.

      “I believe that, too,” she said, and she did.

      “I really am sorry about what the boys did, Lina. They’ll pay, I promise.”

      Lina thought of her own long-lasting punishment as a teenager. A sentence that had been handed down to her entire family.

      While living in New Jersey, she’d hooked up with the wrong crowd. One night they were cruising around, looking for trouble in her best friend Marylou’s car. When she pulled into the parking lot of a liquor store, Lina was surprised.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked.

      “Danny has to pee,” Marylou said, nodding to her boyfriend who sat in the passenger’s seat.

      “This is a liquor store. We’re all underage,” Lina said. “There’s a McDonald’s right across the street.” She pointed behind her. “Why can’t you go there?”

      Danny turned to glare at Lina in the backseat. “I gotta take a piss now, Lina” he growled.

      A nervous prickle of unease raced up Lina’s spine but she sat back quietly, knowing better than to question Danny Hayes. She watched as he strode into the liquor store.

      Once he’d entered, Lina leaned over the front seat. “What are you doing, Marylou?” she said. “Danny is no good.”

      “He loves me,” her friend said contentedly. Marylou had been enthralled by Danny from the day they met, but Lina never saw him the same way.

      Danny didn’t love her, he was using her for sex and her car, but to Marylou, the attention meant too much.

      Before Lina could say more, Danny raced toward the car, a gun in one hand and a cloth bag in the other. “Go! Go!” he shouted.

      Lina’s eyes went wide as she realized what had just happened. Danny had robbed a liquor store.

      Before he could slide into the front seat, Lina had her own door open, trying to step out. She couldn’t make it in time before Marylou put the car in gear and was backing up.

      Lina tumbled out, falling onto her stomach, the door and the front tire of the car barely missing her. As she glanced up, Lina watched the tail lights of Marylou’s car fade into the night.

      Sitting in the parking lot, rubbing her skinned knees, Lina realized she had literally hit rock bottom. And this time there may not be a way out.

      She’d cooperated with the police and thankfully, had never been charged. Marylou had received a reduced sentence for testifying against her boyfriend, claiming Danny had kidnapped her and her car. Lina wasn’t sure about either of those things.

      Fortunately for Lina, and her family, she’d not had to testify in court at either of their trials. She’d only been forced to tell the truth to her parents, which had been worse.

      After the story broke, in an effort to save Lina—and their business—from the path she’s been traveling her father and mother had decided to move to Colorado. Her entire family had been uprooted, leaving behind all they loved, because of her.

      Lina didn’t want that for these boys.

      “Okay,” Earl said on a shaky breath, “well, I’ll be in touch. We’ll work out a schedule for the boys to pay you back financially, and in service.”

      “That sounds good. Thanks for calling, Earl.”

      “Thanks for being so understanding. Hopefully, we’ll get a chance to work together soon.”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “Bye, Lina.”

      “Bye, Earl.” She disconnected the phone and leaned back in her chair with a sigh. Well, that was interesting. Working with the town council? Consensus and compromise? Wasn’t that what Jake had suggested?

      Jake.

      “Knock, knock.”

      Lina glanced up, surprised to see her mother.

      “Hey, Mom. What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Dak and Cam let me in on their way out. I thought you were off the phone.”

      “I am.”

      “Dak said you were on the phone with Earl Fisk.”

      “I was.” She didn’t want to say more, especially about the vandalism.

      “Oh.” Her mother nodded and walked around the room, rearranging a picture on Lina’s dresser and straightening her comforter.

      Her mother was anxious, a concept completely foreign to Lina. Giovanna Dante Rossi Bianchi was many things, but nervous had never been one of them.

      “Mom, what is it? What’s going on?”

      Her mother shrugged innocently. “Can’t a mom visit her daughter?”

      Yeah, she could, but Lina could count on two hands how many times her mother had been to the house to visit her. She never made any secret of the fact she didn’t approve of Lina living with Dak and Cam.

      “I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “About?” Lina turned her chair to face her mother who was still standing.

      Her mother perched on the corner of Lina’s bed. “I can’t stay long,” she said, “I’ve got to help Nonna for the dinner crowd.”

      “Okay.” Again, Lina was confused.

      “I just wanted to say that…I’m proud of you Angelina. Proud of the woman you’ve become.”

      Lina’s eyes went wide, her mouth half open.

      “Don’t look so surprised.”

      “But I am.”

      “I tell you all the time I’m proud of you.” Her mother creased the fabric of her skirt, then ran a hand to smooth out the wrinkle she’d made.

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Well,” she played with a string on the comforter, “I think it, even if I don’t say it.”

      How could her mother be proud of Lina? She hadn’t finished college, had barely finished high school, thanks to what had always seemed like charity from several of her teachers at the end there. Lina’s sisters were studying to become respectable members of society, while Lina flitted from one part-time job to another, still not able to find her place.

      “Your video really…opened my eyes,” her mother said.

      “To what?”

      She stared at Lina, her eyes intense and filled with compassion and pride Lina hadn’t seen in a long time.

      “To what is truly in your heart,” she said.

      “You didn’t already know that?”

      “Did you?” her mother asked.

      It was a fair question. “I’m not sure I did.”

      “All I’ve ever wanted was for my girls to live a life they were happy with.”

      Lina could feel her unease growing. “And you think I’m not?”

      “I think you live with doubt, and a lot of resentment.”

      “And guilt,” Lina said, standing, clenching her hands. “Don’t forget guilt, Mom. You never let me live down the fact that we moved here because of me.”

      “We moved here because I was afraid for you, Angelina. Afraid for your safety. Like I am now.”

      “Why are you afraid now?”

      “The brick through your car. What if you were in that car, what if—” Her mother’s mouth trembled and she covered it with her fist.

      “Mom,” she said, moving toward her, “I’m fine. It was just a silly prank.”

      “The kind you used to do?”

      Lina thought about all the stupid things she’d done when she was a teen and started hanging out with the wrong crowd. She’d never meant for her actions to hurt anyone, but they had. Maybe not physically, but people had been hurt.

      “Sit with me for a moment.” Her mom patted the bed.

      Lina obliged.

      “We’re Italian, Lina. Guilt is built into our DNA.”

      Lina snorted.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for making you feel guilty. It’s me who feels guilty.”

      “Why?” Lina asked.

      “I didn’t see that you were hanging out with the wrong crowd. I should have stopped it sooner. Your father and I were so busy with the restaurant, we left you in charge of your sisters long before you were ready for that. We relied on you to do things a lot more than we should have. And in the evening, when one of us was home, you had nothing better to do, so you wandered.”

      “With the wrong crowd.”

      Her mother nodded.

      Lina had become involved with a small gang in New Jersey. They weren’t the kind who killed people for fun, just got into way more trouble than they should have.

      “I didn’t want to see you get pregnant like so many of the young girls in our neighborhood,” her mother said. “Or worse yet, go to jail like your friend.”

      Lina wanted to explain to her mother that she hadn’t been the slutty girl everyone said she’d been, but after saying it a hundred times she’d finally gotten tired and just rolled with it.

      “I only want what’s best for you, Lina. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you and your sisters.”

      Lina nodded “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      She glanced up at her mother.

      Her mother’s face looked pained. “I could have done a better job showing you. I guess, I always thought I knew what was best for you, but I think I should have let you know I was proud of who you were becoming.”

      Lina laughed.

      “Turns out, what’s best for you, topolina, is letting you be you.” She tapped Lina’s nose.

      Lina smiled at the affectionate name, her mind immediately going to Becca.

      “Actually, I think I kind of understand you a little better now that I’ve spent time with Jake and Becca.”

      Her mother studied her, head tilted. “In what way?”

      “That whole thing about you wanting what’s best for me, to keep me safe.”

      “Is that what you want for Becca?”

      “Of course.” A lump formed in Lina’s throat at the thought of never seeing her again, or at least not being a big part of the girl’s life again.

      “How are things between you and Jake and Becca?”

      Lina kept her head down. “They’re not.”

      “You broke up?”

      She glanced up at her mother, surprised to see sorrow on her face.  She nodded.

      Her mother came closer. “Why?”

      “I don’t do commitment, Mom. You know that.”

      “Just because that weasel Damien Hayes cheated on you with your best friend and broke your heart doesn’t mean you should close off your heart, Lina.”

      “It wasn’t just Damien, it was a lot of things.”

      “Like?”

      “I’m no good at relationships, with guys or with children. You know I’ve never wanted kids of my own.”

      Her mother burst out laughing.

      Lina stared at her like she was crazy. “What?”

      “You think you don’t do relationships?” Her mother scoffed and waved her hand.

      “I’ve never been involved with a guy, seriously, since Damien.”

      “Just because you haven’t been involved romantically doesn’t mean you don’t do relationships, topolina.”

      Lina thought about that for a moment.

      “Look at all the people you care for in the town, who care for you. You’ve opened your heart to them. Why couldn’t you do it for this man and his daughter?”

      Lina feared she already had, and totally screwed it up.

      Her phone rang and she glanced at the screen, her heart flipping in her chest when she saw it was Jake.

      Maybe her mother was right. Could she try?

      She answered without hesitation. “Hey—”

      Before she could finish Jake was talking. “Do you know where Becca might have gone?”

      Ice ran through her veins. “What do you mean? Is she missing?”

      “Yes.” His voice was thick and heavy with desperation. “My little girl is missing.”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay.” Lina tried to reassure him, glancing up at her mother. “When and where was the last time you saw her?”

      “Stephanie saw her running out of the front door of the lodge about twenty minutes ago. She said she looked upset but wasn’t sure what was going on and she assumed she was headed to my mom’s house.”

      “Did she have Dog?” Lina asked, having no idea why, but it seemed important to know if the little girl had her stuffed bunny with her.

      “I don’t know, why?”

      She didn’t say what she was thinking. Somehow, she knew Becca wouldn’t be as scared if she had Dog with her. Lina’s eyes burned with tears and her hands trembled. How did Dak and Cam handle missing child calls?

      Think, Lina, she told herself. Where would Becca go if she were upset? She loved books. “Have you tried the book store? No, never mind that’s too far.” Her mind raced for locations around the lodge that would draw the girl.

      “We’re all here searching the area.”

      She heard Jake’s silent request.

      “Don’t worry, I’m on my way. We’ll find her, Jake.”

      She pressed her forefinger and thumb to her temples, trying to think like Becca. She’d been at the lodge, had possibly gotten upset. Where would she go? “You’ve checked with Sally?”

      “Yes, Mia called her. Aunt Sally hasn’t seen her today.”

      “Who else has she spent a lot of time with other than you?” Lina’s mother asked, obviously putting two and two together from Lina’s end of the conversation.

      Suddenly Lina knew exactly where they’d find her. “Call, Devlin,” she told Jake. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She stood, her mother moving with her. “We’ll find her, Jake, I promise.”

      Lina just hoped it was a vow she could keep.
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      Her mother’s car barely rolled to a stop before Lina was out and racing toward Devlin and Max’s backyard. Already a crowd had formed—most of them Sumners—but among them Phoebe and Jake, both looking even older than their years.

      “Becca, come down right now.” Jake’s pained command rang through the trees surrounding the edge of the property.

      Lina pushed past the crowd until she was at the base of the old tree, looking up. She could barely see Becca’s sparkly pink tennis shoes. “Becca, honey, what’s going on?”

      Becca looked down through the branches, her face red and tear-stained, two fingers shoved in her mouth. That’s when Lina noticed Dog wasn’t with her. The little girl was probably terrified and she didn’t even have the stuffed animal she took everywhere with her.

      Lina turned to face Jake. “What happened?”

      His face was ashen, hair disheveled. God, he was trembling. If there had been any doubt he loved his daughter, no one could deny it now.

      “I don’t know,” he said, his eyes never leaving Becca. “She won’t say. All she keeps shouting is, ‘Go away.’ I tried to climb up but she started screaming bloody murder and I thought she was going to fall.”

      Lina thought about what could cause a little girl to climb a tree so high that she was afraid to come down. She’d been hurt. By someone here. Maybe Jake or one of her grandparents.

      “What did you say to her last?” Lina asked.

      “I can’t remember.” He shook his head and she realized he would be no help. His focus was clouded with fear.

      “Max,” she said over her shoulder, “get me your ladder. I’m going up.”

      “No way, Lina,” Jake said. “That’s too high. Max and I will go.”

      Lina shook her head. “She won’t let you. She’s angry with you.”

      Everyone stared at her. It was the truth and they all knew it.

      She studied the tree. Max had already built a ladder to the platform of what would someday be the treehouse, but Becca had climbed up much farther than that. Maybe Lina could go up to the platform, then Max could hand her a small ladder and she could prop it on the platform to get to Becca.

      The plan made Lina dizzy, but she had to try.

      “I’m coming up, Becca,” she called up.

      “No!” Becca shouted back.

      “Where’s Dog?” Lina asked.

      Through the limbs she could see Becca’s lip tremble. “I dropped him,” she said on a sob.

      Lina tried to keep her breathing steady, hoping she could keep Becca calm and still. Still was good right now.

      “Okay, well, he’s probably scared so I’m going to come up and see if I can help him. Okay?”

      “Okay,” the little girl said quietly, nodding her head.

      “Oh, thank God,” she heard Phoebe sigh behind her.

      Lina glanced over her shoulder. “I think you guys should back up. She’s probably freaked out by all of you. Obviously something happened to upset her…”

      “I’m not leaving her, Lina,” Jake said, his jaw tense.

      “Yes, you are!” Becca shouted.

      So that was it. Jake had said something, something that had obviously crushed the little girl.

      “What did you say to her?” Lina asked Jake. “Why does she think you’re leaving?”

      “I have no idea,” he whispered, raking a hand through his hair.

      “Look, I know you want to stay and help her, but right now, we need to calm her down,” Lina explained. “Just, back up a little so you’re out of her line of sight.”

      “No,” Jake said, his jaw going even tighter. God, he looked so much like his daughter as his eyes flashed with emotion, it was scary.

      “Fine,” she said, knowing she didn’t have time to argue. She moved toward the ladder and grabbed the first rung. “I’m coming up,” she said, “to find Dog. Stay where you are. When I find him I know he’ll want to see you.”

      Becca didn’t say anything but she didn’t move either.

      “Lina, you have to be careful,” Max said.

      “I’ve climbed a hundred trees, are you kidding?” Lina laughed nervously. She had shimmied up trees, but nothing like the ones found on Devlin and Max’s property.

      Lina took a breath and climbed the planks, then scrambled up to the platform. Glancing up, she could see that Becca’s pants were ripped, a trickle of blood already staining the jeans. She told herself it was likely just a scratch.

      “Hey, topolina,” she said softly. “What’s going on?”

      Becca was still at least six feet away from her, clinging to a branch. If Lina made one wrong move, the little girl could tumble out and fall, and that fall wasn’t going to be a small one.

      Becca just stared at her, wide-eyed.

      Lina tried for calm. “Stay right where you are, I’m going to look for Dog.”

      “He’s right there.” She pointed behind Lina.

      Lina drew in a sharp breath, fearing for Becca when she let go of her hold.

      The thought of Becca hurting herself, of falling…Lina had never felt so sick to her stomach in her life.

      “Do you see him?” Becca asked.

      Okay, this was good. Lina could use Dog as leverage to get the girl to come down.

      “I see him,” she shouted with more excitement than she had, but she knew she had to tamp down the fear in her voice. Quickly picking up Dog, Lina surveyed the tree, trying to plan her best route. She hadn’t realized how tricky it was to climb trees as an adult.

      “I’ve got the ladder,” Jake said from the ground. “I’m bringing it up.”

      “No!” Becca nearly screamed, her voice echoing through the woods.

      “It’s okay, Jake. We’ve got it.” Lina tried to sound sure of herself even though she was anything but. She stuffed Dog into the waistband of her pants and secured her footing on one branch while yanking herself up on the others. This was good, her footing was strong and now Becca less than four feet from her. She could actually reach up and touch the girl’s feet.

      Thankfully, Becca didn’t move.

      Lina shifted and hoisted herself higher, her face coming almost even with Becca’s.

      Red-rimmed and puffy eyes met her, the girl’s chin quivering.

      “Hey, cutie,” Lina said, tugging Dog from her pants. “Look who I found.”

      Becca smiled, ever so slightly, then tried to reach out but teetered on the branch.

      “Hold on, topolina,” Lina said, her breath catching in her throat. “Don’t move okay.”

      Becca nodded, eyes wide.

      “Why don’t you let me hold you and then you can hold Dog, okay?” Even as she said the words, she wasn’t sure she could hold them both and work their way down the tree. But she didn’t have a choice. She’d do whatever she had to to make sure this girl was safe.

      What Lina’s mom had told her earlier rang true in that moment. She’d said all she ever wanted was for Lina to be safe. Lina understood that now. She’d do anything for Becca.

      “Come on,” Lina said, securing her footing before holding out one hand.

      Becca inched closer and Lina wrapped her arm around her waist, tugging her to her.

      There was a collective gasp as the crowd below watched.

      Becca’s gaze went from Lina’s to the ground and she wobbled.

      “Back up!” Lina shouted, knowing they were only making Becca more nervous.

      “I’m not leaving,” Jake shouted back up.

      “Yes, you are,” Becca shouted. “You don’t want me.” Tears welled in the girl’s eyes and Lina’s heart broke a little.

      “That’s not true,” he yelled back up.

      “Everybody down there is waiting for you,” Lina said, trying to convince the girl. “They want you down safely.” The words were true. This town had taken Jake’s daughter in and never questioned that she was one of them. Just like they had Lina.

      “I’m not staying,” Becca said quietly.

      “Why not?”

      “Jake said he doesn’t want me.”

      She noticed Becca was calling him Jake now. This couldn’t be good. “When did he say that, sweetie?”

      “Earlier. I heard him talking in the office.”

      “Did he say that to you, Becca? To your face?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, I tell you what. Why don’t we get down from this tree and we can talk to him, face to face? Because I have a feeling you might have misunderstood or heard part of a conversation. Your daddy loves you.”

      “I don’t want to talk to him,” she pouted.

      “Well, I know your Grammy wants to see you. She’s very worried.”

      Becca’s gaze moved from Lina’s down to the ground. “Grammy!” she shouted.

      In an instant Phoebe came to the front of the growing crowd, staring up at her. “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “I want to go home.”

      “Of course, darling, whatever you want. We’ll do whatever you want, just come down, all right?” She could hear the strain in Phoebe’s voice. The poor woman had already lost her daughter. Lina vowed in that moment to never let anything happen to Becca. Well, at least right this second. They’d all be leaving soon.

      Becca stared at her grandmother then looked back at Lina. She whispered in a voice so low, Lina had to lean in to hear her. “I want to go home.”

      Lina kissed the little girl’s head. “Me too, sweetheart, me too.”

      “Lina, what the hell are you doing up there?”

      Lina glanced down and saw Dak standing, broad-shouldered, hands on hip, his face scowling.

      “He said a bad word,” Becca whispered in her ear.

      “He did,” Lina nodded. “Is it okay if Dak comes up here to help us get down.”

      Becca’s gaze traveled from Lina to Dak and back.

      “He owes you a dollar, right?” Lina smiled.

      “Mija,” Cam called from below. “What are you doing up there so high?”

      “Cam,” Becca sighed.

      Lina was grateful for Cam’s calm demeanor, as if being twenty feet in the air with a small child wasn’t scary as hell.

      “You need to come down,” he said. “We can make pancakes.”

      Becca nodded. “Okay.” She laid her head on Lina’s shoulder. “Can Cam come up here too?”

      “Of course, topolina.” As much as Lina wanted to rub the little girl’s back and soothe away her pain, she couldn’t risk taking her hand off the limb. “Dak, Cam!” she shouted.

      “Yeah,” they said in unison.

      “Could you bring up the ladder. Becca wants to come down.”

      “Sure thing, angel,” Cam called up loud enough for Becca to hear. “We’ll be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

      “What does that mean?” Becca asked, her voice sounding a little surer now.

      “It means quick,” Lina said.

      Before they could even count to ten, Dak and Cam were up in the tree, placing the ladder on the platform six feet below them. They settled it against a branch next to Lina and Becca.

      With his usual dexterity, Cam was the first to the top.

      “What’s up, hot cakes?” he asked Becca.

      She giggled and Lina finally drew in a reassuring breath.

      “Want to make cinnamon roll pancakes with me for dinner?”

      Becca shrugged.

      “All right, come on sweetheart. We can talk about it when we get your down. Come to Cam.” He held out his huge hands and Becca slipped into them easily.

      There was another gasp below but Lina had no fear. She trusted Cam with her life, and with Becca’s.

      “That-a-girl,” Cam said as he made his way down the ladder and headed toward the edge of the platform to carry Becca to the ground.

      “Wait!” she yelled, staring up to where Lina was still perched high above them. “We have to get toe-poe-lina, too.” She pointed up at Lina pronouncing each syllable of the name distinctly.

      Lina smiled, her heart squeezing at the endearment and the fact that Becca was worried about her as well.

      “I’ll get her,” Dak said, quickly climbing the ladder. He stared up at Lina, his green eyes filled with worry, but smiling. “Let’s go, toe-poe-lina.” He grinned, mimicking the child-like pronunciation.

      “Anyone ever tell you that your Italian sucks?” She laughed.

      Dak shrugged. “Yeah, my roommate tells me all the time. But she’s a hardass so I don’t listen. Come on. Let’s get you down, smart mouth.”

      Lina laughed, something she never thought she would do at this point, and slipped into Dak’s strong arms.

      He wrapped his hands around her waist and she clung to him like a monkey until he sat her gently on the platform.

      Becca looked up at her and smiled, holding out her hand.

      Lina took the petite thing in hers then squatted down. “You scared me, topolina.” She brushed Becca’s curls from her face. “You scared all of us.”

      Becca scuffed her shoes on the platform. “I’m sorry.” She was just about to shove her fingers in her mouth but stopped.

      Lina had noticed she seemed to be trying to stop the habit lately. She squatted down, taking Becca’s small shoulders in her hands. “Please don’t ever run away like that again, okay?”

      Becca nodded.

      “Promise?”

      “Yes,” she said quietly.

      “Yeah,” Cam said, squatting down, “you scared me and Armadillo.” He reached out and squeezed Dog.

      Becca smiled. “I’m sorry. I was just…” her lip trembled and Lina knew she needed to get her down off the platform so she could figure out what Jake had really said.

      “It’s okay now,” she said, “let’s get down to the ground and we can talk. Okay?”

      Becca nodded. “I don’t want to talk to Jake, though.”

      Lina glanced over the railing of the platform.

      Jake was standing, hands on his head, his face still so pale she thought he might pass out. Had he said he didn’t want Becca? If he had, she was going to kill him.

      It wasn’t her place to say Becca could avoid Jake. If he wanted to talk to his daughter, that was his business. “Let’s go see your Grammy.”

      Becca nodded and waited as Cam went down the planks of the tree trunk first, then helped Becca down. Lina and Dak followed until all four were solidly on the ground.

      Jake rushed to Becca, his arms outstretched.

      She turned her back on him, clinging to Cam.

      Jake stopped, his face a mask of shock and grief.

      “I want Grammy,” the little girl said.

      Phoebe stepped up next to Cam and took Becca from his arms.

      Becca clung to her grandmother with all her might.

      Tears spilled down Phoebe’s face and Lina’s heart ached for the woman.

      Becca was crying softly.

      Phoebe stroked her back. “It’s all right, sweetie, it’s all right.”

      “I want to go home, Grammy.” Becca said softly.

      “Of course,” Phoebe whispered against her head. “Of course we can go home.”

      “We’ll get you home and get you something to eat,” Valerie said coming to stand next to Phoebe and Becca.

      Becca straightened up and stared at Valerie, then turned her eyes to Phoebe. “I want to go to our home.”

      “In California?” Phoebe asked.

      Becca nodded.

      “I can get us home,” Jake said, walking up next to them.

      Becca stared at him like he was a traitor. “You don’t want me.”

      “I never said that, Becca. I would never say that.”

      “You did.” Becca pointed to a man standing beside Max and Devlin. “To him.”

      Everyone turned. It was Grant Sumner, Jake’s twin.

      “You were listening?” Jake asked.

      Oh hell, had he really said that?

      Grant stepped forward. “You didn’t hear everything, sweetie,” he said softly. “What your father said was that he never wanted kids, until he found out about you. He said—”

      Becca turned her back on the men and faced her grandmother. “I want to go home,” she repeated, her eyes narrowed. “I don’t need a father. I can be a bastard again.”

      Everyone gasped.

      “Becca,” Jake breathed out.

      Becca nuzzled her face against Phoebe’s neck.

      “Just give her a little bit of time,” Phoebe said to Jake, gently rubbing Becca’s back.

      “I don’t want time. I don’t want him.” Becca pointed a small finger toward Jake. “I want to go home, Grammy,” she said through muffled sobs. “Please take me home.”
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      Jake sat at the desk in his San Francisco office, staring at the email, his mouse hovering over the "send" button.

      He’d been back in California for a week, traveling directly here from Colorado shortly after Phoebe, Steven and Becca had returned.

      He’d been unable to put up with Todd’s drama at his Sacramento office and decided to come home to San Francisco, where he belonged. Besides, Becca and her grandparents lived here, and even though she still wouldn’t see him, just knowing he was closer to his daughter soothed him.

      He’d never known it was possible to hurt this much. Yes, the passing of his father had been nearly unbearable. But this, losing his daughter after he’d just found her, was excruciating. It was worse knowing she was so close and yet so far from him at the moment.

      Christ he sounded like a Hallmark card.

      There was also the fact that he’d basically alienated Lina as well. He’d tried to call her twice since being back but she hadn’t taken his calls. And why would she? He’d basically said he was just using her for sex. Or wait, had that been what she said? Either way, she’d made it abundantly clear she didn’t want a relationship. And that was for the best, considering he lived in California.

      His brain was so muddled he didn’t know which way was up. As he read over his resignation email, part of him wondered if it was a good idea. Yes, Todd was being a total prick, and there was little that fulfilled him in his current job, but if he left, what would he do?

      His eyes traveled to the envelope and large package underneath it. The letter was from the DNA lab, the results inside. He’d yet to open it even though it had been staring at him for days.

      The other package was from Devlin, a project they’d been working on together while he’d been in Canyon Creek. He hadn’t opened that one either. He wasn’t ready for it.

      It still crushed him to find out that Becca had misunderstood his conversation with Grant last week. Apparently she’d come to the office to bring him cookies from the café but had overheard just a few sentences of their very lengthy conversation. The few sentences that had crushed her, and him.

      Becca had finally disclosed to Phoebe that she’d heard Jake say "he’d never wanted kids," which was technically true. Unfortunately she missed the part where he’d said, "until Becca." No matter how much Phoebe had tried to explain the truth, Becca had refused to listen, or to see him.

      Phoebe had told him they needed to make Becca sit down and talk to him, that letting her push him away for days wasn’t a good idea, but he was afraid to push too hard. Phoebe said a parent had to set some limits with children, but what if he did and Becca never forgave him? The truth was, he didn’t know how much longer he could wait. Not seeing Becca, not holding her and tucking her in at night, was killing him.

      He’d known he was a father for less than two months and yet he felt the connection with his daughter down to his soul. It hadn’t started from birth, but the love he’d felt for her had been instant and overwhelming.

      The doorbell chimed, rousing him from his melancholy. He closed the lid to his laptop without hitting send, and walked to the entryway.

      He looked through the peephole and found Todd’s wife, Hannah, on his doorstep. He quickly unlocked the door and swung it open. “Hannah. What are you doing here?”

      Normally she stayed in Sacramento during the legislative session.

      “I left him,” she said, matter-of-factly, as if rattling off the weather forecast.

      “Todd?” he asked, as if it were a real question. It was the only possibility.

      “Yes,” she muffled a laugh. “May I come in?”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry.” He swung the door open wide. “Please, come in.” He led her down a short hallway into his living room, which was small. The entire house was, now that he thought of it. He hadn’t needed much room, being a bachelor and working eight months of the year in another town.

      “Your place is lovely, Jake,” she said, scanning the small room.

      “Thanks.”

      “I’ve never been here before.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, half a statement, half a question.

      “Don’t apologize to me,” she laughed with little humor. “Todd was very good at compartmentalizing his life, as you know.”

      He did. It was one of the things that had made Todd so successful, at first. Until some of those compartments were filled with affairs and lies.

      “May I?” She waved to a chair in the corner.

      “Of course.” He nodded. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “Oh, no thank you. I won’t take up much of your time, I know you’re busy.”

      Won’t be after tonight, he thought…that was if he turned in his resignation.

      “How’s your daughter?”

      The question took him by surprise as he sank down onto the sofa. The news that he’d just discovered he had a child had spread through the office and among the staff of other congressmen and women in the California legislature. It wasn’t that he was ashamed, he’d just been surprised by their outpouring of congratulations and best wishes, something his own boss had yet to give him.

      “She’s good.” He wished he could offer more but honestly, he had no idea how Becca was doing.

      “So, why are you in San Francisco?” she asked.

      “Probably same reason you are.”

      “To escape Todd?” She smiled. Hannah had a nice smile, a warm smile. Jake had seen nothing but unconditional love and support for Todd from Hannah.

      He returned her easy smile. “Something like that.”

      Todd was an idiot for cheating on this woman. Not to mention she was smart as a whip and drop-dead gorgeous. Hell, maybe she should run for political office.

      “He’s not the easiest person to live with or work for,” she said. “Especially in the last few years. I’m sorry about that.”

      And that was Hannah’s way. Making excuses for her husband. She’d always been far better than Todd deserved.

      “You don’t have to apologize. It’s me who should apologize.”

      She cocked her head, her long blonde hair falling over her shoulders. “For what? The affairs?”

      Jake sat up straighter, nodding.

      “Did you know?” She asked, a sudden hesitancy on her face.

      “No.” Jake made the statement with a shake of his head. “I found out last week.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Cassie contacted me a few days after you traveled to Colorado with your daughter.”

      “She did?”

      Hannah nodded, glancing down and picking at her fingers.

      Jake moved closer. “I really am sorry, Hannah. I should have told you when I found out, but I was just trying to protect you, and—”

      “Jake, it’s truly okay. I know you’re a good person. You were just trying to protect all of us. Even Cassie, I think.”

      It was the truth, but he had no idea why he’d even thought for a minute about protecting Todd or his mistress.

      “Todd is very,” she hesitated trying to think of the word.

      “Charismatic?” Jake said.

      “Conniving, I was thinking.”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      “Those two characteristics can make for a very dangerous man. I didn’t see that man when I first fell in love. Honestly, I don’t think he was that man back then. But somewhere along the way...”

      “He lost his passion and become addicted to the game,” Jake said. “He no longer wanted to do what was right for people. It was like he wanted to see what he could get away with, how much he could wheel and deal and bargain for favors in the legislature.”

      “Yes,” she almost shouted. “It’s like that girl from your hometown said on that video. You have to find your passion. Todd had found his but eventually traded it in for power.”

      That statement was so true. Todd had traded passion for power. “You saw the video?” he asked.

      “Jake it’s got almost a million views, plus we knew it was your home town. Of course we did.”

      He sank back into his couch.

      “You should watch it.”

      “I was actually there,” he said absently.

      “Wow, I bet it was quite impressive in person. She seems very smart and extremely articulate.”

      His mind washed with images of Lina, intimate and fiery, mussed as she talked to him after sex. “She is,” he said under his breath.

      “Jake?”

      He shook his head to rid the memories. “Um, yeah, sorry. What did you say?”

      “Were you two involved?”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Why would you ask?”

      She laughed. “The way your face just went all dreamy when I talked about her. What’s her name?”

      “Lina,” he said without hesitation. “Lina Bianchi.”

      “She’s very beautiful, quite striking.”

      She was even more beautiful in the afterglow of sex, he thought. No, he couldn’t go there.

      “Anyway,” Hanna said, “I just wanted to stop by and tell you first. My father will be letting all the media outlets know tomorrow. He’s no longer feeding money into Todd’s campaign. We told him last night and Todd kind of went a little crazy.”

      Jake wished he could say he was surprised but he wasn’t. Todd had been running on a short fuse for a long time.

      “Look, Hannah, I really am sorry. If there’s anything I can do to help you get through this time please let me know. I’ll do whatever I can.”

      “Are you quitting?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good for you. It’s time you took care of yourself instead of everyone else. You have a little girl to consider now.”

      Did he? God, he hoped so.

      “It will all work out, Jake,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “Everything will. For both of us.”

      It was remarkable how stoic and poised she was. Yet another testament to the goodness of Hannah Douglas.

      Hannah stood. “I think you lost your way, you got lost in the glow of Todd Douglas. So did I. So did a lot of people.” She hesitated for a moment before continuing. “I truly think he will implode, very soon, and I would hate to see you get caught in the crossfire. Do you know what I mean?”

      He did. “Thanks Hannah, I appreciate the warning, and the understanding.” He stood.

      “Of course,” she said, walking out of the living room toward the front entryway. She stopped at the door and turned to look at him. “Go find your passion, Jake.” Without another word, she kissed his cheek, opened the door, and stepped out into the night.

      Go find your passion.

      He wasn’t sure where this new life would take him, but he was sure of one thing. He was tired of waiting for his little girl to forgive him. It was time to take back control. He was a father after all.

      Stepping with purpose, he made his way into the study and sat down in front of the laptop. Opening the lid, he read through his email again then pressed send. With one swipe of his finger, he’d cut the cord, and hopefully dodged the shit storm Todd Douglas had started.

      Jake turned and grabbed the envelope with the return address from the DNA lab. Without thinking he reached over and stuffed the unopened letter into the shredder. He didn’t need test results to know Becca was his. Biological or not, she was his, and he would fight for her, every day.

      Grabbing the package from Devlin, he tucked it under his arm and headed toward the garage. He was unsure and scared and a million other things but one emotion was constant—his love for his daughter. She was his passion, and he’d be damned if he spent another moment without her.
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      Jake parked in front of Phoebe and Steven’s home, a row house located in Pacific Heights, an exclusive area of San Francisco. He’d called her thirty minutes before to ensure they’d be home. Now that he was sitting in his car, suddenly his courage waned. What if Becca truly didn’t want to be part of his life?

      No. He refused to entertain the thought. He’d faced legislators and lobbyists, all demanding something from him, all insisting he see things their way. He could definitely face his five-year-old daughter. Although the prospect felt more daunting than anything he’d ever done before. Probably because for the first time in his life, his heart was involved.

      Mustering all his courage, he reached for the package sitting on his passenger seat and opened the car door. Saying a silent pray, he bounded up the steps to Phoebe and Steven’s home. Before he could knock, Phoebe had the door pulled open.

      “Oh, Jake. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Really?” He wasn’t sure why her comment surprised him. He stepped into their home. “May I see her?”

      “Of course.” Phoebe nodded to the stairs. “She’s up in her room.”

      Jake rushed to the stairs but stopped on the first step, glancing back.

      Steven stood in the hallway, glancing up at him. “You here to pick up Jenni?” he asked, his protective father glare in full display.

      Jake snuck a peak at Phoebe, her eyes wide with worry before looking back at Steven. “Yes sir,” he paused.  “If that’s all right with you and Mrs. Howard.”

      Steven glanced over at Phoebe. “Is he a good boy?”

      Phoebe smiled, her expression warming Jake’s heart. “He’s the best, Steven.”

      Steven nodded once. “Well, all right.” He raised a finger. “But you have her home by ten o’clock or else. I have a shotgun and a shovel and I’m not afraid to use them.”

      Jake bit back a laugh. “Will do sir. Will do.”

      With one final nod, Steven disappeared down the hallway.

      “Thank you,” Phoebe said in relief. “He’s been talking about Jenni a lot more since we’ve been home.”

      Dark circles shadowed her blue eyes and a pang of sympathy hit Jake square in the gut. She was so worn out, all he wanted to do was help her. He hoped in taking custody of Becca he would lessen her load, while still making sure she saw as much of her granddaughter as she wanted to.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Tears welled in her eyes. “Go.” She shooed him away.

      Jake laughed. She sounded so much like his own mother, he couldn’t help but smile.

      “No matter what she’s been saying, I know she wants to see you, Jake. Don’t let her chase you off. She’s a tough one, that granddaughter of mine, just like her mother, but you’re the parent here. It’s time to be one.”

      He turned to face her, wanting to assure her. “Phoebe, I’ll never take Becca away from you and Steven. Wherever we go, whatever we do, I’d like you to be close. For Becca.” He hesitated, swallowing down his emotions. “And for me.”

      She smiled, her eyes brighter now. “I’d like that, Jake.” They stood in silence for a long moment. “Go,” she said again. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.”

      He nodded, hoping he wouldn’t but the thought that she’d be close if he screwed this up comforted him.

      He rushed up the remaining steps, walking down the short hallway toward Becca’s room. He’d been to Phoebe’s house many times, meeting with Becca as they acclimated to one another.

      Standing just outside her open doorway, her heard her speaking. It sounded as if she were reading a book to someone.

      “You’re on your own. And you know what you know. And you are the guy who’ll decide where to go.”

      It was Oh the Places You’ll Go by Dr. Seuss. He’d read the book to Becca each night before bedtime. It had been one of his favorites growing up and he’d bought her a copy to keep.

      “Although,” Becca said to someone inside, “we’re not guys. I mean, you are Dog, but I’m not. I’m a gal. That’s what my Aunt Sally says. She says we’re gal pals.”

      Tears pricked his eyes. His biggest fear was that his daughter had already forgotten him. Her words showed she hadn’t. She hadn’t forgotten about him, or his family.

      He leaned his head around the doorway, surprised to see her room had changed. Over her bed was a hooped canopy, the sheer material draping down and surrounding her bed in a gauzy haze. Lights fell from the hoop down along the material then wrapped around each bed post. The room looked eerily similar to another woman he was falling for.

      Lina.

      It was obvious the woman had made on impact on his daughter’s life. And his.

      “Hey, Becca,” he said softly.

      Through the gauzy material, he saw her sit up ram-rod straight, tossing the book behind her. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice rigid like her body.

      “I brought you something.” He held up the package.

      She sat still, her gaze determined. Even through the thin material he could see her expression was unreadable and his heart sank.

      If he had to, he would tell her they had to talk, that it was time and he was going to insist on it as the adult. As her father. But he didn’t want to do that.

      “It’s from me and Aunt Devlin.” Maybe Devlin’s name would give him an in. The two seemed to have bonded in their short time in Canyon Creek.

      “Aunt Devlin already sent me something,” she said.

      “Oh really?” Well, at least she wasn’t yelling at him. Yet. Taking a chance, he stepped further into the room. “What did she send you?”

      Becca hesitated as if trying to figure out if he was friend or foe.

      “She sent me some books.”

      Jake glanced at her bed, not surprised to see books spread out everywhere. Stuffed animals were lined up around the bed railing as if listening in rapt attention. He noticed Dog was snuggled in her lap.

      “What kind of books?” he asked, stepping closer.

      “All kinds,” she said, looking down at her bed.

      “Okay if I come in and give you my gift?”

      Her head snapped up and she stared at him.

      What would he do if she said no? Without waiting, he took a piece of the gauzy material and draped it over her bedpost.

      Becca sat in a bright yellow dress, encrusted with sequins and lace. It sparkled from the lights above and clearly wasn’t one of the store bought costume dresses he’d seen online. She was beautiful. Like a princess out of a fairy tale.

      “I love your dress,” he said.

      She absently rubbed her hand down the front. “Aunt Sally sent it to me.”

      Of course she did, he thought.

      “She said her daughter made it for me. It’s Belle’s dress. From Beauty and the Beast.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” he said.

      “Aunt Sally said next time I see her that Mia can do my hair up like Belle, too. Mia is a hair person.”

      Jake nodded, never more grateful for his Aunt Sally and his dopey girl cousins.

      “Aunt Sally said I can be Belle for Halloween this year since my mommy wasn’t able to make my dress.” Becca’s head fell and she rubbed Dog’s ears.

      She had lost her mother. She was losing her grandfather. And now Jake wanted to take her away from the only home she’d ever known. Would she want to be with him?

      Becca glanced up, her eyes glazed over. “Aunt Sally said they have a big trick or treat party in Canyon Creek. All the kids get to go around town and get candy and then they all go to her boyfriend’s resort and have hot chocolate.”

      “Yeah, we do. It was always fun when I was a kid. Would you like to go this year?”

      She stared at him for a long time, her eyes unreadable.

      “You don’t want me.” She didn’t break eye contact as she said it.

      “That’s not true,” he said, scooting closer.

      “That’s what you told your brother. You said you need to let me go.”

      Tears welled in her eyes.

      “Oh, God, Becca, no. That’s not what I meant at all.” He moved to grasp her but she scurried back against the railing, clutching Dog. He was scaring her. “How long have you had Dog?” he asked, trying to change the subject.

      Becca stared down at her stuffed animal and shrugged.

      “A long time?” he asked.

      She nodded, her head still down.

      “I bet you loved him the first time you saw him, huh?”

      Her head snapped up and she stared at him.

      “You know Dog was made a long time before you ever met him, right?” he said. “Someone stitched him together and stuffed him with cotton.”

      She held Dog up, inspecting him.

      “And then he went on a truck to the store and the sales people had to unload him and put him on the shelf. Then he sat there for a long time until one day, someone stopped and fell in love with him and bought him.”

      Becca’s eyes snapped to his.

      “And they loved you so much, they gave Dog to you. And you’ve loved him ever since, right? Even though you didn’t know him always. Even though he wasn’t always with you.”

      Becca shrugged.

      They sat in silence. He’d pictured this going a lot smoother, like one of Becca’s Walt Disney movies.

      She nodded toward his package. “What did you bring me?”

      He’d completely forgotten. Maybe his gift would speak to her, tell her all the things he hadn’t been able to. Slowly he slid the book out of its envelope and held it up.

      On the soft cover was a photograph of Becca sitting in a field of wildflowers at the lodge. Devlin had taken her camera with them on one of their many outings and had captured the heart of who his daughter was.

      “That’s me,” she said, touching the cover.

      “There are a lot more of you on the inside. Your mom’s in there, and your grandmother and grandfather, too.”

      She stared up at him, wide-eyed. “My mommy is in there?”

      He nodded. The idea to write a book for Becca had come to him weeks ago. She loved books, expressed herself through written words, so he thought maybe he could, too. He’d contacted Phoebe and she’d sent several photos of their family to include.

      Jake handed Becca the book and she stared down at it, her fingertips tracing over the title.

      He’d written words from his heart, knowing she’d probably be able to read them, but dreaming that if she couldn’t, she’d let him read it to her until that time came.

      “Always and Forever,” she whispered. She pointed to his name at the bottom. “By Jakey Sumner, inspired by Becca Howard.” Her eyes met his. “Jakey,” she giggled.

      He blew out a sigh of relief. Thank God, she was smiling.

      “Well, that’s what you call me, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said softly. She opened the book slowly and studied the words and the photos. “I can’t read it.” She sounded disappointed and a little peeved.

      He hadn’t stuck to her reading level. She would catch up to this book in a year or less, he would guess.

      “I can read it to you if you want.”

      “Did you really write it?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      Her gaze went from him to the book and back to him again. “Okay,” she handed the book back and scooted over on the bed, making room for him.

      Jake had seen many gestures of kindness in his life, but none had hit him as hard as his own daughter moving, making room for him in her bed, and hopefully in her life.

      He kicked off his shoes and moved toward her, but Becca stopped him. “Close the curtain,” she said, nodding toward the material surrounding them.

      “Okay.” He reached out and untucked the veil, allowing it to fall, encapsulating them in a shrine of sorts. He crawled toward her, nestling beside her, his legs extending almost to the other end of her bed.

      “You’re tall,” she said, staring up at him.

      “You should have seen my dad,” he laughed.

      “Was he taller?”

      “Oh yeah, really tall.”

      “Do you miss him?” she asked.

      “Every day,” he said quietly, his throating seeming to close. “Every day.”

      Becca nodded. “I miss my mommy, too.”

      “We’ve both lost our parents,” Jake said. “It sucks.”

      “Aunt Sally said me and you are peas in a pod.”

      “It’s you and I,” he corrected.

      She wrinkled her nose.

      “Sorry,” he said, smiling.

      “What did Aunt Sally mean, peas in a pod?”

      “It means that we’re a lot alike.”

      She sat quietly, contemplating his words, as she often did. “What does pod mean?”

      “Well,” he shifted and settled in, “it can be the outside of a bean or like a container that holds something inside. Kind of like your canopy here. It’s holding me and you together.”

      “Like peas?” she smiled.

      “Like peas,” he nodded, returning her expression.

      “Peas in a pod,” she said quietly. Her wide eyes met his. “Read.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He’d totally forgotten about the book. He cleared his throat. “Always and Forever,” he started, “by Jakey Sumner, inspired by Becca Howard.”

      He looked down at her, finding her brows furrowed. “What?”

      “If you’re my dad will I have the same name as you?”

      His heart stopped. Was she considering letting him into her life, to become her father? Finally?

      “Only if you want to,” he said. “I’ll change your birth certificate so it will say I’m your father, but you don’t have to change your name if you don’t want to. It might be something you want to do when you’re older.” He didn’t say, or not at all. He didn’t have the heart.

      She stared off, again as if contemplating this.

      Knowing it was best not to push her, he cleared his throat and opened the book.

      “To my daughter, Becca,” he read. “My always and forever.”

      She bit her lip and squeezed Dog tight. Taking her cue, he wrapped an arm around Becca and pulled her close. “Turn the page,” he said.

      She did.

      It was a picture of Jake and Becca, her on his back as he pretended to be a bucking bronco.

      She laughed.

      “You weren’t mine from the start,” he read, “I know that much is true. But even from that first day, I’ve always been with you.”

      She turned to look at him. “Your rhyming sucks.”

      Jake couldn’t help the bark of laughter in response. “Hey, it’s my first book. Go easy on me.”

      He nodded to the book when she gave him a small smile and she turned the page.

      There were two photos. On one side was Jenni snuggled up on the couch, holding Becca as a newborn. Jenni kissed the forehead of her sleeping daughter. Their daughter. On the opposing page was Steven, pushing Becca in a swing, her legs tossed about, both their smiles wide.

      He continued reading. “I wasn’t there to say hello, on the day that you were born.” He sat silently as Becca studied the picture of her mother.

      “That’s me,” she whispered.

      “Yeah, that’s you.” He reached his free hand up and stroked her head. “Turn the page,” he said.

      This photo was of Becca and Max, sprawled out on the floor of his and Devlin’s home. Becca had forced them to watch Beauty and the Beast for the hundredth time. Becca sat on top of Max’s back, her elbows on his shoulders, her hands propped under her chin as they stared at the television intently. His pose matched hers.

      “Or watch Walt Disney movies, while snacking on popcorn.”

      She giggled and it filled him with joy, and hope, and love. Without being told she turned the next page.

      This was a picture of Jake on his back, holding Becca up in the air with his feet. Her arms were spread wide like she was an airplane, her knees bent up. The majestic range of Canyon Creek Mountain filled the background.

      “But even then, I felt you,” he read, “deep inside my heart. My love for you grew stronger, even though we were apart.”

      She glanced up at him in what looked like disbelief.

      “Turn,” he said.

      Across this page was a picture that Becca had drawn of her and her mom. They’d been coloring one day and he’d asked her to draw her favorite day. It was her and her mother at the beach. He’d kept the picture and had it printed in the book.

      “Like the ocean deep and wide, and the waters oh so blue,” he went on. “My love for you kept growing, every day, just like you.” He snuggled her close.

      She turned to the next page, a smile spreading wide. It was her and his mom, in the kitchen cooking.

      “I know you didn’t see me then,” he read, “but I was right there all along. Waiting until the day we met, my love for you grew strong.”

      Becca glanced up at him. “We were making spaghetti sauce that day,” she said.

      “I remember.”

      She turned the page and they both stared down at the picture of Old Settler’s Park. The creek flowed just beyond the sloping terrain with the mountain rising high beyond.

      “Over mountains capped with snow, and caves down deep below, my love will always find you, no matter where you go.”

      Becca remained quiet and turned the page.

      There was no picture, instead the page was awash with varying hues of purple, one of Becca’s favorite colors.

      “You’re my daughter and my truest love, on that you can depend. You’re my always and forever, my beginning and my end.”

      He swallowed hard and turned to the last page. His eyes scanned the picture. Jake held Dog in his arms like he was a baby. Becca stood behind him, her hands on his shoulder. She stared into the camera, a devilish smile on her face, as if she knew she had her father wrapped around her finger. Which, of course, she did.

      “Our days apart don’t matter,” he spoke the words written in the book, “because now you’re here with me.” He stopped and looked down at Becca.

      She stared up at him, tears in her eyes, her chin wobbling.

      “That’s exactly how I want it,” he said, his emotions catching up to him, “forever, you and me.” He quietly closed the book. “What do you want, baby girl?”

      She tilted her head back and stared at him, her tear streaked face so torn up it broke his heart.

      He tossed the book and grabbed her, clutching her tiny body to hers. “I want you Becca. I always have and I always will. And I’m never going to let you go, I don’t care what you heard me say to my dumb brother.”

      She pulled back and looked at him. “Dumb’s not a nice word.”

      He shrugged. “But he kind of is.”

      She smiled and dimples appeared on her cheeks.

      “What do you say?” he asked. “Me and you?”

      “I thought it was you and I,” she said.

      “As long as you’re with me and I’m with you, that’s all I care about.”

      “Ooo.” Her little mouth made a perfect “o” shape. “We could write a book called ‘You’re with Me and I’m with You.’”

      “We can do anything you want, Becca.”

      Her eyes met his and she looked like her brain was racing.

      “What, sweetheart?”

      “Will I live with you now?”

      “I would like that.”

      “I don’t want to leave Grammy and Grandpa all alone.”

      “I would never make you choose. We’ll all figure it out. Together. Whatever you want.”

      “I miss your family,” she said quietly.

      “You know they’re your family too, right?”

      She nodded.

      He sat her back so he could look at her, pushing her hair from her face. “I love you. I want you to be happy. I’ll do whatever I can to make that happen. Do you believe me?”

      She picked at her dress but nodded.

      Sensing she needed to say more, he lifted her chin. “What is it? Tell me. You can always talk to me.”

      Her eyes were lighter now, filled with what looked like hope.

      “Can I call you, Daddy?”

      Every cell in his body burst, his heart nearly beating out of his chest as adrenaline surged through his veins. He wanted to jump from the bed and swing her around, shouting at the top of his lungs.

      “Wait,” she said.

      His heart fell flat again. Was she changing her mind already?

      “May I call you Daddy?”

      He chuckled, pulling her close, as he kissed the tip of her nose. “I would love for you to call me daddy.”

      She tipped her head back, smiling up at him. “Do you want to watch Beauty and the Beast with me?”

      And just like that, he was in her good graces again. He’d watch Disney movies every day for the rest of his life if it meant his daughter would smile at him like that.

      “Of course I do, monkey toes. I was just telling my mom how much I wanted to watch Beauty and the Beast soooo bad.”

      She giggled. “I miss, Grammy Val. And Aunt Sally. And Aunt Devlin and Uncle Max.”

      “They miss you too, sweetheart. But we can go visit them any time you want.”

      “I miss Lina, too. Do you?”

      Of course he did. He swallowed down the emotions he felt at the mention of Lina’s name. “Yeah,” he finally answered. “Yeah, I do miss her. A lot.”

      “What if,” her eyes darted around the room.

      “What if what, honey?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.” She scooted off the bed, separating the veil to climb through. “Let’s go watch the movie. Grammy bought a new popcorn maker and she said I can have one root beer a day. I can share with you.”

      Jake sat on her bed, watching his little girl pick up all her books and stack them neatly on a shelf, then rearrange all her animals as if tucking them in for the night. She pulled back the other side of the canopy and draped it over her railing then bent and unplugged the lights.

      “Grammy let me set up my room like Lina’s. Do you like it?” She studied the room.

      “I do, it’s very nice.”

      “If I live with you can I keep it like this?”

      “Of course. You could have a room here and a room at my place, whatever you want.”

      “Kind of like Marcy Pendergrass at my school. Her parents are divorced. She said she was sad at first, but now she gets two of everything.”

      Jake smiled. “Yeah, something like that.”

      Becca skipped to the door and his heart filled again. No, he didn’t know what he was doing, but he’d figure it out. Thankfully he had a lot of support.

      “Daddy, come on,” Becca called from the doorway, “I want a root beer.”

      Daddy.

      He couldn’t contain the emotion, his eyes burning with tears. Never in his life had he heard a sweeter word.
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      “Now or never,” Jake whispered to himself as he stood on the sidewalk outside of Once Upon a Book. He’d called Cam. It had taken a while but the other man had reluctantly told him where Lina was working for the day.

      He and Becca had been back in town a few days but hadn’t ventured into town. Until today.

      “Ow, Daddy.” Becca pulled at his hand. “You’re squeezing too tight.”

      Jake released Becca’s hand. “Sorry, sweetheart.”

      “It’s okay.” She smiled up at him. “She’ll say yes.”

      “Who?”

      Her eyes narrowed, her nose wrinkled in that adorable way it always did when she thought he was a dumbass, which was most of the time.

      “Lina, silly.” She nodded toward the front door.

      “What will she say yes to?” He tried to swallow but his nerves were getting the best of him. He’d never been so flustered, or so excited, in all his life. He felt like a high school teen about to ask out the prettiest girl in town. Which was partly true, if you added on ten years.

      “Ice cream. That’s why you’re here, to ask her out on a date, right?”

      He nodded, unable to speak now.

      “She will say yes because she loves ice cream. Did you know it’s called gelato in Italian? Lina’s nonna said she would make some one day. Strawberry. Maybe if we…”

      Becca’s words trailed off as he glanced through the storefront window.

      Lina floated around the store, pointing out books to an elderly couple and smiling, like she always did. Her dark hair tumbled down her back in soft waves. He noticed her tips weren’t blue any more. They were black, like the rest of her hair. He couldn’t help feel that she had changed a part of herself that he’d already grown to love.

      Love?

      Yeah, no.

      Maybe.

      As if hearing him, Lina’s gaze met his through the window.

      “Hi, Lina!” Becca shouted, waving her hand. “Let’s go in, Daddy. I want to show her our book.”

      With the strength of an NFL linebacker, Becca yanked him forward and through the front door before he could stop her.

      “Slow down,” he tried to say, but the words got lost as he saw Lina standing just in front of them as he tumbled forward.

      She wore a quilt-patterned gauzy skirt and long-sleeved white top that hugged all her curves, with gold hoop earrings dangling against her neck. She looked like a sophisticated, bohemian temptress. Jake’s pulse raced at the sight of her, as did other parts of him.

      “Hey,” he said softly, smiling.

      Her lips tipped up in a small smile. “Hey.” They held each other’s gaze for what felt like hours.

      I missed you, he wanted to say.

      I want you.

      I need you.

      We need you.

      Before he could say anything, Becca’s squealing broke their spell.

      “Lina! Lina! Look!” Becca bounced on her toes. “Me and Daddy made a book.”

      “Daddy and I,” he corrected. Both women stared at him in disbelief. “I don’t know why I do that.”

      Lina winked.

      He felt drunk on her beauty, smashed by one look.

      “Daddy, huh?” Lina squatted down next to Becca and looked from Becca up to Jake, another smile spreading across her flawless face. Her dark eyes sparkled with a teasing light he never knew he’d missed.

      She showed him the softer side of life, the care-free part that he needed, especially now that he had a child.

      “Yep,” Becca said. “Jakey is my daddy.” She looked up at him and he knew he’d never get tired of that. “Always.”

      “And forever,” he said.

      “My daddy wrote me a book, Lina. You should read it. It’s very good.”

      Lina glanced over at him. “You did, did you?”

      “I tried,” he said shyly.

      “It’s very, very good,” Becca said with a scolding tone before turning back to Lina. “He wrote it for me. We both cried. But Daddy cried more.”

      “It’s true.” Jake nodded.

      Lina laughed. “Well now I really want to read this book.”

      “Here’s our new one.” Becca shoved their book out to Lina. It was a packet of paper they’d written words on then colored. He’d hole-punched them, and together they’d tied purple yarn to bind the small book.

      “I Love You, Toad Face,” Lina said, reading the title. “I like it already.”

      Becca giggled. “It’s cuz that’s what me and Daddy call each other. Silly names.”

      Lina grinned, glancing from Becca to Jake and then back to the book. “I Love You, Toad Face, by Jakey and Becca Howard-Sumner.” Her eyes found his, wide with curiosity.

      “We’re changing our names, Lina,” Becca said. “Did you know you can do that?”

      “You’re changing yours, too?” She directed this at Jake.

      “Didn’t seem fair for her to change and not me. She didn’t want to hurt her grandparents or forget her mom. I didn’t want her to either, so we compromised.”

      Lina’s hand went to her chest, her eyes becoming glassy.

      Damn, he didn’t want her to cry.

      “Read,” he said, nudging the book.

      He saw her swallow and nod, turning the next page. “I love you, Toad Face.” She pointed to the picture of the two toads he and Becca had drawn before turning the page. “I love you, Monkey Toes.”

      “Grammy Val made that picture with me,” Becca said proudly.

      Lina turned each page, reading their silly terms of endearment and admiring their artwork until she reached the end. Her fingers skimmed over the last words.

      “See, Lina. It says, 'If you love someone, show them this book and shout, ‘I love you, toad face!’” She carefully closed the book and handed it and Dog to Jake, clearing her throat like she was about to sing the Star-Spangled Banner at a baseball field. “I love you, toad face!” Her voice echoed through the small bookstore. Customers turned and stared, some bursting with laughter, others not so much.

      Lina was one of the ones laughing. “I love you too, topolina.”

      “You do?” She smiled.

      Lina nodded. “Of course I do, silly.” She tweaked Becca’s nose.

      “Me and Daddy are moving here, did you know that?”

      She stared at Jake, eyes wide. “You are?”

      God, was that hope he heard in her voice? He sure hoped so.

      “Yeah,” he nodded, moving to stand.

      “Daddy can I go to the kid’s section? Oops.” She slammed a hand to her forehead. “May I go.”

      “You may, my daughter.”

      “Thank you, my father.” She curtsied like she was a princess, which she pretty much was in his book. “I cashed in my swear jar money and Daddy says I can buy whatever I want.” She smiled wide at Lina then turned to Jake as though looking for confirmation.

      “I did.”

      “That sounds great,” Lina said.

      “We want to buy you ice cream, Lina.” Becca nodded toward Jake. “Tell her, Daddy.”

      “We would.”

      Lina tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I’m working right now. But…”

      “Maybe later?” Becca asked, hopefully.

      “Yeah,” Lina nodded, stroking Becca’s hair like an adoring mother.

      Mother?

      Becca wrapped her arms around Lina’s waist and squeezed before racing off to the kid’s section. He thought about telling her to slow down but gave up the fight. It was one of the many lessons he was learning as a father—pick your battles.

      He watched Becca disappear behind the bookshelves, then turned to stare at Lina.

      Her gaze was solidly on Becca. “She’s a great kid, Jake.”

      “Yeah, she is. I wish I could take credit.”

      Lina turned to look at him. “You’ve done a great job so far. You’re not Jakey anymore.”

      “No.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “I wrote her a book.”

      “Seriously.”

      “Yeah. I told her everything. That I loved her, I would never let her go. I even made it rhyme. Or, I tried to.”

      Lina smiled, the expression warming her eyes. “You wrote all the things a little girl wants to hear.”

      He shrugged.

      “So you guys are really moving back?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “What about the campaign in California?”

      “I quit.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise “Just like that?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow. What did Todd say?”

      “He wasn’t happy but I didn’t really care. My priority is Becca now. She wasn’t happy.”

      “I heard his wife left him.”

      “She’s smart that way.” He laughed. “Part of me hopes she runs for public office. Hannah is fierce.”

      Lina laughed. “So what are you going to do now?”

      “I took a consulting job with one of the sustainability organizations I was telling you about. I went to their fundraiser and made some connections. I’ll have to go to D.C. occasionally for work, but a lot of what I’ll do for them can be done from here.”

      Lina reached out and squeezed his arm. “Jake, that’s awesome. Congratulations.”

      He stared down where they were connected, the need pulsating through his body.

      She quickly pulled away.

      “What about Phoebe and Steven? Isn’t Becca going to miss them?”

      “They’re moving here, too.”

      “Wow, that’s fantastic.” She smiled, and he found he couldn’t look away, even if he wanted to.

      “Yeah, Phoebe, Becca, and I are staying at Max and Devlin’s for a few weeks while we figure out housing. I don’t want Becca to be far away from her grandparents.”

      “What about Steven?”

      “Felicity is helping us. One of her residents is moving so she’s going to let us move him in temporarily until her Alzheimer’s personal care home is finished.”

      “It seems like everything is falling into place for you.”

      He stared at her, holding her gaze. “Not everything.”

      Her eyes held his a moment until she glanced over his shoulder, breaking their moment. “What do you mean?”

      He stepped closer, sliding his hand down her arm until he caught hers. “You.”

      She stared down at the joined hands.

      “I know you said you don’t do complicated,” he said. “And I know a single dad moving to his hometown with a new job is about as complicated as it gets. But…” He let the word hold between them until her gaze met his. “I was just wondering, if maybe you’d consider going out with me sometime?”

      Her brows wrinkled.

      “On a date,” he added.

      She stood silently watching him and something in his gut cramped. This wasn’t what she wanted. She’d told him that from the start, hadn’t she?

      “I know Becca and I are a package deal, and my family is another story.” He rolled his eyes. “They can be a lot to handle.” He laughed nervously.

      She pulled her hand away from him and stepped back.

      Shit. Okay, so this was definitely not what she wanted.

      “An environmental agency has asked me to work for them,” she said flatly. “They saw my video and flew me to Washington, D.C. to interview.”

      He felt like someone had hit him in the stomach with a brick bat. He was too late. He’d known it the day he let her walk away from him. Of course she was destined for greatness. He swallowed down the disappointment and tried for a smile.

      “That’s amazing, Lina. I’m happy for you.”

      She smiled and tossed her hair behind her shoulder. Was that why she’d taken the color out?

      “Yeah, it’s great,” she said. “Some other people contacted me too, offering internships.”

      He was too late. Part of him thought about bringing Becca back and using her as bait. Lina seemed unable to say no to his daughter.

      He glanced around the bookstore. Was it just him or had it gotten smaller, and hotter?

      “I didn’t take it,” she said quietly.

      His gaze snapped to hers. “What?”

      She grabbed his hand and tugged him down one of the aisles until she stopped in a far corner of the bookstore, away from prying eyes. He recognized the spot. He’d practically mauled her here just a month ago. God, had he fallen for this extraordinary woman in less time than he’d known his daughter?

      She turned to face him, her eyes bright, smile wide.

      Yeah, he’d totally fallen for her.

      “I said I didn’t take the position.”

      “Why?” he asked, his voice sounding vulnerable even to himself. Dare he hope?

      “The Town Council asked me to serve as an interim member.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      She laughed. “No, I’m not kidding you. Michael Marroquin stepped down two weeks ago. It was his son, and Earl Fisk’s son, who damaged my car.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t press charges.”

      “Why the hell not? They could have hurt you if you’d been inside.”

      “I know what it’s like to be a lost teen, a punk-ass-kid who’s mad at the world and wants to destroy everything.”

      “No way, I don’t buy it.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I was involved in some not so nice stuff while we were in New Jersey.” She lifted her head, her eyes meeting his. “I wasn’t a very good role model for my sisters, hanging out with the wrong crowd, involved in things that got people hurt.”

      “So your parents moved.”

      “Yeah. I resented them for a long time, taking me away from people I thought were my friends. But it turns out they were trying to save me from myself.”

      “That’s good,” he said, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear. “Is that why you and your mom don’t get along?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t realize how much she worried about me until recently.”

      “What made you realize it?”

      “You,” she said softly. “And Becca.”

      He held his breath. Did he have a chance? Had she fallen for him and his daughter as much as they had for her?

      She took both of his hands in hers, stepping into him until their chests touched.

      His body responded immediately. Holy hell, what this woman did to him.

      “While I was in Washington I realized that living in D.C., working for an international organization, wasn’t my passion.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head. “I’m more of a local girl. Working on issues in my community.”

      “So, you’re staying. In Canyon Creek?”

      “I am.” She smiled.

      His heart soared, his body wanting to break out in song like a damned Disney film. He really needed to ease up on those movies.

      “Ask me again?” she said, pressing closer.

      He swallowed hard, his fingers itching to dig into her thick, silken hair. He released her hands and circled his arms around her waist, pulling her in even tighter. “Lina Bianchi, would you consider going out on a date with me?”

      She tilted her head, her eyes alight with mischief. “I’d consider it.”

      “What would convince you?”

      “Maybe if you kissed me.”

      “I can do that.” He stood stock still, not moving.

      She raised her brows. “Now?”

      “We’re in a bookstore. Where you work. That wouldn’t be appropriate.”

      “Appropriate is overrated.” She slid her hands into his hair, tugging his face to hers.

      Slowly their lips met and Jake suddenly felt as if he were right where he belonged. Right where he needed to be.

      One hand travelled up her back, the other lower to the top of her ass, pulling her in to an erection that was beyond inappropriate for a book store. He tilted his head, deepening the kiss, losing himself in this woman. He was lost in her touch, captivated by her beauty, inspired by her passion.

      Slowly she pulled back, one finger wiping across his lip. “You should know, I’m not that kind of girl, though.”

      He smiled “What kind of girl is that?”

      “I don’t want to hide our relationship. I don’t want to sneak around.”

      He quirked a brow. “I thought you didn’t do relationships.”

      “For a certain man and his beautiful daughter, I might make an exception.”

      “Good.” Before she could say more, he tugged back in for a soul scorching kiss, forgetting where they were.

      “Daddy!” Becca screamed behind them.

      Lina jumped away, bumping into one of the shelves as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Oh shit,” he whispered.

      Becca stood ramrod straight, hands on hips, her brows drawn together. She looked exactly like he used to when he reprimanded an office staffer. “You were supposed to ask her out, not kiss her.”

      An audience had gathered behind Becca.

      Jake turned to Lina. Her lips were rolled in and pressed between her teeth, obviously trying to suppress a smile.

      “It’s okay, topolina,” Lina said. “I had to make sure he was a good kisser before I could go out with him.”

      Becca’s gaze darted between the two of them, her eyes narrowing. “Are you sure? That’s not what Grammy Val says.”

      “What did my mom say?” Jake asked.

      “She said a boy should take you out at least four times, before you kiss him. And they should always pay.”

      When the hell had they talked about dating and kissing, Jake wondered.

      “I asked her about kissing when we were watching Beauty and the Beast,” Becca answered his silent question. “Grammy Val said she didn’t kiss Grandpa John until they had dated almost six months.”

      Well, thank you mom. “Grammy Val is right. But, technically, Lina and I have seen each other a lot so it’s kind of been like dates.”

      Becca considered this for a moment. “I guess. Lina, you ready for ice cream?”

      “I’m still working, topolina.”

      “Go!” someone shouted behind Becca.

      Jake looked over her shoulder. It was Paula Sloane, the owner, and a woman who never hesitated to gossip.

      “January’s here now,” Paula said. “She’ll watch the front while I go replay that video of you two basically—”

      “Paula!” Lina shouted, motioning toward Becca.

      Becca glanced over her shoulder at Paula. “What?”

      “There are video cameras in here?” Jake asked.

      “Yes.” Lina’s eyes were narrowed on Paula, as if daring her to say more. “Several, apparently.”

      “Go.” Paula laughed, “we’ve got it covered. But bring me back a double scoop of butter pecan, will you Becca?”

      “Okay,” Becca waved toward Paula before turning to face them. She held out a hand to Jake and he walked toward her, taking it in his. She handed him Dog and the books she’d selected then held out her other hand to Lina. “Come on, toe-poe-lina. Let’s go.”

      Lina beamed and made her way to them, clutching Becca’s hand in hers. She smiled down at his daughter then looked over the little girl’s head to him, her eyes holding his gaze for what felt like forever.

      The three made their way toward the cashier. January Walden, daughter of the town’s high school principal, stood behind the counter, dropping her backpack on the floor. Her face was pasty white and she looked like she might toss her cookies at any moment.

      “Is she all right?” Jake asked quietly, afraid to put the books on the counter.

      “She’ll be better,” Lina said. Her tone indicated there was more to the story but he didn’t press.

      “Are you ready to check out?” January asked.

      “Yes,” Lina answered, taking the books from Jake’s hand.

      “Happy birthday,” Becca said, staring up at January.

      She touched the pin and ribbon on her shirt that said "Birthday Girl."

      “Oh, thanks. I forgot.”

      “How can you forget your birthday?” Becca wrinkled her nose.

      “I don’t know. I guess I got…busy.”

      “Busy?” Becca tilted her head. “You’re never too busy for birthdays. Do you want some ice cream? We’re going now.”

      January practically turned green as she shook her head. “Um, no thank you.”

      “How old are you?” Becca asked.

      “Seventeen,” January answered quietly.

      “Ooooh, you’re sooo lucky,” Beck dragged out the words. “I can hardly wait until I’m that old,”

      Visions of Becca at ten, fifteen, twenty, swirled in his mind. Suddenly Jake felt light-headed.

      “Daddy, you okay?”

      He shook his head to rid the images of what might happen to Becca. “Yeah, sweetheart, I’m fine.”

      They finished checking out and Jake took the bag January held out, clasping Becca’s hand and heading toward the front of the store. He pushed the door open, allowing Lina and Becca to pass, still dumbfounded thinking of the years ahead.

      “Happy birthday,” Becca shouted.

      “Thank you,” came January’s quiet voice from inside.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder.

      January looked up and smiled.

      He returned the expression, unable to shake the feeling that this girl was going through more than a seventeen-year-old should.

      “Jake,” Lina called.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry.” He caught up with her, sliding his hand in hers as they watched Becca skip along the sidewalk, waving to passersby.

      “I think Becca will be happier here,” Jake said.

      “Will you?” Lina asked.

      He stared down at her, “I already am.” Leaning down he brushed a soft kiss against her lips. “Which reminds me.”

      “Kissing me reminds you of something?”

      “Yeah it does. You never told me what your passion was.”

      “I thought it was pretty obvious back there at the book store.” She grinned, nodding back to where they’d come from.

      “What?” he asked, holding his breath.

      “Ice cream.”

      “Oh.” His shoulders slumped in disappointment.

      She laughed, rubbing the furrow between his brows. “And you, Jake Sumner.”
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      Lina studied her computer screen, reading over the last of her notes from her meeting with the Colorado Department of Transportation. She, Earl, and their mayor had met them in Denver, the state’s capitol, two days ago to discuss details of the highway expansion.

      She’d been surprised to discover that Colorado DOT was already aware of most of the environmental and wildlife concerns. She’d also learned they had a reason for wanting the expansion to go through. Due to incredibly stupid funding rules, if Colorado didn’t use the money for the expansion, they would lose it, hence their push to see the buildout happen.

      Instead of fighting, Lina was learning to work with the opposition. She proposed an expansion of a smaller section of the highway, but with some important changes to the way the construction would work. Adjustments that would prevent major harm to the environment and the plant and animal life in the region.

      Her goal had always been to bring about positive change. Being stubborn and digging in her heels had never worked. Thanks to the mayor’s mentoring, Lina was learning that lesson.

      Not just in her new job on the town council, either. She was putting that practice to work in life, too.

      “You almost done, babe?” Jake called from the couch in the living room.

      She was sitting at the dining room table at Max and Devlin’s home. The house had originally been built and used as a bed and breakfast for the Sumners, but once Devlin fell in love with the property, Jake’s mother had gifted it to the couple. Well, she’d tried to gift it. Max and Devlin insisted on paying a portion of it to be fair to the other Sumner boys. Jake couldn’t care less, he’d said. The house was in the family and his brother and soon-to-be sister-in-law were happy.

      “Yeah, let me just save this file.” She watched the software power down and closed the laptop, moving toward the sofa. The smell of popcorn was thick in the air and Lina’s stomach grumbled.

      “What are we watching?” Jake asked.

      Max held up a DVD and shook it above his head, laughing. “I thought since it’s only a week away from the festival—”

      “And three days until your wedding,” Mia said.

      “True,” Max sighed, an unaffected smile spreading across his face.

      Devlin had finally agreed on a date, despite her earlier resistance to getting married while she was pregnant with twins. All of Jake’s family had arrived for the big event. Many were staying to attend the first few days of the film festival as well. They’d all decided to take a night off from their grueling schedule, gearing up for the festival.

      Until recently, Lina had no idea what all went in to making a film festival successful. The town had really come together, revamping venues into theater-like settings to accommodate the films that would be showcased, among everything else. It was good for the community to come together to help the economy. This festival would produce a lot of revenue for every business owner in the area.

      Lina glanced around the large living room. Several of Jake’s brothers and cousins were in attendance. She’d thought Italian families were large. The Sumner family was definitely putting her extended family to shame.

      “So what are we watching?” Ben asked.

      Maggie slid in closer to her husband.

      “Well,” Max smirked, patting Grant on the shoulder, a devilish grin on his face, “I thought since our brother Grant here is about to showcase his new film, we should showcase one of his earlier ones.”

      “Oh, hell yeah.” Jake laughed.

      “Hell no!” Grant yelled, jumping to his feet.

      “Sorority House Slaughter!” The room yelled out in unison.

      Grant moaned and turned toward her. “Lina, help me out. Tell them no.”

      She looked out over the room, most staring at her. “I really don’t like scary movies.”

      “Yes,” Grant waved a hand in the air, “thank you. We can’t watch it. No one wants to scare Jake’s girlfriend.”

      Girlfriend.

      It still sounded weird, but nice.

      Jake wrapped an arm around her and tugged her tight.

      She glanced up at him, not surprised to see him smiling down. He reached down and placed a light kiss on her lips.

      “Ahh,” the girls sighed.

      “So…that’s a no on the movie, right?” Grant stared at her, brows raised.

      “Lina, trust me,” Max said, staring down at the DVD, “this is not a horror movie.”

      “Oh, it’s a horror,” Maggie laughed, “horror-ble.”

      “It’s a fucking comedy.” Ben choked out a laugh.

      “One dollar, Uncle Ben,” Becca said as she bounced into the living room.

      “Oh, shit,” Max laughed.

      Becca stared up at her uncle and held out her other hand.

      “I already gave you twenty dollars two days ago, half-pint. I’m covered.”

      Becca shook her head as if knowing already that her uncle was a hot mess.

      “Do you like my dress, Uncle Max? Holly said it’s the most beautiful flower girl dress she’s ever made.”

      “That’s because it is,” Jake’s cousin Holly said behind Becca. She was a fashion designer in New York but she’d flown in for Max and Devlin’s wedding.

      One thing could be said for the Sumner family, they were a tight-knit group even if they lived all over the country.

      “And you weren’t supposed to be down here showing off your dress, missy,” Holly said, hands on hips. Her long caramel-colored hair hung over her shoulder in a thick braid.

      “I’m sorry.” Becca pouted as she twirled around. “It’s so pretty.” She looked up at Holly, which wasn’t hard since Holly was so petite, like her mother, Sally.

      “It is pretty, half pint,” Max said, squatting down and examining the dress. “What does Aunt Devlin’s look like?”

      Becca opened her mouth to answer but Holly quickly covered half her face with her hand.

      “No you don’t. No hints about Devlin’s dress,” Holly said. “Her rule.”

      Lina smiled. Max wouldn’t be disappointed. Devlin’s dress was breathtaking—a v-necked, empire waist design that showed off her best features, wrapping elegantly around her and cascading down her body. Lina had seen it earlier and it truly was breathtaking. Devlin looked like a goddess—a very pregnant goddess, but enchanting just the same.

      Devlin had once balked at getting married while she was pregnant, but after Sally assured her Holly could make her something extraordinary, she’d finally agreed. But only if Becca would be her flower girl. Which, of course, Becca was more than happy to do. Her only request—she wanted her hair done like Belle from Beauty and the Beast. Since one of Sally’s other daughters was a hairstylist, Becca’s wish would come true. Along with Max’s.

      “Well, there you go,” Grant said, “we can’t watch the movie now. Half-pint’s here. No scary movies.”

      Holly answered before Becca could. “Aunt Val, my mom, and Becca’s grandmother are coming to get us soon for our own movie night,” Holly said. “None of us do scary movies.” She glanced down at Becca and they both shuddered.

      “Can I come with you?” Lina asked, starting to rise.

      “No you don’t,” Jake said, tugging her back. He leaned in toward her, his lips brushing her ear. “Becca’s spending the night with my mom. We have an entire evening to ourselves.”

      Lina’s insides melted at the idea of spending an entire night alone in a bed with Jake. Over the past few weeks they’d had to get creative with their lovemaking. It wasn’t easy when you had a five-year-old underfoot all the time, but she loved Becca. In fact, she no longer remembered all the reasons she didn’t want to have children. She didn’t know if they’d ever have their own, but she loved the life they shared with Becca.

      And she loved Jake. Something that had been hard for her to admit to herself, and to him.

      “What?” he asked staring down at her.

      She shook her head and kissed his cheek. “Nothing.” She nestled in close to him and felt a bulge in his pants. Her brows went high. “Jake,” she whispered, cutting her eyes around the room.

      “What?” He studied her like she was crazy.

      She wiggled her hips against the very hard protrusion in his pants. It was square.

      He laughed. “It’s a rock.”

      “Why do you have a rock in your pocket?” she asked.

      “I gave it to him,” Ben answered.

      Her eyes went from Ben to Maggie’s, who looked like she was holding back a smirk.

      She sat up straighter. “What?”

      “Kissing Cave?” Jake asked, hopefully.

      She knew the legend of the cave. Kiss someone inside and it was true love. She knew Ben and Maggie had kissed there. Jake’s brother Emmett and his fiancée Elle, too. Hell, even the boys’ mother and her husband had their names etched on the walls. Was she ready for that yet, though?

      “Don’t worry,” Jake kissed her cheek. “It can wait.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. Suddenly Becca appeared in front of them.

      “What do you think, toe-poe-lina?” Becca asked, twirling around in her dress like she was a ballerina.

      “I think you look beautiful.” Lina smiled.

      Becca climbed up in Lina’s lap, running her small hands through Lina’s hair. “I like your hair,” she said wistfully.

      Lina bit back a remark. She’d recently colored the ends purple, Becca’s favorite color. The girl had been hinting for several days that she wanted to color her hair too but knew Jake was vehemently opposed to the idea.

      Becca cut her gaze up to Jake in silent request.

      “Nope,” he said, shaking his head.

      “But Aunt Mia said she has colored chalk she can put in my hair and it washes out.” She fluttered her eyes, making a sad, puppy dog face. Lina felt for Jake. This girl was going to give him so much grief the older she got. Becca had learned how to play her father like a fine-tuned instrument.

      Jake’s gaze travelled from Becca to Lina, as if silently asking what she thought.

      She shrugged. “Mia said it’s temporary color.”

      Jake drew in a deep breath and released a heavy sigh.

      Becca bit back a smile. They both knew sighing was a good thing when it came to Jake. He telegraphed when he was giving in.

      “We’ll see,” he said.

      Becca’s smile fell and she sagged in her father’s lap.

      “That means no.” She pouted.

      Lina tilted her face to meet hers. “Not always, topolina,” she said, giving Becca a wink.

      Becca clapped her hands together and smiled.

      Lina raised her brows in warning and Becca immediately stopped. They both knew they couldn’t show signs of victory too soon.

      “Dude,” Grant said, leaning into Jake. “You are so screwed. Both those girls have you wrapped.”

      Becca put one hand on her hip and held out the other, palm up. “One dollar, Uncle Grant,” she said.

      “I thought it was a quarter.”

      “Nope.” She shook her head, her long curly hair tumbling over her shoulders.

      “But you didn’t make Max pay a dollar and he said like three.”

      “Stop being a baby and pay,” Max said, turning to Becca and winking.

      “What the—” Grant stopped, censoring himself.

      “Looks like she’s got you whipped too, brother dearest.” Jake laughed.

      “I worked a special deal with Uncle Max because he uses a lot of bad words,” Becca said. “He pays in advance.”

      “That sounds like a sucky plan,” Grant said. “You could make a mint off of him.”

      Becca turned to Jake. “Is sucky a bad word?”

      “Would I let you say it?” he asked.

      She shook her head then turned back to Grant. “Two dollars please.”

      Grant leaned back on the sofa, his head falling back. “Ah, hell.”

      “Three,” everyone yelled.

      Becca giggled.

      Grant rolled his eyes then turned to Becca.

      “You’re going to bankrupt him, Becca.” Lina laughed.

      “What’s bankrupt?” she asked

      Lina noticed Grant went still and the room became still. She knew Grant had a physical altercation with his manager months ago and rumor was he lost a lot of money, but no one knew exactly why. Well, at least the public didn’t. And she’d never felt the need to ask Jake. Grant seemed happy now.

      “Come on, squirt,” Holly called from the other side of the room. “Time for us to go.”

      Becca crawled over the sofa into Grant’s lap, one brow raised. She looked so much like Jake it was alarming. “Three dollars please.”

      “I should get a discount,” Grant said. “I’m your father’s twin. We shared the same womb for nine months. And he kicked me a lot.”

      Becca’s face remained steady.

      “What about Max?” Grant practically squeaked. “I know you’re giving him a discount. No way you charge him for every swear.”

      “Uncle Max lets me use his playscape. And his treehouse.”

      “When?” Max asked, quizzing her with a raised a brow.

      “Only when an adult is with me,” she said.

      They all shuddered at the memory of her being stuck so high in the tree. Max had built a platform further up to try to block her from going too high again, but still.

      “Okay,” tell you what, Grant said, toying with Becca’s dress. “Oh, by the way, did I tell you how beautiful you look in your dress?” He graced his niece with one of those heart-stopping smiles that made every woman’s panties around the globe melt.

      Becca’s face remained impassive. She obviously had her uncle’s number and wasn’t falling for his charm.

      “I’ll spend,” Grant’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling as if calculating a trigonometry problem. “Five supervised hours a week with you on the playscape and tree house if you cut me some slack on the swear jar.”

      Becca looked over at Jake, then Lina. They both shrugged.

      “I didn’t think you were sticking around after the film festival,” Maggie said.

      Grant smiled, a rakish grin like that of a small child about to do something wicked. “Let’s just say, my plans have changed.”

      “Intriguing,” Max said. “Do tell, little brother.”

      “I’ll tell you if you promise not to play that friggin’ movie tonight,” Grant said.

      “Not on your life.” Max laughed.

      “Okay,” Becca said. “Deal.” She stuck out her hand in a business-like gesture as if they’d just negotiated world peace.  “And I won’t charge you for saying friggin,’” she whispered the word. “Aunt Sally says it, too.”

      Grant glanced down at her hand and smiled, slipping his large one into hers. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, ma’am.”

      Becca giggled.

      “Come on,” Holly yelled again. “We gotta go or my mom will eat all the Mickey Mouse cookies.”

      “Oh, no!” Becca practically shouted, jumping from Grant’s lap and making a beeline toward Holly.

      “Hold on, we’ve got to get you out of that dress first.”

      Lina watched as Holly scooped Becca up in her arms and carried her up the stairs, the two chattering the entire time.

      “She really loves Holly,” Lina said.

      “Of course she does. Holly makes dresses.” Jake laughed.

      The room buzzed with conversation all around them but Jake turned his attention to her. “So about the rock?” he said, his voice sounding insecure.

      “We’ll see.” She winked.

      Jake groaned, rolling his eyes.

      “We’ll see doesn’t always mean no.” She laughed, kissing him sweetly. In her heart, she knew she’d take him to the Kissing Cave. Probably tonight. He was her Walt Disney prince, after all, and she knew in her heart this was true love.

      Jake Sumner had pushed past her defenses, changed all her plans, and taught her what passion was really about. In the end, she knew she would go anywhere with this man. He and his daughter had snuck under her defenses and completely stolen her heart.

      

      We hope you loved this story! If you want to see Max and Devlin's wedding you can pre-order it here. Or, sign up for our newsletter and we'll send it to you two weeks early! You can join our newsletter list here: http://loriandkay.com/join-our-reader-list/
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fall in love with all the Sumner brothers in each of their stand alone novels, available now.

      

        

      
        Born to be My Baby (Ben and Maggie)

        Never Say Goodbye (Emmett and Elle)

        Thank You for Loving Me (Max and Devlin)

        With These Two Hands (Aaron and Kayleigh)

        I'll Be There for You (Jake and Lina)

        If That's What It Takes (Grant and Sophie) - COMING SOON!
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      Hi! it's Lori here. We could do the boring old bio stuff here—and we will—but, first, I want to tell you about the two of us.

      Me and Kay, Kay and me, we're besties and buddies and soulmates and the mostest of everything. We occasionally have to do some serious marriage-counseling-type negotiations when we get into creative differences, but most of the time, writing with Kay is a BLAST! I love, love, love what we create when we get together. When we first started talking about writing books together, I didn't imagine it would be this great.

      I'm so dang proud of the books and series we've put together. The heroes are steamy and sexy, the heroines strong and powerful...and, maybe, a little goofy, like me and Kay. We hope you love the people of Canyon Creek as much as we do. We hope you love coming back to the town and visiting again and again. We hope you want to stay there forever. We do.

      Now, here's the regular bio stuff I promised, along with links to each of our websites where you can find the stuff we write separately, in case you can't get enough of us!
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      Lori Ryan is a NY Times and USA Today bestselling author who writes contemporary romance and romantic suspense. She lives with an extremely understanding husband, three wonderful children, and two mostly-behaved dogs in Austin, Texas. It’s a bit of a zoo, but she wouldn’t change a thing.

      Lori published her first romance novel in April of 2013 and has loved every bit of the crazy adventure this career has taken her on since then. She is a hybrid author, publishing both independently and through SilverHart Publishing.

      

      To see what Lori writes on her own, visit her website at www.loriryanromance.com.
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      In addition to being an author, Kay Manis is also a wife and mom. She lives with her husband and daughter in the Live Music Capital of the World, Austin, Texas. In January of 2012, after listening to Kay blather on and on about the millions of book ideas floating around in her head, her daughter finally reached her limit and said, “Just write it Mom!” They were the four most important words to Kay's new career and a catalyst for everything she's done since.  In other words, she owes it all to her daughter! If you ask Kay, she'll tell you she can’t thank her daughter enough for her motivating words and belief that Kay could do more with her talents.
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