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      It took precisely ten seconds and four bleary-eyed blinks before Maggie Lawrence realized she'd fallen asleep and drooled all over her paperwork. The end result was that now, not only had she not finished reviewing the numbers for the meeting with her bosses, she also had a profit and loss statement glued to the side of her face.

      Drool. Lovely.

      Peeling the paper from her cheek, she pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and leaned back in her kitchen chair. She ignored her open laptop and reminded herself that she could do this. As the new manager at The Lodge at Canyon Creek, too many people were counting on her now and she wouldn’t let them down.

      Maggie had been studying the financial files for the lodge until her eyes were crossed. It always took her longer than most people to completely understand all of the numbers and figures in the spreadsheets. But she’d learned a long time ago not to give up. Gaining knowledge and pushing past her limits was the only way she’d ever reach her goals.

      You’ve got this. Valerie Sumner’s voice echoed in her mind, and Maggie smiled. Even though she’d heard the statement a hundred times from her boss and owner of the lodge, it still felt strange to have someone believe in her.

      Maggie glanced up at the kitchen clock. She had one hour until her meeting with Valerie and her husband John. She needed coffee. Now.

      Grabbing her laptop and papers, she shoved them into a bag before wrapping herself in a wool coat and scarf. She slid out the front door, locking it behind her as she stepped out onto the small porch of her childhood home, a place that had once haunted her.

      Maggie glanced up at the early morning sky. A light flurry of snow was beginning to fall and she hoped it would turn into more. It had been an unusually mild winter in Canyon Creek, Colorado, which meant fewer tourists. And fewer tourists meant fewer guests staying at the lodge, something that worried her now that she was the manager. She couldn’t let John and Valerie down.

      Maggie had met the Sumners five years ago when they’d hired her at their small bed and breakfast. Putting their faith in Maggie by giving her a job had truly saved her and, for the first time, allowed her to truly dream. It sounded so melodramatic, but it was the truth.

      Maggie had been complimented for her pretty face hundreds of times, and even won Prom Queen in high school senior year, but no one in the town expected more of the beauty queen who came from a broken home. Neither had she, to be honest.

      But that had all changed when John and Valerie Sumner had entered her life. They’d taken a chance on a girl who wanted more, wanted to be more. They’d nurtured Maggie, taken an interest in her ideas in a way no one had before. And because of them, she’d been able to feel like she was a part of something, even if that had only been in her role as guest services manager at their small bed and breakfast.

      After only two years in business, the bed and breakfast had outgrown the demands of the area, and John and Valerie started on plans to build the lodge. It took years of planning and building, but the new thirty room building had been open for two months, and already their bookings were solid and increasing. The couple had taken a huge risk, not only on the lodge, but on making Maggie the manager.

      This new endeavor was the scariest thing she’d ever been a part of. There was so much riding on this new venture. For the first time in her life, Maggie had realized she was actually good at something. Luckily for her, John and Valerie had seen what she couldn’t see in herself back then.

      Maggie reminded herself that she could handle the stress of her new position. The experience and salary the role of manager offered would bring her one step closer to her dream of owning a small boutique hotel of her own one day.

      “Hey, Maggie.” Her neighbor called as she passed his front porch.

      Maggie waved with one hand, while she shifted the messenger bag on her shoulder with the other. She probably shouldn’t have packed it so heavily. “Hey, Mr. Delgado.”

      “You’re up early.”

      She smiled. “I could say the same for you.”

      “Early bird catches the worm.” He laughed. Mr. Delgado was an avid outdoorsman and hunter, settling into Canyon Creek once he’d retired three years ago. Claiming to have been bored out of his mind after only two months, he’d decided to work part-time at the adventure company close to the lodge—when not fishing of course.

      “Have a nice day,” he called to her. “Tell John and Valerie I said hello, and I’ll give John a call soon about adding on another kayaking trip for the spring tourist calendar.”

      “Will do.” Maggie waved and walked down the sidewalk toward Main Street.

      Some people hated the lack of anonymity the life in a small town brought, and Maggie had felt the same way at times growing up in Canyon Creek. It had sucked being a teenager when the whole town felt the need to watch your every move. Of course, with her dad being the town drunk, Maggie always felt the citizens weren’t only watching, but judging.

      Sometime in the past few years, her views on small town living had changed though. She felt safe in Canyon Creek, like she finally belonged. Both were new experiences for her.

      There was camaraderie and new-found respect in her position at the lodge. Of course, it probably helped that more people were moving to the town. Canyon Creek was still small, but it was growing. Now she had friends who hadn’t known her all her life, who hadn’t seen every mistake she’d ever made growing up. Who hadn’t seen every humiliating thing her father had done—scenes Maggie often had to clean up.

      Rounding the corner of Main Street, Maggie stepped inside Strange Brew, the local coffee shop, and inhaled the aroma. Even the smell of the place was enough to give her a small energy boost.

      She wasn’t cut out for all-nighters any more. It was early for tourists to be in town—most would still be up on the slopes if they were awake at all—but a few locals stood at the counter.

      “The usual?” Lina shouted at her from across the counter. Angelina Bianchi, or Lina as the locals called her, was the daughter of Antonio Bianchi, the owner of Antonio’s Italian Restaurant. He had two locations, one off Interstate 70 coming into town and one just down Main Street from the coffee shop.

      She often wondered why Lina didn’t work for her father, but never questioned her choice. Maggie’s life had been filled with her own brand of family drama and she would never welcome questions.

      Maggie nodded. “Yes, thanks, Lina.”

      “One large coffee, coming up.” Lina smiled, deep dimples adorning her beautiful face. With her long dark hair, olive skin, and light brown eyes, the girl was gorgeous enough to be a super model.

      Someone in front of Maggie turned to face her. “You’re such a rebel,” Mrs. Parker teased. Florence Parker was the town librarian, and some said old as dirt, although no one knew her exact age. Flo knew all the town gossip but thankfully shared little.

      “Oh, you know it, Mrs. Parker.” Maggie said dryly. Both women knew Maggie was anything but rebellious. Maggie had learned at a young age that compliance was the key to her survival. She’d always kept her head down and never brought attention to herself. Her father did enough of that for the both of them.

      Today she stood a little taller though, secure in the confidence John and Valerie had given her.

      Maggie leaned toward Lina. “Actually, Lina, can you make that a latte this morning?” She wouldn’t get in the habit of buying lattes. It cut into savings too much, but one here or there couldn’t hurt.

      “You’re up early,” Mrs. Parker said.

      “You’re the second person who’s told me that.”

      Maggie didn’t bother to tell the librarian she’d been up most of the night. She’d gone to bed but woke at midnight and hadn’t been able to fall back to sleep.

      She’d wanted to check and double-check figures on the sales forecasts. She was grossly under-qualified for the job Val and John had bestowed on her, if you looked at her qualifications on paper. Maggie had never attended college—she didn’t have the grades or the money—but she’d taken online courses in hotel management and accounting. What she lacked in experience or education, she made up for in sheer will.

      “Here you go, Maggie.” Lina slid her latte across the counter.

      Maggie held out money but Lina waved her off.

      “On the house,” she said.

      “That’s no way to turn a profit, Lina.” Maggie laughed. She wasn’t the lodge’s chief financial officer—thank God, John held that position—but even she knew that.

      “You headed over to Sally’s?” Mrs. Parker asked, nodding toward the window.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sally Sumner owned The Sweet Spot, a bakery across the street. She was also John’s sister and one of Maggie’s best friends despite their age difference.

      “Oh, great.” Lina clapped her hands. “If you tell her we need a dozen more sour cream blueberry muffins and two dozen raspberry scones, then we’ll call it even on the latte.”

      Many of the small businesses in Canyon Creek fed off one another, a necessity if they wanted to survive the slowing economy. Even though the bakery was across the street, they sold their goods in stores and restaurants all over the town.

      “Sure thing,” Maggie said. Sticky buns would give her the push she needed to get through this meeting. Maggie was convinced sticky buns could get a person through just about anything.

      Maggie grabbed her latte and headed for the door. She needed to study her spreadsheets one more time before heading into the office. The lodge was a twenty-minute drive up Canyon Creek Mountain but Maggie found she could concentrate on finances better when she stayed in town.

      She glanced down at her watch. She was due at the lodge at nine. That would give her a solid hour to consume an adequate number of sticky buns—probably at least two—then review the spreadsheets before driving to the office to discuss the lodge’s future financial projections.

      “Thanks for the coffee,” Maggie shouted over her shoulder as she walked out of the coffee shop door.

      “Don’t forget,” Lina yelled.

      “A dozen sour cream blueberry muffins and two dozen raspberry scones. Got it.” Maggie let the door close behind her and walked to the corner. She stood, staring up at the one light in Canyon Creek, waiting for it to turn green.

      The town had been settled by the Sumner and Noble families in the 1800s. They’d been on a quest for gold but had come up empty handed, discouraged to find Canyon Creek Mountain only filled with sediment and water.

      Now Maggie was a part of the Sumner family. Well, maybe not a direct descendent, like John and Valerie’s six sons, but they considered Maggie family, and that was enough to make her smile as she crossed the street.

      None of the Sumner boys had been home to Canyon Creek in months, maybe years, and they rarely stayed longer than a few days when they did visit. She wouldn’t say it out loud, but it always ticked off Maggie. John and Valerie were wonderful parents. She couldn’t understand why their boys wouldn’t come home more often.

      Maggie waved at a passing car as she crossed to the other side. She didn’t recognize the driver, but it didn’t matter. In Canyon Creek you always waved.

      She pushed open the door to The Sweet Spot, smiling when the bells above the door echoed through the store, signaling her arrival.

      “I’ll be right there!” Sally yelled from somewhere in the back.

      “Steve Perry is parking his Maserati outside,” Maggie hollered.

      The entire town, and probably half of Colorado, knew of Sally Sumner’s obsession with all things related to Journey and their one-time lead singer, Steve Perry.

      Sally appeared from the back kitchen, a plume of flour trailing behind. She tugged off her apron, shaking out her short blonde hair before straightening her T-shirt that read “I’m a baker, I’m good with my hands. What’s your super power?”

      “You think you’re cute, don’t you, Miss Maggie?” The dry tone told her Sally hadn’t believed Steve Perry would show up in Canyon Creek, but Maggie wasn’t fooled. The woman had come out on the off chance this was the one time a miracle had happened.

      Maggie couldn’t help but laugh. “Maybe the man likes to ski?”

      “I’d go down a mountain for Steve Perry.” She shook her rear in the air and slapped it for good measure. “I still got it.” And she did. For someone in her early fifties, Sally Sumner still looked damn good.

      “Hey, before I forget, Lina says the coffee shop needs—”

      “I know, she already called me,” Sally sighed, dusting off her jeans. “And the diner screwed up their order and they want me to fix it. They need a dozen more pies before noon. And the café at the lodge opens in—” Sally glanced over her shoulder at the clock on the wall. “Shit, in an hour.”

      During the grand opening of the lodge two months ago, Sally had catered baked goods and Strange Brew had brought in coffee. The food had been so well received that Maggie and Valerie had designated a spot for a small stand-alone café just off the lobby with the hopes to expand one day. Maggie knew it meant more work for Sally but she also knew Sally would do anything to help her brother, John, succeed.

      Maggie nodded toward the kitchen. “You need any help back there?”

      Sally cocked a brow. Maggie couldn’t boil water without burning it, let alone bake a pie, and Sally knew it.

      “Why don’t you hire a few more people to help you?” Maggie asked, pulling out her laptop.

      “If I could just get half of my girls to move back to Canyon Creek I could franchise this little business and retire.”

      Sally had six girls but only one currently lived in Canyon Creek. Lily Sumner, one of Maggie’s closest friends, had moved back a year ago from Denver where she’d worked as an event planner.

      As if hearing her name spoken aloud, Lily pushed open the front door with such force, she nearly ripped the bell from its cord.

      Her face was ashen, eyes wide. “Mom,” she panted, “why aren’t you answering your phone?”

      “It’s in the kitchen. What’s wrong?”

      Maggie dug in her coat pocket and pulled out her own phone. Three missed calls from Valerie. Maggie’s body stiffened, a numbing wave washing over her, the same paralyzing fear she felt any time she received a call about her father.

      “What is it?” Maggie whispered. “What’s happened?”

      Lily’s eyes darted back and forth from Sally to Maggie before finally settling on her mother. “It’s Uncle John. We need to get to the hospital.”
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      “It’s good to be you, right?” Ben Sumner slapped his business partner on the shoulder as he joined him at the window.

      The view from the 75th floor of Columbia Tower offered an incredible view of the city he’d called home for over a decade. The downtown lights of Seattle dotted the landscape as twilight faded into evening. The colors were stunning as the sun dropped low behind Elliot Bay. It was like looking out on top of the world.

      Patrick Fairplay turned to take the amber tumbler Ben offered him and grinned. “Yeah, it is, my friend.”

      After nearly fifteen years, not much about Patrick had changed, except his exterior. Ratty T-shirts and worn-out jeans had been replaced with tailor-made business suits. Patrick’s once unruly hair was now styled to perfection, thanks to his fiancé, Daphne Wellington, heiress to one of Texas’ wealthiest families.

      “What do you think of the place?” Patrick took a small sip of his Scotch as he studied the large banquet room behind them.

      Ben turned and followed his gaze, taking in the elegant decor and the mass of people. “Better you than me.” He lifted his glass in silent salute.

      Patrick laughed, touching his tumbler to Ben’s before taking another swig of alcohol. He stared blankly at the mass of people, releasing a deep sigh. “This is the second of four engagement parties Daphne’s parents have planned. The other two are in Texas.”

      Ben laughed. “I always knew Daphne came from money but that’s a little extravagant, even for the Wellingtons.”

      “Yah think?” Patrick rolled his eyes.

      Better you than me had been putting it mildly.

      Ben squeezed his shoulder. “Well, at least you know your future father-in-law can bail you out of jail should you ever find yourself on the wrong side of the law.”

      “I was kind of counting on you for that honor.”

      “Anytime, my friend.” Ben chuckled, knowing neither of them needed Daphne’s money. They had enough of their own.

      Almost fifteen years ago Ben and Patrick had dropped out of college and moved to the Pacific Northwest to start their small computer software company. Seattle had been a tech magnet at the time and Ben knew their fledgling company could thrive in the big city.

      Now, staring out over the Pacific Ocean and one of the most impressive skylines of the world, Ben had to admit, leaving college had been the best, and most lucrative decision he’d ever made—even if his father didn’t agree at the time.

      Ben shook his head. Focusing on old memories wasn’t something he had the time for. He and his father had had the biggest fight of Ben’s life when he’d told him of his plans to leave college. Despite Ben’s success, their contact since then had been limited, and strained at best. Ben knew he should reach out to his father, try to fix things between them, but he never seemed to be able to make the phone call.

      Ben looked at Patrick. “You sure about this?”

      His friend’s brows went up. “Hell yeah. Aside from what you and I have done with the business, being married to Daphne is all I’ve ever wanted since the day I met her.” Patrick was so in love with his fiancée it was laughable, at least to Ben. He didn’t understand that kind of devotion.

      Ben moved closer to the window. “We really did it, huh?” he said, as if barely able to believe himself.

      “Yeah, we did.” Patrick shot Ben a look that reminded him of the ones his brothers used to give him when they’d gotten away with something they never in a million years dreamed they could.

      Of course, there’d been a price to achieve their dreams. Instead of writing computer code, Ben ended up sitting in meetings and looking at financial data most days. That was the only downside to the whole dream they’d been living.

      Patrick tipped his head. “And just think, in another year, we could be even richer.”

      Ben glanced over at his friend. For almost a year Patrick had been trying to talk Ben into going public with their software company. Ben wasn’t convinced it was the right move, not just for the company, but for him personally. He was already pulling seventy to eighty-hour work weeks. Going public would sink him even further into the bowels of corporate hell.

      Ben had pushed himself to the breaking point to make his company a success, trying to prove to himself—and his father—that he could be successful without a college degree. He’d become what he loathed about his own father, a workaholic. Patrick was right about one thing, they could make even more money with this move. But Ben wasn’t sure more money was what he wanted anymore. Some days he yearned for the simple life but he’d never admit that to Patrick.

      Ben looked over his shoulder to the celebration, then back to Patrick. “Are you sure that’s what you want? You’re about to marry Daphne? Don’t you think you’d like to relax and enjoy your wife for a while instead of adding to our work week?”

      “Patrick.” Daphne’s sweet, southern drawl had both men turning to face her. “You promised no work tonight.”

      Ben studied his friend’s fiancée. Long blonde hair tumbled down Daphne’s bare shoulders, accentuating her model-worthy figure. Her bright blue eyes shone with adoration as she stared up at Patrick. A pang of jealousy for what the two had found together hit Ben in the chest.

      Where the hell had that come from? He prided himself on his bachelor ways.

      Daphne stepped next to her fiancé, sliding her arm inside Patrick’s coat and wrapping it around his waist. “Daddy’s complaining. There are people he wants you to meet.”

      “Daph,” Patrick slid his free arm around Daphne’s shoulders and bent to press a kiss against her temple, “I’ve met a hundred people tonight. I’m hiding over here for a reason.”

      She laughed and stood on her toes, pressing a kiss against his lips.

      “It’s a nice party, Daphne,” Ben said. “Your parents went all out for this gig.”

      She stepped back and surveyed the room, a huge smile spreading across her face. “I know, isn’t it gorgeous? I can’t believe we got the Columbia Tower on such short notice.”

      “Is your father a member of the club here?” Ben asked.

      Daphne and Patrick shared a knowing look and laughed.

      “What?”

      “Daddy isn’t,” she said, her eyes never leaving her fiancé’s, “but Patrick is.”

      “What?” Ben’s head cocked back in surprise. “Since when?” He knew he and Patrick were considered successful in the business world, but he never believed either of them the private club types.

      “It was Daddy’s wedding gift to Patrick.” Daphne laughed. “It’s ridiculous but we couldn’t say no.”

      Ben glanced at Patrick, who looked like he’d swallowed a bug, then turned to Daphne and chuckled. “You know your father’s gift was wasted on a simpleton like Patrick, right? Not many socialites come from Twin Falls, Iowa.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Sumner?” Patrick asked with mock anger. “Your podunk town of Canyon Creek, Colorado, is smaller than the head of a match stick. One sneeze and you could miss the whole damn town.”

      Patrick wasn’t exaggerating. With a population of less than three thousand, Ben’s hometown in Colorado was the epitome of small-town living. Some would call Canyon Creek quaint but Ben thought it suffocating. He had no plans to return in the near future.

      Ben’s cell phone buzzed in his coat pocket. He pulled it out and noticed his brother Emmett’s number flash on the screen. Ben ignored the call and slid the phone back into his jacket. He’d return the call later when he might have a chance of hearing what his brother was saying.

      “Was that your hot date, saying she’d be late?” Daphne asked.

      “Nope,” Ben said, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “I’m solo tonight.”

      “What?” Daphne clasped her chest in mock horror as she searched the room. “No friends-with-benefits bimbo for the evening?”

      “Maybe later.” Ben smiled, lifting the tumbler to his lips and taking a long swig of Scotch. Now that Daphne had mentioned it, Ben realized it had been awhile since he’d shared his bed with the soft curves of a woman. He mentally flipped through his contact list of women who shared his idea of a relationship. He didn’t date, he was too busy, but it didn’t mean he was celibate. His relationships were based on physical need, and happened between the sheets, nothing more.

      “Have you guys finally decided where you’re getting married?” Ben asked, trying to change the subject.

      “Dude,” Patrick held up a hand, “can I just get through these damned engagement parties before we start walking down the aisle?”

      “Patrick,” Daphne cried. “You sound like you don’t enjoy the parties.” Her bottom lip curled out with a pout. Daphne was a master at getting what she wanted. Especially from her future husband. If Ben didn’t actually like her, he’d find it annoying. Somehow, though, she managed to be both a pain in his ass and one of his favorite people all at the same time.

      “What I enjoy is spending time with you.” Patrick pulled Daphne into an embrace and planted a searing kiss against her lips.

      Oh, shit. Ben needed an escape. As much as he liked them both, he didn’t need to watch this public display of affection. Maybe he’d step out in the hallway and call his brother back. It was unusual for Emmett to call, especially on a Saturday night.

      “Oh, Patrick,” Daphne moaned. Slowly they pulled away, Patrick staring down at his fiancé as if he wanted to eat her alive.

      “And on that note…” Ben slapped his best friend on his back and leaned over to kiss Daphne on the cheek.

      “Oh, don’t leave yet,” Daphne said. “My sister’s best friend is here. She was Miss Texas three years ago.”

      “Holy hell, where is she?” Patrick teased, pushing Daphne to the side.

      “Patrick,” she squealed.

      One thing Ben had to admit, Patrick and Daphne were perfect for each other. Even though Daphne had originally made a play for Ben, as soon as her blue eyes had spotted Patrick, all other men faded away.

      Ben felt his phone vibrate again and reached inside his jacket.

      “No business,” Daphne scolded. “Come on Ben, let me introduce you.”

      As with most people in her life, Ben had no choice but to follow Daphne as she wound them through the crowd of people. She stopped every few feet to say hello to people Ben had never met, and would probably never see again.

      His phone vibrated again. Something in his chest tightened and he stilled.

      “Ben, what is it?” Daphne asked, staring up at him.

      “I don’t know.” He slipped his hand inside his pocket, taking out his phone, sensing in his gut that something was wrong. He glanced at the screen and saw two missed calls from his mother. “Fuck,” he whispered.

      “Ben?” Daphne stepped closer, staring down at his phone.

      “I need to make a call,” Ben said as he slipped from Daphne’s hold and walked toward the exit. His mother called every Sunday afternoon. It was Saturday night.

      First Emmett, now his mother.

      Ben stood next to the elevators in the foyer, trying to steady his heartbeat as he pushed the button to call his mother.

      “Oh, Ben,” his mother answered with a cry.

      Fuck.

      “Mom, what is it?”

      “It’s…it’s…”

      “Mom?”

      Someone tugged on his arm. He glanced down and saw Daphne staring up at him, Patrick flanked on the other side.

      “Ben, it’s your father.” His mother’s voice cracked with emotion.

      “What happened to Dad?” Ben’s eyes shot to Patrick and he felt Daphne squeeze him tighter.

      “He, he,” she whimpered, “he died.”

      Ben felt his world fall away. “He what?” Ben asked, unable to believe the words. The room spun and Ben locked his knees before they gave out. Patrick and Daphne led him to a chair against the wall.

      “Yes,” his mother said quietly, unable to hide her muffled sobs.

      Ben scrubbed a hand through his hair, unable to believe the words. He died. “How, Ma? What happened?”

      “A heart attack,” she whispered.

      “Are you all right? Is someone there with you?”

      “Yes. Maggie’s here. And Sally.”

      “Maggie Lawrence?” Something in his gut tightened at the mention of her name.

      “C-, can, you come home, Ben?”

      “Of course, Mom. I’ll leave tonight.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. I’ll try to get someone to pick you up in Denver.”

      “Ma, don’t worry about it, I’ll rent a car and drive myself. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Questions flew through Ben’s mind but he knew his mother was in no state to answer. Hell, he was in no state to comprehend.

      “I’ll call you in a bit with my flight details.”

      “Okay.” Her voice broke and she hiccupped another sob.

      “Are you sure you’re okay for now?”

      “Yes. Just…if you could come home.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can, Ma.”

      “Thank you.”

      Thank you? Jesus, did his mom really think she had to thank him for coming home. Probably. The thought filled Ben with regret and guilt.

      “I love you, Ma. I’ll be home soon.”

      “I, I love you too, sweetie. Please be careful.”

      “I will. I’ll call you back soon.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      Ben pulled the phone away and stared down at the blank screen. He shook his head, unable to believe that his father was gone. John Sumner was a giant of a man, stubborn, intelligent…invincible. Or so Ben had thought.

      “Ben,” Daphne said quietly. “Did your father pass away?”

      “Yeah,” he said, scrubbing a hand down his face, trying to rub away the fog that seemed to fill his head.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Daphne gripped his arm and rubbed a soothing hand on his back.

      Patrick squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll get Stephanie to book our tickets and then we can swing by our houses to pack some clothes.”

      Ben glanced up at his friend, barely comprehending what he was saying.

      “What? I’m coming with you,” Patrick said.

      Ben shook his head. “No, I’ll go. Stay here and take care of things.” Ben stood, his legs still wobbly. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Ben, please let Patrick go with you,” Daphne pleaded. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      Alone was exactly what Ben needed right now. All he could think of was the fight he’d had with his father over a decade ago. Ben had always thought they’d have time to mend the fences he’d broken that day.

      “No, I’ll be okay, Daph, and I’ll feel better knowing we’re not both away from the business.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, not at all sure he would be. “Thank you, though. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “We’re here for you, Ben, for anything,” Patrick said.

      “I know.”

      Patrick stepped forward and hugged him tight. “For anything,” he whispered.

      Ben released him and Daphne immediately took him in her arms. “I’m so sorry,” Daphne said quietly.

      So am I, Ben thought. “I shouldn’t be gone long,” he said.

      “Take your time.” Patrick clutched his shoulder. “Your family needs you right now. We’ll survive here.”

      He nodded absently.

      “Send me the details of the funeral and we’ll fly out.”

      Funeral. God, was this real? Had his father really died?

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened.

      “Are you sure you’ll be okay flying home alone?” Daphne asked again.

      Ben wasn’t sure of anything right now but he knew one thing with certainty. He needed to do this alone. The last thing he wanted was anyone to see him break down. Returning home to Canyon Creek wouldn’t be easy but Ben would go. For his mom, for his brothers. But mostly for his dad.
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      Ben glanced around the small conference table, happy to see his brothers after years apart but hating the reason they’d been called home. Too many miles had separated them for far too long and a pang of guilt hit him in the chest. He’d missed his brothers.

      Five pair of expectant eyes stared back at him as his brothers waited for Ben to speak. The conference room within The Lodge at Canyon Creek where they all sat vibrated with tension. He hated to admit it but staring at them now, Ben realized he didn’t really know his own brothers any more. Hopefully that would change.

      “So, what are you saying?” Aaron asked. Ben wasn’t surprised the second oldest of them wanted to get straight to the point. Aaron was a cardiologist at a large hospital in Chicago and had no time to waste on placating them.

      His brothers and he shared so many physical resemblances. Thankfully, their professional lives were as different as night and day. Ben hoped their varied skill sets would help his mother save their family land and the lodge she’d built on it.

      Ben drew in a deep breath and slowly exhaled, wondering how to make his brothers fully appreciate the dire situation their family was in. One he hadn’t even fully understood himself until early this morning.

      “I studied the financial records for the lodge well into the night and looked through the terms of the loan this morning,” Ben said, raking his fingers through his dark hair. “Mom needs our help. She can’t run this place without dad. Hell, they had a hard time before dad’s death, but without him, there’s just no way to keep the lodge solvent and make good on the loan unless we all move back and help with the continued expansion.”

      Stunned gazes met his and he knew what they were thinking. All six of them had run far and fast when they’d left Canyon Creek years before. Coming back wasn’t an option. Only, now, it had to be.

      “Move back?” Grant jerked his head. Having been born only three minutes after his twin, Jake, Grant was officially the youngest Sumner son. “As in live here, in Canyon Creek?”

      Ben didn’t want to live in their small home town any more than his brothers did. He glanced out the window at Canyon Creek Mountain, noting the snow that had blanketed his father’s funeral was finally letting up. “Yes. Live here.”

      “I can’t do that. My career is in California,” Grant said, sounding like the baby he was.

      Ben bit down a harsh response. He would never intentionally hurt his brother by pointing out what everyone in the room knew thanks to the tabloids.

      Grant had been an A-list actor this time last year, sought after by most studios execs. But one messy divorce and a shit-ton of poor choices stacked on top of some pretty public battles with his manager had left his bank accounts drained and himself damn near unemployable.

      “Maybe MTV will offer you a reality show here in Colorado.” Max snorted. “I can see it now,” he said, waving his hands in the air as if revealing a marquee, ‘Washed-Up Actors Gone Wild.’”

      “Yeah?” Grant shot back. “And maybe Trojan condoms will sponsor your next season with their new mini-man-sized line.”

      Max was the notorious bad boy of the National Football League, no matter how hard he tried to deny it to the press, and their mother. An attack on his manhood was the best way to piss off Max, and Grant knew it.

      The other brothers joined in the laughter this time.

      Ben slammed his hand on the table, making them jump. “I’m serious, guys! Mom is royally screwed here. I don’t know what Dad was thinking, mortgaging the lodge and the land to finance renovations and expansions.” The thought that their mom might lose her dream right after losing their dad gutted him. Ben wouldn’t let that happen.

      “How much did they borrow?” Jake asked.

      Ben hesitated “Almost two million dollars.”

      “Two million dollars!” Emmett shouted. “What the hell?”

      “I know.” Ben shook his head in disbelief.

      “They mortgaged the land?” Max asked, looking like he might be sick.

      Ben didn’t blame him. As much as he didn’t want to live in Canyon Creek again, there’d always been something comforting about knowing his family had a history here. That history was in the land, and it went without saying, they’d all always believed that land would be in the family for generations to come.

      The boys had grown up on the northern quarter of Canyon Creek Mountain. The large chunk of acreage that began at the base and went up the northern face of the mountain had been in their family since the tiny town of Canyon Creek was established in the 1800s. At one point, they’d owned more, but that had been lost decades before to the Noble family—a ridiculously ironic name

      Now, the Nobles owned three quarters of the mountain, and the Sumners hung onto their quarter with fierce tenacity. Until now.

      “Of course, the land too,” Ben said. “This place—the location—is the value, not the out-cropping of buildings.” Ben shouldn’t have to explain this, but his brothers just weren’t getting it.

      None of the boys had argued when their parents built a six-bedroom bed and breakfast five years ago after retiring. It had been successful and a good diversion for his nosy mother. Of course, the fact the Nobles ran a lucrative ski resort on the opposite side of the mountain meant the bed and breakfast had a built-in customer base and had done well from the start.

      But a few years ago, his parents had started to expand, believing their years of success with the small bed and breakfast would grow exponentially. The Lodge at Canyon Creek had been born and construction started, despite his and his brothers’ concerns over the size of the project.

      The building was now complete and included a stunning main lodge with 27 guest rooms and three suites. Construction on seven free-standing cabins had already begun, as well as renovations to a junky old barn. His hopelessly romantic mother dreamed of making the dilapidated structure into a wedding venue soon.

      What his parents hadn’t explained to Ben, or any of his brothers, was how they’d funded the expansion. His usually budget-conscious father, the one who rarely gave his sons anything but grief, had taken out a nearly two million-dollar loan. If this expansion didn’t pay off, if his family couldn’t fill these rooms and soon, his mother could lose everything.

      “What about life insurance?” Jake asked. “Surely dad had life insurance?” Grant’s twin was a political strategist, working on some of the most successful campaigns in Washington. Given his strong strategic skills, Ben had hoped Jake would volunteer to move back first to help him develop a solid plan for repayment. They needed someone who could see the big picture and make shit happen without involving sentiment or emotion. Ben realized he’d just included himself in that scenario when he had zero interest in being there. Who the hell cared, as long as they figured this out.

      “The insurance will help,” Ben said, “but it’s not enough. The payout is only one hundred thousand. When you factor in his hospital stay and the funeral costs…” He let the sentence trail off. His brothers could do the math. He didn’t mention the terms of the loan yet.

      “No savings?” their middle brother, Emmett, asked.

      Emmett was a writer. He could write anywhere. It wouldn’t be hard for him to relocate. At least Ben prayed it wouldn’t. Their mom would need all of them to spend some time in Colorado over the next year-and-a-half.

      Ben shook his head. “They had savings, but they sunk it all into the bed and breakfast when they first built it.” Ben drew in a deep breath. “This place,” he waved his hands around the room, “this lodge is now their retirement. Mom’s retirement,” he corrected. “And she can’t do it alone.”

      Ben scrubbed a hand down his face. He’d been just as stunned when he discovered how much his mom and dad had leveraged themselves and the land for the expansion, but he needed his brothers to process the situation quickly before their mother caught them. Valerie Sumner was a proud woman and would never actively ask for their help. She wouldn’t be happy if she caught them all talking about her finances.

      Emmett, always the consummate introspective, steepled his fingers under his chin. “But they’ve run the bed and breakfast for five years now. Hasn’t it been profitable? Shouldn’t the lodge do just as well?”

      So much for skipping the details of the loan and its covenants, Ben thought. “The bed and breakfast was profitable after their second year of operation,” Ben said, “which is remarkable in the business world. But we don’t have two years. The loan has covenants we have to meet every quarter.”

      “What the hell is a covenant?” Grant asked.

      “A covenant is a specific condition of the loan that a company must meet,” Ben said. “Requirements like, hitting certain ratios of income to expenses, meeting room capacity, stuff like that.” Ben scanned the room, not surprised at the blank faces staring back at him. He had to cut to the chase. “It’s not just about making payments. If Ma doesn’t meet those conditions, the bank can foreclose. On everything.”

      His brothers seemed to be digesting the information so he went on. “Dad didn’t take a salary. Their plan was for him to draw wages after the first year or two of operations. If mom has to pay people to take over his work load, that’s a huge line item in the expense column. When the bank sees that, she’ll be screwed. We’ll be screwed. We won’t meet some of the covenants. They just…” Ben shook his head, “Mom and Dad expanded way too fast, way too soon.”

      “Dad never could say no to Mom,” Jake said, stating what they all knew as fact. Their father had been able to say no to his sons plenty, but never their mom.

      “Look, we just buried Dad like—” Grant glanced down at his watch “—two hours ago. Do we need to do this now?”

      “I know,” Ben said, “I’m sorry to spring this on you, but I don’t have a choice. I had no idea how dire their financial situation was.”

      “If mom loses the lodge and the land, you know Dad will haunt us all for the rest of our lives.” Emmett laughed.

      “Never mind Dad. Great-great-great grandpa Lazarus Sumner will come back from the grave to haunt us all.” Grant shook his head. “It was bad enough the guy lost half our land to the Nobles when he was alive over a hundred years ago. If we lose the rest of the mountain, that old man will never let us have a moment’s peace.”

      Ben had yet to mention the fact that his mom and dad had secured the loan through the local bank—a bank whose board held more than one Noble family member who probably wouldn’t be sad to see the Sumner name fail. His brothers had enough to worry about right now.

      “What if we pool our money?” Jake asked.

      “I don’t have shit for money right now,” Grant answered.

      “And I’m swamped in medical school loan payments,” Aaron added.

      Grant glanced at Ben. “What about you, Ben? Isn’t your company going public this year? You should make a shit-ton of money with that.”

      Ben rubbed the back of his neck. There was no denying he was less satisfied with the management of the company lately, but he wasn’t willing to admit that to anyone. It wasn’t that he didn’t love his company. He did. He was proud of it. But, he had to admit, he was bored.

      “We’re still deciding,” Ben mumbled, shoving the thoughts from his mind. He could give his mom a few hundred thousand, maybe more. He lived comfortably. But two million dollars without time to raise it? Not going to happen.

      “I’ll pay it,” Max said.

      Everyone turned and stared at him, not surprised by his offering. He may be notorious with the women, but everyone knew the all pro wide-receiver had a giver’s heart.

      “Thanks, Max,” Ben said. “I appreciate that. We all do. But you know Ma. She would never take our money.”

      “So, what makes you think she’ll take our help?” Emmett asked.

      “She’s too proud,” Jake said.

      “Too stubborn,” Max added. His other brothers nodded in agreement.

      “Does Mom know about this? The bank note I mean?” Jake asked.

      “I don’t know. I assume so. Her signature is there next to Dad’s.”

      “Does she know you know?” Aaron asked.

      “I’m pretty sure.” He paused, knowing his proposal wouldn’t go over well. “If we could all come back to help over the next eighteen months—”

      “Eighteen months!” Grant cursed under his breath. “That’s almost two years.” He shook his head and pushed back in his chair. “No way, man.”

      Max shot him a glaring look. “What the hell are you bitching about loser? It’s not like you have a career waiting for you.”

      “Me a loser?” Grant shot to his feet. “I’m an Oscar winner, asshole. You’re the lying sack of shit who’s playing on borrowed time, asshole.”

      Max bolted from his chair, arms outstretched as he lunged over the table for Grant. Max might have blown out both knees during his ten-year career in the NFL, but his hands worked just fine.

      “What the hell, guys?” Aaron slid across the table to break them apart. “We’re not ten years old.”

      “Let them be.” Emmett leaned back in his chair, crossing his hands behind his head. “More inheritance for me.”

      Grant released his hold on Max and glared at Emmett. “You’re not taking our fucking inheritance,” he growled.

      “There is no fucking inheritance you morons!” Ben yelled. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There’s only this lodge and the land it sits on.” He waved a hand around the room. “And a loan that will wipe Mom out financially and take it all away from us for good if we don’t step in and fix this.” He lowered his voice. “Mom needs this, guys. She needs us.”

      He and his brothers might not want to come home, but the fact remained, they’d all do anything for their mother.

      “She’ll really lose it all if this place doesn’t take off?” Emmett asked.

      “Yes.” Ben blew out a frustrated sigh and nodded his head.

      Silence rang through the room.

      Max released his hold on Grant and fell into his chair. “So, tell us your great plan for saving the lodge, big brother.”

      Ben pulled his chair closer to the table. “Well, Mom has zero business skills. She thrives on the people side of running the lodge—interacting with the guests, regaling them with the history of Canyon Creek.”

      “Showing off her Bon Jovi memorabilia,” Aaron snorted.

      They all laughed. His mother’s obsession with all things Jon Bon Jovi was borderline obsessive. It was rivaled only by his Aunt Sally’s Journey mania and Aunt Lisa’s fixation on Van Halen. The battles between the three women over the ’80s iconic hair bands were the stuff of family—and town—legend.

      “It was Dad who kept the accounting side of things going,” Ben continued, “but having him here to carry the expanded workload of the new space was crucial to them making money for the first year out. Replacing him would essentially mean hiring another manager, or at the very least, a lot of staff to take over his workload.”

      “Crap,” Jake said.

      “Yeah,” Ben agreed, “Mom can’t afford to pay another salary if she hopes to meet the covenants and, eventually, pay the debt.” Ben raked a hand through his thick hair. “I thought if we all moved back for a little while, between the six of us we could oversee the final renovations and work on ways to cut back on expenses.”

      “Eighteen months is more than a little while, bro.” Emmett used air quotes as he spoke.

      Ben got it. He had never planned to return to Canyon Creek any more than his brothers had when he’d dropped out of college and fled his hometown to start his company. “I know.” Ben sighed. “But it doesn’t have to be the full eighteen months. We’ll rotate. Maybe two at a time, for like six months, or whatever we can manage, I don’t know.” He shrugged.

      “I can’t.” Aaron said flatly, shaking his head. “I’m sorry guys, but I’m finishing up my fellowship at Northwestern Memorial in Chicago. I can’t leave now.”

      “What about a sabbatical?” Ben asked.

      “Are you kidding?” Aaron laughed but the sound was devoid of humor. “Give up a fellowship in cardiac surgery at Northwestern? It would be professional suicide.”

      “And I can’t stay,” Max said. “It’s playoff time.”

      “You’re benched.” Grant laughed sarcastically.

      Max saluted his youngest brother with his favorite finger. “I’m on the injured reserve list, asshole. I’ll be back on the field as soon as the docs approve me. Besides, my contract requires me to be on that bench. I don’t get to sit home eating bonbons with my thumb up my ass like some people.”

      “Whatever.” Grant rolled his eyes.

      Ben stared at Emmett, who was deep in thought.

      Emmett was the quieter brother, more introspective. He often didn’t speak without careful consideration in a situation like this. Jake was more contemplative too, unlike Grant and Max, who’d never learned to temper their anger, or their mouths. They’d always chosen to act without thought, and often times paid a high price for their impulsivity.

      Ben focused on Emmet now. “What about you, Em?”

      Emmett’s head jerked up, his eyes narrowing. “What about me?”

      “You can write from anywhere, can’t you?”

      Emmett raised his brows. “And you can program computers from anywhere, too.” It was a statement not a question.

      He and Emmett locked eyes, silently caught in a battle of the wills, just like they’d done since childhood.

      “Ugh,” Emmett frowned, falling back in his seat, “fine. I’ll stay. But not for eighteen months.”

      Ben smiled, relieved at least one Sumner brother was committed to saving the lodge. He could run his business from here for a few months. If he and his brothers staggered themselves over the next year, they could give their mom enough time to get this done and none of them would have to sacrifice all they’d built in their own lives.

      Ben nodded at Emmett. “Good. You and I will be the first wave. What about the rest of you?” Ben glanced at Jake, Aaron, Max and Grant. “When can you guys clear some time?”

      “I can come for a few months once the season is over,” Max offered.

      Ben grinned. “Thanks, man. I plan on sticking around for a few months at the very least. I can work remotely for the time being but I’ll need to fly back to Seattle for a day or two first. I need to set things up with my office staff for a long absence.”

      Jake, Aaron, and Grant remained quiet. Ben would let them absorb the information for a day or two. He knew they’d figure out a way to get back here and pitch in. They had to.

      Max stood and rounded the table, reaching out to squeeze Ben’s shoulder. “Thanks bro, I’ll do as much as I can to help from Tampa.”

      “You know, Benny Boy,” Grant waggled his brows, “there’s one fringe benefit to staying here in Canyon Creek, right?”

      “Free pies from Aunt Sally’s bakery?” Aaron asked.

      “That, too,” Grant nodded. “But nah, I’m talking about Maggie Lawrence.”

      Ben’s shoulders stiffened at the mention of Maggie’s name. He was surprised when other body parts stiffened, too. Christ. Ben thought he was well past his infatuation with Maggie Lawrence and her effect on him. Obviously not.

      Max released Ben’s shoulder. “You okay, man?”

      “Oh my God, I forgot about Maggie Lawrence,” Jake chuckled.

      “Ben’s had a hard-on for that girl since freshman year of high school.” Emmett smirked.

      Ben glared at them. “Screw all of you.”

      “But you have to admit,” Emmett said, “having Maggie Lawrence around as the lodge’s manager makes this pill a little easier to swallow.”

      “Swallow!” Grant shouted, laughing hysterically. “You said swallow!”

      A soft knock echoed from the door.

      All six men fell silent and stared at the entry.

      “Come in,” Ben said, expecting to see his mother.

      A mass of auburn curls peeked through the opening. As if summoned by his own father’s ghost, Maggie Lawrence appeared in the doorway. She was out of breath and her cheeks were pink from the cold. She’d probably walked up to the lodge from his mother’s house.

      The brothers’ collective gaze shifted from Maggie to Ben, their smirks impossible not to notice. Assholes.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt you guys.” Her sing-song voice lilted through the room as she scanned the table, focusing on the folders lying open with financial documents. She stared for a moment.

      “Maggie?” Ben coughed out.

      She shook her head as if waking herself from a trance. “Sorry.” Her emerald green eyes rolled up to meet his and he swallowed hard. God, those seductive eyes still had the potential to slay him nearly fifteen years later. Shit.

      “Some of the guests are asking about you.” She held his gaze for a soft beat before turning her head to glance around the small room. “All of you,” she corrected, “they’re asking about all of you. And your mom seems pretty anxious.”

      His mom. Ben was an ass for not keeping this meeting short and getting them all back out to the reception quickly.  They had invited the mourners back to his parents’ home after the burial. How had he forgotten about the heartache she must be going through after losing her husband of thirty-four years?

      Maggie’s sympathetic green eyes met Ben’s, care and concern etched on her face. Suddenly he was transported to high school, a pimply-faced nerd enamored with the popular beauty queen who didn’t even know he existed.

      Maggie Lawrence.

      His brothers had been right about one thing. He’d lived with a perpetual hard-on for most of high school thanks to Maggie Lawrence. Of course, he’d been off her radar, completely invisible to her. Ben never stood a chance against the good-looking, well-built jocks Maggie dated.

      His brothers were wrong on their other assumption, though. Ignoring his childhood crush would be easy. He was successful now, no longer the geeky nerd from years ago. He could shut off the attraction to Maggie Lawrence as easily as he could block out their taunts.

      Ben nodded. “Okay, thanks, Maggie. We’ll be right down.”

      She smiled.

      Oh shit. So, maybe not so easy to ignore after all.

      Maggie bowed her head and backed through the door, closing it quietly.

      He willed his body into submission and turned his attention to his brothers.

      The five sets of eyes staring at him tried to hide their amusement, but failed. Lips twitching, the grown men stifled laughter like school girls.

      Ben glowered, hoping his expression would shut them up.

      “So,” Grant grinned, “you’ll be back soon?”

      Ben glanced at the door as if Maggie would magically reappear. Heaven help him...and his dick. “Yeah, I’ll fly to Seattle tomorrow and be back in a few days.”

      “How long do you plan to stay in Canyon Creek?” Jake asked.

      “For as long as it takes to get into Maggie’s panties,” Grant answered for Ben.

      His brothers joined in Grant’s laughter.

      Ben scowled, his resolve fortified and his mind made up. Moving back to his hometown wasn’t the ideal situation, but his mother and the lodge needed them.

      “I’ll be here for as long as it takes to save the lodge,” Ben said. And he planned to keep Maggie Lawrence off his radar this time.
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      Maggie closed the door to the small meeting room and walked down the corridor toward the lobby of the lodge. She hadn’t seen any of the Sumner brothers in over a year, and hadn’t seen them all together like that since high school, almost fifteen years before. Their absence hurt their mother, and because of that, it pissed Maggie off.

      She didn’t know what the brothers were talking about in the conference room, but their mother needed them down at the reception. Valerie Sumner had just lost her husband of thirty-four years. Her sons should be by her side, not holed up by themselves, laughing.

      Maggie had known all of the Sumner boys growing up, but she hadn’t been friends with any of them. She wasn’t planning to be their friend now, either. The lodge and Valerie were her only priorities, and right now she needed to get back to both.

      The employees were running the lodge by themselves, giving Maggie and Valerie time to grieve with family and friends, but they’d have to return to managing the place soon. The Sumners were only two months into the expansion of the lodge. There wasn’t time for them to curl up in bed and sob, as much as she might want to somedays. Maggie couldn’t imagine how much Valerie wanted to hide from the world right now.

      “Did you find them?” Valerie asked, as Maggie walked back into the lobby of the lodge.

      Maggie glanced up and smiled. “What are you doing up here? I thought you were going to wait back at the house with the guests.”

      “I got antsy,” Valerie gave a small smile.

      Maggie understood. The outpouring of sympathy from the town was overwhelming, for both of them.

      “So, where are they?”

      Maggie motioned behind her. “They’re in one of the meeting rooms.”

      The lines around Valerie’s eyes deepened as she narrowed her gaze. “What are those boys up to?”

      “You sound as if you think it’s no good.” Maggie grinned, a little surprised she could still smile on a day as sad as this. Valerie brought the joy out in her. Despite their difference in age, the two were close.

      “Any time all six of my boys get together, you can guarantee they’re up to no good.” Valerie laughed—a real laugh—for the first time in days, and it felt good to see her expression lighten.

      “I’m sure you’re glad they’re here,” Maggie offered, trying to skirt the issue of what the brothers were doing, sequestered in a meeting room. Their mother was right though. Maggie had the same feeling that the brothers were up to something—she just didn’t know what. Yet.

      Valerie drew in a deep breath and sighed. “Yes, yes I am. I’m just sad it took their father’s death to get them all here at once.”

      Maggie took Valerie’s arm in her own and led her toward the front door of the main lodge. They needed to get back down to the house where the funeral guests were gathered. She was pretty sure the entire town had come to say their final farewells to John Sumner. Valerie tugged on her arm, bringing them to a stop before they reached the door.

      Maggie glanced up. “What is it?”

      Tears welled in Valerie’s eyes.

      “Oh, Valerie, I’m so sorry.” Maggie wrapped her arm around her friend’s small waist and pulled her back into the hallway for privacy. The weight of her own pain crushed her. She could only imagine what it felt like for Valerie, losing her husband after spending a lifetime together.

      Valerie whispered on a sob. “I’m afraid to do this without him.” She looked around her. “Without John, the expansion seems…overwhelming.”

      Maggie pushed back and stared up at the woman who’d become like a mother to her. Valerie’s face was stained with tears. “I told you, Valerie, I’m here for the long haul. I won’t leave you. We’re going to make this work.”

      “Oh, God, thank you Maggie.” She drew Maggie in tighter. “I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Lucky for you, you’ll never have to find out.” Maggie smiled. “Promise.”

      “Ma,” a deep voice rumbled from behind them.

      Valerie pulled away and swiped at her face but kept one arm wrapped around Maggie’s shoulder.

      “Max.” Valerie smiled at her son.

      Max Sumner, four-time All-Pro wide receiver and two-time Super Bowl champion. Could there be a finer specimen of man candy? Glancing behind him at Max’s five brothers, Maggie had to admit that yes, yes there could be. Specifically, Ben Sumner. Each brother had his own distinct personality, but they all shared their father’s dark chestnut hair and hazel eyes. Still, Ben had always stood out to her.

      He’d grown up and filled out since high school, and the man knew how to wear a suit. Like, damn, he could wear a suit. Looking at him now, Maggie had to admit, Ben did more for her than any of his brothers ever had. She just preferred to ignore that fact.

      From the moment the men had descended on the lodge, something had been telling her she needed to protect herself, and Valerie, from them. The Sumner brothers stalked toward her and Valerie, eyes trained on them like a pack of angry lions. A menacing brood of hulky, sexy men about to devour their prey.

      Maggie had grown up honing the skill of knowing when things were about to go wrong. Everything in her was screaming that this was one of those moments.

      Ben stared at her, whiskey-colored eyes boring through her, and she had no doubt whatever was going on, he was the one leading the charge. When he spoke, though, he turned to his mother. “We need to talk about the loan, Mom. We need to make some plans.”

      This was how Maggie remembered Ben from school—serious, hard to read, closed off. He could board up those eyes in a heartbeat, never giving a clue as to what was going on behind them. That was one of the reasons she’d never approached him. He was too intimidating.

      “What about the loan?” Valerie tensed under Maggie’s arm as she spoke.

      Ben shot Maggie another glance. “Maybe we should talk about this in private, Mom.”

      Maggie almost laughed. Ben had some nerve, coming into town, acting like he’d been here all these years, taking care of his mother. He obviously had no idea of the part Maggie played with the business and the loans his parents had taken for the expansion.

      “I don’t think I care to discuss my business loans at all with you, Ben.” Valerie squeezed Maggie’s arm tighter. “But if we’re going to, Maggie will be present.” Maggie liked the way Valerie didn’t offer any explanation. As far as she was concerned, Ben didn’t deserve an explanation.

      It was hard to miss the way Ben’s eyes narrowed, but his brothers’ gazes darted anywhere but at the scene before them. It was also hard not to be a little smug and proud at Valerie’s words. Valerie had laid down the law to her sons, established Maggie as an integral part of their family’s business.

      Been looked as if he’d swallowed a bug, obviously not used to being told what to do.

      Maggie couldn’t help but smirk, just a little.
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      Ben watched Maggie carefully, wondering what was going on behind those sharp green eyes. She seemed fierce, determined even, and that surprised Ben.

      His mother jerked her head around and glared up at him, her shoulder-length, silvery blonde hair whipping around her face. The look that met Ben’s could have melted the snow-capped mountain outside. “Well?” she asked, hand on hip.

      Oh yeah. There was no doubt, Ben was on his mother’s shit list for sure. Screw it. He was already there. Might as well get out what had to be said. “I’ve looked at the loan papers and your financial situation, Mom.”

      This earned him a raised brow. “My financial situation?” She said slowly. Too slowly.

      His brothers stepped back.

      “Pansies,” he muttered under his breath. “Mom, this is important. There are covenants. Conditions you need to meet.” Ben needed Maggie and his mom to understand the loan wasn’t simply an issue of paying back the money over time.

      “Ben, I appreciate your concern,” his mother began, “but we only need to pay the interest on the loan at the moment. We’re fine.”

      “No, Mom—”

      Maggie cut in, her voice cold and eyes flashing. “Do you mean the fixed coverage charge ratio, Ben?”

      Ben blinked and turned to Maggie. “Uh…” What the hell? Now he felt like some high school idiot. Like the idiot he used to be in high school.

      Maggie stood tall, shoulders thrown back, suddenly all business. “Meeting the covenants will be more of a challenge now without your father, but we’re prepared for that.”

      As Maggie spoke, Ben could see his mother’s arm tighten around the small woman. It was clear who his mother was relying on now. Today was his father’s funeral and he was being an ass.

      At the thought of his father, Ben quieted, staring down at the wooden floor. His father was gone. His strong, hard-working, stubborn father was dead at only fifty-five. The news had stunned Ben when he’d received the call, and the reminder was doing it again now. His emotions ricocheted all over the map. His feelings for his dad were…complicated.

      Ben’s mother stepped closer. “Maggie and I will handle this.” Her blue eyes bored into his. “Maggie has been by our side while your father and I ran the bed and breakfast, and all throughout the expansion. More than that, she’s been a good friend to your father and me, and she’s been there for me the last few days when I needed her.”

      What his mother didn’t say was that her own sons hadn’t. They’d all gotten there as quickly as possible, but the first day after their father’s collapse, it had been Maggie by their mother’s side.

      Ben stared at Maggie’s green eyes, noting they were glassy with tears. Someone called her name from the other room and Maggie excused herself, rushing off like she’d been injured. And he’d been the one to hurt her. His chest tightened with remorse and regret.

      Valerie Sumner stood tall and studied each of his brothers. “I will not tolerate any of you disrespecting Maggie.” Her tone was low and authoritative.

      “What does that mean?” Ben asked.

      “Maggie feels threatened by the Sumner name,” his mother said. “When she came to work here, she was afraid to speak up, afraid to let her ideas be heard. We were lucky she got over that, because it turns out Maggie has a lot to contribute.”

      His mother stepped closer.

      Ben inched back.

      Had she always been so tall?

      His mother stood mere inches from him. “I won’t have any of you proving to her that what her father taught her about the Sumners was right. And you in particular.” His mother stared at Ben, her index finger in his face. “I won’t have you treating her like her place here means nothing.”

      “Why are you singling me out?” Ben asked, throwing his hands in the air.

      “You’ve acted like you’ve had a stick up your ass since you got here two days ago,” Grant answered.

      Asshole.

      Ben turned on his brother. “Well excuse the hell out of me for giving a shit about what happens to this lodge.”

      “Language,” his mother scolded.

      “We need to talk, Mom.” Ben slipped his hand around his mother’s elbow and pulled her down the hall toward the conference room. “About the lodge.”

      “Don’t, man,” Aaron said, “not now. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

      His mother squared her shoulders. “I told you. I know exactly the state of the lodge and its finances, Ben.”

      Ben laughed sarcastically. “Mom, if you know about the lodge’s finances, then you know it’s leveraged to the hilt. You and dad had a good thing going with the bed and breakfast. You’d had five years of success and the note on the original building almost paid off. This expansion,” he waved his hand around them, “could destroy all of that. You borrowed too much and you gave the bank a lot of control to do it.”

      He was somewhat mollified by the fact Maggie had known about the terms of the loan. In fact, he was stunned as hell, but he found some relief in the fact she at least seemed aware of the covenants.

      “Stop, Ben.” Jake stepped forward. “We don’t need to do this right now.”

      His mother raised a hand to Jake, cutting off his words, as she steeled her gaze. “Despite what you might think, Ben, I am not a frail flower. Believe it or not I’ve learned a thing or two over the past few years while you boys have been away. Maggie and your father have been wonderful, helping me learn the business.”

      Ben frowned. Maggie hadn’t gone to college and had hardly been a stellar student in high school. She might be a very nice girl, but he doubted she was a business genius.

      Valerie laughed. “As it turns out, Maggie knows a lot about hospitality and hotel management.” She stared Ben down. “More than you, I would bet. And despite what you think, Benjamin, you don’t always know what’s best for me and for this family.”

      Oh, God, she’d pulled out his full name. “Look, Mom, I didn’t mean—”

      “I know, sweetie.” She sighed, cupping his cheek. “I know you’re only trying to fix this, like your father would.”

      He stiffened at the mention that he was like his father, but softened when he saw tears well in his mother’s eyes.

      As if feeling his distress, her hand fell away.

      “I’m not leaving for a while,” Ben said.

      His mother’s brow furrowed. “Why?”

      “Emmett and I plan to stick around for a few weeks just to get things settled.” Ben glanced over at his brother.

      Emmett nodded, his expression neither pained nor excited, but at least he didn’t argue.

      Ben turned back to his mother, gently resting a hand on her shoulder. “You were used to having dad around as another set of hands here. We’ll pick up the slack so you guys don’t get behind.”

      “We’ll all be back to help you, Ma,” Max said. “We just have to clear our schedules and stuff, right guys?” Max glanced around the room but Aaron, Jake and Grant remained silent.

      His mother backed up, hands on hips, throwing them the kind of look she did when they were young and in trouble. Her expression flickered from sadness to anger in a second. “I don’t need that,” she said. “Maggie and I will be fine.”

      “Mom,” Ben pleaded. “It’s just for a few weeks.” If he could get her to agree to a few weeks, the rest would come. He knew it would take longer to settle this financial mess, but his brothers were right. Now wasn’t the time to sort this out. His mother was still in shock. His father’s passing had caught them all by surprise.

      What man falls down dead from a heart attack at fifty-five? A man who’d been a workaholic, like his father, that’s who. His family should have seen this coming all along.

      Ben was one to talk. Despite trying to become the opposite of his father, he often pulled eighty-hour work weeks. He’d always said he’d slow down once his fledgling company got up and running. Sumner Integrated Software Solutions had been “up and running” and very successful for over ten years now. If Ben were being honest, he’d admit he’d been trying to prove something to someone. Someone who was nothing more than a ghost now.

      The kick of pride he always felt when he thought about his company felt hollow at the moment.

      “Fine,” his mother relented, rolling her eyes. She stepped closer to Ben. “But let me make one thing clear. You’ll be working under Maggie.”

      “Under,” Grant laughed.

      Ben froze. Work under Maggie? Never mind that he hadn’t worked under anyone since high school, his mother’s phrasing had sent his mind on a wholly different path. Visions of Maggie under him had his body reacting in ways he didn’t need his mother or brothers seeing. Shit.

      His mother glanced at her youngest. “What did you say, Grant?”

      “Uh, nothing, Ma” Grant mumbled.

      His mother raised a brow and glared at Grant before returning her menacing gaze on Ben. “Maggie runs this lodge by my side, she knows the business inside and out. I won’t have you bulldozing over her, thinking you know what’s best. This time you don’t, Ben.”

      Ben studied his mother. When had she become so strong, so sure of herself in business?

      “Nor will I have you upsetting her,” his mother continued. “Maggie is like a daughter to me and she’s been with me for a long time.”

      The insinuation wasn’t lost on Ben. Maggie had been here when he and his brothers hadn’t. He bristled at the idea of working under Maggie’s supervision.

      Whether she knew it or not, his mother needed someone who could do some serious assessing of the business. The lodge needed someone who wasn’t emotionally invested, someone who could tear apart the books, make hard decisions about down-sizing personnel and possibly halting construction on further expansion. Maggie Lawrence wasn’t that person.

      Ben would assess the figures in the morning and see what could be cut. The cabin build-outs and barn renovations weren’t too far along in construction. He’d need to decide if they were truly necessary. Maybe it wasn’t too late to stop some of his parents’ ludicrous pipedreams. If that meant sucking it up and working with Maggie for a few months, he could do it.

      Ben sighed. “I’ll make it right with Maggie, Ma.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I promise.”

      His mother glanced around at his brothers, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Your father was so proud of all you boys. I know he didn’t always show it but—” Her voice broke and she covered her mouth.

      Ben wasn’t one hundred percent convinced her words were true, but it didn’t matter. His mother was hurting and there was nothing he and his brothers wouldn’t do to protect her. Even if it meant facing his past and coming home.
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      Maggie moved through the common area of the main lodge, the natural elements of the interior calming her restless heart.

      John Sumner had been a preeminent architect in his professional days and he’d brought his love for structure to his design of the lodge. He’d painstakingly incorporated the very essence of the elements that made Colorado and their corner of it so special. Guests often commented that walking through the lobby and into the main room felt like stepping back outdoors.

      Per John’s instructions, the construction crew had been meticulous about salvaging wood from the trees they’d had to clear for the expansion to turn into wide wooden planks for the flooring.

      Just inside the massive front doors of the lodge sat two hand-carved wooden benches, designed by their contractor, Shawn Braddock, a master wood-crafter in his own right. The reception desk was one of a kind, constructed with natural pine that retained some of its original bark around the out-skirting.

      Guests always seemed drawn to the great room. Glancing around the lodge, it wasn’t hard to see why. John and Valerie had created a welcoming space. Since their sons had yet to produce any grandchildren, the couple had joked that the rebuild was their “grandbaby.” With John’s architectural background and the award-winning interior design team they hired, the result had been stunning.

      The large stone fireplace and soft leather couches invited people to sit and visit for a while. Intricately designed rafters of honey-colored pine stretched the expanse of the cathedral ceiling and supported two huge wagon-wheel chandeliers.

      When Maggie had first heard the design team planned to use wagon wheels they’d salvaged from the abandoned barn to use as lighting, she’d thought they were crazy. She expected it to look tacky and over-the-top. But somehow the team had brought it all together. The effect was magical and stunning, a space she could get lost in, and often did.

      She stared out of the picturesque windows on either side of the fireplace. The sweeping views of Canyon Creek Mountain were breathtaking. The snow sparkled under the last rays of the setting sun. The blue skies darkened to a deep purple as the sun escaped behind the peaks, leaving a chill in the late winter air.

      This mountain and the land Valerie and John owned held the potential to become so much more for the community. The rebuild offered the small community job opportunities and business ventures they’d desperately needed for years.

      Valerie’s excitement over her long-term vision had not only convinced Maggie and John that the reward was worth the risk, but the bank, too. The expansion was a bold and strategic move, if you had the guts to try. And Valerie did. Maggie and John were along for the ride. Or had been until John died.

      Believing in your dreams is a choice, Maggie. You must decide to see the potential in spite of the risks if you ever want to achieve them. Valerie’s words floated through Maggie’s mind.

      She knew the brothers had objected to the plan from the start. Valerie hadn’t told her directly, but she’d gathered as much from snippets of phone calls she’d overheard. Whenever Valerie shared an exciting piece of news about the expansion, the result was the same. The phone call was wrapped up quickly in the face of criticism and questioning.

      There was no way she would let them—scratch that. There was no way she was going to let Ben Sumner walk in and destroy all they’d done here.

      “Maggie,” someone called. 

      She glanced behind her, scanning the great room of the lodge. She spotted Sally and Lisa Sumner, Valerie’s sisters-in-law, but also her best friends and soulmates. The Sumner boys’ absence from the funeral reception at Valerie’s house had obviously pulled them toward the lodge as well.

      Sally was John’s sister, married and divorced years ago. Lisa was married to John’s younger brother, Mark. The three women had been close as children, tighter as teens, and then, eventually, sisters, even if by marriage. Maggie would be lying to herself if she said she didn’t envy their close relationship.

      Normally bubbly and outgoing, the two women were now huddled together, gaining strength from one another. Sally held out her arm and Maggie walked into the older woman’s embrace. “How’s Valerie doing? I’m worried about my best friend and her brood of angry boys.” 

      Sally had been the one to send Maggie up to the lodge to check on her nephews. The absence of John’s six sons was becoming a talking point for the locals back at the reception.

      “They’re good,” Maggie sighed and smiled tightly. “Just talking for a minute before they come back out.” 

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Sally raised a brow. 

      “Go easy on her,” Lisa said. “Maggie doesn’t have it in her to lie well, and that’s a good thing. Not everyone is as cynical as you, Sal.”

      Sally chuckled. “What can I say? I’m like an old Buick parked under an oak tree full of pigeons. Life has crapped on me a time or two…or twenty.”

      Maggie and Lisa laughed in spite of the somber mood.

      “There’s Valerie.” Maggie nodded toward the entryway of the lobby.

      Valerie stood, arms wrapped around herself, her face pale and blue eyes welling with tears.

      “Oh, shit.” Sally released Maggie and looked at Lisa. “We better go. She doesn’t look good.” 

      As the sisters walked away, Maggie gritted her teeth, praying the boys hadn’t upset Valerie more.

      Just behind Valerie, the boys appeared. Without seeking him out, her eyes locked on Ben. The tension rolled across the room, tangible in its weight. If she kept grinding her teeth like this, she’d crack a tooth.

      As if sensing her gaze, Ben’s eyes met hers. His brow wrinkled as he studied Maggie from top to bottom. She couldn’t decide if he was assessing her as friend or foe. It didn’t matter. He and his brothers would be gone soon enough, leaving her and Valerie to deal with the lodge. Maggie just needed to be nice to them while they were here.

      Maggie’s shoulders dropped in resignation. She wanted to fight the Sumner men on Valerie’s behalf but she didn’t have it in her. Not today. Days spent at the hospital holding vigil over John after his initial heart attack and then being by Valerie’s side since his death had taken a toll on Maggie. 

      The brothers slowly dispersed, presumably heading back down to the house. Good. Maybe the community would encourage Ben and his brothers not to do anything rash, like sell the lodge. They had to see how important it was to the whole town. How important it was to her. She wouldn’t let them come in and stomp on her dreams, on Valerie’s dreams.

      She glanced around the great room of the lodge, feeling John Sumner’s presence in every minute detail. Even without him, she could still see the potential. She truly believed she and Valerie could still achieve what they’d set out to accomplish. Maggie just had to make the Sumner boys see it, too.
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      Ben sat at a small bistro-style table in the café located inside the lodge, glancing out the large picture window at the mountain. It was surreal, being back in Canyon Creek, especially in the lodge his parents had built just a few months before. Ben had to admit, adding the eatery onsite had been an excellent idea. And stocking the case with Aunt Sally’s bakery items was brilliant. The apple muffin on his plate was every bit as amazing as he remembered from his childhood.

      He’d just returned from Seattle after spending three days in his office, preparing his staff to take over in his absence. He still wasn’t prepared to be back in Canyon Creek himself, but he couldn’t walk away from the challenge of making Maggie and his mother understand they needed to make serious changes if this place was going to succeed.

      He’d called his mother last night to confirm his arrival and schedule this morning’s meeting. She’d quickly referred him to Maggie, reminding him that he worked under her.

      Under Maggie. Ben groaned. He wasn’t a horny pubescent boy any more. What was wrong with him? Business…pure business. That’s why he was here. He needed to forget the fact that Maggie had once been the source of all kinds of high school fantasies for him. They weren’t in high school anymore. Maggie wasn’t on the table.

      On the table. Yes, that was definitely one place to have her. One of many.

      Ben shook his head to rid the thoughts, then glanced at the folder he’d brought, and sobered. There were several concerns he and Maggie needed to address. Glancing down at his watch he noted she was already fifteen minutes late. Great.

      “Who are you waiting for, sailor?” Aunt Sally plopped down on the seat across from him. She placed her cell phone on the table, face up.

      Ben groaned, again.

      Aunt Sally’s screen glowed with a picture of five men decked out in tight leather pants, ripped T-shirts and long, permed hair that defied the laws of gravity. Ben didn’t need to see their faces to know the photo was likely one of the band Journey, circa 1986.

      He could do without Aunt Sally’s penchant for ’80s hair bands. Everyone knew about his mother’s and Aunt Sally’s decades-long feud about which group was better, Bon Jovi or Journey. To Ben and his brothers, both groups were equally heinous. Aunt Lisa’s obsession with Van Halen was just as bad, but she’d never felt the need to defend her choice as vigorously as Sally and his mom.

      Regardless of the boy band obsession, Ben still smiled anytime he saw Aunt Sally.

      His father’s sister was special to Ben. As a child, Aunt Sally had been his confidant and silent supporter of any crazy idea he had.

      Set your beautiful mind to it, Benji, and you can do anything.

      It wasn’t just “smoke up his ass,” as Aunt Sally had called it once. No, she truly believed in Ben. And that confidence had given him the courage to leave school and start his computer software business. He knew Aunt Sally wasn’t perfect—she had a mean streak a mile long and the townspeople knew better than to cross her—but she was loyal and brave, two things his family needed now.

      “Maybe I’m waiting on you, gorgeous,” Ben winked as he unwrapped the warm muffin.

      Aunt Sally waved her hand in the air, dismissing him. “I bet you say that to all the girls in Seattle.”

      What girls, he wanted to say. Ben hadn’t been with a woman in months. Sure, he had female friends, friends-with-benefits he called from time to time, but nothing serious. And no one he’d had the time to call lately. Most women he met were needy and clingy, and he had no time for either.

      Now his time would be splintered even further. The board of Ben’s company had been pushing him to go public with their stock for months to raise capital for new ventures outside of software technology. Ben might like to expand on what they were working on, but he also liked his company the way it was—not huge but manageable. By him. He wasn’t ready to relinquish control.

      Aunt Sally lifted one red-tipped finger and tapped his forehead. “What’s got your mind racing up there, Benji?”

      “Benji?” He growled at the mention of his nickname. “Really, Aunt Sally?”

      “What? I used to wipe your behind, and now your britches are too big for your Aunt Sally to tease you?” She grinned, reaching out to ruffle his hair. There were times his aunt could sound like an encyclopedia of every cliché ever written.

      He ducked his head, escaping her reach. “You know you’re mildly annoying, right?”

      She practically beamed as if his statement was a compliment. “If I’m just mildly annoying then I’m doing it wrong.”

      Ben laughed. “And you sound like you’re from the 1800s. What’s up with the ‘britches’ comment?”

      Aunt Sally shrugged and fell back into her chair. “I guess I’m feeling a little old today. Losing your dad made us all reevaluate our mortality.”

      Ben froze, coffee midway to his mouth, at the mention of his father’s passing. He’d always assumed they’d have more time. He frowned and set down his cup. “How’s my mom? I got in late last night and haven’t seen her.”

      Sally drew in a deep breath. “She has good moments and bad, like all of us.”

      Ben’s heart ached. Her statement described his relationship with his dad. He’d had a few good moments and a lot of bad ones with his dad. But none could be worse than finding out his father had passed away before they could truly make amends.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie.” Aunt Sally reached across the table. “Your mom will be fine. She’s stronger than you think. It’s good for her to have you boys home, though. Good for me, too.” She winked.

      “Why’s that?” Ben sunk his teeth into the delicious muffin. The woman could bake.

      “I’ve got some new recipes I want to try out and I know you and your brothers can never say no to anything your Aunt Sally bakes.”

      He nodded before swallowing. “Truer words have never been spoken.”

      “And you and the boys will be a big help in finishing the cabins and the remodel of the wedding barn.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Ben said.

      Sally glanced over his shoulder. “Oops. Here comes trouble on two legs.”

      Ben turned to see Maggie half walking, half running toward them, her strong, slender legs eating up the distance between them.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” she breathed, nearly slamming into their table. “We’re down two staff members on the housekeeping crew. I had to turn rooms this morning so our guests could check in on time.”

      Her chest heaved and her mouth parted as she worked to catch her breath. Tendrils of curly auburn hair clung to her damp face, cheeks reddened from exertion.

      Unwanted images of Maggie sitting on top of him, her face looking much like it did now, breasts heaving as he teased her to orgasm flooded his mind. What the fuck? Ben shook himself. He needed to get his head right and focus on the lodge.

      “Are you okay?” Sally’s voice deflated his sexual fantasy like a pin prick to a balloon. Jesus, nothing like your aunt to kill your waking wet dream.

      When Ben had fantasized about Maggie fifteen years ago, he’d been a clumsy seventeen-year-old, barely able to hold his own dick straight. His only sexual experience had been groping Laney Brubaker inside the athletic equipment shed behind the school.

      Now he was older and more experienced. Ben could properly navigate a woman’s body. He knew just how to build a woman’s desire to bring her—and himself—the utmost pleasure. Thinking of the ride he could bring Maggie on had his zipper straining. Shit.

      “Ben,” Aunt Sally repeated.

      “Um…yeah, I’m fine,” he stuttered, looking anywhere but at Maggie.

      “Well, I’ll just leave you two.” Sally stood.

      Ben turned just as Maggie slumped down into the chair his aunt had vacated.

      “You two kiddos have fun.” Sally nudged Ben’s shoulder.

      What the hell did that mean? Ben stared at Maggie.

      She stared at Sally, brows knitted, mouth still open.

      Mouth. Open. He groaned.

      “Don’t forget to show him the gorgeous plans his daddy drew up for the wedding barn.” Sally nodded at Maggie as if the drawings weren’t right in front of him.

      “I will, Sally, thanks.” Maggie smiled before turning back to Ben.

      “Bye, kids.” Aunt Sally gave a wink as she strolled away, singing Journey’s “Any Way You Want It.” She was a lousy singer, but her sense of timing was classic Sally.

      “Bye,” Ben and Maggie said in unison.

      Maggie laughed. “It’s hysterical to listen to her and your mom argue the merits of whose band is better, Journey or Bon Jovi.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve never understood why your Aunt Lisa doesn’t get in on the arguments.”

      Ben laughed. “She always said she doesn’t need to defend her ‘boys,’ as she calls the band. She’s confident in their superiority.”

      Maggie chuckled.

      Ben noted Maggie had a beautiful smile, and a great laugh. He couldn’t remember hearing the soft sound since high school, even though he’d come home for holidays and the occasional weekend here or there.

      Maggie’s expression fell, her face serious, her shoulders taking on a stiff set. “So, did you get my email with the business plan?” The Maggie sitting before him now was drastically different than the one who’d been laughing a minute ago. She was all business, but there was a hopeful gleam behind the no-nonsense stare.

      He hated to break her spirit, but she had to know her and his parents had been generous in their estimation of income for the coming year, not to mention the valuations had been based on his father working without taking a salary. “Yes,” he said quietly.

      “And?”

      “Look, Maggie, I know you guys have great intentions—”

      Those mesmerizing green eyes flashed with anger and annoyance. “They’re not intentions, Ben. They’re clearly drafted and documented sales forecasts.”

      He shook his head. “Maggie, your estimates of income for the coming year, I mean, you have to realize you might not get the numbers you’re hoping for.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she glared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      “Maggie—”

      She raised a palm. “Stop. Your parents and I did our research when we began this expansion and those numbers are sound estimates based on our previous years’ data. We didn’t pull those numbers out of thin air and we didn’t err on the side of insanity. We went with conservative estimates. We’ve turned away business steadily for years, Ben. Did you know that, or have you been too busy nitpicking the plan, looking for flaws to find that out?”

      Ben opened his mouth to remark but one glare from Maggie said she wasn’t finished yet, and he wasn’t welcome to speak until she was.

      “The bank obviously believed in your mother’s vision,” she said, “enough to give your parents the loan. I’m not going to sit back while you and your brothers second-guess everything we’re doing here. If you want to help, then help. But don’t think you can do it by coming in and mucking everything up without any knowledge of the industry.”

      Ben remained silent. He knew Maggie was heartbroken over his father’s death and he didn’t want to cause her more grief by hammering away at this in the lodge’s bistro. Nor did he want to point out the fact that his father’s free labor had been taken out of the equation.

      Maggie closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, as if summoning a Zen god. Slowly her shoulders lowered and her fists unclenched. She exhaled, her eyes fluttering open, and glanced around the room before letting her gaze settle back on him. “Maybe we should go for a walk around the exterior and I can show you what we’re trying to do here,” she said calmly. “Maybe if you see it—”

      “We don’t need a walk, Maggie. We need an overhaul of the renovation schedule.”

      “Meaning?” Maggie glared.

      “Meaning, there’s no viable way to finish the build-out of the private cabins and renovate the wedding barn before the bank reviews the first quarterly covenants. I’m not even convinced the buildings will be viable sources of income once they’re finished anyway.”

      Maggie’s expression told him he only had a few seconds to get out what needed to be said.

      “The fact remains,” he said, “the business plan was based on my dad working without a salary for at least a year, likely two. That dramatically changes how you can expect the covenant ratios to look. The bank needs to see a certain ratio of income to expenses. My dad’s death changes the results.”

      “I know exactly what his death does, Ben. And I’ll make up the difference. I can work more hours to make up for it, and I’ve built a buffer into the business plan. We’ll make it.”

      He shook his head. “There’s still the buildout.”

      “The wedding barn and cabins were never meant to be ready in six months.” Maggie shook her head as though she was dealing with an idiot. “Our sales from the lodge, café and gift shop over the next few months have been earmarked for the first installment to the bank, and if we do this right, we can still meet the ratios and the booking requirements. The expanded number of rooms in the lodge, combined with a conservative estimate of our sales from the gift shop and café, will bring in enough income to sustain us. Did you read anything I sent you?”

      “What I’ve read is that this is a secured loan, Maggie. Do you know what that means?”

      “Don’t patronize me.” She narrowed her eyes as she spat the words.

      Ben leaned over the table and spoke softer. “Fine. I won’t. If you understand this is a secured loan, then you understand that if this plan of yours fails, the lodge and the land go back to the bank. That doesn’t just mean this lodge, it includes the original bed and breakfast and my parent’s homestead.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off.

      “My family’s entire livelihood and our childhood home along with the surrounding land will be repossessed. My mother will have nothing. Do you get that Maggie?”

      Maggie glared and her face reddened. “The bank can choose to forbear, they can delay foreclosure if we don’t meet the covenants. We’d pay a fee and have to deal with someone coming out to check on us, but we could weather it. Not that it’s going to happen that way,” she rushed to put in, “but they could choose to forbear.”

      Ben clenched his hands. “This land has been in my family since this town was established. It’s land my brothers and I don’t want to lose. And you can guarantee, with old man Noble serving on the board of directors at the bank, they’re more than hoping you’ll fail.”

      Maggie sat back and crossed her arms over her chest as if making up her mind she wasn’t going to budge. “Our research and our numbers are sound. If you and your brothers want to help, then get on board and step in and pull a little of the weight we lost with your father’s passing—” her voice broke the smallest hint but she recovered quickly, “—the numbers will pan out and your land won’t be at risk. If you waste time and energy questioning everything we’ve already researched and hashed out, you’ll only ensure our failure.”

      Ben’s own anger boiled hotter. “We’re talking about Thomas Noble, the man who’s been trying to take my family’s small piece of the mountain away from us for three decades. He wants the entire county, but he’s got a hard-on for our land, in particular, and he’ll stop at nothing to get it. He’ll even repossess my mother’s homestead no matter if it’s all she has left.”

      The barest flicker of hesitation flashed in Maggie’s eyes. Had they really been this blind?

      Ben raked a hand through his hair and let out an exasperated sigh. “God, why did the three of you have to put the land up for collateral?”

      Maggie’s nostrils flared as she gripped the table, her knuckles turning white.

      Oh shit. It was the wrong thing to say. He realized that as soon as the words left his mouth, but he’d always been that way. Saying exactly what he thought, when he thought it. He wasn’t good with people. They had emotions and feelings, too many variables for Ben to assess at one time. He understood computers, coding, numbers. They didn’t talk back.

      Maggie stood. “Go screw yourself, Ben Sumner.”

      “Screw me?” Ben laughed but it was bitter as he realized she and his mom were likely going to dig in and double down on this bet the three of them had made. “Screw me? My family is the one who’ll be screwed if this thing goes south. And as far as I can tell, you won’t lose a thing.” Ben cocked a brow, begging her to respond.

      He and Maggie were hardly being discreet at this point. Thankfully, the room was only filled with a few employees right now. Most of the guests were already out on the slopes.

      Maggie bent low over the table, her blouse hanging open, revealing a light pink lace bra. A bra that should have been the very last thing Ben noticed or thought about in that moment. Her flowery scent accosted his senses, but he stayed focused on his anger and ignored his body’s unwelcome response, for the most part.

      Maggie’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears but she kept them at bay as she spoke. “I already lost everything when your father died, and so did your mother. Rest assured, I won’t let Valerie lose this place, too. I’ll do anything it takes to make this plan work, whether you and your brothers decide to help or not.”

      She stood to her full stature. He doubted Maggie was even five-two, but she stared down at him as if she were ten feet tall.

      “You’re either on board with our expansion or you’re not,” she said through clenched teeth. “Your choice, Ben. But either way, I won’t have you filling your mother’s head with negative thoughts. You haven’t been here in a long time and you underestimate what we can do.”

      Ben stiffened, completely shocked by Maggie’s confrontational behavior, and a little impressed by her take-charge attitude, if he were being honest. Not to mention turned on, but he wasn’t going to acknowledge that.

      He and his brothers didn’t have a choice but to get on board and work at the lodge. Unless he could get through to his mother and Maggie—which wasn’t looking likely—they’d all have to work their asses off to make this dream of theirs happen.

      Maggie’s lips curled slightly in victory, obviously realizing Ben had succumbed to her demands. “Now, if we’re done here,” she smoothed her shirt, “I need you up on the second floor.”

      Ben stood. “Why are we moving?”

      “You’re moving. I’m not.”

      Suddenly the hackles on Ben’s necks rose in warning. “Why am I moving?”

      Maggie smiled, slow and wicked, like a cat who’d just cornered the mouse. “You work for me, Ben, remember?” she said.

      Oh shit. He had to get control before she ran right over him.

      Ben straightened and took a step closer. “I work for you on the management side of this business,” he bit out.

      Her smile widened. “We have a very hands-on management style at The Lodge at Canyon Creek.”

      Ben didn’t like the laughter in her voice. “What does that mean?”

      She smirked, her green eyes dancing with amusement.

      Ben stood, towering over her. “Fine. Lead the way.” He waved a hand toward the doors leading to the lobby of the lodge.

      “Follow me.” She turned and strode out of the café.

      Ben glanced down at her sashaying ass. Yeah, he’d follow her all right.

      “Ben!” Maggie snapped.

      His gaze moved higher as her eyes flared with disapproval. Damn, he’d probably never get tired of seeing those eyes light up.

      She pointed to the lobby, turned her back and marched on.

      Taming his hard-on was becoming increasingly hopeless, but Ben drew in a deep breath and gave it a shot as he followed.

      “Oh, Ben,” someone called behind him with a sickeningly sweet voice.

      Ben turned.

      Aunt Sally stood behind the counter of the café, waggling her long fingers with one hand. Something in his aunt’s mischievous expression assured him he would definitely not be having fun.

      Aunt Sally cupped her mouth and spoke in a stage whisper. “She feeds on the weak, so you might want to buck up there, sailor.”

      Ben waved Sally off and shook his head before turning to trail Maggie through the lobby. He stopped short when he saw her standing in front of a door marked “Employees Only.”

      She pulled a plunger out from behind her back and shoved it toward him. “Room 214 is having some plumbing issues. Be a dear and deal with it.”

      “But we need to talk, Maggie. The numbers—”

      “We’re finished talking, Ben,” she said in an eerily quiet tone. She pushed the plunger harder into his chest. “You’ll need this. Unless you enjoy using your hands.”

      Ben clutched the handle as Maggie released it, leaving him alone with a plunger and a sinking feeling in pit of his stomach.

      Suddenly the expression oh, shit held a whole different meaning.
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      “Here are your room keys, Mr. and Mrs. Bogden,” Maggie said, pushing the plastic access cards across the wooden counter. “Your room is on the second floor.” She pointed to the two-story staircase to her right. “Take a left at the top of the stairs and your room will be halfway down on your right. You all have a beautiful view of the mountain and the creek.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Bogden said. “We’ve heard such wonderful things about the lodge.”

      “I’m so glad.” Maggie beamed. The Lodge at Canyon Creek was as much her baby as it was Valerie’s. Valerie and John had given her a home when they’d brought her into their dream. “If you’re planning to ski on Canyon Creek Mountain, we have a shuttle that takes you to the resort side of the mountain. It runs every thirty minutes, weather permitting, from six a.m. to ten p.m.”

      “I noticed your website talked about dog sledding,” Mr. Bogden said.

      “Yes, O’Halloran’s Snow Dog Tours is our recommended vendor.”

      “Oh, that’s so funny.” Mrs. Bogden shook with laughter.

      Maggie cocked her head, her brows furrowed in confusion.

      “O’Halloran,” Mrs. Bogden repeated.

      Maggie shook her head.

      “He runs a dog sled company and his name is O-Holler-Ran,” she annunciated each syllable, “like he’s hollering at the dogs to run.” She covered her mouth and giggled.

      “Forgive her,” Mr. Bogden wrapped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Her sense of humor is unique.”

      Maggie laughed out loud. “Actually, that’s pretty funny. I’d never thought of that before, but you’re right. Be sure to tell Grady if you book a tour. He’s the owner and one of the operators.”

      Mrs. Bogden dropped her hand and smiled.

      “If you book with our shuttle desk,” Maggie motioned toward the small counter underneath the staircase, “Trevor will be happy to help reserve your tour and arrange transportation.”

      Maggie didn’t mention that she was about to add to Trevor’s workload. Without John working anymore, there were a few people she’d be counting on to pick up the load.

      “I’m so excited to be in Colorado,” she practically squealed.

      Maggie laughed. Mrs. Bogden’s excitement was infectious. This was one of the reasons she loved working at the lodge.

      “I’d love to meet the owner while we’re here, to say thank you for being so sweet when we booked our room,” Mrs. Bogden said. “She must have chatted with me for half an hour.”

      “You’ll see her out and about at some point during your stay I’m sure. Just look for the tall, beautiful woman with silvery blonde hair. You’ll probably hear her before you see her.” Maggie kept to herself the fact that Valerie’s husband of thirty-four years had just passed away.

      Of course, many of their guests had been coming here for years. If they hadn’t heard the news yet, they would soon. Maggie would be sitting down and emailing several of them to let them know what had happened. She didn’t want them to be surprised when they came for their annual visits.

      She refocused on the couple in front of her. “The elevator is just down the hallway to the right of the fireplace if you need it, and I’ll have your bag brought up right away.” She pointed toward the archway.

      “Thank you…” Mrs. Bogden paused, glancing at Maggie’s name tag.

      “I’m Maggie,” she answered the woman’s silent question. “Maggie Lawrence, the manager.” Maggie reveled in her title. Even though her ultimate goal was to own a small hotel of her own someday, for now, she was happy here at the lodge.

      Since she’d barely skated through high school and never finished college, Maggie had worked her way up the ranks in the industry through different hotel and restaurant jobs. She’d worked practically every position in the industry. Ben probably thought she was too dumb to run a hotel of this size.

      The only thing she’d been known for in high school was a pretty face. But with John and Valerie’s encouragement, Maggie had thrived, finding her passion in the hospitality industry. She’d even enrolled in a few online classes in hotel management.

      Despite what Ben thought, Maggie and the Sumners were ready for the growth they knew the expansion would bring. Going from a medium-sized bed and breakfast to the much larger lodge meant more revenue and more work. She’d never admit it to Ben, but she had to acknowledge the job of managing the lodge was harder now that John was gone—for a multitude of reasons. She missed his energy, his creativity, his encouragement. Tears stung Maggie’s eyes. She could use the help but she wouldn’t bother Valerie. Not yet. Her friend needed rest, and time to mourn.

      “Well, thank you, Maggie.” Mrs. Bogden smiled.

      “My pleasure. Enjoy your stay.”

      Mr. Bogden clutched their paperwork and keys. “We will.” He nodded.

      Once they were out of sight, Maggie sagged against the counter, glancing at the clock on the computer. It was only three-thirty in the afternoon but it already felt like midnight. She’d been up since four.

      The busier Maggie stayed, the less time she had to focus on John’s passing, and the doubts Ben Sumner had planted in her mind. Doubts never helped anyone.

      “Maggie,” Denise called out.

      Maggie glanced to her side and saw Denise Johnson, the head of their housekeeping department marching her way. With almost thirty guest rooms, and an additional three suites, their cleaning staff had grown exponentially in the last two months since they’d begun opening the new lodge rooms. Thankfully, Denise had worked in a large hotel chain and was able to keep up with the demands. She was also ex-Army, which meant she ran a tight ship with her staff.

      “What’s up?” Maggie asked, pasting on a smile that she hoped said she had plenty of energy left to tackle whatever the problem was. She didn’t.

      Denise propped a wide hip against the counter and crossed her arms across her expansive chest. “You might need to check on your new worker.”

      Oh God, Maggie had completely forgotten she’d put Denise and her staff in charge of Ben.

      She hadn’t meant to be a bitch, but he’d acted as if he knew everything about the lodge when in fact, he knew nothing. To put him in his place and help him learn the industry, Maggie had thought it best to have him shadow every department. Sure, she’d started him in housekeeping, which wasn’t the most generous of moves on her part, but really, what was the worst that could have happened? She knew what the worst was.

      “What’s happened?” Maggie asked, trying to hide a grin.

      “He nearly threw up.” She thrust out two fingers. “Twice.”

      Maggie’s eyes went wide. She’d wanted to teach him a lesson, not make him sick. “Why?”

      “He had to clean hair out of the drain in one of the rooms.” Denise chuckled, shaking her head. “That guy is a total pussy.” Denise’s mouth was ex-military, too. “Apparently Pretty Boy has an aversion to moldy clumps of hair.”

      Maggie gagged and held up her hand. “Please, spare me.”

      “The guy looks wiped,” Denise said. “I felt kind of sorry for him so I let Rhonda help him with his last three rooms.”

      Maggie pressed her back against the wall, a trick she’d learned could reduce the aching, at least temporarily, and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Do you think he learned his lesson?”

      “What lesson is that? Not to cross Maggie Lawrence?” Denise chuckled. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he’s ready to grovel.”

      “I don’t want him to grovel.”

      Denise rolled her eyes. “Of course, you don’t,” she said sarcastically.

      “I want him to understand we’re not just a business on paper,” Maggie said. “He needs to know we’re more than figures in a column, more than profits and loss. We’re a team.” Maggie also planned to prove him wrong about the facts and figures too, but the cleaning lesson had seemed the better one to start with. The funnier one, anyway.

      “A team that cleans toilets and unclogs drains?” Denise raised a brow.

      She smiled. “If need be, yes.”

      Denise pushed off the counter. “That’s what I’ve always loved about you, Maggie.”

      “What’s that?” Maggie blew at a curly tendril stuck to her lashes.

      “You don’t mind rolling up your sleeves and doing the dirty work.” Denise nodded toward the employee entrance. “But it looks like someone does.”

      Maggie followed her gaze and sucked in a breath, biting her cheek to keep from laughing.

      Standing just this side of the door stood Ben. Or a version of the former Ben. His wide eyes and pale complexion had her contemplating placing a bucket at his feet. She’d hate to make him scrub puke out of the carpet after the day he’d had.

      Maggie scanned down his body. His shirt was untucked and wrinkled, covered in something she’d rather not know about. His sleeves were rolled up nearly to his shoulders as his arms dangled limply by his side. He looked…defeated.

      “Oh, my gosh, he looks awful.” Maggie swallowed a laugh.

      Ben spotted her and his face went from pasty white to fury red in an instant, masking his gorgeous face.

      “I stand corrected,” Denise smirked.

      Ben prowled toward them, his usually light brown eyes now dark with anger as he moved slowly, Maggie in his sights.

      Maggie stood frozen to the spot, but Denise continued. “Looks like Pretty Boy was willing to roll up his sleeves and get dirty, after all.”

      Ben stopped at the counter, hands held out as if he were about to grab the counter and tell Maggie what he thought of her strategy.

      “Uh, uh, Pretty Boy,” Denise scolded, “don’t touch these counters until you’ve washed your hands. We’ve discussed housekeeping protocol.”

      Ben thrust his hands in Denise’s face. “I’ve scoured them, trust me,” he snarled through gritted teeth. He narrowed his eyes and glared at Denise. “And for the last time, my name is Ben, not Pretty Boy.”

      Denise didn’t seem at all worried that Ben was the owner’s son. “Whatever you say, Pretty Boy.”

      Ben lunged.

      “It’s best to ignore her,” Maggie warned, tugging on Ben’s hand. Studying them, she noticed they were raw and red. “These look pretty bad. Did you pour chlorine directly on your skin?”

      Ben jerked his hands away. “No.”

      “Come on. I’ve got some salve in the office.” she said, pulling him around the counter toward the offices.

      “See you, Pretty Boy,” Denise said with a wave.

      Ben growled, but Maggie maneuvered between the two, pushing Ben on the shoulders to move him down the hall and out of Denise’s reach. She had to work to keep from running her hands over the muscles of his shoulders and biceps. Nope, she refused to give in to lust. Right now, Ben Sumner was the enemy. Well, maybe not enemy, but he certainly wasn’t an ally. Unfortunately, he was damned sexy, despite his grungy appearance.

      Ben looked back. “She’s evil. Pure evil.”

      “Who?”

      “General Denise, the Dictator,” Ben said.

      Maggie laughed.

      “That’s what she made me call her, Maggie, the General. Who does that?”

      Maggie shook her head and smirked. “Yeah, Denise can be hard core, but she’s efficient and reliable. Two things any good manager wants in an employee.” Maggie unlocked the door to the lodge offices and flipped on the lights. “Sit,” she pointed to a side chair beside her desk.

      Ben glanced around the open room. “This is a desk, not an office,” he said. His tone wasn’t condescending, just observant.

      Maggie glanced around the large open area. Nothing separated the desks—no walls, no partitions. She’d never noticed that fact until now. Well, she supposed she’d noticed it, she just hadn’t given it a whole lot of thought. “It’s the office, not my office.”

      “How do you get anything done in here with no privacy?”

      Maggie studied the six desks placed haphazardly through the room. Hers sat closest to the door, with Valerie’s near hers. Four others reserved for other department heads sat in the back.

      Before the remodel, there’d only been room for two desks in the office of the bed and breakfast. They’d all shared the space. This larger area was a luxury, but they’d been so busy with the build-out, they hadn’t had time to do much more than stick desks in the room.

      Maggie’s eyes stopped on the last desk. The large oak table had been hand crafted by John Sumner and still held piles of his papers. She noticed his computer monitor, flickering wildly from the screen saver. Why hadn’t anyone turned off John’s computer? Tears burned her eyes and she glanced away.

      “Of course, Bon Jovi made it on the walls.” Ben laughed.

      Maggie glanced up.

      Ben nodded toward the framed photos Valerie had taken at live concerts that littered her desk and the wall next to it.

      Despite the haphazard placement of furniture, Valerie had made sure her band pics went up first.

      Tacked to the wall behind them was a Bon Jovi calendar, each month displaying a new song along with its lyrics and photos of the band. John had given the calendar to Valerie just last month for Christmas.

      “Born To Be My Baby.” Ben read the song title.

      Maggie smiled. “Your dad always said it was his love song to Valerie.”

      Ben laughed. “He used to tease my mom that she only married him because his name was John.”

      Maggie smiled, but the tears she’d fought to keep at bay quickly overtook the laughter and trickled down her cheeks. She glanced down and saw Ben had wrapped his fingers around hers.

      Maggie tugged from his hold and swiped at her face as she walked toward the small kitchenette. She wouldn’t let herself break down, not in front of Ben. She reached above the sink and grabbed the first aid kit, clutching it to her chest, while willing her emotions to settle. After taking in a calming breath, she turned and bumped into a wall. A hard wall.

      A hard wall named Ben Sumner.

      She gasped and moved to step back, but bumped into the counter.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Ben said quietly. “I just thought the counter here with the sink would be a better place to doctor up my wounds.” His lips quirked and he shrugged.

      He looked innocent, adorable, like the younger Ben she once knew, but she wondered if this new Ben did anything unintentionally. He seemed to have a strategy and a plan playing out in his head at all times. Why did she always feel like he was thinking of ways to move her around, like a pawn on his chess board?

      “Sure.” Maggie side-stepped him and placed the kit on the counter. She fumbled through the contents, finally pulling out the salve. “Let me see your hands.” She drew in a deep, steadying breath and nearly choked on the smell that had taken over the small space.

      “What?” Ben asked.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we should do this after you shower.”

      “That bad?”

      Maggie laughed and nodded.

      He took the ointment from her hands and began to doctor his blisters. “It’s your fault you know.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean for them to work you this hard. It’s just—”

      “I get it. I was being an ass.” He smirked.

      “Kind of.”

      He let out a breath and looked at her. “Look, Maggie. I don’t want to fight, but you have to understand, I have valid concerns.”

      She didn’t understand. He wouldn’t look at the numbers with anything but a mental sledgehammer poised to knock down all their hard work. “Ben, this lodge is about so much more than numbers on a spreadsheet. I know you don’t think I can do this, but I can. I’m smarter now, I’m—”

      “I never said you weren’t smart. I’ve never said that, or thought it.” His lips flattened in a grimace as if she’d offended him. He shook his head and closed his eyes. “Numbers are all I know, Maggie.”

      In that moment, she felt a pang of regret for the young boy she’d once known, his head always buried in a computer. Had he ever noticed the world around him? Or had he been so consumed with the business of making a business he’d forgotten to live?

      “Tell you what, Pretty Boy.” Ben narrowed his eyes at her, but Maggie laughed and pressed on. “Why don’t we both go get cleaned up and I’ll meet you in the lobby in an hour. We can walk around the property and I’ll show you the business plan. It’s not always about the numbers, Benjamin Sumner.”

      Benjamin Sumner? What had made her say his full name?

      “I know it’s not, Margaret Anne Lawrence.”

      She hadn’t been called Margaret Anne since she was five. And how had he remembered her full name?

      “Touché,” she said. In a monumental display of stupidity, Maggie slipped her hands around his shoulders to push him out the door. She paused. They were so broad and strong, she wanted to squeeze every muscle.  She hurried to turn him toward the door. “Go,” she said, pushing on his back. “Shower and change. We’ll meet back here and I’ll show you the build-out plans we’ve scheduled for the lodge over the next year.”

      Ben glanced over his shoulder. “Then you’ll take me out on a date?” He smirked.

      Wow, that half-smile had her insides fluttering like a school girl. “Date?” She laughed nervously. “I said I’d show you the property. I meant the cabins and wedding barn.”

      “Then dinner afterward, maybe?”

      She didn’t know what his angle was, but, as if on cue, her stomach growled. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe,” Ben repeated. He strolled toward the door, humming a tune that, if Maggie wasn’t mistaken, sounded a lot like a Bon Jovi song.
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      Ben followed Maggie as she walked down the trail toward the cabins. He tried not to be sucked in by her excitement for the project. He needed to stay focused on the facts, not how she felt about the place. It was hard to do when she practically bounced as she described the landscape he’d always taken for granted as a child.

      He knew Maggie and his mom saw him as a stick in the mud. Someone determined to shit on their dreams. But that wasn’t what this was about. He’d do anything for his mom. And the best way for him to do that was to make sure she made the payment on her lodge and this land in time. If cutting and trimming their dreams let him do that, that’s what he’d do.

      Ben looked up one of the trails on the mountain and laughed.

      Maggie turned back to him, a questioning look on her face.

      “Sorry. I just realized that’s the trail leading to the Kissing Cave.”

      Her face flushed and she glanced up the trail. “And?”

      He shrugged. She wouldn’t understand his humor. To Maggie Lawrence, the Kissing Cave was a place she’d gotten to carve her initials with other guys. Ben had always wanted to take her there, but she hadn’t known he existed. “Sorry, I was just thinking,” he shrugged again, “I don’t know. I was just wondering if it was still there, if people still went and carved their initials.”

      Maggie nodded. “Carve your initials and kiss, and your love will last forever.” She looked up at the mountain again. “Or so the legend goes. It never worked for me, but your mom swore it worked for your dad and her.”

      Ben looked up with a snort. “Let’s go.”

      Maggie gave him a searching look, but turned, leading him through the woods to a small clearing.

      “This,” Maggie pointed to an open area next to one of the cabins, “is where we’ll put a fountain and a Zen garden. Your mom has done all the research.” Maggie glanced back at him. “She’s really into all that stuff now.”

      “Into what stuff?” Ben crouched and picked up a small handful of snow. It was unusually warm for January in Colorado and the patches were scarce, despite the snowfall they’d had just days before. He had to admit, he’d missed the wild mounds of snow in Colorado. Seattle was nothing but cloud cover and rain most days.

      “Acupuncture, Thai Chi, yoga, all kinds of alternative Eastern medicine and philosophies.”

      “Really?” Ben dropped the snow and dusted his hands, studying the area Maggie was motioning toward.

      “Umm hmm,” Maggie hummed in response to his question.

      He mentally crossed the Zen garden and fountain off the spreadsheet in his head. It was a foolish expenditure and one that could wait until after the loan was paid off. He could help his mom get everything she wanted, but it would have to happen over time.

      “Why is she into all that stuff?” Ben asked.

      “It started off with yoga. She took your dad to a class in town and he was hooked.”

      “My dad?” What the hell had been happening around here while they’d all been gone?

      “Umm hmm,” Maggie murmured again.

      The noise vibrated through his body and certain parts of his anatomy stiffened. What the hell was wrong with him?

      “My father took yoga.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement, as though he was challenging her to repeat the claim. Or maybe he was challenging himself to accept the new image of his dad, an image that was slowly beginning to form the more time he spent at the Lodge.

      “Yep.” She popped her “p” sound like she’d just pulled a lollipop from her mouth. Ben stopped, mentally shutting down every physical response his body had to the action.

      Maggie glanced over her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “Yep,” Ben echoed her answer, bending over to pick up a rock as he began to disassemble binary code in his head. Anything to get his body to settle down.

      “So anyway,” Maggie continued, seemingly oblivious to his internal struggle. “Your dad was really enjoying his classes, so your mom started thinking about expanding, maybe having a place to hold yoga classes at the lodge.”

      “More expansion. I don’t think so.”

      Maggie shook her head. “No, it was just a vision for her for now. She knows it needs to wait. She wants these cabins and the surrounding area to be Zen-like, balanced, relaxing.

      Ben wasn’t sure what Zen looked like, but he loved the outdoors.

      “She designed the cabin layout so there’d be space out here to let people reconnect with nature,” Maggie continued. “Your mom cleared some land so teachers can hold classes outdoors. And, of course, in the winter, we can use the wedding barn for classes early in the morning before any events take place. But, that’s the extent of it for now. She’ll build the Zen garden down the road.”

      “What kind of classes?” Ben arched an eye. He liked the idea of dual uses of the space and wondered if they could charge people from town for coming to the classes. The guests at the lodge could come for free, of course. Or maybe not. Maybe they could charge a health and wellness fee on top of the usual room cost if guests wanted to attend classes.

      “Yoga, Thai Chi, whatever,” she said.

      Ben glanced around as they continued to walk.

      The area was much the same as it always had been, filled with large Blue Spruce and Ponderosa Pines that kissed the sky. Strategically dotted in between were slabs of concrete framed with half built cabins connected by intricate stone and pebbled pathways. They’d done a beautiful job of weaving the new additions into the landscape instead of simply plowing down lots and throwing cabins into cleared space.

      He had to admit, just walking through the area was relaxing.

      “What the hell is that?” Ben looked at the creature headed toward them. It was only when it started to weave its way between Maggie’s legs that he connected the feline gesture and figured out he was looking at a cat.

      Maggie scooped the thing up in her arms and snuggled him close. “This is Lucky. He’s been here for years.”

      Ben studied the animal. He appeared to be missing an eye, and half an ear. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He was protecting an old barn dog from a coyote.” Maggie said, nuzzling the thing. “I didn’t think a cat would go up against a coyote,” she explained, “but he did. Your dad and I got there just in time. Lucky was almost dead, but the dog had gotten away safely.”

      “Huh,” Ben said, mustering a little more respect for the cat.

      “Your dad scared the coyote off with a gunshot and we got him to Kayleigh Montgomery, the local vet.” As she spoke, she rubbed her hand lovingly along the mottled fur of the cat’s back. His gray coat was littered with spots making him appear like a bobcat. “Lucky paid a high price for his bravery. He lost his eye and part of his left ear,” she said. The cat leaned into her touch.

      “His name is Lucky?” Ben laughed.

      “Yes,” Maggie answered through clamped teeth. “Kayleigh nicknamed him that during his stay at her clinic and the name stuck.”

      “Maggie, he’s got one eye and a chewed-up ear.”

      Maggie and the cat glared at him. “What part of, fought off a coyote do you not get?”

      “He looks more like Rooster Cogburn.” 

      “Who?”

      “Rooster Cogburn. John Wayne?”

      She shook her head, like she had no earthly idea what Ben was talking about.

      “The one-eyed marshal from True Grit, he always looked perpetually pissed.”

      “Like you.”  Maggie rolled her lips into her teeth, like she was willing herself to stay silent.

      Was that really how people saw him? Perpetually pissed?

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “that was rude.”

      The cat hissed at Ben.

      “Do you really think you should have such a vicious animal around the lodge? Don’t we have kids stay here?”

      Maggie looked at him like he’d gone mad, and leaned to let Lucky jump from her arms. He stalked into the woods like he wasn’t used to having people criticize him and wouldn’t stick around for it. Maggie watched the cat disappear then turned to face him. “Everyone at the lodge loves Lucky. He’s a sweetheart.”

      Ben let his raised brow answer her, but she didn’t seem to care what he thought. She continued down the path as though she hadn’t just let a mangled hellcat loose to torment and possibly traumatize their guests.

      “So, here’s cabin number one.” Maggie held out her hand to a free-standing cabin.

      “This one looks nearly complete.” Ben hadn’t known they were this far along on any of them. He needed to forget the cat and do a full-on assessment of the build out. This was worse than he thought. Construction was already well under way, which meant it would be difficult to stop and do line item cuts.

      “It’s almost done on the outside,” Maggie said. “Come on, I’ll show you the inside.”

      Ben stepped up on the small porch and turned to look behind him. The majestic Canyon Creek Mountain range stood strong in the distance. Ben could picture sitting out on this porch, staring off at the wilderness.

      “Ben,” Maggie called from within the open door. He heard a hint of amusement in her voice, as though she knew he was picturing exactly what she’d wanted him to see. Their vision.

      It wouldn’t matter. He could see her dream and it wouldn’t change a damned thing. Cuts had to be made. Maggie and his mother could live with their heads in the clouds—or the mountains. He needed to keep his eyes on the numbers so his mother didn’t lose the whole damned place.

      Ben walked over the threshold of the small cabin, finding a nearly complete interior, as well.

      “This is one of two efficiency cabins, with no walls to separate the bedroom.”

      Ben studied the small space as he walked to the fireplace in the corner and ran his hand over the stone front.

      Maggie laughed. “Your parents argued about that for weeks.”

      “What?”

      “Fireplaces versus wood stoves or a gas stove. The small gas stove made more sense economically I’ll admit. But…”

      “But, my mom got her way?” He didn’t need a response.

      “She said a fireplace was more romantic.”

      Ben shook his head.

      “Your Aunt Sally agreed with Valerie, for reasons you don’t even want to know about.”

      “Oh brother, I know I’m going to regret this but now you have to tell me.”

      “No,” Maggie shook her head, a pink blush creeping up her cheeks. “Trust me.”

      “Come on.” Ben brushed a hand over Maggie’s arm.

      She glanced down at the spot he’d touched. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Ben backed up and leaned against the opposite wall.

      “She said,” Maggie cleared her throat, her eyes darting around the room, “that her naked body looked better from the glow of a large fireplace than an itty-bitty stove.”

      Ben froze, mouth gaping.

      Maggie placed a hand on her chest and raised the other in the air. “Hand to heaven—her words, not mine.”

      Ben stood silent, trying to figure out a way purge his brain of that image.

      “I know,” Maggie said, as if she could read his mind. “You want to undo the last thirty seconds of your life, don’t you?” She laughed wickedly.

      “That’s just…wrong.”

      “I warned you,” she said. “Next time, maybe you’ll listen to me.”

      Ben studied her and wondered how she wasn’t gagging, too.

      “Your dad reacted the same way and not another word was said about the stone fireplaces. I’m pretty sure your Aunt Sally and your mom planned the whole thing, but I’ll never ask.”

      Ben scrubbed a palm down his face. Nope, didn’t work. The image was still etched in his brain. “Those two are a mess.”

      Maggie shrugged. “Their strategy was actually brilliant.”

      Their strategy may have worked on his father, but it wouldn’t on Ben. He made a mental note to be sure the rest of the cabins were outfitted with the stoves instead of fireplaces. It might be too late for this cabin, but they could charge a premium for it.

      Maggie didn’t seem to realize he was rearranging her plan in his head. She pointed a finger behind him. “The kitchenette is where you’re standing.”

      Ben looked behind him and noticed plumbing pipes protruding from the wall.

      “There’ll be a small sink and a cook top stove along with a mini-fridge. And on that wall,” Maggie turned and pointed, “we’ll have a small sofa, and over there,” she motioned toward the wall that faced opposite the fireplace, “that’s where the bed will go.”

      Bed. Images of Maggie, spread-eagle across a bed in the fire-light had Ben silently groaning. Maybe Aunt Sally had been right.

      “And that’s the back porch.” Maggie’s voice broke through his lurid thoughts.

      Ben shook his head and focused.

      Maggie pushed open a sliding glass door and stepped out. “We chose these doors so you could see the trees from the bed.” Maggie’s head turned, her gaze roaming up Ben’s body, slowly, lazily, until her green eyes collided with his. Again.

      Or maybe he had imagined it. His fantasies were probably running away with his sanity in tow.

      Holy hell, she looked incredible, her auburn curls blowing in the small breeze, mouth parted, breasts rising and falling. He wanted her panting and breathless under him. Ben was no longer semi-aroused, he was well on his way to full-blown wood, hard as the trees in front of him.

      He broke their gaze and headed back into the cabin. “It all looks good Maggie.”

      Deep breaths, deep breaths.

      Ben searched his mind for any image other than Maggie, laid out in front of the fireplace, body bare, hair tousled from their—Shit.

      He ran code in his head. Ones and zeroes, symbols and letters that looked like gibberish to most, but to him it had the effect of baseball stats and cold water to his libido. He stepped back toward the kitchenette, putting as much distance between them as he could. Given the size of the cabin and his physical desire for her, it wasn’t nearly enough space.

      “Maybe we should talk about what’s really going on here, Ben. Get it out in the open.” She moved forward.

      “No!” he stumbled back out of her reach. This was turning from bad to worse. Get it together, Ben. His gaze caught the fireplace. Suddenly images of Aunt Sally baring herself in front of the stone fixture replaced those of Maggie’s sexy body. He felt the blood drain from his mid-section and was finally able to drag in a shaky breath.

      It was a hell of a way to snap out of the fog, but he’d take it.

      How the hell had he gotten here? One minute he was thinking about budgets and line items he could strike and the next he had his crazy aunt doing a naked cha-cha through his head.

      Maggie stepped back, hurt etched on her beautiful face. “I just think we should be open, be honest about our feelings.”

      He couldn’t think of anything worse. Talking about how hard he got whenever she came close? Why the hell would he want to do that?

      Maggie shook her head at him. “Ben, I can see you’re still out here making cuts, tallying dollar amounts you can save if you slash and burn your way through every project. You still refuse to see the dream your parents built. It’s only about numbers and figures to you.”

      “What?” What was she talking about?

      “I just think—” Maggie abruptly stopped.

      He didn’t ask her to continue. He wasn’t about to talk to her about the cost of his parents’ projects right now any more than he’d talk to her about his wayward dick. He’d made up his mind. He’d seen enough. They might have a “vision” for the lodge, but it would have to wait. Right now, costs had to be cut, hard choices had to be made. And he didn’t need their input for that.

      His mother’s and Maggie’s emotional ties to their vision of what they wanted the lodge to look like would only complicate things if he asked for their input. The more he thought about their frivolous spending, the angrier he got. And the angrier he got, the less he thought of Maggie naked. Which was a good thing.

      His parents and Maggie meant well. All they’d tried to do was follow their hearts, but their ignorance of how much they could lose baffled him. It was one thing to chase your dreams but not at the expense of possibly losing everything.

      Despite their pipe dreams, Ben liked Maggie. He liked her passion. He liked the way she fiercely stood up for his mom. He could see them becoming friends. The truth was, they were both trying to do the same thing: support his mom. They just had very different visions of how to do that.

      Maggie followed him out onto the porch. “Listen Ben, you need to understand, your mom and I love taking care of this place. It’s not a burden. We can make it work.”

      “But you don’t have to.”

      Maggie’s green eyes cut to his. “What does that mean?”

      He didn’t share that his idea of helping would include cutting some of the frivolous expenditures. He’d hold on to that information until he could make her see the bottom line. They could be friends. If he could make her see he wasn’t the enemy, maybe he could make her see that he was right. That he only cared about doing what was best for his mom, the lodge, and ultimately, Maggie.

      “It means I’m here to help, Maggie Mae.” He used her old childhood nickname on a whim, but realized this was the best way to get what he wanted.

      She snorted. “Well that’s nice of you, Benji.”

      Ben groaned. He abhorred his nickname. “What do I have to do so you never say that name again?”

      She grinned, that wicked glint returning to her eyes. “Come look at the wedding barn with me. I want you to see the whole vision. What your mom and I are working so hard on.”

      He grumbled but she laughed, smacking him on the arm. Excitement radiated from her entire being and Ben had to admit, he loved seeing Maggie happy.

      Where had that stupid thought come from? He shouldn’t care how she looked.

      Maggie bolted down the stairs. “Come on, Benji.”

      “Ugh, Benji?” he groaned as he stumbled down the steps. “You said if I looked at the barn, you wouldn’t call me that.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, a small smile showcasing soft, rosy lips. “I lied.” she winked.

      Heaven help him.
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      Maggie stood in the middle of the barn, waiting for Ben to catch up to her. He’d stopped to take a call from someone at his office. For some reason, she found herself hoping he wouldn’t have to leave to deal with something back at home. The thought was silly, really.

      Ben was the enemy. She could see him doing budget cuts in his head every time she tried to show him something about the lodge. She needed to keep her eye on the prize and protect Valerie from the hatchet job he was clearly planning to do on their business plan.

      As much as she wanted to keep her distance, Maggie found herself enjoying Ben’s company more than she should.

      Maggie shook off the thoughts and stared up at the new beams that stabilized the barn. Their intricately patterned design was truly a work of art, dreamed up by John in his original restoration plans. He had been a masterful architect.

      Had been.

      Maggie swallowed down the lump that threatened to break her and tucked away the memories, focusing on the here and now instead. And the here and now was Ben Sumner.

      He’d grown up since high school. No more shy nerd, he’d ditched his glasses and pocket protector for well-worn jeans that fit snugly in all the right places and T-shirts that stretched taut across his broad chest.

      If Maggie were being honest, she’d admit that she’d always seen the potential of Ben’s hotness perpetually hidden under his quiet exterior in high school. He’d always intimidated her too much to do anything about her attraction back then. She would bet most people saw her as the cool girl who wasn’t afraid of anything in high school, but they would have been wrong. She never could have approached him in anything more than friendship.

      Despite the cool air blowing through the open barn doors, Maggie fanned herself at the images his hardened body had elicited last night in her dreams.

      “Hey, Maggie.”

      Maggie jumped and glanced up at the voice, laughing when she saw Shawn Braddock, their general contractor, hanging from the rafters. He was able to build almost anything she, Valerie, or John had asked of him.

      “What are you doing up there?” she asked.

      “Just finishing up the joist work.” He pointed to the beams intersecting the roof. “I finally sheered up all the seams on the roof yesterday.”

      Maggie watched as Shawn shimmied down the side of the barn and jumped, his booted feet landing with a thud on the packed dirt. He brushed back his shaggy dark hair, revealing a cover-model-worthy face and blue eyes that could outshine any Colorado sky. As Maggie studied Shawn’s long lean form, she was surprised to feel nothing, no stirring of arousal, no longing for his embrace. Nothing like the unease and unwarranted desire she felt anytime she was around Ben.

      Maggie focused harder on Shawn and wondered why she couldn’t fall for a laid-back, easy guy like him. She knew women found Shawn outrageously gorgeous. Aunt Sally had even encouraged him to make a “Hot Men with Wood” calendar. Her daughter, Lily had nearly choked on her coffee when her mother had come up with the idea. But all the other women in town were on Aunt Sally’s side of that particular debate.

      Shawn had unfortunately declined.

      He straightened the tool belt around his waist, the weight of it pulling his already low-slung jeans to dangerous levels.

      Nothing. Maggie felt nothing as she stood staring at this man. Although she could appreciate Shawn’s male form, it was another man she pictured. A man she didn’t even consider a friend, yet.

      “So, how’s it going with the Sumner boys?” Shawn asked sarcastically. It was no secret that he wasn’t a fan of the Sumner brothers. Shawn lived and breathed loyalty and didn’t approve of the absence of the boys over the past few years. “Have they put a ‘For Sale’ sign in the front yard yet?”

      “Surprisingly, no.” Maggie smiled.

      Shawn stepped closer. “Are you for real? I’d kind of slowed down my men’s work, half expecting the guys to swoop in and sell the place after their father’s death.”

      Maggie side-stepped Shawn and surveyed the barn. The walls were redone, the roof patched and solid. It was all coming together. She sighed. “I’m taking Ben on a tour. I showed him the cabins. I wanted him to see what we’re doing here instead of just the numbers on a computer screen.”

      “And?”

      Maggie grasped one of the posts and swirled around to face him, smiling bright. “And…he agreed.”

      “Shit, are you kidding me, Maggie?”

      “Nope.” She said no, but she didn’t want to put too much assurance in her tone. She honestly wasn’t ready to believe Ben herself. It seemed a little too good to be true. “I don’t know if I’m ready to believe him, but he’ll be here to look at the barn soon.”

      Shawn advanced, scooping her up before she could protest, and swinging her around. “That’s awesome news, Maggie. This barn has really become special to me.” He released her and set her on the ground, staring up at the ceiling. “I can’t explain it.”

      Maggie steadied herself on his shoulders. Broad shoulders, muscular shoulders.

      Nope. Nothing.

      Shawn leaned down and kissed her cheek.

      Still nothing.

      “Way to go, Maggie girl.” Shawn’s blue eyes sparkled with excitement.

      Zilch. Zero. Nada.

      Maggie’s stomach didn’t dip like it did when graced with one of Ben’s rare smiles. Her heart didn’t race, her hands didn’t sweat, her lady parts didn’t pulsate and beg to be stroked like they did when Ben Sumner was around. Dammit. This attraction was so inconvenient.

      “Hey, Maggie! You here?” A familiar female voice rang from outside the barn door just as one of Sally’s six daughters, Lily Sumner, stepped inside.

      Maggie turned, still balanced against Shawn’s shoulders, and smiled at Lily. “Hey girl.”

      Lily froze mid-stride, her own smile falling as her eyes darted between her and Shawn. She quickly diverted her gaze, staring down at the dirt floor.

      Maggie studied her in confusion. “What’s wrong, Lily?”

      Lily raised her head but remained silent.

      Maggie walked toward her.

      Lily stared past her at Shawn, brows knitted, before turning aback to Maggie, shaking her head. “Nothing.” She laughed with no amusement.

      Maggie reached Lily and touched her arm. “Are you sure?”

      Lily’s gaze remained on Shawn, eyes narrowed. “Positive.” Her tone was unusually cold, void of emotion.

      Maggie glanced over her shoulder just as Shawn turned his back on both women and walked toward the opposite barn door, shoulders slumped.

      Ahhh.

      “Lily, you know there’s nothing going on between me and Shawn, right?” Maggie spoke quietly, even though Shawn was out of sight and not likely to overhear. Maggie would never jeopardize her friendship with Lily, especially not for a man. Besides, she’d never had those kinds of feelings for Shawn.

      Her friend’s gaze finally met Maggie’s, the sadness evident, but only for a heartbeat. “I know. Shawn’s a big flirt. Everyone knows that.” Lily laughed nervously but the humor didn’t reach her eyes.

      Maggie opened her mouth to say more but Lily cut her off. “Mom and Aunt Valerie are on their way here.”

      “Now?”

      “Yep.”

      Oh crap. “Why?”  Maggie asked.

      “Because,” Lily drew out, “they’re bringing a potential bride to show her the barn…as a possible venue,” Lily practically shrieked.

      “What? But, they can’t. The wedding barn won’t be ready for at least another three months.” Maggie moved toward the barn door like she might be able to block the bride from coming in.

      “I know, I know, I told them,” Lily said. “But neither of those crazy women would listen. I even threatened to tear up Mom’s Journey poster in the bakery but she didn’t budge.” She giggled.

      “For someone who hates love so much, your mother sure is excited about converting this barn into a wedding venue.”

      The whole town knew how Sally Sumner felt about love and marriage. For her, they did not go together like a horse and carriage. Her ex-husband had left her over twenty years ago and her daughters had hoped Sally would recover from his indiscretions and eventually find a new love. She hadn’t.

      “My mom refuses to say wedding barn—she calls it an event venue.” Lily used air quotes, rolling her eyes. “I think she just wants me to have more events so I’ll stay in town. She’s doing whatever she can to push business my way.” Lily had moved back to Canyon Creek a year ago, leaving a high-profile position with a prestigious event planning company in Denver. She’d never said why, and Maggie had never asked.

      “You know,” Maggie said, tilting her head at Lily, “it’s odd. Your mom is so anti-marriage, but if you think about it, all her daughters are involved in the wedding industry in some way.”

      Lily scoffed. “Are not.”

      “You sound like a three-year-old.” Maggie grinned, shaking her head. “And, you’re wrong. You’re an event planner, Ivy is a chef, Mia is a makeup artist.”

      Lily studied her like she was crazy.

      “Holly’s a fashion designer, Daisy’s a florist, and Vee is a photographer.” She ticked off the girls on her fingers, making sure she hadn’t missed any.

      “But none of us do those things for weddings. Well,” Lily frowned, “Daisy does, but only because every florist has to do a wedding now and again. It’s not like Holly is designing wedding gowns or Mia is doing bridal makeup. She works in Hollywood on movies, for heaven’s sake.”

      Maggie only shrugged in the face of Lily’s denials. “But you all could. I’m just saying, it’s a little ironic.” She grabbed Lily’s hand so they could cut Valerie and Sally off before they had a chance to get to the barn—showing it to a potential bride wasn’t an option right now. Before they took two steps, Valerie rounded the barn doors.

      “And this is the wedding barn.” Valerie’s voice rang through the cavernous area.

      Maggie stared at the opened doors.

      Sally and Valerie stood next to a tall, thin woman wrapped in an ivory wool coat, blonde hair slicked back in a high ponytail. Maggie wondered how she could have walked on the rocky trail leading out to the barn in her four-inch designer heels.

      Valerie walked further into the barn. “I know it’s nothing to look at now,” she said, waving her arm like Vanna White, “but just envision it. Lights strung along the rafters, tea light candles glowing in antique lanterns. And here,” Valerie brushed past Maggie and Lily as she walked to the center of the barn, “you could have tables set up and covered in white linen topped with Mason jars filled with wildflowers. A very shabby chic look.”

      Maggie pressed her lips together. She had told Valerie they needed a strict no candles policy in the barn. They could allow battery-powered tea lights, but for safety’s sake, nothing with a real flame.

      The woman drew back her head as if offended and tossed her ponytail behind her shoulder. “Shabby chic?”

      Everyone went silent, studying the woman. She was definitely chic, but shabby? No.

      “Or anything you can envision really,” Valerie said, her eyes wide, her silent plea for help almost comical.

      Sally stepped closer. “Yes, of course, anything you want, Daphne.”

      Daphne glanced around the room, her gaze moving to the ceiling.

      “There will be a loft and a balcony along that side of the barn.” Valerie pointed to the far wall. “You can wrap the railings with lights.”

      Daphne frowned, obviously unable to picture it.

      Sally glanced at the woman then stepped toward Lily and Maggie, seemingly ignoring the bride. “Sorry, Maggie,” she whispered, giving her an impish smile.

      Maggie saw no evidence of a genuine apology. She raised one skeptical brow. What was Sally Sumner up to now?

      “I know you weren’t ready for us to show the barn yet,” Sally spoke softly, keeping one eye on the would-be bride. “but we’ve got people lining up to see it. We just couldn’t turn them away any longer.”

      Sally moved closer to the bride. “We’ve got two other brides looking at the same dates as you, Daphne. One is bringing her parents tomorrow afternoon to tour the facility before they put down a deposit.”

      Maggie narrowed her eyes but remained silent, not wanting to blow Sally’s cover. Her statement to the bride was a flat-out lie.

      Valerie stared at Sally like she’d sprouted two heads before turning to the bride with an apologetic smile.

      Maggie and Lily shrugged. Again. What in the world were these women doing?

      “Did I mention you’ll get the best event planner in all of Colorado, at a discounted rate?” Sally added, walking toward her daughter. She slipped her arm around Lily’s waist and dragged her closer to Daphne. “Right, Lily?” Sally said through gritted teeth.

      “Um…” Lily stuttered.

      Maggie knew Sally was blowing smoke up this girl’s ass, but she also recognized a chance to show the Sumner brothers that it was possible for them to pay off their loan on time. If Valerie could book out the barn’s calendar with events, it would prove to Ben that she and Valerie would be fine without him slashing their budget, and their dreams.

      Maggie stepped forward. “Yes, that’s right. Lily Sumner was an event coordinator for Mirabella Events in New York and L.A.” She glanced back at Lily with a huge grin. That wasn’t a lie, although Lily had never worked in either location. The events company also had an office in Denver where Lily had worked.

      “Really?” Daphne sighed, a gloved hand playing with the simple pendant necklace she wore. Maggie pressed her lips together to keep from laughing at the overly dramatic response.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Sally stepped in. “She’s planned events for all kinds of celebrities.”

      Maggie wasn’t certain that was true, but hey, she’d go with it.

      “Ben!” Daphne shouted, glancing over her shoulder.

      Maggie cut her gaze from Daphne to Sally and Valerie who were both staring anxiously at the front of the barn.

      She followed their gaze and sucked in a breath.

      Ben stood just inside the doorway, leaning against the doorframe, an amused smile on his face as he took them all in. He’d taken off his jacket and now she could see that a tight, gray thermal Henley showcased his strong upper body. Heat bloomed from her belly and sweat beaded along her brow despite the cool January air. What would all those muscles feel like under her hands, she wondered, his hard body pressing into her while her legs wrapped—

      “Ben!” Daphne’s shrill voice cut through Maggie’s thoughts, “Why didn’t you tell me there was a wedding planner here in your hometown that worked with Beyoncé.”

      Lily spoke, “Uh, not really Beyon—”

      Maggie elbowed Lily. If this woman wanted to believe Lily had planned Liza Minnelli’s and Elton John’s weddings, let her. They needed the business.

      “Ow,” Lily said, rubbing her side.

      “Sorry, but we need the business,” Maggie said. “And so do you, right?”

      The bigger question was, how did little Miss Bride-to-Be know Ben?

      “Yeah, Ben.” Maggie cocked a brow, letting her lips curve into a playful smirk as she planted a hand on her hip, ignoring the way her chest tightened at the idea that this woman might be with Ben. “Why didn’t you tell Daphne? And how is it exactly that you know her?”

      Daphne looped her arm through Ben’s. “Oh, Ben and I go way back.”

      Ben glanced down at Daphne then raised his head, his hazel eyes wide, easy smile gone as he visibly gulped.

      Oh, yeah, this explanation was going to be good.
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      Ben studied the five women standing in the middle of the barn, their eyes trained on him. He flinched as Daphne Wellington laughed and tugged at his arm playfully, her ponytail swinging like a cat’s tail.

      Daphne was beautiful, in a classic way. Long, lean limbs gave her a modelesque quality that most men fell for immediately. Including him. But once she’d set eyes on his best friend, Patrick Fairplay, Ben had known Daphne was off the market forever. Not that he’d minded. Daphne was gorgeous and intelligent, but she was exceedingly high maintenance and somewhat spoiled. Ben didn’t do either.

      “Ben,” Daphne tugged at his arm again.

      When had she moved so close?

      “What?” he asked quietly, not sure if she’d asked him a question. Daphne was also loud and exuberant. He didn’t really do those two either. Not that he didn’t love her as a friend. He did. But, man, was she boisterous.

      “You didn’t tell me there was a wedding planner here in your home town that worked with famous people.” She bounced up and down and covered her mouth as she squealed.

      Oh, Lord.

      Ben quirked a brow at his cousin, Lily. “That’s because I didn’t know we did.”

      Lily shrugged and pointed to her mother, Aunt Sally.

      Aunt Sally shrugged and pointed to his mother.

      Ben ran a shaky hand through his hair. Women.

      “And how is it exactly that you know Daphne?” Maggie asked.

      Ben turned at the sound of her voice. Her full lips curved into a smirk, her green eyes dancing with mischief. But there was something else there behind them. Ben narrowed his eyes and tried to read her.

      “Oh, Ben and I go way back,” Daphne repeated, patting his chest, distracting him from his study of Maggie.

      Maggie’s smile looked forced, like it might shatter at any moment. “Oh?” she said. “How far back?”

      Her green eyes turned darker and if he didn’t know better, Ben would have sworn he heard Maggie snarl.

      “Well,” Daphne sighed, “I’d wanted to go out with Ben for months.”

      Ben’s eyes snapped to Daphne’s. God, not this story again.

      Daphne stared up at him, batting her eyes. She was an expert at flirting and didn’t even know it. Or did she? “I met Ben at Daddy’s office.”

      “Daddy?” Maggie lifted a brow, her smirk slowly returning.

      “Yes, my daddy’s an oil and gas man from Houston,” Daphne said, her Southern drawl suddenly more pronounced.

      “I thought I detected a southern accent,” his mother said, smiling.

      Drawl was putting it nicely. Daphne damn near sounded like she belonged on Hee Haw, but in a sophisticated kind of way.

      “Ben flew in to help Daddy create a new systems development for his seismic testing division.” She glanced up at Ben, her brows wrinkled. “Is that what you call it?”

      His mouth twitched at the corners. “More or less. We developed a software system to integrate her father’s field ops’ geographic seismic tests with real-time data so—”

      “Oh my God, yada, yada, yada,” Aunt Sally broke in, moving her hand like a duck quacking its bill. “Can we finish the story this century? I have cookies in the oven and a Steve Perry video loading on my phone.”

      “Who’s Steve Perry?” Daphne glanced around the group.

      “Oh, jeez.” Aunt Sally covered her face.

      Ben’s mom laughed. “I like you, Daphne.”

      Daphne’s blue eyes sparkled. The only thing she loved more than Ben’s best friend was attention. “I like you, too, Valerie.” Daphne smiled.

      Ben scrubbed a hand down his face. “Please don’t encourage her,” he said with a pointed look at his aunt.

      Aunt Sally swatted at him.

      “We should post signs around the lodge that say, ‘Don’t feed the animals,’” Ben groaned.

      “Are you calling me an animal, young man?” Aunt Sally narrowed her eyes.

      Ben shrugged.

      She shrugged back. “I’ve been called worse.”

      He had no doubt of that.

      “The story,” Maggie said impatiently.

      “Oh, yes, sorry.” Daphne released his arm and stepped forward. “So, anyway, I really liked Ben and flirted with him shamelessly.” She glanced back at him. “But he was such a workaholic, he never even noticed me, and he wouldn’t take any time off to go out with me.”

      From the corner of his eye, Ben noticed his mother staring at him.

      “I was quite devious in my plans,” Daphne continued, clasping her hands together. “When my father’s annual charity benefit arrived, I asked Daddy to invite Ben, hoping I could get him away from work stuff long enough to make my move.” Her blue eyes danced and Ben found himself smiling.

      “And?” Maggie asked, her tone flat.

      “And,” Ben answered, “I was dumb enough to send my best friend to the event instead.” He laughed at the memory of Patrick returning from the event, looking like he’d been smacked straight across the face by cupid himself.

      “Patrick?” his mother asked.

      “Yes!” Daphne clapped her gloved-hands. “Mr. Patrick Nicholas Fairplay, the third.” She paused and got that goofy look in her eyes. “It was love at first sight, just like in the movies.” She fluttered her eyes closed and sighed.

      “Ah,” the other women moaned collectively, but he couldn’t help notice Maggie’s eyes locked on him.

      Jeez.

      “It really was quite magical,” Daphne continued. “And I want our wedding to be just as spectacular.” She walked further into the barn. “When Ben came back to Seattle after the funeral, he told us about the wedding barn renovations.” Daphne glanced toward his mother. “I’m so sorry again for your loss, Mrs. Sumner.” She stepped toward Ben’s mother and patted her arm. “I really can’t imagine losing the love of my life.”

      Love of her life? Ben had never really thought of his father as the love of his mother’s life. Probably because he wasn’t a dopey sap like Daphne.

      Ben studied his mother. She looked tired, worn out. Heartbroken. Her face was pained for a beat before she offered Daphne a small smile.

      “Thank you dear. And thank you for coming to look at the barn. Between Seattle and Houston, I’m sure you have lots of venues you’re looking at.”

      “My father actually has a vacation home in Colorado not far from here,” Daphne said. “I hadn’t even thought about marrying in Colorado until we found out about your barn.” Daphne glanced around the room. “We have family and friends all over the world.”

      “Well, again,” Aunt Sally stepped forward, “it’s not much to look at now, but give us a few months and this barn will be amazing.”

      “I’m sure it will be, it’s just hard to see it all right now.” Daphne smiled. “I’m not really a visionary like Patrick is.” She looked at the women standing around her. “I’m more of a romantic.”

      Aunt Sally grabbed Ben’s arm and yanked him toward Maggie.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, staring down at her.

      “You and Maggie walk down the aisle.” She pulled on Maggie’s arm and slammed them together.

      “What?” Ben and Maggie screeched simultaneously, their pitch painful, like a barking Chihuahua.

      “Shhhh,” Aunt Sally hissed. “She needs to visualize this.”

      “Who?” Ben asked.

      “Daphne, you idiot.” Aunt Sally gave Maggie some weird eye roll.

      “Come on,” Maggie slipped her arm through his.

      He noted how different Maggie’s arm felt wrapped around his than Daphne’s had. Instinctively he pulled her closer.

      “Just make it look real.” Maggie whispered as she led them down the middle of the barn.

      “Make what look real?” He was seriously lost.

      “Just picture it, Daphne,” Aunt Sally’s voice echoed loud through the space as she all but danced to one end of the barn.

      Ben glanced around and noticed he and Maggie were walking down an imaginary aisle headed straight for Aunt Sally with everyone else watching.

      “You’ll be so beautiful,” his mother told Daphne, “the candlelight flickering in your eyes.”

      Maggie and Ben came to a stop just before Aunt Sally.

      “Patrick won’t be able to keep his hands off you.” Aunt Sally waggled her brows at Daphne.

      Daphne giggled.

      “That’s kind of irreverent, preacher,” Ben said.

      “I’m all kinds of irreverent,” Sally whispered and winked. She glanced over at Daphne again. “All eyes will be on you Daphne, including Patrick’s.” Sally leaned in close and looked at Ben. “Stare longingly into her eyes.”

      “Whose?” Ben asked.

      “Me, idiot.” Maggie yanked his hand.

      “Quit calling me an idiot.”

      “Well, quit being an idiot,” Maggie whispered. “We’re trying to sell this venue. You’re not helping.”

      Then it hit Ben. If Daphne booked the wedding barn, he couldn’t put a stop to the renovations. If he stopped the renovations, he’d be screwing Daphne out of her venue. Then again, halting build-out on the barn could save his family’s land and give him the time he needed to reassess the renovations without full commitments.

      “Listen, Daph, it’s okay if this isn’t what you pictured for your wedding. A wedding in a barn isn’t for everyone,” he said.

      Maggie turned on him, a look that could turn a man to stone on her face.

      Ben glanced around the barn and noted the same round, hard eyes from every woman around him. Hell.

      “Hey! You’re on Team Sumner, dipstick.” Aunt Sally poked her chest. “That’s us, in case you forgot. Get on board.”

      “I just don’t want her to feel like she owes me this, or anything,” Ben said.

      His mind whirled. He needed to stop this before plans got out of hand and it was too late. If Daphne booked the wedding barn, she’d be seriously pissed when she found out Ben had halted expansions indefinitely. Maybe he could book a backup venue for them and pay the deposit himself, so she and Patrick wouldn’t be left with nothing when he stopped the wedding barn plans. Or maybe she and Patrick could postpone their wedding for a year. Yeah, doubtful.

      “By the power vested in me by the state of Colorado,” Aunt Sally’s voice boomed through the barn, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” She glanced at Ben. “You may kiss your bride.”

      “What?” Maggie shrieked, dropping his hands.

      Aunt Sally smirked.

      Oh yeah. This he could get into. Back-up venue, it was. Patrick would understand.

      Ben slipped one arm around Maggie’s waist as he drew her in close. “You said sell this place, right?” he whispered close to her lips.

      “Not like this.” She struggled in his hold and slapped at this chest, but there was laughter in her eyes. He saw the catch in her breath as he pulled her tight.

      “Kiss him, dammit,” Aunt Sally growled under her breath.

      Maggie glared at Aunt Sally then turned to look at Ben.

      “Well?” He arched a brow.

      “Fine.” Slowly, Maggie relaxed in his arms.

      Ben closed the gap, leaning in and pulling her even closer, so her thighs pressed to his, her breasts skimming his chest. Yup. There was something to this selling thing.

      “Make it quick” she whispered.

      Not on your life.

      He wasn’t laughing now.

      “Kiss, kiss, kiss.” Aunt Sally chanted, clapping her hands.

      “Kiss, kiss, kiss,” the rest of the women shouted.

      Ben wrapped his hand around the nape of Maggie’s neck, holding her to him as he leaned in close. Slowly, he brushed his lips against hers. Without thought, Ben’s tongue slowly licked the seam of her lips.

      Maggie gasped.

      Ben took advantage of her surprise and slid his tongue inside her warm mouth, deepening the kiss.

      She opened for him and suddenly the kiss sparked like a lit match to dry leaves, burning out of control. Maggie melted into him as she moaned, her hands sliding up his chest and around his neck.

      Ben’s hand slipped down her hips and he grew hard. Hell.

      She tightened her grip, her fingers digging into his hair.  Damn, this girl could kiss.

      Someone cleared their throat.

      Ben was oblivious to the outside world, lost in this erotic embrace. He’d always known Maggie Lawrence was beautiful. He’d had more than his fair share of wet dreams with her as the star, but never in his wildest fantasies had he thought her mouth would feel this amazing, this enticing, this—

      “Ben!” His mother’s shrill voice forced them apart like cold water on two dogs in heat.

      Ben stared down at Maggie, her eyes wide, face flushed, chest heaving as hard as his. Slowly, her hand came up and touched her swollen lips.

      “Wow,” Daphne said behind them.

      Ben and Maggie turned at her voice.

      Daphne giggled. “I’m sold. Let’s book it.”
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      “Oh, my goodness, Kayleigh,” Lily sighed as she dropped her chin into her upturned palm, “you should have seen it. It was dreamy, sexy.” She leaned in further, drawing out the next word. “Hot.”

      “It wasn’t hot,” Maggie corrected.

      “What wasn’t hot?” Myrtle Devereaux asked as she plopped down a pitcher of beer on their table. She stepped back, one arm bent on her plump hip as pushed back her short, gray hair. Deep wrinkles lined the edges of her dark brown eyes.

      Myrtle had a temper like a wild boar, which served her well working as a waitress at Hank’s Place, the local bar. She’d been employed there since before Maggie was in diapers. Well, maybe not that long, but definitely since Maggie was old enough to drive her father home from the bar at the tender age of twelve. But very few knew that fact. Actually, the list was limited to Myrtle and Hank, come to think of it.

      “The kiss,” Lily sighed.

      “God, you’re worse than Daphne,” Maggie moaned.

      “Wait.” Kayleigh held up her hand. Not only was Kayleigh Montgomery the town’s veterinarian, she was also one of Maggie’s best friends. “I’m still confused about how this kiss happened.”

      “If she’s confused, I don’t stand a chance.” Myrtle stared at Maggie. “Start at the beginning, chicken legs.” She called anyone who didn’t wear plus-sized clothing chicken legs.

      “The kiss between Ben and Maggie,” Lily said, staring at Maggie with a dreamy look in her eyes.

      “What?” Kayleigh squeaked as she spun in her chair to look at Maggie. “You kissed Ben Sumner!”

      Maggie pushed her index finger to her lips and scanned the small bar. “Shhh.”

      “Why shhh?” Kayleigh asked.

      “She doesn’t want anyone to know how hot it was.” Lily winked.

      “Whatever.” Maggie rolled her eyes, but Lily was right. She didn’t want anyone to know how she’d responded—no, correction, not she. How her body had responded to that man’s mouth.

      “Hello, Earth to Maggie.”

      Maggie jumped, eyes focusing on the hand waving in front of her.

      Kayleigh.

      “Admit it,” Lily said as she poured them each a glass of beer.

      Beer wasn’t usually Maggie’s favorite drink. In fact, she rarely indulged in alcohol at all. But Thursday night was ladies’ night at Hank’s Place, which meant half price pitchers. And Ben’s kiss had turned her inside out. A night out with Kayleigh and Lily drinking had seemed like a good idea. Until the inquisition.

      “She doesn’t have to admit anything,” Kayleigh said, setting her glass down on the table. “It’s written all over her face.”

      Maggie touched her face. “What is?”

      “You liked it.” Kayleigh smiled.

      “I did not.” She and Ben were friends. Scratch that. They weren’t friends. They were colleagues. Temporarily.

      “Did, too.” Lily laughed.

      “The kiss was for show. To rent out the barn. We need the business.” Maggie injected the kind of confidence into her voice needed to pull off the lie. The effort was as much for herself as it was for the other women. “Aunt Sally had us play bride and groom to suck in a prospective bride.”

      Myrtle let out a groan and walked away, leaving the women to wonder if her humph had meant that story wasn’t worth sticking around for or if she meant she could read Maggie’s lies all over her face. Maggie suspected the latter.

      “Uh, huh, sure.” Kayleigh raised a brow, apparently concurring with Myrtle’s likely assessment.

      “You know,” Lily leaned in, “Ben could be perfect for you.”

      “What?” Maggie’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “Puh-lease,” Kayleigh said. “Have you seen that ass? And those eyes? Oh, and those hard, muscled thighs—”

      “Stop!” Lily shouted, holding up a hand. “Ben is my cousin. That’s just,” she wrinkled her nose and shook her head, “just…gross.”

      Maggie was thankful for Lily’s interruption. She didn’t need anyone cataloguing all the things about Ben she was trying to convince her body to forget.

      “But you have to admit,” Kayleigh continued, “he’s hot as—”

      Lily slapped her hand across Kayleigh’s mouth.

      As much as Maggie didn’t want to admit it, Kayleigh was right, Ben Sumner was most definitely hot as….

      Kayleigh pulled Lily’s hand from her mouth. “Look, assets aside—and trust me, he’s got some good assets,” she nodded with a wink, “why is Ben perfect for Maggie? They work together. That should be a no-no, right?”

      “It is a no-no.” Maggie nodded. “This is sooo not happening.” She raised a finger and pointed at the women in turn. “Not. Happening.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure he has no intentions of staying for the long term,” Lily said.

      Kayleigh stared at Maggie and nodded. “Oh yeah, your type for sure.”

      “What does that mean?” Maggie asked.

      “Please, Mags.” Lily poured more beer into her glass. “You always choose guys who you know will leave before they get too close.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do.” Kayleigh bobbed her head. “It’s like they have to have an expiration date before you’ll put out.”

      Lily snorted.

      “Name one.” Maggie sat back in her stool, arms crossed over her chest.

      Lily held up on index finger. “Jason Pacella.”

      Maggie released her arms with a huff and grabbed her mug, swirling her beer. “High school boyfriends don’t count.”

      “They do when you hook up with them a week after you find out they’re going out of state for college.”

      “I did not,” Maggie protested.

      “Did too,” Lily said.

      Kayleigh raised a finger. “Oooh, Kenneth Dumont from the resort.”

      “Kenneth?” Maggie laughed. “That instructor three years ago? He was only here for the ski season, that doesn’t count either.”

      “Exactly.” Lily nodded. “It’s like your boyfriends are seasonal. As soon as you found out Kenneth would be leaving, you were on him like…” Lily looked to Kayleigh for help.

      “Like a dog on a jar of peanut butter,” Kayleigh said with a nod.

      “What? That’s what you came up with?” Lily laughed.

      Kayleigh simply lifted her shoulders. “Dogs love peanut butter. That’s why guys smear it on their...” She nodded to her lap, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “Oh, gross, Kayleigh.” Lily swatted her.

      “Whatever.” Maggie sipped her beer, ignoring the debate over dogs and peanut butter and guy’s private parts. “That doesn’t explain your comment about Ben.” In some ways, Maggie wished Ben would stay. It was going to break Valerie’s heart to see him leave again. She’d been so happy to have Ben and Emmett back in Canyon Creek.

      “He’s got a huge, successful computer company in Seattle,” Lily said. “He’s got a life, a career, and he’s never been a fan of Canyon Creek. If I know my cousin, he won’t be staying long.”

      “He’s probably got lots of little playmates in Seattle, too.” Kayleigh smirked.

      Maggie felt a stab of jealousy. “God, is that all you ever think about, Kayleigh?”

      “What?” Kayleigh asked, chugging the rest of her first glass.

      “Sex,” Lily and Maggie said in unison.

      “Oh, please,” She waved her hand in dismissal. “The clitoris is God’s gift for punishing us with periods. A peace offering of sorts.”

      Lily choked.

      Kayleigh only shrugged. She never apologized for her bluntness.

      “Uggh! Enough.” Maggie groaned. “I’m going to the ladies’ room.” She slid off her stool and marched toward the bathroom at the back of the bar.

      “Bet his muscular thighs could hold you up against the bathroom wall all night long, Maggie!” Kayleigh’s voice echoed behind her.

      Maggie didn’t turn around, although the image of Ben’s legs pressing into hers had entered her mind more than once today. Her girls’ night out was not helping. She needed new friends.
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      “I really don’t want to be here,” Ben said as Emmett pulled on the door to Hank’s Place, the local bar. The tavern had been a mainstay in their town since his brothers were kids.

      Loud music and the chatter of patrons spilled into the parking lot, further reinforcing Ben’s urge to turn and leave. The last thing he wanted was to be around noise and people right now.

      “Too bad.” Emmett shook his head. “It’s been a long week and I want a drink. And I don’t need Ma hanging over my shoulder while I try to relax.”

      It had been a long week. Ben had been studying spreadsheets and forecasts, trying to figure out a way to save the wedding barn, and at least a few of the cabins Maggie and his mother wanted so badly. They would be pissed when they saw his final proposal.

      “Come on.” Emmett placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder and gently pushed him over the threshold. “It’s Ladies’ Night.”

      “I’m not a lady.”

      “Of course, you’re not. We’re here for the ladies. You know for a smart guy, sometimes you’re dumb as rocks.” Emmett gave him a sideways look and scanned the room.

      Ladies’ night at a bar didn’t thrill Ben. Right now, there was only one woman he was thinking of, and somehow, he doubted Maggie would be at the town’s dive bar on ladies’ night.

      Entering Hank’s Place was like walking back in time. Peanut shells still littered the floor surrounding the bar and the tall tables directly around it. Hank told folks he believed the oil in the shells was good for the hardwood when he started the tradition decades before. Most people thought he’d just been too lazy to sweep the floors after everyone left. Either way, it was now a trademark of the place.

      The traditional mirrored wall behind the bar made the space seem larger than it was. A small dance floor lay on the left as you walked in and two pool tables and a few dart boards stood in the small alcove just behind. Booths lined the far wall and a few tall tables with stools littered the remainder of the small space.

      Locals called it a bar. To Ben, it was more of a beer joint. Bars had fifteen-dollar cocktails designed to draw people in for happy hour. Hank would look at you funny if you asked for a Cosmo or a chocolate martini, and the marquee outside had advertised one-dollar long necks.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the Sumner boys.” The gravelly voice suited the owner’s name. Ben glanced up to see Hank Porter, sling a bar rag over his shoulder and grin. The crevices in his face transformed into deep ridges. He’d been a long-time resident of Canyon Creek and he was as much a fixture of the town as his bar

      “Hey, Hank,” Emmett said, throwing a leg over one of the bar stools and sliding on as he smiled at the woman sitting next to him. She gave Emmett the kind of look that said he wouldn’t need to exert much effort to take her home for the night.

      “What can I get you boys?” Hank threw down two paper coasters.

      “What? You don’t need to see any ID?” Emmett asked.

      “Emmett here says it’s ladies’ night,” Ben said. “And seeing as he’s quite,” Ben studied his brother, “feminine, he wanted me to bring him in.”

      Emmett scowled while Hank sized him up and down. “You don’t look nothing like those ladies over there.” Hank nodded behind them. Despite his age, he openly ogled any woman who walked through the door.

      Both men turned at the same time and saw two women at a high-top table, one of them their cousin Lily, and the other a woman Ben didn’t recognize. Ben quickly noted that the one woman he wanted to see was missing. He couldn’t explain the dull ache of disappointment in his chest.

      Emmett turned around and stared at Hank. “Eyes off our cousin, old man.”

      Hank responded with raised hands and an “I’m innocent” look on his wrinkled face.

      “I’ll have a whiskey,” Emmett growled, not completely mollified.

      Ben knew Hank was mostly harmless. Aside from the fact his behavior was insulting to women everywhere, his wife would have his balls hanging from her living room mantle if he touched another woman. It never stopped him from looking, though, as he liked to point out to anyone who would listen.

      “I’ll have the same.” Ben might as well make the best of it. Clearly, he wasn’t going to drag Emmett out of here anytime soon.

      “You sure?” Emmett asked dryly.

      “Yeah, why? You babysitting me tonight?” Ben asked.

      “Whiskey’s like truth serum to you, brother. Not exactly the best idea.”

      Ben turned on his stool and laughed, remembering the time he, Emmett, and Aaron drank half a bottle of Jim Beam. He’d been so wasted, he’d spilled his guts out to his father about how they’d stolen the town’s ambulance for a joy ride through town. Shortly thereafter, Ben had puked up the contents of his stomach onto his father’s socked feet. Not his finest hour.

      On second thought… “Make mine a beer,” Ben said. “Whatever you’ve got on tap.”

      He ignored the smug look on Emmett’s face and surveyed the bar. Everything was pretty much the same, with the exception of new pool tables in the back. Ben focused on the players and drew in a breath as he noticed a familiar ass bent over the pool table. Maggie.

      Dark auburn curls brushed against the felt as she slid back her cue. Her supple backside, now on display for the entire bar to see, suddenly had his groin aching. Since their scorching kiss, sultry images of the two of them had haunted his dreams. Images of Maggie Lawrence’s petite body settled over his as she ground down on him. Images of Maggie’s mouth opening in a soft cry as his body worked her toward climax. It had given him a perpetual hard-on.

      Just like high school, he thought.

      “What are you looking at?” Emmett followed his gaze and let out a laugh. “Ahh.”

      Ben ignored him. He was getting good at it.

      “Is that Randy Wade playing pool with Maggie?” Emmett asked with a nod to the pair.

      “Beats me.” Ben shrugged. He might need a few beers before the night was over.

      “Wasn’t he on the football team?” Emmett didn’t know when to quit.

      “Sure was,” Hank said as he slid their drinks in front of them. “He was quarterback the year the team went all-state.”

      “Maggie went out with him in high school, didn’t she?” Emmett elbowed Ben.

      Randy was a football player. Maggie was prom queen. Of course, they’d dated.

      She had been in with that crowd—the jocks and cheerleaders and beauty queens.

      Ben had not.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Ben answered tightly, tipping his beer to his lips. Yep. Gonna need a few of these tonight.

      “Didn’t he marry Taylor Andrews right after high school?” Emmett asked.

      Really, Em? Who the fuck cares? Unless he was still married. That would be good news.

      “Yeah,” Hank said, wiping down the bar.

      How the hell did Hank know all this? And why did Ben suddenly care?

      “Soon after their wedding, Taylor took off with some handyman passing through town looking for work.”

      Emmett scoffed. “Bullshit.”

      Hank nodded.

      “Seriously?” Emmett asked.

      “Yep,” Hank said. “One minute, he was screwing in a new set of book shelves, the next he was screwing—”

      “We got it, Hank. We got it.” Ben held up his hand, shaking his head. So much for Randy being married.

      The older man just laughed as he wiped down the bar. “Maybe you should write a book about that.” Hank nodded toward Emmett. “You’re a famous novelist now, aren’t you?”

      Emmett’s response was nothing more than a snort.

      Ben only half listened to their conversation, studying the way Maggie moved around the pool table. He was sure he could watch her all damned night. Suddenly, he didn’t care if Emmett wanted to stay. “So, is she seeing him?”

      “Who?” Hank asked focusing on Ben.

      “Maggie, and what’s-his-face?”  He nodded toward the pool table.

      “Oh,” Hank chuckled. “Randy and Maggie? No, I don’t think so. She’s a sweet girl but Randy’s kind of a dope, to be honest. She’s way too smart for him.”

      Emmett laughed into his drink and Ben had to crush the urge to shove him off his bar stool.

      “Randy would be good to her, though, I’ll tell you that,” Hank continued. “If anyone deserves someone who’ll treat her right, it’s Maggie Lawrence. Lord knows she had it rough with her old man.” Hank shook his head.

      “What do you mean?” Ben asked.

      “Her dad’s an alcoholic,” Hank said.

      Ben knew that. The whole town did. “And?” he prodded. The way Hank had said it, there was something more he was hinting at.

      “She had to take care of him for years, all on her own. Thank God the asshole finally decided to get his act together last year and enter rehab.”

      Ben studied Maggie before turning back to Hank. “What do you mean, she had to take care of him?”

      “She’s been paying all the bills since she was a kid, if rumor’s right.” Hank shook his head and picked up a bar towel, wiping at imaginary spills as he spoke.

      “Are you serious?” Emmett asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” Hank nodded, looking up from the bar. “Nowadays, there’s no way she wouldn’t have been taken away by child protective services. Hell, come to think of it, I don’t know why she wasn’t. I guess they covered it pretty good.”

      Emmett turned and stared at Ben. “How did we not know this?”

      Ben shook his head. Probably because they’d had a great childhood, they assumed everyone else had. And here he sat, thinking his dad had been abusive for withholding praise. Since he’d been back, Ben had noticed Maggie was great at taking care of everything. She covered for everyone. Now he knew where that skill had come from.

      “She was always so put together in high school,” Emmett said.

      Hank smirked. “Still is.”

      Ben glared.

      “What,” Hank stiffened, “I’m old, not dead.”

      “He was a dick in high school,” Ben said.

      “Who?” Emmett followed his brother’s gaze. “Oh, Randy. I’m not sure he was a dick, but he got around, for sure.” Emmett stared from the table back to his brother. “Wait, are you jealous?”

      “No.” Crap, he’d answered too fast.

      “Emmett! Ben!”

      Both men turned.

      Their cousin, Lily waved them over. With her long, dark brown hair and gray eyes, she looked more like her father than Aunt Sally, although Ben barely remembered the man. And no one spoke of him.

      Aunt Sally had left her husband when the girls were young, moving back to Canyon Creek and taking back her maiden name for her and her daughters. To say it had been a bitter divorce was an understatement.

      Emmett laid several bills on the bar. “See you, Hank.”

      Ben’s gaze stayed firmly locked on Maggie as he followed behind Emmett.

      “Pull up a stool, gentleman.” Lily smiled.

      Emmett grabbed another seat from the table next to them.

      “It almost feels like we’re back in college, home on a break or something,” Lily said.

      “Hi, I’m Emmett.”

      Ben’s gaze finally moved from Maggie to the woman sitting across from him. Emmett had his hand stuck in her face.

      She had platinum blonde hair that curled halfway down her back. Her skin was flawless and her light blue eyes were tipped at the edges, making her look exotic and wicked. He should have felt something. At least a little more than the clinical assessment that she was beautiful. He didn’t.

      “Hi, I’m Kayleigh Montgomery.” She extended her hand to Emmett but her eyes stayed trained on Ben.

      “Wait, Kayleigh.” Ben tipped his beer her way. “You’re the doctor who saved Lucky the cat?”

      Kayleigh beamed. “That would be me.”

      “Lucky? Are you talking about that mangy cat running around the lodge?” Emmett asked, an ironic smirk spreading across his face as he shook her hand.

      “Shush your mouth.” Kayleigh dropped his hand, glancing over her shoulder.

      Ben followed her gaze. Maggie.

      Kayleigh turned back to face the men and leaned in. “Don’t ever let Maggie hear you say that about her prized cat.”

      Ben grinned but his face fell when he saw another man now playing pool with Maggie. What the hell? It was Shawn Braddock, the lodge’s general contractor.

      Shawn wasn’t a bad guy, as far as Ben could tell. In fact, he seemed hard-working, reliable. Still, Ben couldn’t swallow the lump of jealousy lodged in his throat. “So, what do you guys know about Shawn Braddock?” he asked, his eyes trained on the pool table.

      Kayleigh snorted.

      Ben turned his attention back to the women.

      Lily shrugged, gazing down at her half-empty mug of beer. “He’s good with wood.” She giggled as she cut her eyes to Kayleigh.

      “And hot as hell.” Kayleigh smiled.

      “Kayleigh.” Lily elbowed her, tipping a little sideways as she did, then took another sip of her beer as though it might steady her. He had a feeling more beer wasn’t going to help matters.

      “What?” Kayleigh said. “You can say he’s good with wood but I can’t describe his assets?” She turned to stare at Shawn with an over-the-top sigh.

      Lily studiously avoided looking that way, rolling her eyes at her friend.

      Shawn was bent over the table, stick in hand like Maggie had been earlier. He took a shot then stood, leaning over to say something to Maggie. She threw back her head and laughed at the idiot.

      “Are Shawn and Maggie dating?” Emmett asked the question that Ben didn’t have the balls to.

      “Nope,” Kayleigh said. “As far as I know, Shawn is single and ready to mingle. So is Maggie.” She grinned as she added the last part, as though she could read his mind.

      Ben kept his attention on the people at his own table for the next few minutes. He needed to stop obsessing over Maggie. It worked, until he saw her sail by on the dance floor, in another man’s arms. Lame-ass Randy Wade. He looked like a moron with two left feet. Ben should rescue Maggie.

      Why was he being so territorial?

      And why the fuck was Randy so close to Maggie?

      Lily chugged the rest of her beer and slipped from the stool, nearly stumbling. “I’m going get another pitcher. You guys want anything?”

      Ben glanced down at his beer. “I’m good.”

      “Yeah, me, too,” Emmett said.

      Lily bounced away toward the bar, like she always had, light on her feet, a perpetual optimist. Ben envied that. Of course, she was also probably a couple of beers ahead of him.

      “So, Emmett,” Kayleigh said.

      Ben turned to the conversation at his table, trying to keep from staring at Maggie and her partner.

      “You write books, right?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Uh, yes. I do.” Shit, was Emmett nervous?

      “Anything I might have read?” She asked hopeful.

      “I dabble in several genres. Mystery, suspense, true crime sometimes. I love research.”

      “I’m more into romance, but research sounds like fun.”

      “You would think,” Emmett sighed.

      “You don’t enjoy it?” Kayleigh asked.

      Ben was glad they’d moved on to topics other than Maggie and Randy. “He’s got writer’s block.”

      “Not writer’s block,” Emmett said defensively.

      Kayleigh surveyed Emmett from head to toe like he was a pair of Prada shoes on clearance. “Is that anything like writer’s cock?” Kayleigh laughed.

      Emmett choked on his beer. “What?”

      Ben coughed. What was up with this girl?

      “Ignore her,” Lily nodded toward Kayleigh as she slammed down another pitcher. “She hasn’t been getting enough lately.”

      “Really?” Emmett and Ben asked in unison as they stared at the beautiful blonde bombshell.

      Kayleigh shrugged like she discussed her sex life, or lack thereof, with men she’d just met all the time.

      Lily stared at the dance floor, her usually bubbly expression falling.

      Ben followed her gaze and noticed Shawn twirling Maggie in a spin before leaning in for a hug. When had she switched partners? And why was he touching her?

      Lily turned back to the table and poured herself another glass, holding it up in the air. “Bottoms up!” She yelled.

      Kayleigh reached for her. “Lily, I don’t think—”

      Lily swatted her away and chugged her beer.

      Kayleigh held up her hands in surrender. “Okay, I guess I’ll be driving home tonight,” she said with a laugh.

      “Come on, Lil.” Emmett stepped off his stool. “Let’s dance.”

      “Now that she’s taken care of, I’m going to the little girls’ room,” Kayleigh said, slipping off her stool.

      Ben watched her leave then turned his attention toward the dance floor. Poor Lilly was being dragged around the small space by Emmett. His brother was so uncoordinated, Ben couldn’t help but laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He turned at the sound of her voice.

      Maggie stood, smiling.

      His body stiffened—some parts more than others. Breathing in deep, he nodded toward the dance floor. “Emmett.”

      Maggie turned and studied Emmett, covering her mouth as she released a low laugh. “He’s just...”

      “Awful?” Ben finished.

      “Yeah,” she nodded, still trying to hide her amusement.

      “Want to show them how it’s done?”

      Maggie stared up at him. “How what’s done?”

      “Dancing.” Oh shit, where had that come from? He was just as awful a dancer as Emmett. He glanced out on the floor at his brother. Well, maybe not that bad. Nobody was that bad.

      “I’ve seen you dance, Ben.” She touched his elbow. “No offense but I think I’ll pass.” That laugh that seemed to wash over him came once more.

      Since when had he been turned on by just the sound of a woman’s laughter? Never.

      Maggie fumbled with her beer glass. The tension taking over the space between them was palpable.

      “Want another?” Ben asked, picking up the pitcher of beer Lily had brought over earlier.

      “Nah, I’m not really much of a drinker. I just come to hang out with the girls.” Ben had to stifle the urge to ask why she’d been with Randy and Shawn if she came to hang out with the girls. He was at least smart enough to know that would be an asshole move.

      “I’m sorry about the kiss,” He blurted out. Where the hell had that come from? It was a lie. The only thing he was sorry about was that they’d had to stop.

      Maggie’s green eyes locked on Ben’s, disappointment etched within.

      “I mean, I’m just sorry that I kind of mauled you. I just…” Hell, stop talking already, Ben.

      “I blame Sally.” Maggie shrugged with a laugh.

      Ben felt his own stab of disappointment. “Yeah, me, too.”

      The awkward silence returned.

      Shit.

      “Truth?” he asked.

      Maggie nodded and took a sip of water.

      “I’m not sorry.”

      A slow smile spread across her supple lips. “You’re not?”

      He shook his head. “I mean, I’m sorry Aunt Sally forced you—”

      “She didn’t force me.”

      Ben raised a brow in surprise and moved closer. “She didn’t?”

      “I mean,” her cheeks brightened, “yeah, she asked us to, but I could have said no.”

      “I could have, too.” Another step brought him into her space, only an inch between them.

      Maggie’s emerald eyes locked on his and his pulse kicked up a notch.

      “If I’m being honest,” Ben said, “I didn’t need to kiss you to sell the barn. Daphne loves unique things. I could have talked her into it without the kiss.”

      Maggie broke eye contact and ducked her head. “So, what’s the story with Daphne?”

      Was it his imagination or had she closed the distance between them?

      “There is no story. She’s engaged to my CFO.”

      Maggie stared up at him. “He’s your best friend, your CFO, I mean?”

      Ben nodded. “Patrick’s been with me from the start. We met in college. Bonded over pitchers of beer in a place pretty much like this one.” Ben glanced around the small bar.

      “But he’s not into computers?”

      “Nah,” Ben shook his head, “he’s always been a finance guy. He loves numbers.”

      “Did you have sex with Daphne?”

      He jerked back in surprise. “What?”

      Maggie’s face washed with red and she slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry.” she mumbled. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

      A smile broke Ben’s face. She was jealous.

      “No, Daphne and I never slept together.” He leaned into her again, this time, leaving no space between them. “We’ve never even kissed.”

      “Oh.” Her lips formed a small circle, her words washing across his skin. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “Have you and Shawn had sex?” Ben put a hand on her hip, holding her in place so she couldn’t back away.

      “What? Where did that come from?” Maggie glanced to where Shawn was dancing with Kayleigh.

      “It’s a fair question. You guys seem close.”

      She shook her head, her delicate curls tossing back and forth. “I don’t sleep with my friends.”

      Suddenly an image of those curls brushing the skin of his chest as she straddled him materialized in his mind. His pulse throbbed under his zipper. Stop. She felt too damned good standing against him and he wanted to pull her in and kiss her again.

      “Shawn and I are just friends. I think he likes Lily.” Her eyes focused on Lily and Emmett.

      Ben changed the subject, no longer wanting to talk about Shawn. He wanted Maggie in his arms.

      And he knew in that moment, he was a bigger ass than he ever imagined he was. Because the thought actually occurred to him that Maggie would be easier to convince of his plans to scale back the wedding barn and the cabins if they were sleeping together.

      He shoved the thought aside. Even he wasn’t that much of a dick. It was a friendly dance. That was all. “Come on, dance with me? I promise I’ll go easy on your feet.” He held out a hand.

      “I’ll lead,” she smirked.

      “Not on your life, woman.” He slid his hand in hers and noted how well they fit together. Maggie’s eyes went wide as he slipped his arm around her tiny waist.

      “What?” he asked.

      “We’re kind of close, aren’t we?” she frowned.

      “We’re married, Maggie Mae.” He said and winked. “My aunt did the honors. I’m surprised you’d forget so quickly.”

      Her laughter sent warmth spreading out from his chest.

      “You have a great laugh, Maggie.”

      She smiled up at him. “Why, thank you, Benji.”

      “Oh, God, not Benji. Please.” Ben rolled his eyes.

      “It’s a cute name.” She smiled, tossing her hair behind one shoulder, revealing a sheer top.

      Christ.

      He drew in a breath, her scent consuming his senses as he stared at her exposed skin. Holy hell. He wanted to touch and lick that smooth creamy skin with—

      “Ben.” Maggie tugged on his shoulder.

      He shook his head, clearing the lusty fog.

      “Where were you?” she asked.

      “Dreaming of our honeymoon.” He leaned down and brushed his mouth across her cheek. He’d meant the move to be casual, but when he caught the sharp intake of her breath, he knew she was just as affected as he was.

      She pulled back and sent him a cheeky smile. Somehow, Maggie seemed to have more control than him.

      “Well, if this is our honeymoon, I want to go somewhere warm and tropical,” she answered, not missing a beat.

      “Warm and tropical it is.” Ben smiled, noting his own body warming from her touch. Holy hell, he was in trouble. Deep trouble.
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      Thinking of spending a weekend on a warm, tropical island with Ben Sumner suddenly seemed like the most amazing thing Maggie had ever heard of. She squeezed his shoulder for balance, fighting the temptation to slip her hands up the hard muscle of his arms and into his beautiful dark hair. Molesting him on the dance floor in front of half the town was probably a bad idea.

      Maggie bit her lip as Ben pressed his hip firmly against hers. Hard. Everywhere.

      Her legs wobbled and she thanked the stars he was holding her tight as her body melted into his, some parts more than others.

      Friends. You’re just friends. Yeah, well someone needed to tell her body that. Traitor.

      Their kiss in the wedding barn had thrown her off kilter. Who knew Ben Sumner could kiss like an inmate fresh out of prison? Nope, she absolutely could not think of the way his lips had molded to hers, his tongue caressing—

      Maggie shook her head. She had to remember the goal—get Ben Sumner out of town as soon as possible. She had to stay focused, keep her eye on the prize. The sooner he left Canyon Creek and the lodge, the sooner she and Valerie could carry on with their dreams of renovations and further expansion without interference.

      “Maggie?”

      She glanced up and stared into Ben’s hazel brown eyes.

      Yeah, a weekend on the beach sounded amazing. But she had a mission.

      “Everything all right?” He asked with genuine concern.

      “Uh, no,” she shook her head, “I mean yes. I just think I’m worn out from all the dancing.” 

      Ben studied her face. “Maybe we should get you some water.”

      As much as Maggie didn’t want to relinquish her hold on his body, she nodded and let him lead her off the dance floor and over to the bar.

      Maggie turned and watched Hank place two glasses on the bar in response to Ben’s request. “Thanks,” she said, raising the drink to her lips and practically gulping. Her gaze cut to Ben’s from across the edge of her glass.

      He studied her mouth, his eyes half-lidded.

      “Hey kids,” Kayleigh said.

      Maggie choked on her water, surprised and disappointed to be interrupted while she undressed Ben in her mind.

      Kayleigh patted her back. “You okay, hun?”

      Maggie nodded and reached for a stack of napkins.

      “I think Lily’s pretty much shit-faced. She’s turned to country.” Kayleigh glanced over her shoulder.

      Lily was on the dance floor, singing to a sad country song blaring from the jukebox. By herself. Horribly.

      “You okay to drive?” Maggie asked Kayleigh.

      Kayleigh grinned. “Yeah, I’m good. I really need to get Lily home before she pukes though.”

      “She never used to drink like that,” Ben said, a concerned look on his face.

      “She still doesn’t.” Maggie said. “I’m not sure what got into her tonight.” Maggie stared at Kayleigh and they both smiled. “Ladies’ Night,” they said in unison.

      “How are you going to get home, Mags?” Kayleigh asked.

      “Where do you live?” Ben asked.

      “I live in town,” Maggie answered.

      “Why not on the land?” he asked.

      She didn’t have to question what he meant. He wanted to know why she didn’t live on his parents’ land near the lodge. There was certainly room.

      “Sometimes I need a little distance from the lodge.” She smiled. “Plus, it’s the house I grew up in. It’s paid for.” Maggie didn’t mention the mortgage had been paid off by her. “It’s small but it’s all I need.”

      “Where’s your dad?” Emmett asked.

      “He lives in Blue Falls.”

      “Oh, yeah, I’ve been there.”

      Maggie tried to think of a way to steer conversation in another direction. Any other direction.

      “Great skiing.” Emmett said, oblivious to her inner turmoil. Thankfully, he dropped the subject and Maggie released a deep sigh of relief.

      “Blue Falls is pretty far away from here,” Ben said, his brows wrinkled.

      “It’s not that far,” she said. Not far enough, she wanted to say. “Anyway, I can just grab a ride from one of the guys here. It’s no big deal.”

      “No.” Ben stood to his full height, and Maggie bristled at the domineering tone.

      “What the hell does that mean?” she asked.

      “It means I’ll take you home.” Ben glanced at his brother, holding out his upturned hand. “Emmett, give me the keys to your car.”

      Without hesitation or question, Emmett dropped them in his palm. Maggie was amazed by the gesture. She guessed that’s how brothers and sisters lived.

      “If we take Emmett’s car, who’ll take him home?” Maggie asked.

      “I can take him,” Kayleigh said. “It might not be a bad idea to have someone to help me with Lily.”

      “Where do you live?” Ben asked.

      “I live in town next door to my vet clinic,” she said, “but I’ll spend the night at the B and B with Lily. Your parents converted it to rental property when the lodge opened. Lily rents a room there. Said she can’t be in the same house as her mom. Sometimes I sleep there, too.”

      Ben and Emmett looked at her like she was an alien, her words foreign.

      “What?” Kayleigh asked.

      “They rent the B and B?” Ben asked.

      Maggie stared at him. “You didn’t know?”

      Ben shook his head.

      Maggie bristled. If he’d read her business plan, he would know that. He’d claimed he’d been studying the numbers for the lodge, but apparently, he only chose to study what he felt was relevant.

      Maggie mentally seized on the information. She’d needed a way to rekindle her anger so she could put some distance between them, and this was perfect. The jerk was only paying lip service to her and his mom. Meanwhile, he hadn’t even bothered to look at the big picture.

      Kayleigh looked to Emmett. “If you can help me get Lily home, I can take you up to the lodge after.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      Kayleigh turned and shouted across the dance floor. “Lily! Get your shit. We’re leaving.”

      Emmett covered his ears. “Damn, woman. Your voice sounds like a fire alarm.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “Have you ever tried to coax a stupid-ass calf out of a drainage pipe in the middle of winter?”

      “Umm,” Emmett stuttered, “can’t say that I have.”

      “Then don’t judge. Cows don’t respond to lady-like voices.”

      “Duly noted.” Emmett nodded.

      “God, she’s not going to leave easily.” Kayleigh sighed and shook her head. “Come on Mags, help me.” Kayleigh grasped Maggie’s hand before she could protest and dragged her toward the dance floor.

      Kayleigh grabbed Lily by the waist just as she tried to tug another man onto the dance floor. “Down girl. Time to go home.”

      Lily pouted. “I don’t want to go.”

      “I’ve got Hot Pockets at home,” Kayleigh said sweetly.

      Maggie laughed. Lily and her obsession with Hot Pockets.

      Lily’s eyes lit up and she clapped her hands. “Pepperoni?”

      Kayleigh looked at Maggie and shrugged. “Yep,” she answered with a fake smile that anyone other than Lily could recognize as a lie. “Pepperoni. Just for you.”

      “Allrighty then,” Lily slurred and pivoted toward the door like Hot Pockets were the answer to all the world’s ills.

      Lily wavered and Maggie and Kayleigh grabbed for her. Shawn was headed toward them, fear and concern marring his face. He stepped toward them but Maggie shook her head. She wasn’t sure, but she was almost positive whatever was going on with Lily tonight involved Shawn.

      Instead, Emmett made his way toward the dance floor.

      “Grab that side,” Kayleigh nodded toward Lily’s waist.

      Maggie slid an arm around Lily’s slender body.

      “Come on, sweetie.” Kayleigh said.

      “Come on Lily Pad,” Emmett reached out his hand when he came close, “let’s get you home.”

      “Lily Pad.” She giggled and hiccupped, then covered her mouth. “Do you want a Hot Pocket, Emmy?” Lily mumbled through her palm.

      Emmett turned to the group. “They still make those things?”

      “Sure do,” Kayleigh answered. “They sell a twenty-four pack down at the Kum-n-Go.”

      Maggie snorted. The name of the convenience store always made her giggle.

      “God, that’s just wrong,” Ben said as they all headed for the door.

      “Yeah, I know,” Emmett added, basically carrying Lily. “They should call it the Jizz-n-Jet.”

      Kayleigh threw her head back and howled with laughter. “Or wait, wait,” she worked to catch her breath. “How about, the Ejaculate-n-Evacuate.”

      Maggie shook her head. These two were trouble.

      “Night, kids!” Hank waved to them from behind the bar.

      “Night, Hank,” they yelled in unison, bringing a grin to Maggie’s lips.

      “What about Shoot-n-Scoot?” Emmett yelled over his shoulder as he and Kayleigh headed toward the parking lot.

      “No, no, I’ve got it.” Kayleigh raised one finger in the air as if she had the winning answer on Jeopardy. “The Blow Your Load-n-Hit the Road.”

      “Oh my God,” Ben shook his head, staring down at Maggie with a smile that stole her next breath. “She’s bad,” he said.

      “Yes,” Maggie answered, “very bad.” But in her head, she was chanting, he didn’t read the business plan, he didn’t read the business plan, he thinks you’re an idiot. It was all she could do to keep her walls up.

      “Come on,” Emmett yelled from beside Kayleigh’s car. “I think Lily is going to yack soon.”

      “No puking in my car, Lily or you’re cleaning it up, you got it?” Kayleigh said, racing around her.

      “Text me and let me know you got home, okay?” Maggie said.

      “Sure thing, sweetie,” Kayleigh called out as they slid Lily’s listless body into the car.

      Ben walked to the passenger side of Emmett’s car and opened the door. Maggie wasn’t entirely sure it was a good idea for her to go with him, but if she went with Kayleigh and Lily, they’d have to take her home before heading out to the lodge, and that was a long way. Lily probably wouldn’t do well on that drive.

      Maggie could handle a short ride with Ben, she thought.

      His body made a small triangle with the car as he held the door for her.

      Crap. She had no choice but to step into his space.

      “Maggie.” Ben’s voice was husky and rough.

      She turned, completely aware of her body as it hummed in response to his proximity. Good Lord, was that what he sounded like in the morning after—

      Ben lowered his head and leaned in closer. “Are you all right?” His breath washed warm against her face.

      “Fine. Perfectly fine.” She pulled out the blank face she’d mastered over the years with her dad. When she didn’t want someone to read her thoughts, she was pretty damned good at cutting off access. She slipped into the seat, staring straight ahead.

      Ben quietly shut her door and she hoped he’d gotten the message. She needed him to get the message and back off. Because business plan or not, her resolve was slipping.
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      Ben stood on the small porch in front of Maggie’s door as she slid a key into the lock.

      Maggie pushed the door open but didn’t go inside. Instead she turned and faced him, blocking the opening. She opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. He could see the confusion in her eyes.

      Ben had to admit, going any further with Maggie Lawrence could complicate things. He was used to uncomplicated relationships, if you could even call them relationships. Friends with Benefits was the term Patrick used, and once-upon-a-time, both men had perfected it.

      Clearly, Patrick was past those days now. Ben wasn’t.

      Ben was only in town for a few months at the very most. Why couldn’t he and Maggie take things further? If they both knew this affair was temporary it could work, and getting her into bed would uncomplicate other aspects of this whole thing. He could convince her to see his side of things with the lodge, then enlist her help to move his mother’s mind.

      He shook himself. He had no interest in thinking about his mother right now.

      Ben let his mind fantasize. What would it be like to go inside with her? To shut the door and push her against the wall, his breath hot on her lips as he ran his mouth along her neck and down to her collar bone, feeling her press into him in response.

      “What do you want, Maggie Mae?” He would ask.

      “You.” She would whimper as she wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him back to her so their mouths were a whisper away from touching. “I’m looking for this, Ben. No strings, no commitment, nothing but this.” Her lips would press against his, her mouth hot and wet, parting as her tongue darted inside.

      He would fist his hands into her long hair and tilt her face to deepen the kiss. Her hips would buck into his, lighting an all-consuming fire deep within him. He would claim control, pushing her legs apart, his erection pressing firmly between her thighs. His hands would slide along the side of her waist and along her backside, squeezing her plump ass as he slowly lifted her so his erection pressed into her, pinning his body against hers.

      Her soft moans would ring through the room as Ben swallowed her gasps, rocking his body into hers and feasting on her exposed skin. Maggie’s petite legs would wrap around his waist, her heels pulling his hips closer as her fingers tugged on his hair, her desperate cries for more making his dick swell to painful limits.

      “Ben?”

      His name on her lips spurred him on as he nipped at the smooth skin of her neck.

      “Ben!” Maggie’s voice cut through his fantasy.

      Ben jumped. Oh shit. Fantasy. He blinked several times, waking himself. His eyes slowly focused on her outstretched hand.

      “Thank you for the ride home.” She smiled politely as if they were mere acquaintances.

      Was she for real? She wanted to shake his hand? He looked from her hand to her face, her expression void of any affection. Shit, she was serious.

      A shrill tone filled the room behind her.

      Ben glanced over her shoulder. “Is that your home phone? Who would call you this late?”

      “Crap.” Maggie turned, not bothering to shut the door. Ben stepped inside as she lifted the receiver from its base and glanced at the illuminated number. “Really?” she asked to no one in particular.

      Ben looked at the clock and noted it was just after 11:30 p.m. Who could be calling her at this hour? “Is it Kayleigh?” he asked, trying not to focus on the fantasy of her naked body that was still trying to play in his mind.

      Maggie pushed a button on the phone and brought it to her face. “Hello?”

      There was a long pause. Maggie closed her eyes and released a heavy sigh. “Yes,” she finally said. “When?”

      Another heavy pause hung in the air.

      “Is it the lodge?” Ben whispered. He could barely think of any reason the lodge would call at this hour, but it could be an emergency with the facility. Slowly he moved in next to her, placing a reassuring hand on her back.

      Maggie flinched and glared up at him like he was a stranger.

      He ignored her.

      “Fine, I’ll meet you there,” she said, her tone curt. “Yes, that’s fine.” Another pause. “I know, I know, it’s not your fault. Thanks for calling me. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Maggie brought the phone away from her face and clicked the off button.

      “Maggie.” Despite her glare, Ben stroked her back.

      She stared down at the phone still in her hands.

      “Hey,” he slid a finger underneath her chin. “What’s going on? Is it the lodge?”

      She shook her head.

      “What is it? Is everything all right?”

      “No, it’s not,” she said shaking her head again, breaking free from his hold. Her eyes cut to his. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.” And just like that, shutters slammed down on her eyes.

      “Where to?” Ben asked.

      The look she gave him as she tossed her purse on her shoulder and headed for the door said she wasn’t going to discuss it with him.

      Screw that. Ben followed behind her. “What’s going on, Maggie?” He caught her arm, turning her to face him. “Maggie,” he said gently. “What’s going on?”

      Her green eyes glazed over with what looked like unshed tears, but her look was fierce, defensive as she pulled away. “I’m sorry about all of this.” Her head down, she walked out of the door. “I have to go.”

      He followed her onto the porch. “Is it something I can help you with?”

      “No,” she answered as if annoyed by the offer of help. Her keys in hand, she waved him away from the handle so she could lock it.

      Mastering the workings of the female mind wasn’t something he’d ever accomplished, and she was proving him completely inept at the moment.

      Maybe she took pity on him, or maybe she just wanted to get him out of there. Whatever it was, she turned to him with a sigh, her hand gently splayed on his chest. “I meant, no,” she said softly, “but thank you.” Softer eyes met his and he thought maybe it had been pity winning out.

      “I’ll, um, see you tomorrow, okay.” She reached up on tip toe and brushed a quick kiss against his cheek. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”

      Without waiting for his response, she walked away into the night. Alone. The only noise left was his soft breathing. As he watched her go, Ben couldn’t help but wonder if Maggie Lawrence ever let down her walls long enough to let someone take care of her.
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      Maggie rushed through the sliding glass doors. Given her speed on the highway, she’d been lucky to arrive without getting a ticket.

      A rotund woman in her mid-fifties looked up from her screen behind the counter. “Can I help you, hun?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said, out of breath. “I’m looking for Bill Lawrence, uh, William, William Lawrence.”

      It was never fun showing up in the emergency room, looking for her father. This late at night just made the whole thing that much worse. Maggie watched helplessly as the woman typed on her keyboard.

      “Oh yes, here he is.” She wrote something on a piece of paper before taking off her glasses and sliding the note through the small opening in the Plexiglas window. “He’s in bay 13, just go down this hall and through the double doors. It will be to the right.”

      Maggie glanced at the desolate hallway. The time on the large wall clock said it was already 12:30 a.m.

      “I’ll buzz you through.” The woman nodded toward the doors.

      “Do you know how he is?” Maggie asked, suddenly hesitant to enter.

      “No, I’m sorry,” the lady shook her head. “He hasn’t been seen by a physician yet.”

      “Why not?” Maggie’s voice was sterner than she’d intended.

      The woman gave her a warning rise of her brow.

      “I’m sorry,” Maggie glanced at the piece of paper in her hands, “I’m just worried.”

      “It will be all right, sweetie.”

      Maggie smiled but barely.

      “Just go on through.” She pointed down the hall again, only this time the doors were wide open.

      Maggie took a tentative step. She’d travelled the halls of this hospital numerous times after an episode with her father. Even though it had only been a year since he’d been in a coma from a three-day drinking binge, sometimes it felt like a lifetime ago. The ups and downs of his illness had a way of wearing her down.

      After he woke, the doctors had finally done what Maggie had never been able to. They’d convinced her father to check into a drug and alcohol rehab facility, but not before he’d done permanent damage to his vital organs.

      The distinct smell of antiseptic burned her nostrils. Memories flashed before her eyes, nightmares really. Maggie hated hospitals, almost as much as she hated her father.

      Forgiveness wasn’t coming as easily as she’d hoped, but his actions had always spoken louder than his words. And her father had decades of actions to overcome.

      A pain ached in her chest. What if he was dying? Suddenly, the idea of forgiveness seemed a little easier to swallow. She knew from past experience, her emotions for her father would continue to swing wildly from one extreme to the other, care and concern one minute then all-out fury within the span of a minute. She’d experienced every emotion imaginable when it came to her dad.

      “Maggie,” someone called from a side corridor.

      She turned to find Brenda Ashford, the director of Stoneway Sober Living standing next to a closed curtain. “He’s in here.” She nodded. “We’re just waiting for the doctor.”

      “Brenda,” Maggie reached out and hugged the tall, slender woman, “you didn’t have to come.”

      Brenda squeezed her tight and spoke into Maggie’s hair as she kissed her head. “Well of course I did, silly. Bill is one of mine. I’d never send anyone off in an ambulance alone.”

      Maggie stepped out of her hold and studied the woman. Her dark hair was cropped short, her rich caramel skin in contrast to light hazel eyes. It was hard for Maggie to understand the blind faith and loyalty Brenda had in the residents of her sober living facility. Even after a year of sobriety, Maggie still didn’t trust her dad. How could Brenda?

      “What’s wrong with him?” Maggie asked.

      “He passed out. His roommate found him unconscious on the floor.”

      Immediately Maggie’s mind went to the obvious. “Has he been drinking?” Her voice was harsh and panicked. Why did she even care? You’d think it would no longer hurt when he let her down.

      “No, sweetheart.” Brenda reached out and stroked her arm. “You know we test them regularly.”

      Maggie did know, but old habits died hard, and she still didn’t fully believe in her father. Not even with the countless number of amends letters he’d written to her could change her mind. Of course, she’d never read them so…

      “Has the doctor been by at all?” Maggie asked.

      “No, not yet,” Brenda answered. “He woke up in the ambulance and a nurse assessed him as soon as we arrived. I was just stepping out to go talk to the nurse and find out what’s taking so long.”

      Maggie stood and stared at the closed curtain. Inside laid a man who had caused her more pain than she could voice. The scars weren’t visible to most, but for her they ran deep to the bone.

      You’re too stupid to understand, Maggie.

      You’re only good for one thing, Margaret Anne, and it’s not your brains.

      Where have you been all night, whoring around like your mother?

      The words still stung and rang in her ears as if he’d just said them.

      “Maggie?”

      Maggie glanced down and saw Brenda’s hand on her arm.

      “You okay, sweetie?”

      Maggie drew in a deep, steadying breath and counted to three, something she’d learned to do a long time ago to keep from going crazy.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just need a minute.”

      “Sure, baby.” Brenda squeezed. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Brenda, you don’t have to stay. It’s late—”

      “Now you hush that talk, young lady. All my residents are like family, and that includes you, Maggie.” She nodded toward the curtain. “Go on in. He’s been asking about you.”

      Why? Maggie wanted to ask. Before his sobriety, her father had never cared about her whereabouts.

      Maggie nodded and reached for the curtain as Brenda walked away. The drape scraped against the track when she pulled at the fabric. Another memory of her high school years tripped through her head.

      Well, I guess you expect some sympathy now, being here in this fancy hospital with those nosey doctors yanking your tonsils out. Couldn’t you have just stayed home and taken the medicine I bought you?

      Dad, my fever was so high and the doctor said we didn’t have a choice.

      It wasn’t that high. You’re just a baby. Jeez, how much is this little stint going to cost me? Good Lord Maggie, we can’t afford this. I can’t afford you.

      Pushing down the memory, Maggie stepped in to the small space and gazed at her father lying in the bed. His eyes were closed but she knew sleep was difficult for him. Not wanting to wake him, she stood at the foot of the bed, studying the man she’d called father.

      His thinning gray hair was a mess atop the crisp white pillow. Deep wrinkles creased the corners of his eyes even in sleep. Frown lines permanently affixed around his thinning lips had prematurely aged him, adding to the splotchy complexion and ashen hue that made him look twenty years older than he really was.

      “Maggie.” Her father’s eyes fluttered open. “Is that you?”

      She walked around the bed, her hands skimming the railings. “Yeah, Dad, it’s me.”

      “Where am I?”

      Maggie was sure he’d asked the question ten times since the ambulance had picked him up. His early onset dementia came straight from years of long-term alcohol abuse. She wondered if young people could see her father now, would they stop abusing alcohol.

      “You’re at the hospital, Dad.”

      Confused eyes rolled up to meet hers and he squinted to focus.

      Maggie leaned over the bed rail slightly so she was out of her father’s central vision. Macular degeneration was another effect of the alcohol and she knew it was hard for him to see sometimes.

      “Why am I at the hospital?” He rubbed a large bump on the side of his head.

      “You fell, you passed out.”

      His eyes shot wide as he stared straight ahead as if trying to recapture a memory. “I didn’t drink Margaret Anne, I swear I didn’t.”

      Maggie noted the alarm on his computer screen began to beep. His heart rate was beating erratically, something that happened with patients suffering from cardiomyopathy.

      “Dad, just calm down.” Maggie stroked his hand, careful to avoid the IV they’d inserted. “I know you weren’t drinking. This happens to you sometimes.” Too many times, Maggie thought.

      The drive to St. Helena Hospital in Blue Falls was long, especially in the winter and on winding roads. But Maggie couldn’t avoid the nagging emotion that always tugged at her heart whenever her father needed something. Devotion. Loyalty. Duty? She couldn’t name it, and didn’t want to. It certainly wasn’t love that propelled her into action.

      “Mr. Lawrence, is everything all right?”

      Maggie turned at the sound of a man’s voice. He wore a white lab coat, indicating he was probably a doctor. She tried to focus on the monogram, but couldn’t read his name.

      Her father sat up straighter in the bed. “I was just talking to my daughter is all,” Bill said.

      “Yes, well, I’d like to avoid any stressors if we could.” The doctor stared at her like she’d done something wrong and she had to work not to squirm.

      “And you are?” Maggie asked, turning the table.

      “I’m Dr. Aditya Bhatia, your father’s ER physician.” He spoke with a marked accent.

      Maggie held her breath and prayed her father wouldn’t embarrass them both. He’d been known to spout off racist comments before and he wouldn’t be pleased his physician was of Indian descent.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Bhatia,” Maggie said, taking his offered hand and shaking.

      Dr. Bhatia dropped her hand and walked around the corner of her father’s bed, extending his arm again. “Hello, Mr. Lawrence, I’m Dr. Bhatia.”

      Her father studied the man, his eyes roaming up and down the doctor’s body.

      Maggie closed her eyes, bracing herself for the insults.

      “Do know what you’re doing there, fella? You don’t look like a doctor.” Her father’s eyes narrowed as his entire face tightened.

      “No? Why’s that?” The doctor asked quietly.

      Please, God, don’t let him do this to me.

      “You’re too skinny,” her father finally said. “And too young.”

      Maggie sighed in relief.

      “Thank you for the compliment, but I assure you Mr. Lawrence, the state of Colorado has put every faith in me that I can take care of you.” The doctor smiled and Maggie noted it was warm and friendly. Two things she’d never been to her father.

      But then Dr. Aditya Bhatia had never seen Bill Lawrence at his worst—passed out, stone drunk, hanging from a bathroom urinal at a seedy bar, his face covered with vomit. And Dr. Bhatia had never had to clean up her father’s messes, drive him home at two o’clock in the morning, pay their bills, all as a young teenager.

      “So, what’s going on with him, doctor, why did he fall?” Maggie asked. “Is his heart condition getting worse?”

      “It’s hard for us to say right now. First we want to treat his head wound and make sure there’s no concussion.” Dr. Bhatia pulled out a small light and flashed it in her father’s eyes.

      Her father winced.

      The doctor slipped his pen light in his pocket and put his finger in front of her father’s nose. “Follow my finger with your eyes only as I move it.”

      Her father stared at the doctor like he was crazy.

      “Dad,” Maggie prompted, “just do it.”

      Her father stared at Maggie, as if asking permission.

      She nodded once.

      “All right, Margaret Anne.” He smiled.

      Maggie winced at her full name but watched as her father followed the rest of the doctor’s instructions. It seemed as if the doctor was running her father through a sobriety test. Maggie was familiar with the procedure, having seen her father tested on the side of the road countless times.

      “What year is it Mr. Lawrence?” the doctor asked.

      “Hopefully the year the Broncos win the Super Bowl.” Her father laughed.

      Maggie scowled. Was it just a joke or did her dad truly not know what year it was?

      The doctor smiled. “Can you be more specific?”

      Her father looked at her for help. She gave him none.

      “I know Maggie here is about twenty-two, twenty-three…”

      She was thirty-one. Maggie clamped her lips together, pressing down to keep in a small sob.

      “So, I’d say it’s around,” her father’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling as he counted out loud. “Nineteen ninety-two, ninety-three.” He paused then his face fell. “That’s not right, is it?”

      Sensing her father’s frustration and obviously not wanting to upset him farther, the doctor let the question go.

      “I think you may have a slight concussion, Mr. Lawrence.” the doctor said, flipping through a chart. “To be sure, I’d like to order a CT scan first, then an echocardiogram to judge heart size and function.”

      “Why?” Maggie asked.

      “Because of his ongoing conditions.” The doctor studied her like she was the one who was confused instead of her father. “We’ll do it step by step.”

      “You know he has dementia, right?”

      “Mr. Lawrence, why don’t you hang tight? I want to speak to your daughter outside for a moment, then I’ll put in the orders for your tests.”

      Maggie glanced down at her watch. It was past one in the morning and she had to be at the lodge early. Drawing in a deep breath, she pushed down her anger at having to take care of her father once again.

      “Ms. Lawrence,” the doctor motioned outside of the curtain.

      “Don’t you go getting any ideas about my Maggie there, young doctor.” Her father laughed.

      Maggie glanced back at her father, expecting him to say something cruel like, She’s not worth it, You’re too good for her, She’s dumb as a rock. Nothing came.

      Dr. Bhatia smiled kindly at her father. “We’ll be back, sir.”

      Maggie slipped through the opening of the curtain then followed Dr. Bhatia to the nurses’ station, out of earshot from her father’s hospital cubicle.

      “I think your father has a slight concussion.”

      “You know he suffers from dementia, too, though? I mean, someone told you that when he was checked in, right?” Maggie asked.

      The doctor nodded. “Yes, I’ve read his chart. I think this may be a little different though so I’d like to do the scan.” He paused as if waiting for Maggie’s approval.

      She nodded. “Why did he pass out?”

      “I’ll have to wait for the echo, but my guess is that his cardiomyopathy is getting worse. The muscles in his heart are hardening and cutting off the blood flow. As a result, his symptoms will only increase.”

      Something burned in Maggie’s chest. “What does that mean?”

      “Because of your father’s prolonged abuse of alcohol, his body is deteriorating at a faster rate than a healthy person.”

      “I know,” Maggie nodded.

      “This means, it’s harder for him to recover from simple things. My fear is he may develop a simple illness, like the flu, something treatable and it could turn into a life-threatening situation.”

      As many times as she’d wished her father gone, the talk of him actually dying scared Maggie. Somehow, it always seemed like there would be more time to make amends. More time for them to have the kind of relationship she’d always wanted. More time for her to get over the resentment buried deep inside. More time to forgive him.

      “I’m not saying he’s there yet, Ms. Lawrence,” the doctor continued, “but I want to warn you. Your father will probably need more long-term care.” The doctor opened a laptop and read the screen. “He’s in a sober living facility right now, correct?”

      “Yes,” Maggie’s voice broke.

      “I know they have a limited medical staff there, mainly to monitor those with simple problems from their addiction,” Dr. Bhatia said. “I think your father may be moving into a more acute phase of his condition.”

      “What are you saying, a nursing home?”

      “Nothing like that just yet, but we are heading to that down the road.”

      Her father was only sixty-one.

      The doctor seemed to read her mind. “Physically your father is much older than his age, Maggie.”

      She bowed her head, surprised to feel her eyes burn with emotion.

      Dr. Bhatia closed the laptop and stood straight, gently touching her arm.

      Maggie raised her head from the floor and stared at the doctor.

      “Tell you what,” he said, “let’s get these tests done first and see what we’re dealing with. Sound good?”

      She saw true empathy in his eyes, something she hadn’t always found in her father’s attending physicians. When someone’s health issues had been brought on by alcohol abuse, they weren’t always treated with respect.

      “Okay,” Maggie said.

      The doctor glanced at his watch. “At this hour it may take a while for the departments to get to your father. We don’t keep much of a staff during this shift. I’m sorry.”

      Maggie shook her head. “It’s okay, we’ll be fine.”

      “Can I get you anything?”

      Maggie stared blankly at the wall wondering if asking for a new father was an option.
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      “You’re up early,” Ben’s mom said, her head down as she stared at the pan on the stove.

      Ben groaned. Sleep hadn’t come at all last night. He’d been too stuck on wondering how Maggie was. He’d texted her twice and she’d answered with short answers—Fine—Okay. She never offered more, and as much as he’d wanted to prod, he hadn’t. He’d told her to call if she needed anything. She’d never responded.

      “Couldn’t sleep last night,” Ben said.

      His mother glanced over her shoulder. “Guilty conscience?”

      Ben stared in confusion.

      “When you were a kid and couldn’t sleep, it was always because you had something you had to get off your chest.” She smiled.

      “No,” he shook his head. Yes. He wanted to sleep with Maggie Lawrence, the hotel manager and close friend of his mother. Did that make him guilty? Probably.

      She turned to face him, spatula in hand. “You want some pancakes?”

      Ben glanced at the platter next to the stove, piled high with pancakes.

      His mother’s smile fell. “I just can’t seem to remember that your father’s not here anymore to eat the leftovers.” A hollow laugh filled the silence. It killed Ben to hear the emptiness in her voice and know his father’s passing had created a hole in her once-vibrant personality.

      Ben walked around the breakfast bar and took the spatula out of her hands, setting it down before slowly wrapping his arms around her shoulders.

      His mother slipped in willingly, her hands gliding around his waist as she quietly cried. Ben had comforted his mother several times since he’d been home. He couldn’t imagine the heartache she was going through. Mainly, because he’d never given his heart to someone. Ever.

      He couldn’t imagine sharing the kind of love his mom and dad had shared for over thirty years. It was hard for Ben to equate the kind of love his father had obviously had for his mother to the tough love he’d given Ben and his brothers, but he’d never questioned his dad had loved his mom. Anyone who met them could see it in every look that crossed between the two.

      His mother pushed back, wiping her eyes. “Well, enough of that. There’s too much to do today to waste it crying.”

      “Mom,” Ben stopped her from turning and gazed down into her tear-filled eyes. Eyes that had loved him unconditionally his entire life. Eyes that had watched him with pride any time he entered a contest, ran a race, accomplished even the tiniest of goals. His mother had been his biggest champion and staunchest supporter. It was time to be hers.

      “It’s all right, Benjamin. I’m fine.” She swatted at him. “Go,” she pointed to the bar stools, “grab a pancake, or twenty.”

      He situated himself back at the breakfast bar and loaded his plate full of his mother’s pancakes. He’d never found anyone, anywhere that could compete with his mom’s pancakes. They melted the minute they hit your tongue, and the buttery crispness around the edges told you these pancakes weren’t a healthy breakfast choice. But he didn’t care.

      His mother pushed a tub of butter and pitcher of warm syrup toward him. “So,” she leaned back against the opposite counter, “tell me about last night.”

      Ben swallowed the mouthful of pancakes, praying he wouldn’t choke. Could she see the guilt buried on his face? He’d had every intention of trying to convince Maggie to sleep with him last night. He’d figured he could convince her to take care of the tension that raced between them in the best way imaginable—between the sheets.

      “Umm, not much. Emmett and I went to Hank’s Place.”

      “Oh, I bet that was fun.”

      Ben nodded.

      “Who all was there?”

      “Just, uh, me and Em. We ran into some folks.”

      “Like who?” His mother turned and busied herself, cleaning the counters.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” He asked, trying to change the subject.

      “I’ll have some later.”

      It didn’t take much effort to see she’d lost weight since he’d been back, weight she didn’t have to lose.

      “Mom.”

      She didn’t turn and he assumed she was lost in grief again. Probably better to answer her original line of questions.

      “I saw Lily there.”

      “Oh, you did?”

      Yeah, she needed to think of something else other than the loss of her husband.

      “Yeah, she was pretty wasted.” Ben laughed.

      His mother stopped wiping the counter and turned to face him. “Lily?”

      “Yeah,” Ben spoke around a mouthful of pancakes. “I thought it was weird, too.”

      “Lily Sumner?” His mother touched her chest. “My niece, Lily Marie Sumner, was…”

      Ben swallowed. “Toast.”

      “Hammered,” Emmett laughed, walking in behind him. “We made sure she got home okay.”

      Ben turned as Emmett pulled a stool beside him.

      “My goodness. What in the world was going on with her?” His mother asked no one in particular. “I didn’t even know she drank that much.” His mother sat a plate in front of Emmett and nudged the platter of pancakes toward him. “Eat.”

      Emmett forked several cakes onto his plate, eyeballed the stack, and added a few more. “From what I could get out of Lily and Kayleigh, Lily had a spat with your contractor,” Emmett said.

      “Shawn?” His mother asked.

      “Yeah, apparently there’s some history there.” Emmett piled more pancakes on his plate. “Pass the butter and syrup.”

      Ben slid both toward his brother and surveyed his body, wondering where Emmett put all the food he consumed.

      “I never knew those two were ever together.” His mother shook her head.

      “Eat, Ma,” Emmett said, nodding toward the plate of pancakes. “You’re wasting away.”

      His mother smiled and lifted one cake to a plate in front of her and began to eat.

      Ben glared at Emmett. Why hadn’t she eaten when he suggested it?

      “Did you have fun last night, Emmett?” His mother asked.

      “Oh yeah,” he snorted, “it was a lot of fun, watching this one go all goo-goo eyes over Maggie.”

      “What?” his mother gawked. “My Maggie?”

      My Maggie? Ben was her flesh and blood, for crying out loud.

      “I did not,” Ben said.

      “Uh, did too, bro. You were watching her like a love-sick puppy,” Emmett said. “You should have seen him, Ma, it was pathetic. Any time she did something with another dude, Ben looked like he wanted to punch the other guy. I thought I was going to have to hold him back.”

      His mother stared at Ben.

      Ben ducked his head and cut his eyes to Emmett. “Asshole,” he growled, low enough so his mother wouldn’t hear.

      “Hey, speaking of last night,” Emmett swallowed, “how did it go taking her home? You’re welcome by the way.” He grinned.

      His mother’s fork lowered from her mouth. “You took Maggie home, Ben?” He couldn’t tell if her tone was accusatory or…pleased. Hell.

      “It was nothing, Ma.” Ben said quietly.

      “And?” Emmett elbowed him.

      Ben rolled his eyes. “I dropped her off at home, she got a call and had to leave.” Right after I stripped her naked in my mind.

      Emmett wiped his mouth. “What do you mean, ‘Got a call’?”

      His mother’s face went pale. “What time was this, Ben?”

      “Probably around eleven or so. Why?”

      “What is it, Ma?” Emmett stared at his mother then turned toward Ben.

      His mother searched the counter with her hands like she was suddenly stricken blind. “I need to call Maggie. Getting a call that late can’t be good news.”

      “Mom, what’s going on?” Ben asked.

      “Have you seen my phone?” She asked no one in particular.

      As if on cue, her phone rang in the pocket of her apron. She fumbled with the material, her hands shaking as she answered.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Maggie, dear, how are you? Ben told me—”

      His mother stood silent staring off at nothing.

      Ben’s heartbeat roared in his ears.

      “Yes, dear, I certainly understand. No, of course, you don’t need to explain. You rest.”

      Ben waited, holding his breath as he listened to more silence.

      His mother nodded. “Yes, dear I know, you don’t need to tell me. How is he now?”

      Ben wondered if the he was Maggie’s father. He mentally kicked himself for not asking her more questions last night. Obviously, her father was an alcoholic, he knew that from school. But he’d had no idea Maggie had been caring for him all this time.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, Maggie, Ben can do it.” His mother’s head snapped up and stared at Ben.

      Ben nodded, having no idea what they were talking about. Whatever it was, he’d take care of it. For Maggie.

      “Sweetie it’s fine. That’s why he’s here. And Emmett, too.” His mother winked.

      Emmett gave a dazzling smile.

      Suck up.

      “Yes, well you get some rest. Do you need anything?” His mother took both their plates and dumped them in the sink.

      “Hey,” Emmett protested, even though his plate was nearly clean. “I wasn’t done.”

      His mother covered the mouthpiece. “You’re done now.”

      Emmett rolled his eyes.

      “No, dear, not you. Emmett.” His mother’s eyes snapped to his. “Yes, he’s here. All right. Yes,” she nodded, “I will. Okay, sweetheart. Bye bye.” His mother hit the button on her phone to end the call then slipped her phone into her pocket.

      “What happened?” Ben asked. “Is Maggie all right?”

      His mother drew in a deep breath. “It’s her father. He’s in the hospital.”

      “Hospital?” Ben and Emmett questioned simultaneously.

      “It’s a long story, boys, and it’s Maggie’s to tell, if she wants.” His mother turned to face Ben. “She said to apologize to you for running out so abruptly.”

      Ben nodded. His fingers tingled from the memory of the fantasy he’d woven the night before. Not now, dipshit. One thing was clear. His mother and Maggie were even closer than he’d thought. No wonder Maggie had so clearly tried to stick him in the ‘friends’ category with that handshake last night. He needed to give up the fantasy and focus on helping his mom and Maggie meet the loan requirements.

      Then, he needed to get out of here. He needed to head back home and get himself far away from Maggie Lawrence before he did something stupid.

      “Ben,” Emmett called, snapping Ben out of his lust-filled daze. “I’m heading in to the lodge. I’m meeting with Chip Stevens to go over marketing strategy.” Emmett turned to his mother. “You guys have done a great job, Ma, but I think Chip and I are going to update the website, maybe even replace it.”

      “Oh, thank you dear.” His mother reached over the bar and patted Emmett’s face. “Your father was so good at handling all those things.” His mother’s hand fell and she turned. “Ben, could you help me out today in the office?”

      Ben had to give his mother credit. She understood when the hard work had to be done and sucked up her emotions.

      “Of course. I’ll be in soon,” Ben said.

      “Maggie is going to be out today,” his mother continued. “She just got home and wants to rest for a bit.”

      Ben glanced down at his watch. It was just after seven. She’d been up all night?

      “I want to go over some figures with you anyway,” he said.

      “No more figures, Benjamin.” His mother rolled her eyes. “Do you ever stop and just live? You’re always preparing for the worst. You’re just like your father.” The statement might have stabbed if she hadn’t laughed as she said it.

      Ben didn’t. “I’m a geek, Mother. Numbers are what I do.” His words were harsher than he’d intended.

      Emmett stared at him in warning.

      His mother shook her head. “Opening up the bed and breakfast was the best thing I could have done for your father when he retired. It forced him to live in the moment. Maybe you need to dive into it with your heart instead of your head and see if it brings the same kind of magic to your life.”

      “Are you serious, Ma? Magic?” Ben raised a brow, fighting not to laugh.

      He doubted his father had ever lived in the moment. He was just as Type-A as Ben. He’d been an architect. Planning for the worst was part of their nature.

      “Yes, that settles it.” His mother nodded. “I’m going to make you focus on the here and now, slow down and smell the roses. I might even teach you yoga.” She smiled, a glorious smile, as if she’d just discovered the key to life. Or to his life.

      “What are you talking about?” Ben studied his mother with suspicion.

      “He hates roses, Ma,” Emmett said. “And yoga, I’m pretty sure.”

      “Well, I’m going to make you stop and smell something.”

      “Maybe Maggie’s perfume.” Emmett snorted.

      His mother glanced at Emmett then back to Ben. “Do you like her, Ben?”

      “What?” His head was spinning at how fast the conversation was changing. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Being in the moment, smelling shit, yoga, keys to life and—”

      “Language, son.” His mother’s warning gaze zeroed in on him.

      Emmett laughed.

      Ben shot him the finger behind his mother’s back. Dick.

      “Ma!” Emmett shouted. “Ben just shot the bird behind your back.”

      His mother turned. “Benjamin.”

      “What’s going on with Maggie’s father?” Ben asked, thinking a change of subject would be good.

      “He’s stable,” she said. “He’s in the hospital. You know he’s an alcoholic, but he’s in recovery so he’s had a lot of complications this last year.”

      “How’s Maggie?” Ben asked.

      “She’s tired. But she’s strong.” His mother smiled. “She’s a survivor.” She leaned in closer. “And she just might teach you a thing or two about living in the moment.” She winked and without another word, marched toward the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie slumped in the huge leather sofa that sat in the middle of the great room of the lodge and stared at the screen of her laptop. Her mind was unable to focus on anything. It was after eleven in the evening and she was fried.

      It had been three days since her father had been admitted to the hospital. Three days of driving back and forth to Blue Falls. Three days of reviewing his medical condition with doctors and specialists. Three days of worrying, for a man she didn’t want to care about. Somewhere deep inside, she had no choice. Not caring wasn’t in her nature.

      “You all right?” A deep voice sounded above her.

      Maggie glanced over her laptop and saw Ben standing above her. She’d avoided him for the last few days, not wanting to have to explain her father’s condition. But now, she had things about the lodge she needed to discuss. He’d filled in for her in her absence and she needed to clarify a few of the changes he’d tried to implement.

      “I’m good,” she sighed.

      “Liar.” He plopped down beside her. “You look bone tired, Maggie Mae. What are you doing here so late?”

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t have Wi-Fi at home.”

      “Why?” Ben looked dumbfounded.

      She didn’t have the heart to tell him she couldn’t afford it. Her father’s care was plowing through all the money she’d managed to save up in the last few years. In fact, he was running over any dreams she had of opening her own bed and breakfast someday. “Why are you here?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Going over sales projections and paperwork for payroll and taxes.”

      Maggie’s brows furrowed. She’d known John had done a lot, but until Ben had stepped in to lighten their load, she’d never considered how much. She needed to be nicer. She also needed to figure out how she and Valerie were going to manage to do everything once Ben left. She could handle some of the payroll, or maybe it was time to promote someone to night manager and have them take on some of the responsibility. They really needed someone with managerial authority and responsibilities to be on overnight.

      They’d made do with assigning certain people on each team as “leads” each evening, with Maggie on call for anything that came up, but they couldn’t go on like that forever. It was really time to change that.

      “What can I do to help?” Ben asked.

      “You can stop fiddling with the processes we have in place.” Her words were tense and accusatory. So much for being nice.

      Ben sat quietly.

      Crap. “I’m sorry, I’m just tired.”

      “I know,” he smiled, pushing back a piece of hair from her face.

      She liked the way his touch made her feel. Like he actually cared.

      “If you’re referring to the way I have housekeeping working in teams,” he said, “I just thought streamlining their job functions would help them work faster.”

      “Well, that may be fine in theory,” Maggie pointed to the screen, “but it screws up our numbers.”

      Ben took the computer from her lap and stared at the screen. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this software.” He sounded disgusted, as if he were holding a dirty diaper. His fingers worked over the keyboard, scanning through screen after screen.

      Maggie pointed to the base number. “Now it looks like it took Denise’s staff twice as long to turn the rooms.”

      “Well, that’s because your computer system doesn’t allow for conditional statements.”

      “Allow for what?” Maggie frowned.

      Ben typed on the keyboard. “This program is completely antiquated,” he said. “It needs to be replaced.”

      “But we just bought it a year ago.”

      “I know.” Ben rolled his eyes.

      “What?”

      “It’s another large expense I noticed. And look,” Ben waved his hand in front of the screen, “it doesn’t even let you run the parameters to meet your needs.”

      “We couldn’t find a hotel management software that did everything we needed. This was the one that met most of our needs for the money we could spend.”

      “Then why didn’t you call me? That’s what my company does, Maggie.” Ben sounded hurt. “It’s not like I would have charged you guys a dime, and my team could have put together exactly what you needed.”

      Maggie shrugged. “It wasn’t up to me. It was your parents’ decision.” She pressed her lips together as she watched his face go blank. “I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I think your parents didn’t want to take advantage of you.”

      Ben just grunted like he wasn’t buying it, but she didn’t press it. She’d already put her foot in her mouth.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked.

      “In what?” Maggie’s heart thrummed.

      “In a computer program, Maggie.” Ben laughed, tapping the computer.

      “Oh, well, um, I’d like to run projected forecasts based on daily, weekly and monthly data.”

      “Easy enough,” Ben said.

      “And, I’d like there to be a better user interface.”

      Ben nodded. “Goes without saying.”

      “And it would be wonderful if we could have the system available on a mobile app so the different departments can be alerted immediately of any issues, instead of having to come back to their computer.”

      Ben smiled.

      Oh, no. That smile. She’d been telling herself for the last few days that the way she’d been missing him was normal. Of course, she’d miss his smile. His laugh. The way he smelled. People missed each other after working together for a while, didn’t they? She was beginning to acknowledge her rationalizing was a load of crap.

      “Easy, Maggie.” He scooted closer.

      “Oh,” she drew in a deep breath, not surprised when his scent invaded her senses. God, he smelled so good. She closed her eyes, the image of his lips on her skin making places in her body tingle that had no business tingling.

      She opened her eyes and found him inches away from her.

      He sat the laptop on the wood table in front of them and reached down, taking her feet in his hands to untie her boots.

      “Ben, no.” She jerked back her feet.

      Ben held them firm. “They’re just feet, Maggie.”

      “But,” she protested, “I’ve been in them all day and what if they…” she stuttered.

      “Stink?” He broke into laughter. Without waiting for her response, he worked the laces until they were loose and slipped each boot from her foot, then laughed again. It was that deep grumbly laugh that always made her want to reach out and feel the vibrations rumble through his chest.

      Maggie looked down and noticed she had her black and white cow print socks on. Again, she tried to tug them away but he held them firm.

      “Cows?” He cocked a brow as his fingers began to massage the instep of one foot.

      Good God, she wanted to melt into the sofa, it felt so good.

      “What?” she practically moaned.

      “I don’t know—didn’t picture you for a cow print.”

      She fell back onto the arm of the sofa, her eyes fluttering closed as the weariness of the day overtook her. “I like cows,” she mumbled.

      “I thought you were afraid of cows.”

      Maggie cracked one eye. “Why?”

      “Didn’t you and Devlin Darby try to tip a cow at old man Jensen’s place? A bull behind you snorted and I heard you screamed like a girl and ran all the way home.”

      “First, I was a girl. Second, boys scream just as loudly as girls, I’ll have you know. And, third, it wasn’t a bull. It was a…calf,” she whispered. “And I was like ten.”

      “Okay.” He laughed.

      Her eyes fluttered closed. “Mmm, God that feels so good.”

      “That’s what they all say,” a familiar female voice said.

      Maggie’s eyes shot open and she stared in horror as Sally stood beside Ben, one hand on her hip, her lips tilted in a smirk.

      Maggie tried to jerk her feet free, but Ben held them firmly in his lap.

      “What are you doing here so late?” Ben asked.

      “Trying to surf the net for porn but your brother blocked all the good websites from the hotel computers.”

      Ben groaned. “Smart man.”

      Sally laughed and nodded behind her. “Not really. Your mom and are I working on concepts for the wedding barn.”

      Maggie turned and noticed Valerie walking toward them.

      Shit.

      This time, she did yank her feet free and pushed to a sitting position.

      Ben focused his attention on Sally, seemingly oblivious to Maggie’s inner turmoil. “You know, for someone who hates love so much,” he said, “you sure are anxious to get that barn finished.”

      “I don’t hate love,” Sally said.

      Ben scoffed.

      “Maybe I’m hoping Steve Perry will finally show up and sweep me off my feet. I’ll need a venue when he pops the big question. And Journey will play the reception, of course.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Of course, they will.”

      Valerie walked around the sofa and sat on the wooden table in front of them. “More like, she wants to keep Lily here,” his mother said. “If we keep the wedding barn, Lily has a built-in clientele.”

      “As long as I don’t have to run it,” Sally placed her palm on her chest, “we’ll be just fine.” Her eyes narrowed and she glanced from Ben to Maggie. “What are you two doing here all cuddled up and cozy by the fire so late?”

      Maggie glanced behind the women and noticed the fireplace was still blazing. Great.

      “We’re, uh, just…” Maggie scooted away from Ben.

      “Maggie was telling me about your inept software system,” Ben said, his voice somewhat wounded. He stared at Valerie. “Why didn’t you tell me you needed help, Ma?”

      “I knew you were busy, and your dad—”

      “Didn’t think I could do it.”

      “Ben, that’s not it at all.” Valerie reached toward her son, but he stood.

      “It’s late, I’m taking Maggie home,” Ben said.

      “Wait, what?” Maggie shook her head.

      “Maggie can stay at the lodge.” Valerie stood.

      “No, really, I’m fine. I can get home on my own.” She stared at the two of them. When had they decided to take over her world?

      “That’s a great idea, Mom. Come on,” Ben slid his hand into Maggie’s. “We’ll check on a room for you.”

      “Ben,” she shrieked as he tugged her up and toward the front desk. Maggie glanced behind her, silently asking the women for help.

      “Have fun,” Sally waggled her brows. “But not too much fun.”

      Ben walked behind the check-in counter as if he owned the place, which Maggie realized, he kind-of did. He moved to the computer and began clicking away.

      “Room 214 is empty,” he said.

      Maggie was amazed at how quickly he had learned their computer system. It was inept, as Ben had said earlier, and it definitely wasn’t the most intuitive system. But then again, Ben was a software engineer, owner of his own company. There was probably nothing he couldn’t do when it came to software.

      “Come on.” He walked around the counter and took her hand in his, tugging her toward the stairs.

      “Ben,” she squeaked.

      Ignoring her protests, he led her to the grand staircase and practically pulled her up the stairs. “You’re not driving home, Maggie.” He glanced back at her.

      “You’re not the boss of me.”

      He turned with a scowl, continuing to climb. “You sound like you’re in second grade.

      She yanked out of his hold as they reached the top of the staircase. “And you’re acting like a controlling jackass, toting me around like I’m a child.”

      Ben stepped closer, his chest only inches from hers.

      She moved to step back but felt the railing mash into her behind.

      “You’re dead on your feet, Maggie.” He studied her body from head to toe. “You’ve been operating on fumes for days.”

      She had to admit that part was true. Between driving back and forth to visit her dad in the hospital and continuing her duties as manager, she was definitely overstretched. Despite Valerie’s insistence that she take some time off, she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. The lodge needed her too much. Valerie needed her too much. Especially right now.

      Ben turned her toward the hallway and pushed on her back. “Go.” He nudged.

      Maggie finally conceded. She needed the rest. And she knew firsthand how comfortable the beds were. She and Valerie had tested the thick mattresses a year ago before they’d ordered them.

      “Here,” Ben stopped in front of the room and slid the card through the reader. The light turned green and he depressed the lever, holding the door open as she entered the room.

      He’d chosen one of the smaller ones, thank goodness. There was a mini fridge and microwave tucked under the dresser. The bathroom to the left was illuminated and she thought how amazing a long, hot bath would feel on her weary muscles. She didn’t have the energy for it, though.

      “I don’t have any clothes,” Maggie said.

      “Go take off your clothes and change into the robe,” Ben said. “I’ll take your clothes down to the laundry and get them cleaned for you by the morning.”

      Maggie thought about handing off her bra and underwear to Ben. No way.

      “Don’t worry, Maggie.” His hazel eyes held a knowing gleam. He pressed closer to her, pinning her to the entryway wall.

      Her breath caught as he leaned in. “I…,” she stuttered, not really knowing what she was trying to say, but it didn’t seem to matter.

      Ben reached toward her.

      “Ben—”

      His arm extended behind her as he reached and pulled the plastic bag designated for laundry from the room’s closet and handed it to her.

      God, she felt like a fool, thinking he wanted to kiss her.

      “You can even bag it up,” he said. The smug smile on his face said he knew exactly where her mind had gone.

      Maggie snatched the bag and ducked under his arm and into the bathroom. She stood, her back pressed against the door, taking deep breaths and telling herself what a world class idiot she’d just been.

      Ben knocked on the door and Maggie nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “Quit thinking so much, Maggie Mae.” His deep, rich voice filtered through the door. “Just take off your clothes and give them to me.”

      Maggie glared at herself in the mirror. Yeah, easier said than done, Romeo.

      Turning away from her reflection, Maggie slowly unbuttoned her top and watched as it fell to the floor.

      Next, she unbuttoned her jeans and slipped them over her hips, tugging them loose from her legs. She turned and gazed at her reflection, standing in just her underwear.

      She didn’t think she was spectacular, but she couldn’t help but wonder what Ben might think.

      She quickly popped the fastener of her bra and tossed it with the pile of clothes and shimmed out of her underwear. Reaching for the robe, she tied it around her waist and scooped up the pile of clothes, shoving them into the plastic bag. She opened the door, expecting to see Ben standing in front of her. Instead, he was sitting on the edge of the bed.

      Oh damn.

      Immediately her mind went to the dream she’d had the other night, her thoughts flashing hot and wild. Images of herself splayed naked across the bed as his heated gaze traveled up and down her body. Him, falling on top of her, his impressive erection pressing between her legs. Her face blushed and her heart thundered in her chest.

      “What the hell are condoms doing in this room?”

      His voice woke her from her lusty dreams. Without looking, she knew what was in his hand.

      “I, uh, read in Hotel Management magazine that one of the biggest complaints guests have is not having condoms in the room.”

      Ben’s brows shot up. “Are you serious?”

      “Totally.” Maggie walked toward him and plucked the condom out of his hand. Well, she tried to.

      He held it firmly, pulling her arm back toward him.

      She gazed down. His light brown eyes had suddenly darkened to warm chocolate and his heated gaze traveled up and down her body. Much like her dream. “I guess I can kind of understand the need.” Ben stood to his full height, which was nearly a head taller than Maggie.

      She watched as he moved in, his chiseled chest pressing against hers when he stepped into her. She moved to step back, but he slid an arm around her waist, stopping the motion.

      Ben’s other hand slipped into her hair, bringing her face toward his. “God, you smell amazing.”

      She tried to pull from his hold. “I stink. I’ve been running around all day.”

      Ben bent lower so their faces were even. “Nah, Maggie. You’re beautiful. You always have been.”

      It’s a damned good thing you’re pretty, Maggie. No one will ever want you for your mind.

      Why did her father’s voice always intrude at the worst times?

      Maggie shook the memory off and smiled at Ben. “Thank you,” she said, determined to take the compliment without letting her father’s words ruin what was a perfectly nice thing for Ben to say to her.

      Assessing eyes held hers as he tilted his head. “Are you okay, Maggie?”

      “Always.” She nodded toward the bed. “Just, tired.”

      Ben reached behind him and pulled the white down comforter back.

      Maggie stared up at Ben. Part of her wanted to ask him to join her. Would he say yes if she did? Would he think she was trying to manipulate him?

      She passed on the invitation and slipped into the covers, robe and all.

      Ben raised a questioning brow.

      “I’m not taking off the robe.”

      “Okay,” he shrugged. Did he look disappointed? God, she hoped so.

      Maggie snuggled in to the crisp clean sheets, releasing a heavy sigh.

      Ben tucked in the sheet and comforter to her chin and sat on the edge. “You know, I think you’re pretty amazing, Maggie Lawrence.”

      She yawned. “Why’s that Benjamin Sumner?”

      “You’ve helped build and operate this lodge with my parents. To be honest, until I came here, I never understood just how much work it takes.”

      She nodded, thankful for his acknowledgment. That was the kind of thing that made it easier to turn off her father’s voice in her head.

      “It doesn’t mean we don’t need to talk about some cuts though,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Tomorrow, Ben, please.”

      He reached down and kissed her forehead before staring at her with eyes that cut right through her defenses.

      “What?” She asked.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about your dad, about what was going on?”

      She closed her eyes, not wanting to have this discussion with him. The fewer people who knew about her dad the better. That’s why she’d put him in a detox and inpatient treatment facility two cities away.

      “Look, Ben, it’s not something I talk about to a lot of people.”

      “Okay.” He reached down and softly brushed his lips over hers. “But I’m here if you need me.” “Get some sleep, beautiful.” he said, standing up.

      Beautiful. He’d called her beautiful.

      Ben bunched the covers over her shoulders and brushed back her hair. “I’ll see you in the morning with fresh clothes.”

      She nodded, staring up at him, trying to remember if she’d ever been tucked into bed? Not that she could remember.

      “Night, Maggie Mae,” Ben said over his shoulder as he picked up her clothes and shut off the lights.

      Night, she said silently as the door closed. She was out within seconds.
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      Ben sat at his desk in the lodge office, trying not to think about Maggie in the shower earlier. He’d brought clean clothes to her hotel room that morning. When he entered, he’d heard the shower running. Rather than knock and interrupt her—or join her—he’d quietly placed the clothes on her bed and left.

      He’d been attempting to bury himself in work ever since but the images of her naked body covered in bubbles, water sluicing over her—

      Ben groaned, scrubbing a hand down his face, trying to focus on the papers in front of him. His raging hard-on was making it difficult.

      He mentally tallied the bills in front of him, holding one invoice in particular. A bill from an interior designer for the wedding barn for almost $50,000. When was his mother going to learn? He slumped back in his chair with a sigh.

      “What’s wrong, big brother?” Emmett asked from the desk behind him.

      Ben turned, invoice in hand, and stared at his brother. Emmett had been working so hard and Ben didn’t know what he would do without him here. If nothing else, just to bounce around ideas. “It’s this bill,” Ben held it high. And Maggie, naked in her shower, he thought, but didn’t voice that concern.

      “What’s it for?” Emmett asked.

      “A bill for interior design. For the wedding barn. That isn’t even finished yet.”

      “And?”

      “And,” Ben sighed, “we don’t even have it built yet. And we won’t for another six months. The first covenants are due to be reviewed in two months.”

      “Dude, relax.”

      “Relax!” Ben growled. “Do you know what this barn is costing?”

      “Yeah, I do. And do you know how many hits we’re getting on the new site? How many emails and phone call requests are coming in for info about that wedding barn? It’s pulling people in.”

      Ben stared at his brother, puzzled.

      “Besides, I’ve talked to Max and I’m pretty sure he’ll be here in a few weeks. He said he can help with the build-out since he worked construction all through high school.”

      Emmett’s revelation that their brother Max would be here soon was like music to Ben’s ears.

      “He’s going to bring a few buddies too,” Emmett continued. “Shawn said that should up our timeline.”

      “You got him to come back?” When had Emmett done all this? Probably while he was fantasizing about Maggie.

      “Yeah, Max sounded kind of excited actually.”

      “And the barn idea is really getting that many inquiries?” Ben asked.

      “Yeah, ever since your old girlfriend, Daphne came in, she’s been raving about it on social media. It’s great for business.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” Ben said.

      “Sure.”

      “She’s my best friend’s fiancée, dumbass.”

      “But still,” Emmett smirked, “you’d like to tap that, right? I know I would.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “I thought you only had eyes for Elle.”

      Emmett’s smile fell, his lips pursed as an unusual scowl crept across his face. His head turned and he focused on his computer.

      “What?” Ben asked. Elsbeth Noble, or Elle as everyone called her, had been his brother’s girlfriend in high school. Well, maybe not his girlfriend, but she was Emmett’s something back then. The two had been inseparable since they were children. He’d seen Emmett hiking out toward the Nobles’ land a few times this week and wondered if his brother was trying to spot the woman.

      “I don’t have eyes for anyone, least of all Elle Noble.” His tone was cold and flat, so unlike Emmett.

      “But you did, when you guys were in school.”

      Emmett remained silent and Ben let it drop, moving back to his spreadsheets. He looked at the barn numbers again. If what Emmett said was right and the barn was really pulling people in, maybe they could talk the interior designer into cutting her bill. Maybe she could implement some of the ideas, but cut corners on the rest or something.

      “Look, Ben,” Emmett said, rubbing at his temples, “I know why you’re gung-ho to cut costs and shit, and I get it. But you don’t understand how lucrative this barn thing is going to be. I’ve done some market research and there’s no venue like this in four counties. People want it. More importantly, people will pay for it. A lot.”

      “What about the Nobles’ resort?”

      “They have a banquet room, but nothing like this barn. I’m sure they’ll still take some of the wedding business, but there’s going to be plenty left for us.”

      Ben sat back in his chair and studied the bill.

      “Quit giving Ma shit about it,” Emmett said. “It’s good for her. She’s actually excited. And she needs this, Ben. She needs something to help her get over Dad.”

      Ben rolled his eyes.

      “What?” Emmett asked.

      “Do you really think Dad wanted this barn?”

      “If it made Ma happy, then hell yeah, he wanted it.”

      “It’s funny,” Ben scoffed.

      “What?”

      “He’d give Ma anything but all he gave us was grief.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Dad. He gave me so much shit for leaving college. He gave me shit about everything. And never once did he say he was proud of me, proud that I’d started and ran my own company.”

      “Dude, first of all, he said shit about you all the time. Ma said he bragged to everyone in town.”

      Ben studied his brother. He didn’t seem to be lying. “Then why didn’t he say it to me?”

      “I don’t know.” Emmett shrugged. “Dad wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of guy. I guess he just assumed you knew. He didn’t give me a lot of accolades when I made it big writing.”

      Ben sat and let Emmett’s words soak.

      “But he did give me my start,” Emmett added.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It costs a shit ton of money to get started in the publishing industry. I mean, people think your publisher pays a lot, and they do, but I had to put out a lot of money at first. On top of getting my degree, I mean. I spent money on editing my manuscripts before I sent out queries, and I needed money to survive for years on small jobs while I tried to squeeze in writing. Dad gave it to me.”

      “Are you serious?” Ben tried to hold back the offense in his voice.

      “He helped all of us.”

      “He didn’t help me.” Ben fumed, unable to contain his anger.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? He helped you the most, dipshit.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Emmett studied him. “You’re serious? Ma never told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      “Shit, man, no wonder you’ve been pissed at him all these years.”

      Had Ben’s anger toward his father been that noticeable?

      The office door opened and his mother walked through.

      “Ma,” Emmett called, “you never told Ben about the start-up money?”

      Their mother’s eyes went wide as her gaze darted from Emmett to Ben. What the hell was going on?

      “Ma?” Ben stood, walking toward her.

      She quietly closed the door then turned to face him.

      “Well?” Ben raised his brows in anticipation. “Is it true? Did Dad fund my start-up?”

      “Your father worked very hard,” she said.

      Ben nodded. “I know, he wasn’t home much.”

      “He was working to make his firm successful so that he could provide for you boys. Funding six college education accounts isn’t cheap.”

      “But I dropped out of college,” Ben said. “If I recall, he reamed my ass about it for months.”

      His mother dropped her head and he instantly regretted his harsh words.

      “Your father never wanted you to know.” She lifted her hands like it was no big deal. “So, I didn’t tell you.”

      “Didn’t want me to know what?” Ben moved toward her.

      “The money, the money left in your college fund. He…” she stumbled on the words.

      “Just say it, Ma.”

      “He invested it in your company, dumbass,” Emmett answered.

      “He, he what?”

      “Your BFF Patrick was looking for investors, remember?” Emmett asked.

      “Yes,” Ben answered quietly.

      “You think that hundred grand just appeared out of nowhere?” Emmett said.

      “What?” Ben felt like an idiot. He guessed he should have known. He looked from his mom to Emmett and back again. “So, Patrick knew?”

      His mother shook her head. “Your father filtered it through another company. Patrick thought it was a group of investors that funded promising new companies.”

      Ben shook his head in disbelief.

      “I know you don’t think he was proud of you, Ben.” She stared up in his eyes. “But he was. We both were. We both are.”

      “Why didn’t he ever say it?”

      His mother shrugged. “He always felt bad about the way you all ended things. I guess he thought you’d never forgive him for being so unkind when you dropped out of college. It’s just…”

      Ben stared at his mother, waiting for her response. “Just what, Ma?”

      “He wanted a better life for you than he had. He dropped out of college when his parents died to care for your Uncle Mark and Aunt Sally.”

      Ben knew this. He’d always wondered if caring for his siblings at such a young age had hardened his father.

      “Your father went back to night school after the first year and worked hard to graduate. We married and I helped as much as I could but it was difficult. He didn’t want that life for you boys. So, he worked hard to provide above and beyond, to make sure you had a future if something happened to him.

      She looked around the office, then put her hand to his cheek. “This place will work, Ben. I promise,” she said. “I need your investment now though.”

      That he could do. “I’m happy to invest in the hotel, Ma. In fact, if you’ll let me, I can pay down some of the debt. Maybe we can go to the bank and get them to restructure it if the amount of the remaining debt were smaller. We can get you out from under the covenants.”

      “I don’t mean an investment of money.” She shook her head and waved a hand. “I need you to invest in me.” She placed her hand to her chest. “Can you do that?”

      He’d give his mother anything but he couldn’t jeopardize her future, and that’s what she was asking him to do.

      “Your father believed in me.” She smiled as tears glistened in her eyes. “He believed in you, too. That’s why he invested in your company all those years ago. And look at you now.”

      Ben shook his head, unable to fathom his father had actually believed in Ben’s own vision. Couldn’t he return the favor for his mother? He did believe in her. She was a hard worker and a visionary. He’d seen that. Couldn’t he force his concerns to the recesses of his logical brain for just a while to let her try at this? If he needed to, he could always go to the bank if this fell through and try to buy out the debt down the road.

      “Okay, Ma,” he said.

      “Oh, Ben. Thank you so much.” She threw her arms around his neck. “I’m not saying it will be easy. There’s a lot of hard work ahead of us but I’m prepared for it. It’s what your father would expect of me.”

      “I can work hard,” Ben said.

      She released him and took a step back. “Oh, I know you can Benjamin. You’ve worked so hard your entire life and your father and I have been so proud of you.”

      Ben nodded, unable to swallow the lump in his throat.

      “I’m sorry he was never able to say the words out loud to you, Ben, but please know, he said them every day. To me.”

      Ben gazed down. “What did he say?”

      “Anytime we’d hear from you or read about your business in the paper or on the internet, he’d say how proud he was that you’d stood up to him and followed your heart instead of listening to him. I think you were one of the reasons he retired and helped me build this hotel. He saw what following your dreams can do.”

      Ben’s brows knitted together. “Are you serious? Dad said that. About me?”

      “Yes, Ben. I’m serious. I’m just sorry he never said it to you directly.”

      Me, too Ben thought.

      “If you’re going to stay, I just have one favor to ask,” his mom said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Be gentle with Maggie.”

      Ben drew in a breath, surprised at the change in direction of their conversation.

      “She’s had a rough time of it these last few years. It wasn’t easy for her to come work with us. Her father had filled her head with so many lies, about us, about herself. She’s a hard worker. There are things going on with her outside of the lodge that are difficult for her right now.”

      Ben understood. He could only imagine having to care for her father and this lodge.

      “I know you’re not happy having to work with her,” his mother continued, “I just don’t want you to take it out on her.”

      Ben chuckled silently. If his mother only knew where his thoughts of Maggie had been just a few nights ago—him pressed hard against her. He’d been anything but gentle and kind.

      “I promise, Mom. I won’t be too hard on Maggie.”

      “Yeah, Ben, don’t be too hard on Maggie.” Emmett laughed.

      His mother cocked a brow. “Emmett. Daniel. Sumner.” She annunciated each name and Ben laughed to himself.

      Emmett had the good graces to look ashamed.

      His mother slid an arm around Ben’s waist. “Good. Now that that’s settled, let’s go to the bistro for a slice of your Aunt Sally’s pie.” She glanced over her shoulder at Emmett. “You too, potty mouth.”

      “Is Aunt Sally really on board with the whole wedding barn idea?” Ben asked. “She’s not the most romantic person I know.”

      “She wants what’s best for the lodge. She understands the sacrifices your father made for her to pursue her dreams. Now she’s dedicated to help fulfill his.”

      How was it that everyone knew of his father’s sacrifices except him? Well, Ben knew of some of the sacrifices his father had made.  He knew his father had taken in his own brother and sister when their parents had died when they were just teens. Everyone in town knew John Sumner had all but raised Sally and Mark Sumner.

      Maybe it was more that Ben hadn’t acknowledged those sacrifices, hadn’t recognized how much his father had given up to build a better life for his family when he was alive. It seemed only in his death that Ben had truly understood what his father had done for him.

      “Okay, let’s go build a barn, I guess,” Ben said, opening the door and leading them out.

      “Thank you, son.” His mother squeezed him tight.

      “Thank you, Ma.” And thank you, Dad.
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      Maggie slid back the huge doors of the barn and stepped inside. Tugging her sweater wrap tighter against her shoulders, she shined the flashlight into the dimly lit area.

      Shawn and his crew had already done so much to the interior, but they still had a way to go if they wanted to begin renting out the venue in six months.

      “Ben,” Maggie hollered. Aunt Sally and Valerie hadn’t seen Ben in hours. As the sun set behind Canyon Creek Mountain they’d each been more concerned when calls to his cell phone rolled to voice mail. She’d overheard him talking to Emmett earlier this morning about checking out the progress in the barn. Given the fact Ben wasn’t overly keen on the construction, she hoped he wasn’t out here halting the progress Shawn and his team had made.

      “Ben,” she called again, shining the flashlight.

      “Up here,” Ben called.

      Maggie focused the beam of light toward his voice and gasped when she noticed he was precariously perched on top of a ladder.

      “Ben!” she shrieked. “What are you doing?” She raced toward the ladder as if he would fall without her help. Reality was, he’d probably been out here a while without any life-saving intervention on her part.

      “I’m just putting in the last window before the storm blows in.” Ben nodded around the upper walls of the barn. The ceilings were nearly three stories high, to accommodate for the bales of hay decades previously. She knew the interior designer had wanted to bring in more natural lighting and John and she had drawn up designs to include lots of windows, some at eye level, some up higher where Ben now stood.

      “It’s almost dark,” Maggie warned. “And it’s freezing in here.” She shuddered.

      “God, Maggie, you sound like my mother.”

      “Well,” she shrugged, “I happen to love your mother, so I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Take it however you want, sweetheart.”

      Maggie’s heart skipped a beat at the term of endearment. He was just being sweet. She tried to remind herself. Images of him whispering those words in her ear as they lay naked, tangled together, floated through her mind.

      “Maggie.”

      She jumped, her thoughts evaporating.

      “Shine the light a little to the left, would you?” Ben nodded to the window.

      “Oh, uh, yeah, sure.”

      Ben chuckled. “Where was your head just now?”

      “Nowhere.” She ducked her face to hide the blush. “So, what are you doing out here helping with the barn? I thought you were completely opposed to the idea.”

      Ben hammered in the trim then rubbed his brow with the back of his hand as he studied his work.

      When had he become so handy with tools?

      “Let’s just say, I had an epiphany.”

      “Epiphany?” Maggie scoffed. He didn’t say more and she didn’t pry. She was just thankful that he was helping today instead of arguing. She snorted back a laugh. Knowing him, he was just trying to protect the materials they had stacked inside the barn to protect them from the snow and sleet so he could sell them off later when he shut down the barn.

      She watched as Ben slipped his hammer into the tool belt around his waist. The weight had his jeans dipping low, revealing the waistband of his boxer briefs. Oh, my. Maggie was thankful for the dim lighting. Her face blushed at her lurid thoughts, thoughts of those jeans slipping lower, revealing—

      “Coming down,” he yelled.

      Coming up, Maggie thought, speaking of her rising temperature.

      Ben skipped the last few rungs and jumped to the ground with a thud. “Thanks, Maggie Mae.”

      “For what?”

      He took the flashlight from her hands and she wondered why she didn’t fight him more. Shouldn’t they be arguing about something?

      “For coming to check on me.” He flashed a brilliant smile that shone bright despite the dim area.

      “Your mom was worried. The storm is supposed to roll in soon.”

      As if on cue, rain pelted the glass of the window Ben had just installed.

      “Looks like you weren’t soon enough.” He chuckled.

      Maggie glanced up. The downpour didn’t seem too hard yet. Maybe they could make it back to the lodge before the storm whipped its way into full force. “We should probably go now though,” she said.

      Ben bent low and grabbed his jacket, handing it to Maggie.

      “What are you doing?”

      “That sweater you’re wearing is thin. You’ll freeze to death. It’s over a hundred yards to the lodge.”

      “Well, maybe we could stop at one of the cabins if it’s really bad and just wait out the storm.”

      “Or we could wait here.” Ben’s hazel eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “It’s freezing in here.”

      “Obviously not freezing freezing,” Ben said, “or it would be snowing right now.”

      “It’s been such an unusually warm winter,” Maggie said, walking toward the sliding door. “I’ve heard the resort has had to bring in snow machines.”

      “That was one of the reasons I was worried about the lodge,” Ben said.

      “How so?” Maggie glanced down at her shoulders as Ben snuggly wrapped his jacket around her. She drew in a deep breath, inhaling his masculine scent, then bit the inside of her cheek to keep from moaning.

      “It’s hard to predict the weather,” he said, oblivious to her struggle. “A bad ski season for the resort could equate to a bad season here at the lodge.”

      “Could we just…not,” she said with a deep sigh.

      “Not what?” Ben asked, sliding the barn door wide.

      Water dribbled from the roof as a light rain fell in front of them.

      “Not go all negative on me. I’ve had more than I can take for the day.”

      Ben turned her to face him. “What’s wrong, what’s going on? Is it your dad?”

      Maggie didn’t want to explain to Ben that she was now having to look for alternative living arrangements for her father. His condition had gone from stable to serious in just a few short days. He needed more medical attention than the sober living facility could provide so they recommended a skilled nursing facility for a few weeks until his condition stabilized. It seemed that years of hard living had finally caught up to her father. And she was the one paying the price, literally.

      “Nothing,” Maggie sighed. “I’m sorry. Let’s just go.” Without waiting for his response, Maggie pulled the jacket over her head and darted out of the barn.

      “Maggie!” Ben yelled behind her.

      The pelting rain felt good against her heated skin. Being that close to Ben reminded her of how close they’d come to doing more. At times the fantasy of an affair with Ben Sumner seemed like a good idea, an escape. But now her life was so mixed up, she felt like she was constantly out of sorts, not able to make any sane decisions.

      Maggie slid on a patch of ice that hadn’t melted in the warmer afternoon sun. The temperature was dropping and she knew soon all the puddles surrounding her would be sheets of ice.

      “Maggie,” Ben grabbed her shoulders to steady her but it was too late. Her feet flew up in the air and they both tumbled down, Maggie landing squarely on Ben’s lap.

      “Uhh,” Ben grunted, slamming his back hard on the ground.

      She stared down at him, his face ashen, his eyes closed. “Oh, God, Ben. Ben! Are you all right?” Despite the rain now blinding her, she felt around his neck. What if he broke it in the fall?

      “Maggie, help,” he squeaked out.

      “Ben,” she leaned closer, the water from her hair dripping onto his face. Her teeth chattered as she listened for his response. “Are you hurt?”

      “Yes.” He panted. “Your big butt is crushing me.”

      “What?” She pulled back.

      Suddenly, a slow grin pulled at the corners of his lips.

      Asshole.

      She slapped his chest multiple times, then pushed off and stood, surveying her own body. She was soaking wet. Glancing down she noted Ben was, too.

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky and half a minute later a loud clap of thunder boomed through the air. The rain picked up and fell harder against her skin.

      “Come on.” Maggie held out her hand. “We need to hurry.”

      “We’ll never make it.” Ben took her hand as she led them through the woods.

      “We can get to one of the cabins.”

      “Most of them are only framed.”

      “The one I showed you a few weeks ago has a roof,” she called over her shoulder.

      Not giving him a chance to answer, she wound herself through the trees, nearing the clearing that marked the single unit cabin. “There!” she shouted, pointing at the shadowy structure. “We can wait the storm out there.”

      She released his hand and bolted toward the front porch and out of the storm.

      Ben took the steps two at a time, shaking his head like a wet dog, sending water all over her.

      “Hey,” Maggie moaned.

      “Let’s get inside,” Ben said.

      Opening the door, she was surprised to find that the cabin was nearly complete. Carpet had been laid, the walls painted, even the fireplace was stoned out and finished.

      “When did this happen?” Maggie asked, running her hand over the countertops in the kitchenette, staring at the small appliances that had been installed.

      Ben shrugged. “Emmett and I didn’t have much to do at night so we came and finished up most of the interior.”

      “When?”

      “At night.”

      She laughed. “You said that. I meant, for how long?

      “I don’t know, a few days ago I guess.”

      Maggie shook her head. What had changed Ben’s mind? Something was different about his attitude toward the lodge and the expansion. She just didn’t know what had brought it on. But she didn’t want to argue with him at this point, when he finally seemed like he might be coming around to her side.

      “Maggie, you’re trembling,” Ben said, reaching for her, “and your lips are blue. Get out of this wet jacket.” He pulled the coat from her shoulders, only to find her clothes underneath wet as well.

      Ben tossed the jacket in the corner and surveyed the room. “There’s firewood out on the back porch, let me get us a fire started and we can warm up.” He slid out of the door and a burst of cold air hit her face.

      “Why is there wood out there?” Maggie asked, her teeth clattering together.

      “Em and I had to keep warm somehow. There’s no electricity out here yet. If the rain isn’t slanting under the porch roof, it will be dry enough for me to get a fire going.”

      “Oh,” Maggie nodded.

      Ben reappeared, holding an armful of wood. Watching him neatly stack the logs in the fireplace somehow comforted her. She had fantasies of him taking care of things, taking care of her. When had that ever happened?

      He reached inside a five-gallon bucket, producing paper and what looked to be a starter log.

      “You and Emmett came prepared,” she said.

      “We froze our nuts off the first night.” Ben laughed. “After that, we learned.” Ben stood and reached for a set of matches on the mantel then kneeled and set the small brick and kindling on fire. Much to Maggie’s surprise, the fire caught quickly and burned strong.

      Ben turned to Maggie. “Take off your clothes.”

      “What?” She was not undressing in front of him.

      “Your clothes are wet. They’ll never dry if you keep them on. They’re just making you colder. Take them off and lay them out by the fire to dry.”

      There he was, being logical again while her head had been swimming in clouds of fantasies.

      She stared at him like he had two heads then glanced out the window and noticed the sky had darkened and the rain now fell even harder. Her body shivered uncontrollably. Shit.

      “I need something to wrap up in,” she said, glancing around the cabin.

      Ben quirked a brow. “Afraid for me to see you naked, Maggie Mae?” He smirked.

      Maggie put her hand on her hip and glared.

      “Fine,” Ben said as he searched the small cabin. He lifted up a blanket off the chair by the door and handed it to her.

      “Where did you get this?” She asked, holding the large, fleece throw in her hand.

      “Apparently, Emmett has sensitive knees.” Ben answered with a smile that said he’d taunted Emmett for it. “He brought it the second night out here when we were working on the carpeting.”

      “How many nights have you been here, Ben?”

      He shrugged.

      Maggie realized she wouldn’t get an answer. His new-found dedication touched her.

      “Clothes,” he motioned to her. “Off.”

      “You’re so romantic.” She smiled, thinking of other parts of him touching her. For once, she actually liked his bossy tone.

      Ben stared.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Turn around.”

      “What?”

      She made a circular motion with her pointer finger. “Turn. Around.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Do I need to cover my eyes and count to ten like we’re in second grade?”

      “Maybe.” Why was Maggie suddenly so nervous? Without thinking further, she dropped the sweater wrap and slid her top over her head, refusing to take off her bra. She opened the button to her jeans and slid down the zipper, then paused. Did she really want to do this? She wasn’t that cold, was she?

      “Maggie,” Ben growled as if he could read her thoughts.

      “Fine.” She tugged the jeans the rest of the way off, slipped off her socks then picked up the blanket, carefully wrapping herself up.

      Drawing in a deep breath she turned, and gasped.

      Ben stood in front of the fireplace in nothing but his black boxer briefs, his naked body aglow from the flames.

      And holy hell, there were flames. Most notable were the ones that seemed to be licking their way over her body, heating her in ways she didn’t need right now.

      “Ben!” she shrieked.

      He jumped and turned toward her. “What?”

      “What are you doing?” She scanned his body as she licked her lips, her own warming by the second. His toned chest was smattered with a sprinkling of dark hair that thickened the further down her eyes delved. This happy trail parted the defined muscles of his abs and disappeared into tight black underwear that left little—no, nothing—to the imagination. The defined bulge made her mouth water. Ben Sumner was no longer a geeky computer nerd. He was a frigging centerfold.

      “I’m trying to warm up,” he said. “Bring that blanket over here and share.”

      “What? You’re crazy if you think I’m cuddling half naked under a blanket with you.” Maggie curled her lip.

      Ben rubbed his hands up and down his muscular arms before holding out one hand. “Share, Maggie. I’m freezing my nuts off.”

      She glanced down at his boxer briefs. The bulge had grown. “You want to get under the blanket with me?” She gazed down at her bra and skimpy underwear.

      Ben stood, shivering.

      Maggie gave up trying to fight the desire that burned in her belly. Slowly she opened the blanket and walked toward him.

      Ben’s eyes widened, his eyes darkening as he drank her in from head to toe. She thought she heard him groan.

      Then again, maybe it was her.

      “What?” she asked, standing directly in front of him.

      “You’re so beautiful, Maggie.”

      Maggie’s heart raced. For once, her father’s voice wasn’t playing on repeat in the back of her mind. There was no jeering laughter with a barbed taunt to cancel out the compliment. There was only Ben and his heated gaze, telling her he truly wanted her.

      Slowly, Ben wrapped his arms around her waist.

      She jumped as his icy fingers grazed along her skin.

      “Sorry,” he whispered in her ear.

      The growing erection pressing into her belly indicated he was anything but sorry.

      “Ben,” she whispered.

      He nudged her hair back from her shoulder and leaned his head down to press soft kisses along her neck.

      “Mmm?” he hummed against her neck.

      Oh, God, her knees shook and it had nothing to do with the cold.

      “You have the most amazing body, Maggie.” He trailed kisses down her chest. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “No,” she squeaked. It was true. As much as she’d been told she was hot or she was a “babe,” no one had ever spoken words like, “beautiful” and “amazing” to her. Words that said she was something to be treasured.

      “Well, that’s a crime.” Ben caressed her skin with his lips, moving across her stomach then lower.

      Maggie shivered again, heat rising in her belly.

      Ben lowered himself to his knees.

      Oh, shit, his eyes were eye level with her underwear. What pair had she put on this morning?

      “Maggie?”

      She glanced down, meeting hazel brown eyes that stared up at her, holding her captive. Her heart was nearly beating out of her chest and she wondered briefly if she was panting like a dog in heat. Or possibly drooling.

      “Maggie,” he murmured, his breath brushing against her sensitive skin. He slipped his fingers into the elastic of her underwear.

      “Wh-wh-what? What are you doing?” She croaked, balancing herself on his broad shoulders.

      Slowly, his fingers tugged at the material, slipping her underwear down her legs and completely off.

      Oh, God. She was naked from the waist down.

      His hand slid up the back of one calf and lifted her foot, draping her leg over his shoulder.

      “Maggie.” He repeated, his voice vibrating against her skin.

      She held her breath and stared down into his eyes, watching intently as his face slowly disappeared between her legs. Her eyes fluttered closed and she released a ragged sigh.

      His warm breath caressed the skin of her thighs. “Ben,” she hissed. She balanced her hand on one shoulder as he spread her open for his taking.

      Holy, hell, had she ever been so aroused before? Or so vulnerable? Had any man ever completely disarmed her? And so quickly, too? One minute, she’d been worried about the rain and the next she was stripped bare and opening herself to him in ways that had her head spinning.

      Her eyes slowly opened and she glanced down at the man now positioned between her thighs. All she could see was the top of his dark brown hair, his head bobbing as his mouth connected with her body.

      “Ben,” she panted.

      His mouth consumed her, stroking her, heating her body from the inside out.

      “Oh, oh, Ben,” she moaned, sinking her fingers into his hair. “I don’t think…” Her words came out in sputtered pants. She balanced on one foot, trying to concentrate on her impending orgasm thanks to the talented tongue of Ben Sumner. The man had a magical mouth.

      Ben groaned against her skin, the sound sending waves of pleasure rolling through her body.

      Her legs shook and she feared she might fall. She gripped his hair tighter for balance. “Oh, Ben, I’m going to come…” she panted.

      “Come,” he breathed against her as his tongue continued its dance across her flesh.

      “I’m gonna fall,” she shouted, her head tumbling back, eyes fluttering closed.

      Ben’s strong arm slid up her backside and wrapped around her waist, keeping her pressed firmly to his face. “I’ve got you, baby.”

      Baby.

      Maggie surrendered her body to the powerful orgasm threatening to consume her. She didn’t recognize the sounds emanating from her body as she howled in ecstasy.

      He held her close as the final tremors reverberated through her body.

      Suddenly, she was falling, her legs taken out from under her as Ben laid her on the rug in front of the fireplace. She yipped, sucking in a breath.

      “I’ve got you, gorgeous,” Ben spoke softly against her ear. “Just let go.”

      Maggie’s eyes fluttered open. She stared up into his dark hazel eyes, half lidded with desire. The heat from his words warmed her body and she drew in a slow, steadying breath.

      “That was amazing,” Ben said.

      Maggie turned and stared up at Ben. He was intently studying her face. She could get lost in those eyes. God, what was she doing?

      Despite the confusion in her head, she processed what he’d said and her lips curved in amusement. Amazing was an understatement. “Yeah, it was pretty amazing.” She stroked his face with her hand, wondering if giving herself over to Ben Sumner had been a good idea.

      He pressed his hips into hers, his arousal evident.

      She smiled to herself. Too late to turn back now. She knew there was no way to talk her body out of this. But she was afraid it was much too late to talk her heart out of it, as well.
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      Ben’s dick was so hard he was surprised he had enough blood left in his body to focus on the gorgeous woman lying beneath him. The glow of the fire cast shadows over every sensual curve of Maggie’s body, pushing his need to be inside her even higher.

      He was suddenly glad he’d changed his mind about the lodge and the weddings barn and cabins before being intimate with Maggie. Having ulterior motives of talking her over to his side of things would have made their connection feel cheap, wrong. Right now, this all felt right to him. More right than he would have thought it could.

      He stared down at the bra she still wore, stopping his eyes from roaming lower. Tasting her, the explosion of her scent on his tongue, had nearly undone him. Mixing her mewls with the cries as she came had nearly made him explode. He ached to be inside her.

      “Maggie,” he croaked, his voice broken with restraint.

      “Mmm,” she hummed, her finger tracing across his jaw and down his throat.

      She was killing him. One minute he’d been the one in charge, and now she had him out of his mind with need, and she’d barely touched him. “I, um…”

      Her hand slid lower, down his chest, stopping at the elastic of his boxer briefs. “What’s wrong, Ben?” The look in her eyes said she knew exactly what she was doing.

      He narrowed his eyes, focusing on her lips. Slowly he lowered his head until they were a breath apart. “We have a slight problem.”

      She raised her hips and rocked against his erection. “I wouldn’t call it slight.” She smiled.

      Ben hissed in a breath. “I need to be inside you.”

      Maggie nodded, staring at him in anticipation.

      “Like, now.” He added.

      She tipped her head in response again giving him an almost impish grin. “Yes, please.”

      “But…”

      She wrinkled her brow.

      “I don’t have any condoms.”

      “Oh.”

      “What did you think I meant?”

      She shook her head and laughed. “Nothing.” She stared up at the ceiling. “I have some.”

      Ben raised up on one arm and stared down at her in confusion. “What?”

      “Condoms.”

      “Condoms,” Ben repeated. “As in plural?”

      She rolled her lips into her teeth and nodded as if trying to keep from bursting into laughter.

      “Is there a reason you have condoms, as in plural, on your person?”

      “I’m a very sexual person.” She quirked a brow.

      Ben stared with no expression, unimpressed with her answer. “Maggie,” he growled. He knew damned well she wasn’t the type of woman who went around hopping in and out of bed with random men.

      She giggled. “I was cleaning rooms earlier today.”

      “Oh,” Ben slowly nodded his head in understanding. “Restocking the condom drawers?”

      “Mmm.” She wiggled against him, then reached for her wet jeans.

      “Here,” he pushed off her and fumbled with her jeans. Slipping his hand into her back pocket, he pulled out three condoms. “That’s a good start.” He winked.

      “There are a few more in the front pocket,” she smiled, “just in case.”

      Ben looked up to the ceiling. “Thank you, unstocked condom drawers.” He tossed the packets to the side, sliding his hand up the side of Maggie’s delicious body.

      She shivered.

      “Are you cold?”

      She shook her head and gazed up through the soft sweep of her lashes.

      He lowered his mouth to hers, his lips pressing firmly against her supple skin. Her tongue swept across the seam of his lips and he opened his mouth for her tasting. One hand slid into her curls as he fisted her hair and tilted her head to gain deeper access, the heat of her tongue racing through him.

      Maggie moaned and thrust her hips against his dick.

      Fuck. Ben pulled back, afraid any more movement on her part would make him come in his pants. He stared down at her beautiful face. Slowly he averted his gaze, realizing that just staring at her could cause him to spontaneously explode as well.

      He pressed a finger to the hollow of her throat then slid his hand down over her chest bone, curling into the front snap of her bra. With a small flick of his finger and wrist, the fastener gave way, the beautiful lace separating. Maggie’s breasts slipped out, her pebbled nipples begging for his touch.

      Obliging, he lowered his mouth, sucking on one breast while his finger played with her other.

      “Ben,” she hissed, her fingers digging into his thick hair.

      He laved his tongue over her skin, his mouth devouring her breasts. Her intoxicating scent had his dick growing even harder. “Maggie,” he whispered.

      Maggie’s fingers reached inside his underwear, the soft pads of her finger grazing the tip of his sensitive head. “I need you,” she panted. “Inside me.”

      Ben pushed up on his arms, staring down at Maggie. Of all the times he’d fantasized about her being underneath him like this, he’d never imagined her face would be so full of wanton need. Her eyes were glazed with lust, cheeks flushed and lips swollen from their kisses.

      Ben pushed at the waistband of his underwear, kicking them completely off. He glanced at Maggie, surprised to see her eyes wide.

      They rolled up to meet his, her lips curved in amusement. “Maybe we should start stocking magnum size.”

      A bark of laughter escaped as he shook his head. “These will do.” He held out one packet. “Put it on.”

      Her touch just about did him in.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      He bit his cheek to keep from coming. “It’s okay,” he said through gritted teeth. How the fuck was he going to last?

      “It’s on.” She smiled.

      Ben stared between them, noting how precariously close he already was to her entrance. His eyes rolled up to meet hers, asking for silent permission.

      She slid her arms around his neck and brought his face toward hers. “Please, Ben,” she moaned.

      She didn’t have to beg.

      He lowered his lips onto hers as he slid between her legs, her heat enveloping him. He swallowed her gasp as he pushed in further. God, she felt like heaven.

      Ben held still. Breaking their kiss, he stared down at the woman who’d starred in all his teenage fantasies. Being buried deep inside her was—it was everything.

      Her chest heaved with desire, beads of sweat breaking across her heated flesh.

      “More, Ben.” She wrapped her legs around his waist, digging her heels into his ass and pressing into him. “Please.”

      He slowly pulled out.

      Maggie sighed and glanced between their bodies.

      Ben followed her gaze. His dick jumped at the sight of them joined together.

      Maggie gasped. Her internal walls contracted.

      Fuck.

      Without thinking, Ben slammed back in to Maggie.

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      He moved, slow at first, his hips pinioned with hers, but her low mewls of desire and need soon had him pumping faster.

      Maggie’s fingers dug into his hair and dragged his face toward hers, her lips crushing against his.

      Ben’s hips gained a life of their own, his arm snaking under Maggie’s hips to tilt her for a deeper angle.

      She screamed into his mouth as her body tightened around him. She was close. Thank fuck.

      Ben broke their kiss. “I’m so close, Maggie. You’re making me crazy.”

      “M-, me, too,” she stuttered.

      Ben slipped a hand between them, rubbing along the spot that quickly sent Maggie over the edge. Her cries echoed in his ears just as his body gave way to the tumultuous waves of pleasure.

      His orgasm shot through him like a lightning strike, searing every nerve ending as he rocked against her. He pumped into her several more times, gripping her hip tight as he stilled and convulsed inside her.

      Finally, he collapsed on top of her, his breathing ragged as he pressed his forehead against hers.

      “Shit,” Ben said.

      “That was…” Maggie heaved a breath.

      Ben waited for her answer.

      “Amazing,” she finally answered with a smile.

      He nodded, agreeing with her in the only way he could. His orgasm had robbed him of speech. And something else, something he wouldn’t let himself acknowledge.
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      Maggie glanced at the passenger seat. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      Valerie turned and offered a loving smile. “Of course, sweetheart.” She patted Maggie’s leg. “I’m just so glad you asked for my help.”

      Maggie had moved her father to a skilled nursing facility not far from his sober living house when he’d been released from the hospital two weeks ago. She tried to see him a few times during the week despite her hectic schedule at the lodge. The drive was getting harder every visit though.

      For some insane reason, Maggie had broken down in front of Valerie earlier that morning when she’d received the call from the facility saying her father had had a difficult night. She’d been embarrassed and ashamed, so broken that she told Valerie everything. There hadn’t been any question that Valerie would accompany her today. At least, not from Valerie’s point of view. Maggie was so worn out, she didn’t have the energy to argue.

      “You should have let me drive though,” Valerie said.

      Maggie glanced at her friend.

      Valerie held a steaming thermos of coffee to her lips.

      “Why?” Maggie asked.

      “John never let me drive.” She cocked her head as if in thought. “I always kind of resented that, you know?”

      Maggie knew Valerie needed no answer. “Next time.” She smiled, sensing Valerie’s gaze.

      “Next time.” Valerie repeated with a nod.

      Maggie heard the smile in her voice and it pleased her to know she’d gifted her friend with a small piece of happiness.

      “Sooo,” Valerie drew out the word, “are you going to tell me what’s going on between you and my eldest?”

      Maggie swallowed a groan. As much as she didn’t want to talk about her father, she didn’t want to talk about Ben either. Especially with his mother.

      “We told you already. It was pouring rain that night and we couldn’t make it back to the lodge so we stopped at the cabin and stayed until the rain let up.”

      “Mmm hmmm,” Valerie hummed, a brow cocked in suspicion. “Why did you return with just a blanket around your shoulders?”

      Crap! She thought they’d made a clean get away, sneaking into the back door of the lodge’s maintenance area. They’d tossed their clothes in the industrial sized dryers and had a serious make-out session while waiting for their clothes to dry.

      “Our clothes were still soaked.” That wasn’t a lie.

      “So, you took your clothes off. Together?”

      Oh, no. Why had she said that?

      “I had a blanket,” Maggie explained.

      Valerie laughed, patting Maggie’s leg. “I’m just teasing you, sweetie. I actually think it’s good that my Ben is getting some action.”

      “What?” Maggie shrieked, jerking the wheel.

      “Easy,” Valerie said, bracing herself on the door.

      Maggie gulped. This was going from bad to worse. This conversation could not happen. Could. Not. Happen.

      “I’m sorry,” Valerie said, “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I know Ben has always had a small crush on you so I’m not surprised.”

      Maggie remained silent. Ben had told her about his crush, but it still shocked her to think someone as smart and well-respected as Ben had ever liked her. She’d never in a million years guess he thought that way of her in high school. He always seemed to be ignoring her.

      “So, what did the doctor say about your father?” Valerie asked, changing the subject.

      Maggie blew out a breath in relief. This, she could talk about. Maybe.

      “His heartbeat is irregular and erratic. They’re giving him meds to combat both but they’ll need a few days to assess the effectiveness. They’re also concerned about some swelling in his feet.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Valerie squeezed her shoulder. The comforting touch meant more to Maggie than Valerie would ever know. “I wish you would have told me sooner that all this was going on.”

      Maggie shrugged. She was used to taking care of her father on her own.

      “I was really hoping he could return to the sober living facility,” Maggie said, “but I don’t think that will be an option.”

      “Where will he go, after they stabilize his condition?”

      “I’ve talked to a social worker about moving him to an assisted living facility.”

      “There’s a wonderful one on the other side of the mountain,” Valerie said, hopefulness in her voice.

      Maggie had never wanted her father close to the new life she’d created for herself when Valerie and John hired her five years ago. That’s why she’d found a drug and alcohol facility two towns away when he’d finally decided to quit drinking.

      “It would save you on the drive,” Valerie continued.

      Maggie didn’t have the heart to tell Valerie she’d already checked out the assisted living facility and determined it was out of her budget. Even taking into account her father’s disability and the extra money Maggie provided for his care, her father’s budget for housing was maxed.

      “Well,” Valerie sagged back in the seat, “we’ll figure it all out soon enough.”

      We’ll?

      Maggie stole a glance at her friend. “Valerie, I don’t want to involve you in this mess.”

      “Involve me.” Valerie laughed. “Maggie, you’re family to me. My involvement in your life isn’t an option.”

      Maggie stared ahead at the road, letting the idea warm her from the inside.

      “Maggie, let me help you.”

      More silence. Maggie wanted to speak, but there were no words that wouldn’t bring tears with them.

      “It’s good for me to think of something else besides my own grief,” Valerie said quietly.

      She turned to stare at her friend. “Okay,” she said.

      Valerie smiled and nodded. “Okay.” She sank back in her seat. “Now, about my son.” Her lips curled in an all too familiar smirk.

      Heaven help her.
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      “Hey Maggie,” one of the nurses called as she rounded the counter.

      “Hey, Clare,” Maggie answered. “Is my dad in his room?”

      “No, I think he’s in the dining room.”

      Maggie glanced at her watch. It was just before eleven. “Okay, thanks.”

      “He’s a hoot,” Clare called after her.

      Maggie glanced over her shoulder. “Who?”

      “Your father.” She smiled wide. “He tells the funniest jokes, I swear. He has us all cracking up.”

      Maggie shook her head. When had her father ever been funny? Shaking off the comment, and feelings of jealousy that she’d had to live her whole life with an entirely different man than Clare knew, they made their way to the dining room.

      “There he is,” Maggie said to Valerie. She’d told her friend she could stay in the car, but Valerie had insisted. Maggie made her way through the maze of tables and stopped just behind her father, listening to him speak to his tablemate.

      “What did the duck say when he bought lipstick?” Her father asked.

      “I don’t know,” the older man answered.

      “Put it on my bill.” Her father bellowed with laughter, along with the other gentleman.

      Maggie found herself laughing quietly.  “Hey Dad.”

      Her father glanced up. “Hey, Mag Pie.” His face split with a wide grin.

      Even after a year of his sobriety, Maggie couldn’t get used to what a different man he was. When she’d been young, he’d never smiled at her like this. And her childhood nickname had been forgotten years ago, traded in for sneers and tongue-lashings more vicious than any whip.

      She’d vowed to never let herself get used to the man who sat in front of her now. She knew all too well how painful it was when he failed, when he let her down. When it came to Bill Lawrence, Maggie wondered if she would always assume the worst.

      “I didn’t hear you walk in,” he said.

      Valerie stepped around Maggie. “Hello, Bill.” She held out her hand. “We haven’t ever officially met. I’m Valerie Sumner.”

      Her father surveyed Valerie from head to toe.

      Shit, why hadn’t she anticipated this? Her father hated the Sumners. Why had she let Valerie talk her into coming?

      Her father stood, his face grave.

      Maggie drew in a deep breath. There was no way in hell she’d stand by and let her dad turn his cruelty on Valerie.

      “Hello, Mrs. Sumner.” Her father took Valerie’s small hand in his. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened and she had to struggle to swallow back the torrent of anger she’d been about to spew.

      “John was a fine man,” her father said. “He’ll be missed by many in Canyon Creek.”

      What. The. Hell? Maggie had never heard her father say a kind word about many people, especially the Sumners.

      “Thank you, Bill. I appreciate your words. And please, call me Valerie.”

      Her father smiled and released her hand. “Valerie, it is.” He motioned toward the table. “Won’t you ladies join us for lunch?”

      Maggie glanced around the small room. “We can’t stay long, Dad, I just needed to check in with your medical staff—”

      “Nonsense,” Valerie said, pulling out a chair and sliding in. “We have time for lunch.” She glanced up at Maggie. “Don’t we?”

      It wasn’t really a question.

      “Uh, sure.” Maggie squeezed into the chair next to her father.

      Her father pointed to the older man sitting across from him. Oxygen tubing was wrapped around his ears and secured in his nose. “This is Rafael.”

      The older gentleman nodded.

      Maggie feared the man would nod off at any moment. She hoped he didn’t tip over into his soup when he did.

      “Hello,” Valerie extended her hand. The man didn’t move so she quickly pulled back her arm.

      “Look, Dad,” Maggie said, “we can’t stay long. Valerie and I have to get back to the lodge—”

      “Thank you so much for giving my daughter a chance, Mrs. Sumner.” Her father interrupted her.

      Wait, what?

      “Oh, trust me, hiring Maggie was the best decision John and I ever made.” Valerie beamed with pride.

      “I know I didn’t give her the best start,” her father glanced at Maggie.

      She choked back a laugh. That was the understatement of the century.

      “But she’s grown into such a beautiful, accomplished woman, in spite of me,” he added. “Can’t take a damned bit of credit for it, but I am proud.”

      What the hell were they putting in this soup? Was he serious right now?

      Maggie worked hard not to roll her eyes.

      “Maggie.” Valerie’s voice was quiet.

      “Yes?” Maggie tilted her head.

      Valerie nodded toward her father.

      Maggie’s temper flared. “What? You expect me to thank him for finally giving me the credit and acknowledgement I deserve.” She glared at her father, carefully dropping her voice. “Why don’t you tell Valerie what you used to call me, Dad.” Maggie snarled.

      “Maggie,” her father whispered, slipping his hand toward her on the table.

      She skidded her chair back. “No. You don’t get to sit there and make my friend think you’ve changed. You haven’t.”

      Her father’s head fell.

      Maggie couldn’t help but feel like shit. Why? She also couldn’t stop the anger that still flooded her every time she looked at him.

      “Maggie,” Valerie said.

      “No, it’s all right, Valerie.” Her father patted Valerie’s arm. “Maggie’s right. I was a horrible father, a horrible person. Maggie is right to be skeptical of my recovery. Some days I am, too.”

      Maggie stared at the aging man before her. What could she say? She had so much rage inside from the little girl he’d abused that all she wanted to do was punch him. And yet her heart ached for him at the same time. She ached to let herself love him, believe in him. Trust him.

      Fool me once, she thought.

      Her father turned toward Maggie, his dark eyes staring straight through her. “I’m sorry, Maggie.” His voice broke. “It’s all I can say. I was a sick man. Still am.” They sat in long silence despite the noise of the dining room around them. “Have you read any of my letters?”

      She glared at her father. How dare he bring up the letters?

      Maggie stood. “I have to talk to your doctor.”

      Her father glanced up. “Okay,” he said softly and let her walk away.
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      Ben studied the screen in front of him. He’d forgotten how much he enjoyed writing software. The project Maggie had given him had been easy to work on once he developed the overall concept. Integrating several systems seemed easy enough, just lots of coding. But he loved it.

      Working as the CEO of Sumner Integrated Software Solutions didn’t afford him much time to actually code software anymore. Instead he spent his days in meetings and planning sessions that bored him to tears.

      “What the hell are you smiling about over there?”

      Ben glanced back at Emmett. He sat at one of the desks in the spacious area his mom called the lodge office. At first, he’d wondered how anyone got work done with the open concept. But he soon learned the area lent itself to a certain camaraderie he didn’t experience in his own company. Maybe he would make changes when he returned to Seattle.

      If you return to Seattle.

      Where had that come from? Of course, he was returning to Seattle. The sooner, the better, right?

      “Earth to Benji.”

      Ben felt something hit his head. “What the fuck, Emmett?” He turned and rubbed his skull.

      “Man, when you’re writing software, you’re like a million miles away.” Emmett laughed.

      “I could say the same for you and writing. Speaking of writing, are you?”

      Emmett shrugged and went back to work.

      Ben didn’t force the issue. He knew his brother was having a hard time coming up with a new book concept. But he seemed to love the marketing section of the lodge. He’d developed a new website for the lodge and the cabins, and a separate linked one for the wedding barn. Emmet had also created new pamphlets and updated all their social media.

      Emmett looked up. “Want to grab a beer later?”

      Ben shrugged. “I really want to finish up this program. Does that make me weird?”

      Emmett shook his head. “Nah, it just means you love what you do.”

      “I do.” Ben turned and faced the computer. “I really do.”

      “The fact that you still double-knot your tennis shoes like you’re an eight-year-old makes you weird as shit though.”

      “Screw you.”

      Emmett laughed. “When are you going back to Seattle?”

      Ben shrugged.

      Thankfully Emmett didn’t say more.

      The door to the outer office opened and his mother strode in, her face downcast. Oh shit. He knew she’d gone with Maggie to see her father but that was about as much as he’d been able to pull out of her at breakfast this morning. From the look on her face, it didn’t go well.

      “How’d it go?” Emmett asked.

      “Not good.” His mother fell into her chair.

      “What happened?” Ben asked.

      “Not my story to tell, sweetheart.”

      “Ma, you’ve got to give me something.”

      “Was he a dick?” Emmett asked.

      “He’s a recovering alcoholic,” his mother answered quietly. “There’s a lot to make amends for.”

      Ben knew his mother’s own father had been a raging alcoholic for most of her childhood. He’d sobered shortly after Ben and his brothers were born and had been a decent grandfather up until his death a few years earlier. He would guess his mom understood more of what Maggie was going through than any of them.

      Ben walked around his desk and pulled up a chair next to his mother. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. “Just worried about Maggie. It’s a lot of bitterness to hold on to. And if she doesn’t let it go, it’s just going to eat her alive.” Ben’s heart ached for his mom. Not only was his mother reliving her own father’s abuse, but he knew she was missing his father’s support through all of this.

      “Hey,” Ben touched her shoulder, “you should see what Em’s doing with the barn website. It looks amazing.”

      She smiled, his usually cheery, optimistic mother slowly returning. “Really?”

      “Yeah, come take a look,” Emmett said, pointing to the screen. “And we’re getting a lot more hits on both websites. Our social media stats are really jumping.”

      “Oh, Emmett, that’s wonderful.” She leaned on the back of his chair and stared at his computer. “I don’t know what I would do without you.” She kissed his brother’s head, then turned to Ben. “Or you,” she added.

      Ben smiled and returned to his desk, not wanting to think about when he might have to leave. If one of his brothers didn’t get here soon to help them, Ben would have to sit down and have a serious talk with Patrick and the rest of his company’s board of directors.

      His cell phone rang. Digging it from his pocket he laughed. As if on cue. “Hey, Patrick, what’s up?”

      “Hey, guy, how’s it going down there in Colorado? Freezing your nut sack off yet?”

      Ben chuckled, thinking of how cold he’d been in the rain with Maggie. Then other things happened to his nut sack as images of Maggie underneath him played through his mind. Not exactly what he needed to be thinking about right now.

      “Uh, no not yet. What’s up?” Ben didn’t have to ask. He knew Patrick was calling about the board wanting to move forward with going public.

      “Well, we’ve got some bankers interested in our plans. Are you still iffy about doing the IPO?”

      Ben studied the screen in front of him. The random numbers seemed like gibberish to most, but for Ben they were a symbol of his dreams. Building software, working with clients to solve their business needs, this had been at the heart of his dream when he started.

      Ben thought about his mother’s confession that his father had funded the start-up for his fledgling company. He also remembered her lecture on becoming a workaholic. If his company went public, Ben had no doubt that two things would happen. He’d put in even longer hours than he already did. And he’d probably never write software again.

      “I’m still thinking,” he finally answered.

      “Well, I don’t mean to rush you, but we need to decide something soon.”

      “I know, Patrick, I’m just…”

      “I’m sorry, Ben, I don’t mean to pressure you. It’s your company, I know that. Take your time. You’ve got your hands full there.”

      Ben nodded. He did. And the truth was, he wasn’t sure if he didn’t love having his hands full with his family’s business. He was discovering that he had a knack for handy work and he enjoyed the day-to-day tasks involved in running a hotel.

      Ben thought for a fleeting second what it might be like to sell his company, to walk away altogether and stay in Canyon Creek permanently. He could code when and what he wanted to and help his mom and Maggie build their dream.

      “If it makes you feel any better, Daphne loved the place. She thinks your family is sitting on a gold mine.”

      “That’s good. And hey, thank her for spreading the word about the wedding venue. Apparently, our social media accounts are blowing up.”

      “No problem. She loves talking about herself.”

      Both men chuckled.

      “All right, well, don’t work too hard and call me when you can,” Patrick said. “If you need anything, you know I’m here for you, day or night.”

      Ben did know. And it meant a lot. “Thanks, man,” Ben said. “I appreciate that.”

      “Okay, I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Later.” Ben pressed the phone to end the call.

      “Who was that?” Emmett asked.

      Ben turned. His mother and Emmett’s eyes were trained on him. “Patrick.”

      “Daphne’s fiancé, your CFO, right?” his mother asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What did he want?”

      Me to come back. To do an IPO that would make us both rich but would also seal our fate in a lot of other ways.

      “Just checking in to make sure everything is okay here.”

      “You know Ben,” his mother said, walking toward him, “you can go back to Seattle anytime you need to. Please don’t feel obligated to stay.”

      Ben’s eyes caught the glimmer of movement from the back of the room.

      Maggie stepped into the office.

      He turned and their eyes met. She looked…defeated. And it slayed him.

      His mother walked toward Maggie and took her in her arms. “Hey, sweetie. How you feeling?”

      Maggie nodded. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Hey, listen,” his mother said, leading Maggie toward the desk. “Ben was just talking about how he didn’t have any plans for this evening.”

      Ben’s brows knitted together as she studied his mother.

      His mom narrowed her eyes.

      “Yep, I was going to ask if you wanted to have dinner with me tonight.” Ben could read his mother’s mind and he wasn’t about to argue with her. Not to mention, he did want to have dinner with Maggie. He wanted to take her mind off her dad. To help her forget all that had been weighing her down so much lately.

      Maggie’s gaze went from his to Valerie and back as she scrutinized them both. She let out a long sigh. “Thanks, but I promised Denise I’d help with inventory tonight.”

      “Oh, nonsense.” His mother waved a hand in the air. “Emmett and I can help her.”

      “We can?” Emmet squeaked.

      His mother gifted Emmett with the same narrowed eyes.

      “Oh, uh, yeah, we can,” Emmett said, smiling politely.

      “Okay, it’s settled then.” His mother clapped her hands.

      Maggie stared at the three of them, her expression guarded.

      Ben stood and walked toward her. “Maggie,” he said, placing his hand on her shoulder and giving it a gentle squeeze. “You look exhausted. Let me cook dinner for you.”

      Her eyes met his and it wasn’t hard to see they were puffy and red rimmed. She’d been crying. A lot. Shit.

      “I don’t have anything to cook.” Her voice was broken, barely above a whisper.

      “I’ll stop at the store on my way over. Do you like lasagna?”

      “You cook? You make lasagna?” She asked.

      “Of course, he does,” his mother answered for him. “I taught all my boys to cook before they left the house. Didn’t want to burden their future girlfriends and wives.”

      Ben stared at his mother.

      “What?” she shrugged.

      Ben turned to face Maggie. “Yes, I cook. And I’d like it very much if you would let me cook for you. Tonight.”

      Maggie swallowed hard and Ben knew it was taking everything inside her to agree. If his time here at the lodge had shown him anything, it was that Maggie Lawrence rarely admitted defeat. No doubt, she hated the idea of him taking care of her.

      “Okay,” she finally answered. “What time?”

      “What time works for you?”

      Maggie glanced at the clock on the wall.

      Ben followed her gaze. It was just after two in the afternoon.

      “I’ve still got some paperwork to catch up on and I have to touch base with a few people here before I can leave.”

      “I can help if you need me to,” Ben offered.

      “No.” She smiled.

      Finally, a smile, Ben thought.

      “Let’s say seven?”

      “Seven sounds perfect.” Without thinking, Ben reached down and softly brushed a kiss on Maggie’s forehead.

      She didn’t flinch or make a fuss. Obviously, Maggie was wiped. And all Ben wanted to do was take care of her. He wasn’t quite sure where the urge came from, but he knew one thing. He was starting to tire of fighting this pull Maggie had on him. It seemed to be a fight he was bound to lose.
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      Maggie grabbed the pitcher of iced tea and scanned the rest of her refrigerator. Nothing. As much as she’d said she didn’t want Ben to come over tonight, she was actually thankful he’d offered. She was too tired to even think about cooking.

      After the argument she’d had with her father and the disappointed look Valerie had shot her in the dining room, Maggie’s head had exploded with rage, disappointment and regret. All the emotions swirling around in her head were making her dizzy.

      She jumped at the knock on the front door. Walking toward the entry, Maggie glanced through the peep hole, sucking in a breath at the sight in front of her. Slowly she opened the door for a better look.

      Ben stood in jeans that weren’t too loose, weren’t too tight. No, they were like Goldie Locks said, just right. A little too right.

      She squirmed, remembering those powerful legs pressed against her during their evening spent in the cabin.

      “May I come in?”

      Maggie unglued her eyes from Ben’s legs and let them wander up his incredible body. He had a pale green buttoned-down shirt, untucked but ironed. Had he ironed? She was pretty sure he’d talked his mom into it. Two bags of groceries hung in each hand. Thank you, God.

      Finally, her gaze slid up to his face. He had a day’s worth of stubble that made him edible. His hazel brown eyes showed a hint of green thanks to his shirt and the edges of his lids were creased with small wrinkles that somehow made him appear even more intelligent. Moving her gaze lower, she watched his lips curve in a delicious smile.

      Maggie had heard the term “weak in the knees,” but until now, she’d thought it was some made-up comment for sappy romance novels. Nope. She was quite weak in the knees for this man.

      And he knew it.

      Ben raised his brow in silent question.

      “Oh, yes, I’m sorry.” Maggie pulled back the door and stepped aside, allowing Ben inside. She took a few moments to gaze at his backside. Yep, just as impressive as the front.

      “Should I put these in the kitchen?” he asked, glancing at her over his shoulder.

      Maggie’s gaze snapped from his ass to his face. “Bedroom. I prefer to keep my food in there,” she quipped. She didn’t know why she liked teasing him.

      Ben cocked his head as one side of his delectable mouth curved into a smirk. “Now that you mention it, one of these bags is for the bedroom.”

      Oh, holy hell. Knees definitely weak.

      Maggie followed Ben into the kitchen and watched as he gently placed the bags on the counter. The one he’d held in his right hand she noted he put in the freezer. He closed the door and looked her up and down before winking.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he said, pulling items from the bag, “but I kind of cheated.”

      Maggie scooted around him and stood next to the sink, her hand braced on the counter. “How so?”

      Ben held up a container holding what looked like some kind of red sauce. “I do know how to cook lasagna, but the sauce takes a long time, so I borrowed some of my mom’s from the freezer.”

      Maggie had tasted Valerie’s delicious lasagna and had no reason to complain. “That’s fine. I trust you. But you will have to prove your culinary skills one day.”

      “I’ll cook for you again, Maggie Mae. I promise.” He took a step toward her and brushed a soft kiss against her lips but pulled away before she could register what he’d done. “And it will be from scratch.”

      Maggie’s lips tingled where they’d touched. She shook her head to clear the fog. How could one kiss, so gentle and light, rattle her?

      Ben pulled a bottle of red wine from the bag. “Would you like some wine?”

      Would she? She normally didn’t drink a lot, but after her day from hell she could use a glass. She’d always found if she limited herself to one glass or one beer, she was able to treat it as a challenge rather than a vice. A way to face what had destroyed her father and not allow it to destroy her.

      “Yes, that sounds awesome. Let me get some glasses.” Maggie scooted past Ben in the small, galley style kitchen. He made no move to make room for her and her chest grazed his back. Her breath hitched as her breasts dragged across his broad back.

      Ben pressed back against her, his ass to her front with a low laugh. “Sorry,” he said before finally releasing her.

      She slapped his back. “Hardly.” She liked this playful relaxed side of Ben Sumner.

      She slipped by and opened a cabinet, reaching above her head. “Would you like a glass?”

      “Sure.”

      She reached for the second and closed the cabinet door with her elbow, turning and nearly colliding with Ben. Now his front was to hers. This time when he pressed her against the counter, the playfulness was gone. Hips to hips, thighs to thighs, his hardness pressed against her softness.

      Ben slipped the wine glasses from her hands and set them on the counter beside him, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “Ben?” she whispered. Why was she suddenly being shy?

      Ben’s hands stroked along her shoulders, squeezing them with expert precision.

      “Ohh,” she moaned, her eyes fluttering closed.

      His hands continued working her aching muscles. She hadn’t realized just how tense she was.

      “You need a massage, Maggie.”

      “I wish we had a spa at the lodge,” Maggie sighed.

      “That might be a good idea,” Ben said. “We could add a spa onto the back of the main building or put one out near the cabins in a free-standing building.”

      Maggie opened one skeptical eye.

      “After the note and everything is paid for,” he added.

      “Yeah, after that.” Mood officially killed.

      “Hey.” Ben held her in place. “I said it was a good idea. I didn’t shoot it down.”

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, it’s just been a long day.”

      His fingers slid into her hair, draping it over her shoulder as his face dipped toward her neck.

      God, he smelled so good. She flinched. She hadn’t taken a shower since this morning, and after she’d returned from her father’s she’d been going nonstop at the lodge.

      “What?” Ben asked, stilling his movement.

      “I, I just probably…” How could she tell him?

      Ben pulled back, gazing down at her, his brow creased in confusion. “Probably what?”

      “Stink,” she said softly.

      He laughed and bent to nuzzle her neck. “Maggie, you could never stink.” Abruptly, he pulled back. His face scrunched like he’d sucked on a lemon. “On second thought.” He waved a hand in front of his face.

      “Oh, God.” Maggie slapped a hand over her mouth, her face burning red with embarrassment.

      “I’m kidding, Maggie.” He pulled her closer as he laughed.

      She reached for his sides and tickled, making the large man squirm. “Ben Sumner, I’m going to get you for that.”

      He quirked one brow as she slid her hands up his torso. She wasn’t tickling now. “I look forward to that,” he said.

      And so did she.

      “Go on,” he turned her away from him, “go take a bath while I put dinner together.” He turned and went back to unloading the groceries.

      Maggie stood staring at him in disbelief. When had a man ever cooked for her? Or let her relax in a tub while he cooked? Never.

      Without thinking, Maggie stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his taut waist, her chest pressed to his back. “Thank you,” she whispered into his shirt. Before he could respond or she could do anything stupid, like admit she may be falling for him, she released him and made her way to the bathroom.

      Maggie closed the door behind her and sagged in relief. Her feelings for Ben were quickly becoming more intense. And it scared the hell out of her. She already had too much going on in her life. She had to figure out what to do with her dad once he was released.

      And how to forgive him and move on.

      Easier said than done. And not going to happen tonight.

      Maggie turned the nozzle and plugged up the tub, allowing it to fill with water. She reached under the cabinet and threw in some bubble bath that she rarely used. Who had time to lay in a bath anymore? The thought made her think of Ben and how kind he’d been to her, how he’d loved her body, made love to her in the cabin.

      She shook her head to release the notion that there could be more. It’s just sex. It’s just sex. It’s just…

      With a heavy sigh, she poured the purple liquid into the water and watched as bubbles mounted thick. Maggie quickly tugged off her clothes and pulled her hair up into a messy bun, ready to wash away all the stress and misery of the day. Slowly she sank into the lather. When the tub was just about to overflow, Maggie turned the knob off and sat back with a sigh.

      Ben lightly tapped on the door. “Maggie?”

      She sank lower, covering her body beneath the suds. “Uh, yes?”

      The door opened and she slipped down to her chin, almost laughing at herself. The dude has seen you naked. In fact, he’s been closer to your hooter than your OB/Gyn. She laughed to herself. It was true.

      Ben ducked inside the bathroom, two full glasses of wine in each hand as he closed the door with his foot. “Man, it’s like a sauna in here.”

      Maggie laughed. The hot water had steamed up the room but she liked her baths hot.

      “I’m boiling the pasta for the lasagna. You’ve got a little while to soak.” He sat on the edge of the bath and handed her a glass.

      Maggie reached for it but Ben held it just beyond her reach, making her sit up more. “Ben,” she scolded.

      He smirked and handed the glass to her. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “And here I thought you were one of the good ones.”

      His grin was slow and sultry, with a promise behind it she hoped like hell he would keep. “Never said that, Maggie Mae.”

      Maggie stared at his mouth, wishing it was on hers, or anywhere on her.

      He slipped from the edge and sat on the floor next to the tub, his face just a few feet away from hers. He reached his hand out and tucked a loose curl behind her ear.

      She couldn’t help herself. She leaned into his touch and he laughed when she sighed.

      “You sound like a cat purring.”

      Maggie sat up and grinned.

      “Oh, I meant to show you.” Ben sat his glass of wine on the floor and reached in his back pocket, pulling out his phone. “Check this out.” He held up the screen so she could see.

      “Is it a game?”

      “Yeah, it’s called Bee Mine.

      “Did you make it?” Maggie sat up, carefully checking that her chest wasn’t exposed.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it a Spelling Bee?”

      “Yeah, see the bee,” he pointed to the animated bumblebee flying around the screen.

      Maggie nodded, resting her arms on the side of the tub.

      “The game says a word then you have to move the bee around until you spell it correctly. If you get it right, you fill up the honeycomb.”

      “What happens then?”

      “You move to the next level.” Ben held out the phone to her ear. “Listen.”

      A computer voice spoke. “The word is caterpillar.”

      Maggie gasped. “That’s my word. The one I missed and Tim Flaven got right in fourth grade.”

      Ben chuckled. “Yep, that’s the one.”

      “Ben.” She slapped his chest.

      Water splashed over the edge of the tub.

      “Hey.” He laughed, raising the phone up and out of harm’s way.

      “You made that?” Maggie nodded to the phone. “The game, I mean.”

      Ben didn’t answer.

      She gazed up and saw his eyes were glued to her exposed chest. Maggie sank back into the water. Crap. “Ben?”

      He shook his head, his eyes finally meeting hers again.

      “How long did that take you to make the app?” Maggie asked, changing the subject.

      “Not long.” He shrugged as if making an app was easy. To him, it probably was.

      “Is that what your company does?”

      “Some guys do, but not games. We program mobile apps to help companies integrate their software on the go, kind of like what I’m working on for the lodge.”

      “What do you mean?” She slipped her chin into her arms as she leaned on the tub and stared at this incredibly talented, incredibly sexy man. She didn’t know if it was the company, the hot water, or the wine, but she was definitely relaxing more and more by the minute.

      “Well, I have my team working on integrating the new system I’m developing so that the staff at the lodge can each carry a hand-held device to access information rather than have to travel to a kiosk or desktop. Like you asked for. You’re right, the lodge is huge and that wastes a lot of time.”

      “Ben,” Maggie raised up again, touching his shoulder, “that’s amazing. We looked at some systems that did that, but we’d have to pay a fortune, and we’d lose other features as a result.”

      His eyes fell to her chest.

      Oops. She lowered herself again, water splashing close to the edge.

      “It’s nothing,” he said quietly. “It’s what we do. My company I mean.”

      She studied his face. “What’s wrong?”

      Ben sat back on his heels and took a sip of wine, setting the glass back on the floor. “I forgot how much I missed programming,” he finally answered.

      “You don’t do it now?”

      He shook his head. “No, not really. My position as CEO has me locked down in meetings almost all day.”

      “What kind of meetings?”

      “Staffing, forecasting, advertising, truly boring stuff.”

      Maggie laced her fingers through his. “And we’ve added to your pile of fun by making you work at the lodge.”

      Ben gazed down at her, his hazel eyes searching hers. His luscious lips curled slightly. Her body temperature rose despite the cooling of the bath water.

      “It’s not you, Maggie.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Ben reached out and grabbed her hand, holding it up for his inspection. “You’re wrinkled.” He smiled.

      He ran his fingers over her hand, up her arm, making her want his hands to keep going.

      The timer buzzed.

      “Noodles are ready,” he said, kissing her hand before releasing it and pushing to his feet. “I’ll get the lasagna going.” He dropped her hand and turned to leave.

      “Ben,” Maggie called softly.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      She lost her nerve to ask him more. “I’ll be out in a second.”

      “Take your time. The lasagna needs to bake for a bit anyway.”

      “Okay.” She nodded her head and without another word, Ben slipped away.

      Maggie stared at the closed door, wondering how she was going to hold on to her heart when she wanted to give it to Ben so badly.
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      Ben opened the fridge and pulled out the salad he’d mixed earlier, tossing the greens with his homemade dressing. He loved to cook but rarely had time for it in Seattle. His mother’s word rang through his head. Workaholic.

      Ben shook his head to rid himself of the painful truth. He was definitely becoming a workaholic, barely time for a social life, just like his father. In the beginning, he’d loved what he was doing, so it hadn’t seemed like work. As the company grew, everything had changed, but somewhere along the way, he’d lost sight of that. Lost sight of why he’d started the company in the first place.

      Here in Canyon Creek he was different. Yes, he worked hard, but he made time to be with the people he loved because, well, because he loved them. He suddenly realized, there was no one he truly loved in Seattle.

      Ben immediately thought of Maggie. God, the sight of her naked in the warm tub of water, her hair clinging to the damp skin of her neck, had his dick hard as stone. Again.

      Sure, her gorgeous body had been hidden under bubbles, but the longer he stayed and the more she moved, the more the tiny bubbles slowly disappeared, revealing more of her glorious curves.

      The more they talked, the more she’d been on display for his perusal. And peruse he had. Her tight nipples coated with bubbles had Ben seeing stars. He’d nearly had to swallow his tongue to keep from moaning.

      “Can I help with anything?”

      Ben turned at the sound of Maggie’s raspy voice. To most, she would look like nothing more than a teenager in her brother’s oversized T-shirt and shorts. But to Ben, the sight of those shapely legs encased in boy shorts that barely covered her ass…yeah, he was a goner for sure. And Christ, she wasn’t wearing a bra. Fuck.

      Ben swallowed hard, a difficult task given how dry his mouth suddenly was. How the hell was he supposed to eat looking across the table at that?

      Maggie’s dark auburn curls were still piled on top of her head, revealing a slender neck that begged to be devoured.

      As if sensing his thoughts, she gazed down and tugged on her shirt. “I’m sorry, it’s just late and I didn’t feel like getting dressed, dressed, you know?” She gazed up at him, apology in her green eyes. “I can go change.”

      “No,” Ben reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. “You’re fine. I’m just being a pig.”

      She smiled as if his searing gaze had delighted her.

      “Let’s eat. I’m sure you’re hungry,” he said. “It’s been a long day for you, from what my mother says.”

      Maggie stiffened in his hold and he immediately released her. He wanted to find out more about what had happened at her father’s place but he wouldn’t pry. As much as he wanted to take care of her, ease her burdens, he wouldn’t force her.

      Ben walked around the table and held out the chair. “Sit.” He smiled, hoping his words didn’t sound like a command.

      “It all looks incredible, Ben.” She unfolded the napkin and draped it in her lap. She reached for the lasagna but Ben stopped her.

      “Here, let me. The pan is still pretty warm.” Ben divided the lasagna with the spatula and cut out a healthy portion. Maggie looked like she was wasting away.

      Maggie held up her plate and Ben carefully dished out a piece of cheesy goodness.

      “Ben,” she scolded, “that’s too much.”

      “That’s what all the girls say.” He smirked.

      She laughed, the kind that said she was really feeling happy and relaxed with him. Could there be a better sound?

      “If you don’t eat it, I’ll finish it for you,” he said.

      “I’ve seen you eat,” she smirked. “I seriously don’t know where you put it all.” Her eyes traveled the length of him and he thought he saw her eyes darken with desire.

      He slid around the table and sat in his chair. If he didn’t put a little distance between them, they wouldn’t be eating dinner. Shit, what this girl did to him. “Have some salad.” He pushed the large bowl toward her, smiling like an idiot as she scooped a good serving onto her plate.

      “You seem eager for me to eat,” she said.

      “I hope you like it.” He didn’t want to bring up the fact she looked dead on her feet. Experience had taught him that chicks didn’t like their frailties pointed out. Especially this woman. Maggie wanted everyone to think she was tough as nails. And she was. Most days. But right now, the shadows under her eyes and creases of worry across her forehead proved she needed to rest.

      He wished he could get that message across to his libido. All he wanted to do was sink back into her. Tonight, if possible. Anyone with half a brain could see she was bone tired and weary though.

      Stand down, big guy. Not. Happening.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Oh, shit, had he laughed out loud?

      “Nothing.” He shook his head as he served himself. “Eat,” he motioned toward her plate.

      “Mmm,” she moaned, pulling the fork from her mouth after tasting her first bite. “This is so good.” Her words were muffled around the food and yet he still found the sounds arousing.

      This was going to be a long dinner.

      Her tongue snuck between her lips and lapped at a stray string of cheese along the corner of her mouth.

      Holy Christ on a cracker.

      “What’s wrong?” Maggie asked.

      “What?” Ben straightened in his chair.

      “It sounded like you growled, or moaned, or…”

      Ben covered the bulge in his pants with his napkin and coughed. “No, I’m good.”

      “I’m so glad Valerie taught you to cook. My mom—” Her face fell as she poked at her food.

      Ben drew in a deep breath, taming his racing heart. If the sound of his own mother’s name wasn’t enough to stop his thoughts in their tracks, the mention of her mom was. “What happened, Maggie? With your mom, I mean. And your dad?”

      “It’s a long story,” she sighed.

      “I have all night.”

      She gave a half-hearted smile as she pushed her salad around on her plate.

      “Eat.”

      She nodded.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Ben said, poking a huge piece of lasagna and shoving it in his mouth to keep from saying more.

      “I just don’t like to talk about it. That’s all.”

      Ben sat his fork down and wiped his mouth. “Maybe you need to.”

      Her head snapped up, her brows furrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Maggie, I’m not trying to pry and I’m not telling you what to do.”

      Her fork clattered to her plate. “Then what are you doing, Ben?”

      Oh, hell. She’d called him by name. “Maggie.” He slid his hand across the small table, enveloping hers. “I’m not doing anything. I guess, I just want to lighten your load is all.”

      Maggie stared at him as if he had two heads but Ben noticed she didn’t pull away.

      He returned her gaze, willing her to talk, to unburden herself.

      She drew in a deep breath, pulling her hand away and picking up her fork. “Let’s eat first. I’m starving, and this is so good.”

      “Okay.” Ben could wait. Maggie needed to eat. And he needed to figure out what the fuck he was doing here, asking personal questions, worming his way into her life. This was supposed to be about sex, not a relationship. Then why did the thought of leaving Canyon Creek, and Maggie, make his chest ache.

      Yeah, he needed to figure his shit out. And fast.
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      Maggie dried the last of the plates and placed them in the cabinet. “You really didn’t have to do the dishes, too,” she said, turning toward Ben.

      “It’s fine,” Ben said. “I like to clean.”

      “Wow,” Maggie whistled.

      “What?”

      “He cooks and cleans. I think I’m in love.” She fanned her face.

      Ben ignored the tug in his chest at her joke and swatted her bare thigh with the dish cloth. “Shush!”

      “Ow!” She yelled, rubbing her leg. “That hurt.” She glanced down at the reddening spot.

      Ben dropped to his knees, his hand hovering over her thigh. “Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry, Maggie. Me and my brothers used to play so rough, I just didn’t think.”

      Maggie pushed his hand away. “It’s all right.”

      “Here,” Ben stood, reaching toward the freezer, “let me get some ice.”

      “Ben,” she laughed in amusement, “I’m fine. I was just teasing you.” She rubbed on the spot he’d hit. “I promise, I’ll survive.”

      Ben glanced around the room, looking for a change of subject, spotting her ancient looking television. “You want to watch a movie?”

      “Um, sure,” she said, tossing the dish cloth on the counter.

      Ben scooped it up and neatly folded it, hanging it from the handle on the oven.

      Maggie smirked and shook her head.

      It was official. Ben had always known he was the Type-A personality, but he’d never thought himself OCD. Until now.

      He walked around Maggie and into the tiny living room, searching the area for a remote. “Do you have Netflix?”

      Maggie laughed.

      “What?”

      “No,” she said.

      “Okay, HBO?”

      Maggie plopped on the couch and snorted. “Nope.” Was it a little sick that the way she popped the “p” in the word made him groan? It was her mouth. He was too damned focused on her mouth.

      “Cable?” He asked, changing the subject before he exploded.

      Maggie rolled her lips in between her teeth and shook her head.

      “You have a TV.” Ben pointed to the monstrosity sitting on what looked like an old trunk.

      “I have tapes.”

      Ben snapped his head around in disbelief and stared blankly at her. “As in VHS?”

      She nodded, pulling on a stray piece of hair.

      “Really? You seriously don’t have DVDs?”

      She shrugged. “That stuff’s expensive.”

      “What stuff?” Ben stared at her curiously.

      “DVD players, Wi-Fi, cable.”

      “You don’t even have Wi-Fi?” How could anyone survive without Wi-Fi? “No wonder I had to use your neighbor’s network. You don’t have one.”

      Maggie laughed. “Sometimes I do it too, but he just recently secured it with a password.”

      “It was totally easy to hack.”

      “What?”

      Ben shrugged as she had earlier.

      “You seriously broke into my neighbor’s network by hacking his password?” Maggie asked, hugging a pillow to her chest.

      “He deserves to be broken into. His password is his house number and the name of his pet.”

      “How do you know the name of his pet?”

      “There’s a sign on his front porch that says, ‘Beware of Princess.’ I thought it was a joke at first, until I saw the giant dog on his steps.”

      “Let me guess, she had a collar on that said ‘Princess?’”

      “I didn’t get close enough to read it. I just assumed she was Princess because, trust me, I was very aware of her.”

      Maggie shook her head and laughed.

      “We could hack in now?” Ben pulled out his phone.

      “I don’t have Netflix. Plus,” she pointed to the television, “I have a dumb TV, not a smart one.”

      Ben raised a brow as he studied the antiquated television with a tube in the back. “I wouldn’t say dumb so much as,” he hesitated not wanting to offend Maggie.

      “Old. I know it, go ahead and say it.”

      “Why even have it?”

      “It’s been here for years. I guess at this point the TV is sentimental.”

      He dropped into the seat next to her and took her hand. He was happy to sit and talk, if she was.

      “So, what happened, Maggie? With your dad, I mean.”

      Her green eyes met his and held his gaze. He felt as if she were assessing him for loyalty.

      He must have passed, because she gave a small nod and spoke. “Most people in town know my father is an alcoholic. I mean, was…is…hell, I don’t know.”

      Ben nodded not wanting to interrupt.

      She tossed the pillow and drew up her knees, tugging them tight to her chest. “He wasn’t a very nice drunk.”

      Ben had to purposefully relax, making sure she didn’t see him clench his fists in response to her statement. He wanted to know everything her dad had done to her. Then, he wanted to go beat the shit out of him for each and every offense.

      At the same time, he didn’t want to make Maggie relive it. He wanted to scoop her up and hold her tight, let her close her eyes and pretend none of it had happened. That wasn’t what she needed right now, though.

      “Almost a year ago he collapsed,” Maggie continued. “He called me, disoriented and freaked out. I wasn’t surprised, that was his normal state. But this time,” she hesitated, “this time I could tell something was wrong.” She picked at her nails as she thought on her next words. “I took him to the emergency room. They ran a bunch of tests and came back with his diagnosis.”

      Ben waited.

      “Cardiovascular disease, specifically cardiomyopathy, brought on by long-term alcohol abuse.” She sat quietly, staring down at the couch as she pulled at a loose string. “Among other things,” she added.

      Cardiomyopathy. What the hell was that? God, he wished his brother, Aaron, could give him a play-by-play in his head. He was a cardiologist. He’d know what to do. What to say.

      “Because of the neurotoxic effects of the alcohol, my dad has social phobias and early onset dementia as well.” Maggie listed off her father’s ailments as if it were a grocery list.

      Fuck.

      “So, now you take care of him?” Ben asked.

      She shrugged and he remembered Hank from the bar saying Maggie had always taken care of her dad.

      Ben reached over and touched her arm.

      Maggie stared down where they were joined.

      “He’s a few towns over, in Blue Falls, right?” Ben asked.

      Maggie nodded. “He’s in a skilled nursing facility right now, until they can get his blood pressure stabilized and his meds on track. They think he may have missed a few doses or something. That’s why the social worker is pushing for assisted living.”

      “Where was he living before he went to the nursing facility?” Ben asked.

      “It’s a sober living facility called Stoneway Sober Living. They don’t have the staff to monitor him as closely as he needs to be watched.” Maggie let out a long sigh. “I’ve got to figure out how to pay for it all, too.”

      “You know I’ll help you, Maggie. You don’t need to handle this all by yourself.”

      Maggie shook her head then tapped her temple. “Right now, no one can help, it’s all in here. I just have to sort it out.”

      “What do you mean, in here?” Ben reached over and ran his fingers over her temple.

      “My father is sober now. He’s working through his ‘steps,’” she said sarcastically, using air quotes.

      “You mean, the amends?”

      “Yeah.” Maggie picked on the pillow now. “How did you know?”

      “My grandfather, my mother’s dad, was an alcoholic. She would talk about it once in a while. And one of my good friends in college, his sister got hooked on drugs but tried to get clean her senior year.”

      Maggie stared at him. “Did she make it?”

      Ben didn’t have the heart to tell her his friend’s sister had overdosed. He simply shook his head.

      “Anyway,” Maggie sighed, “my dad wrote me several letters over this past year since he’s been sober. He keeps asking me to read them.”

      “You haven’t?”

      Maggie shook her head. “No. I’m just, so…”

      “Angry?”

      “It’s more than that. I can’t even give it words, you know?”

      Ben didn’t, but he squeezed her hand.

      “You live a lifetime with nothing but cruel words and mean actions from someone...”

      He didn’t even think she was aware her hand smacked the pillow.

      “It piles up, you know?” She mashed the pillow, gripping it and twisting as she spoke. “I’m supposed to forgive that?” She reared her hand back, pillow in her grasp, then threw it. The pillow went sailing across the room, bouncing off the opposite wall and falling to the floor. “And on top of it,” she choked on a sob. “I’m supposed to give a shit about him? Well, I don’t. I mean, I do, but I don’t want to.”

      Ben watched, his stomach twisted with sympathy as she swallowed back the tears. She was too damned tough, too damned proud to cry in front of him.

      Ben slid across the small space on the couch and took Maggie in his arms. He wondered if she’d let herself cry with him if no one was here. Had Maggie ever let herself mourn the loss of the childhood her dad had taken? He gently stroked her back and kissed her head, trying to give her the comfort she’d probably never received before.

      “But you do care about him, huh?” Ben loosened his hold as she pushed away, sitting back on her heels and nodding silently. He brushed back a piece of hair stuck to her cheek. “You can hate him and still care about him, Maggie. You can even hate him but still love him, too. You don’t have to feel just one thing.”

      The ragged breaths and trembling shoulders let him know she was crying as she lay with her head on his shoulder. Ben held her for a long time as she released the tears she’d probably held for years. He didn’t know how long her crying lasted and he didn’t care. He would have held her forever in that moment, if it took away some of her pain.

      “You know, I hated my dad for a while,” Ben said, “and he didn’t do any of the shit your old man has. I think maybe we’re meant to hate our parents just a little. It’s part of life.” He didn’t tell her he’d give anything to go back and tell his dad he loved him before he died.

      Maggie sagged back on the arm of the couch, wiping at her eyes. “Why would you hate your dad? He was a wonderful man.”

      “I know that, now.”

      “You didn’t know that then?” she asked, no judgment in her tone.

      “My dad wasn’t around a whole lot growing up. There was always one more project to finish up, one more building to inspect, one more meeting to attend. It always seemed like when I needed him the most, he was never there.” Ben knew his dad had been a saint compared to Maggie’s.

      “Like what?”

      “Like,” Ben filtered through his memories, “like, any science fair or school related function. I mean, I know he was there in ‘spirit,’ as my mom called it. But it wasn’t the same. I felt like a failure in his eyes most days.”

      Maggie cocked her head. “Why would you say that? Your father bragged about you all the time.”

      “I know that now, but I didn’t then.”

      “How do you know it now?” she asked.

      Ben sagged into the couch, releasing his clenched jaw, and a deep breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. “Back then, when my dad didn’t show at my school events, I thought maybe he regretted having me. I mean, I wasn’t a big jock, I didn’t do sports. School was my thing, science, computers. He was an architect so I thought he would understand.”

      “But?” Maggie asked.

      “But…when I dropped out of college he kind of went ballistic. That’s when I left.”

      “And you never came back.”

      It wasn’t a question and Ben noted a hint of sadness on her beautiful face. He stared at her eyes, her swollen lids rimmed in red. “I’ll always regret it,” he said quietly.

      “Why?” Maggie asked.

      Ben paused, wondering just how real he wanted to be with Maggie. Then he remembered how honest she’d been and he continued.

      “When I started up my company, my friend Patrick and I were looking for backers. As you can imagine, not too many people want to give thousands of dollars to two punk kids with a pipe dream.”

      Maggie smiled. “No, I imagine not.”

      “From out of nowhere, Patrick found a company to invest. It saved us and allowed us to create Sumner Integrated Software Solutions. If it wasn’t for those first few investors, I probably wouldn’t have made it.”

      “That’s wonderful, Ben, you worked hard.”

      “That’s not it.” He shook his head. “My mom just told me that one of the original investors was actually my father.”

      Maggie sat up. “Really?”

      Ben nodded. “Really. I couldn’t believe it. All these years I thought I’d disappointed my dad. I think on some level, I even thought he worked so much to avoid being home with us. But in reality, he’d been working long hours to save money for me and my brothers. My mom said he’d put aside money for each of us. The money he gave our company was the money he’d been missing all those events to earn.”

      Maggie sagged back down, the sadness in her eyes almost palpable.

      Instantly, Ben realized his mistake. “Maggie, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Don’t.” Maggie held her hand. “Don’t ever apologize for having a great father, Ben. It’s not your fault.” Her lips curled in a bitter smile. “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of you and your brothers. But I was able to be with your father the last five years of his life. He was the father I never had. I’m blessed.”

      “That’s not what I’m trying to tell you, Maggie,” Ben said. “Yes, I know he was a great father, I wished I would have known sooner so I could say thank you, so I could have had a relationship with him, some relationship with him. The guilt is tearing at me.”

      Maggie’s eyes went wide with surprise.

      Ben was shocked at his admission as well. “Look, Maggie, what I’m saying is, don’t live with regrets. I can’t imagine what you went through as a child, with your father, the horrible things you had to endure. And I’m sure he doesn’t deserve your forgiveness.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes but Ben pushed on.

      “I think in some ways, we’re both dealing with the ghosts of our fathers. My dad is physically gone. For you, your dad isn’t dead, but maybe the old father he used to be is. That’s your ghost.” Maggie stared, her face blank. Was he going too far? “All I’m saying is that, if you ever want to truly be happy, I think you need to forgive him or you’ll regret it.”

      Her face fell and she sneered.

      “Wait, wait, don’t get pissed. Let me explain.” Ben scooted forward, hoping his proximity would ease her. “You can be pissed at him, be mad, cuss, scream, anything you want. You have every right to. But in the end, you deserve to be happy, to be at peace. I never truly had that. Somewhere deep inside,” Ben tapped his heart, “I still longed for my dad’s approval. I think you do, too.”

      Maggie’s head fell and he noticed one lone tear trickle down her cheek.

      Ben slowly lifted her face. Her chin quivered as more tears fell. “Don’t wait, Maggie. Don’t let the opportunity pass, like I did. Your father’s sober now. It might not last, but he’s reaching out. It doesn’t mean you have to forget everything he’s done. But for your own sake, for your own peace, maybe it’s time you read his letters. For you.” He searched her face, pleading with her to understand. “Maybe it’s time you got some closure. Scream at him, yell at him, I’m sure he’s prepared for it if he’s truly worked through his steps.”

      She stared down at his hand and covered it with her own. “I hate that I hate him, Ben. It’s not who I am. But he’s sick, really sick,” she choked out on a sob.

      “That’s not your problem, Maggie.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “This is about you, not your dad.” He placed a hand over her heart. “This is about peace for yourself. Do what you need to do to get it.”

      Maggie stared at him with wide-eyed bewilderment as she slowly covered his hand with hers.

      “Do you still have the letters? The ones your father wrote?”

      She nodded.

      “Where?”

      She sat still for a beat before releasing his hand and pointing toward the television.

      “The TV?” Ben’s forehead wrinkled in confusion.

      “No,” she whispered, “in the trunk.”

      Ben nodded in understanding. She not only had locked them inside a trunk, she’d put a monstrous television on top, basically ensuring she’d never get to them easily.

      Ben stood and walked toward the trunk, lifting the TV with ease, and set it down on the floor. Without saying a word, he sat on the coffee table, staring at the trunk.

      “Was it your mother’s?” he asked.

      He was met with silence, but that didn’t surprise him.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he noticed Maggie sitting on the edge of the couch, her thumb caught between her teeth as she chewed on her nail.

      He waited patiently, not wanting to disturb her internal struggle.

      Turning back, he noticed the details of the trunk. The wood appeared to be cedar and dark metal framed the edges. He noted a front clasp with a lock. She’d literally locked herself away from her father. From the corner of his eye, he saw Maggie walking toward him.

      She slowly lowered herself in front of a picture frame sitting on a side table. He recognized Lily and Kayleigh in the photo along with Maggie. They were laughing, mouths open, hair blowing wildly in the breeze. Maggie looked carefree and younger than her thirty years.

      She lifted the frame and tugged at the back, lifting the corner. With a tilt, a small brass key fell in her hand. She haphazardly replaced the frame and stood, staring at the key in her palm. She seemed paralyzed and Ben wanted to take it from her and do the dirty work himself. But he couldn’t. This was Maggie’s journey. He could only be here when she crumbled.

      With a twist of her wrist, the lock gave way and Maggie lifted the heavy lid to peer inside. Her fingers white knuckled the top, holding it high as if it might fall.

      Ben sunk to his knees and slid beside her, peering over the edge. Inside were small framed photos, clothing, and a white cardboard box. Ben reached up and took the lid off the trunk.

      “I’ve got it, Maggie.”

      Stepping back in time to an abusive childhood had to be difficult, and Ben wondered if he were doing the right thing. Fuck, he should probably leave this to people who knew what the hell they were doing. But he cared for Maggie, a lot more than he probably should, and he wanted to help her.

      Maggie reached in the trunk and wrapped both hands around the box as if she were grasping something that might blow up at any second. Holding it in front of her, she sat back on her heels.

      Ben understood her silent message. This was all she could take right now. The remainder of the contents could wait for another day. He raised a brow for confirmation.

      Maggie nodded once.

      Ben slowly lowered the lid, took the key and locked the trunk and set the key next to the frame. He reached for the TV.

      “No.” Maggie said, waving a hand. “Leave it.”

      Ben smiled, pushing the television against the wall. It was a step.

      She slowly sat on the couch, sliding one leg underneath her as her hands grazed over the white box in her lap.

      Ben stood beside her, watching as a myriad of emotions washed over her face. “I think I’m going to head off and—”

      “No.” Maggie didn’t hold back. Her voice held the edge of someone who couldn’t face what she was about to do alone. She was scared.

      Ben stared at her forlorn face.

      She glanced up, eyes pleading. “Please. Don’t go,” she whispered softly. “Stay with me.”

      Ben sat and pulled her down next to him, settling her in tight. He’d stay a lifetime if she asked.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      After what seemed like a lifetime, Maggie set the unopened box on the coffee table, contents still sealed inside, releasing a long sigh. “Tomorrow,” she said softly, her breath washing across Ben’s neck as she wrapped her arms around his chest.

      His hand slipped off the couch and wrapped around her waist, cradling her body, drawing her into him. “Tomorrow, sweetheart.” he repeated, kissing her head.

      Within minutes, Maggie was out.
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      Maggie startled as something cool brushed the back of her legs. She opened her eyes and saw Ben’s face, his eyes studying her.

      “It’s okay, Maggie Mae, I’m just putting you into bed.”

      Maggie slid her arms from around his neck and braced herself as he slid her onto the cool sheets. Why was it so cold in her house? She glanced down at her bare legs. Shorts. She’d changed into shorts after her bath.

      Ben tucked the covers up over her shoulders as her head hit the pillow.

      Again. She could get used to this.

      “You fell asleep on the couch so I brought you to bed.”

      Images of the open trunk with photos and the white box swam through her mind. Her father’s letters. She’d broken down in front of Ben, allowed herself to be vulnerable—something she never did, with anyone. Gazing up into his face she saw no judgment, only compassion.

      “I’m going to head out now.” Ben bent and kissed her forehead.

      Maggie reached out a hand and touched his. “Stay.” Hell, why had she said that? She never begged. Not that her single word was begging, but it was closer than she ever came.

      Ben studied her face, his own marred with indecision.

      “It’s okay, never mind,” Maggie said, “I shouldn’t have asked.” Why would he want to stay with a woman who was half-way crazy and all the way broken?

      “You’re tired, you should really rest.”

      “You’re right. I should.”

      She waited for Ben to leave.

      Instead, he lifted his shirt over his head. “I’m tired too though,” he said. “I probably shouldn’t drive.” His lips tilted into a smirk as though he knew his own excuse had been weak.

      She watched with fascination and anticipation as he kicked off his shoes and worked the button of his jeans. She swallowed back a moan when the sound of the zipper echoed in room.

      Ben smiled, shucking his jeans to the floor before stepping out.

      Maggie’s gaze travelled up his long, lean body. He was wearing boxer briefs again. Only these were dark grey. And there was a sizable bulge, very noticeable through the fabric.

      Ben lifted the covers. “Scoot over,” he said.

      She obliged and slid across the mattress, melting a little at the sight of him.

      Ben slipped in, his huge body taking over the small space of her bed.

      Her feet pressed against his legs.

      “Shit, Maggie!” he yelled. “Your feet are like ice.”

      “Sorry.” She laughed.

      He narrowed one eye in speculation.

      She laughed harder.

      Ben reached down and grabbed her knees, pulling her legs toward him as he settled her feet between his warm thighs with a hiss. God, he was hot, in more than looks apparently.

      “I really am sorry.” She bit her lips to keep from giggling.

      He seared her with a look. “Sure, you are.” He slid an arm under her head and wrapped his other hand around her waist, pulling her close.

      She nuzzled against his warm body. He was like a human heater. It had been a long time since she’d shared her bed with a man. She turned her head into his broad chest, her arm wrapping around his waist as she pressed her cheek into his skin. Breathing deep, she inhaled his unique scent, one she couldn’t describe. Just, Ben.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She smiled into his skin. “Much. Thank you for staying.”

      They sat in silence for several heart beats. Maggie was surprised to find she liked it.

      “I’m sorry it was hard on you growing up, Maggie.” Ben’s soft, simple words twisted something in her heart.

      “I shouldn’t have dumped all that on you.” She spoke into his chest.

      Ben wrapped one loose tendril of her hair around his finger. “It’s not a burden, Maggie. We’re friends.”

      Friends? That’s all she’d wanted between them, wasn’t it? Then why did that one word, coming from his mouth, sting so much? She brushed the word aside. He was right. They were friends.

      Instead, she moved her lips closer to his. “Friends with benefits?” She lifted her head closer and brushed her lips against his.

      With no prodding, Ben’s mouth opened as his hand slid around the nape of her neck, pulling her closer. He deepened the kiss, tilting her head to fit his. The hint of control stirred her arousal and she pressed her hips closer.

      Slipping her leg over his waist, she straddled him as her hands roamed up his chest. God, he was hot. All muscle, taut and sinewy.

      “I thought you were tired,” Ben mumbled into her mouth as his hands flexed, pulling her hips against his erection.

      She lifted off his chest and gazed down, grinding into him. He really was beautiful. His hazel brown eyes were glassed over with desire. For her.

      “Sleep’s overrated.”  She smiled.

      Ben released his hold on her hips and Maggie slowly slid down his body, smattering him with kisses. She pushed back the covers and worked her way lower until her chest brushed against the bulge in his underwear. Her fingers slid into the elastic waistband and she tugged his underwear down his hips, needing to touch his bare skin with her own.

      Knowing what she wanted, Ben lifted his hips and she slipped his underwear off, tossing them to the side of the bed. She stared down at the length of him. God, he was amazing, mouth-watering. She’d had him once before, but it didn’t sate the craving.

      Without thought or reservation, her mouth lowered and she took what she wanted.

      Ben moaned, his fingers slipping into her hair.

      She moved slowly at first, with no desire to rush his pleasure.

      “Maggie, you’re killing me,” he ground out through what sounded like clenched teeth.

      She glanced up, her mouth never stopping. Finding his eyes locked on her sent another thrill through her body, warmth pooling between her legs.

      He let out a slow breath, muscles tightening under her body. The way he reacted to her was erotic as hell and she had zero interest in stopping.

      Ben’s eyes were closed now, head thrown back, the column of his throat visible as he swallowed deeply.

      She didn’t stop. She knew he was enjoying this as much as she was.

      His hips bucked against her mouth and moved in sync with her rhythm as she increased the speed and pressure. He grew in her mouth in response, fisting her hair tighter. He was close. “God, oh fuck, Maggie. I’m gonna...I’m…” She stayed with him, her mouth riding out his release, taking everything he gave until he stilled on the bed.

      “Maggie.” It was a croaked prayer, irreverent and needy despite the fact she’d just sated him.

      Maggie gently pulled away, pushing up on her arms to look at him.

      One arm was slung across his eyes, his chest heaving as if he’d run a race.

      She crawled up his body, reveling in the expanse of it and rested her small body against his as she lifted his arm. “You alive in there?”

      He opened one eye and peered at her. “Barely.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Something tells me you’re not.” He flipped her over.

      Maggie’s back pressed into the mattress as Ben loomed over her.

      “But you’re going to be.”

      She grinned. Maggie couldn’t wait to be sorry with Ben Sumner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “See you later?” Ben asked as he rolled to a stop in front of the employee entrance of The Lodge at Canyon Creek.

      Maggie glanced at him through long lashes, lids lowered and cheeks flushed. A leftover reminder of the morning sex they’d had. Sex that had rocked Ben’s world and had him aching for more.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, ducking her head like a shy schoolgirl. Last night’s marathon proved she was anything but shy. No, Maggie was very aggressive in bed. And Ben loved every minute of it.

      He could get used to sharing a bed with Maggie Lawrence.

      He no longer had to question where these thoughts had come from. He was falling hard for this woman.

      “See you later.” She pushed open the door and swung her legs out, going for a quick getaway but Ben reached out and grabbed her wrist, not willing to say goodbye yet.

      “What? No kiss goodbye?” He gave what he hoped was his sexy grin. He assumed it worked when she swiveled in the seat, leaned over the center console, palm on his thigh.

      “Have a good day.” Her voice was low and her hand squeezed his leg as her lips softly brushed his.

      “Fuck,” he murmured against her mouth.

      Maggie leaned back and stared, faux innocence on her face and in her tone. “What?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to make it through the day, thinking about those lips, and your hands?” He glanced down at his thigh.

      “Sorry,” she said, biting her lip as she squeezed again, her fingers inching up.

      “Yeah, about as sorry as last night, right?”

      She leaned in and kissed him again. “Something like that.” Without another word, she slipped out of the car, bending down to look inside. Her green eyes were bright and he couldn’t think of anything he’d seen that was more beautiful than Maggie Lawrence, sated and satisfied.

      “Bring me some coffee in a little bit?”

      “From the café?”

      “No, from your mom’s,” she said. “She has the best coffee maker, and she uses those expensive beans with the grinder thing.”

      Ben thought back to the elaborate contraption sitting on his mother’s kitchen counter.

      Maggie laughed as though she could see he had no clue what to do with the machine. “She’ll have some brewed already.”

      Ben looked at the clock on his dash. It was just after five in the morning and he doubted his mother would be up. “She’s not much of an early riser,” he said.

      Maggie’s smile fell. “She doesn’t sleep well anymore. She’ll be up.”

      Ben stared at her, the reminder that she knew his mother better than he did nowadays stung.

      “She misses your dad. It’s understandable.” Maggie’s face softened.

      Ben’s heart ached, thinking of his mother. “Okay, coffee. I’ll try to figure out how to make it if she’s not up.”

      She winked and closed the door.

      He watched her go. Last night he’d felt her uncertainty slipping. And it felt good.

      As Ben drove away and turned the car toward his childhood home, he thought about his mother and wondered how she was doing. His way of being there for his mom meant doing what he did best—crunching numbers and running figures. He’d been so consumed with that, he really hadn’t given much thought to how his mom was coping with the emotional side of his father’s death. Or, maybe he was just being a guy and had his head stuck in the sand, avoiding his own emotions.

      Slipping his car behind Emmett’s SUV, Ben walked through the side door and into the massive kitchen.

      “You’re home late.”

      Ben jumped at the sound of his brother’s voice coming from the kitchen.

      “Or early.” Emmett laughed.

      Ben rounded the corner into the kitchen, surprised to find Emmett sitting at the breakfast bar.

      “What the fuck are you doing up at,” Ben glanced at the microwave clock above the stove, “five-seventeen?”

      “Business never sleeps, my brother.” Emmett pointed to the laptop in front of him.

      “What are you working on?” Ben asked.

      Emmett closed the computer and turned to face his brother. He stared him up and down, one elbow propped on the bar. “Better question is, what are you doing, big brother? Or more aptly, who are you doing?” Emmett grinned. “Although judging from the way your lusty eyes glaze over every time a certain someone walks into the room, I think it’s safe to say Maggie Lawrence is what you’re doing. Or I guess grammatically, who you’re doing.”

      Ben bristled and stepped closer. “Fuck you and your grammar.”

      Emmett laughed and scrubbed a hand down his face. “Damn, dude, you’ve got it bad.”

      “Got what bad?” His mother asked as she entered the kitchen, opening a shelf and pulling down her coffee beans.

      Ben glared at Emmett, silently warning him to keep his opinions to himself.

      “I think your eldest may be in love, Ma,” Emmett answered with a drawl, his eyes glued to Ben in challenge.

      Ben shot him the finger and mouthed “fuck you.”

      “With who?” his mother stopped prepping her gargantuan coffee maker and turned to stare.

      “Grammatically, it’s whom, Ma.” Emmett smirked. Fucker.

      “Have you been writing much lately, Emmett?” Ben asked, his brows raised. He knew any talk of Emmett’s writer’s block would shut him up.

      Their mother continued to stare at Ben.

      Emmett shot him the finger behind their mother’s back.

      “Are you just now getting in, Benjamin?” his mother asked.

      Benjamin. Uh oh, the full name was reserved for reprimands.

      “Didn’t know I have a curfew, Ma.”

      His mother shrugged. “You don’t.” She continued preparing her coffee, just like Maggie said she would. “How’s Maggie?”

      How the hell did she know he’d been with Maggie?

      Because she’s a mom with six boys who gave her a lot of practice at reading minds.

      Emmett shot him a look and tapped his temple. “Mother’s intuition,” he whispered.

      More like Emmett ran his big mouth last night.

      “You made dinner for her, right?” His mother asked, her back still toward them.

      “Um, yeah.”

      “And breakfast too?” Emmett laughed.

      “Fuck you, Emmett,” Benjamin retorted.

      His mother twirled on her toes, her finger pointed squarely at him. “Benjamin Isaac Sumner, you’ve said that word four times now.” How the fuck did she know that?

      “Five,” Emmett corrected.

      “You watch your language, young man,” she scolded. “I hope you don’t talk like that around Maggie.”

      Emmett snorted.

      “And Emmett Daniel, don’t think I didn’t see that obscene gesture.”

      Emmett’s eyes popped wide like they had when he’d been a kid and caught by their parents. “What the—” Emmett stared in disbelief.

      His mother cocked a brow and gave Emmett a lethal glare.

      That had his brother raising his hands in the air. “Fine, fine.” He scooped up his laptop and slid from the stool. “I’m out of here.”

      “Where are you headed at this hour?” his mother asked.

      “I need to upload a blog post.”

      “A blog post?” Ben and his mother asked in unison.

      “Yeah, I set up a blog for the lodge’s website.”

      “What do you write about?” Ben asked, genuinely intrigued.

      “Read it and find out.” Emmett shoulder bumped his brother and whispered “Dipshit,” then sauntered down the hall to his room.

      “So,” his mother said, reaching in the cabinet and pulling down two mugs, “how’s Maggie doing?”

      Ben reached for the second mug but his mother kept it by the coffee maker. Weird.

      “She’s fine.”

      She opened the fridge and removed the creamer, pouring a liberal amount into one of the mugs then lifted the other mug to her face.

      “Uh, Ma, I don’t like creamer.”

      “What?” she asked, blowing into her mug.

      “The creamer.” He pointed to the counter. “In my coffee. You just poured it in and I don’t take creamer.”

      His mother glanced down at the mug and stared. “I can’t believe I keep doing this.” She moved toward him with the mug, shaking her head.

      Ben reached out to take it. He’d learn to deal with the cream.

      Before he could grab it, his mother tossed it in the drain and put the mug back in the sink.

      She stared blankly at the basin for a long beat but then moved back to the coffee maker and fixed a cup for Ben.

      “It’s okay to talk about him, Mom.”

      “Mom.” She laughed.

      “What?”

      “I’m Ma when you love me, Mom when you’re mad or concerned.”

      “Just like I’m Ben when you love me, and Benjamin,” he used a high-pitched voice to mock his mother, “when you’re mad.”

      “Or concerned.” She laughed.

      “Yes, something like that.” She poured his mug full and passed it over this time. “So, you never answered my question.”

      “What question?”

      She sipped her coffee, slurping like she always did.

      Ben laughed.

      “What?” She pulled the mug from her mouth.

      “Dad always used to complain about you slurping your coffee.”

      “What? It’s still hot.” She offered in explanation

      “That’s what you’d always tell him.”

      “Then let it cool,” they both said in unison, mocking his father’s response, smiling with amusement.

      His mother stared at him over the mug. “You’re avoiding the subject, young man.”

      “What subject?” Ben took a sip of his scalding hot coffee, understanding why his mother slurped.

      “Maggie,” she said. “How is she?”

      “You know how she is, you see her every day.”

      “I meant, did she talk to you last night?”

      “Yeah, we talked, about a lot of things.” Ben rested on the counter, teasing his mother. She was on a fishing expedition and he was going to make her struggle.

      “Did she talk about her father?”

      “What specifically about her father?” Ben asked.

      “Growing up with an alcoholic for a father can make it hard on a child,” she said.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “It does something to you,” she touched her chest, “inside. It breaks you and makes you feel inferior, less than you really are.”

      Ben’s heart ached for his mother, and for Maggie.

      “When you grow up in a dysfunctional home,” his mother continued, “you crave stability. You need the assurance that you’re enough, just as you are. That never comes from an alcoholic parent. At least I had my mother. Maggie had no one to reassure her.”

      Ben had totally forgotten that Maggie’s mother had left them when she was young. God, she’d had it bad. His heart ached for the little girl who had no one to defend her.

      “And you pray for a white knight in shining armor,” his mother said.

      “Don’t all girls?”

      “It’s different for adult children of alcoholics.”

      “How so?” Ben asked, truly intrigued. He’d never talked to his mother on a deep level about her father’s abuse.

      “You want stability and the knight and all,” she continued, “but you don’t know what to do with it when it comes along. It’s like, you grew up in chaos, so you create it. One of the places you’ll create it is in your relationships.”

      Ben stared down at his mother. “What are you trying to say, Ma?”

      She stared at him, her loving gaze penetrating down to the little boy’s heart who’d received unconditional love from his mother his whole life. Maggie had not.

      “She needs reassurance that she’s enough. She needs stability, Ben. She throws up this ‘I don’t give a rat’s behind’ attitude when it comes to relationships, but I know she craves a knight in shining armor. She has a huge heart, capable of giving the kind of love she needs, but she doesn’t feel worthy.”

      Love? Who the hell had added love into this equation? He was going to kill Emmett for saying the ‘L’ word earlier.

      “Look, Ma, I’m not sure where you’re going with all this, but it was just one night.” Oh, hell. Did he just admit that he’d had sex with Maggie Lawrence?

      She cupped his jaw. “Maybe to you, and maybe to her too,” she paused, “but I don’t think so.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just,” she struggled with her words, “be careful with her, Ben.”

      “She’s already told me flat out she doesn’t want anything lasting.”

      His mother snorted. “That’s what I told your father in the backseat of his ’79 Corolla right before—”

      “Ma!” His mug banged on the counter as he slapped both hands over his ear. “That’s sick.”

      His mother snickered, taking another sip of her coffee.

      Ben slowly lowered his hands. “Are we done here?”

      “You know, you don’t have to stay here, right? I fully expect you to return to Seattle, to your company. I know you have big things going on.”

      “I know you have no expectations.”

      “But…”

      Oh, God, here it came.

      “If you stay, please don’t use Maggie,” she said. “She deserves better.”

      Ben raised a brow. “She deserves a knight in shining armor?”

      “All girls do.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “If you can’t give her that, then bow out gracefully.” She stared at him but he didn’t say a word. “I’ve got to get ready for work.”

      She walked out of the kitchen but glanced over her shoulder. “And we need to talk about all those budget cuts you made.”

      “I know,” Ben sighed. “You have a vision. I fu—” Ben stuttered, “uh, messed up. I’ve already contacted the vendors and reordered the products I cancelled a few weeks ago. And I’ll email Shawn and the crew this week to tell him the original build-out plans are back on. You'll get everything you want, Ma.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart. I'm glad you're on board. The cabins and the barn will be spectacular.” She waved one hand in the air as if presenting a stage show.

      “I sure as shit hope so with the money we’re spending.”

      “Language, Benjamin.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      His mother blew him a kiss and strolled toward the stairs. “See you soon?”

      Ben nodded, despite his desire to collapse into his bed. What he needed was a nap, and another evening with Maggie. Considering he’d never been in a long-term relationship, nor did he own a suit of armor, he considered his mother’s edict seriously.

      They were short-term, a fling. They’d both agreed. Maggie didn’t want more.

      Neither did he.

      The one piece of the puzzle he couldn’t figure out was this nagging sense he was beginning to want more. Beginning to want to be her knight after all.
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      Maggie sat in the office, staring at the accounting program as she reviewed the expenditures from the previous month for the hundredth time. Things weren’t adding up.

      How did John Sumner do all this?

      Maggie had always known John did a lot of things around the lodge, and she’d always appreciated it, but in his absence, she’d had to pick up many of his tasks. Tasks she wasn’t prepared for, like accounting. Now she was doubting her dream of owning her own hotel one day.

      If she were really honest, Maggie would admit that her dream was starting to morph a little. She wasn’t so sure she wanted her own hotel anymore. Maybe managing the lodge, managing the staff, working with Valerie was truly her dream. All she’d ever wanted was that feeling of accomplishment that always seemed out of her reach.

      Maggie refocused on the work in front of her. She had experience with most of the job functions she performed, and those she didn’t she learned quickly. But balancing the books might be too much. The stress was killing her. The business of running the lodge without John, mixed with taking care of her father, was draining her.

      And then there was Ben.

      God, last night had been something out of a romance novel.

      Or porn movie. Maggie laughed to herself.

      “What’s so funny?” Emmett asked behind her. He’d taken up permanent residence at John’s old desk and no one seemed to mind.

      “Nothing,” she shook her head trying not to remember Ben on top of her, behind her, in front of her—

      “You and my big brother have fun last night?”

      “What?” Maggie whipped around in her chair. “What are you talking about? Did he say something?”

      Emmett shook his head and smirked. “Didn’t have to. Saw it written all over his face this morning. So did our mom. It’s all over your face now, too.”

      Maggie cupped her face, feeling it heat. It was bad enough Emmett knew about the two of them but Valerie, too? She wanted to crawl under the desk and hide for the rest of the day. No, the rest of her life. How would she face Valerie now that she knew Ben had spent the night with her?

      “And the smile on that guy’s face tells me one thing,” Emmett said.

      “What?” Oh, God, please don’t let him say something sexual. She glanced under the desk. There was room for her under there, wasn’t there?

      “He’s nuts for you, Maggie Lawrence. No surprise though.” Emmett leaned back in his chair. “Always has been.”

      Maggie leaned toward him. “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s been in love with you since high school. Well, I guess for teenage guys, it’s more like lust, but you know what I mean.” He smiled but Maggie saw no humor. She thought she might actually vomit. “But, listen, Maggie,” he leaned in closer, “I don’t want you to get hurt here.”

      “What? Why would I get hurt?”

      Maybe because she was giving Ben more than just her body.

      “You don’t want more?” he asked.

      “He’s going back to Seattle, Emmett. How could this be anything more?” She mocked with air quotes.

      “Maybe.” Emmett sat back up and stared at his screen.

      Maybe? What did that mean? Did Emmett know something she didn’t?

      She loved spending time with Ben, especially in bed…or on the floor, or against the wall—Stop! It didn’t mean she wanted more. Did it?

      “Your phone is ringing.” Emmett nodded toward her desk.

      Maggie’s head was such a mess, and her emotions all over the map, she hadn’t even heard it ring.

      She picked up the receiver. “This is Maggie Lawrence.”

      “Meet me in the maintenance room in five minutes,” a husky, familiar voice spoke from the phone.

      “Why? What’s happened?”

      “We’ve got a big problem,” Ben said.

      “Oh, no. All right, I’ll be right there.” Maggie hung up the phone and jumped from her seat. “I’ve got to go, Emmett. Ben said there’s a problem in the maintenance room.”

      “Sure, there is,” Emmett smirked, never looking up from his computer screen.

      “Wait, what are you saying?”

      Emmett finally glanced up. “Go take care of the problem, Maggie. And tell my brother I said hello.” His resounding laughter echoed through the room as Maggie closed the door.
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      “Ben!” Maggie shouted as she rushed into the large maintenance room at the back of the lodge.

      He took a moment to drink her in. Her auburn curls flew around her head like a dancing halo as she darted around the room, searching for him. Her cheeks were flushed and her green eyes glowing. Tight jeans hugged her delectable ass, an ass that had been in his own hands less than twelve hours ago. How was it possible he was insatiable for this woman in such a short time? One taste and he was addicted to Maggie Lawrence.

      “Over here,” Ben called from the doorway of the storage room.

      Maggie’s head darted in his direction. She rushed toward him. “Is everything okay?”

      Ben wrapped one arm around her waist and tugged her into his body. His other hand slipped into her hair, fingers wrapping around the nape of her neck. “It is now,” he growled as he lowered his mouth to her neck.

      “Ben,” she fussed, swatting at his chest.

      His lips caressed her neck and his tongue laved at the pulse point he knew from experience was one of her erogenous zones.

      “Ben,” she moaned, her tone no longer one of admonition but need.

      He moved his mouth higher, kissing the shell of her ear as he whispered. “I’ve missed you.”

      She wriggled in his arms. “It’s only been six hours since I’ve seen you.”

      Ben pulled back and stared down at her beautiful face. “Well, that’s six hours too long.” He lowered his head, his lips touching hers, teasing her.

      “Ben,” she repeated.

      He slipped his tongue into her open mouth, cutting her off. He could convince her to take a break. She deserved one with the way she slaved over the lodge. And he was happy to oblige.

      Slowly her hands slid up his chest and around his neck. He smiled when she pulled him closer, as if she were the one who couldn’t get enough.

      His hand skimmed down to cup her ass then lifted her.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist. “Ben, we can’t,” she moaned, her body responding to him in direct opposition to her words. “Someone might find us.”

      Ben kicked the storeroom door closed with his foot. “Lock it.” He stood, waiting for Maggie to give her final approval.

      Slowly she reached around him and clicked the lock closed.

      Yep, she was his.

      Ben leaned in to take her mouth again but she reared back, her arms still locked around his neck.

      “Your brother knows about us,” she said.

      “So?” Ben leaned in closer to resume his kiss.

      Maggie pulled back further. “Your mother knows, too.”

      “Uh, huh.” He moved, trying to get to her neck. She drew away.

      “Sooo,” she drew out. “She’s one of my best friends and I can’t—”

      Ben moved until she was trapped between him and the wall and cut off her words with a kiss. His mother was happy for him, he knew that. He just needed to make sure his intentions with Maggie were clear.

      What are your intentions by the way? Not knowing, and not caring at this moment, Ben lifted her higher and moved toward a stack of containers in the corner.

      “Ben, we can’t do it here,” she mumbled against his lips, but this time she made no move to pull away.

      He sat her atop one of the large boxes and ground his erection into the crook of her legs.

      Their moans mingled.

      Her fingers slid into his hair as her heels dug into his ass, pulling his body closer.

      Slipping his hands underneath her shirt, he skimmed his fingers up her ribs, cupping her breasts over her bra.

      She released her hands and slowly raised them in the air, her silent message clear.

      He grabbed the hem of her shirt and raised it over her head, laying it on the crate next to them. He drank in her body—flushed cheeks, half-lidded green eyes, kiss-swollen lips. He bowed his head and slid his mouth over the creamy swells of one breast as his fingers worked at the button of her jeans.

      His lips traced over her skin as he tugged down the zipper to her pants. “Shoes,” he said quietly.

      Maggie toed off her sneakers with no complaints or hesitation.

      “Lift,” he spoke into her skin, his lips roaming over her smooth belly.

      Maggie braced herself on his shoulders and lifted her hips.

      Ben slowly slid her jeans and underwear down her hips and off her legs.

      “We really shouldn’t.” Maggie squeezed his shoulders, pushing him further down.

      Ben smiled. Maybe they shouldn’t, but they would.

      Ben didn’t answer her, knowing any words now might break the spell she was under. His spell.

      He moved his mouth lower.

      “Oh, God, Ben.”

      Yep, she wanted this as much as he did. She was wet and ready for him and he wanted to bury himself deep inside her. His dick throbbed against the zipper of his jeans but he couldn’t stop. One taste of Maggie last night hadn’t been enough.

      Her raspy moans had him close to exploding in his jeans like a fucking teenager. Fearing the worst, he pulled back and stood.

      “What? What are you doing? Why did you stop?” Maggie panted, her eyes fluttering open. Jesus, she was the epitome of sex on a stick.

      Ben fumbled with the button and zipper of his own jeans. “I’m sorry, I can’t wait.”

      Succulent lips curled into a mischievous smile. She knew exactly what she did to him and he had to admit, it was sexy as hell that she got off on that.

      Ben pulled free of his jeans and sucked in a breath as Maggie grasped him in her hand. “Maggie.” The word came out as a growl and he nearly exploded when her hand moved. “Crap,” Ben said. He stared down at Maggie, green eyes wide in confusion.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I don’t have a condom.” He raised a hopeful brow. “Unless you happened to stock the rooms today?”

      She shook her head, her smile falling.

      “Dammit.”

      Maggie released a heavy, disappointed sigh.

      “I’m clean,” Ben blurted out. What the fuck?

      Maggie stared. “What do you mean?”

      Yeah, what do you mean?

      “I’m clean, I don’t have any diseases or anything,” Ben said nervously. Christ, was he really going to do this?

      Maggie continued to stare, remaining silent.

      “I had to do a physical for life insurance, a few weeks before my father passed away,” he continued. “It was one of the stipulations for the investment bank. All the board had to have one if the bank was going to back the plan for our business going public.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “I haven’t been with anyone since.” God, now he was rambling. Talk about a mood killer.

      “I’m on the pill,” Maggie whispered.

      Ben stared at her with great anticipation. He’d never had sex without a condom. Never wanted to before now. Even as a teenager, he hadn’t been tempted. His dad had drilled it into them that you don’t have unprotected sex. Ever.

      “And I’m clean,” Maggie added. “I get checked every year for my physical.” She hesitated and Ben held his breath. “It was just a few months ago. And I haven’t been with anyone since either.”

      Well, thank fuck.

      Ben spread her legs, settling himself between her smooth thighs, and slowly slid inside.

      Every synapse in his body was short circuiting and he feared his entire body might spontaneously combust. Nothing in his life had ever felt as incredible as being inside Maggie with nothing between them. “Okay?” he ground out, his voice raspy with anticipation.

      “Perfect,” she said, tugging his head for an urgent kiss that told him she was feeling the same thing he was. At least, physically.

      Perfect. She was perfect, in every way.

      Ben pressed in further, his hands slipping under her hips to lift her, angling deeper. Maggie moaned and his fingers squeezed harder, drawing her in closer. Feeling Maggie, skin on skin, being this close in such an intimate way, had his body vibrating with need. Would he ever get enough of her?

      “More,” Maggie whispered against his lips.

      Ben obliged and moved in a steady pace, his pulse hammering hard as they moved together. Maggie was intoxicating and he was slowly becoming addicted. He reminded himself this was temporary, this relationship short-term. He and Maggie had a very definite end date. But God, he wanted more, more with Maggie. And he’d never wanted more.

      “What?” Maggie asked.

      Ben gazed down at her.

      Her green eyes stared up, searching his face. “You were calling my name,” she said.

      Shit. Had he been talking out loud?

      His mother’s words rang in his mind.

      She needs stability.

      She doesn’t feel worthy.

      Be careful with her.

      He shoved the thoughts aside and stared down at her flushed face, eyes bright and shining with need.

      His body moved with hers. “You feel incredible,” he whispered in her ear.

      “It’s amazing,” she sighed against his neck as her lips caressed his skin. Her tongue snuck out and trailed down to his collar bone.

      He moved harder, faster, the intense pleasure of being inside of her without protection too much.

      “Maggie,” he pleaded.

      “I’m there, Ben. Please. More.”

      More.

      She needs more.

      She deserves more.

      The mantra beat inside his mind and it wasn’t all about this moment.

      She tensed, her body tightening around him, legs wrapped firmly. “Ah, Ben, oh, God, I…” she panted. Her face fell against his neck and she pulsed around him with her release. “Yes, yes.”

      Her words pushed him over the edge and with one last thrust, a mind-numbing orgasm crawled up his spine and exploded, the pleasure nearly painful.

      He sagged against her, his breathing erratic, their skin sweat-slicked and flushed, chests heaving. His mother’s words ran through his mind again as he came down from his high.

      Don’t use her.

      She deserves better.

      Bow out gracefully.

      Too late, Ma. Too late, he thought. He was falling for the woman who’d captured his attention years before.

      Maggie moved to pull away.

      “Not yet,” he whispered, threading one hand through her hair. Being with Maggie, so close and intimate, was something he could get used to.

      More. His heart seemed to beat to the word, as though speaking its greatest desire.

      She pushed against his chest, obviously not feeling the same way.

      “I need to go.” She squirmed in his hold. “I need to get back out there.”

      Ben released her and watched as she slid down the boxes, frantically reaching for her jeans and shirt. “Maggie?”

      “Where is my underwear?” She bent low, searching the ground. “Screw it.” She slipped her shirt over her head and tugged on jeans, sans panties, quickly sliding into her shoes.

      Ben reached down and pulled his own pants on. “Maggie.” He reached out but she skirted out of his grasp.

      She smoothed back her hair and shook out her hands as if preparing for battle.

      “Maggie, what’s going on?” He didn’t need an answer. She was running, that’s what was going on. She couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Ben snaked a hand around her waist, unable and unwilling to let her go yet.

      Maggie drew in a deep breath, her head falling against his chest. “It was too good,” she whispered.

      Ben grabbed her face in both hands and raised her head to stare in her eyes. “What does that mean? Too good.”

      “Nothing,” she said. “It was wonderful. The best I’ve ever had, Ben.”

      “Then why do you look like you’re about to cry?”

      “I think,” she stumbled, her eyes searching around the room. “I think it was just so intense and I’ve never…”

      He knew what she was trying to say. They’d never shared a connection, such an intimate moment with someone like this, ever. Despite being in the maintenance room of the lodge, this felt a lot like making love. He brushed her hair over her shoulder. “Me neither, Maggie.”

      Her head snapped and she stared up at him. “Really?”

      Ben leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. “Really,” he smiled against her mouth.

      She nodded, a smile finally returning, though small. “I really do need to go. People probably heard me screaming on the top of Canyon Creek Mountain.” She laughed.

      The sound was like music to his ears. “We okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” she nodded, “we’re good.”

      “Good,” he smiled, even knowing part of her was lying. She wasn’t good. She was scared, rocked by what had just happened between them. But so was he. Ben reached down to kiss her one last time.

      She ducked around him and opened the door, leaning her head out.

      “See you later,” Ben called out, “maybe dinner this evening?”

      “Yeah, uh, maybe, I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      “Maggie.” Ben caught up to her and slipped his hand around her arm to turn her.

      She stared at his hand for several seconds before finally lifting her head.

      “We’re good?” he asked again.

      “Yeah.” She lifted on her toes and touched her lips again. “See you.” Without another word, she slipped from his grasp and disappeared. The heavy door slammed shut. And he realized too late, so had Maggie’s heart.
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      Maggie sat on one of the benches nestled in the gardens at the lodge. John had painstakingly planted the mass of foliage and flowers for his wife. Valerie had always loved wildflowers. John said she was a bit wild herself and he’d never questioned her obsession. Only fed it.

      Her mind slowly wandered from John and Valerie to their son. What in the hell had just happened with Ben? Her heart raced, remembering their sexual encounter in the maintenance room. It had been incredible, breathtaking…and way too intimate despite the location.

      This was no longer short-term, for her anyway. That’s why she’d run, escaping the small room as soon as she’d gotten her clothes back on. Her emotions were raw and running faster than her own two feet. She needed room to sort everything out.

      Being intimate with Ben was one thing but sharing what they had with nothing between them, physically, had been too much. He’d seen through her, wanted more, needed more. She could see it in his whiskey colored eyes, hear it in the way he’d called her name over and over.

      Maggie fell back into the bench, wondering how she could explain to her heart that this was temporary. Mentally she walked through her checklist, namely the fact that Ben would be leaving soon. Hell, he’d mentioned the public sale of his company just before they’d had sex. It was never far from his mind, or hers.

      He’s leaving soon. He’s going back to Seattle. He had to. It was the only way she could protect her heart.

      Maggie released a heavy sigh, watching plumes of her warm breath float in the chilly air.

      Read the letters. Valerie’s words rambled through Maggie’s mind like an irritating gnat. They’d talked more about Valerie’s dad and how she’d come to forgive him. She said forgiving her dad was the only way she’d been able to let herself trust John.

      Maggie wasn’t sure she had the guts to read her father’s words. She didn’t know if she was ready to forgive him. Ready to move on.

      Her heart beat furiously as fear and anxiety pulsed through her veins. She’d shown Ben the box, disclosed the contents, something she’d never done before. Did that mean she wanted more with Ben?

      “Hey, Maggie.”

      Maggie jumped in her seat.

      “Sorry,” Shawn said, making his way up the gravel path, “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “You looked like you were deep in thought. Everything all right with you?”

      “Yeah, just a lot on my mind.”

      Shawn turned to look toward the cabins, following the direction of Maggie’s gaze. “Don’t worry,” Shawn said. “I had my doubts when he first came back, but I have to tell you, I think some of the cuts Ben made are working out all right. From what he said, they were needed to meet the requirements of the loan.”

      Maggie murmured a response, then stilled. “Wait.” Maggie raised a hand to shade her eyes as she looked at the contractor, Shawn’s words finally registering. “Ben made cuts?”

      Shawn’s eyes shot wide. “Uh, yeah, I thought you knew.”

      “When did this happen?” she asked.

      “I got word a few days ago, right after I placed the order for the stone for the fireplaces and extra lumber for the balcony in the barn. I had to cancel both.”

      “What are you talking about?” Maggie’s eyes narrowed. “Cancel the balcony? It’s one of the most important parts of the barn.”

      “I know,” Shawn said. “He said you’d have to do without them.”

      “That’s where the bride is supposed to throw the bouquet. That’s where the newlyweds are supposed to descend for their introduction.” Maggie heard her pitch rising. “Valerie and I specifically put it in the plans for a reason.” Maggie waved her hands in the air like a crazy woman.

      “Ben said those expenditures were too much, he said you guys were cutting them, and other extras you couldn’t afford right now.”

      “You guys?” Maggie cocked a brow.

      “Yeah, you and Valerie. I thought you knew.” Shawn stared at her. “You didn’t?”

      “No, I didn’t.” She fumed, jumping to her feet, furious with Ben Sumner. He’d told her he wouldn’t interfere, acted like he understood their vision. Hell, he’d even been putting in his own sweat equity so the build-out could happen on time. The only thing he’d been doing was confusing her with kisses and sex.

      Ben had lied to her. He’d flat out lied to her.

      And he’d gotten her into his bed. Maggie wrapped her arms around her waist as the truth hit her. He’d been manipulating her.

      “I’m sorry, Maggie, I thought this was a decision straight from the top. I’m not going to lie, I hated to see the cuts, I mean I thought the balcony in the barn would be beautiful, but he made it sound like this was something he’d discussed with you and his mom.”

      Where did Ben get off, making unilateral decisions? Valerie had never talked about them. She obviously didn’t know either.

      Maggie narrowed her eyes. “Exactly when did you receive the email about the cuts, Shawn?”

      He shrugged, obviously not wanting to get in the middle of this fight.

      Had Ben slept with her just to smooth over the fact he’d made cuts he’d promised he wouldn’t?

      Maggie flexed her hands, trying not to look like a crazy woman ready to take a swing at someone. Trusting Ben Sumner had been a mistake. As usual, the only person she could count on was herself. How had she been so stupid, sleeping with him, having sex with no protection? Letting him inside her world, her heart, her life.

      Shawn moved closer. “Maggie, are you all right? You look like you’re going to rip someone’s head off.”

      “I just might,” she growled through gritted teeth as she stalked away. “I just might.”
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      “Oh, I like that banner better,” Ben said over Emmett’s shoulder, pointing to his computer screen. They sat in the office as Emmett showed him the new website for the wedding barn. They’d decided a few weeks ago to sell it as a separate business for marketing strategy. Ben had been surprised and encouraged at what Emmett had done for the marketing department in such a short amount of time.

      “Could you include the mock draw-ups that dad originally drafted?” Ben asked. “It could showcase the balcony and the natural beams, Mom and Maggie love that damned balcony.” He laughed. “Maybe do a page where we show the progress of the build-out.”

      “Yeah,” Emmett answered. “How long do you think the final build-out will be?”

      “I think if Shawn finishes the interior walls and windows this week or next, he could start the balcony soon after. His crews also working on the cabins so I know he’s swamped.”

      “We all are, brother. But Max should be in in a few weeks to help.”

      “Oh, shit,” Ben muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” Emmett asked turning back toward his screen.

      “I totally forgot to email Shawn about putting the original rebuild back on schedule. Shit. That’s going to change everything.”

      “You told him to stop the expansion? I thought you said you were on board.”

      “I was. I am,” Ben stumbled. “I just got on board a little late.”

      “Like how late?”

      “Like after I’d already cancelled orders for material and given Shawn new deadlines and instructions.”

      “I saw him out back earlier carrying stoves to the cabins.”

      “Shit.” Ben raked a hand through his thick hair.

      “I’m guessing that’s a line item you forgot to cut.”

      “No, it’s a line item that I added to replace the stand-alone fireplaces.”

      “What the fuck, Ben? Did mom know about this? Does Maggie know?”

      “Believe me, Ma’s already reamed me. And Maggie can’t find out.” Ben walked around Emmett’s desk, heading for the door. “I’ll try to go grab Shawn now and let him know. Maybe we can return them before he starts installation.”

      “Hopefully,” Emmett asked.

      Just before Ben reached the door it flew open with a bang. A furious, red-faced Maggie stood in the doorway.

      “Maggie.” Her name came out in a breath. He could see she knew. It was there on her face. “Listen, Maggie, it’s not—”

      She came at him, hands on hips and eyes blazing. This wasn’t the good kind of blazing, the kind that got him worked up. This was the kind that said he’d screwed up royally this time.

      “Why don’t you go back to Seattle where you belong?” She growled through clenched teeth.

      Ben stepped back, surprised by her outburst.

      “No one wants you here. All you’re doing is screwing up all our plans. All our hard work.”

      Ben felt the blood rush from his head. He’d never heard Maggie speak like this.

      “Maggie, it’s a misunderstanding,” he said.

      “Misunderstanding is putting it mildly. You came in here, convinced you were right, that you were so much smarter than all of us. You’ve been walking around here acting like we needed you to fix everything for us. Well, we don’t need that. We don’t need you.”

      Ben stilled. “Are you sure you’re talking about the lodge, Maggie?”

      “Piss off, Ben. I don’t need you psychoanalyzing me any more than I need you trying to fix things here that don’t need fixing.”

      Ben rubbed his head. She wasn’t going to listen to him right now. “I’d already talked to my mother about reinstating the original budget.”

      Maggie pointed toward the hallway. “Then why the hell doesn’t your contractor know?”

      “I meant to email Shawn a few days ago but I got a little distracted.”

      Maggie ducked her head drawing in a breath. “That was a mistake.”

      “What are you trying to say?” He walked toward her, but she backed up.

      “I’m saying, go back and fuck up your own company and leave ours alone.”

      Ben narrowed his gaze, blood thundering in his ears. Now he was pissed. How had he ever let himself think he could have a future with this woman? “Let’s get one thing straight, Maggie.” He hovered over her petite frame. “This is not your company. It’s my family’s.” He pounded his chest.

      She stiffened, her shoulders thrown back as if bracing herself for more blows.

      “And if anyone is making decisions about this company, it will never be you.”

      “Ben,” someone said beside him.

      Ben glanced down and saw his brother’s hand wrapped around his arm, pulling him back.

      “Answer me this, Ben.” Maggie’s face contorted. “Did you screw me thinking you could slide your budget cuts by without me noticing?”

      “Is that what you really think?”

      She shrugged. “It was obviously a good plan.”

      “God, you’re more screwed up than my mother said.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” she moved closer.

      “Just what I said. You’ve got so much shit you need to sort out.”

      “Benjamin!” His mother shouted behind him.

      “Screw you, Ben!” Maggie yelled, pushing his chest to move him out of the doorway.

      “You’ve already done that, Maggie.” He let out a humorless laugh. “To think, I wanted more with you.”

      “Ben,” his mother said. “That’s enough.”

      “Stay out of this, Ma,” Ben said glaring at Maggie’s back. “Yeah, run away like you always do, Maggie.”

      “Mom!” Emmett shouted.

      Ben turned and saw Emmett grabbing for his mother.

      His mother clutched her chest, her face ashen.

      Emmett shouted for help and then Maggie was there with her arms around his mom, supporting her. Once again, doing what Ben should have done.

      “I, I…,” his mother stuttered.

      “Ma!” Ben yelled, scooting between Maggie and his mother.

      “I can’t, ca, catch my br, breath.”

      Ben watched in horror as his mother clutched her shirt.

      He heard his brother calling 9-1-1 behind him and his mother’s legs gave out. He slid her gently to the floor.

      This couldn’t be happening. Not now, not his mother, too. “Ma,” Ben whispered close to her ear, “hang on, we’re going to get help.”

      She stared up at him, her eyes glassy and afraid. “Don’t, don’t…”

      “Save your energy, Ma.”

      “Oh, God, what happened?” Shawn sank down to his knees. “Valerie, stay with me.”

      Ben stared at Shawn.

      “I’m a volunteer fire fighter, Ben.  Let me get in to her.” Shawn wrapped his fingers around his mother’s wrist. “Take a deep breath, Valerie.”

      His mother tried to speak. “Don’t let her go, Ben,” his mother choked on a whisper.

      “Ma, don’t talk.”

      “No,” she panted, “you don’t. Don’t let li, li, life go by without love.” She reached a shaky hand to his cheek, her eyes fluttering closed.

      “Ma!” Ben shouted.

      “Valerie!” Maggie screamed next to him. “Oh, god, please don’t leave. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

      Without opening her eyes his mother cupped Maggie’s jaw. “My chest, it hurts.”

      Ben waited for what felt like an eternity, pulse racing, his mind a tangled mess of fear and regret.

      “They’re here,” Shawn said, standing. “Down here, guys,” he yelled over them all, his voice carrying across the room.

      “Hold on, Ma, they’re coming,” Emmett said on the other side of her. “Just hang on.”

      “I lo, lo…love you boys.”

      “We love you too, Ma. Don’t talk like that,” Ben said, willing away the tears burning his eyes.

      “Love you, too, Maggie, my girl.”

      “I love you, Valerie. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “Back up, guys.” Two men reached down as a third straightened a stretcher next to his mother. “Let’s get you up and on your way.” He glanced behind him at Shawn. “What are her vitals?”

      Shawn rattled off numbers as another man set an oxygen mask over her mouth.

      Ben’s mind was numb, his hearing all but lost as he watched them wheel his mother down the long corridor toward the main entrance. He, Emmett and Maggie jogged after her, watching as the paramedics lifted his mother and pushed her into the ambulance

      All three rushed to the door, watching helplessly as the workers hooked his mother up to wires and hoses, starting an IV and placing the oxygen mask over her face.

      His mother reached toward them and Ben moved to step into the van. She lifted her mask. “Maggie,” she said in a raspy voice.

      Ben and Emmett stared at Maggie.

      She stood between them, her face ashen, tears streaming down her face as her body shook with sobs. “One of you should go,” she choked out.

      “She wants you, Maggie,” Ben said, not quite believing he was allowing her to go with his mother.

      Maggie’s huge green eyes stared up at him, her lids rimmed red and swollen. She nodded once and put her foot on the bumper as one of the paramedics held out his hand and lifted her into the ambulance.

      Ben watched as Maggie scooted close to his mother, taking one hand in both of hers, her head bowed as if in prayer. His mother lifted her other and placed her palm gently on Maggie’s head.

      The doors swung closed and without another word, the ambulance sped away, carrying the only two women Ben had ever loved.
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      Maggie stood next to the hospital bed, watching helplessly as nurses and staff hooked Valerie up to every kind of machine known to man. Her head throbbed with the incessant beeping of the medical equipment but the pain was nothing compared to the crushing ache in her heart.

      How could she have been so cruel to Ben? How could she have said such awful things? And in front of Valerie. If she died, if Valerie suffered any long-term effects from this attack, Maggie would be to blame and she would never forgive herself.

      “Maggie.” Valerie’s voice was weak.

      Maggie slid in close to the railing, taking Valerie’s hand in hers, careful not to touch where the IV was connected. “Are you all right? Where do you hurt? Is there anything I can do?” Maggie fired off questions like a machine gun.

      “I’ll be fine, Maggie.”

      “How do you know?” Maggie slapped a hand over her mouth to quiet the sob threatening to escape. “Valerie, if I lose you too…” Her worlds trailed off on a silent cry.

      “You won’t lose me.”

      But I’ve lost Ben.

      “You haven’t lost him either,” Valerie whispered.

      Had she spoken out loud? Before Maggie could question her friend more, the doctor entered the small room.

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Lovell,” she said, moving to the side of the bed. She studied Valerie’s charts and scrutinized the monitors before performing a cursory assessment of Valerie that left Maggie with more questions than answers.

      “Have you experienced any resent trauma, physical or emotional?” the doctor asked.

      Maggie closed her eyes. She’d known this was all her fault.

      Valerie sat quietly, unwilling, or unable to talk about the situation that had led to her attack. “I lost my husband two months ago,” she finally said.

      “Yes, yes, I see,” the doctor said as she stared at something on the screen above Valerie’s head.

      “What is it?” Maggie finally asked. “Is she having a heart attack?” Please, God, no.

      The doctor slung her stethoscope over her neck and leaned against the railings. “Mrs. Sumner, I think you’re just having panic attack but we’re going to run more tests to be thorough.”

      Well thank God, Maggie whispered to herself.

      The doctor walked toward a hidden computer mounted on the wall and began typing furiously. Finally, she stopped just as someone wheeled in yet another piece of equipment.

      “This is an electrocardiogram machine, an ECG,” the doctor said. “Have you ever had one?”

      Valerie shook her head.

      “The ECG will show us the electrical activity of your heart via electrodes attached to your skin. Impulses will be recorded and displayed on the monitor,” she pointed to the computer sitting on the stand, “and printed on paper.”

      “How will you know if it’s a heart attack?” Maggie asked.

      “Injured heart muscle doesn’t conduct electrical impulses normally,” she said with great patience. “The ECG may show that a heart attack has occurred or is in progress.”

      Maggie glanced down at Valerie, squeezing her hand.

      “It won’t take long,” the doctor reassured. “The worst part is getting all those sticky things off your body when you’re done.” She laughed as if she’d told the funniest joke but quieted when she realized Valerie and Maggie weren’t amused.

      Maggie was terrified. The thought of losing Valerie—

      Valerie squeezed her hand as if reading her thoughts.

      The doctor turned toward Maggie. “You’re her daughter?”

      “No,” Maggie said, “I’m—”

      “Yes,” Valerie said, clutching Maggie’s hand. She glanced up at Maggie, her blue eyes darker now, pupils dilated with fear. “Yes, she’s my daughter.”

      Maggie nodded once and glanced back at the doctor. “Yes.”

      She studied them both, her brow knit together but shrugged as if she dealt with this type of situation all the time.

      “Monique here is going to administer the ECG,” she said. “Your nurse will be in soon to draw blood if they haven’t already. If you experience pain in any other part of your body—your shoulder, neck, jaw—hit this button immediately.” The doctor reached over the railing and held up a cord with a bright red button.

      Valerie nodded.

      The doctor looked at Maggie for verbal confirmation.

      “Yes, got it.”

      “With a heart attack, the pain will not get better, in fact it will get worse. If this is an anxiety attack, you should feel better once the stress is removed and you can calm down and rest. Although being in a hospital doesn’t have the most calming effect.” She snorted.

      Oh, great, they had a stand-up comedian for a physician.

      “I’ll be back soon with the results,” she said. “Until then, call the nurse if you need anything or feel worse, okay?”

      “Yes, thank you, doctor,” Valerie said just above a whisper.

      “Thank you.” Maggie echoed Valerie’s sentiments, her eyes trained on her friend.

      “Okay, ma’am.”

      Maggie turned to the unfamiliar voice and stared at the woman in dark blue scrubs. She was younger than Maggie, with thick black hair slicked back in a low ponytail. A machine that looked like a lie detector sat on a cart in front of her.

      “I’m going to attach a whole bunch of these doo-hickies all over your body.” She held up a sheet of foam stickers. Her country twang eased some of Maggie’s fears. “I’m going to ask your daughter to step out, if that’s okay?” The woman glanced up at Maggie and winked. She probably knew Maggie wasn’t Valerie’s daughter.

      “Can she stay?” Valerie asked.

      “I’d like to stay,” Maggie said.

      The young woman stared between both of them, sensing there was more to their relationship. “I really need Mrs. Sumner to be as relaxed as possible.”

      And guess what, Maggie. You’re the biggest stressor in this whole damn situation.

      Maggie nodded once in understanding then bent down to brush a kiss against Valerie’s cheek. “I’ll be right outside. Holler if you need anything.” Maggie squeezed her shoulder, swallowing the sob threatening to overtake her body.

      “Talk to him, Maggie.” Valerie whispered. “He didn’t mean what he said.”

      It wasn’t Ben’s words she was worried about, it was her own. The insults she’d shot at Ben rattled through her mind.

      Why don’t you go back to Seattle where you belong?

      No one wants you here.

      Go back and fuck up your own company and leave ours alone.

      We don’t need you.

      This was a mistake.

      Maggie turned away, unable to speak. She furiously wiped away the tears that had already begun to fall. Before she opened the door, she glanced over her shoulder.

      Valerie looked so helpless, so fragile and pale. “Please,” she said.

      “Okay,” Maggie whispered, knowing it would take a small miracle for Ben Sumner to ever speak to her again.
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      Ben barreled through the entry of the hospital, nearly slamming into the sliding glass doors. “Could these things be any slower?”

      “Dude, calm down,” Emmett said next to him.

      They rushed to the small desk surrounded by glass.

      “Can I help you?” An older women dressed in scrubs asked.

      “Yes, my mother was brought in by ambulance.” Ben punched at the words, trying to catch his breath. He feared he might be having a heart attack as well.

      “Name?” she asked.

      “Sumner, Valerie Sumner. S-U-M-N-E-R,” he spelled out.

      The woman took forever, clicking on the keyboard, searching her screen.

      Ben banged on the counter, startling the woman.

      “Calm down, Ben,” Emmett whispered next to him. “You’re going to get us kicked out.”

      The woman scrutinized Ben and Emmett, a perfectly arched brow indicating her disdain. “Are you related to her?”

      No, I roll up to the ER every Thursday night, asking to see random people, he wanted to shout.

      Emmett tugged on his arm, pulling him away from the counter and stepping into his place. “Yes, she’s our mother.”

      The woman nodded then wrote on a piece of paper, slipping it through the small opening in the glass. “She’s in room E14.”

      Ben snatched the paper from Emmett’s hand.

      “I’ll buzz you in,” the woman said. “It’s through those doors and to the right, just past the nurse’s station.”

      Before the woman had finished her instructions, Ben rushed toward the double doors marked ‘Do Not Enter.’ He scrubbed his hand through his hair, wanting to kick the doors open himself.

      After painfully long minutes that were probably just seconds, the doors clicked and slowly opened.

      Emmett caught Ben’s arm again and pulled him back.

      “What the hell, Em, let me go.”

      “Dude. Calm the fuck down. You can’t go in there like this, all freaked out. It will just freak Ma out.”

      Emmett was right and Ben hated him for it. He drew in a deep breath and counted to three before releasing it. “Happy now, Oprah?”

      Emmett snorted and Ben felt some of his anxiety ease. Some.

      As they rounded the corner, Ben froze.

      Maggie stood outside a sliding glass door, face in her hands, her shoulders racked with sobs.

      As much as he wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her, he couldn’t, not after the spiteful things she’d said. Of course, he’d only added to the argument by spewing out his own hateful words, pushing every button he knew would hurt her.

      “What did the doctor say?” Emmett asked, reaching for Maggie. “Have they seen her?”

      Maggie lifted her head, her face blotchy, cheeks stained with tears. She was a hot mess, but she was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      She nodded her head. “Yes, they’ve been in to see her. They’re doing some tests now and asked me to wait outside.”

      “Did they say anything else?” Ben asked, wanting to both shake her and pull her into his arms all at once.

      Maggie relayed the news that the doctor believed his mother had suffered a panic attack but they were performing all the necessary tests to rule out anything else, including a heart attack.

      “I don’t know how long the ECG will take,” Maggie answered quietly.

      “I’m calling Aaron,” Emmett said, pulling his phone from his pocket.

      “Don’t bother him until we know what’s going on for sure,” Ben said.

      Emmett ignored him, tapping his phone. “He’s a cardiologist. He needs to be down here running the show. Especially if you’re leaving.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until Mom’s better,” Ben said, his eyes trained on Maggie.

      Maggie pushed off the wall and moved around Emmett and Ben. “I’m just going to get something to drink. If she needs me, I’ll be in the waiting room.”

      “Maggie,” Ben caught her arm, “you know she’ll want you here.”

      She froze under his hand and shook her head, not meeting his gaze. “I’ll be in the waiting room. You should go in and see her.”

      “Just,” he paused, unsure what to say, “just, don’t go too far, okay?”

      Slowly she lifted her head, her green eyes meeting his. Her look of anguish and fear hit him square in the gut. What was she trying to say?

      “Okay,” she finally whispered.

      Slowly, he released her and watched her walk away, a sickening feeling burning in the pit of his stomach.

      “No, they aren’t letting us in yet,” Ben heard Emmett say over his shoulder.

      He turned and saw Emmett still on the phone.

      “So, when do you think you can get here?” Emmett paused. “Okay, yeah I’ll call you as soon as we know more. See you soon.” He stared down at his phone.

      “Em,” he called.

      Emmett looked up, his hazel eyes huge and glistening with tears. “What are we going to do if she’s not all right, Ben?” Emmett had always been the more passionate brother. He felt things deeply. His ability to tap into human emotions and connect with readers had made him a best-selling author.

      “Ma’s too stubborn to let this keep her down.”

      “I would have said the same thing about Dad two months ago.” Emmett’s words rang hauntingly through the air.

      “She’ll be fine,” Ben said quietly, not sure of his own words. “She has to be.”
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      “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can get you?” Maggie asked as she set the water on Valerie’s bedside table.

      Valerie had been in the hospital close to two days now. The tests they’d run had all come back negative, including for a heart attack, but the doctor wanted to keep her for observations. Maggie was grateful. She was terrified they’d go home and Valerie would have another attack.

      Ben’s brother, Aaron, a cardiologist from Chicago, had flown in late the night before and conferred with the doctors. They’d agreed that his mother had probably suffered a panic attack but Aaron said he would withhold judgment until they’d done more tests. Poor Valerie had been poked and prodded all morning, it seemed.

      “Sit with me,” Valerie said, patting the bed.

      Maggie obliged, lowering the railing, waiting for Valerie to scoot over. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to talk to you about something important.”

      Oh, God. Maggie hoped it wasn’t her outburst with Ben. She’d apologized profusely to Valerie and Emmett, even Shawn, for her behavior. She’d reached out to Ben but he’d yet to accept her invitation to meet. She really didn’t blame him, although technically, he should be offering his apologies as well. He’d said some mean things, too. True things, but mean.

      She and Ben needed to put this behind them, say their goodbyes and move on. For the sake of Valerie, and the lodge.

      “What’s going on, Valerie? You’re scaring me,” Maggie said, fussing with her friend’s blanket.

      Valerie tucked Maggie’s wayward hair behind one shoulder. “You know, I always wanted a daughter.”

      Maggie smiled. She’d always wanted a mom.

      “I would tell John, ‘Just one more.’” Valerie smiled and face lit up the room. “But you can see what that got me.”

      “Six boys who adore you,” Maggie said.

      “And one who adores you.”

      Maggie sucked in a breath. “I can promise you, Ben does not adore me. Unless you’re talking about your youngest son, Grant, because that I could get behind.”

      Grant Sumner was a renowned actor. His gorgeous face had graced the cover of magazines around the world. But even as she said the words, Maggie knew she only wanted one Sumner boy. No one set her body on fire like Ben. And none of them held her heart the way he did.

      Valerie laughed. “No, definitely not Grant. That boy has some growing up to do. Besides, he’s already in love.”

      “I thought he was separated from his wife.”

      Valerie smiled, a knowing gleam in her eye. “It’s his wife he’s still in love with.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “What?” Valerie asked.

      “For your boys to fall in love?”

      “Of course. Then I want them all to move back here and give me tons of grandbabies.”

      “I’m not sure that’s going to happen, Valerie. They all seem pretty comfortable living the single life.”

      “Not all of them,” she said softly.

      “If you’re talking about Ben, I’m afraid you’re wrong. He seems to enjoy his life in Seattle.”

      “The woman he loves isn’t in Seattle.” She spoke so quietly, it took Maggie a moment to process her statement, and even longer to let Valerie’s words sink in.

      Valerie smiled as if she knew a secret no one else did. “You’re in love with my son.”

      “What?” Maggie shook her head and stood up, stepping back from the bed.

      Valerie grabbed her hand, holding her as if she was afraid Maggie would run. And she might. “Don’t be afraid, Maggie. It’s wonderful to be in love.”

      “But, I don’t even know how to love. I don’t even love myself. How can I possibly love someone else?” Maggie’s heart beat wild and she feared her own panic attack.

      “Exactly,” Valerie said.

      “Exactly what?” Maggie stared at her friend in confusion.

      “You have to learn to love yourself, Maggie. It’s the only way you can let Ben into your heart.”

      This was exactly what Maggie was afraid of. She never should have started this with Ben. It was too complicated with his mother being her friend and boss. There was too much at stake.

      Stupid, stupid Maggie. You messed up again.

      “I don’t want Ben in my heart,” she said. “I don’t want anyone there.”

      Valerie cocked her head, raising one skeptical eyebrow. “Are you sure? I think he may already be there.”

      She shook her head, her hair tumbling over her shoulders. Hell no. She wasn’t sure about anything.

      “Whether or not you let Ben in, you’re going to have to settle things with your father.”

      Maggie stiffened.

      “I know from experience.” Valerie patted the bed and Maggie reluctantly sat down again. “You have a huge capacity to love, Margaret Anne.”

      Oh, crap, she was pulling out the full name.

      “You’ve shown it to me, to John, to half this town,” Valerie said. “Even to your own father.”

      Maggie thought of Valerie’s words. Could she love Ben? Did she already love Ben?

      Yes. She did. She just didn’t know how to show it, how to process her feelings.

      “You said your father wrote you letters while he was in rehab,” Valerie said.

      Maggie nodded.

      “Why don’t you start there.”

      Maggie studied Valerie’s face. She’d been so in love with John that Maggie had often feared Valerie’s heart would break after her husband’s death. Valerie had grown up with an alcoholic father. She’d overcome her trauma and learned to love, and more importantly, to be loved. Maybe Maggie could, too.

      “I hurt Ben pretty bad, Valerie. I accused him of some horrible things.”

      “He said some pretty nasty things to you, too, if I remember correctly.”

      “I started it though.”

      Valerie laughed. “You sound like my boys when they were ten.”

      Maggie smiled but her heart ached.

      “Don’t run,” she said.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Not me,” she said. “Don’t run from your past.”

      Was she running? Of course, she was. If Valerie wasn’t sitting in a hospital bed, Maggie might have bolted already. That’s why she’d placed her father two cities away. To escape her past. The realization chilled her.

      “Don’t give up, Maggie. You’re stronger than you know.”

      Valerie believed in her. John had believed in her. Why couldn’t she believe in herself?

      Because Ben was right, she had to sort out her shit. She had to confront her past head on. It was the only way to move forward. And the only way to find out if she and Ben could truly have a future together.

      Valerie patted Maggie’s cheek, as though she’d seen the answer in Maggie’s eyes. “Good girl.”

      The door flew open and Sally waltzed in, carrying a framed poster. “Good God, woman,” Sally shouted, “the things you’ll do for attention, I swear.” Sally shook her head.

      “What’s that?” Maggie asked.

      Sally turned the poster around.

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” Maggie moaned. It was a poster of Jon Bon Jovi wearing nothing but a smile and a very small scrap of material covering his private parts.

      “I got it off of Ebay.” Sally smiled with pride. “Yah like it? It cost me a pretty penny to overnight this baby. Fed-Ex ain’t cheap.”

      Valerie laughed. The sound was like music to Maggie’s ears.

      “Aunt Sally!” Emmett called from the hallway.

      “What!” she yelled over her shoulder.

      “I told you not to bother her. She needs her rest.” Emmett stepped into the hospital room, glaring at his aunt.

      Sally winked at Valerie. Valerie nodded her head.

      What in the world were these two up to?

      Aaron stepped in past Sally. “Ma, what are you doing up? And Sally, what the hell are you doing in here? Emmett’s right, she needs her rest.”

      Sally turned the poster toward Aaron.

      “Oh, my God, cover that thing.” Aaron scowled, shielding his eyes with his hand.

      Sally giggled.

      Aaron walked toward his mother, grabbing her hand and pressing his fingers to her wrist as he stared down at his watch. After several beats, he released her hand and grabbed the water, holding it out in front of her. His smile was radiant and warm. Valerie was obviously all right.

      “It’s good to have you home, Aaron.” Valerie reached up a hand to stroke Aaron’s face. He was just as handsome as all the Sumner boys. Well, except for one.

      “Valerie?” A voice said behind a huge bouquet of flowers.

      They turned to the door.

      “In here, Elle,” Valerie said, sitting up straighter.

      Maggie noticed Emmett go still and stiffen as the woman entered.

      Emmett and Elle had a history. They’d been best friends growing up, inseparable despite their family’s feuding. But just after their high school graduation, something had happened between them. The two had parted ways. Maggie didn’t know much about the incident, but Emmett’s carefully blank expression confirmed there was still something between them.

      Elle lowered the flowers, revealing a flawless face. She was striking. Maggie had heard she’d been approached by agents as a teen. They’d wanted to sign her for a modeling career but Elle and her father had said no. She loved dance, it was her passion. She’d left shortly after graduation to attend a prestigious performing arts school in New York City.

      “These are for you,” Elle said, handing the flowers to Valerie, completely ignoring Emmett.

      “Oh, thank you, Elle. That was so sweet of you to come.”

      “Well, after Sally called me, I had to come.”

      Maggie turned and watched Sally’s eyes grow wide. What the hell?

      “I know how it is to be stuck in a place like this,” Elle said, glancing around the small room.

      Valerie cut her eyes to Emmett then nodded toward Elle.

      “What?” he shrugged.

      What was Valerie up to?

      Elle glanced over her shoulder but quickly turned her attention back to Valerie. “Those are from all of my family, Mrs. Sumner.” Elle smiled. She was beautiful. No wonder Emmett had been crushed when she left Canyon Creek. “My father said to tell you hello and he hopes you recover quickly and to call if you need anything.”

      Everyone stared at Elle like she’d grown a second head.

      “Your father said that?” Sally asked.

      It wasn’t that Elle’s father, Warner was a mean man but it was no secret the families weren’t close. Especially after the falling out between Emmett and Elle after graduation.

      Elle’s brows furrowed. “Yes, my father. Why?” She glanced around the room, her eyes meeting Emmett’s for a moment before her head fell. “Well, I should get going,” She moved toward the door.

      “Thank you so much for the flowers,” Valerie said. “And please, thank your father, too.”

      Sally gave a humph. “Yes, please,” she said sarcastically under her breath.

      Elle glanced over her shoulder. “You’re welcome.” She bowed gracefully and walked toward the door, pulling it open.

      “Emmett, be a dear and walk Elle out,” Valerie said as she admired the flowers.

      Emmett made no move.

      “It’s all right, Valerie,” Elle said. “I can see myself out. It’s not a big hospital.” She held up one hand and waved. “Bye everyone,” she said before quickly slipping from the room.

      “Emmett Daniel,” Valerie growled under her breath.

      “She doesn’t want me to walk her out, Ma. You heard her.”

      Valerie’s eyes flared and she gave him the your-mother-has-spoken look.

      Emmett rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He stalked toward the door but turned and pointed a finger at his mother. “But don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing, old woman.”

      Valerie shrugged but smiled.

      “You, too.” Emmett pointed at Sally.

      Sally held the poster higher as protection.

      “Gahhh, get rid of that thing,” Emmett growled, stomping toward the door. “It is not going in the office.”

      Sally and Valerie were definitely up to something. Maggie couldn’t help but feel sorry for the Sumner boys.

      Aaron bent his tall frame over the bed and kissed his mother on the forehead. “I’m going to be back in an hour to check on some of the tests, Ma. After that we’ll talk to your doctors about getting you home.”

      “I’ll head out too,” Maggie said, “if you’re sure you’re okay.”

      “I am dear. Go.” Valerie patted Maggie’s hand. “Go talk to Ben.” She winked.

      “Ben’s not here,” Aaron said.

      Maggie stared at Aaron then Valerie. “Where is he?”

      “He left for Seattle earlier this morning,” Aaron said quietly. “I thought you knew. I thought you two had talked.”

      Maggie’s stomach dropped and a tight band coiled around her chest, making it hard to breathe. Ben was gone. He’d left and hadn’t even given her a chance to apologize. Or say goodbye.

      “When will he be back?” Maggie asked, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice.

      “Not sure,” Aaron answered. “They’re negotiating the terms for the IPO with the investment bank.”

      “So, he’s not coming back?” Maggie asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Aaron answered.

      Maggie fought the urge to vomit. She’d waited too long to tell him she was falling for him.

      “Maggie,” Valerie reached for her.

      Maggie took a long step back. “Okay, well. Get some rest, Valerie.” She turned on her heels. She needed to escape. She couldn’t afford to break down here, not in front of Ben’s family.

      Maggie was half way out of the door when she heard Valerie call out for her.

      “Maggie, wait,” Valerie called.

      But she couldn’t. She needed to get out of here.

      She wasn’t running, she tried to convince herself. She was surviving. On her own. Like always.
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      Ben sat in the boarding area at Denver International airport, checking emails from his staff. They were updating Ben with meeting times and locations that would swamp him in the next few days as they negotiated the public sale of his company. A company he’d built with his own blood, sweat and tears. A company he was proud of. And a company he still wasn’t willing to let go.

      Mind made up, he answered Patrick’s email, giving him his flight information and copying his assistant. Ben would need a car to drive him to the office first, then he’d return to his condo, sort through his shit and try to forget Maggie Lawrence. Good luck.

      His phone pinged with an incoming text.

      Emmett.

      EMMETT:  WTF? Why didn’t you tell Maggie?

      BEN: Tell her what?

      EMMETT: That you were leaving town dumbass.

      BEN: I didn’t know I needed to report my every move to her.

      As soon as he sent the message, Ben knew he’d gone too far. He was being an ass. Ben waited for Emmett’s response, the guilty burn of regret in his stomach returning—the same ache that had started when he watched helplessly as his mother and Maggie rode away in the ambulance only days before. The day Ben had realized he loved Maggie. Probably always had.

      Her words that day had spoken volumes of her true feelings though. She didn’t trust him, didn’t trust anyone. And he’d be a fool to wait around for her to learn that particular skill.

      Maggie had issues she needed to deal with. It wasn’t possible for her to love him, or anyone.

      His phone rang. Emmett. God, he didn’t feel like talking. Especially about Maggie. But Ben wanted an update on his mother.

      “What?” Ben growled.

      “Seriously, dude, you never talked to her?”

      “So?” Ben scowled.

      “So,” Emmett said sarcastically, “Aaron told me she looked like we’d drowned that stupid ass cat of hers when he told her you’d already left.”

      Ben’s heart ached knowing he’d hurt her. That had never been his intent in leaving this morning. Actually, he’d left to protect himself.

      “Are you ever going to call her? The chick is devastated.”

      Ben sat silently.

      “At least let her apologize properly,” Emmett said. “I can’t believe you’ve avoided her for two days. She’s said the word ‘sorry’ at least a hundred times, to all of us, since Ma collapsed.”

      Maggie had apologized once to him, in the hospital, before she’d ran away. Again. Since then he’d made up his mind and had purposely avoided her, which hadn’t been easy given the fact his mother and Aunt Sally were still plotting to push them together.

      “And you owe her an apology, too for being suck a dick. You said some harsh shit to her, man.”

      Ben had, but he didn’t want to talk about it with his brother. He blew out a heavy breath. “Look man, I’ve got a lot of shit on my plate right now.”

      “Sure, you do,” Emmett said sarcastically.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Nothing, man. Go, take care of your shit.”

      “Are you pissed at me for leaving?” Ben asked. “You and Aaron said it was all right, that you could handle it.”

      “We will, go do your thing.”

      “How’s Ma?”

      “Better. Up to her match making again.”

      “Who’s up this time?” Ben asked, thankful it wasn’t him.

      “Me. Thankfully, I’m not as weak as you, though. Plus, she picked the wrong target anyway.” Emmett laughed.

      “Elle?”

      Emmett snorted. “Yeah. Aunt Sally invited her to the hospital.”

      Ben sank back in his chair. “How’d that go?”

      “Not good.” There was an edge to Emmett’s response. A hard edge.

      “I’m sorry, man.” Ben had never known exactly what happened between Emmett and Elle, but he had a feeling seeing her couldn’t have been easy for Emmett.

      “Listen, don’t worry about anything back here.” Emmett reassured him. “We’ll be fine here. Go, do your thing in the big city, make lots of money and come see us when you’re rich and famous.”

      Ben went silent, listening to the gate announcement. Something in his heart ached as he sat, poised to leave Canyon Creek, and his family. Again. Maybe running was his MO, not Maggie’s.

      “Hey,” he said, “we’re about to board. I’ll call you when I get to Seattle.”

      “All right. Safe travels.”

      “Thanks man.” Ben smiled. As much shit as they gave each other, Ben and his brothers truly cared about one another.

      “Call her.”

      Ben’s smile fell. He didn’t have to ask who.

      “Just to say you forgive her,” Emmett said. “And tell her you’re sorry, too. You owe her that, at least.”

      Ben ignored his comment. “Take care of Ma. And call me if anything happens.”

      “Roger that, brother. Later.”

      “Later, man.”

      Ben hit the end button and stood, gathering his laptop bag and carry-on. As he checked in with the gate attendant and walked down the long jetway, images of Maggie flashed in his mind. Her on top of him. Her under him. Her curled up next to him, her ivory skin aglow from the light of the fireplace.

      More memories flooded his mind, only this time of a different sort. Memories of her kindness, her loyalty, her vulnerability in sharing the painful memories of her past. She hadn’t been running away then. He was the idiot, walking away from her.

      With a moan, he found his seat in first class and sank into the leather.

      “May I take that, Mr. Sumner?” A blonde flight attendant asked, reaching for his carry-on. She was beautiful with a wide, friendly smile and a figure that would normally have his dick throbbing.

      A few months ago, she would have been just his type. Ben would have happily let her take more than just his carry-on. But now, all he could think about were long, auburn curls, emerald green eyes and lips that could do more harm than good.

      Ben retrieved his phone from his pocket and stared at the blank screen. As passengers wandered down the aisle Ben mentally calculated the time he had left before they closed the cabin door. Just enough time to call her, he estimated. What could she say to change his mind though? What did he want her to say? Unable to answer either question, he turned his phone off and tucked it into his laptop bag.

      Ben leaned back in the seat, closing his eyes, praying he wouldn’t dream of the green-eyed fairy who’d wormed her way into his heart fifteen years ago. Even as he wished it, images of Maggie danced across his lids.

      People always said home was where your heart was. They were wrong.

      His home was in Seattle. But his heart? He feared that was lost forever in Canyon Creek.
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      Maggie walked through the gardens at the lodge, her refuge during troubled times. The one place she’d ever found true peace. It was cold outside but the brisk air felt good against her skin. It numbed her body. But not her mind.

      How could Ben have left without saying good-bye?

      How could you have accused him of only sleeping with you to get budget cuts approved?

      The stupid voice in her head spoke with annoying accuracy.

      She’d been right here, in this garden, when she’d concocted the stupid idea that Ben was only using her. If anything, her past had taught her that Ben Sumner wasn’t capable of using people. He loved his friends, he loved his family. He was loyal.

      “Uggh,” Maggie moaned out loud.

      Maggie knew his assessment of her was true. Now that she’d calmed down and taken a good look at herself and the way she’d acted toward him. As much as she didn’t want to, she had to admit, she was a screwed-up mess. She may love Ben, but it didn’t mean she could sustain that love. Eventually Maggie would have screwed up any long-term relationship anyway. Better Ben left now.

      If that were true then why did her heart hurt so much? What was she supposed to do now?

      A loud meow under her feet caught Maggie’s attention. She glanced down as she felt Lucky’s body push against her leg.

      Maggie scooped up the cat, brushing her hand against his back. “Hey big guy. Where have you been?”

      He answered with a long meow. Maggie laughed, having no doubt he was answering in his own cat language. He meowed several more times and Maggie couldn’t help but think he was trying to tell her something.

      “I know,” Maggie sighed as she sat on her favorite bench. She studied the brass plate that Shawn had attached a few weeks after John’s death.

      To my first love.

      My only love.

      My forever love.

      Maggie chuckled at the words to John Sumner’s love song. He’d written the lyrics for Valerie years ago, trying to be like Jon Bon Jovi.

      Valerie said their only similarity was their name.

      Any time Valerie was upset with him, John would sing his song, horribly off key. If that didn’t work, he’d deliver a handful of wildflowers, her favorite.

      Valerie had repeated the sentiment at John’s funeral. His casket had been sprayed with wildflowers of every kind and color. Valerie said she wished she would have told him every day that he was her forever love.

      Maggie knew for a fact Valerie had told him every day, most days more than once. More importantly, she knew Valerie had shown John her love every day.

      Lucky meowed again, nudging her hand.

      Maggie stroked the cat’s head and laughed. “Okay, Lucky, I hear you. Show him.”

      She pulled her phone from her back pocket. Before she could chicken out, she dialed Ben’s phone. It went straight to voicemail. Maggie’s heart hammered against her chest but she knew it was time. The tone beeped.

      “Oh, uh, hey Ben, it’s Maggie. I, um, just found out you’ve left for Seattle. I’m sorry that I didn’t get a chance to talk to you before you left, but I understand why you didn’t want to talk to me. I mean, I don’t even want to talk to myself right now.” She laughed nervously. “I’m sorry, I’m rambling.”

      Maggie drew in a deep breath to calm her nerves.

      Lucky mewled.

      Maggie nodded at that cat before she could stop herself. “Okay, here’s the thing, Ben. I love you. I think I always have but I just didn’t know what it felt like or how to deal with it, you know? I mean, you were right, I’m a mess and I have a lot of stuff to work through, but I want to do it. For you. For me, really. I guess for both of us”

      She steadied her breath, willing herself to go on.

      “Your mom told me to make peace with my past and the rest would fall into place. I’m going to work on my past, try to sort my shit out with my dad, like you said, because I do want a future. With you. I know you have a life in Seattle and I’m not asking you to leave. Oh, what the hell am I talking about, I’m totally asking you to leave. Come back, Ben. Take a chance on me.”

      A long beep interrupted her message.

      “Your message has been saved. Press five to send or zero to delete.”

      Maggie pulled the phone away from her face and stared at the keypad. Did she want to be this vulnerable? Beg him to stay? Ask him to love her when she truly didn’t know if she loved herself?

      Lucky nudged her hand.

      Without thinking she pushed the number and ended the call.

      Lucky hissed.

      “I know big guy. Sorry.” Maggie rubbed his back as she sank back in the bench. She’d never been anyone’s forever love, never wanted to be, until now. And now it was too late.
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      Ben stood in his office, staring out the picturesque window overlooking the Seattle skyline. Had he done the right thing?

      Deciding not to dwell on his decision any more, he punched the button on his desk phone to call his assistant.

      “Yes, sir?” Andy answered.

      “Any word on my phone?”

      Ben had lost his phone somewhere between the plane and baggage claim two days ago. So far, the airline had turned up nothing and he’d been too busy with meetings and negotiations to get a new one.

      “Oh, no sir. They never recovered it so I ordered a new one this morning. It should be here any minute.”

      “Okay, thanks Andy.”

      Ben glanced down at his watch. It was just after one. He had a meeting at two to shore up the final wording of the contract with his attorneys before signing the formal documents to move forward with the sale of his company. Ben and his board would then begin the arduous task of going public.

      Soon they would start out on the “road show” as the bank called it. They would travel extensively, trying to find prospective investors, giving them their best dog-and-pony show. The sale would mean even more work for Ben but he looked forward to the distraction. Giving his mind over to anything other than the woman who haunted him day and night would be a welcome diversion.

      Ben was happy with his decision, or so he told himself over and over. Going public was the best for everyone involved. Especially him. If that were true then why did he feel so empty inside?

      Someone knocked on Ben’s door and Patrick stepped inside. “You ready for this?” He slapped his hands together and rubbed them like he was starting a fire.

      “I can see you are.” Ben laughed as he sorted through the mess of papers on his desk.

      “Want to grab some lunch before we head into the meeting?”

      Another meeting with bankers.

      Ben’s stomach grumbled. He hadn’t had much time for anything since his return, least of all eating. “Sure. Let me just call and check on my mother one more time.”

      Patrick didn’t say anything but Ben knew he was borderline obsessing. He’d been calling his mom fifty times a day. He probably didn’t need to call again. Something deep in Ben’s gut burned, thinking he wasn’t needed back at home. Something in his heart ached as well. Maggie apparently didn’t need him either. He hadn’t heard from her.

      Staying in Canyon Creek long term had never been an option. Until it was. Until it had begun to nag at him as a possibility. As a hope.

      “Come on,” Patrick said, waving to the door, “you can call her after our meeting and tell her how much money her son is going to make.”

      “The money won’t come right away, Patrick.”

      “I know,” he smiled, “but still, the potential’s there.”

      Ben’s face fell.

      “What?” Patrick’s brow furrowed.

      Making a ton of money had never been Ben’s intent when opening Sumner Integrated Software Solutions, but now it was a real possibility—not that he hadn’t already made a nice nest egg so far. But his real passion had been in software development itself, helping companies achieve their goals through innovative technology, something he would have even less time for once his company went public. A board of directors was one thing, but answering to stockholders too would be even more taxing.

      Patrick came close and snagged an arm around Ben’s neck. “Come on, let’s go grab a sandwich now. Then we’ll celebrate tonight with a real meal and a stiff drink.”

      “Or two?” Ben smiled.

      “Or three.” Patrick laughed as the headed toward the door.

      They almost ran into Andy on their way out. He carried a small box in one hand and a cell phone in the other. “Oh, sorry, boss. Your new phone is here. I charged it and set it up for you. Hope that’s okay, it’s just downloading everything now.”

      “Oh, yeah thanks,” Ben said. “Just put it on my desk.”

      “Sure thing.” Andy strolled to the desk and set Ben’s phone on the wooden surface as he began to organize the papers.

      “Just leave it, Andy, I’ll get to the papers later.” Ben and Patrick walked through the doorway out into Andy’s outer office.

      Ben turned back to glance at his desk when he heard the incessant ping of his phone.

      “Wow,” Andy called from behind them. “You’ve got a lot of messages and texts here, Boss.” Andy waved the phone in his hand.

      Ben had survived two days without a phone, what was another few hours? “I’ll check it later, after we sign all the paperwork. There’s probably nothing important on it anyway.” He’d checked in on his mother almost hourly and everything with her and the lodge was fine.

      Patrick patted him on the back. “Come on rich man, buy me lunch.”

      Ben shook his head as they strode toward the elevators. Rich man. There was so much more to life than money. Losing his father and returning to his childhood home had finally taught him that hard lesson. True riches lay where you least expected them—in family, health, loyalty…and love.
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      Maggie glanced down at the open box on her lap. The last few letters from her father were barely visible through her swollen lids. She’d read nearly all of them and had gone through a full box of tissues.

      He’d started from the beginning, holding nothing back, writing about the early years of his marriage to her mother. He talked about how much he’d loved her and how happy they’d been to welcome Maggie.

      She couldn’t recall any happy memories. He’d shared things Maggie had never known before.

      There were years of heartache when her mother left, the only comfort he’d found was in a bottle, and belittling her. Lashing out had been his coping mechanism, especially since she looked so much like her mother. When he would see the hurt in her eyes, he said he’d hated himself all the more for it, and the cycle of drinking would continue.

      Mostly, his letters were filled with regret and remorse and always one request. Her forgiveness.

      Letter after letter, Maggie felt the walls around her heart crumble. She knew she had a long way to go, learning to love her father, and herself, but for the first time in a long time, she wanted to try. She was tired of blaming him, tired of hating him. Valerie had been right, she had to find peace.

      As always, when she thought of the future, she thought of Ben. Three days and still she hadn’t heard from him. No call, no texts. Nothing in response to the voicemail she’d foolishly left. Why hadn’t she deleted the damn message when she’d had the chance? Lucky, the cat, that’s why.

      It was just as well. She had no idea how to begin a relationship anyway. She needed to work on the one with her father first.

      She pushed the button on her phone and pulled up her contact list, pressing the number for her father’s new facility.

      “Hello,” his gruff voice answered.

      “Hey, Dad,” Maggie said softly.

      “Hey, Mag Pie.” She could hear the smile in his voice but it was also laced with concern, something new. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah.” She sniffled.

      “Maggie, what’s wrong? What happened?” He sounded as if he would defend her no matter the cost. Her father had never fought for her. He’d always fought against her.

      “I read some of your letters.”

      Silence filled the air between them.

      “Dad?”

      “I’m here.” His voice broke.

      “I want to say I forgive you, but I don’t know…”

      “I know, Maggie. I know it will be hard, if it ever happens.”

      “I want to, it’s just, I have a lot of stuff to work through, you know?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I’m going to see a therapist this week,” she said.

      “I think that’s a great idea.”

      “Maybe sometimes you could come with me?” She gnawed her bottom lip.

      “Absolutely,” he said, happiness in his voice. “I’ll do anything for you, Maggie.”

      “Will you stay sober?”

      “I can only promise you today, Mag Pie.”

      Maggie nodded. It was the truth, and the best answer he could have given her. She wouldn’t have wanted anything else.

      “Okay, then for today, I forgive you.”

      “Oh, Maggie, I—” His voice broke and she heard a muffled sob.

      “I’ll come see you tomorrow, we can talk more. Okay?”

      “I’ll look forward to it all night.”

      Maggie laughed. Just the idea of seeing her made his day? How many times had she wished that as a little girl?

      “Well, have a good night and I’ll see you tomorrow, Dad.”

      “Okay. And Maggie?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you,” he said softly.

      “We’ve got a lot of stuff to work through, Dad. You may not say thank you after.”

      “I’ll always be grateful you gave me this opportunity to make amends, Maggie, no matter what happens.”

      Maggie swallowed back a sob.

      “I love you, Maggie.”

      Tears filled Maggie’s eyes and broke the edge of her lashes, falling down her cheeks. “I love you, too, Dad.” And she did. For the first time in a long time, she felt the love for him.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?” The hopefulness in his voice filled Maggie’s heart.

      “Yeah, Dad. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Night, Maggie.”

      “Night, Dad.”

      Maggie hung up the phone and a sense of peace and calm enveloped her. She wasn’t sure what the future held for her and her father but for the first time, she actually felt optimistic, like they had a chance.

      Her stomach grumbled.

      A loud meow echoed below her feet.

      A winter storm was pummeling Canyon Creek and despite everyone’s warnings, Maggie had brought Lucky home with her. She needed to make sure he was safe. He’d spent his life guarding other animals. It was her turn to repay the favor.

      Plus, she wasn’t one hundred percent convinced Lucky wasn’t somehow channeling John Sumner. The cat seemed to give such good advice these days.

      “Yeah, let’s get something to eat, big guy.”

      Maggie stood and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her huge sweatshirt but stilled when her doorbell rang.

      Lucky roared, racing to the front door. Someone really needed to tell that cat he was just a cat, not a lion. She laughed to herself but sucked in a breath as she looked through the peephole at the familiar face.

      Ben. Holding several boxes.

      “Let me in, Maggie.” He pounded on the door. “It’s fucking freezing out here.”

      Maggie unlocked the door and pulled it open.

      Lucky hissed at Ben.

      “Right back at you, you mangy cat.” Ben snarled, nudging the cat gently back in the door with his booted foot.

      “Hey,” Maggie swatted at him. “Be nice to my cat.”

      “Your cat?” Ben raised a brow.

      Maggie didn’t want to admit she’d enjoyed Lucky’s company over the last week, more than she should have.

      She closed the door and studied the man she’d fallen in love with. He looked the same, no worse for the wear like her. “What are you doing here?” she asked quietly.

      Ben glanced around her living room as if looking for something, or someone, then back at her. “Are you all right?” He surveyed her body from head to toe before settling on her face. “You look like hell.”

      “Gee, thanks.” She shook her head. “What’s in all the boxes?”

      Ben walked further into the house, his eyes skimming each wall. “Where’s your cable jack?”

      “I don’t have cable,” she answered, lifting Lucky and following Ben into the living room.

      “You do now, but I need the jack.”

      “Ben, what are you talking about?”

      “I had it turned on yesterday.”

      Wait, what?

      “There it is.” He squatted on the floor and set the boxes next to him.

      “Ben!”

      He glanced over his shoulder like she was a nuisance. “What?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Setting up Wi-Fi?”

      “Wait, what? Why?” Maggie’s shook her head.

      “Well, technically, I’m setting up your cable modem to your wireless router. Do you have a flashlight?”

      Maggie stood, dumbfounded. “Did you get my message?”

      “Your voicemail?” he asked, never looking up.

      “Yes.”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      She walked closer. “And?” She crossed her arms over her chest. God, was she actually tapping her foot? She stilled the movement.

      He said nothing and went back to his work.

      “Ben!” she shouted.

      “What? I’m busy.” He fumbled with cables and wires.

      “With what?” Maggie asked.

      “I can’t live here without Wi-Fi, Maggie. It’s just ridiculous that you haven’t had it until now.”

      Her entire body stilled. “You can’t live here without…” She let the words trail off.

      Ben stood and turned to her. He gently scooted Lucky from between them and Maggie was surprised the cat didn’t hiss.

      In fact, Lucky, smiled. Could a cat smile?

      “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Ben stepped closer, “but I believe you asked me to come back.”

      Maggie swallowed hard, stepping back.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her to him. “In fact,” his gaze moved to the ceiling as if in thought, “I think your exact words were,” his gaze returned and his light brown eyes locked on hers, “I love you.”

      Maggie drew in a sharp breath. He had heard her message.

      Ben cocked his head, a small smirk curling his beautiful lips. “Did I hear you correctly?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “Good.” He dropped his hands and squatted back to the floor.

      “Ben!” she shoved his shoulder.

      “What?”

      “Do you have something to tell me?”

      “Oh yeah,” he glanced over his shoulder, “I love you, too. Now go get me a flashlight.”

      Lucky crawled under Ben’s arms as he twisted the wires and cables.

      “You see, boy,” Ben talked to the cat as if he was a human, “this connector has to go here so your mommy can get Wi-Fi, so I can stay here. Otherwise I can’t run my company.”

      Lucky meowed happily and rubbed against Ben’s leg.

      “Ben,” she whispered.

      “Flashlight, Mags.”

      Maggie stumbled over her feet as she raced to the kitchen, rummaging through every drawer until she finally found a flashlight. She turned and ran into a hard chest. Ben.

      Slowly he took the flashlight from her hand and set it on the kitchen counter.

      “I love you, Maggie.”

      Maggie’s breath caught in her throat. He loved her. “What about your company?”

      He shrugged, “Yeah, I love it too, but not in the same way.”

      Maggie swatted his chest. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I thought you were going back to Seattle for good.”

      “Nah,” he shook his head. “I just went back to sign the papers.”

      “To go public?”

      “No.” Ben’s hold grew tighter.

      “To what?”

      “To sell it.”

      Maggie’s mouth fell open. “Your entire company?”

      “Yep,” Ben answered nonchalantly.

      “But why?”

      “It’s not my passion anymore.”

      Maggie searched his face, afraid to ask the question. “What is your passion?” She swallowed, fearing his answer.

      “My family, the lodge, creating software. Fireplaces.” He waggled his brows.

      Maggie nodded. “Those are certainly things to be passionate about.”

      “Oh, yeah, and…”

      Maggie waited with anticipation, a smile threatening to break free.

      “And I’m really passionate about Wi-Fi. You should know that from the get-go.”

      Maggie glanced at the boxes and equipment strewn on her floor. “I can see that.”

      “And I’m really passionate about this emerald-eyed minx who I can’t seem to get out of my dreams.”

      Maggie smiled, a real smile, for the first time in days.

      “What are you passionate about, Margaret Anne?” Ben asked.

      Lucky meowed and waltzed through both their legs.

      Ben looked down. “Besides your cat.” He laughed.

      Maggie stared up at the ceiling. “Hmmm, let me think. The lodge.”

      Ben’s lips found her neck.

      Maggie tilted her head.

      “Fireplaces,” she said.

      “Hmm, hmm,” Ben murmured against her jaw.

      “Guns N’ Roses.”

      Ben pulled back? “What?”

      “Guns N’ Roses. I love their music.”

      Ben stared at her in disbelief. “Since when?”

      “Since your mom and Sally dragged me to an ’80s open mic night in Denver. Axl Rose is hot.”

      Ben raised one skeptical brow. “You’re lying.”

      Maggie smiled and nodded. “I’m lying. About Axl Rose, not the open mic.”

      “I should punish you for lying to me.” Ben’s eyes smoldered.

      Maggie’s belly flipped. “You should.”

      Ben smirked, obviously pleased with the idea. “What else are you passionate about?”

      Maggie wrapped her arms around Ben’s neck and pulled up onto her toes. “You,” she said as she pressed her lips against his.

      Ben moaned and ground his hips against her.

      Maggie delved deeper, her mouth devouring the man she loved, the man she was born to love.

      His hands slipped under her hips as he lifted her off the ground, carrying them toward her bedroom. He walked through the doorway and glanced at the bed.

      Below them Lucky meowed.

      “Not tonight buddy. Momma’s sleeping with me.” Ben kicked the door closed.

      Lucky let out a loud growl through the wood.

      Ben stared down at Maggie, his face filled with passion and desire. And love. “Now, about that punishment.”
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      “Ben, where are we going?” Maggie held tight to his hand as he dragged her along a path she couldn’t see. She touched the blindfold that was tightly wrapped around her eyes.

      Ben swatted her hand. “Don’t touch it, Maggie or you won’t get your surprise.”

      “Ow,” she cried, shaking her hand. “That hurt.”

      “Stop being a baby.” Ben tugged her arm.

      “I’m not being a baby.” She pouted. Okay, so maybe she was. They’d been walking for what seemed like forever. And Maggie was not a fan of surprises.

      “Try to think of something else to get your mind off it,” Ben said.

      Maggie smiled, remembering their morning. Ben had been back in Canyon Creek for almost two weeks, and in that time, he’d all but moved in to her tiny home. Which was fine by her. It meant she got to go to bed every night and wake up every morning next to his gorgeous face.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ben asked.

      “What?”

      “You. I know your mind. You’re thinking of something dirty.” Maggie could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Maybe I was thinking it might be fun to play with this blindfold.” Maggie giggled.

      Maggie heard Ben stumble before he chastised her. “Naughty girl.”

      Maggie screeched as Ben scooped her up in the air. “Ben!” She slipped her hands around his neck, surprised to feel straps. “Do you have a backpack on?”

      “We’re hiking, Maggie. We needed water and snacks.”

      Snacks? How long would they be gone? She knew he’d offer no more information so she resigned herself and laid her head on his chest. His heart beat in rhythm to hers and she’d never felt more content.

      “That’s more like it.” He kissed her head. “Just a few more minutes and we’ll be there.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “For the hundredth time, I’m not telling you. And I swear, Maggie Mae, if you ask one more time…”

      She leaned in to kiss his jaw, the scruff tickling her lips as her mouth worked down his neck.

      “That won’t work, Maggie.”

      The slight tremble in his voice said otherwise.

      “Fine,” she sighed, leaning back on his chest and letting the afternoon sun warm her body. The winter air held a bite today but it was refreshing. Maggie felt invigorated and for the first time in a long time had an extremely optimistic attitude.

      Her relationship with her father was on track. They were meeting with a therapist weekly, both together and on her own. Ben had been kind and patient as she navigated the uncharted waters of being in a relationship. He understood that Maggie didn’t have the experience witnessing what a loving relationship looked like growing up. She knew he would teach her, persevere with her, and for that she loved him even more.

      The sun disappeared and the air suddenly cooled against her face.

      “We’re here,” Ben said. He released Maggie and she slowly slid down his body. A body she could get lost in, and had many times since his return.

      She reached back to untie her blindfold.

      “Not yet.” Ben gently pulled her wrists away.

      “But you said we were here.”

      “Just a few more steps.” His hands grasped her shoulders and helped her forward. “Watch your step.”

      She halted and stared behind her at what she hoped was Ben. “I can’t watch my step, I’m blindfolded.”

      “I warned you, Maggie.”

      “Fine,” she huffed and cautiously shuffled forward. The ground felt rocky now, much different than the dirty and pebbled path they’d walked before.

      “Where are we?” The echo of her voice told her they weren’t outside any more. No way. “Ben?” she called.

      There was a long silence and Maggie’s nerve endings buzzed with anticipation.

      “Take off your blindfold Maggie.” Ben’s deep voice reverberated off the walls and caressed her skin.

      Maggie slowly undid the knot behind her head and let the sash slip from her face. She blinked several times to adjust her vision. They were in the Kissing Cave. But Ben was nowhere to be found.

      “Ben,” Maggie hollered, her voice echoing as she glanced around the dark cave. She squinted, trying to adjust to the dim lighting. “Ben,” she yelled again.

      “I’m right here, Maggie,” his voice rebounded off the walls and she wasn’t sure where to look. She glanced over her shoulder and gasped.

      Ben was down on one knee, a white box in his hand.

      Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.

      Her hands flew to her mouth and her eyes stung with tears. “Ben,” she whispered through her fingers.

      “Come here,” he said quietly.

      Maggie stumbled toward him.

      “Watch your step.” He held up a palm.

      She slid her shaking hand into his and stopped a foot away.

      Ben’s hand fell from hers and went to the lid of the white box.

      Oh my God. Maggie had to commit this moment to memory for all time.

      “Maggie,” Ben said, his hazel brown eyes staring through her. He knew her, warts and all, and yet still wanted to be with her. He removed the lid. “Will you,” he paused.

      Maggie glanced down at the box, her smile falling. What the? There was a rock inside. And not the good kind.

      “What’s that?” she glared at the box. She’d expected a rock, but not an actual rock.

      “Will you write your name on the Kissing Cave wall with me?”

      You have got to be shitting me.

      Well, it figured. Maggie had never considered herself the marrying kind. And it was no secret that Ben enjoyed his bachelor ways. It’s just, with the last few weeks and—

      “Maggie.” Ben’s quiet voice brought her back. “They say it’s true love if you kiss and write your initials on the walls of the Kissing Cave.”

      “Then why’d you bring a rock?” Maggie tried to keep the sarcasm from her voice. But seriously, he’d brought her here just to kiss and write their names on the wall? He was down on one knee for God’s sake.

      “Well,” Ben glanced around the cave.

      Maggie followed his gaze, studying all the initials, many crossed through.

      “I knew your initials were already here. But I thought…”

      A pang of regret and fear kicked Maggie in the gut. She’d been so foolish and naive with the boys in high school, desperate to find the one thing she’d never had as a child. Unconditional love. Until now.

      Maggie sank to her knees, her hands grasping Ben’s face as she pulled him in to her for a searing kiss. He was her true love. She knew that with everything in her soul. She didn’t need a ring, or her initials on a cave wall to prove it. Ben had her heart and that was good enough. She knew he’d protect it and cherish it for the rest of her life.

      “Maggie,” Ben murmured against her lips.

      “Mmm,” she moaned, delving deeper. Suddenly Ben pulled away and Maggie nearly tumbled in to him.

      “The rock, Maggie.” His tone was stern as if warning her.

      Jeez, all right already.

      “Well, I thought we were supposed to kiss and then write our names on the wall.”

      Ben shoved the box with the rock toward her. “Go ahead.”

      Maggie grasped the rock and slowly stood, turning from Ben and walking toward one of the walls with a small empty space.

      “Maggie,” Ben called behind her.

      “Yes,” she said, wiping the spot clean with her hand. Maybe there was something to this cave’s legend after all.

      “You forgot something.”

      “What?” she asked, bringing the rock to the stone to carve their initials.

      “Maggie.” Once again Ben’s voice held a silent warning.

      “What?” She scowled and twirled on her feet. “I’m trying to write our—”

      Something inside the box sparkled from the light outside. Maggie gasped.

      Ben walked toward her, dropping to his knee again.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Margaret Anne Lawrence, I’ve been in love with you since before you even noticed me.”

      Tears welled in her eyes.

      “And I’ll be in love with you long after you forget me.”

      Maggie shook her head as her hand held in a sob. She could never forget him.

      “I’m hoping that will be a lifetime though. A lifetime spent with me.”

      Maggie stared down at the man who had broken through the walls of her heart. The man who believed in her, who challenged her, but championed for her, too.

      “I know you love me,” he continued, “just for me, not for what I make or what I do. And I love you the same way. You’re beautiful, and smart, and funny and stubborn.”

      Maggie pressed her lips together, afraid she was going to cry.

      “And a thousand other things that I want in my life. That I need in my life. You’re my forever, Maggie. Will you be mine? Will you marry me?”

      The rock tumbled from Maggie’s hand as she sank to her knees, wrapping her arms around Ben’s shoulders and pressing her lips to his.

      Ben tumbled back but righted himself, one arm anchoring Maggie around her waist.

      “I’ll take that as a yes?” He smiled against her lips.

      Maggie drew back, breathless, her heart hammering in her chest. “Yes,” she grinned, “yes, yes, yes. And I noticed you, too, Benjamin Sumner. I just never thought you’d want a girl like me.”

      “I don’t want a girl like you. I want you,” he added.

      Ben brought the box between them and pulled out a ring with a diamond bigger than Maggie had ever seen. He glanced at the ring, then up to Maggie. “I hope you like it. I chose it myself, but if you don’t, we can—”

      Maggie’s arms encircled his neck as she smattered Ben with kisses. “I love it, and I love you. But are you sure? About me, I mean. I’m pretty broken and—”

      “Stop, Maggie.” Ben plucked the ring from the box, grasping her left hand and holding it in front of him. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” He slid the ring onto her finger and it nestled in as if it had been formed for her.

      Maggie held out her hand. The diamond sparkled, but it wasn’t the size or the shape or anything that mattered to her. It was the fact that Ben wanted her, issues and all, and he was willing to mark her with a beautiful ring.

      “Now,” Ben reached beside Maggie for the rock and stood, “I believe we have some initials to carve.” He held out a hand for Maggie. She slid her left hand into his, marveling at the ring. “Would you like to do the honors?”

      He held out the rock to her but she shook her head, instead wrapping her arm around his waist. He slung his hand around her shoulder and she leaned into him with a sigh.

      “How about right here?” He pointed to an area on the rock wall.

      Maggie glanced at the spot. Several initials surrounded the area, making a heart. Inside were the initials “ES + EN” with the year “’91” etched below.

      “Who’s ES and EN?” Maggie asked, staring up at Ben.

      Ben studied the carving as if he were deep in coding a program. “Is it Emmett and Elle?” he asked.

      “ES for Emmett Sumner and EN for Elle Noble?” Maggie questioned. “But it says 1991. That’s way too early for them. They were just a few years behind us.”

      Ben tilted his head and studied the initials. “Maybe they got the date wrong,” Ben said. “Emmett isn’t the brightest.” He laughed.

      She swatted at him.

      He raised his hands in innocence. “Trust me, Em would have failed math if it weren’t for me and Aaron.”

      “Maybe it’s not 1991. Maybe it’s 1891.” Maggie glanced up at him.

      “Probably just a different couple,” Ben said.

      “I think being inside the heart is significant,” Maggie said, studying the carving. “Their initials haven’t been scratched through. They never came back to cross them out.”

      Ben shrugged.

      Maggie watched with rapt attention as he slowly and painstakingly etched their initials on the wall.

      BS + ML

      “Are you going to add the date?” she asked.

      “Nah.”

      “Why not?”

      Ben dropped the rock on the ground and slid his hands around Maggie’s neck, drawing her toward him. “Because it should have been there a long time ago, if I’d had the guts to ask you.” He slowly dropped his head and took her mouth in a passionate, all-consuming kiss that ended too soon.

      “Come on. Ma is dying to see the ring on you.”

      “Your mom knows?” Maggie asked.

      “Of course, she does.” Ben took her hand in his and led her toward the entrance. “Who do you think helped me pick it out?”

      “I can’t believe she kept it a secret.” Maggie shook her head in disbelief.

      “I threatened her with no grandbabies if she told you.”

      Maggie stopped. “You want children?”

      Ben’s brow furrowed. “If you do,” he said slowly. “I want a family with you.”

      Maggie looked horrified.

      “You’ll be an amazing mother,” Ben said with confidence.

      Her eyes welled with tears. She’d never allowed herself to dream of having a husband, a family, children. “But what if I suck at it? I didn’t have good role models.”

      Ben stepped closer and brushed her hair from her face. “You won’t suck. You’re kind and nurturing. You care about everyone else, sometimes to your own demise. Look what you’ve done for my mother, for me, for my family. And your father.”

      Maggie took a moment for his words to wash over her. She wasn’t used to accolades.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ll suck at this parenting thing, too if that makes you feel better.” He laughed. “We’ll suck at it together, how about that?”

      “No, you won’t.” Maggie had no doubt. “You’ll be an amazing father, Ben.”

      “Together,” he said.

      She nodded and smiled.

      “Come on. Let’s go share the news. I know Aunt Sally will want to broadcast it to the entire county.”

      Maggie laughed, realizing she’d always had more family than she’d ever realized.

      Ben tugged on her hand.

      “Wait,” she said, yanking from his hold. She turned back to the spot where they’d carved their initials.

      “What is it?” Ben asked.

      “I want the rock.” She glanced over her shoulder and smiled.

      Ben nodded in approval.

      Maggie stooped down and grasped the rock, cradling it in her hand as if it were gold. She stood and rubbed her hand over their initials, watching in wonder as her diamond twinkled. She couldn’t contain the joy bursting within her and she smiled so wide she thought her face might split in two.

      Her hand slipped away and her eyes were riveted to the other set of initials carved within the heart.

      ES + EN ’91

      What could that mean? She’d have to ask Emmett. Although, he’d probably never admit to anything if it was him and Elle.

      “Maggie,” Ben called from the front of the cave. His gravelly voice echoed against the rock walls. “All set?”

      Maggie walked toward the silhouette sanding at the entrance, stuffing the rock in her pocket. With one last glance over her shoulder, she marveled at the sight. There were so many initials, some crossed out, but more that weren’t. That gave Maggie hope. Suddenly John’s lyrics rang in her head.

      My first love.

      My only love.

      “My forever love,” she whispered.
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      Emmett Sumner was the last one to turn his attention to his mother as she stepped to the head of the conference table inside the Lodge at Canyon Creek. His mind had been on the other side of the mountain, where it had been for the last three weeks, thinking about the woman who lived there. As a writer, he’d always been contemplative, but this was something altogether different.

      He’d been thinking of Elle Noble, about her family’s ski resort located on the other side of Canyon Creek Mountain. She’d occupied his thoughts ever since he’d seen her in his mother’s hospital room three weeks ago. It might have been years since he’d seen her, but it didn’t mean their connection wasn’t strong, as much as he’d wished it wasn’t. He’d known the minute he’d seen her enter behind a huge bouquet of flowers that something was wrong.

      Elle had empathized with his mother, saying she understood what it was like to be in a hospital. It had been such a passing comment, no one had even questioned her or commented on it. He guessed they might all have figured she’d twisted an ankle a time or two as a ballet dancer, but he knew better. He knew her, and he was willing to bet there was more to the story.

      He’d always wondered why she’d left her career as a professional dancer in New York City to come back to Colorado and run her family’s resort a few years ago. People in town had said she’d wanted to be close to her family, but he didn’t buy that excuse. Dancing had been everything to Elle. Not even he could keep her from leaving when they’d graduated high school.

      After she’d left the hospital room, Emmett’s mother had insisted he walk her out. He’d followed and asked her what her comment from earlier had meant. She’d just thanked him politely, as if he were a stranger, and quickly drove off once they’d reached her car.

      There had been a time when Emmett knew Elsbeth—or Elle as everyone called her—better than anyone in the world, her every thought, every dream. Her every…everything. His Elle.

      Until three weeks ago, it had been almost five years since he’d seen her. Five years since she’d walked out of his life for good, leaving nothing more than a freaking thank you note. But that didn’t change the fact that he knew her in a way no other person ever had. If there were ever such a thing as soulmates, he and Elle were it.

      He stared out at Canyon Creek Mountain with the one thought that had absorbed all his focus lately: Elle Noble was different. Something had changed. And his gut told him whatever it was that had caused this change in her, it wasn’t good.

      Emmett rubbed the back of his neck as he turned in his chair and focused on his mom.

      Four of his five brothers and one of his two aunts sat at the table, too. At the head of it stood his mother, Valerie Sumner and Maggie Lawrence, the manager of the lodge, who was now also his brother, Ben’s, fiancée.

      “Thank you, boys, for coming.” His mother spoke, quelling the small murmur of voices around the table. Valerie Sumner was the owner of the lodge they all sat in, a project she’d started with his father, until his death three months before. “I know we didn’t give you a lot of notice.”

      Emmett noted his mother’s voice was more authoritative than usual for business meetings. Then again, this was the first one she’d led with all of them present. It had been his brother Ben who had called Emmett and his brothers to this same table after their father’s funeral to explain the dire situation his family was in.

      Despite his father’s passing and the stress of meeting the requirements of the lodge’s loan, Emmett’s mother looked in good spirits. Emmett could see she’d lost weight though, and she’d had a difficult time adjusting to life without her partner of almost thirty-four years. But if Emmett had learned one thing about his mother since returning to his childhood home of Canyon Creek, Colorado, it was that she was resilient and strong. Standing and leading them in a way he never imagined she could was the prime example of that new-found strength.

      It was also clear this lodge was a big part of that happiness. His mom thrived on coming up with just the right things to appeal to their guests and draw them in. She was made for the role of welcoming their guests and making them feel like they were coming home. Making them want to return again and again.

      But for today, it seemed, his mom was their general, and Emmett was happy to see her standing up there in the role.

      “We’re going to do some reassignments of departments,” his mother said. “Max is here to stay for a bit longer, which will help us tremendously.”

      Emmett’s brother Max smiled.

      Emmett shook his head, but he had to give Max credit. If nothing else, he’d convinced half the women in town to apply for several new positions that Maggie and his mother had created here at the lodge. When a professional football player arrived in town, women came out of the woodwork, despite rumors Max might be retiring from the Tampa Bay Stingrays thanks to two bad knees. Chicks wanted any excuse to throw themselves in front of what some magazines called, America’s sexiest NFL star. Emmett had to swallow hard to keep from gagging at the thought of his brother as a sex symbol.

      “The first thing I’ve called you all here to announce today,” his mother said, “is that I’m making Maggie the General Manager of the lodge.” His mother beamed as she gestured toward her future daughter-in-law.

      Ben released his fiancée’s hand and watched her with pride. Emmett’s older brother, Ben, had been the first of them to throw himself into saving the lodge. He’d butted heads with Maggie Lawrence to do it, but she’d stolen Ben’s heart in the end. Thank God for that, too. It turned out, Maggie was a big part of the planning and business-side of the lodge’s expansion. She was as essential to the lodge’s success as his mom. If Valerie Sumner was the heart of the lodge, Maggie was the brains.

      “Hasn’t she always been the manager?” Max asked.

      Emmett found himself nodding in agreement. He’d always thought the same.

      Valerie smiled. “She’s been performing the duties of General Manager for a long time. We’ve just never given her the official title. It’s long overdue and well-earned. And now,” Valerie said, as she turned her gaze to each of them at the table, “she’s going to have a lot of other managers and department heads reporting to her.”

      Maggie handed Max a stack of papers. “If you’d take a copy and pass it around the table.” Maggie smiled.

      “Sure thing,” Max said, winking.

      Emmett shook his head. He’d actually winked at Ben’s fiancée. Douche.

      Ben reached around Emmett and slapped Max on the head.

      “Hey, watch it,” Max said, rubbing his head.

      “She’s taken, asswipe,” Ben growled.

      “Boys!” Maggie snapped from the head of the table, and damned if she didn’t sound a lot like his mother. “Jake has to catch a flight this evening and we have a lot to get through. I’m sure he doesn’t want to spend the whole day in the conference room.”

      The room fell silent—except for Max’s grumbling about being a man, not a boy—all eyes turning to Maggie. She’d commanded the attention of grown men acting like teenagers. Rather than being perturbed, Ben stared at her with adoration.

      “If you’ll look at the chart,” Maggie continued, “you’ll see that we each have a department. Some of you have more than one, like Emmett.”

      Emmett took the stack of papers from his brother and grabbed one from the top, studying Maggie’s organizational chart.

      “As Valerie said, I’ll be taking on the duties of the General Manager,” she pointed to the top of the page.

      “So, you’ll still be Ben’s boss?” Aaron asked. Aaron might be a cardiologist and one of the more serious of the brothers, but it was hard for any of them to pass up the chance to rib one another. He’d stayed in town after flying in three weeks before, when their mother had landed herself in the hospital. What had first looked like a heart attack had, thankfully, turned out to be an anxiety attack brought on when Ben and Maggie had a blowout fight. Their argument had nearly cost them their relationship, and ruined the love they’d found in each other.

      Emmett shoved away the tinge of jealousy at seeing his brother and Maggie now happily engaged. Maybe it was being close to family that had changed how Emmett felt about relationships. Being so close to Elle, to the memories of them before things had gone so wrong, had him wondering.

      Back home in San Diego, he’d been dating a woman casually, but she’d ended the relationship weeks before he came back to Canyon Creek. Emmett had known it wasn’t going anywhere but he’d been comfortable letting things coast along the way they’d been. It was nice to have someone to spend evenings and weekends with. She hadn’t agreed. She’d told him she could tell his heart wasn’t in it, and she didn’t have time to waste on dead-end relationships. That’s apparently what he was. A dead end.

      Max leaned over to Emmett. “I bet Maggie’s the boss in the bedroom, too.” He laughed under his breath. Something went sailing across the room. “Ow,” Max cried, rubbing his head. He reached down and grabbed a pencil, holding it in the air. “Who the hell threw this at me?”

      “You always were a suck-ass wide receiver.” Jake laughed. Jake was probably the second-most serious of the group, after Aaron. He had to be. Jake was a political strategist. It was his job to anticipate any problems and head them off at the pass. Emmett would guess being home, even though it was only for a short visit to attend this meeting, was a rare chance for him to relax. Apparently, cutting up with his brothers was going to be part of that relaxation.

      His mother stood tall. “I threw it, Maxwell James Sumner,” she said, hands on hips. “I will not have you disrupting this meeting or using foul language in front of ladies.”

      “What ladies?” Max said under his breath.

      Emmett wondered if his mom knew using their full names was beginning to lose its effectiveness. Nevermind the fact they were all grown men, she used their first and middle names so often, they all laughed when she did it now. If you couldn’t make Valerie Sumner call you by all three of your names once daily, you were losing your touch as a Sumner boy.

      Max’s eyes darted around the room like he might find someone else hiding in the shadows with a pencil box full of projectiles and a guilty expression. “Ma, did you really throw that at me?”

      “Sort of,” their mother said and looked to her sister-in-law, Emmett’s Aunt Sally. “By proxy.”

      “I did.” Aunt Sally raised her hand. “But she asked me to,” she said, pointing toward his mother. “She’s a terrible shot.”

      Emmett held back a laugh.

      “To answer your question, Max,” Maggie said, “yes, I will be Ben’s boss.”

      Max stared at Ben, a gleam in his eye.

      “I’ll also be your boss, Max,” she continued, a gleam in her own eye.

      “Huh?” Max’s head reared back.

      “Maggie is the new General Manager of our lodge,” his mother reiterated. “That makes her everyone’s boss. I’ll be the Assistant General Manager.”

      “So, she’s your boss, too, Ma?” Max asked, playing up his stupidity. Emmett knew Max only played dumb. He had a feeling it was something that had started early on when Max realized people expected a jock to be brainless. Max’s degree in biomedical engineering proved them wrong.

      Their mother raised a brow at Max but didn’t answer.

      Max glanced at Emmett with a shrug.

      Maggie took over, referring to the chart they all now had in front of them. “Valerie will be the Director of Operations and responsible for management of the housekeeping and front office as well as guest relations, with Denise and Emily still being the department heads.”

      “Have I met them?” Max asked, glancing around the room.

      “Nope, but Denise is just your type, man,” Emmett smirked.

      Ben hid his amusement. Denise was a middle-aged, rotund ex-Army veteran with more hair on her chin than Max. She was meaner than Ben and Maggie’s mangy cat, Lucky, when you tried to take away his food.

      His mother apparently didn’t get the joke. “All employees are off limits to date, Max,” she said.

      “What about Ben?” he asked.

      Ben spun in his chair. “What about me?”

      “You were dating an employee,” Jake said.

      “We’re not dating, Jake.” Maggie held up her hand, wiggling her ring finger. “We’re engaged, remember?” The diamond Ben had recently placed on Maggie’s hand sparkled in the light.

      Max whistled. “Man, that’s a doozy.”

      “Yeah, and you better watch it or I’ll bop you on the head with it if you act up.” Maggie smirked.

      She turned to her fiancé. “Ben will be our Director of Finance and Information Technology. Now that we’re moving into online booking and we’ve set up a software system the department heads can access from tablets instead of having to run reports in the office, we need someone who can troubleshoot quickly if anything crops up.”

      She glanced up at Emmett next and smiled. “Emmett, you’ll still be the Director of Sales and Marketing. You’ll be responsible for long-term strategic goals as well.”

      “You’ve done such an amazing job with the website and the blog already,” his mother said, her eyes beaming with pride.

      “Thanks.” Emmett returned her smile but gave her a cautious look. He wasn’t prepared to stay in Canyon Creek permanently. He hoped she understood they’d need to replace him down the road.

      His mother seemed to read his mind. “I don’t expect any of you to stay here forever, but you’re getting us started, and the marketing is such a big part of making this work. We’ll be counting on you a lot more than you realize.” She turned and looked at Ben. “I do expect you to stay, dear. I’m afraid I can’t let Maggie go.” Her grin was just as huge as Maggie’s.

      Ben had told his family before he proposed to Maggie that he would live wherever she wanted. Turns out, she wanted Canyon Creek. Despite his own hesitation with returning to their childhood home, Ben said he’d be happy to stay, so long as she was with him. He’d all but moved into Maggie’s house.

      “So that’s okay?” Maggie asked Emmett, drawing him back to the discussion. “You’ll continue to head up sales and marketing?”

      “Yeah, that’s cool,” he answered. “For the time being.”

      “I’ve talked to Elsbeth Noble at the resort,” his mother said.

      “Elle?” Max asked.

      Emmett sat ramrod straight, momentarily stunned, but his mother didn’t seem to notice

      She went on as though she hadn’t just screwed with his whole world.

      “Yes,” his mother said. “Elle’s the director of the resort’s sales and marketing department as well. She and I have been talking about running some joint marketing, bringing a few new festivals and things to the area.” She looked around the table at all of them, as if there was nothing wrong with what she was saying. “If the resort and the lodge work together—”

      “No.” Emmett broke in, his voice low and quiet, but unyielding. “It’s not happening, Ma.”

      The room fell silent and his mother turned a confused gaze on him. Shit.

      No one in the room knew about New York City. He couldn’t explain it either. He wasn’t dragging that story out for the whole family.

      Long seconds passed without anyone saying anything, until his mother broke the silence. “Surely you’re over what happened in high school. It’s been years, Em, I honestly thought you’d be happy to reconnect with her.”

      Emmett sighed. His mother had done this over the years. She’d given him cheerful updates about Elle whenever she heard something about her life. They’d increased when Elle had come back to Canyon Creek after retiring from her dancing career in New York.

      Emmett had had the same reaction each time. He’d quickly changed the conversation or ended the phone call. Apparently, his mother either hadn’t noticed or was choosing to ignore the not-so-subtle hint.

      Emmett didn’t look away, and neither did his mother.

      Maggie cleared her throat. “Well, let’s table the idea for now. We can revisit it later.”

      Emmett opened his mouth to say there’d be no revisiting it, but Maggie didn’t give him a chance to say anything. She looked purposefully to Max. “Okay, so Max.”

      “Yep, ready and willing. Possibly able.” Max waggled his brows. His brother dealt with anything uncomfortable by goofing around.

      “I would like you to be in charge of overseeing the remainder of the build-out on the wedding barn and the cabins,” Maggie continued, unfazed. “Shawn said you’ve already started to help the construction team so I think you would transition smoothly into a head of engineering role, of sorts.”

      Shawn Braddock was their contractor, and a talented wood-working artist. He’d done an incredible job on the rest of the lodge.

      “I don’t know anything about engineering,” Max said.

      “You studied biomedical engineering in college,” Emmett said.

      “That’s different,” Max rolled his eyes.

      “Not so much,” Maggie said. “I think your degree could prove very useful in this role. If you would be willing to accept it.” She stared at Max and Emmett knew her sea-green eyes had the man transfixed. He’d do anything she asked, just like Ben.

      With her wild, curly auburn hair and beguiling smile, Emmett was convinced Maggie Lawrence was a witch. When she wasn’t working her magic on him, he found it funny. And if he were honest, he was happy she was going to be his sister-in-law. She already felt like part of the family.

      “I guess I could try it.” Max said. “Just don’t expect a lot.”

      Maggie nodded, her face splitting into a huge smile. “Thanks, Max.” She turned to Aaron and Jake. “I know you guys won’t be here much longer, so I hope you’re not upset that I didn’t include you in the organizational chart.” She raised a finger. “Yet.”

      “Not at all,” Aaron said and Emmett could swear he heard his brother sigh in relief.

      He understood. None of his brothers had wanted to come home, but Ben had made it clear. Their family’s land, their childhood home and the lodge were in jeopardy if they didn’t all pitch in.

      The loan his parents had taken out to build the lodge had tons of covenant clauses, some Emmett still wasn’t one hundred percent sure of. The bottom line was, not only did they have to make their payments on time, his mom had to meet certain sales projections and forecasts each quarter or face default.

      Emmett’s job was critical to not only the success of the lodge, but to the safety of his family’s land. If the lodge didn’t succeed, they’d lose their land along with all the buildings. Land that had been in his family for generations.

      As much as they might all bitch about coming home, all of them would do what it took to make this work. For the mother.

      All of his brothers and he led busy lives but shortly after their father’s death, they’d developed a plan—a schedule of sorts—that rotated them all in coming home to help their mother stay afloat. Emmett and Ben had come home first. Max would be staying for a while now that football season was over. Jake, Aaron, and his baby brother, Grant, would all take time off over the next sixteen months to return home in stages. They would back their mother’s dream and make sure the quarter of the mountain that the Sumners still owned wasn’t lost forever.

      Ben had confided to Emmett that the loan was with the Canyon Creek United Bank, a financial institution whose board was stacked with members of the Noble family. Although the Sumner and Noble families had each owned half of the mountain when the town was founded, the Noble family took half the Sumner’s land in the 1800s after Lazarus Sumner racked up gambling debts he couldn’t pay off.

      What remained to be seen, now, was whether the current generation of Nobles were just as eager to foreclose on the lodge if they couldn’t make its payments or meet the covenants of the loan. Emmett wasn’t sure he wanted to gamble on the generosity of the Nobles. His family couldn’t afford a default.

      “I’m sorry I can’t stay and help,” Jake said. “This election has me swamped right now.” He ran a hand through his thick black hair. He was currently managing the campaign for a California senator running for the U.S. Senate with talk of moving on to the presidency within the next decade.

      “But please know,” Maggie continued, “if you’d like to return some day, we could always use your help.”

      Maggie and his mom might have missed the looks Ben and Emmett shot their way, but Jake and Aaron sure as hell didn’t. There was no getting out of this. They would all be coming home sooner or later.

      Aaron gave a slight nod to his brothers then turned his attention to his mom, eyeing her with the look of a physician. “I’m not going to lie, Ma. I’m not sure you’re ready to take on all of this.”

      “Nonsense,” Valerie said. “The doctor said I’m perfectly fit. And my stress test came back all clear. She said I have the heart of a thirty-year-old.”

      “And the ass of a twenty-year-old,” Aunt Sally added. “High five, girl.” She held up her palm.

      His mother slapped it. “It’s the yoga.”

      The room rang with a collective groan. The last thing Emmett or any of his brothers wanted to think about was his mother’s ass.

      Maggie ignored the sideshow and continued. “You’ll see we also have a Food and Beverage Department listed on the chart,” Maggie continued. “Once we make the first payment of our loan we want to expand that section.”

      “That’s why Sally’s here,” Maggie said. “We’ll be talking more about that in the next few weeks, but just know that there are some ideas we’re throwing around and we’ll be coming to all of you for your opinions on that soon.” She glanced around the table. “I know I’ve given you a lot and it can be overwhelming but I want you all to know that I’m dedicated to this lodge, to seeing it succeed.” Maggie looked at his mother, her eyes glassy. “Your mother and father put so much trust in me five years ago when I had little experience to go on. It meant a lot to me, and I just want you guys to know I’m going to repay you for that confidence and trust someday.”

      His mother reached out and squeezed Maggie’s hand. “You already have, Maggie.”

      “This is a good plan, Maggie,” Jake said. “It looks solid.” If anyone would know about a solid plan it would be his brother Jake. Emmett just wished so much of the plan didn’t count on him and his brothers. Except Ben, none of them planned to stay in Canyon Creek long-term. Emmett hoped the budget could withstand it when they had to be replaced.

      Maggie nodded and ducked her head, the room falling silent.  Emmett knew she was thinking of his dad, and his own thoughts followed hers. He could almost swear he felt the presence of John Sumner in the lodge at times. Maggie and his mother had known his dad better than he had in recent years. A tight band squeezed his chest with regret from the realization.

      “Are we done here?” Aaron asked, his strong voice cutting through the quiet. “I’m sorry to leave so soon but I need to head out for the airport if I’m going to make my flight.”

      Jake nodded. “I’ve got to pack for my flight.”

      His mother rose from her chair. “Yes, I know you have to go. I don’t want to let you, though” she said with a teasing grin, “but I will. We’re finished with the planning, for now.”

      “What does for now mean?” Max asked as everyone else stood.

      “We’re going to put these changes in place over the next few days,” Maggie said. “We’ll revisit them in four to six weeks to evaluate their effectiveness. Jake, would you be available for video conferences so we can evaluate the changes with you and get your input?”

      “Absolutely,” Jake responded with no hesitation, even though his body looked like he’d fall over at any minute. Emmett wondered what was happening with the campaign that had his brother looking like this?

      “Jake,” Aunt Sally said, “why don’t you come over to my house so I can fatten you up. You look like a train wreck. You’re eating too much sushi out in California.” She laughed as she slid her arm around Jake’s waist. “That state senator running you ragged?” She asked the question that had been on everyone’s mind.

      “If I say yes, do I get apple pie?” Jake smiled down at his aunt.

      “Lucky for you I just pulled one from the oven this morning.” Even if she hadn’t, they all knew she would whip one up in no time for her nephew.

      “I’m in. As long as I don’t have to listen to Journey,” Jake said.

      “You know I make my best desserts when Steve Perry is singing in my ear.”

      His brothers groaned.

      His mother and aunt had an epic feud about what ’80s rock band was better, Journey or Bon Jovi. Aunt Sally’s bedroom was actually plastered with posters of the leather-clad members of Journey, her band of choice. Their Aunt Lisa was just as fanatic about Van Halen. She’d once told Emmett that David Lee Roth’s ass was so hot, she never felt the need to defend him to her sisters-in-law.

      Emmett cringed at the memory.

      “Just don’t go into her bathroom,” Ben said.

      “Why?” Jake asked.

      Emmett and Ben shared a knowing shake of their heads. Jake hadn’t been home since Aunt Sally had redone the bathroom décor. Heaven help him, Emmett still couldn’t get the images out of his head. She’d plastered the walls surrounding her jacuzzi tub with posters of the band. It was…disturbing.

      Aunt Sally swatted the air. “Don’t mind those boys.” She led Jake to the door. “You were always my favorite anyway,” she said in a stage whisper that could have been heard on the Noble side of the mountain.

      Everyone began to file out of the room. Emmett hoped Maggie’s plan would work. Even though sales had grown steadily since he’d taken over the marketing, things weren’t where he’d like them yet. He had hoped to have more bookings for the wedding barn but it was hard to implement much of what he wanted to for the venue since the build-out wasn’t done.

      If his plans for the marketing didn’t kick in as soon as the barn was ready, they could be in real trouble. He wasn’t at all sure he could pull this off as well as Maggie and his mom seemed to think he could.

      “Emmett,” his mother called.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      She crooked her finger with a raised brow.

      Shit.

      “Someone’s in trouble,” Max chuckled under his breath.

      Emmett shot Max a middle finger behind his back as he slowly watched his safety net file out of the room.

      “Have a seat,” his mother said, pointing to a chair.

      Great. Now he needed to figure out how to tell his mom he wasn’t going to talk to her about Elle Noble. Ever.
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      Emmett’s mother was tall but slender and he’d always thought of her as a little fragile. So why did she seem to tower over him right now?

      What was really impressive was how innocent she made her next statement. “Why did you say that about meeting with Elle? I would have thought you would be happy to see her.”

      Emmett’s stomach tightened. He was not going to share this story with his mom.

      She tried again. “I know Elle left after graduation and there were some troubles between you.”

      Troubles was putting it mildly, but it wasn’t graduation he had been thinking about. There was a lot his mom didn’t know. That no one did.

      “But you two have been close since pre-K.” His mother pressed on.

      Emmett coughed out a laugh. Elle and he had been close at one time, but it was funny his mom should mention pre-K. It seemed that long since things had been uncomplicated between him and Elle.

      They’d once been as close as two people could be without becoming intimate. He’d considered Elle his soulmate, even though they’d never kissed until late in high school. He’d watched her date loser after loser and never said a word, only held her when they inevitably broke her heart.

      He’d begun to think of her as more, to think that maybe they might have something real and lasting. Until the day she’d crushed him.

      “That was a long time ago, Ma.”

      She nodded. “I know, I just thought maybe now, since it’s been so long—”

      “Look, Ma, you don’t know the whole story.” He glanced at the oak door, wishing he could escape.

      “Then tell me.”

      Hell no. Wasn’t happening. Emmett shook his head.

      “I know she left after graduation and you weren’t able to say good-bye. You were heart-broken.”

      Emmett wanted to laugh. He had been heart-broken, but that wasn’t the reason for his anger now. As far as his mom was concerned, the last time he’d seen Elle had been after high school. And as far as he was concerned, she could keep thinking that.

      “There isn’t anything to tell, Ma. It’s in the past.”

      “I asked Elle,” his mother said.

      “You what?”

      “She said it was a miscommunication,” his mother continued.

      Emmett barked out a laugh.  Miscommunication. More like flat-out lie, he thought.

      “You know, something’s different about her now,” Emmett said. “When I saw her in the hospital, I could see it right away.”

      “How so?” The tilt of his mom’s head made that silver hair swish around her face. She tucked a piece behind her ear in a gesture more like a teenaged girl than a woman in her later fifties, but it was a move he’d always associate with his mother.

      Emmett shook his head, breathing deep. He didn’t know why he’d brought it up. Maybe because it had been weighing on him. He shrugged. He didn’t have words for what he was thinking, which was ironic, since he was a writer.

      “You need to talk to her, Emmett.”

      How the hell did his mother do that? She knew just where his thoughts had gone, and she went right where he needed her not to go.

      He didn’t answer.

      “I think it could be good for both of you,” she said. “She has some good ideas. Just meet with her, once, for me?”

      Emmett raised his head and stared into his mother’s blue eyes. They were brighter now. She looked better than she had in weeks. He didn’t want to disappoint her.

      “Really, Ma? You’re breaking out the for me card?”

      She smiled, her eyes wrinkled around the edges as she nodded her head.

      Emmett let out a low growl. “Fine. For you,” he said sarcastically.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” His mother stood and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Thank you for staying and helping me. And believing in me.”

      Emmett squeezed her back and nodded. His stomach lit with anger just thinking of meeting with Elle. He’d only seen her that one time at the hospital since he’d been home.

      Except for her short hair, she looked exactly the same physically—tall and graceful, ice blue eyes, jet black hair, and skin so flawless it looked airbrushed. She’d been scouted by modeling agents in high school but Elle’s passion had always been dance. She was magic on the dance floor.

      His mother released her hold. “Are you all right, Em?”

      No.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      She eyed him suspiciously as she’d done when they were kids. Obviously believing he wouldn’t say more, her gaze cut to the watch on her wrist. “I told Elle you’d be there at three, so you better scoot.” She turned his chair away from the table and pushed on his shoulder.

      “What? You set this up for today?” Emmett looked up at the ceiling, as if he might find patience there.

      “Three o’clock with Elle. Shoo.” She pointed to the door.

      “Ma,” Emmett growled.

      She stood straight, her face void of any sign she’d been playing him this whole time.

      “You have to stop with this matchmaking shit,” he said. “It isn’t going to happen with me and Elle.”

      “Language, Emmett Daniel—”

      “Sumner,” the both finished in unison.

      “Yeah, that full name thing isn’t working on me this time, lady.” He stood.

      “You might want to take a shower and do something with your hair before you head over to meet her.”

      “Seriously, Ma? This isn’t a date. It’s not happening.” He’d never admit to his mother, or anyone, but Elle’s disappearing act had crushed him in high school, and it had destroyed him the second time she’d walked away. The time only he and Elle knew about. Emmett wouldn’t allow her to break his heart a third time.

      His mother reached up and patted his cheek. “I might not know your history with Elle, honey, but I do know this. You two have a connection that doesn’t just go away. No matter how much you think you want it to.”

      Her tone said his thinking was wrong.

      “Business, Ma. This meeting is going to be about business.”

      Her face fell and her hand slid from his face. “Okay, sweetie. Whatever you say.”

      She turned to leave but Emmett saw the glimpse of a smirk. Heaven help the Sumner boys.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Want to keep reading? Get Never Say Goodbye here!
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