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      Sophie

      

      “Ed, I thought we had a deal.” Sophie Whitmore slowed her jog until she stopped shuffling along the dirt trail, panting heavily, feet still. “I planted you your own patch.” She narrowed her eyes at the moose leisurely chomping away at a cabbage in their garden, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      The bull lifted his head a few inches from his snack. His massive antlers tilted at her scolding tone, one of the many quirks that brought out his inner dog. Ed stood between Sophie and her path to the back door.

      “It’s not my fault you already ate it all.”

      Sunset Ridge had been home to Sophie for a little more than a year, ever since she and her two sisters inherited the Sunset Ridge Lodge. Long enough for her not to find it odd that she was reprimanding a moose. She allowed for a healthy distance between them, never forgetting Ed had the ability to trample her like a tumbleweed should he get irritated. The moose had never once shown her a sign of aggression when her mom side came out, but it only took once.

      Ed lowered his head for another bite.

      “Hey now, you can’t eat all our cabbage. We need it for guests.” Her pants slowed into heavy breaths, and she remembered to turn off her tracking app. Her run time didn’t matter, only the distance. Because if it killed her, Sophie was going to complete her first marathon next week.

      Six point three miles today. She’d leave that particular detail out when she updated Denver. No matter what he recommended about tapering at this point in her training, three miles did not feel like enough distance this close to running twenty-six.

      “Look, come back later and you’ll get your fill of blueberries,” Sophie continued, as if the animal could understand her. Luckily no guests lounged outside on the back patio to hear this odd conversation, but one window appeared cracked. Some guests knew about their local celebrity moose; others would think she was losing her mind.

      Ed backed away a couple of steps from the garden, still chewing on his last stolen bite.

      “I have errands to run.”

      Though she wasn’t afraid to be stern with him when needed, she knew better than to approach him. The only person Ed had ever let touch him was her daughter Caroline, and that was on the nose while feeding him goodies from the safety of inside an open window.

      “Don’t you have some roaming to do?”

      The moose simply stood and stared off into the woods.

      “Do you want to be the one to tell Caroline her birthday decorations didn’t get here on time?”

      His ears perked at the name. It was a mostly empty threat, and the moose obviously didn’t have a stake in whether or not Sophie made it to the post office. But he did seem to have a soft spot for Caroline.

      “Ah, so that you understand.” Sophie refrained from repeating her daughter’s name, concerned the animal might get the wrong idea. The little girl—growing up way too fast for Sophie’s liking—was at school. She felt a mixture of pride and loss. Even without her father in the picture any longer, Caroline was thriving in this new town. At five—six next week—Sophie’s daughter possessed the resilience of a Whitmore.

      Through the stillness of the morning, Sophie heard the crank of a motor. When she left for her run earlier, most of the guests had already ventured out for the day. It was possible someone came back to the lodge or was getting a late start. Maybe making a mad dash to get away after catching her conversing with the wildlife. “Ed, if you make me miss my ride—”

      But more than likely, it was Cadence driving off.

      The three sisters shared one car. Both Sophie and Cadence had sold theirs before moving to Alaska last year. Tessa had never owned one, having lived in New York City for so long. With the three of them running the lodge they inherited from Great-Aunt Patty, one vehicle made the most financial sense. At first. But the longer they shared—even with Tessa moved out and married to Liam now—the more inconvenient it became.

      Mornings like this made it glaringly apparent that Sophie needed her own car.

      As the engine faded away, Ed finally sauntered off into the woods and out of Sophie’s path to the lodge. Shuffling forward toward the door at last, her legs wobbled beneath her weight from the long run. She’d pushed herself harder than usual today. If Denver found out, he’d lecture her on straying from the training schedule he designed for her.

      Denver Grant. Now there was a problem. The two had become close friends in the past year, but lately, against her better judgment, Sophie was starting to feel . . . more. “It’s ridiculous,” she mumbled beneath her breath as she arrived in the kitchen.

      A note from Cadence stuck to the fridge via a Warren’s Sea Shack magnet confirmed her suspicions. Both of her sisters were on their way to Seward to stock up on groceries that were a little harder to come by in this small town. “Great,” she muttered. They wouldn’t be back until well after lunch.

      Her hands began to shake. She’d have to ask Denver for a ride. Knock it off, Sophie, she scolded herself. He’s your friend. Nothing more.

      Once in the lodge room she and Caroline had called home for the past thirteen months, she plugged her phone into its charger. The device was more than three years old and lost its charge quicker each day. But a new cell phone was an unnecessary luxury she’d happily forego if it meant she could put a roof over her daughter’s head.

      Standing at the window, cell phone cradled in her hand, debate danced in her mind. Sophie could trek across town on foot to the post office, but she wasn’t sure how she’d lug a hefty package of party decorations all the way back. If she waited for her sisters to return, she’d be cutting things too close for picking Caroline up from school. The kid was too nosy for her own good.

      Options exhausted, she typed out a quick text to Denver begging for a ride, despite the guilt she felt for bugging him on his day off.

      
        
        Denver: Be over in 10

        Sophie: You’re the best :)

      

      

      He’d skipped running with her this morning because he planned to work on his next mystery novel, and Sophie hated tearing him away.

      Denver Grant moved home to Sunset Ridge last summer after finishing his enlistment in the Army. He’d stayed with his mom, the Whitmore sisters’ neighbor, Tillie, while he waited to close on a house in town. Before the restaurant at their inn opened, Tillie often dropped by with baked goods or sent Denver to deliver them, which meant Sophie saw him almost daily.

      He’d become an unexpected friend—always there when she needed him, never demanding she owed him anything. Though Denver wasn’t shy about accepting a tub of cookies or whatever quirky notebook Sophie offered him in thanks. Best of all, he never pressured her for more than friendship. After the disaster that was her divorce almost two years ago, dating was off the table until Caroline graduated. If then.

      From the beginning, Denver seemed to understand and respect that boundary.

      
        
        Denver: Just a warning: this ride will cost you a brainstorming session.

        Sophie: What is our fearsome Malcom up to these days?

        Denver: He just found a second dead body. We’ll talk more soon. Get ready!

      

      

      Sophie set the phone on her nightstand, feeling a tad more excitement than she would ever admit to Denver when it came to helping him plot his mystery novels. Though she doubted she had the ability or talent to write an entire book, she loved helping him talk through his. It felt as if they were creating magic together.

      She tripped over Caroline’s wadded-up moose jammies on her way to the shower, now with less than seven minutes to rinse off and look presentable. “I’d kill to have my own bedroom again.”

      Caroline deserved her own room, and Sophie was eager to have her privacy back. Sophie had the local realtor on the hunt for an affordable two-bedroom rental that her rail-thin budget could cover. She loved her daughter with the fierceness of a mama grizzly, but she’d kill not to get kicked in the back just one night by those strong little feet.

      In the middle of towel-drying her hair, Sophie’s phone chimed announcing Denver’s arrival. She tossed her damp hair in a messy bun and opted out of makeup completely. The days of spending over an hour on her appearance to win any man’s approval were long behind her. The freeing thought made her smile.

      Grabbing her phone, her eyes locked on the run tracker app Denver insisted she install when she first told him about her goal to run the Moose Days Festival marathon. He hadn’t asked to see it in a couple of weeks, and she hoped to distract him from taking a peek. He wouldn’t approve of the extra miles she’d been logging.

      She found Denver standing by the ceiling-height windows in the main lobby, one hand on his hip, the other on his chin. It was his thinking pose, and she’d bet Caroline’s birthday party decorations he was pondering what to do about his lead character Malcom and that new dead body.

      Denver turned at her approach. “Hey, Soph.” The sunlight glared off his reading glasses. He pulled them off, folding them into his shirt pocket. Sophie’s breath hitched at his smile, forcing her to drag her gaze away. “Ready to go?”

      She looped her purse strap over her shoulder, taking an extra minute to check the pastry case along the back wall. Tessa’s new restaurant, Whitmore Patio, was closed Mondays and Tuesdays, but on those days she left fresh muffins and scones for the guests. Only one lemon poppyseed muffin and two raspberry scones remained.

      “Soph?”

      “Sure you don’t mind?” She wasn’t sure what it would take to rid herself of these irrational feelings. She wouldn’t jeopardize such an invaluable friendship, yet Denver’s presence left her nervous when at first it always felt comfortable.

      “I’m sure.” His deep voice held a finality that signaled Sophie not to push, alleviating any chance to change her mind, or guilt she might feel for robbing him of his writing time.

      “Sherlock at home?” Denver brought his dog along on firewood deliveries, but only on occasion to the lodge. Sherlock was a calm old soul, but a rabbit could awaken his inner puppy and cause calamity. Still, Caroline loved that goofy dog, and he was growing on Sophie as well.

      “Had an encounter with a rabbit earlier. Rabbit won. He’ll be passed out till lunch.” Denver held the front door open, no longer allowing her to stall.

      She wasn’t ready for the lecture from the man who’d completed three marathons. In his truck, she asked, “How many words today?” She hoped to forestall questions about her morning run for as long as possible. She needed those extra miles today, for her sanity.

      “Two hundred and thirty-eight.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I called.”

      On the drive through town to the post office, the two talked about the dead body Denver’s fictional protagonist had stumbled upon unexpectedly. Since Malcolm was already investigating one murder, a second body was a bit of a conundrum. But he refused to write it out of the story. “Not yet anyway,” he told her. “It’s a rabbit hole I have to go down. I’ll axe it later if it doesn’t work.”

      Sophie was in awe of Denver’s wondrous imagination. She could always count on it to distract her from any troubling thought.

      “What’s at the post office?” Denver asked when they pulled into the tiny one-story building’s parking lot, tucked away in the farthest corner of town from the lodge.

      “Caroline’s birthday party decorations, for one.” She didn’t have a typical little girl who fixated on Disney princesses or ponies. Finding moose-themed party decorations was considerably harder than she’d bargained, considering she lived in Alaska. As it was, these took two weeks to arrive. “I have to make sure what I ordered will actually work. The pictures online were . . . questionable.”

      “There’s still a little more than a week.” Denver set the brake. “We can always make a run to Anchorage,” he offered, key in hand.

      Sophie gave him a warm, grateful smile. “You’re too kind.”

      “A little girl’s moose-themed party is at stake.” He gave her a wink that annoyingly caused her heart to pitter-patter. “I can’t stand by and do nothing.”

      She was lucky to have Denver as a friend. A friend, Sophie. That’s it.

      For more than five years, Sophie had lived in Hawaii while married to Blake. When her ex first told her about the surgeon position open on the island and asked her to move there, she was excited for the adventure and hopeful for new friends. But Sophie’s hope dimmed as one cocktail party after another left her feeling more and more out of place. She never connected with any of the uppity wives at those dinner parties the way she connected with Denver.

      “Hey there, Sophie. How’s the training going?” Jeffrey the postmaster greeted her warmly, as always. Despite the best efforts of many young women in town, Jeffrey was still single. Outside of running the local post office, he ran marathons, too. He signed up for most any marathon in the state of Alaska.

      “Good,” she answered, hoping to keep the topic light and void of detail. Though Denver was her official unofficial coach, Sophie’d talked strategy more than once with Jeffrey. Her cross-country days in high school had nothing on running a full marathon, and Sophie was open to all the advice she could get. “Still nervous, but I think I’ll be ready next weekend. Time doesn’t matter. I just want to make it to that finish line.”

      “Just remember to load up on your carbs next week,” added Jeffrey. “And don’t start off like someone struck you with a bolt of lightning. Let the fast guys go first.”

      “You’ll do just fine,” Denver said, his reassuring voice calm as ever. “I have complete faith.”

      “He’s right,” Jeffrey agreed. “Let me grab your things from the back.”

      With a town as small as Sunset Ridge, the post office only hired one full-time and one part-time employee. The mail carrier route was condensed and consisted of only a few blocks, but the lodge sat one street out of range. This forced the sisters to pick up their mail from the post office, though none seemed to be great at remembering to do that more than once or twice a week. Except when they expected something.

      “How was your run this morning?” Denver asked. “Should’ve been an easy three miles.”

      Sophie turned her back, pretending to read the flyers on the bulletin board. Half a dozen related to the upcoming Moose Days Festival—the parade, the town moose hunt, and the marathon itself. “Good. Felt good. Easy, like you said.”

      “Soph?” She recognized that tone, the one that warned her Denver was onto her.

      Jeffrey slid a large box across the counter, saying, “Here you go,” and saving her for the moment. Sophie couldn’t see the postmaster over the huge box. “Don’t know what you have in this box, but it’s a little heavy.” The easy way he hefted it onto the counter seemed to suggest the opposite. “Want some help out?”

      “I’ll get it,” Denver said.

      “One more thing.” Jeffrey handed Sophie a certified letter. Relief washed over her. Though Caroline was in her second week of kindergarten, she desperately needed new school clothes. This check—the only remaining attachment to her former life and something she’d fought a hard battle to get—would provide for that need. Along with a new twin bed should she find a suitable rental.

      “Thanks, Jeffrey.”

      Denver lifted the awkwardly large box from the counter and carried it toward the door with as minimal effort as Jeffrey. Once it was loaded in the back seat of Denver’s truck, she asked, “Mind if we swing by the bank?”

      “Not at all.”

      “We still haven’t figured out exactly who Malcom stumbled onto,” Sophie said as Denver backed onto the main road. Finally feeling normal around Denver again and not so schoolgirl nervous, she launched into her ideas for the victim’s identity until they reached the bank in the midst of downtown.

      Though her life was far from perfect, it was perfect for her. Sophie and her sisters ran their great-aunt’s lodge together as one unit, closer now than they’d been in years. Caroline, despite being abandoned by her father during her parents’ divorce, was happy and thriving. Sophie was less than two weeks out from running a full marathon. And she soon hoped to have her very own place, for the first time in her entire adult life. She loved the Sunset Ridge Lodge, but it would always be Cadence’s home, not Sophie’s.

      “This shouldn’t take long,” she told Denver outside the bank. He followed her in anyway.

      “Have to make a deposit.” He waved a folded check as they each approached a teller.

      “Good morning, Ms. Whitmore,” said the teller.

      Sophie smiled, relishing in the sound of her maiden name returned to her. It was one of the first orders of business she saw to when she moved to Sunset Ridge. “Good morning, Annie.” After a quick endorsement, she slid the check over to the young woman. She didn’t miss how the teller kept sneaking looks at Denver.

      It would be futile to deny Denver Grant was attractive. Any woman with breath in her lungs recognized that. She wondered when he’d finally give in and go on a date with one of them. Would the first be Annie?

      “Just be a moment,” said Annie.

      Though Sophie had to lawyer up to obtain the stipend, she still hated cashing Blake’s check every month. Hated mostly that she relied on it so much. But after a rough battle with lawyers, she finally relented and took what little he offered: one monthly check by mail, intended as a replacement for both child support and alimony. Without it, she and Caroline would still be stuck in Hawaii without a means off the island.

      “I’m afraid I can’t cash this,” said Annie.

      “What?” Sophie was certain she heard wrong.

      “We sent the request to the other bank.” Her apologetic eyes tugged at Sophie’s cracking heart. In situations like this, Blake used to explode on the innocent people who had no control. Sophie promised herself she would never be like him, no matter the circumstances.

      “What happened?” Her voice remained calm, but the fingers curled around her purse strap trembled.

      Annie leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Insufficient funds.”

      Sophie stared at the check. It was the same yellow patterned check he sent every month. Same address. Both his name and his new wife. “Are you sure?”

      “I tried it twice,” Annie said with a sympathetic smile.

      “Thank you.” Sophie pocketed the bad check and turned toward the door. She needed a minute to collect herself in case Denver peppered her with questions. The bounced check couldn’t have come at a worse time.
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      Denver

      

      Denver Grant kept his easy smile pasted on as he finished with his deposit, but inside rage bubbled. Though Sophie was tightlipped about her ex-husband, he knew enough to determine early on that guy was a special kind of awful. It took a coldhearted man to abandon not only his wife, but his daughter as well.

      The one thing that seemed to make the whole miserable ordeal tolerable for Sophie, however, was the monthly check.

      In a bank this small, it was impossible not to overhear the customer next to you. Denver was thankful no one else was inside to hear that the check bounced. He loved Sunset Ridge, but the small town had an uncanny ability to spread rumors quicker than a forest fire.

      Sophie’d been counting on this month’s check. She rarely spent a dime of that stipend on herself. Everything was for her daughter’s benefit.

      Her ex was a surgeon, for crying out loud. He was giving Sophie and Caroline far less than they deserved for what he’d done to them. If Blake Kassels ever had the audacity to show up in Sunset Ridge, Denver’s brother Ryder might have to arrest him, for Denver would surely clock the guy.

      “You running the Moose Days marathon?” the teller asked Denver as she waited for his check to process through the magnetic check scanner. Sheila, he thought? His uncle was old-school, didn’t believe in computers and direct deposit, requiring Denver to come in with his paychecks instead. But he couldn’t for the life of him remember this woman’s name from week to week.

      “Nah, not this year.” He spied her nameplate then, and added, “Sheila.”

      He’d been running with Sophie on occasion, mostly for three- or four-mile legs on the longer runs. But his days of competing were over. The time he’d spent training he now wanted for writing. His growing reader base would argue the same.

      His fictional hero, Detective Malcom Yates, was born during a deployment in Afghanistan. Denver’d always dabbled with the idea of writing a book, but during his time overseas he finally took it seriously and completed his first full novel. Stateside, a few months later, and several rounds of editing done, Denver published with low expectations. He’d have been over the moon to sell ten copies. Much to his surprise, the book exploded and demands for more flooded his inbox.

      “You’d win for sure. I bet you’re a fast runner with your Army background,” Annie chimed in from one station over.

      Dad had served twenty years, retiring in Alaska when Denver was only eight. He had few memories of living in any other state. Alaska was home. When his dad passed away two weeks after Denver’s college graduation, he joined the Army in his honor. Or, at least, Denver had hidden behind that reason for years.

      But really, he hadn’t known any other way to grieve than to get as far away as possible.

      He suspected both tellers were flirting with him, but he didn’t take the bait. Sophie Whitmore was the one who had his heart, whether she knew it or not. “Got another book due next week. Plus, I think my mom might have me roped into helping with a parade float.”

      “Doesn’t leave you a lot of free time, does it?” Sheila asked, making him more eager to get out the door. These two weren’t the only ones in town who’d hinted at interest in dating him. Maybe I should look into mobile check deposits, he pondered. But in a town this size, he’d surely run into these ladies other places anyway.

      His brother, among others, thought Denver was wasting his time on a woman who’d never see him as more than a friend, but he didn’t care. It was Sophie, or it was no one. “Got my deposit slip?” he asked, hoping to hurry things along.

      “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” Denver folded it and stuffed the slip into his wallet as he headed for the door. Though instinct had demanded he run after Sophie the second she left, she’d need a couple of minutes to compose herself. They’d been friends—close friends—for over a year now. He recognized the moments when she needed to be alone better than her own sisters.

      Denver searched both sides of the street but his scan found only empty benches and a high school kid loading groceries into the back seat of Geraldine Franks’ Buick. He wondered if she’d gone for a latte down the block and around the corner. Though she rarely drank coffee on training days, today might be an exception.

      Leaving his truck unlocked in case she came back, he made his way to Black Bear Coffee. If Sophie wasn’t in the shop, he’d pick her up a latte and hopefully meet her in front of the bank. He had to keep busy, because standing idle only gave him time to stew.

      Sophie deserved a man who’d capture the moon for her. But with the emotional scar her ex left behind, she didn’t believe she did. If it killed Denver, one day he’d prove to her that she was worthy of a love time would lie down and be still for. She only had to believe it for herself.

      “Run out of coffee in your writing cave?” Denver was so spooled up in Sophie’s situation he hadn’t noticed his younger brother Ryder approaching the coffee shop, decked out in his police uniform and gun belt. Ryder’s question took him by surprise.

      “Just running an errand,” Denver answered. He held the door open for Ryder and followed in behind him. A quick scan of the store revealed Sophie wasn’t there, which was just as well. He didn’t feel like snide comments from his well-meaning brother.

      “Officer Grant, what can I get you?” the barista behind the counter asked.

      “Large French roast.” Ryder made a quick scan of the store. They had that in common, always aware of their surroundings. Denver from his time in the Army, Ryder from his law enforcement training. “I got his too.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Denver said to the barista, but she stared at him in confusion. “I need two. I can get it myself,” he said to Ryder. He waited for the jab about Sophie to follow. It always did.

      Ryder shook his head at Denver. “When’re you going to get it? She’ll never be more than your friend.”

      “Should I—” The barista didn’t quite know what to ask as her gaze bounced between the brothers.

      Ryder let out a heavy, disapproving sigh. “Yes, I’m getting both of his.”

      Denver decided not to fight it further. It was less exhausting to let Ryder pay for the coffees and allow his disapproval to linger than confront it outright. Either way, the beverages would come with a lecture. “One medium Sitka Sundown, and a medium S’mores Latte.”

      “Sadly, I don’t even know which one is for you.” Ryder shook his head, seemingly more annoyed than amused as they moved to the waiting area.

      It hadn’t taken Denver long after first meeting Sophie Whitmore to decide he’d someday marry her. He spent four years in the military in three different duty stations searching for the right woman without any luck. He’d been so fed up with the results that when his enlistment was up, he moved home in defeat.

      His plan had been to hunker down in a house of his own and write all day and into the night. He didn’t expect to meet the woman he’d been searching for—after he called off that search. But the day he confessed all this to his brother, Ryder didn’t show an ounce of support.

      Denver didn’t expect him to start now. “When you off next?”

      Ryder folded his arms, assessing Denver with far too serious an expression on his face. He’d blame the uniform, as Ryder never seemed to smile while on duty. But the truth was, Ryder didn’t have much to smile about these days. “Depends on what you’re asking.”

      “Got a new desk. Need some help putting it together.”

      “I’m off Thursday. Want me to swing by in the evening?”

      “Can you come by any earlier? Maybe after lunch sometime?” Thursdays Sophie and Caroline came over to cook dinner and play board games. According to Sophie, it gave Caroline an opportunity to show off her developing cooking skills, but he knew she felt the need to give back for all the rides and favors. Though he’d never ask for any sort of repayment, he appreciated how she never took advantage of anyone.

      “She’s coming over, isn’t she?”

      Denver shrugged. “It’s Thursday.”

      “When are you going to give it up?” Ryder asked.

      The two of them got along fine as long as Sophie stayed out of the conversation. Ryder maintained he didn’t have anything against her particularly, but he claimed to recognize emotional unavailability. He believed Denver was wasting his time on a woman who would never have romantic feelings for him, and used words like that to convince him. “I’m not wrong. You’ll see.”

      “Officer Grant,” the barista called.

      Ryder took his coffee, stopped in front of Denver as if he were going to say something. Instead he shook his head, clapped his brother’s shoulder, and left.

      “Denver.”

      He turned toward the counter for the two coffees with to-go lids. “Thanks.”

      “How’s that next book coming?” The sparkle in her eyes was unmistakable, and he could only pretend not to know what it meant.

      “Almost to the halfway point.”

      “Save me a signed copy?”

      He nodded, certain he’d forget. Though he could create entire worlds and stories from scratch, his organizational skills for the business aspect of being an author left a bit to be desired. Sometimes he ordered too few copies of his books and had to place another order. Other times, he ordered twice as many as he’d ever need and was stuck filling shelves in a spare bedroom with inventory.

      “For the record, I knew which coffee was yours.”

      His gaze stalled on the edges of her long, light-pink bangs that brushed her thin cheeks. If he thought hard enough, he could probably remember her name. She, like a few of the other single women in town, exhibited extra kindness and suggestive smiles. He could ask any of them on a date and they’d probably say yes. A point Ryder made often.

      But none of that mattered.

      He raised the Sitka Sundown in cheers as he turned toward the door.

      Once he made it to the street corner, he spotted Sophie on a bench a few yards from where they parked, typing something into her phone. She might be emailing a lawyer or texting one of her sisters, but her blank expression suggested it wasn’t a pleasant exchange.

      Is she texting him? Denver shuddered at the thought.

      If Sophie never spoke to Blake Kassels another day in her life, it would be too soon. If Denver had it his way, he would marry Sophie and adopt Caroline. He’d take care of them, like a man was supposed to take care of his family. She’d never worry again a day in her life.

      Before he could catch her attention, the silver-haired Jolene Davies exited the bank and spotted her, and waved a hello. A glowing smile stretched across Sophie’s face as she greeted the local realtor and invited her to take a seat. From the easy way their conversation flowed, and Sophie’s sweet, steadfast smile, one would never know she had any frustrations at all. She was the gentlest soul he’d ever met.

      “Denver, we were just talking about you.” Sophie waved him over when she spotted him approaching. The lightness in her tone almost made him think himself crazy for imagining she was wound up at all. Sophie was a master at hiding her emotions. But the way she gripped the bench was the only clue Denver needed to know he was right.

      “Mrs. Davies,” Denver greeted. “How is Sunset Ridge’s top realtor?”

      “Jolene, please. Mrs. Davies makes me feel old.”

      “Jolene,” he corrected himself.

      “Put one house under contract. Closed on another. The sun is shining. Always a good day in my book when all that happens.”

      “She’s going to show me a rental Wednesday morning,” Sophie told Denver. A beacon of hope illuminated in her dark brown eyes. “It’s just a small place, but I’m so tired of living out of a lodge room. And Caroline would have her own room again.”

      “That’s great. I hope it works out.” Denver did his best to hold in his emotions, made easier by pretending to cool his coffee. Despair and frustration tangled in his chest at the money lost on a rental. He had a house—a real home—with plenty of room for all of them. He already knew which room Caroline would love.

      Worst of all, questions stirred in his mind like a growing cyclone. How did Sophie plan to furnish a rental? She’d mentioned something about an extra loveseat in the den at the lodge, but that was hardly enough to fill a two-bedroom home. What would Caroline sleep on? Had she planned to use the monthly stipend to buy furniture?

      “I was just telling her the owner lowered her asking price,” Jolene bragged, shaking Denver from his whirling thoughts. “She’s firm on the no-pet policy, though.”

      “That’s understandable.” Sophie’s eyes dimmed at the news. Though she didn’t have a dog yet, she often talked about adopting one. Caroline loved Denver’s Bernese mountain rescue. Every Thursday as Sophie ushered her out the door, Caroline begged to take Sherlock back to the lodge. “Thank you for asking, though.”

      At the ringing of her phone, Jolene dug in her purse. One look at the screen and she nodded a quick good-bye before answering the call. Denver watched her stride away, noting how Mrs. Davies always seemed to be in a hurry.

      “Is that for me?” Sophie asked.

      Denver handed her the latte, not unaware of the gentle, quick graze of their fingers as the cup passed hands. Perhaps the hardest feat of the past year was pretending that the slightest touch from Sophie left him unaffected. “I was thirsty,” he lied.

      She took a sip, and the euphoric expression on her face was enough to brighten his grim day. “Guess we better get going,” she said. “I don’t want to keep you from Malcom’s dead body. Plus, I have to make sure the party decorations are on point.”

      Back in the truck, Denver took his time driving through town. It was always too short a ride these days. He wanted to say something—anything—to let Sophie know she wasn’t alone. But to admit he overheard the bank conversation would only serve to humiliate her. Sophie was as tough as nails, but she was a gentle soul.

      Now that he didn’t have to compete with the marathon-loving postmaster, he asked, “How was your run this morning, really?” Sophie had been logging extra miles lately, and he suspected it was a combination of determination and stress relief. He hoped the bounced check didn’t cause her to go on another run later today. Running too much this close to the race would fatigue her body in ways it would struggle to recover from.

      “It felt good. I needed the fresh air.” She made a point to turn and look him in the eyes. “Found Ed eating our cabbage, though.”

      “Ah, so he’s the reason you missed your ride.”

      “I planted him his own patch; it’s gone already. But I guess you can’t exactly force a moose to practice moderation.” She fished the check out of her purse, unfolding its creases and folding it again. It took all of Denver’s restraint not to ask what she planned to do about it.

      “Some days I think that moose is the only excitement we have in Sunset Ridge,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Better than a real dead body, don’t you think?” Sophie’s attempt to tease felt flat as she stuffed the check back into her purse, clear to the bottom judging by how much of her arm disappeared.

      “Sophie—”

      “I really appreciate the ride,” she said as he pulled into the driveway. “Did you want to stay for a while?”

      Though he really wanted to say yes—any excuse to spend time with the woman he loved was hard to pass up—Denver could feel how desperately she wanted to be alone. They were connected in a way he couldn’t explain. “I have to stop by my mom’s place before I get back to Malcom and that dead body. Deadline’s next week, remember? But I’ll carry your decorations inside.”

      Denver had fallen in love with Sophie the instant he first laid eyes on her, more than a year ago in the Sunset Ridge Lodge. If someone had asked if he believed in all that before that moment, he’d have easily admitted he thought it was a load of crap.

      But Sophie Whitmore’s endearing smile, gentle but fierce spirit, and generous heart won him over within seconds that first day his mom insisted he come with her to drop off a pie for the new neighbors. Denver was a quieter sort, more likely to reserve words for the page than conversation. Yet that day, he couldn’t seem to shut up.

      “You should at least stay long enough to see the moose decorations before I have to hide them,” said Sophie once they were in the kitchen—the most common gathering spot for the Whitmore clan. She slipped off her cardigan and draped it over a chair at the large oval table. Denver had to force his eyes from her bare shoulders, because the longer he stared, the harder it was not to pull her into his arms.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      He waited while Sophie opened her package and scooped out several items. “No,” she mumbled. “No, no, no.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She held up a pack of napkins wrapped in clear plastic. “Does that look like a moose to you?”

      The cartoonish napkins had a reindeer front and center. “Nope, sure doesn’t.”

      “Ugh!” Sophie showed him the plates next, then the cups and bowls—the same cartoon animal displayed on all of those as well. Except they held an overwhelmingly Christmas theme to them. “If I wanted Rudolph, I would’ve asked for that.” Despite the pink in her cheeks, her tone was even and quiet. He’d never seen Sophie get truly upset, but he imagined it was terrifying.

      “I’m sorry, Soph.” On instinct, he touched her shoulder. The bare skin beneath his own sent a jolt of electricity through his entire body, as if he’d stuck a fork in an outlet. Startled, he dropped his hand and stepped back. He’d always felt her touch before, but in gentle tingles. This was something else. Something was . . . different.

      “It’s fine.” She backed up a step, too, creating a wider gap between them. The charge in the air thinned, but it definitely didn’t disappear. “I’ll just give them a call. Don’t want to hold you up . . . from Malcom.”

      “Right.” Still in the process of slowing his erratic heartbeat, he hurried away, stopping in the doorway. “Did you want me to go with you to see the rental? Never hurts to have a second set of eyes,” he suggested, hating how long it would be before he saw her again. As their gazes connected, pent-up emotion churned.

      “I’ll let you know.”

      He nodded once, then stepped out into the fresh air.

      Something was definitely different between them. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but it felt like a sign. He leaned against the side of the lodge, out of sight from the kitchen windows, and gave himself a moment to breathe. “A year is enough,” he said aloud. “It’s time for more, Soph.”
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      Sophie

      

      That touch.

      Sophie stared at her shoulder as if it wasn’t her own. As if it belonged to someone else. As a kid, back in Kansas, she once watched a bolt of lightning strike a tree a few houses down the block when she was sitting on the porch. Her skin buzzed for hours afterward, making her feel as if she could power their entire house. She felt that way now. Charged.

      Had she ever felt that with Blake? “No,” she mumbled under her breath. “No, no, no.” She tried to stop the thoughts that crossed that line, but they invaded anyway.

      Denver was familiar. Comfortable. They spent so much time together, knew each other so well. Surely that was all that was happening. This is normal, right? At some point she was bound to think she had feelings for him when clearly she didn’t. The feelings weren’t real. Her heart didn’t work that way anymore. She wasn’t sure it ever would again.

      Most importantly, they were friends. Sophie wouldn’t jeopardize their perfect friendship no matter what irrational, fleeting feeling jumbled her senses.

      Digging through the box to salvage what few party decorations she could, Sophie decided it might be wise to keep her distance from Denver for a few days . . . maybe the rest of the week. Long enough to get her head on straight. She could make an excuse to skip their weekly dinner on Thursday. Caroline wouldn’t be happy about it, but she’d think of something.

      Hopefully by next week—before the race at any rate—she could act like a normal human being around him instead of a skittishly shy schoolgirl.

      Decorations scattered all over the table, Sophie let out a frustrated, “Ugh!”

      Sophie packed up everything. She’d have to call the company and request a refund. Send it all back. “Some timing, Blake.”

      For all his other faults, Blake was a renowned surgeon who made well over six figures a year. A measly thousand a month was pocket change, and a whole lot less than he owed Sophie and Caroline for abandoning them. But it was the quickest way to end things, to do the least amount of damage to her daughter’s emotional wellbeing.

      Asking Cadence to advance her a paycheck wasn’t an option if she didn’t want to alarm both her sisters. The books for the lodge were openly discussed and readily available to all three of them. They had their monthly meeting next week, and a detail like that would never slip past Tessa.

      No, she’d figure out something else. Though she only worked for tips, an extra waitressing shift might get her enough for new decorations while she waited for Blake to issue for a new check. Whatever it took, Caroline deserved the best birthday party, and Sophie wouldn’t let a bounced check rob her of that joy. The girl had cried enough over her absent father.

      In the meantime, Sophie needed to hide the evidence. Some days she thought Caroline was a better detective than the fictional Malcom Yates. As it was, two of her birthday presents were stashed at Denver’s house for safekeeping.

      Once everything was packed up, she attempted to lift the box but immediately set it back down. “Are the plates made of granite?” she muttered. The box was definitely heavier than either of the guys with their stupid muscles let on. No wonder she’d spent a fortune on shipping.

      Dropping into a chair, Sophie let out a defeated sigh. Inside, she chanted, I won’t cry. I won’t cry.

      She fought hard to stay positive, even during the most trying times. And it’d been a difficult couple of years, to say the least. She weathered the storms in her life, all the while keeping a smile and searching for the silver lining in even the worst of days. She prided herself on that very ability. But this morning, she was about out of optimism.

      Though several loads of linens waited, Sophie yearned to get in another run. Just a short one.

      Years ago, she considered herself lucky to receive the affections of a man as established, successful, and handsome as Blake Kassels. He swept her right into his arms with hardly a sentence. But she’d been younger then. So naïve. Some days she wished she’d never met him.

      Had it not been for Caroline . . .

      Before she could follow through on her additional run, Sophie heard the click of the back door, followed by her sisters’ voices. She hopped out of her chair, peeking out through the kitchen door. “Wow, did you guys clean out Safeway?” The back seat of the car as well as the trunk were filled with paper bags. She should be used to the sight by now, considering Tessa’s restaurant, Whitmore Patio, had been open since the end of May. But even this seemed excessive.

      “We have Rilee’s going-away dinner night after tomorrow,” Cadence reminded her.

      “And we’re having a party, too,” Tessa announced. “Saturday.”

      Sophie had an eight-mile run to complete on Saturday. It was her last long run before the actual marathon next weekend. Well, the last long run on the schedule anyway. “What time?”

      Tessa shrugged. “Evening sometime. After the restaurant’s closed up for the day.” Though Tessa, the eldest Whitmore sister, had always planned to run some fancy restaurant in Vegas or New York City, a string of circumstances had brought her to Sunset Ridge a year ago and convinced her to stay. Within a week of that decision, she started making plans to convert their dining room and a portion of the deck into a small restaurant of her own.

      Tessa ran point, but the three sisters, and Caroline too, had put their heads together to expand their family business. Whitmore Patio opened at the end of May when the last traces of snow disappeared. Five days a week, Tessa prepared breakfast and lunch for the ten-table restaurant.

      “What’s it for?” Sophie emptied a paper sack of flour, salt, and yeast onto the counter. No hint there. The only August birthday was Caroline’s, as the sisters all had March birthdays. She dropped her gaze to Cadence’s hand, but it was ringless. No engagement.

      “It’s a surprise,” Tessa said with a simple shrug, folding an empty sack and adding it to the pile on the counter.

      “I tried to get it out of her on the drive,” Cadence admitted. “But she won’t say a thing.”

      “What’s that box doing there?” Tessa asked. “I need the table.”

      Sophie let out a frustrated sigh. “Might as well be a door prop. It’s full of the world’s worst moose birthday party decorations.”

      “Why? Are they that terrible?” Cadence asked, unpacking a grocery sack of produce into the fridge’s bins.

      “Because this company apparently thinks Rudolph is a moose.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Wish I was.” Sophie shook her head. Now was not the time to mention the bounced check. Not in front of Tessa. As the oldest, Tessa had a tendency to try to fix everything. Though Sophie knew it came from a well-meaning place, she didn’t want the help. Or worse, the pity that might come with it. She’d make a call to her lawyer, Mr. Jenkins, later today, and figure this snafu out on her own.

      After years blindly trusting someone else to take care of her and her daughter, Sophie had to prove she could do it herself.

      Cadence abandoned her grocery duties to examine the disaster harbored in the oversized shipping box. “Wow, there are . . . I don’t even have words.”

      “Tell me about it.” Sophie tucked her face down toward the box to hide her weariness. She wished her hair was loose from its bun to curtain the tears threatening to sting her eyes. She prided herself on being the calm, consistent one of the trio. She’d faced much worse than botched birthday decorations, but for some reason stupid Rudolph on every item was about to break her apart.

      “Hey, why don’t you come with me to Anchorage Thursday?” Cadence suggested. “I have to take Rilee to the airport and I was going to do a little shopping. We’ll find something better.”

      “I can’t leave Tessa—”

      With a dismissive wave, Tessa stopped that. “Thursdays are slow. Beverly and I can cover the shift just fine. Go get new decorations. Those moose imposters are horrible enough to make me cry.”

      Sophie was grasping at straws, afraid to lose the potential tip money. “What about the bread?”

      “You can help me bake it the night before if you’re feeling that guilty.” Tessa swiped under her eye with the back of her hand.

      Tessa’s not really crying, is she? Sophie wondered.

      The only thing Sophie despised more than her ex-husband was inconveniencing the people she cared about most. Tessa could manage just fine without her. And if she omitted that she was avoiding Denver this week, Sophie would still feel guilty taking him away from his book for a trip to Anchorage. The deadline was next week and he still had several chapters to write. “I don’t want to be a third wheel.”

      “Soph, I promise it’s no trouble.” Cadence repacked the dreaded Rudolph napkins and plates, folding the flaps of the box. “It’ll be fun. We’ve both been so busy lately. It’ll be nice to slow down and catch up a bit.”

      “You’re right. Thanks. That would be a great help, really.” In three days’ time, she could find the extra cash she needed for new decorations. Any refund would likely take weeks to process, so it might mean cutting into the rent deposit she’d been squirreling away. Sophie hated how she had to calculate every single dollar.

      Someday, she hoped it would all be different. But she had no idea how. Too bad I’m no good at writing my own books.

      “Think Denver could pick up Caroline from school?”

      Having lived in Hawaii for so long, Sophie forgot how spread out everything was in Alaska. Anchorage was a two-and-a-half-hour drive each way. Even if they left after dropping Caroline off at school, it would make for a full day. “I’ll ask him.”

      “Have you seen the butter?” Tessa called from the counter, riffling through unpacked grocery bags. “I need to set it out so I can start the cookies soon.”

      “Isn’t this your day off?” Sophie asked.

      “There are no days off in the restaurant business.”

      “Tessa, Soph and I are completely capable of whipping up a couple batches of cookies per your recipe. We’ve done it before. Go home and relax. Read a book. Take a bubble bath. Go for a hike.”

      The three sisters stared at each other during a long beat of silence, then in unison erupted in laughter. Though Tessa had come a long way since transitioning to small-town life, she was still learning to relax. To slow down. “Hike with the bears? No, thanks!”

      “I’ll get the rest of the bags out of the trunk,” Sophie said, heading to the door. “It might be the only safe hiding spot until I can get a return shipping label. Caroline likes to explore this place more than you did as a kid,” she directed at Cadence. “And she might have a meltdown if she sees what’s inside.”

      “It would be a fun joke,” Tessa mused.

      “She’s turning six, not sixteen.” Though Caroline was sharp as a tack, she didn’t take practical jokes well. They usually resulted in incessant sobbing.

      “Cut her some slack,” Cadence chimed in to Sophie, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “Caroline’s the only kid she’s ever been around. We can throw Tessa a bear-themed birthday party next year.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Tessa called as both Sophie and Cadence slipped outside to grab the rest of the groceries, giggling all the way to the car. Times like these made Sophie wonder how the three of them spent so many years on opposite ends of the country, connected by little more than the occasional text message and even less frequent phone calls.

      “Oh, we picked up ingredients for Caroline’s lasagna, by the way. Tessa threw in a couple extra things for Caroline to try in her recipe.”

      Sophie hefted a bag into each arm, avoiding direct eye contact, and followed Cadence back inside. “Thanks, that saves me a trip.” No need to point out she’d be blowing off Thursday dinner this week for that Anchorage trip. Cadence would only suggest she reschedule.

      They dropped off a load of grocery bags and headed back to the car for another. Outside, Sophie asked, “Any idea what this party is about?” She kept her voice low because the kitchen window was cracked. They kept it that way for Ed’s sake, though the moose didn’t deserve treats after raiding the garden this morning.

      “Nope. I think it’s some idea she and Liam have been working on together, but that’s about all I can figure out. You know Tessa. When she wants to keep a secret, there’s no prying it out of her.”

      It’d been that way the summer the sisters spent in Sunset Ridge all those years ago. Tessa was sneaking out at night to see a boy, but it took Sophie and Cadence more than two weeks to figure out it was Liam Davies, the man she ended up marrying, just last fall.

      With the trunk emptied, Sophie returned inside and attempted to lift the awkward box alone. She dropped it almost immediately, settling on the same conclusion from earlier. The package weighed more than her child.

      “Tessa, can you give me a hand please?”

      “Sure, just one sec. Oh, sorry—” She held up her cell, its case glistening a waterfall of pink sparkles. “Liam’s calling. Be back in a sec?” Tessa slipped out of the kitchen, seconds before Cadence brought in the last of the groceries.

      “She’s been distracted like that all day,” Cadence said with a dismissive shake of her head. “I’ll help. How did you get this here anyway?”

      “Uh, Denver gave me a ride.”

      “Are—are you blushing?”

      Sophie tried to laugh, but it came out nervous so she stopped. “It’s just from me trying to lift this stupid box. I think there’s a dead body in the bottom or something.” But the truth was, she was very much blushing.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting on a bench overlooking the bay, Caroline swung her feet in rhythm, happily licking her ice cream cone. Ordinarily Sophie wouldn’t let her daughter have a double scoop, but today she’d been dubbed ‘classroom helper.’ Caroline had been eager for that title since the first day of school when her teacher, Mr. Andrews, explained the daily honor to the class. Sophie promised they’d get ice cream when Caroline was picked for her turn.

      “I think my teacher likes you,” Caroline said between licks.

      Luckily, it was only the two of them at the cozy lookout spot. Cadence sometimes accompanied Sophie to pick up Caroline from school, but today she was behind on tasks from the morning grocery run, and stuck in the lodge office paying bills. If she were here, she’d at least have a raised eyebrow at that comment. Mr. Andrews was recently divorced, and no mom could argue that he was attractive in that movie star sort of way. “Why do you say that?”

      With eyes intently fixed on her moose tracks ice cream—Caroline would have no other ice cream unless moose was in the name—she answered, “He always smiles really big when he sees you.”

      The breath she’d been holding in released. What was with her lately? She’d spent so long being numb that it was strange to feel anything. “He smiles at everyone, sweetie.”

      “He smiles at you more. And he doesn’t talk to the other moms as much as he talks to you.”

      Before this conversation went any further—or worse, Caroline thought to mention her observation to Mr. Andrews himself—Sophie changed the subject. “I have a surprise for you. Denver’s going to pick you up from school Thursday. What do you think about that?”

      “Really?” Caroline’s eyes illuminated.

      “Yep. You, Denver, and Sherlock will have to get dinner started without me.”

      For the first time since she was handed her ice cream, Caroline turned and looked at Sophie. “Why? Where are you going?”

      “With Aunty Cadence. We have to give Rilee a ride to the airport.”

      “I wanna come!”

      Sophie swiped at Caroline’s cheek with a napkin, catching an ice cream dribble; she had to be quick these days. Caroline was quicker with her disdain. Blake had hated her being sticky or dirty at any point in time. Almost as though he’d never considered that having a kid meant they’d get dirty. A lot. Sophie only wiped her face now to save her shirt. It was one of the two new ones she’d been able to buy online.

      “Sweetie, you have school. You don’t want to miss school, do you?’

      “No.” Despite the disappointment in her voice, Caroline would sooner go to school on the weekends than miss a single day during the week. She loved it that much.

      “Sophie?” a familiar voice rang from a few dozen yards away. Tillie Grant’s trilling voice. It hadn’t taken Sophie long after meeting her to recognize it, with its sing-songy-ness that could carry half the length of a football field when necessary.

      “Hi, Tillie.” Sophie turned to wave her over but nearly lost the top scoop of her ice cream when she spotted Denver strolling beside her. She did her best to smile, but fear that she may be blushing tugged at her. Thanks, Cadence.

      “Denver!” Caroline kicked her little legs faster, unable to touch the ground unless she scooted forward. “I got class helper!” She lifted her melting cone in display. “It’s moose tracks!”

      “What are the Grants up to?” Sophie asked, raising an eyebrow for Denver’s sake. She wondered if he’d hit his word count. He made a lofty goal before they parted ways, and even if he shut the internet off for those few hours, Sophie wasn’t convinced he’d reached it yet.

      “Since Ryder’s on duty, Mom dragged me away from Malcom to make a trip to the lumberyard,” Denver explained.

      “Lumberyard?”

      “We’re making a parade float! Isn’t that wonderful?”

      In surprise, Sophie’s gaze snapped to Tillie. “I didn’t know you were putting together a float. That’s a big undertaking.” The festival was a week from Saturday. That didn’t leave a lot of time to build one.

      “You are?” Caroline’s eyes sparkled with awe. Had Denver not swooped in for the save, the girl would’ve lost the remainder of her ice cream cone. Sophie mouthed a silent thank you.

      “We sure are! How would you and your mom like to help with building a parade float?”

      Sophie flashed back to the one parade they’d gone to in Hawaii. It was after they moved out and into a rickety studio apartment. Blake thought parades were beneath their status, but Caroline loved absolutely every minute and been hooked ever since. She actually cried when the Moose Days Festival parade ended last year. Sophie was still working on forgiving herself for how blind she was to everything while married to Blake.

      Those things were sorely obvious now, but back then, they were merely part of life. She’d been complacent. So blind.

      With her insatiable curiosity, Caroline all but forgot about her ice cream cone. Sophie took it from her sticky little fingers for safekeeping. “What kind of float?” Caroline asked.

      “Why, a moose one of course! Thought we might make one in Ed’s honor.”

      Caroline kicked her legs so quickly they rocked the bench. “Really? That’s sooo cool. Mom, can we help? Pleeease?”

      “It’s going to be quite something,” Denver added, drawing Sophie’s gaze to him.

      She wanted to turn down Tillie’s offer, and had the woman asked without Caroline already sucked into the excitement, maybe she could’ve come up with a valid excuse. But if the only reason Sophie said no was to avoid Denver, well, that was a pretty crappy reason. She had responsibilities and a race to prepare for, but she made herself a promise when she decided Sunset Ridge was their new home: she would always make time for the things that excited her daughter.

      “Can we do it, Mom? Pleeease?” Caroline begged with all the dramatics of a soon-to-be six-year-old girl.

      “We could use your help.” Denver slipped an arm around Tillie and squeezed. “Mom didn’t really plan ahead for this one.” The top of her head barely reached his shoulder, but she looked even tinier next to him. Those muscles . . .

      “We have exactly twelve days to produce a winning float. That’s plenty of time,” Tillie said with an air of seriousness and pride as she hugged her son back. Slipping out of his embrace, she adjusted her purple cat-eye glasses. “But we could use some extra hands.”

      “Do it for Malcom?”

      Sophie let out a reflexive laugh at Denver’s tactic, and for a moment she forgot all about those odd, pesky feelings. Though the toned, muscular arms in that T-shirt were harder to ignore. Still, for a beat, they felt like just friends again. “Okay, we’ll help.” But the moment was fleeting, disrupted when Denver reached over her shoulder to swat away a mosquito and brushed her bare skin. The featherlight contact sent shivers clear to her fingertips.

      “Good, good! I’m glad that’s all settled.” Tillie clapped her hands together. “Come along, Denver. We need to get the wood home.”

      “It’ll be a few days,” Denver added.

      Sophie couldn’t seem to look him in the eyes. Maybe the answer was to wear turtlenecks and gloves. Their skin couldn’t accidentally touch if hers was completely covered. “Just let us know.”

      “Maybe this weekend. We’re still working out the design.”

      If it wasn’t for the glow of excitement in Caroline’s eyes, Sophie would regret agreeing to spend more time with Denver. This is for Caroline. That’s all.

      “Bye, Tillie! Bye, Denver!” Caroline took back her ice cream cone, returning to it as if she’d never stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Denver

      

      Denver slowed for a turn, careful to give Sherlock ample time to dig his paws into the seat to steady himself. Sometimes the older dog napped for the duration of his delivery route. Other times, like today, he remained glued to the window, no doubt searching for yesterday’s rabbit that got away.

      “Guess I’m leaving you in the truck,” he said to his dog when he stopped in Marianne Baxter’s driveway. Though most residents of Sunset Ridge knew each other, Denver knew very little about Marianne except she was a widow a few years older than his mom and belonged to the local book club. She lived several miles outside of town in a cozy cabin, and though she was a pleasant enough woman, she kept mostly to herself.

      Three days a week, Denver made deliveries for Crackle Pop Firewood. Outside of a monthly disability check from the VA and book royalties that increased a little each month, working for his uncle’s firewood business brought in the steady income Denver’s mom insisted he needed.

      On a normal workday, he kept within five miles of Sunset Ridge. On occasion, like today, he delivered out farther.

      Denver never minded the drive time for these deliveries. After a year in Afghanistan with constant noise keeping him on alert at all times, he found he rather enjoyed the quiet. Optimal time to think about his books. He finally decided the identity of the second victim after hours of pacing his house last night, but it still left a lot of looming questions a little too close to his deadline.

      The pacing had nothing to do with Sophie.

      Sherlock let out a groan that suggested he could not only read Denver’s mind but definitely didn’t agree. The pacing hadn’t been ideal for evening naps, and Sherlock hadn’t been shy about sharing his disdain in the form of dramatic sighs and grumbles.

      Denver rolled the passenger window halfway down because Marianne would likely give in to Sherlock’s pitiful, demanding eyes and come over to say hi. Everyone did. “Don’t get greedy with treats, got it?” Sherlock tilted his head, probably at the mention of his favorite thing—besides rabbits. “I mean it. You only need one.” Sherlock had a tendency to take a given treat, drop it on the seat for later consumption, and dart back to the window to beg for another.

      Half the time, it worked.

      Denver adopted Sherlock last fall, a couple months after he moved into his new home. He’d been procrastinating the book he was working on, browsing a nearby shelter’s website when he saw him. Any dog named Sherlock wearing such an intriguing expression in his photo warranted meeting.

      It was a done deal the moment they laid eyes on each other.

      That the pup bonded so well with Caroline was the best bonus Denver could’ve hoped for.

      “You must be Barry’s nephew.” Marianne closed the cabin door behind her and made her way down the steps. Because Denver tended to notice the details—hazard of being a writer—he spotted the faded jeans and the work gloves sticking out of her flannel coat pocket. She meant to help unload, no doubt. Silver dusted her roots, more prominent with her hair pulled back into a low ponytail.

      “I’m Denver Grant. Nice to meet you.”

      “Marianne Baxter.” They shook hands once she made it over to the truck. Much to Sherlock’s dismay, Marianne did not come bearing treats. But she did give him a quick scratch behind the ears. He had a goofy, curious smile that lured everyone in some way.

      “Got one cord of wood for you today. That right?” Ordinarily, he made a little small talk. Though Denver wasn’t sociable by nature, his uncle insisted it was imperative to make the customers feel as though they cared. So he pushed through the awkwardness and gave it his best. But Marianne was a bit of a mystery, so he wasn’t really sure where to start.

      “Yep. Shed’s around back, but I’d prefer you don’t drive on the lawn.” She pulled up her flannel sleeves by the elbows and waited for him at the tailgate. “Don’t have a cart either.”

      “Not a problem.” Because Uncle Barry only reserved the Bobcat with a forklift for orders two cord or greater, Denver didn’t need a gym. He ended up doing plenty of manual labor during his three days of runs. Enough to crank his heartrate up and work muscles that grew stiff sitting at a desk.

      Denver hopped up onto the bed of the truck and loosened the straps. “I can unload this.”

      Marianne smirked at him, letting him know exactly how she felt in that simple gesture. “I’ve been on my own for two decades. I can carry some firewood.”

      Sometimes Denver remembered to grab a hand cart before he left the office, but today he’d been preoccupied. He was ready to be with Sophie, and as more than her friend. He’d always known this day would come, and despite every scenario that played out in his head as to how that would happen, being a secret admirer had not been one of them. It had his mind turning like a new book plot.

      “How many do you want?”

      “As many as’ll fit.” She offered her outstretched arms for loading. “I usually cut my own, you know. Firewood, that is.”

      That’s impressive. But he didn’t dare say that out loud. He sensed Marianne was not the type of person who’d consider that a compliment. Denver knew several tough Alaskan women who could more than take care of themselves when it came down to it, and they weren’t looking for praise.

      “You’re the writer?” Marianne asked as they dropped off the first armloads of firewood and came back for more.

      “That’s me.”

      “I’ve quite enjoyed your mysteries.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Denver couldn’t have stopped his smile if he tried. It never got old hearing he had a fan. Someone who enjoyed the words he slaved over for hours and days and weeks. “I’ll be at the book club next week.”

      “I heard that.” Fully stacked, Marianne carried another load to the shed. Over her shoulder, she asked, “How’s your new book coming?”

      “Good,” he said simply. Some customers talked his ear off once they discovered he was a published author, and today he didn’t want to invite that opportunity. He hoped to keep his deliveries as short as possible.

      Malcom had finally started giving him the clues he needed late last night, and he was eager to get back to the words. But more than that, he itched to work on his new plan to win Sophie’s heart. “Got Malcom tied up in another murder mystery, of course.” He almost added, two bodies this time. But those were the early details he saved solely for Sophie.

      “I can’t wait to read it. I have all your other books, you know. Well, I’m missing the first one. Loaned it out to a friend and never got it back. Just haven’t gotten around to ordering it.”

      Denver wouldn’t admit it aloud to anyone but Sophie—and Sherlock since he seemed to be good about keeping secrets—but his first Malcom story was his favorite. Always would be. “Who’s your favorite character?” he asked, unable to contain the question as they carried the final armfuls of firewood around the house.

      “Oh, that’s an easy one.” Marianne closed the shed and padlocked its latch. “That crotchety Horace Greenwell.”

      “He’s a favorite for sure.” Any true fan never said the detective was their favorite. They loved Horace Greenwell. The crabby, eccentric neighbor who always planted at least one clue. That’s how Denver identified who actually read his books and who was flirting with him.

      “Let me grab you a check,” Marianne said when they were back in the driveway. Nose poked out of the open window, Sherlock watched them closely, no doubt hoping his new friend would magically produce a treat.

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “I have coffee inside. Fresh pot.”

      Denver looked at his watch when he thought Marianne’s back was turned. The battery had died weeks ago, and though he fully intended to replace it, he’d gotten used to it not working. “Afraid I can’t stay—”

      “I’ll fill ya up for the road. It’s good stuff. Bring in your thermos.”

      Not one to turn down free to-go coffee, Denver fished his cup out of the truck. “Stay here, boy. I’ll be right back.”

      He knocked on the screen door and stepped inside after his warning.

      “In the kitchen,” she called. “Be right out to grab your cup.”

      Denver waited in the log-sided living room, hands in his pockets as he scanned it for details he might later use in a book. Red curtains. Sunflower-patterned crocheted blanket hanging over a rocking chair. Framed pictures above the fireplace. His gaze dragged along the photos, finding in them a much younger, smiling Marianne Baxter with her husband at her side. In one, he held up a halibut the size of his torso. In another, they waved paddles from a tandem kayak with a glacier backdrop.

      “Henry loved the great outdoors.” Marianne reached for his thermos. “That’s why he moved to Alaska. He thought it’d be his greatest adventure yet.”

      “Was it?” Denver dared asking.

      On her way back to the kitchen, Marianne turned in the doorway. “Said it was.” Light warmed her hazel eyes as a smile curled her lips. “Because he met me.”

      Denver turned his attention back to the photos on the mantel while he waited. All that adventure together. It was what he yearned to share with Sophie and Caroline. A life together. He couldn’t imagine living twenty-plus years without his other half.

      All night, he’d contemplated ways to tell Sophie he wanted more than friendship. But every conjured scenario left too high a risk that he’d destroy their friendship if he didn’t get the outcome he sought. As hard as it had to be to live without someone who passed, he expected it would be far greater torture to live without the woman he loved if she were only blocks away.

      “Here you go. Hope you don’t mind, I added a little hazelnut creamer.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Baxter.”

      “Marianne, please.”

      “Thanks, Marianne.” Sherlock let out a timely bark, reminding Denver he still had three more deliveries to make. “I better get heading. Let me know if you need anything else?”

      “Don’t you worry about me.” She handed him a check and added a wink. “I’ll see you at the book club next week, then?”

      “You bet.”

      Any thoughts Denver had about waiting before executing his secret admirer tactic disappeared on his walk back to the truck. Marianne’s photographs tugged at his mind. Time wasn’t always guaranteed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I need to start today.

      That decision followed Denver into the afternoon as he made his remaining firewood deliveries. He admired Sophie’s fortitude, but he was tired of standing by, watching her face her own battles when he was ready to do it with her. No one would argue that they made a good team. He was ready to put his plan into action, but he faced a serious lack of ideas.

      “What do you think, Sherlock? Got anything?”

      Denver pulled into Liam Davies’ driveway with the final cord of wood on his schedule. The ranch home was new to Sunset Ridge, set on a piece of family waterfront land. It had Denver’s same view of the mountains, only better. The property belonged in an Alaskan luxury magazine for certain.

      He wondered briefly if Sophie would prefer a new, fancier house she could customize like this one rather than his older home with its quirks and challenges. She’d lived a rather comfortable life before her ex pulled the rug out from under her feet. Did she expect that again? Denver’s books were gaining traction, but not enough to build a mansion.

      Sherlock let out a bark when Liam came around the side of the house with his dog, Raven, at his side. The two senior dogs had only met a couple times, but when they did, their youth came out for a romp.

      “Go ahead and let him out,” Liam called as he approached. “She’s feeling playful today.”

      The second the door opened, Sherlock shot out like a bottle rocket. The two dogs raced in wide circles, stretching their legs from the lawn to the edge of the sandy beach. Denver suspected Sherlock would sleep two days after this playdate.

      “Just got the new shed.” Liam pointed to a structure at the edge of the tree line. “All the wood I split won’t be dry enough to burn until next winter.” Together, they made quick work of stacking the cord inside the shed.

      Liam wiped at the line of sweat on his forehead with the back of his hand when they finished. “You coming Saturday?”

      Other than joining Sophie halfway through her eight-mile rule and hopefully writing the end on his current book, Denver’s schedule was open. “What’s Saturday?”

      “Tessa’s throwing a party,” Liam explained.

      “Here?”

      “At the lodge, actually.”

      “Special occasion?”

      “If I told you, she’d off me. You’d probably find my body in the bay.”

      Denver should probably decline. His novel was due to his editor next week, and if he didn’t get it sent off in time, he’d have to delay his preorder. He’d only done that once, and with the number of emails his fans sent letting them know just how impatient they were, he swore he’d never do that again. But passing up an opportunity to spend time with Sophie, now of all times, wasn’t an option. Besides, Tessa was the one who forced him to go slow when he first met Sophie. Probably best to get her blessing before he put his plan into full swing. “I’ll be there.”

      “Cool. I’m sure Sophie’ll know what time. I only know to be wrapped up at the shop before the restaurant closes.”

      They watched the two dogs slow their pace and sniff the grass instead of racing in circles. Sherlock showed a little too much interest in a patch of purple flowers, licking a petal. He shook his head at the bitter taste but went back for a second attempt. “Sherlock, don’t eat that,” Denver called. “I can’t save you if you do.”

      Liam laughed. “Neither can I.”

      The dog trotted to Denver’s side, tail wagging sluggishly. But Denver’s gaze fixated on the flowers. Is it too much?

      “I better get to mowing this lawn,” said Liam.

      “And I have a book calling my name.” But Malcom would have to wait a little while longer, because Denver had another stop to make first. From the truck, he waved at Liam. “See you Saturday.”

      As he pulled out of the driveway, he wondered how Sophie would react, receiving flowers. He knew her favorites were pink lilies, but half the town knew that; she couldn’t peg him as the sender. Plus, the right bouquet would send the most direct romantic message. It would be hard to mistake them for a friendly gesture.

      “I think I have to do it, Sherlock.” Sophie’s response to the unexpected flowers would help him figure out how to navigate the rest of his plan.

      Outside of Faithful Flowers, Denver scanned the block for the Whitmore car. Sophie was due to pick Caroline up from school in less than half an hour, and there was always a chance she was out running errands. “Behave yourself,” he told Sherlock. “Aunt Faith would ban you for life if you ate her flowers.”

      Denver was thankful to find the flower shop empty of customers. Aunt Faith stood behind the counter, tying a dark-purple ribbon onto a lightly tinted purple vase. Her curly hair was tied back in a loose bun, but the only thing that kept it out of her face was the tie-dyed band.

      “Denver! What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Hey, Aunt Faith. Need a favor.”

      Abandoning the ribbon, she gave him her full attention. “Flowers for someone, right?”

      He nodded.

      “I knew it! You do love her, don’t you?” Aunt Faith pinned him with an intimidating stare, promising not to let up until he answered.

      It was time to come clean. “Yes, very much.” Because Denver had respected his friendship with Sophie so much during the past year, he was extremely careful who he admitted his feelings to. The last thing he wanted was for the town to start rumors that made her uncomfortable.

      “I’m so glad you finally admitted it! Wait until I tell your uncle—”

      “Please don’t.” Aunt Faith was a generous, well-meaning woman. But she had a tendency to meddle, and that didn’t always work in the other person’s favor. It was a risk asking her to create a bouquet, but she was the best florist within a hundred miles. And despite her shortcomings, Denver loved her for being so authentically herself.

      “Is it a secret?” she pushed.

      “Yeah.” Denver adjusted the folded reading glasses in his pocket. “She loves pink lilies. Can you do something with those? Nothing too over the top, but an arrangement that doesn’t leave room for friendship assumptions?”

      Aunt Faith gave a small laugh. “You do know who you’re talking to, right?”

      “Thanks, Aunt Faith. I knew I could count on you. And remember, not a word to anyone. That includes Uncle Barry.”

      “Fine!” She dug deep into a drawer until she found a roll of various pink ribbons. “You’re going to be her secret admirer, aren’t you?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You’ll creep this poor girl out if you’re not careful,” Aunt Faith warned as she moved from around the counter and gathered flowers and greenery for her requested masterpiece. Denver was careful to stay out of her way.

      “I’ve considered that,” he agreed. “I talk to her every day. If she feels that way about the gifts, I’ll come clean.”

      “Gifts?” Susie raised a brow. “As in plural?”

      “Yep.” The idea had started with flowers, but during the short drive back to town Denver’s writer brain had morphed it into quite the elaborate plan. Flowers, the silk scarf she’d admired in a storefront window but refused to spend money on, running headphones, her favorite book . . . “I want her to know I’ve paid attention.”

      One hand filled with a variety of purple flowers, Susie reached up and patted Denver’s cheek. “Just be sure it doesn’t earn you a restraining order.”

      “Right.”

      “You better scoot along. I’ll see to it these get delivered first thing tomorrow. Anonymously.”
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      Sophie

      

      Stepping across the threshold of an adorable cottage-style home, Sophie allowed herself a solitary moment to embrace the euphoria of possibility. She blocked out all worries about bounced checks and tight finances, and instead imagined this was their very own home. It didn’t matter that the place was less than a thousand square feet. It was a house.

      “You sure about this, Soph?” Denver asked, his eyebrows drawn in skepticism from his spot near the front door. Though Sophie insisted she could handle the showing alone, he reminded her that older homes came with their slew of problems and it never hurt to have a second set of eyes to look for them. “It’s so small. Won’t you and Caroline feel cramped?”

      “I know it’s not much,” she admitted, stretching her neck around his broad shoulders to see whether Jolene was finished with her phone call.

      Denver folded his arms, only widening the broadness of those shoulders, not a drop of amusement in his serious expression. Despite the scowl, he looked attractive in his disdain. Too attractive. “It’s a shack.”

      “Are you kidding?” Sophie smiled at him until the hardened lines around his eyes relaxed. “Did I ever tell you that we lived in a four-hundred-and-sixty-five-square-foot studio apartment after Blake kicked us out? This place looks a little like paradise.”

      “You deserve something better. Caroline does too.”

      I can’t afford that right now. “I like it so far. Just give it a chance, okay?”

      “I just don’t see how it’ll work, Soph.”

      Despite the gentle edge to his voice, her heart buzzed a little faster at the protectiveness she sensed. Turning away, she took a couple deep inhales to slow her breathing. He’s just looking out. That’s what friends do. “Let’s at least see the rest. We haven’t looked at anything but the living room.”

      Yes, the house was small. In three minutes, they’d seen it all except the basement. But it had everything she and Caroline needed: separate bedrooms, a backyard, and a breakfast bar where Caroline could do her homework.

      This little home cried family.

      “I really like these countertops,” Sophie said, admiring the light pink and silver Formica. They hinted at her favorite color. “And look! There’s even a dishwasher.”

      “From 1985 by the looks of it. And is this really enough cupboard space?” Denver stood at the edge where the hallway carpet transitioned into stick-on tile. The hampered galley style was hardly big enough for two people to work together without constantly elbowing each other.

      No, there weren’t enough cupboards, but Sophie could make it work. “I’ll admit, it’s a small kitchen. But I can see Caroline from here.” She nodded at the opening over the breakfast bar. “She can do homework and watch TV while I cook dinner. It’s perfect.”

      “How many dinners will you actually eat here?”

      Sophie didn’t answer, because Denver was more right about all of these concerns than she wanted to let on. She was touched by the fierce loyalty, but discouraged. Because she could make this little house into a cozy home. Never mind that they’d still eat plenty of meals at the lodge while Sophie did laundry.

      “How’s it going in here?” Jolene’s chipper voice rang out as she stepped inside. “Cute place, isn’t it?”

      “It’s adorable,” Sophie managed to say before Denver lodged his complaints.

      “These bedrooms are pretty small. Are you sure they’re actual bedrooms?” Denver asked Jolene. “Legally?”

      “Well, only one is because the windows in the smaller room don’t meet egress requirements by about two inches,” she answered, ever an optimistic chirp to her tone. “But they both have closets and ceiling fans.”

      Ceiling fans were a plus. Hardly a house in town had air conditioning, considering Sunset Ridge rarely saw summer temperatures over seventy-five. But it was still a nice concession for those warmer days. “How’s the furnace?” Sophie asked.

      “Serviced last week. Still runs without issue.”

      “How old?”

      “It’s an eighteen-year-old furnace,” Jolene confirmed. “However, it got an excellent efficiency rating on the last servicing. It’s been well cared for, and that makes all the difference. I have the report on file if you want to take a look.”

      “That sounds good,” Sophie said optimistically. She knew very little about furnaces.

      “These systems generally have a thirty-year life,” Jolene reassured. “Look, Sophie. I wouldn’t show you a dump. If the furnace does go out, the landlord is required to fix it at no expense to you. It’s in the lease agreement. You’ll pay the utility expenses, but servicing and maintenance are the responsibility of the owner.”

      “See?” She turned to Denver. Never mind that there’d been no word from Blake’s lawyers about the bounced check. She had the funds in savings to cover a deposit and the first month’s rent. She could make this work. “That sounds like a pretty fair arrangement.”

      “It is,” Jolene agreed. “Especially for the price.”

      Denver folded his glasses and stuffed them back into his pocket. “Right.”

      “I just love this lighting,” Sophie said as she moved into the living room, spinning around to face Denver. “It’s so warm and inviting, don’t you think?”

      “It’s not a bad little place,” Denver finally admitted, cracking the faintest of smiles. Sunlight dusted his tanned face, highlighting the beard that grew a little thicker each day. When they met, he was clean-shaven, but over time, he grew it out. Sophie didn’t realize how much she liked this Alaskan man look on him until now. “I think you’ll outgrow it sooner than you think.”

      The two had become such close friends this past year that she knew he only had her best interests at heart. He also knew it might be irresponsible to move into a house until things were sorted out. Something Jolene didn’t know, that her monthly checks from Blake were in jeopardy, he was kind enough not to say outright. “It’s only a year lease, Denver.”

      “You should sleep on it,” he advised.

      Sophie nodded, not ready to abandon her dream of having her own little house with her daughter. And let’s not forget the separate beds! Her feet stuck on the plush carpeting, unwilling to abandon the dream just yet. “I want to take one more look.”

      The two bedrooms sat right next to each other, tucked on the east side of the house. She entered the smaller of the two rooms that would be Caroline’s, trying to imagine it furnished and decorated with moose decals. Her fists balled at her sides with frustration. Blake’s check was supposed to buy her daughter a twin bed this month. What good would a house do if the only furniture in it was a used loveseat from the lodge and a card table with folding chairs? It would be terrible to ask Caroline to sleep on an air mattress.

      “Can I have a couple days to think about it?” Sophie asked Jolene, wandering back into the kitchen.

      “Of course you can, dear,” Jolene answered. “But I do have to warn you there is other interest with that new price drop. It won’t last long.”

      The pressure squeezed Sophie’s heart. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Already, she felt her dream slipping out of her hands. “I don’t suppose any other listings have come up?”

      Sympathy lingered in Jolene’s eyes. “Not in your price range, I’m afraid. But I’ll let you know if another does.”

      “Can we have a minute?” Denver asked.

      “Of course. I’ll be outside.”

      Sophie’s heart pounded when Denver entered the confined kitchen. The small room reminded her of an apartment she had when she first started college. Because she got pregnant with Caroline and married Blake, she never finished. Back then, the idea of escaping the crummy, too-crowded apartment for a fancy life in a big house in Hawaii was enough to sweep her off her feet. She dropped out without a second thought.

      “Soph, I know you want Caroline to have her own room.” He reached out and touched her elbow, and that familiar electricity gently sizzled at the contact. She did her best to ignore it. “But this place . . . I don’t think this is it. Would you really be happy if you’re pinching pennies just to afford to live here?”

      Sophie spun away and peered out the window over the kitchen sink, still a little scattered in her thoughts from that touch. Would Ed know to visit them in this new house? “I do have a little setback buying Caroline a new bed. Can’t expect my daughter to be excited about a new house if she has to sleep on the floor, can I?”

      “Did you tell Mr. Jenkins about the check?”

      Sophie let out a light sigh as Denver confirmed her suspicions and forced herself to face him. “Yeah, he’s on it.” Mr. Jenkins had come with the lodge, the lawyer who read Great-Aunt Patty’s will. Though he was the only lawyer in Sunset Ridge, he was the best Sophie had ever encountered. So much better than the cheap lawyers she’d been forced to hire during the original divorce proceedings. Mr. Jenkins was the only one to get her a dime.

      “And?”

      “He reached out to Blake’s lawyers, but after the initial call, they haven’t been available.”

      The close proximity in the kitchen left Sophie so mixed up. These stupid feelings were annoying, because all she wanted to do was crawl into Denver’s arms and feel the safety and comfort of his embrace. Those strong arms promised to ease her burden, if only she—

      Get it together, Soph. Instead, she slipped around him, careful not to touch him, and circled the tiny living room.

      “The loveseat could go right here, you know. TV on the wall. I’d make dinner as Caroline did her homework. Homework, Denver. She’s in kindergarten and has assignments already! How is she growing up so fast?”

      “Kids do that, you know.”

      “Yeah.” Sophie let her gaze travel around the light-gray walls, slowly letting go of the hope that this rental could be their home, even for a year. She wanted so badly to make it work, but how? “Let’s go.”

      The five miles Sophie had run earlier today didn’t seem enough anymore. Stupid tapering. She wanted five more. However many miles it took to outrun these dooming feelings.

      “Thanks again, Jolene,” Sophie said once they were outside, pulling the realtor from her phone. Sometimes Sophie wondered how her life might be different if she’d finished college. Or if she’d gotten a real job while married to Blake. She had no real-world experience outside of a couple waitressing jobs in college. Cleaning lodge rooms and keeping up with the laundry was good, honest work, but it wasn’t fulfilling. Will I ever feel fulfilled?

      “You just let me know what you decide on this house. Probably best to give me an answer by end of day tomorrow if you can manage. Day after at the latest. I won’t be able to stall off any other interest beyond that.”

      “Thank you. I will.”

      Sophie followed Denver to his truck, contemplating whether she would enjoy being a realtor. It was a fleeting, random thought, as many were these days. It took very little to entirely dismiss the idea. Sunset Ridge could only support one successful realtor, and Sophie wasn’t about to move anywhere else. This was home.

      Denver pulled away from the curb, and the little house disappeared too quickly. “I know you want out of that lodge room.”

      “Have you ever slept with a restless five-year-old in your bed?” Sophie shook her head, certain there was at least one bruise back there from Caroline’s active little feet last night. “I’m almost ready to drag in an air mattress and sleep on the floor.”

      “Can’t imagine doing that for a year.”

      “Three hundred and ninety-two days. But who’s counting?”

      At the lodge, Denver dropped her off near the kitchen entrance, refusing the cup of coffee she offered. Despite her resolve to keep her distance from Denver Grant this week, Sophie was torn to let him go. “I have to get to work. A place twenty miles outside of town is on the schedule today.”

      She tried to dismiss the urge, convinced it was their close friendship during her low moments that brought her comfort. She’d feel this way even if Denver was a woman. Wouldn’t I? “Thanks for coming with me,” she said, meaning it. “I’ll sleep on it. Promise.”

      “Soph?”

      “Yeah?” Their gazes locked, causing her breath to shorten. How was it possible for Denver to grow even more attractive?

      “No more running today. If you put on those shoes, you better be walking.”

      She let the last bit of defeat exhale with a deep breath, preparing to face her sisters. They’d no doubt pepper her with questions.

      Denver touched her hand, making it nearly impossible to concentrate on the words that followed. Her gaze locked on that strong hand. It was tan and a little rough from unloading firewood. Denver wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty when it was needed. “When the right arrangement comes up, you’ll know it.”

      “I know. Coming to dinner tonight?” she asked.

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “See you then.” Sophie slipped out of the truck and practically ran to the door. On the top step, she touched her hand where her skin still tingled. How had this gotten so quickly out of hand?
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      Sophie

      

      A clattering from down the hall drew Sophie’s attention to the kitchen. She pushed the cleaning cart into the laundry room and closed the door. She’d restock it after she checked on the disturbance. During her few quick strides, she caught the slow swishing of a black tail in the doorway. Raven.

      “Everything okay, Tessa?” Sophie discovered her sister crouched down, collecting balls of cookie dough scattered on the floor, muttering as she tossed them onto the baking sheet at her feet. Raven sniffed at one of the flattened morsels, but otherwise seemed uninterested. She was the only dog Sophie had ever met that didn’t care for people food.

      “All good,” Tessa said with a relaxed smile. “Just greasy hands.” Tessa had come a long way in the past year. She’d always been easily agitated when she felt an ounce of pressure, but even with her own restaurant now, Sophie noticed that her oldest sister hardly got worked up anymore. “Lunch service just ended. And it’s only cookie dough.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Sophie dropped to her knees to pick up the balls that had strayed outside of Tessa’s reach. “Did you want help baking?” She still had another load of linens to wash before she picked Caroline up from school, but it could wait.

      When the dropped dough was collected and tossed in the trash, Tessa said, “I still have some dough that didn’t kiss the floor. But can you mix up another set of dry ingredients for the next batch?”

      Sophie rinsed her hands in the sink, scanning the counter for flour, baking soda, and salt. “Did you put the salt—” A blur of bright pink caught Sophie’s attention, pulling her gaze. A bouquet of pink stargazer lilies—her favorite—took over the center of the dinner table. She loved how the stark pink petals were outlined in white. Something about that contrast and the shape of the petals made her feel hopeful in the grimmest of situations.

      “Oh, those came for you,” Tessa said after washing and setting the cookie sheet to the side.

      “For me?” Sophie approached the bouquet, admiring the arrangement up close. Gently, she slid a petal between her fingers. A bubble of dread formed as she feared the flowers might be meant in celebration of a new home. A home she couldn’t afford. Her sisters had been too busy to ask more than a few questions about the showing, but Sophie kept the grim details to herself. “Did you and Cadence do this?”

      “Nope. Not us. Think you have a secret admirer?”

      Sophie laughed, certain now that the flowers weren’t even for her. She was the only single sister left. “No, I definitely do not.”

      “Well, the card says otherwise.”

      “The card?”

      Tessa let out a quick laugh as she pulled ingredients from the cupboard beside the fridge, setting them on the counter. “Didn’t you read it?”

      Sophie stared at the light pink envelope propped in the bouquet’s plastic fork but couldn’t quite convince her fingers to swipe it. She didn’t believe the flowers were for her, despite pink lilies being her favorite. I don’t get flowers. “You’re sure they’re not from Liam?”

      “Ha! Liam wouldn’t know how to pick out flowers for me if I told him what to get. He’s romantic in his own way, but not with flowers.”

      “Maybe they’re from Ford?”

      “Those two are a little sickeningly sweet, aren’t they?” Tessa teased. “No, they’re not for Cadence. They have your name on them. Look at the card if you don’t believe me.”

      With trembling hands, Sophie removed the card from its tiny envelope. Who could have sent flowers? To Sophie: The beauty of these flowers hardly compares to the beauty of you. She reread the words several times over, flipping the card to look for a signature of any kind. When she didn’t find one, she gently shuffled through the lilies, convinced one had fallen into the rose-tinted vase.

      “No name.”

      “But who would they be from?” Sophie asked.

      “That’s what we’ve been wondering,” Cadence said as she entered the kitchen. She scratched a docile Raven’s head and stole a ball of cookie dough off the sheet.

      “Hey, those are for the guests!” Tessa scolded.

      “I’ve been in the books all morning,” Cadence countered. “I deserve one.”

      For a moment, Sophie forgot about the flowers and simply reveled in the wonder of the three of them reunited after years apart, bantering in the kitchen as if they were kids again. They’d spent one summer in the Sunset Ridge Lodge with Great-Aunt Patty the year their mom passed. Sophie, the youngest, had been eleven. But they were closer now as adults than they ever were that summer.

      It felt amazing to have family. Real family.

      If only she weren’t living out of a lodge room, she’d stay here, too.

      “How did the showing go?” Cadence asked, as if reading her mind. She snuck another cookie dough ball from the baking sheet and scurried to the kitchen table before Tessa caught her.

      “It’s a cute house.”

      “Sounds like another word for small.”

      “Yes, it’s small,” Sophie admitted. “It comes with its challenges, but it’s a perfect place to start. I promised Denver I’d sleep on it before I made any decisions.” Sophie had forced steel into her veins since stepping out of Denver’s truck earlier that day. Her sisters had done so much for her this past year; she wouldn’t add another burden by letting them know how truly conflicted she was. Nor that her monthly check from Blake bounced, making the situation even more complicated.

      “I think sleeping on it is smart,” Cadence agreed. “The last thing you want to do is end up stuck in a place you don’t love for an entire year.”

      “What are the cons?” Tessa asked over her shoulder.

      “The furnace is pretty old.” Though Sunset Ridge didn’t get as cold as some of the places in interior Alaska, it was plenty cold enough not to want to be without heat even for a few hours. “Bedrooms are cramped.” She shrugged, trying to come off as unaffected by the event. “Jolene said she’d keep looking for us.”

      Cadence draped her arm over Sophie’s shoulder and pulled her in for a side hug. “If that house doesn’t work out, I’m sure something else will come up.”

      “Me, too.”

      “These flowers sure are beautiful,” Cadence added, her gaze transfixed on the arrangement. “Who do you think your secret admirer is?”

      “I don’t have a secret admirer.” Sophie slipped out of her sister’s hold, debating whether to return to the kitchen counter to help Tessa with the next batch of cookies. It looked as though Tessa had it all under control. Perhaps someone had noticed her having a bad day and sent them to her out of kindness. “They’re not exactly roses.”

      “Roses aren’t your favorite.”

      Hard to argue that point. “I really doubt anyone is interested in a divorced single mom who cleans lodge rooms. Someone felt like being kind today, that’s all.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” said Tessa, swatting at Sophie’s hand when she tried to sneak a cookie dough ball for herself. She wasn’t as quick as Cadence, but she was more persistent. After four attempts, she succeeded and ran off to her room before the lecture could follow.

      Door closed behind her, Sophie finally caught her breath. “I don’t have a secret admirer. Do I?”

      It wouldn’t matter if she did. The flowers were pretty, and kind, but they could never represent anything more. Sophie had decided well over a year ago not to date again until Caroline graduated high school. Maybe not ever again.

      No man was worth risking her own heart, much less her daughter’s.
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        * * *

      

      DENVER

      

      “Sherlock, these aren’t for you, buddy,” Denver said when he and the dog arrived at the lodge that evening. Though the first time he attempted this cheesy potato recipe was to appease Caroline, Sherlock seemed to be the biggest fan. “I saved you some at home. But you have to behave, or you won’t get any.”

      Sherlock let out a loud groan to let Denver know exactly how he felt about being denied one of his greatest pleasures. The pitiful look that filled those big brown eyes would make someone think he hadn’t eaten in days. Maybe weeks.

      Cradling the casserole in one arm, Denver opened the back door of his truck with the other. Though Sherlock tended to wander off if not leashed, as long as no rabbits were about, he was normally pretty good about heading straight to the kitchen door at the lodge. His best friend was inside, after all. Sherlock loved Caroline, and the girl always had a treat ready for him.

      The moment the door opened, the bustle of conversation and clattering of dishes filled his ears. Ford’s younger sister Rilee was heading back to college tomorrow, and tonight they were throwing her a departure feast. As Sophie’s best friend, and the creator of the highly coveted cheesy potatoes, Denver was extended an invitation.

      Sherlock and Ford’s German shepherd Riggs sniffed at each other, but Sherlock’s attention quickly redirected to Caroline. “Sit, Sherlock.” The dog plopped down with such stealth and force that the dishes on the table rattled. “Shake.”

      Denver couldn’t wait to show Caroline Sherlock’s new trick, but he’d save that for tomorrow, when it would be just the three of them. Well, four with Sherlock. The dog did seem to consider himself a human.

      As he waited for Caroline to give Sherlock his treat, Denver’s eyes were drawn to the kitchen counter beside the fridge. His brilliant pink bouquet glimmered in the sunlight, reflecting off the stainless steel behind it. Aunt Faith had really come through on her promise. No way Sophie saw those and thought the sender only meant them in a gesture of friendship or kindness.

      “Are those cheesy potatoes?” Caroline skipped toward him, her chocolate eyes—same as her mother’s—wide with excitement.

      “Maybe.”

      Sherlock let out a bark, turning half the heads with its deep sound. Caroline giggled as the dog licked her right on the nose. “He says so.” Moments like these, Denver knew he picked the right dog. A family dog.

      “Denver, bring those over here,” Tessa called, waving him into the chaos.

      “Nice flowers,” he said to Sophie as they passed in the kitchen. Her cheeks instantly colored, matching the lilies. “Yours, I take it?”

      “That’s what the card says.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze as she busied herself with collecting silverware from the buffet drawer. “Not sure who sent them.”

      Tessa relieved him of the casserole dish, studying him for an extra second. Almost a year ago to the day, the two of them had stood alone in this same spot as she lectured him about not pushing Sophie for something she wasn’t ready for. Tessa insisted he be her friend first. More might come later.

      “They just showed up out of the blue,” Tessa added, her eyes still on Denver. Had he blundered by sending the flowers before seeking permission? “Can’t imagine who Sophie’s secret admirer might be. You’re with her all the time. Have any ideas who’s taking a fancy to our sister?”

      He gave her a pleading look, silently begging her to drop it. Later, he’d pull her aside and let her in on his plan. It might be wise to have insider help, and he couldn’t imagine Tessa disapproving. He’d done what she asked. Eventually Sophie would know the flowers came from him, but not now. Denver had a carefully laid-out plan, and he intended to stick to it.

      “Cheesy potatoes, huh?” Sophie asked as she set the table.

      “Don’t want to fix what’s not broken.” He’d first baked the cheesy potatoes when Caroline begged for them during one of their Thursday nights. She didn’t often talk about her life in Hawaii, but for some reason, she missed the cheesy potatoes more than anything else. Denver was a half-decent cook when he put his mind to it, and with his mom’s recipe he knew he couldn’t go wrong.

      He surprised Caroline with the cheesy potatoes the following week, earning a hug from Sophie in the process.

      “Hand over some of that silverware,” Denver requested, noticing how Sophie hesitated. Making her nervous was . . . new.

      What started out as a kind gesture had inspired a scene in his book too. Malcom made cheesy potatoes in an attempt to soften up Katrina. Kat, he called her. Kat was a reporter who in the first few books caused more trouble than not. But Malcom eventually realized they could work better together than against each other. Though tension still lingered between them that readers definitely picked up on, the cheesy potatoes sealed a new alliance.

      Until yesterday, Denver hadn’t been sure when Malcom and Kat would finally figure out how well they worked together. That they could be more than allies. But he decided this was the book when things turned up a notch. Whether or not there would be a kiss was still up in the air.

      “You have that faraway look,” Sophie said to him from across the table. “What’re you stuck on?”

      He wanted to exclaim See! This is why we belong together. You know me so well, Soph. “Kat, actually.”

      “Is she causing a little extra mischief?”

      Denver winked at her. “Always.”

      Tessa stretched across the table, setting a covered baking dish on the table’s center. No doubt Rilee’s prized halibut enchiladas, considering the girl instantly appeared beside them. “You ready to head back to school?” Tessa asked her.

      “Hey,” Sophie said to Denver as she came around the table closer to him. “You’re sure you don’t mind picking Caroline up from school tomorrow?”

      “Of course not,” he said without hesitation, though he wondered what might keep her as she hadn’t shared that detail with him. An appointment with Mr. Jenkins? Another showing? He couldn’t help it. Denver thought about Sophie all the time. “Do you want to take her home to my place? You can meet us over there when you’re free.”

      “I won’t make it to dinner this week,” she announced, refusing to meet his eyes as she set the last of the forks on the left side of the plates. So many plates. “I’m riding with Cadence tomorrow.” She glanced over her shoulder, watching Caroline hop up to her feet and lure Sherlock into the living room. It drew Riggs as well. “She’s taking Rilee to the airport, and I’m going along.”

      Denver’s immediate reaction was disappointment. His weekly schedule was built around those Thursdays. Sophie had only ever missed one since they turned it into a regular occurrence, and only because Caroline was running a high fever.

      “I need to get Caroline some school clothes,” she said, looking over his shoulder and through the doorway her daughter skittered through moments before. “And with any luck, more accurate decorations.”

      “Gotcha.” So many other things Denver wanted to say sat lodged in his throat, but for good reason. He promised himself years ago he would never do or say anything that might make him come off as desperate for a woman. A piece of advice his dad had given him on his death bed, and he intended to adhere to it even with Sophie Whitmore. He’d follow through on his plan, but never at any point would he beg.

      “I know Caroline would still very much like to make her special lasagna if you’re up for the challenge.”

      Tension released out of Denver’s bunched shoulders. Sophie didn’t trust her daughter with just anyone. In fact, outside of her sisters and his mom, she didn’t trust Caroline to anyone else. His eyes flitted toward the bouquet. Why wasn’t this obvious to her? “I’m not afraid of a little lasagna.”

      “Good.” Sophie turned toward the doorway, no doubt to find her daughter. “I should also mention she’s determined to beat you in Monopoly.”

      A girl as young as Caroline shouldn’t understand the concept of such an intricate board game as precisely as Caroline did. She was good with numbers, and had a knack for memorizing rent amounts for every property on the board. Rarely was she wrong. He was having a special version designed for Caroline as a birthday gift. “Oh, it’s on.”

      “Thank you, Denver.” Sophie reached out her hand, but inches from his arm, she dropped it instead.

      He tried not to frown, but when he failed, he turned away to hide it. “Better find Sherlock and make sure he hasn’t knocked anything over.”

      He found Caroline and both dogs rolling on the floor, all of them on their backs. Two bushy tails swished along the Alaskan-themed rug. Sherlock let out a quiet bark that won him a giggle. Riggs licked her on the cheek.

      “She really wants a dog,” Sophie said to him, quietly.

      “I think she needs one.” It wasn’t only Sophie who had stolen his heart. He loved Caroline as if she were his own daughter. That first day meeting Sophie, he was surprised to learn she had a little girl, but not a bit put off. He’d always wanted a family.

      He almost asked her now if she wanted more kids.

      “Caroline, can you please go wash your hands?”

      “Five more minutes?” Caroline begged.

      “Now, please. I won’t ask again.”

      Caroline rolled onto her belly and hopped to her feet. Though Sherlock remained lazily on his back, Riggs spun around just as quickly and trotted off toward the kitchen. Distracted, Caroline knelt to give Sherlock a belly rub.

      “I hear you want a rematch in Monopoly,” he said to Caroline, hands on his hips in a taunt. He hoped to draw her attention away from the dog and closer to washing up.

      “Yeah!” She shimmied to her feet and raced over to him, mimicking him with her own tiny hands on her hips. “I got robbed!”

      “Well, you cook that lasagna tomorrow, and we’ll play Monopoly.”

      “Yay!” She hopped up and down a few times, riling Sherlock from his lazy spot on the rug. When she hugged Denver’s leg, Sherlock pushed his way in and leaned in, too.

      “Better get those hands washed, don’t you think?”

      “Okay!” Caroline darted for the half bath tucked around the corner from the kitchen.

      “Thank you.” Sophie’s appreciative, dazzling smile graced her soft lips. Lips Denver dreamed almost nightly of kissing. If his plan played out, maybe he’d get that very chance next week at the Moose Days Festival. No way he would give up on winning Sophie without at least getting in a kiss.

      “Rematch!” Caroline announced when she popped out of the bathroom, Sherlock right at her hip.

      “Tomorrow. Right now, it’s time to eat.”

      Caroline hung her arm over Sherlock’s neck, and the two marched off into the kitchen. Whenever the pair got together, they were nearly inseparable. He couldn’t have picked a more perfect dog if he’d tried. Neither stated the obvious that Caroline would need to wash her hands yet again.

      “Thank you, Denver. I really appreciate it.”

      Here, without eavesdroppers lingering and the light roar of conversation protecting their privacy, Denver resisted the urge to tuck a loose wavy strand behind Sophie’s ear. Her gaze dropped to his lips. However brief, he’d seen it. His heart thundered in his chest. He could take a single step forward and draw her into his arms. Kiss her until her toes curled. “Do you have enough to get school clothes?”

      Her smile fell as she folded her arms across her chest. “I have it figured out.”

      Nice job, Denver. Way to shatter the moment. He should stop while he was ahead, but looking out for Sophie and Caroline was his top priority. Even if he had to be a little pushy about it. “If you needed a little more—”

      “I don’t.”
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      Sophie

      

      When she hit the three-mile mark, Sophie’s phone buzzed against her arm in its armband, signaling the end of today’s run. She ignored it and kept going. Too much weighed on her mind this morning to abide by the training schedule. She might only have time for two more miles before she needed to get ready for their road trip to Anchorage, but she was going to use every minute.

      Running had always soothed her during her most stressful times, but she gave it up shortly after meeting Blake. She gave up a lot of things, she’d come to realize. Just another reason to keep going this morning.

      Blake’s lawyers hadn’t responded to Mr. Jenkins yet. No replacement check had shown up in the mail. Denver tried to offer her money. Money! Sophie didn’t want to owe anyone, especially not her best friend. Add to all that the stupid flowers—she was so not ready to date—and the pesky feelings for Denver that were not only not fading, but growing . . . Sophie felt like running a full-blown marathon right now.

      Though she’d never even braved a half-marathon, Sophie ran cross country in high school. She even made it to state her senior year. She’d started running late last summer, just a couple miles a day to keep her calm during the back-and-forth with lawyers.

      But soon, two miles had little effect, so she ran three. Then four. By the time she was racking up five to six miles on a daily basis, Denver recommended a marathon. She laughed at him the first time. Twenty-six miles was a far cry from six. But the idea marinated over the winter when runs were cut considerably shorter by the blistering cold and the town’s lack of a gym. Great-Aunt Patty had never been the treadmill type, either. Instead of a workout room inside the lodge, she’d advocated getting outdoors. Hiking, trail runs, cross-county skiing. But Sophie could hardly stand on skis without getting her feet tangled.

      She enjoyed the lodge’s trail that started in the backyard the most. It forked near a breathtaking lookout point. To the left offered a magazine-worthy view of mountains and water. Right added a three-mile loop into a borough-maintained trail through the wilderness.

      Sophie was a mile down that loop when she rounded a curve and came to an abrupt halt. A black bear sat on the trail hardly a hundred yards ahead of her, as though leisurely enjoying the day. Give the bear a pot of honey, and he’d probably hang out there all day.

      Sophie’s breath froze in her lungs.

      Despite having lived in Sunset Ridge for over a year, and the town along the water being known for bears, she’d never seen one in person outside of the wildlife conservation south of Anchorage. Sunlight highlighted the massive claws on the creature. No fence protected her now.

      Just last week, Caroline came home from school all excited about the bear safety they learned in class. Mr. Andrews sent them home with a pamphlet describing what to do if they encountered black bears or grizzlies. It was by sheer luck that Sophie spent that evening helping Caroline with her homework—an assignment focused on identifying what to do if either type of bear was encountered.

      “Too bad I don’t remember which was which,” she muttered under her breath.

      She wished Denver was here; he’d know what to do. He would protect her. Not the time, Sophie.

      Forced to trust her gut, Sophie stood her ground and made eye contact with the bear. She was thankful the bear seemed mature and not a cub. She was a fearsome mother herself, but she didn’t stand a chance against a real mama bear. Quickly, she scanned the area surrounding the bear, searching for more. No cubs.

      “I’m going back the way I came,” she called out to the bear, taking slow steps backwards. Her legs trembled, but she refused to run. Running from a black bear was one detail she remembered from that safety pamphlet not to do. “No need to do anything rash.”

      The bear continued to watch her curiously, as if deciding whether she was worth getting excited over.

      “And here I thought the stupid bounced check was my biggest problem.” A few more backwards steps and she’d be out of sight. A few more beyond that and she might be safe to make a run for it all the way back to the lodge. No doubt she’d log her fastest mile, in case the bear heard her escaping. Had there been anything in that pamphlet about how good or bad their hearing was?

      A rustling in the trees forced her to swallow a scream. “Not another bear. Please not another bear.” She didn’t care how desperate or foolish her need for Denver Grant was. He made her feel safe and she craved that right now. She had a baby to get back to, and Sophie wasn’t confident she would make it on her own.

      Sophie exhaled a huge sigh of relief as Ed stepped onto the path with purposeful leisure. He lazily turned his head toward Sophie, then the bear, then back to Sophie. Despite being upset with him for helping himself to their cabbage, Sophie had snuck Ed some blueberries just last night. She prayed he remembered her kindness.

      Ed swung his head back toward the bear, standing taller as he scraped hooves against the dirt-packed trail. The moose seemed gigantic when he was fully extended like that. Was he confronting the bear? Sophie swallowed hard, too enamored to move.

      The black bear lifted to its feet, and for a moment, Sophie thought it was all over. How could Ed take on a bear? Even if a black bear wasn’t as massive as a grizzly, it was a freaking bear. The beast took one step toward Ed, but the moose instantly snorted at him, steaming up the crisp morning air around his face.

      The bear stopped, as if rethinking his plan.

      “Go away, bear. Go away,” Sophie said quietly as she trembled in her running shoes.

      The bear took one more step toward them. Ed lifted his head even higher.

      The bear stopped, looked at the moose, then Sophie. After a long moment that felt like an hour, he turned and stalked off down the trail. Almost as if he were bored with the whole encounter.

      “Ed, I could hug you.” Sophie hadn’t realized there were tears until she swiped them away with the back of hand. Her heartrate was double what it normally was on any hard run. Her heart felt as if it might burst right out of her chest. “I get why Tessa hates bears so much.”

      After the briefest of glances—perhaps an apology for eating the cabbage—Ed marched forward, right off the path and into the woods.

      Sophie waited a few beats, then took off down the trail and back toward the lodge. The only thing she craved more than a hot shower was Denver.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie stared at the phone cradled in her hands, willing the reception to return as Cadence drove north. Signal was hit or miss the entire drive until they reached the outskirts of Anchorage, making the yearning to text Denver stronger than ever. Sophie’d resisted bugging him all morning, convinced this day apart was what they needed for things to go back to normal between them. But now, robbed of any bars, she desperately wanted to reach out. To tell him about her terrifying encounter. She longed for his reassurance, even if it came in humor. Maybe he could put it in a book.

      “Soph, you all right back there?” She briefly met Cadence’s gaze in the rearview mirror and offered her a half smile. From the passenger seat, Rilee looked over her shoulder, too. Sophie didn’t care to have so much attention directed at her. She yearned to lie down on the seat and bury her head under her jacket.

      The bear encounter had her more spooled up than she liked to admit.

      “I’m fine. Just tired from my run.” She’d left out the detail about the bear, not wanting to cause any alarm. The creature was more than two miles from the lodge, deep in the woods. He posed no threat to them. No need to alarm anyone or let them know just how rattled she still was by it all.

      “Wasn’t it three miles today?” Cadence asked.

      “I might have done five.”

      “What does Denver think about that?”

      Leaning her head against the window, Sophie stared out at the snowcapped mountains. Winter was only a few weeks away, but she didn’t mind. Caroline loved the snow, and Sophie loved any excuse to wear a scarf. “Didn’t tell him.”

      “Don’t you think you should follow his training schedule? The man has completed and nearly won three marathons, you know,” Cadence continued her gentle lecture. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself next week.”

      Sophie gave an innocent shrug. “I like running.” It wasn’t a lie, but she wasn’t going to give her sisters a reason to worry about her wellbeing. She was fine. Life had thrown her some curveballs this week, but she was handling them.

      “I’m only running if something chases me,” Rilee chimed in, easing the tension in the car. “And even then, if I can climb a tree, I’m doing that.”

      Relieved for the conversation shift, Sophie asked, “Are you excited to get back to Boston, or you think you’ll miss small-town life?”

      “I know Ford hates Boston,” Rilee answered. “But I love the city. There’s always something to do, things to see.”

      “She’s now a Red Sox fan,” Cadence added. “Didn’t even know she liked baseball.”

      Even faced forward, Sophie caught the slightest blush on Rilee’s cheeks. Sophie knew that blush. She wore it often at Rilee’s age. It meant a boy was involved. Or in Sophie’s case, it was a surgeon. She tried to hide the sigh that slipped out. The world had seemed such a wide-open adventure at nineteen, Rilee’s age now. “It’s great to experience new things,” Sophie said, careful to keep her advice optimistic. “Just don’t change who you are for someone else. If you change, do it for yourself.”

      “I know,” said Rilee.

      Sophie should stop, but she found it hard to silence the wisdom she’d gained. “I gave up running when I met my ex-husband. He thought it was a waste of time, and I was too naïve to stand up for myself.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Cadence said softly.

      “Blake was handsome, charming, and rich.” Sophie stared at Rilee. “Those are the kind you have to watch you for. But you’re a smart girl. Much smarter than I was at nineteen. Kind of have to be to be an investigator, don’t you?”

      “Will isn’t like that,” Rilee said with confidence. “He’s a good one. Besides, we’re just friends right now.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Cadence added.

      Sophie’s phone buzzed in her lap, thirty miles earlier than expected. It wasn’t until she felt Rilee staring at her that she realized how quickly she’d snapped her attention away from their conversation and to the phone.

      
        
        Denver: Is a third body too much?

      

      

      Finally, something normal. Or at least, she tried to tell herself, receiving a text from Denver about his book was completely normal. Never mind the hammering of her heart in her chest. “Denver’s writing,” she explained.

      Seeing his name on her screen left her sad that she wouldn’t make Thursday dinner tonight. She’d grown so used to the routine that to forego it felt . . . wrong somehow. It’s necessary. To get things back to the way they were.

      She started the tradition after the first snowfall last winter. Denver had been constantly giving her rides, helping move furniture, taking Caroline sledding, and even on occasion assisted her with laundry when she was overwhelmed. He wouldn’t let her pay him for his time, so she found the next best thing.

      Turned out Denver loved to eat. He was an amazing cook, when he made time for it. But when a story called to him, he’d go days living on boxed macaroni and cheese.

      With Caroline’s obsession with cooking since her Aunty Tessa invited her into the kitchen last summer, it was the perfect excuse to repay him for his kindness, with leftovers aplenty, and keep that boundary established between them.

      
        
        Sophie: Has Malcom ever found three bodies before?

        Denver: No.

        Sophie: Then maybe it’s time he does.

        Denver: Good point. Thx :)

      

      

      Back then, she was certain he liked her. Respectful that she wasn’t emotionally available, he’d been okay with it. But now . . . she was sure he’d moved on from that little crush and settled into a comfortable friendship. Which was just as well. He deserved a woman who wasn’t broken. One who wouldn’t bring a daughter into the mix.

      What would happen if they did get together, then broke up? Caroline would be devastated. Sophie’d never allow that to happen.

      
        
        Denver: Would you believe that Kat and Malcom are getting along?

        Sophie: Gasp! You’re kidding?!

        Denver: It’s surprising me too. There may even be a little flirtatious banter happening.

        Sophie: Really??? Do I get to read any of this?

        Denver: You know the rules, Soph ;)

      

      

      Around another bend, Sophie lost signal. Denver never let her read his books until he wrote The End. And even then, he did a round of edits first. Despite her begging and pleading to see it sooner, Denver never relented.

      “Who do you think the flowers are from?” Rilee asked, pulling Sophie from her phone.

      “No clue.”

      Rilee turned in her seat, the farthest she could with her seat belt strapping her in. “You really have no idea?”

      “I have a few,” Cadence said.

      “Who?” Sophie demanded. “Tell me who in that little town would ever be interested in a single divorced mom? I’m damaged goods, and every available man should know to run far, far away.”

      “Who all knows you like stargazer lilies?” Rilee probed.

      “Everyone in town,” Cadence answered for her.

      “What?” Sophie shook her head. “No, they don’t.”

      “Are you kidding? You wear pink lily leggings when you run, Sophie. Your purse has that pattern. Your planner. And every time you see one, you act like a kid set loose in a candy store.”

      Rilee propped her elbow on the center console, dropping her chin into her hand. Her expression promised she wasn’t going to let this mystery rest. “That doesn’t really rule anyone out, does it?”

      “I think Mr. Andrews likes her,” Cadence said.

      “The kindergarten teacher?”

      “Yep.”

      “No way,” Sophie interjected. “He’s friendly to everyone.”

      “He’s so extra friendly to you that even Caroline talks about it,” Cadence countered.

      “What about Jeffrey the postmaster?” Rilee added. “Isn’t he super into marathons?”

      Sophie couldn’t deny that she’d spent more than a few minutes talking to Jeffrey about running and strategy nearly every trip to the post office since she decided to run her first marathon. Had the postmaster read more into those conversations than she realized?

      “What about Herman, at the pharmacy?” Cadence suggested.

      “Oh, please,” said Sophie, finally finding the amusement in this game. At least the outskirts of Anchorage were visible in the distance. They’d grab lunch, drop Rilee off at the airport, and then, with any luck, Cadence would let this silly discussion go by the time they stopped for school clothes.

      “Herman is pretty sweet on you,” Rilee agreed.

      “Sweet, yes. But he’s seventy-five!”

      The list of suspects continued to grow as they entered the city limits, but neither Cadence nor Rilee suggested Denver. Sophie didn’t like how that made her frown. Of course the flowers weren’t from Denver. He didn’t have many romantic bones in his body, if the scenes he wrote about Malcom on dates were any indication.

      Despite what could never come of it, a small part of her had hoped Denver was her secret admirer.
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      Denver

      

      Denver could move firewood for hours, and he had no qualms about getting his hands dirty. He even knew a bit about furnaces and wood stoves. But that was where his handiness ended. Assembling furniture, especially an L-shaped desk the size of a small country, was outside of his area of expertise.

      “You need this monstrosity to write books?” Ryder stood in the doorway, hands folded, eyebrow raised.

      “It’s my office,” Denver explained. This corner room on the main floor was the reason he bought the house. Though he was in a residential neighborhood, the acre lot allowed him a fair amount of privacy. The windows from this room gave him a clear and distinct view of the bay with a backdrop of snowcapped mountains.

      “So?”

      Sherlock lifted his sleepy head from the dog bed Denver had moved outside the office, near the staircase. The pup exhausted himself in an earlier rabbit battle and was more annoyed at the noise than anything. Denver fully expected Sherlock to relocate to the couch in protest. “So, I want it to be nice.”

      The delivery man had struggled to get the hefty box inside the house, cursing Denver under his breath when he pointed to the room down the hall. Ryder strode to the massive cardboard box on the floor, examining it closer. “Fit-for-a-king nice, huh?”

      “Fit for a mystery writer.”

      “Couldn’t even get it out of the box ahead of time?”

      “And risk losing a piece and get a lecture from you?” Denver shook his head. “No, thanks.”

      Ryder’s shoulders raised and dropped—the closest thing Denver would get to a laugh from his brother.

      Together they ripped away the glued-together slats of cardboard, laying out all the pieces sticker side up. The boards—solid oak—were labeled with letter and number codes, but not in any seemingly logical order. Enough hardware to build a small house filled connected plastic pouches. Denver let it unroll all the way open, the opposite end nearly hitting the floor.

      The puzzle spread out before them should be simple. Like a mystery novel, with clues laid out for assembling in the correct order. But Denver just stared and scratched his head. “Directions?”

      Ryder snorted. “Those are useless.”

      Outside of being related by blood, Denver and Ryder didn’t have many things in common. Denver wouldn’t dare proceed without instructions. He grabbed the paper booklet, written in four different languages, and tried making sense of it all, while Ryder crouched down and examined what they had to work with.

      “For an extra hundred bucks, I bet you could’ve had the company put this together for you,” Ryder pointed out.

      “What fun would that be?” Denver joked. “Trading a hundred bucks for bonding time.”

      “Yeah.”

      They worked in grunts and mutters for over an hour before Denver declared a break. Half of the pieces were at least attached to another piece, even if they weren’t yet all connected. At two in the afternoon, Denver considered it too early to offer a drink. “Coffee?”

      “Beer.”

      Though Denver rarely drank, he kept a six-pack on hand for Ryder. He hoped that someday they would be more like brothers again and not just acquaintances. Last summer, they’d competed in the Alaska Woodsman competition together, and even took second place. But the renewed relationship he hoped to regain from that event quickly fled.

      Denver handed Ryder a bottle and decided he’d join his brother. He always wondered if Ryder blamed him for losing that competition.

      “How’s the writing deal going?” Ryder asked after a first pull of his beer. “Making millions yet?”

      “Not yet. But someday maybe,” Denver answered. He never would have believed such a thing was possible as a self-published author, but every month he was pleasantly surprised to see his sales increased. Denver was struggling to keep up with everything required of his newfound career, and more than once he’d forgotten to send out his bi-weekly newsletter. But he had to be doing something right.

      Ryder dropped into Denver’s desk chair. “When did you decide you wanted to write books anyway?”

      “Afghanistan.” Though he’d always dabbled with words, the idea of being a published author had never resonated until that overseas tour. His best Army buddy, Conner, caught him writing one evening and asked what he was doing. That one question changed everything.

      Ryder took another swig. “Why aren’t you writing military thrillers or something like that? You have all this experience from the Army. Why not use it more?”

      “What’s wrong with Malcom Yates?”

      When Ryder shrugged, a rare smirk crossed his lips. “Just trying to rile ya up a bit.”

      Denver lifted his beer in cheers. It was nice to see Ryder in a good mood, something rare this past year. Then again, if Denver had been engaged to a woman who cleaned out his bank account and disappeared on their wedding day with little more than a good-bye note, he might be upset, too.

      “Well,” said Ryder, emptying the bottle, “should we get back to it?”

      Another hour later, they lifted the final piece in place—the big, beautiful oak top that had lured Denver from the first glance. It was heavier than anything Denver had attempted to lift before, making him rethink his decision to give up running. He needed some sort of workout routine outside of moving firewood.

      “Just need those last screws.” Ryder nodded to the ripped-up bag of hardware. “Grab ’em?”

      Denver handed them over, deciding after hours of internal debate, to spill it. They were getting along today, after all. “I’m going for it,” he said.

      “Going for what?”

      “Sophie.”

      Ryder stopped mid-screw to give his brother a steady, disapproving glare. “Why?”

      “Because it’s time.”

      “Right.”

      “It is.” Sometimes it felt as if their roles were flipped. That instead of being the oldest, Denver was actually the youngest. “Look,” he added. “I’ve got a plan. If it doesn’t pan out by the Moose Days Festival, I’ll give it up for good.”

      Ryder sputtered a laugh. “Yeah, right.”

      “I mean it.”

      The finality in his tone must’ve gotten to Ryder. “You’re serious.”

      “I love her, but I won’t wait forever.” It’d been the toughest decision he ever made, but if they stayed friends too much longer, they’d be stuck there. Eventually, when she found someone else, he’d lose even that. “I’m trying something subtle. But next weekend, I’m laying it all out on the line.”

      “And if she turns you down—which I think she will—you’ll give it up?”

      Despite all the back-and-forth contemplation of his decision, Denver realized something important. If he went for it and Sophie said no, things would never be the same. If she said yes, things would never be the same. “Yep.”

      Ryder folded his arms, assessing Denver. “Good. I’m holding you to this, just so you know. You don’t tell her next weekend, I will. I’m tired of watching you make a fool of yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Denver pulled into the pick-up lane in front of the kindergarten building and cut the ignition.

      He’d always wanted kids. A family. He’d known that for years now. But it didn’t stop him from being nervous about picking Caroline up from school today. By himself. He’d only gone with Sophie once before, and even then, he lingered by the car when she went to greet her daughter.

      Reaching back, Denver gave the booster seat a solid wiggle, ensuring it was properly set.

      He was fifteen minutes early, which gave him time to think. Though he should be using those minutes figuring out the deal with Malcom’s third dead body—or better yet, writing some actual words on the laptop he packed for just this purpose—he pulled out a notebook instead.

      Sophie thought his notebook addiction was adorable, but in reality, he might have a problem. Despite a healthy love of paperbacks, Denver could sooner fill an entire bookshelf with the notebooks he’d collected over the years. Most of them held blank pages. But he’d sooner sell his fishing boat than get rid of a single one.

      The one he had with him today Sophie had given him for Christmas. It showcased a fluffy white dog on the cover, wearing a Sherlock Holmes hat. The hard cover had a slight velvety texture to it. He’d had a hard time convincing himself to use it at all, not wanting to ruin it. But there was no better notebook on his shelf worthy of these notes.

      He flipped five pages in—he never used the first four pages of any notebook as a precaution, because when he did use a notebook, he tended to wear it out. The first three pages would inevitably fall out over time. Sometimes four. Fishing a pen from his glovebox, he added a couple things to his idea list: S’mores latte kit. Running headphones. Chocolate-covered macadamia nuts.

      Denver didn’t want to get Sophie typical romantic gifts. The flowers were a no-brainer, a gesture to clearly show intent. But from here, each gift would be more personal. Over time, Sophie’d either think she had a stalker, or she had to know it was him. No one, including her own sisters, knew her as well as he did.

      Glancing up, the school grounds remained empty. He added two more ideas, crossed off a couple others. “Am I crazy?” he muttered under his breath, wishing he’d brought Sherlock along so it wouldn’t look as though he was talking to himself. Maybe a sane person would be direct and ask Sophie out on a date.

      The bell rang, followed seconds later by the excited and eager voices of tiny humans. With a deep, steadying breath, Denver forced himself out of the truck. He wasn’t sure why this made him so nervous. He already thought of Caroline as his own daughter. He’d always protect her and look out for her as if she were, no matter what happened when Sophie learned of his true feelings for her.

      Yet, he worried he’d somehow screw this up.

      Get it together, Denver.

      Monopoly was waiting on the coffee table. Lasagna ingredients—to include Tessa’s extra special ingredients—were all stationed in the kitchen. And he had Caroline’s favorite movie all ready to be played.

      “Denver!” Caroline spotted him seconds after she flew out the door and took off in a dead sprint. Her light-blue backpack bounced from side to side. He’d found that backpack online, the one with a cartoon moose on the front.

      “Hey, Caroline.” She leapt into his arms and he caught her with ease. He swung her in two and a half circles—their personal greeting—and set her down. “Did you have a good day at school today?”

      “We built a castle!” Caroline rambled a hundred miles an hour about constructing a castle out of what Denver pieced together were cardboard blocks with stone patterns drawn on them. “I was the princess! Then I was the knight in shining armor.”

      He reached out his hand, and Caroline took it without missing a beat of her story. But before they could take more than two steps, someone called for him.

      “That’s my teacher, Mr. Andrews,” Caroline said matter-of-factly.

      Denver recognized Mark. They’d gone to high school together, but hadn’t exactly been friends. Denver had never attracted the popularity that Ryder or Mark Andrews did. Instead, he was the quiet, shy type. Always scribbling some story in a notebook. Back then, he had no idea he’d ever publish a word he wrote.

      Mark was athletic and outgoing. The guy every girl wanted to date.

      “Hey, Mark,” said Denver, waiting for whatever it was. Surely Sophie told him she wouldn’t be here to pick up Caroline today. That he would be here instead. Even if that weren’t the case, it was a small town. Everyone knew everyone when the tourists cleared out for the season. Denver wasn’t some stranger in Caroline’s life.

      “Mr. Andrews, please.” Mark nodded at Caroline.

      “Right. What can I do for you, Mr. Andrews?” Denver tried to be polite, for Caroline’s sake, but agitation buzzed in his chest. The last time he came with Sophie to pick her daughter up, he suspected Mark was interested in her.

      “Just wanted to make sure Caroline isn’t going off with a stranger.”

      Denver huffed out a laugh of disbelief. “Caroline, am I a stranger?”

      “No.” She giggled at the ridiculousness of the accusation.

      “I wasn’t aware someone other than family was picking Caroline up from school, that’s all,” Mr. Andrews said, his smile dazzling as ever as he waved and smiled at passing parents. “I have to look out for my students’ best interest.”

      “Oh!” Caroline exclaimed. She dropped the backpack from her shoulders, and it thunked against the sidewalk. “Mommy gave me a note. I forgot to give it to you.”

      Relief washed over Denver, and tension he hadn’t realized he’d kept in his shoulders eased, despite how absurd this whole thing was. They knew each other, and anyone in town with two eyes had to know Sophie and Denver were close friends.

      Mr. Andrews studied the note, as if reading the few sentences several times before finally looking up at Denver. “Caroline, next time please give me any notes from your mother first thing in the morning, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “See you tomorrow morning.”

      “Bye, Mr. Andrews!”

      Denver reached out again for Caroline’s hand and walked her to his truck, aware that Mark watched him the entire time. Was the man waiting for him to slip up? Denver had lived in this town since childhood. He had few enemies.

      “Where’s Sherlock?” Caroline asked when they reached the truck.

      “He’s napping on the couch.”

      Caroline giggled as he lifted her into the back seat. She made quick work of securing herself in the booster seat. “He’s not supposed to be on the couch.”

      “You and I know that, but Sherlock seems to have forgotten.” Denver went around the front of his truck and hopped into the driver’s seat, eager to drive away from the teacher’s peering eyes. He wondered if Mark had plans of his own when it came to Sophie. “You ready to make lasagna?”
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      Sophie

      

      “Caroline will love that sweater you found her,” Cadence told Sophie as they unloaded their haul from the car, setting everything on the kitchen table. They’d sort everything out after the car was emptied, and hide the birthday decorations before Sophie went to pick up Caroline from Denver’s.

      “I wonder when she’ll outgrow her moose obsession,” Sophie said, fighting a yawn and losing. Long drives always made her sleepy, which was just as well. She’d been tossing and turning since that check bounced. Maybe tonight, she’d finally get some real rest. “I know it’ll happen eventually, but I hope I have a couple of years yet.”

      Sunlight was fading into the horizon, and soon it would be dark. With any luck, the clear sky would offer a display of Northern Lights later. It was one of Sophie’s favorite things about living in Alaska. But she doubted she’d be up to see them tonight.

      “That girl better still love moose for all the trouble we just went through,” Cadence teased. She touched Sophie’s arm as they stared at the pile on the table. “I know we didn’t find everything you wanted, but we’ll make it work. Aunt Patty has so many moose-themed things in this place, I’m sure we can pull off something amazing.”

      “Thanks.” Sophie gave Cadence a side hug. “I’d be lost with you guys, you know.”

      “I think we all would.”

      “I’ll hide the decorations upstairs,” Cadence offered as Sophie looped shopping bags of school clothes over her arms. Though she’d only budgeted for a couple of outfits, once they got started shopping it was hard to stop. Sophie made the difficult decision to pass on the rental property so Caroline could have the clothes she desperately needed. Tomorrow, she’d have to call and give Jolene the news.

      “Just don’t hide them in your closet. Caroline is worse than you when it comes to that room.” During the summer they’d spent at the lodge as kids, Cadence had repeatedly been caught sneaking into Aunt Patty’s room and staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows. The room was now hers, but Caroline liked to pretend it was her own personal haven.

      “Guess we know who’s going to take over the lodge someday.”

      Cadence grabbed the remaining shopping bags that Sophie couldn’t quite carry. “I’ll help with these, and then I’ll hide the other stuff so you can pick up Caroline.”

      Because Sophie didn’t want to disturb the sleeping guests, she waited until they were inside her lodge room and closed the door. “Thanks again for taking me along,” she said as they dropped bags in the corner near the closet. She’d have Caroline try everything on tomorrow and wash the ones—hopefully all of them—that fit.

      “Thanks for not making me drive alone. Ford is so busy right now, I didn’t want to pull him away. Plus, it was nice to spend some time together. When was the last time we ate dinner one of us didn’t prepare?”

      “Honestly? I can’t remember.”

      “Hey, what’s that?” Cadence pointed at the bed.

      Sophie spun around, spotting a flat box with a light pink ribbon tied into a bow. “I—I don’t know.” She approached the package with the same caution she might’ve used to near a potential bomb.

      “I bet it’s from your secret admirer.”

      Just what I need. “I still think you guys are wrong about this whole secret admirer thing.” But the words held no conviction, because the contents of this gift box would likely shatter that theory in seconds.

      “Open it!” Cadence urged. “You can’t leave me in suspense.”

      Sophie carefully untied the ribbon, admittedly curious what was inside. When she and Blake first started dating, he took her to fancy restaurants and bought her expensive clothes. Looking back now, Sophie understood he only spent money on things to keep up appearances. Nothing had ever been personal.

      “What is it?” Cadence hovered at Sophie’s side.

      On top of folded pink tissue paper lay an envelope with Sophie’s name written in elaborate curly handwriting that did not belong to any man she’d ever met. The card read: Every beautiful woman deserves something pretty to complement her best qualities.

      “What does it say?” Cadence demanded.

      Sophie handed her the card before she unfolded the tissue paper. “Oh, wow! This—this is too much.” Inside, she found the ivory silk scarf adorned with stargazer lilies she’d admired for weeks in the storefront window of the Forget Me Not Boutique. One with a price tag too steep for a frivolous purchase. She’d considered buying it for herself as a reward for completing her first marathon next week, but that was before the monthly check fiasco.

      “Your scarf!” Cadence slipped the card back in its envelope. “Still think it’s not a secret admirer?”

      “I can’t accept this.”

      “Sure you can. Besides, how do you propose to return it if you don’t even know who it’s from?”

      Sophie slid her fingers slowly over the silk, unable to tear her gaze away. She’d been more than happy to give up high-end clothes, jewelry, shoes, the lot of it when Blake told her to move out with Caroline. Those very accessories had paid their first couple months’ of rent while Sophie tried one miserable job after another. “Keeping it sends the wrong message.”

      “Soph, it’s okay to date again. You know that, right?”

      Replacing the card, then the lid, Sophie firmly set the box on top of the dresser. “I’m not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.”

      “I don’t know that any of us are ever ready. Love kind of does its own thing, you know?”

      Sophie fervently shook her head. “No, I can’t. I can’t put Caroline through all that again. I don’t want her getting attached to someone just to have him walk out on us.” Tears wrestled at the corners of her eyes, but she sucked in a deep breath and kept them from falling. She’d been the one foolish enough to fall for her ex’s charms. She’d suffer the consequences if it meant protecting her daughter.

      “Then don’t introduce anyone to Caroline until you know they’re going to stick around.” Cadence pulled her into another side hug. Though she may never admit it to them, all these sisterly hugs were one of her favorite things about being all back together again. “Sophie, you deserve to be happy, with someone who appreciates everything you have to offer. He’s out there. I know he is.”

      “I’m taking the scarf back.”
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        * * *

      

      Her jumbled emotions about the scarf dissipated when Sophie pulled into Denver’s driveway, replaced by new concerns as she cut the ignition. She was breathing a little heavier than usual, suddenly remembering how many texts had gone back and forth between them today.

      Determined to slow her erratic breaths before she went inside and made a fool of herself, Sophie forced a deep inhale. Everything felt so turned upside down. She missed him today, and that was a problem she didn’t know how to solve.

      Add to this that secret admirer business . . . She’d tried to figure out who would even know she wanted that scarf but quickly realized she’d told numerous people that was her pending reward. That’s what Sophie got for embracing the spirit of a small town. With the lilies on it, it was anyone’s guess who sent it.

      The flowers—or the scarf—couldn’t have come from Denver. They’d been friends for so long, and surely if that had changed for him—which it definitely hadn’t—he’d come out and say it. No, she had a sneaky suspicion the flowers were from Caroline’s teacher, Mr. Andrews.

      The thought hadn’t really sunk in until she spotted Caroline’s drawing on the fridge. Pink lilies. With a label, my mommy’s favorite. But such an expensive scarf threw her for a bit of a loop.

      “Get it together, Soph.” She muttered these words to herself at least three times a day anymore when it came to Denver Grant. Feelings she hoped to shake were taking root and digging in. Here in his driveway, the control she thought she’d gained being away from him wavered. The harder she tried to shake these pesky feelings, the stronger they became. More than once today she caught herself wearing a cheesy, schoolgirl smile when they were exchanging texts.

      The curtain moved in the front living room window. Denver, no doubt, checking on her to see what was taking so long. Out of time, Sophie slipped the hardcover notebook she’d picked up for him in her purse and forced herself out of the car.

      The cool, crisp air promised autumn was close. Sophie adored their little town when the beautiful, however short, season hit. Sunset Ridge looked like a painting during those few weeks. She planned to continue running after her marathon was over, and looked forward to enjoying the multicolored leaves overhead her trails.

      “Hey,” Denver greeted, pushing the screen door open and waiting for her on the porch.

      Originally, Cadence promised they’d be home by seven, but Denver hadn’t minded at all when Sophie asked for extra sister time. They stopped for dinner and even ordered dessert. The chocolate lava cake helped her decide carb-loading for the marathon could start a few days early. “She asleep?”

      “An hour ago.”

      “Sorry I’m so late.”

      “It’s no problem. Hope you found some good clothes?”

      “That girl is set. Well, unless she has an unexpected growth spurt or decides moose are no longer cool. But fingers crossed she’s at least good through Christmas.”

      She stepped inside first, all too aware how closely behind her Denver walked. Heat radiated in the gap between them. She could feel it even through her sweatshirt. She’d purposely changed into comfortable clothes before coming over, hoping it would help things feel . . . normal.

      They didn’t feel normal at all. They felt charged.

      “Who won?” Sophie nodded at the Monopoly board strewn out on the coffee table.

      “Caroline landed on Boardwalk early, so let’s just say she’s not doing too bad. She begged me not to put it away.”

      Sophie stopped in the doorway to the living room, leaning against the door jamb. Caroline was tucked beneath a crocheted blanket, sleeping so peacefully Sophie hated to move her. It seemed almost cruel to wake her up. Sherlock slept on the other end of the couch, curled in a ball with his head resting on Caroline’s hip. “Thought he wasn’t allowed on the couch.”

      “Try telling him that.”

      How could Sophie ever get Caroline her own dog if she was this attached to Sherlock? Not that it mattered. With all the dogs coming in and out of the lodge, adding another to the mix would cause mass chaos.

      “You hungry?” Denver asked.

      “No,” Sophie answered quickly, knowing the best thing she could do was leave as soon as possible. “We picked up some dinner in Anchorage.” But that was more than three hours ago. Her stomach rumbled right on cue to give her away.

      “You have to try her lasagna,” Denver said in a low voice so close to her ear she shivered. “I wasn’t too sure about Tessa’s suggestions. Then again, I’m not a professional chef. I’m happy to report that it turned out really good. Better than good, actually.”

      “Hard to turn it down after that raving review.” Really, she should collect her sleepy daughter and go. Because staying with Denver like this was dangerous. Sophie didn’t trust herself not to do something rash that she’d regret tomorrow. She’d thought about him all day. Missed him. Reached for excuses to text. This little crush was starting to grow into something more. Something that had the power to destroy their friendship.

      “C’mon. She’s not going anywhere. I’ll heat you up a plate.”

      “How about I take it to-go?”

      “Sure.”

      The stab of guilt nearly made her change her mind. Before she could speak the words aloud, she remembered the notebook tucked in her purse. The one she’d been unable to resist in the store. “I brought you something. For watching Caroline.”

      She handed him the hardback spiralbound notebook with the turtle on the front. It wore a helmet, sitting on a skateboard with a jetpack. The quote Anything is possible spelled out below the little wheels.

      “I love it.” A warm smile spread on his lips, and Sophie discovered she had trouble looking away. Never once had she ever thought about kissing Denver. Now she couldn’t seem to think about anything else.

      “I hope she didn’t give you any trouble.”

      “She was great.” Denver filled her in about school, and how they stopped for ice cream. “Hope you don’t mind. I know she had some earlier this week, but I just didn’t have the heart to turn her down.”

      “Ice cream twice in one week, huh?”

      “Just a single scoop, though, despite how desperately she begged for two.”

      Maybe it was the dimness filtering in through the windows, the gentle snoring of Sherlock in the other room, or the easy conversation in the kitchen. But for a fleeting moment, this felt like a normal night at home. As though they were a family, and not just friends.

      Sophie’s heartrate went into overdrive.

      Things had never been this easygoing with Blake. In fact, her ex hardly acted like a father at all. He rarely asked about Caroline unless she was doing something to annoy him. A malicious little part of her hoped his new twins were keeping him up all through the night. Before she even knew it happened, a tear rolled down her cheek.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” Denver swiped the tear away with his thumb. Her gaze dropped back to his lips. If she just stepped forward and lifted to her toes, she could press her lips to his. “I promise, it was just one scoop.”

      Sophie laughed, feeling foolish for the emotional moment. She never let anyone see her cry. Not a single tear. No judgment lingered in Denver’s dark brown eyes. Only kindness. Compassion. “Just caught me thinking about the past, I’m afraid. I try not to revisit it anymore.”

      “Soph, if you ever want to talk about anything—”

      “I know.” It was behind her. Behind them. She’d learned enough hard lessons in that five-year marriage to last her a lifetime, but reliving the memories—the pain—didn’t serve her. Living in the present with those lessons applied did. “I better get Caroline to bed.”

      “Wait,” he said. “At least let me fix you that to-go plate. Caroline was really excited for you to try her special recipe.”

      “Okay.”

      Denver didn’t move. Instead, he stepped closer to her. With nothing but the glow of the light over the sink, Sophie’s heart pounded wildly, as if it wanted to escape. She should step away. Run. Anything to stop this from happening. Yet she wanted it too much. In the lighting, Denver looked so incredibly handsome. Dark eyes, that Alaskan beard he prided himself on so much, chiseled jawline . . . She understood why half the single women in town wanted to date him.

      “Mommy, did you try my lasagna?”

      Sophie hopped back from Denver as if a bolt of lightning had struck between them. “Denver’s fixing me a plate to take home, sweetie.” Her words were shaky. Wobbly like her knees.

      Had she really almost kissed him?

      Sherlock let out a long yawning groan, drawing everyone’s attention to the doorway. He stretched with exaggeration, wearing that goofy, sleepy grin. Caroline was the first to erupt in a fit of giggles. A beat later, Denver and Sophie burst into laughter themselves.

      The whirling tension of moments ago faded and the normal Sophie coveted returned. She was safe from her irrational feelings. For now.
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      Denver

      

      Denver stared at the blinking cursor on his screen. Chapter twenty-two remained devoid of words, aside from a single sentence. Malcom paced his study, desperate to discover the connection between the three bodies.

      He’d like to blame the new desk setup for this morning’s bout of writer’s block. His mountain view out the window was slightly off. He had too much space to spread out his notes and couldn’t seem to organize them properly or effectively. He was out of his favorite coffee and forced to drink his backup. Sherlock was snoozing on the couch instead of in his dog bed.

      But all those reasons would be lies. Excuses to cover for the truth.

      His mind hadn’t stopped racing since last night. He’d almost kissed her. There in his kitchen. In one heated moment, he almost ruined everything.

      Another sip of bitter coffee sent him to his feet, right into the kitchen. He dumped the dark roast down the sink and chased it down the drain with water. He could run down to Black Bear Coffee and get another bag of his number one choice. Maybe pick Sophie up another secret admirer gift in the process.

      Anything to procrastinate this complicated scene.

      Poking his head into the living room, he meant to summon Sherlock for a ride. The dog lazily lifted his head just high enough to look at Denver. “She kept staring at my lips. You saw it, right?” The dog grumbled his response and dropped his head back to snooze delightfully in the sunlight.

      Denver hadn’t spent a year getting to know Sophie, becoming a part of her life—and her daughter’s life—to throw it all away in a few minutes. No. He’d have to be more careful around her. But she was looking at your lips.

      “You coming, Sherlock?”

      The dog grumbled his response and stayed put on the couch, stretching longer in the process.

      On Friday, Denver’s delivery schedule was typically light. Even lighter this morning with only two local stops. He’d been home by ten-thirty and staring at this nearly blank laptop screen ever since, too torn about last night to think straight.

      He gave up on adding words before lunch and grabbed his truck keys off the kitchen counter. He passed the mirror his mom insisted belonged next to his staircase on his way out and stopped dead in his tracks. He looked like he’d been run over by a bus.

      Sure, he spent most of the night tossing and turning. But this?

      He stared at the keys in his hand, then back at his reflection. The hazard of being a writer trapped in a story was that days at a time could pass and he didn’t even realize it. He wished that were the case now. Malcom’s eighth mystery was due to his editor next week. But no, Malcom wasn’t the reason for the state of his appearance.

      A trip into town looking like this, well, it could be excused with a looming book deadline. But it was all about Sophie Whitmore and that almost kiss.

      He muttered under his breath all the way upstairs to his bathroom. He needed a shower and a decent beard trimming if he was going to brave the coffee shop, or anywhere else in Sunset Ridge.

      He set his phone on the bathroom counter before turning on the water to let it heat. The phone taunted him as he kicked off his shoes. They were still friends. A near-kiss didn’t change that. He hadn’t even leaned in, so really, it was harmless. Against his better judgment, he reached for his phone and texted.

      
        
        Denver: Malcom is pacing.

        Denver: Poor guy doesn’t know what to do about these three bodies.

        Denver: Maybe three is too many.

        Denver: Should I write it out?

        Denver: The third body, I mean.

      

      

      Seemed Denver could text a whole lot more words than he could add to his story. He waited for a response as the shower sprayed into the tub, but minutes went by without any indication she was replying. He finally gave up and slipped into the shower.

      Sophie still hadn’t responded when he got out.

      “Denver, you really did it this time,” he muttered.

      Before he did something stupid like text her again, he heard a knock on his door. Seconds later, his mom’s trilling voice carried up the stairs. “Hello? Denver?”

      “Be down in a sec, Mom.”

      He wasn’t sure whether he was annoyed at the interruption or grateful for the distraction. He loved his mom dearly and was grateful they had a good relationship now. It’d been a little rocky after he’d told her he joined the Army.

      Skipping the beard trimming he desperately needed, Denver dressed and headed downstairs.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      Mom was on the floor in his office, rubbing Sherlock’s belly. Sure, he gets off the couch for her. The lug was on his back, furry legs raised in the air. He gave Denver a look that said, What? I like belly rubs. “I came to check on you,” she said. “Haven’t heard from you much this week.”

      Had he called her since they unloaded an excess of lumber in her garage? He struggled to remember what day that was. Monday? Maybe he’d been so distracted he forgot to check in. “Sorry, I have a book deadline.”

      Mom gave Sherlock one last solid belly rub then got to her feet. Denver resisted the urge to give her a hand, hating that her age was starting to show. But the last time he offered to help her up, she swatted his hand and gave him a lecture about being completely capable. Tillie Grant was not a woman who relied on anyone—except her sons to eat the excess food she prepared.

      “I brought you a casserole,” she said, dusting off her jeans with her hands. “Just cook it for an hour at three-fifty.”

      “Thanks, Mom. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Of course I did. I’m your mother.”

      He walked toward her and wrapped her in a quick hug. “Thank you.”

      “How long will you be working on this book today?”

      Denver hesitated to answer, assuming that the minute he was free she’d want him to help on the parade float. In all the years growing up that he and Ryder had begged for their family to build a float of their own, how had this been the one year his mom decided to do it? “Couple hours yet. Maybe a little longer.”

      “Think you can come by for dinner?”

      He shouldn’t. In reality, he should chain himself to his office chair until he wrote chapter twenty-two in its entirety. Maybe even chapter twenty-three. Two hours would be enough if Malcom cooperated. But today, the detective felt like doing his own thing. “How about after dinner?”

      “I’m grilling salmon.”

      Only a fool turned down Tillie Grant’s grilled salmon. Well played, Mom.

      “What time?” he asked.

      The already long weekend was about to get longer. He’d promised Sophie to join her on half of her eight-mile run tomorrow. Though Denver wanted to see her, he cared how she was progressing with her training now that the race was only a week away. He could sleep at the end of next week, after his editor had the manuscript in hand.

      “Six-thirty.”

      She headed to the front door, never one to stay long. Mom had always been a social butterfly, on the run to the next task, but Denver swore she only got busier after retirement. “Invite Sophie and Caroline for me, will you?”

      At the mere mention of her name, Denver’s pulse doubled. “Sure.”

      “You might think about trimming that beard. Just because you deliver firewood, that doesn’t make you a lumberjack,” she teased.

      “I’m on it.”

      She paused at the front door, turning. “You’re going to be at book club on Monday night?”

      “Yes, Mom.” Just another obligation he should’ve turned down. Or better yet, he should’ve written his current book sooner. Fewer side projects, less internet browsing, and more focused writing time. Maybe then, he’d stop racing against these crazy deadlines.

      “Good, good. Might think about bringing extra books. I know Geraldine Franks wants to buy a few.”

      Hand on the door, ready to close it behind his mom, Denver nodded. “Already planning on bringing extras. No, you don’t need to bring anything. Sophie has all the refreshments covered.”

      “That’s good. Really good.”

      Denver studied his mom closer, noticing a bouncing gleam in her eyes and incessant fiddling with her necklace pendant. He could let her work up to saying whatever it was on her own, but he didn’t have that kind of time. “Mom, just spit it out.”

      “You really should think about asking Sophie to the Moose Days Festival.”

      “We’re already going together. As friends.” Denver made certain to establish that weeks ago, before his plan to confess his feelings came about. The last thing he wanted was someone else sweeping Sophie off her feet before he had the chance.

      A forced smile thinned out her lips. “Don’t you think it’s time?”

      If only you knew. “Mom,” he warned.

      “I want grandkids, Denver. You’re my only hope.” Neither had to say aloud why Ryder wasn’t going to produce any anytime soon—if ever. He’d not only sworn off relationships, but women. The day he made that declaration, he and Denver were fishing near the bay. The ring Ryder bought his ex, the same one she’d left in the church dressing room before skipping town, ended up at the bottom of the ocean.

      “I’ll see you tonight, Mom.” With a hug, Denver ushered Tillie out the door. Once her feet hit the front porch, she was off at a dash. He watched her back out of his driveway and sent her off with a wave. So much for a coffee run.

      He considered telling her about his plan to win Sophie. Mom introduced them over a year ago, hopeful back then that they’d start dating. But as pure as his mom’s intentions always were, she had a way of meddling that could backfire. No way she’d be able to resist ‘helping’ if he confessed his plan. No, this was a secret best kept between as few people as possible.

      The ping of his phone drew him from the door. He searched for where he left the device, finally retracing his steps to the upstairs bathroom.

      
        
        Sophie: Keep the third body. Has our reporter friend been snooping around lately?

      

      

      Relief washed over him with that single text. Our reporter. It didn’t guarantee that everything was back to normal, but the response alone was the reassurance he needed to stop his head from spinning out of control.

      
        
        Denver: Nope. Thanks!

        Denver: PS – Mom wants to work on the float tonight.

        Denver: You and Caroline are invited for dinner @ 6:30. Grilled salmon. Need I say more?

        Sophie: What a dirty rotten trick ;) We’ll be there.

      

      

      Denver waited almost a full minute before giving up on receiving any other responses then shoved the phone in his pocket. Coffee run abandoned, he filled a glass with iced water and set to bringing chapter twenty-two to life.

      Sherlock grumbled at Denver as he entered the office. Filled with inspiration and excitement, Denver gave his dog a hearty belly rub before he took a seat at his computer. When his fingers touched the keyboard, words exploded onto the page.

      Though Malcom Yates had been invented long before meeting Sophie Whitmore, Denver often believed he would not continue to exist without her. His stories were as much Sophie’s as they were his own. Together they’d talked through and brainstormed three—going on four—books.

      Half his series.

      “Look at that, Sherlock. Words!” Denver laughed in happiness as he filled page after page. Sherlock hopped to his feet and gave out a solid bark that echoed off the high ceiling. It was probably for a rabbit, but Denver’d take it.

      It was quite possible that Sophie Whitmore was his muse. The extra spark to all his stories.

      Denver couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve happened if they’d kissed last night. It might’ve destroyed everything. But maybe it would have changed everything for the better. She’d been staring at his lips.

      His fingers hovered over the keyboard. The reporter, Kat, and Malcom were working so well together, making progress for once when they usually argued against one another. Though Kat had gone home in the scene, she was the reason Malcom was piecing things together on the page.

      Denver dared to increase the stakes between them.

      She’d been staring at his lips. Of that, Malcom was certain.

      Archer, ever the faithful bloodhound, licked his hand. “You’re right. I wanted to kiss her too, boy.”

      Denver pushed back from the desk and hopped to his feet, feeling a little as though he owned the world. His readers would flip. More than a handful had hinted—some demanded—that Malcom and Kat needed to get together on an official level, and soon.

      More than his readers, he wondered what Sophie would think when she read this draft. He yearned to text her now to tell her what he did. But it would be more exciting to wait for her to read it. Maybe she’d even recognize the pieces of the two of them he’d been weaving into his fictional characters.

      Ah, who was he kidding? He couldn’t keep such a big secret about Malcom from Sophie if he tried.
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      Sophie

      

      “You haven’t heard anything, then?” Sophie asked Mr. Jenkins over the phone, her voice deflated and her hope dying. She paced the private patio near the back door. The chilled cement bit into her bare feet. When the phone rang, she’d abandoned her station in the kitchen as well as the logical need for shoes. She wanted answers.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid. I couldn’t get them on the phone, but I left them another message and sent an email.”

      “What do we do if they don’t respond?”

      Mr. Jenkins talked through some legal options with Sophie. The least expensive of which was a formal letter demanding the agreed-upon funds—something that could be tracked better than phone calls and was more official than an email. But ultimately, if Blake refused to make the payments, they’d have to sue him.

      Sophie couldn’t afford to go through another massive legal battle. Odds were Blake was counting on that. How had she not seen this coming?

      “It’s not looking too good, is it?” she asked, hoping Mr. Jenkins would extend his usual gentle honesty. She appreciated that about him. The lawyers she worked with in Hawaii during the divorce proceedings were not her favorite. They’d been greedy and often turned their ideas into sales pitches to go after as much as possible. Concerned more about dollar signs than the people involved. Mr. Jenkins wasn’t like that at all.

      “We can try the letter next week if we haven’t heard back. Say, Tuesday. How’s that?”

      “Okay.”

      “If you don’t want to go after him beyond that, you might want to adjust your budget to exclude that monthly stipend.”

      At the sound of footsteps crunching against the graveled path around the side of the lodge, Sophie tucked herself against the log wall, hoping she remained hidden. It might be a lodge guest or lunch diner. “I understand.”

      “Ms. Whitmore, it’s entirely possible a new check might show up, but I wouldn’t rely on that.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Jenkins.” She ended the call and sank to a squat with her back pressed against the logs. She refused to cry. Enough tears had been wasted on her worst mistake. She couldn’t afford to be weak. How many years had she exhausted not being the strong woman she was always meant to be?

      Sophie needed to get back to the kitchen and finish prepping the lunch rolls before the next rush, despite her urge to slip on her running shoes and hit the trail. The restaurant was Tessa’s dream, and Sophie was thrilled to be a part of it. But she wanted her own dream. She wanted to build something she could be proud of from the ashes of her life.

      
        
        Denver: I think it’s time Malcom & Kat got together. What do you think?

      

      

      Though her heartrate doubled at the sight of Denver’s name on her phone, a sense of peace filled Sophie. Yes, stupid Sophie, she’d almost kissed him last night. Thankfully Caroline, and then Sherlock, saved her from making such a huge mistake.

      She needed the normalcy from her best friend right now more than ever.

      Welcoming the brief distraction from her stresses, Sophie typed back her instinctive response to Denver’s radical idea. Readers had been chomping at the bit for this very thing to happen.

      
        
        Sophie: Together together?

        Denver: Yeah. By the end of this book?

        Sophie: I think it’s too soon for that. But they could kiss. Let that confuse Malcom and Kat for a while. Maybe sort it out in the next book.

      

      

      “Sophie?” Cadence’s voice called into the otherwise deserted backyard through the window over the kitchen sink.

      “Coming.” She tucked her phone away before Denver finished his response. Any reply would have to wait until she was done with her kitchen duties and lunchtime waitressing shift. At least until she moved on to cleaning rooms and switching the never-ending loads of laundry. Her day would hardly be idle. Thankfully they’d upgraded to two washers and dryers.

      Someday, they would hire someone else to do the housekeeping. The topic had been discussed in more than one monthly business meeting, but Sophie had yet to figure out what she would do to be a part of the lodge if they hired someone too soon. She wanted her own dream to chase, but she wanted it connected to the family lodge. It wouldn’t feel right otherwise.

      Sophie realized she was still missing her shoes when she entered the kitchen. She could prepare all the dinner rolls and condiments she wanted barefoot, but serving guests that way would cause unnecessary scandal. “I’ll be right back,” she said to her sisters as she hurried through the kitchen. “Need to grab some shoes.”

      “Hey,” Cadence said, catching her before she reached the hallway. “Something came for you.”

      “Something else?”

      “Yeah, some package. It’s on the table. Jeffrey decided to deliver our mail today. Isn’t that strange?”

      “A little,” Sophie admitted. In the thirteen plus months she’d lived in Sunset Ridge, the postmaster had never once brought them their mail. He was a friendly man, but he stuck strictly to the route when it came to deliveries. “Do you think they extended the route?”

      “Doubtful,” Cadence replied. “He said something about being in the neighborhood.”

      “Maybe he’s your secret admirer,” Tessa added. “He was awfully interested in the lilies.”

      Sophie tried to hide her groan, but it came out anyway, causing both her sisters to laugh. Jeffery was a nice man, and attractive as far as many of the available women in town were concerned. But he was a far cry from her type. “I don’t want a secret admirer,” she said. “I’m not going to date anyone until Caroline goes off to college. Maybe not even then.”

      “That’s noble and all,” Tessa said. “But also really stupid.” She shuffled from the counter by the stove to the sink below Ed’s window. Automatically, Sophie looked for the moose. He roamed a large area, and only stopped by for goodies on occasion. But she found she was rather fond of him after he saved her from a black bear. She wanted to reward him.

      “Gee, thanks,” said Sophie.

      “I told her she was allowed to date,” Cadence said.

      “Now you’re both ganging up on me. Unbelievable.”

      Cadence gave her a wink. “We love you, sis.”

      “Order’s up on table six,” Tessa announced, nodding at Cadence.

      “Got it.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Sophie dashed down the hall and slipped into her lodge room. She wished she could stow away for an hour’s nap. Despite being tired last night, she did not sleep well at all.

      With one very deep breath released, Sophie marched back to the kitchen—in shoes—and took the prepared food tray outside to the patio before either of her sisters could say any more about her dating life, or lack thereof.

      She carefully set down each plate for one of their guests, George. He and his wife were on a fiftieth anniversary trip to Alaska. She couldn’t recall his last name, but she recognized him by his T-shirt. Every day he wore a different Vietnam veteran one. Usually he dined with his wife, but today he was alone. “Hey, George. Got your blueberry pancakes for you. What kind of syrup did you want?”

      “The maple—not the sugar-free one.” He gave Sophie a wink. “My wife’s in town doing some shopping, so I can splurge a little.”

      “You got it.”

      What would it be like to be with the same person for fifty years, Sophie wondered as she retrieved the requested syrup. As much as she wanted to protect Caroline and was convinced her own heart would never properly heal from its damage, she couldn’t deny that she yearned for . . . more. For someone.

      She shook away the thought before it caused too much trouble. Get in line.

      Sophie’s day flew by quickly. Only in the quiet moments she had to catch her breath did she think about the bounced check and what it meant. Last night she was certain she’d have to turn down the rental. This morning, she woke up with a yearning to make it work. Somehow.

      She’d been stalling Jolene Davies on her answer. Though she very much wanted the little house, and could certainly cover the rent and utilities with her lodge earnings and restaurant tips, Sophie didn’t know how she’d furnish it without putting a massive amount on credit. Starting out a new adventure with a boatload of debt was where she drew the line.

      “Did you open it yet?” Cadence asked that afternoon as Sophie brought in the last of the dishes from the now-closed restaurant.

      “Open what?”

      “Your package.”

      “I’m not expecting anything. Unless the decoration company realized their mistake and sent me real moose.” But that wouldn’t matter anymore. She and Cadence found enough extra moose-themed items throughout the lodge to make Caroline’s party successful.

      “It’s much too small for that. Here.” Cadence handed her a padded envelope.

      For a beat, Sophie thought it might possibly contain a check. Maybe Blake had finally tired of his lawyers hounding him and sent a replacement. It would be like him to let her sweat it out.

      But it wasn’t a check that dropped onto the table.

      “Headphones?” Tessa stretched her neck over Sophie’s shoulder. “Oh! For your race?”

      Sophie turned them over, stunned. These weren’t just any headphones. They were expensive ones with Bluetooth capability. Her current set was dying. More often than not, the bass went out in the middle of a song or the lyrics grew so faint she couldn’t make them out. She’d just been hoping they’d get her through the race. She didn’t run well without music. She tried it last week and ran terribly.

      “Those are fancy,” Cadence pointed out. “When did you order them?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh!” Tessa squealed. “Another secret admirer gift!”

      “I bet it’s the postmaster,” Cadence said. “He delivered the mail today.”

      “But he didn’t open it,” Tessa pointed out. “How did he know what it was?”

      “Tracking number. Return address.”

      As her sisters bounced back and forth with theories, Sophie fished a pair of scissors out of the hardware drawer. She didn’t want to accept the gift, but she needed new headphones. “Is there anything else in there?” she asked her sisters. “A note? Gift receipt?” But again, it was hard to return a gift if she didn’t know who sent it in the first place.

      Yes, it could be Jeffrey. He was a fellow marathoner, after all. They had a conversation once about the importance of good music. But she’d also run into Mr. Andrews on one of her morning runs that was interrupted when her headphones gave out. She was pretty sure she mentioned it to him.

      Maybe it’s Denver, a little voice whispered inside her head. No. No, it’s not.

      “You’re keeping these, right?” Tessa asked, taking the scissors from Sophie.

      “Yeah, I guess—”

      “You should keep them,” Cadence urged. “They were a gift. Just like the scarf.”

      “Scarf?” Tessa clicked the scissors open, then shut them. “What scarf?”

      “Should I be creeped out right now?” Sophie asked her sisters. “This is the third gift this week. All of them have been so spot-on.”

      “Maybe,” Tessa said with a shrug. Cadence swatted her on the shoulder. “Ow!”

      “I think it’s sweet. Harmless.”

      Sophie wasn’t as convinced. “You do?”

      “Yes, I do.” Both sisters draped an arm over Sophie.

      “Me, too,” agreed Tessa. “But make no mistake. This secret admirer starts getting weird or oversteps his bounds, he’ll have to answer to me.”

      “Same,” agreed Cadence.

      Sophie really did have the best sisters.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you get chapter twenty-two finished?” Sophie asked when she spotted Denver in Tillie’s driveway. He was lining up a two-by-four on a table saw, and she had to admit he looked pretty attractive this way. Flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves, glasses on to mark his measured spot on the board, worn jeans and even more worn work boots.

      “Better,” he said with a quick glance up. “Twenty-three is done too. Needs a little editing love, but it’s written.”

      “What did you do about Malcom and Kat?”

      A mischievous smirk sat on Denver’s lips and Sophie cursed herself for noticing. They were familiar; that smirk meant he wouldn’t tell her. In the past, she was able to look away from his lips without wanting so badly to kiss them.

      “Not going to tell me, are you?”

      “You’ll have to wait, Soph. Can’t spoil the last part of the book for my best beta reader.”

      The compliment warmed a place inside her she feared dormant, maybe even dead. It was unexpected and uncomfortable. Her throat constricted. The feelings she was so confident would eventually fade away were growing stronger every day.

      “Where’s Caroline?” he asked.

      “She and Tessa baked lemon bars. She wanted to give one to your mom.”

      “Looks like there’s another future chef in the family.”

      “Too bad there aren’t three,” she mumbled.

      “What’s that?”

      Heat crept up her neck and settled onto her cheeks, forcing her to turn sideways. She could blame the crisp air, but Denver wouldn’t buy it. “Nothing.”

      “Soph?”

      Scanning the immediate area, she saw Caroline offering her sugary treats to Tillie. Ryder hammered a couple of boards together on the other side of the garage. All of them much too far away to save her. “I just wish I had some special talent, you know? Some dream of my own to pursue.”

      Denver set the saw and gave Sophie a warning nod before he sliced through the two-by-four. He stacked the measured board in one pile and the scrap board in another. “Soph, you don’t want to be a chef. That wouldn’t make you happy.”

      “I know. I just wish I knew what would.” The question had haunted her all day. She wanted to be more than just a single mom doing her best to survive. The marathon would help with her confidence, but what else would she have to show? She’d wasted so much of her time with Blake, content to live the life he wanted that she never had a chance to figure out what she did.

      “Let’s brainstorm. Like we do with Malcom.”

      “Oh, no.” Sophie shook her head. “That won’t work.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.” Sophie shoved her hands in her pockets, wishing her daughter or Tillie or anyone would save her. “It’s so much easier to talk about a fictional character. The only limits they have are ones their author gives them. This is . . . real life. It’s a lot more complicated.”

      Denver cut and measured another two boards, giving her a moment of reprieve. She wanted to accomplish something meaningful, but she couldn’t even manage to rent a house for her and Caroline. She’d given in and answered when Jolene called for the fourth time today. No matter how she crunched the numbers, without that monthly stipend the rental was too much a strain on her budget. It seemed pointless to rent a house if she had to pick up another job to afford everything that came with it.

      It took a bit, but then Denver suggested, “Let’s pretend you’re a fictional character, then.”

      “What?”

      “One of the persons of interest in Malcom’s case, say. Someone he needs to interview about a murder. What would make that character more than just your average human? What would make her interesting?”

      Sophie was touched that Denver was putting so much effort into helping, but it was pointless. Finding a dream wasn’t something that could be brainstormed. It had to be born in the depths of her soul. “I appreciate what you’re doing, but it’s not going to work.”

      “You haven’t even tried—”

      “I have future competition, I see,” Tillie announced to Sophie as she and Caroline came over. “Those lemon bars are phenomenal. I’d ask for the recipe, but I have a feeling the two Whitmore chefs want to keep their secrets.”

      Sophie let out a hidden sigh of relief for Tillie’s interruption. Denver meant well, but brainstorming her life would not solve anything. She’d have to figure this one out on her own. Sometimes she felt selfish for wanting more. What she was doing got them by, and though she was eager to have her own bed and give Caroline her own room, they still had a solid and safe roof over their heads, surrounded by family who loved them. Maybe that should be enough.

      “I thought I might have Caroline help me get dinner on the table. It’ll still be about an hour before we’re ready to eat. Mind if I borrow her for a while?” Tillie asked, hands on Caroline’s shoulders. Her daughter’s eyes sparkled with excitement. The only thing she loved more than moose was being in the kitchen.

      “Not at all. Caroline, you listen to Ms. Tillie, okay?”

      “I will!”

      “Great!” said Tillie. “Sophie, if you’re up to it, there’s a pair of gloves over there. Why don’t you give Denver a hand with these? He’s got a whole pile of them to cut. Today we’re focused on building our framework.”

      “Of course.”

      Once Tillie and Caroline were out of earshot, Denver shrugged at Sophie. “I’m sorry she roped you into this. Cutting a bunch of two-by-fours isn’t exciting stuff, and not exactly your favorite pastime either.”

      Sophie slipped on the gloves and rolled up her sleeves, ignoring his inquisitive stare. Denver knew she hated this stuff. “How else will I ever figure out what I want to be when I grow up if I don’t try new things? Now, show me how to work this contraption.”

      “Soph—”

      Ignoring the pleading in Denver’s tone, she picked up a board, never a fan of building things. The only reason she hadn’t failed her shop class in high school was because Cadence helped her on her final project. This was simply something to keep her busy so she didn’t have time to shatter into pieces. “What do we do with this one?”

      “Soph, What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Let’s keep working. Looks like there’s lots to do before dinner.”

      “Sophie.” The firmness in Denver’s tone shocked her, causing her to drop the board. It bounced once and clattered against the pavement but Sophie didn’t dare pick it up. “What happened?”

      It was pointless to hide any of it from Denver. He always knew when something was wrong. “I turned down the house today.” Saying it out loud hurt, and sadness shook her to the core. She fought against the tears that threatened. This battle was getting old. “Blake’s lawyers are as MIA as he is. Unless I want to sue him, it’s pretty much hopeless. Caroline won’t get her own room. I won’t get my own bed. It’s over.”

      Denver moved from behind the table saw and drew her into his arms. It was the moment of weakness that allowed her to fall into the safety of his embrace and accept the comfort he offered. “Everything’s going to be okay, Soph. I promise it is.”

      “I don’t know, Denver.” She wanted so badly to cry. To let out all the pent-up fears and emotions that had been plaguing her all week. But the roar of an approaching engine caused Sophie to wriggle out of his embrace lest anyone see them and mistake the situation.

      “That’ll be more parade float help,” Denver said with a nod at the car snaking up the driveway. He reached for Sophie’s hand and gave it a squeeze until she looked back at him. “I’m here for you, no matter what.”

      “You don’t have to worry—”

      “Yes, I do. You’re my best friend, Soph.”

      Best friend. She shimmied her gloved hand free from his and crouched to hide her reddened cheeks, acting as if all that was going on was her picking up the board she dropped. For a moment, she’d forgotten about their friendship. She’d given into weakness and risked the very thing she was trying so desperately to protect. No more, Sophie.

      “Think he can help you with this?” Sophie nodded at the teenager who waved at them as he got out of his car. “I’m going to see if they need help inside.” Sophie scurried off before Denver could talk her into staying.
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      Denver

      

      Denver laced his running shoes at the edge of the stairs as Sherlock watched him lethargically from the office. After another rabbit encounter first thing in the morning, the dog was down for the count.

      Popping up from the stairs, Denver tossed him a treat that landed on the dog bed, three inches from Sherlock’s nose. Even then, he merely stared at it, as if considering the amount of effort required to snatch it up.

      “I’ll be back, bud. No licking books while I’m gone.”

      Leaving his truck behind, he walked down the hill toward Forget Me Not Lane to meet Sophie. She’d be across the street from the ice cream parlor, along the bay walk, and halfway finished with today’s eight-mile run. Denver planned to join her for the rest, mostly to ensure she didn’t log extra miles. He’d kept quiet the past couple of weeks, but now that she was only a few days out he didn’t want her to overexert herself before the race.

      Last night working on the parade float together had been . . . fun. More fun than he expected, considering he wasn’t excited about the task. Not when he was closing in on the final chapters of Malcom’s latest mystery.

      Though she’d given up on two-by-fours early on, after dinner he talked Sophie into handling a drill. That bought him another hour of her company. Plenty of time to decide with unshakable certainty that he wanted a future with Sophie. One in which they faced challenges together, as a team. As a couple. Husband and wife.

      Holding Sophie in his arms when she was near the brink of a meltdown, something snapped inside Denver. He could no longer stand by and do nothing while her ex caused her so much grief. Selfishly, Denver didn’t want Sophie to rent her own house because he wanted to marry her, yet he didn’t want that option stripped from her. The choice should be hers to make.

      He made a phone call after Sherlock’s morning rabbit encounter to hire a private investigator. Someone who could locate the worthless ex who couldn’t be bothered to write a good check or return a phone call to his own lawyers. No doubt, Sophie would be livid when she learned he interfered, but risking her wrath was a small price to pay for answers she deserved.

      “Hey, Denver.” Annie Parks, the bank teller, waved to him from the other side of the street. Her casual business attire and curled hair suggested she had the Saturday morning shift and might not have time to actually cross the street. At least he hoped so. “Thought you weren’t running the marathon this year.”

      “I’m not,” he called back, both happy for the road between them and annoyed at having to yell. He didn’t point out that he hadn’t even started running yet. “Just getting some exercise.”

      She wasn’t shy about her gaze traveling up and down his body. Just another reason he was ready for Sophie to commit to their future. Maybe he’d get less unwanted attention if he wasn’t viewed as ‘on the market.’ Less even if he was married.

      Yes, going for it all was a risk. He could pump the brakes a little, allow things to develop on Sophie’s own terms. Let her come to him. Or he could be drastic and buy a ring.

      Malcom would buy a ring.

      “Maybe you can train me next year?” Annie called from the edge of her sidewalk, warning Denver she was rethinking crossing the street.

      How to dodge that question? He considered jogging down the path to meet Sophie, but thought it would seem odd. When Annie called his name again, Denver decided odd was just fine with him. He waved as he hurried in the opposite direction, as if he hadn’t caught her last comments.

      Within seconds, Sophie rounded a corner a block away, headed right for him.

      “Hey,” she said, her eyebrows drawn in curiosity. “Am I running too slow or something?”

      “Save your energy,” he reminded her. Sophie ran more consistently when she didn’t carry on a conversation. “I’m just dodging unwanted traffic.”

      Sophie let out a laugh as Denver eased into her pace. He could run faster. Always had. But it was nice to slow down. Even nicer to run with Sophie.

      “This is the last run I’ll be doing with you before Saturday,” he told her. “I want you to remember a few things. I know we’ve gone over them before, but listen and tuck them away for next weekend. First, when you cross that start line, don’t go crazy. You’ll want to run faster than you usually do to keep up with a lot of the others. Don’t. I can’t stress this enough, Soph.”

      She nodded through each tip, and when they had covered a mile, he allowed her to put her headphones back in. He was happy to see she was using the Bluetooth ones he’d ordered for her. It’d been killing him that she wasn’t sharing much about her secret admirer. With almost all other topics, she was an open book. At least Tessa had been filling him in on her reactions when she could.

      They eased into an easy, quiet pace as they covered the remaining three miles. He loved that Sophie could enjoy the silence as much as conversation. He’d never been a particularly conversational guy. As they approached a turn, Denver said, “Let’s go straight. We can walk that last stretch back. It’ll be a good cooldown for your legs.”

      Though this was true, Denver mostly wanted an excuse to keep Sophie in his presence before he had to tuck himself away in his writing cave for the next several hours—at least until he finished the next chapter. The book was growing a tad longer than he predicted, considering the added almost-kiss. It created complications he hadn’t anticipated. If he didn’t write in a real kiss by the end of the book, his readers might light him up with angry emails.

      Sophie’s phone vibrated loudly at the eight-mile mark, and her feet slowed to a walk. Reluctance showed on her face. He suspected had he not joined her today she’d run a couple extra miles; she’d been doing that often. “How does that feel?” he asked after she took a drink of water and slowed her heartrate.

      “Like I shouldn’t have stopped.”

      “I know you want to keep going,” said Denver carefully. “But I promise tapering is built into the last couple of weeks for a good reason. You have to trust me, Soph.”

      “I do.” But she wouldn’t look him in the eyes.

      “I’m walking with you next week,” Denver said in reference to the day on her schedule that said to walk two miles instead of run. He was certain if he didn’t, she’d run double that distance.

      “Cadence already said she’d come with me Thursday. She doesn’t like to run, but she’s willing to walk.”

      “Good.” Denver breathed a little easier. He wanted so badly to see Sophie succeed at this marathon, but he worried she was sabotaging herself. “Got your meal plan down for the next few days?”

      “Carb-loaded and ready to go. I asked Tessa to design it.”

      “Good. I think you’re ready.”

      She finally turned and looked at him. “You do?”

      “Yes. I know you can do this.” If they were together, if they were a couple, he’d take her hand right there on the path and spin her toward him for a kiss. It was the perfect moment to steal the breath she’d just regained.

      Sophie stopped and took another swig of water. “Are you coming to Tessa’s party tonight?”

      “Yeah, I’m obligated now.” Denver waited for her to recap the bottle and urged her to continue walking forward. “After Liam mentioned it the other day, Tessa requested my cheesy potatoes.”

      “Wonder what it’s about.”

      Denver had a pretty solid suspicion, but if he was wrong, he’d get Sophie excited over nothing. So instead, he shrugged. “No clue. You Whitmores sure do love an excuse to gather around food and festivities,” he added with a wink.

      They walked half a mile in silence, letting the cool morning air dry the sweat from the run. He wondered if she’d keep running after the marathon was over. Would it give her a new hobby or would she move on to something else? He wanted to ask, but something held him back.

      “The lawyers won’t call back,” she finally said, breaking the silence.

      Denver was careful with his response, shocked that Sophie offered that much on her own. He waited for her to continue.

      “His check bounces, and his lawyers won’t call back. What do you think it means?”

      Because his brain always turned like an author constructing a mystery novel, he instantly came up with several scenarios. None were particularly cheerful. “Maybe he won’t call them back.”

      “But why?” Sophie went on. “And to be clear, I’m just ranting. I’m not asking for you or anyone else to fix it.”

      The worst-case scenario popped right into his head, as it usually did when writing a book. He’s dead. But Denver didn’t voice that idea out loud. He was likely wrong, and it wouldn’t do any good to add to Sophie’s stress level. He’d let the PI provide him facts before he speculated further. Sophie counted on that monthly check, and he hoped very much that Blake’s lawyers were simply busy with sending a new one.

      “He makes so much money, Denver. It’s insane. Writing a check for a thousand dollars a month—I bet his new wife spends more on shoes.”

      Are they broke? he wondered. He almost offered Sophie financial help again, but she shut him down so quickly last time, he refrained. She didn’t like help or handouts. She was on a mission to prove she could handle whatever life threw at her on her own. Denver wished she never felt the need.

      They could handle life together.

      Nearing the edge of town, they crossed the street and leisurely strolled down the main strip. “I’m sorry you have to deal with any of this.”

      “Maybe Mr. Jenkins is right,” she said. “Maybe I should just figure out my budget without that extra help. Get another job. I’m sure I can find something part-time. Nights maybe?”

      Denver fisted his hands at his sides in frustration.

      “Speaking of jobs, I better get back to the lodge,” Sophie said. “We have three check-outs this morning, and three reservations taking those same rooms this afternoon. Too bad the rooms won’t clean themselves.”

      He wanted to scream, Marry me, Sophie. I want us to be a family. Let me take care of you and Caroline. Between his disability check, part-time job, and his steadily increasing writing royalties, he had more than enough for the three of them. But instead, all he said was, “See you tonight, Soph.”
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        * * *

      

      As requested, Denver prepared another batch of cheesy potatoes for Tessa’s special dinner party. Time had been scarce with his looming book deadline, and Malcom was finally being cooperative. But Denver could stay up until midnight if he had to. Better than facing Tessa’s scorn should he show up emptyhanded—or worse, with burnt potatoes.

      “You are amazing!” Tessa gave him a huge smile when he walked through the back door and into the lodge kitchen. The few who had arrived loitered outside on the deck, leaving the two of them alone. “Thank you for making those. I don’t know what your magic secret is, but I can’t seem to replicate them.”

      “Distraction?” he joked. “That might be my special ingredient.”

      Tessa looked over her shoulder, then back at Denver. They were alone for the moment, though he heard padding feet coming down the hall. “You might want to cool it on the gifts for a couple days. Not because they aren’t brilliant, but because you’re starting to freak her out a little. They’re a little too on point, you know what I mean?”

      “Ah.” The bag of s’mores brew from Black Bear Coffee he sent Sophie earlier this morning may have been too much. Four gifts in four days. Denver slipped his reading glasses off and dropped them into his shirt pocket. “Yeah, I get it.”

      “Go a few days without. Throw her off a little. Better to keep her guessing, right?”

      He nodded, wondering what he was going to do with the chocolate-covered macadamia nuts if he had to abort his secret admirer plan. He sure wasn’t going to eat them. He couldn’t stand them.

      “Hey,” Tessa said, her voice lowering as Caroline’s singing grew closer. “I’m rooting for you, just so you know. If I wasn’t, I’d let you sabotage yourself.”

      “Denver!” Caroline came to a jumping halt in the kitchen doorway, her hands thrown into the air. Her long hair, same dark blonde color as Sophie’s and braided into pigtails, bounced with her enthusiasm.

      “Hey, Squirt.”

      “I’m not a squirt!” she said with a giggle, hopping into the kitchen and tugging at his hand. “Do you want to see my new school clothes? I have lots of new shirts and sweaters and pants and even snow boots!”

      “Snow boots? Well, I have to see those.”

      Tessa gave him a wink before he was dragged down the hall, passing an elderly couple on the way. He’d always known he wanted children of his own, but spending time with Caroline made him more certain than ever that he wanted a family. He would love her as if she were his own, if only Sophie gave him that chance.

      

      An hour later, everyone had gathered on the restaurant’s patio. Though temperatures from recent days lingered in the mid-fifties with a slight chill in the air—a promise of autumn not far behind—it seemed Mother Nature was kind enough to grace Sunset Ridge with at least one last warm, sunny evening so the party could be enjoyed outdoors without hats and gloves.

      “Have you figured it out yet?” Denver nudged Sophie with his arm, still amazed at how her touch set his entire body ablaze. The golden hues in her dark blonde hair glistened in the sunlight. She rarely wore it down, but tonight it even had a slight curl to the ends.

      “Not really. If it was a restaurant expansion, she’d have to run it through Cadence and me first. She’s already married. House built. The only thing left is—” Sophie stopped midsentence, her mouth agape.

      She didn’t have to fill in the blank; Denver knew.

      A baby.

      Tessa tapped a glass goblet with a spoon, drawing everyone’s attention to the center of the deck.

      “Guess we’re about to find out,” Denver said. He folded his arms and turned his attention toward Tessa and Liam, but he didn’t miss the way Sophie anchored her hand on the back of a patio chair.

      He listened through the opening thank-yous and Tessa’s speech about what Sunset Ridge had come to mean to her. The home she found. But he was having trouble concentrating on the actual words. He kept stealing glances at Sophie, desperate to decipher the meaning of her blank expression hidden behind the forced smile.

      He had no doubts she was happy for her oldest sister. But something else was stirring in that head of hers. He’d bet the success of his next book on it.

      “Now for the announcement you’ve all been waiting for.” Tessa clapped her hands together, locking her gaze with her husband. Pure joy sparkled in both their eyes. “Liam and I are finally going to start a family! Little baby Davies will be joining us in February.”

      The small crowd of family and friends applauded, cheered, and whistled at the news. A champagne cork popped. A few hoots followed.

      “You were right,” said Denver, trying to stir Sophie from her trance. It was odd that now of all times, she wasn’t her usual, easygoing self. No matter the pressure or stresses going on in her own life, Sophie was practiced at shoving all of it down and being fully present for someone else. He worried that someday it would all catch up to her.

      She flashed him a weak smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Yeah, guess I was, huh?”

      “Do you want to give Tessa a hug?” Denver placed a protective hand on her shoulder, hoping to draw her out of her spell before her sisters noticed. Sophie would feel terrible if Tessa thought she was upset by this news. “Tell her congratulations?”

      “Um, yeah. Yeah, I should do that. Of course.”

      Denver slid his hand from her shoulder, placing it at the small of her back to urge her forward through the crowd. “I’ll be right behind you. We can take a walk to get some fresh air after if you want.”

      “Yeah, I’d like that. Thanks.”

      He waited as the three sisters embraced each other, offering his congratulations to Liam. Denver was relieved to see that Sophie’s real smile returned. The tears he feared, however, were only disguised as happy ones.

      “Soph?” he interrupted, pushing away the guilt he felt at breaking up the sisterly celebration for her sake. If that meant Tessa and Cadence ended up upset with him, he’d gladly pay the price.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Sophie said to her sister, swiping at her tears. “Promised Denver a quick plotting session in exchange for those potatoes. Keep an eye on Caroline for me?”

      “We got her,” Cadence promised.

      Denver felt gazes at his back as he led Sophie down the deck and around the back of the lodge. Two couples conversed on the private patio, enjoying the last remnants of warm weather. The couples waved as they walked past, heading for the trail.

      Waiting until they reached the lookout point before he broke the silence Denver suspected she desperately needed, he asked, “You want more kids, Soph?”

      She leaned her arms on the wooden fence and stared out at the bay. Many considered this spot to offer the most stunning view in town, especially at sunset. If they stayed another hour, they could watch it together. But neither had that kind of time tonight.

      “I’m happy for her, you know?” Sophie refused to look back at him, so he leaned on the rail beside her; the pair focusing on the bay’s view. “For years, we thought Tessa didn’t even want kids. But then she came back here, found her old spark with Liam, and well, the rest is history.”

      “She’s great with Caroline,” Denver offered. “I’m sure she’ll make a wonderful mom.”

      Sophie’s lips curled into a smile. “I know she will.” Seconds later, her tears fell in rapid succession.

      Denver gathered her into his arms, holding her tight. He let her cry against his chest as tears soaked through his sweatshirt, dampening his shoulder. “I’m happy for her,” she said into his shirt as sobs rocked her body. “I promise I am.”

      “What’s wrong, Soph?”

      “I love Caroline. I swear she’s my whole world.”

      Slowly, the reason for her emotional outburst became clear to him. Sophie was mourning the children she still wanted to have. Children she had already accepted weren’t in her future anymore. “You’re an amazing mother. It’s not wrong to want more kids.”

      She eased her head from his chest and looked up into his eyes. Tears soaked her cheeks, mascara she rarely wore running in streaks. Her lips parted, as if she meant to say something, but no words came out.

      Denver brushed her tears away, gently with his thumbs, desperately wanting to kiss her. To reassure her that everything would be more than all right. Together, they could have a whole busload of kids if that’s what she wanted. But the words lay in his throat, strangled by fear.

      “It’s too late for that,” she said in barely more than a whisper.

      “It’s never too late.”

      Sophie reached up for his cheek so quickly Denver didn’t have time to process that she kissed him until their crashed lips moved against each other. His startle gave way to the love he’d been carrying in his heart for so long. His hands cupped her cheeks as the kiss deepened, the ground beneath them growing shaky and unstable.

      Kissing Sophie Whitmore was not everything he’d dreamed it would be. It was so much more.
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      Sophie

      

      “I can’t believe I kissed him,” Sophie said to Ed on the running trail Wednesday morning. She hit three miles over half an hour ago and didn’t have the energy to run farther. Just as well, considering today was her last run before the marathon. Ed had wandered onto the trail several minutes ago, leisurely chomping leaves as Sophie dumped all of her problems out in the open.

      “What was I thinking, Ed?”

      Kissing Denver, it was amazing. But so problematic.

      The desire to return to the lodge wasn’t strong enough to pull her from her trail, even with memories of that black bear lingering in the back of her mind. With Caroline in school, Sophie felt safer staying away from anywhere Denver might easily find her. Ever since that kiss, she’d been doing everything she could to avoid him.

      She’d given in to a moment of weakness that night and risked shattering the one friendship she counted on the most. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      Ed turned his giant muzzle in her direction and stared.

      “I know what you’re thinking. But I’m truly happy for Tessa. She’s going to be the best mother. I just . . .” It’s never too late. Denver’s words that caused that impulsive kiss haunted deep into the nights lately. She wanted so badly to believe them. “I can’t have more kids, Ed. It’s not in the cards for me anymore.”

      When she married Blake, she thought she’d be filling a house full of kids. But weeks after they were married, he hardly touched her anymore. Anytime she’d mentioned growing their family, he scoffed at the idea. Isn’t one kid enough, Sophie?

      “Denver wants kids. He wants a family.”

      Having no wisdom to impart, Ed returned to snacking.

      “What am I supposed to do now? How do I fix the mess I made?” Bless the docile moose, he hadn’t abandoned her on the trail, despite her ability to disturb his peaceful morning. “We have book club tonight, Ed. That means I’ll have to see him. What if I want to kiss him again? Where will that leave me?” That kiss ignited every nerve ending in her body, creating a spark she only read about in fairytales. Kisses like that weren’t supposed to be real. They certainly weren’t supposed to happen with your best friend.

      Sophie had done her best to avoid Denver the past few days, grateful he was so close to his book deadline that he couldn’t afford to come looking for her when she didn’t answer his texts. This close to the end, he rarely let her know what was happening in the story anyway. He liked to surprise her.

      But tonight, Denver was the guest speaker of the book club Sophie had recently taken over running. “Do I call in sick?” She laughed.

      Her phone buzzed with an alert, reminding Sophie she and her sisters had their monthly business meeting in half an hour. By the time she got back to the lodge, she’d have to forego a shower to avoid being late.

      Both of her sisters had been quite curious of Sophie’s whereabouts Saturday night after she and Denver slipped away from the party. She’d been tightlipped about the lip-locking, but sooner or later, she’d break. If she couldn’t talk to her best friend about what was eating her alive, was it really so bad to come clean with her sisters about all the crazy, confusing feelings she’d been having?

      She watched Ed sniff around a branch. It would be so nice to talk to someone who could respond with words.

      Because as much of a mistake as that kiss was, it was everything too.

      “I think I’m falling for him, Ed. Oh, what a mess!” She slowly stood, maintaining eye contact with the bull as she moved away. She had enough problems right now. Running from a charging moose wasn’t one to add to the mix. “Caroline’s birthday party’s tomorrow,” she said to him as she increased the distance between them, hoping by some miracle the moose understood this one request. “Better plan on showing up or she’ll be crushed.”

      Forced to head back at a slow jog or face Tessa’s wrath for being late, when Ed was out of sight, Sophie picked up her pace.

      “There you are!” Cadence stood in the backyard behind the lodge, arms posted on her hips. “You have about thirty seconds to get inside or we’ll never hear the end of it. Tessa was about to call Ryder to report you missing.”

      “Has she always been this dramatic or is it the hormones?”

      Cadence and Sophie shared a quick, quiet giggle as they slipped in through the back door. “Better not mention that to her!”

      They hurried down the hall to the lodge office.

      “Thought you got eaten by a bear,” Tessa said in a flat tone when Sophie entered the office. She sat in the loveseat near the window, feet tucked under her.

      “I ran into Ed,” Sophie said with a shrug and a smile, hoping against hope that her sisters wouldn’t press her any more about Denver and Saturday night. She was nearing a breaking point and just couldn’t take the added pressure. She wanted to tell them, but she didn’t want to be forced into it. Too many months in a row forced to hold it together were catching up. “I’m here now. Let’s get started.”

      Cadence dropped into the tall chair behind the sturdy desk. “Sit down, Soph. Please.”

      Cautiously, she sat on the opposite end of the loveseat, never taking her eyes off Tessa. She’d been extra moody lately, and now that the news was out, it made sense. Still, Sophie would do her best not to rile Tessa up for no good reason.

      “Our financials look good,” Cadence said. “Really good. The reserve Aunt Patty left us has hardly been touched. In fact, we’ve made money on it from the interest. If either of you want to see the books, I can show you.”

      “Whitmore Patio?” Tessa asked.

      “Also in the black.”

      “Really?” Sophie asked, surprised. “This is great news!”

      Tessa pushed out of her chair and moved around the desk behind Cadence. “Show me.”

      “Yep. Let me pull it up here on the computer.” Sophie listened to the rapid clicking of the mouse, but her thoughts drifted away, spinning around each other. That kiss. Caroline’s birthday party. Book club. That kiss . . .

      “Sophie what do you—” The lodge phone rang, interrupting Cadence. One of only two landlines sat on the desk. “Let me grab this.”

      Tessa nudged Cadence aside and studied the computer screen. Sophie didn’t want to see the numbers, though. She trusted her sisters but hated to see what her portion was taking away from the lodge. The three had agreed on equal salaries from the beginning, but Sophie considered herself overpaid for what little she contributed. Overpaid and still can’t afford to move out.

      “I’m sorry, we’re completely booked next weekend,” Cadence said into the phone as Tessa abandoned the computer and dropped back onto the sofa.

      Guilt twisted at Sophie as she recalled the number of guests who had to be turned away because there wasn’t a vacancy. If Sophie moved out of her lodge room, they could make a little more. Cadence could book the guest on the phone.

      “What did you decide on that house?” Tessa asked, as if reading her mind while Cadence finished up her call.

      Sophie shook her head. “Wasn’t the right one. I’ll keep looking.”

      “Sorry, Soph. I know you were really excited about it.” Tessa reached for her hand and squeezed for a beat. “I’m sure something else will come up that’ll be even better.”

      Sophie’s phone buzzed in her armband, but she ignored it. Though she had a meeting as an excuse, she suspected it was Denver. He’d been reaching out off and on since she ran off Saturday night, telling him the kiss was a big mistake. Sophie still didn’t know what to do about any of it, so she answered the texts about the book club and Caroline’s party and ignored the rest.

      “So, that was an interesting call,” Cadence said. “We just received our first request to rent out a room for a bridal shower. In two weeks. I told her I’d call her back.”

      “I thought they wanted a lodge room,” Tessa said.

      “So did I at first. What do you think?” Cadence asked. “Should we do it?”

      “Where exactly? We don’t want that happening in the main room, right?” Tessa countered. “The book club doesn’t seem to mind the light traffic, but surely they would want something more private for a bridal shower. A guest room is too small. And I don’t know that the dining room would be appropriate, either. My vote is no.”

      “The den?” Sophie offered, feeling a small beat of excitement for the first time all week.

      “The den?”

      “Yes. We could convert the den into a venue space. We hardly use it, and it wouldn’t take much. You said we have plenty of reserve funds leftover, right? We update some of the furniture.”

      “All for a bridal shower?” Tessa’s eyebrows drew in, thinking on that option.

      “We shouldn’t spend reserve funds on one event,” Cadence agreed.

      “But what if we turned that room into a venue space? Let people rent it out? Not just bridal showers. Birthday parties, anniversaries, reunions, you name it. We can charge for the room rental. Add revenue to the lodge.” Sophie was bursting with newfound excitement. If there was anything she knew a bit about, it was party planning. She’d hosted more dinner and cocktail parties than she cared to admit. She could use those skills to build something of her own.

      Was this her thing? The dream she’d been searching for?

      “Who’s going to manage all this?” Cadence asked. “I think we’re all a little tapped out.”

      “Could we consider hiring a part-time housekeeper?” Sophie dared to ask, doing her best not to be deterred at the grim expressions on her sisters’ faces.

      “Just because we have a solid cushion doesn’t mean we should spend it all,” Tessa countered. “I don’t mind renting out the den for this one party. But I’m not on board for updating the furniture or anything crazy. Can’t they rent their own tables and chairs?”

      “In Sunset Ridge?” Sophie countered.

      “I’m not okay with dumping a bunch of money into the idea. It has to be lowkey enough that we don’t need to add staff.”

      “I’m afraid I agree,” said Cadence. “I don’t think now is the right time.”

      Her hopes diminished, however short-lived they’d been. She wanted to stand up for her idea, argue that when Tessa came to them and asked to open a restaurant inside the lodge, they welcomed the idea. But Sophie didn’t have the energy to go to battle for so new an idea.

      “I have to put out an ad for a temporary chef,” Tessa added. “I need someone who can cover the restaurant when I’m on maternity leave, and for a while, we’ll need to pay them to work alongside me to learn the menu.”

      I don’t want to be a housekeeper forever. The words were on the tip of Sophie’s tongue, but she couldn’t figure out how to voice them. Instead she folded her hands on her lap, took a deep breath, and brought a gentle smile to her lips. “I understand.”

      “We can revisit the idea,” Cadence suggested. “After Tessa comes back from maternity leave?”

      “That sounds reasonable,” Tessa agreed. “Seems a little foolish to do something like that anyway going into winter. How many events will there really be when it’s cold and snowy? Why not wait until spring?”

      Sophie didn’t have the business sense or the professional experience to ensure the success of a new venture. If she drained the lodge’s reserve in the process, she’d never forgive herself. She was doing plenty to make a mess of other things in her life. She let her last bubble of excitement pop. “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Sophie wished the monthly book club meeting was at least another week away. Maybe two. Not because she hadn’t read the book—she’d helped create the book as far as she was concerned. But because Denver was joining the group as their guest speaker.

      She wasn’t ready to face him. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

      “You look a little . . . frazzled,” Cadence said, assessing her with a little too much interest. “You feeling okay?”

      For the briefest of moments, Sophie considered fibbing. She could pretend to be sick and hide out in her room while the former club leader, Geraldine Franks, ran things. All the snacks were prepared. Seating arranged in the lodge’s front room. Discussion questions printed out for everyone and neatly stacked on the coffee table.

      “Soph?”

      “I’m fine,” she finally said, quickly abandoning her hide-out plan. Denver would come and check on her anyway. Maybe the whole book club would. Not too easy to hide from them when her room was right around the corner. “Just a lot on my mind.”

      “Your idea about converting the den was a good one,” Cadence said in offering. “Something we really might be able to make happen next year. I sometimes forget you have experience with party planning.”

      Sophie finished arranging the cheese and cracker platter and lifted it off the counter, eager to escape. “Yeah, definitely. Grab the chip bowl?”

      The first members filed in the front door, saving Sophie from further interrogation for the next couple of hours. “Come on in, ladies.” Sophie waved at them after setting the tray on the coffee table in the last possible spot. If anyone went hungry tonight, it was their own fault.

      “I’m heading over to Ford’s, unless you need anything?” Cadence asked her. “The phones are forwarded to my cell.”

      With Caroline staying the night at Tessa’s—Sophie was so looking forward to a single night of sleep without little feet to her back—and the appetizers ready, there wasn’t anything to do but wait for the rest of the group to arrive. “I think I have everything covered from here. Thanks.”

      Denver slipped in somewhere in the middle of arrivals, hefting a tub of books. Never mind that it was evening and less than fifty degrees, he had to wear a slim T-shirt that showed off his flexing muscles. Sophie wasn’t the only one who noticed, if Annie’s unapologetic staring said anything.

      Under usual circumstances, Denver would’ve been an hour or more early. She wondered whether he was scrambling to finish his book, or avoiding her, too? Guess it would help if she had read the text messages he sent today.

      Setting the box down at the edge of one couch, Denver slipped back outside.

      “Tell me,” Geraldine said to Sophie, clinging to Sophie’s arm with both hands, “how is his new book coming along? I know you have insider information.” Geraldine was maybe the sweetest elderly lady Sophie had ever met, and she was also quite the comedic character.

      “I think it’s going to be the best one yet. Lots of twists and turns in this one.”

      “Oh, tell me more! Wait! Don’t. I don’t want any spoilers. Not a one.”

      Denver returned with a cup of coffee in one hand and two boxes of chocolates in the other. Are those chocolate-covered macadamia nuts? Sophie’s mouth watered. She hadn’t had one of those since the day she left the island.

      “Hey,” she said, avoiding eye contact at all costs and instead gawking at the sweets. Those eyes were dangerous. They lured her in and caused her to be reckless and whimsical. The last thing she needed was to be caught in another trance and pounce on the man in front of all these local readers. She’d never live that scandal down. The ridiculous thought made Sophie smile.

      “Did I miss something amusing?” Denver asked in that easy, suave tone of his. It gave her goosebumps.

      “No, nothing. Your mom coming?”

      “She’s in over her head with that parade float. She promised to make the next one. Really, I think she’s too embarrassed to admit she hasn’t read my latest book.”

      Sophie gave a smirk at that, enjoying the solitary moment that felt normal between them. She yearned for it to last. “Your mom’s your number one fan. She’s probably read it twice.”

      “You’ve been dodging me,” he said quietly, shattering normal.

      “Have I?”

      Before he could press her further, he was pulled away. “Denver dear,” said Geraldine Franks. “I do hope you remembered some extra books? I’d like a set signed to me, and another for my sister. She lives in Oregon. Just tell me how much I owe you.”

      “Ordered these for the host as a thank you gift for having me,” he said loud enough for most of the group to hear, handing Sophie the two boxes. “Thought you might like to share them with the group.”

      “Thank you.” She watched Denver being pulled away—literally—by Geraldine. For such a tiny, petite woman, she had quite the grip. Of all the spot-on gifts her secret admirer had sent, why not these macadamia chocolates? Sophie considered herself a generous person, except when it came to these Hawaiian delicacies. Guess it really can’t be Denver.

      In fact, Sophie hadn’t received a single gift since Saturday morning. At first, she was relieved. Secret admirers could be sweet or stalkerish. A fine line danced there in the middle. This morning, though, when nothing came for her in the mail or ended up on her bed for the fourth day in a row, she was a little forlorn. As much as she hesitated to admit it, she kind of liked someone doting on her.

      “Can everyone take a seat please?” Sophie called over the gaggle of people mingling throughout the large space. But her soft voice wasn’t enough to wrestle this crowd into submission. Not with a real-live author—local or not—joining them.

      Denver sat on the edge of a couch, nearest his box of books. Before that stupid kiss and these pesky feelings it conjured, she wouldn’t have hesitated to sit beside him. In fact, as the host, it seemed kind of fitting to do so. But before she took a single step, Annie dropped into the seat instead.

      Sophie’s fingers curled tightly around her notebook, crushing the soft edges before she realized what she did. Am I . . . jealous? “Thank you everyone for coming,” she said, finding it least awkward to stay standing. “Feel free to help yourself to snacks and beverages at any time, just please do so without disrupting the conversation.” She ran through a few other house rules, mostly because they had three new members joining them tonight.

      More than once, Annie whispered something to Denver during Sophie’s welcome spiel to the new members.

      “Last but not least,” she said, “we have a special guest with us tonight—the legendary mystery author, Denver Grant.” She tried and failed to hide the smirk that forced Annie to halt her whispering. What is wrong with me? But Sophie couldn’t seem to stop. “Denver, why don’t you come stand up here in front of the group so I can properly introduce you?”

      Geraldine wasn’t the only one who raised an eyebrow at her. They’d had guest authors a couple of times before, and they always allowed the author to sit while they discussed the book, then ask them questions afterward. They were only ever called to the front at the end.

      Coffee cup in hand, Denver hopped from his spot. He sent a flicker of gratitude to Sophie, causing her to relax. She was doing him a favor. That was all.

      “Denver Grant is the author of seven—going on eight—mystery novels. He’s lived in Sunset Ridge since the age of eight, when his dad retired from the military and decided to permanently settle his family in Alaska. After college, he joined the Army himself.” Sophie waited through the claps and thank you for your service comments. “He’s been dabbling with stories since middle school, but didn’t finish his first novel until his deployment to Afghanistan. That was where Detective Malcom Yates was born.”

      “You sure know a lot about him,” Harold Davies commented from the seat beside Sophie.

      Sophie felt a light blush creep onto her cheeks. “Yeah, I suppose I do.” He’s my best friend. “Denver, don’t let me do all the talking.”

      “Thanks for having me here tonight,” Denver said. “I don’t want to take over your group.” With that disclaimer came a grin. “I’d love to hear your thoughts on the story. Pretend I’m not even here.” He lifted his cup in toast, and that’s when Sophie spotted the note and phone number scribbled in pink below his name on the cup, signed by someone named Trina. Call me. The local barista, no doubt.

      “Why don’t we start with our typical questions?” Geraldine suggested, probably suspecting something was quite wrong with Sophie. Just as well. Let the woman take over. She’d run the book club for years. Sophie was still getting her feet wet, and right now her head was far from on straight. “What do you think of the main character, Detective Malcom Yates?”

      In two seconds flat, the quiet room erupted in excitement. Everyone had an opinion to share and was eager to be heard. Eager more so for the author to hear their opinions, or so the constant glances at Denver from the various speakers suggested.

      “Is it always like this?” Denver asked Sophie quietly.

      “No, not usually.”

      Denver took another sip of coffee. The pink lettering taunted Sophie. “Trina, huh?” she said quietly, though she was pretty certain Harold overheard.

      Denver spun his cup, offering Sophie the unobstructed view, revealing three pink hearts as well. “What’s the matter, Soph? Jealous?”

      “Of course not.” Sophie flipped her notebook ahead two pages, then back three. Anything to avoid Denver’s amused stare. No matter how much she wanted to pretend she didn’t care, Sophie Whitmore was, in fact, very jealous.
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      Denver

      

      “Thanks for letting me ride along,” Denver told Liam as he waited on the dock.

      “No problem. Happy for the company, actually.”

      Liam had offered Denver the ride in his plane last week when he dropped off a cord of wood. Denver hadn’t believed it possible with Malcom’s deadline. Really, it was the worst decision as far as his editor would be concerned. The book was due tomorrow night and he still had four chapters left to write. But he supposed commuting to Anchorage via Super Cub was more responsible than making the drive, considering the time he’d save.

      Denver had made his mind up. He needed the ring.

      “You get to fly any in the Army?” Liam asked.

      “Not as much as you.” Denver climbed into the passenger seat and unwrapped the headset cord. “Mostly rode in the back to get from one place to the other. Did get to ride in the door gunner seat in a Blackhawk once. In Afghanistan.”

      “I suppose that counts.”

      Denver’s Army days felt so far behind him. His life had changed so much since he moved home. Since he met Sophie.

      Liam ran through his startup procedures, then called in to the nearest tower to report he was taking off from the bay. Denver had no qualms about riding in a plane, but he had no desire to pilot one himself. Pulling out his newest notebook from Sophie, he scribbled down a note about Malcom and a Super Cub for his next mystery adventure.

      “I need to make a couple stops, mostly for parts. Tessa wants me to pick up some specialty ingredients, too. Where do you need to go?”

      Denver couldn’t help but glance at his watch. He really needed to replace that battery. “Jewelry store,” he admitted, knowing that even if Liam dropped him off, he wouldn’t be able to hide what he was up to.

      “Really?” Liam stared at him until Denver looked over. “You’re really going to do it, then?”

      “Yep.”

      “When? Tessa and I have a bet going.”

      Denver laughed, giving an incredulous shake of his head. “About whether I’d ask or when?”

      “Oh, when, man. We knew you’d pop the question sooner or later. In love with Sophie for over a year? A man can only take so much.”

      Liam had a point. “You won’t say anything?” Denver asked.

      “We already made our guesses. Not like I can change mine.”

      “Saturday. After the race.” Instead of writing said due chapters this morning, he’d been planning out the perfect proposal. One that took place at the finish line of Sophie’s first complete marathon. Denver wanted her to watch him drop to one knee as her tired, happy feet crossed that line.

      “Daring plan, but I like it.”

      

      Denver waited in the borrowed truck as Liam ran inside a couple different places, scribbling notes for the next book that was quickly forming in his mind. Though the current novel offered Malcom and Kat’s first kiss, the real romance of it all took place in the next story.

      He couldn’t wait to tell Sophie all about his new idea.

      She was jealous last night at the book club, of that he was certain. He’d waited over a year for this. For her to feel something. The way her cheeks flushed and her eyes coldly scanned the phone number and hearts on his coffee cup gave her away.

      After jotting a note about Malcom and Kat discovering the next story’s dead body together, possibly from the air while Malcom flew them in a Super Cub, Denver closed the notebook and pulled out his phone.

      He was too eager not to text Sophie his new idea.

      Things had been tense and up in the air since that kiss. That earthshattering kiss that put any kiss he’d ever had before to shame. Sophie called it a mistake and ran off when they heard the quick succession of fireworks.

      Because fireworks were only allowed twice a year in Alaska, and this was not the Fourth of July or New Year’s, Ryder had shown up shortly after, lights and siren blaring. Denver suspected his brother enjoyed any excuse to turn them on.

      Ryder joined the party. Sophie disappeared. Denver, feeling as if he was both soaring and crashing at the same time, discreetly slipped away from the party and returned to Malcom. But the detective didn’t have words to offer his restless author.

      In the truck now, Denver started to text Sophie. But halfway through typing it, his phone rang. The number wasn’t one he had saved, but the Hawaii area code caused him to answer before it went to voicemail. “Hello?”

      “Denver Grant?”

      “Speaking.”

      “Cort Perkins.”

      Denver’s hired PI. “Calling with news, I hope?”

      “I’ll shoot you an email with all the details, but figured you might want the highlight reel over the phone.”

      Denver glanced though the specialty grocery store’s window, hoping Liam would still be a few minutes. The first person he intended to tell about the man he hired was Sophie. She deserved that much since he went behind her back. “You find him?”

      “Sure did. In a cheap hole-in-the-wall bar, drinking even cheaper whiskey.”

      The hair on the back of Denver’s neck raised. He had a suspicion where this was headed. “You talked to him?”

      “Amazing what a desperate man will divulge for a couple free drinks. I fact-checked everything I’m about to tell you. The colorful details I can’t confirm. Well, that will cost you extra if you want those.” Cort cleared his throat.

      As a mystery writer, Denver knew all too well where speculation could lead, and often used it as a tool in his books to lead characters and readers alike off course and down rabbit holes. He wanted to offer Sophie closure, not create more questions. “Just the facts.”

      “Blake Kassels was fired from the hospital and stripped of his medical license. He had a problem showing up to work sober, turns out. Nearly botched a surgery and is being sued for malpractice. Luckily the guy lived, but he’s been suffering complications ever since.”

      Though Sophie didn’t mention much about Blake, she never hinted he had a drinking problem. Maybe it wasn’t a problem at all until he broke up his marriage. Being sued might explain why the lawyers weren’t eager to return Mr. Jenkins’ call. They likely already had their hands full.

      “His new wife filed for divorce two months ago and is requesting full custody of her kids. Their beachfront mini-mansion is in the middle of foreclosure proceedings. Credit cards are maxed out. Every debt collector on the island wants to hunt him down.”

      “So, he’s broke.”

      “The man’s broker than broke. Living-out-of-his-car broke. He’s only got that because it’s paid off.”

      Denver hated what all this meant: that Sophie would no longer receive that thousand-dollar monthly stipend. Her chances of moving out of the lodge and on her own anytime soon were nonexistent. She’d be crushed.

      But she’d have answers. Closure.

      “Thanks, Cort. Anything else?”

      “Kassels gave me his card, at the bar. Phone number’s valid. Did you want it?”

      Denver wasn’t sure he could be trusted with it considering all the things he wanted to say to that man, but he had to try. The number would never be for him. As much as he hated to think of Sophie calling her ex-husband, she deserved to make that decision for herself. “Yeah, send it.”

      As Liam pushed a cart full of groceries toward the truck, Denver ended Cort’s call. A couple of days after Sophie’s marathon, Denver would turn over the information for her to do with what she wanted. If she felt the need to call, he’d support her. If she wanted to light that phone number on fire, he’d support that too.

      “Sorry that took so long,” Liam apologized as he emptied the bags in the back seat, declining Denver’s offer to help. “I’ve never even heard of some of these ingredients. I tried to find them myself, but broke down and asked for help. Don’t tell Tessa.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.”

      “Good. Guess we better go get your girl a ring.”
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        * * *

      

      SOPHIE

      

      Sophie stepped back into the den’s doorway, admiring the miracle she’d managed to pull off. The room screamed moose and six-year-old. She hoped Caroline loved it. She also hoped that after showing her sisters the potential this room had to offer, even sans new furniture, they would reconsider letting her take on the venue project.

      The idea had emerged into a big dream since it took root only yesterday, and Sophie hadn’t been able to let it go. She wanted to be the lodge’s event planner. They could start by renting the room for smaller parties. Someday, they might even host weddings in the backyard.

      For the first time in her entire life, she had something of her own to cling to.

      “It looks great,” Cadence said, looking over her shoulder into the room.

      “Thanks for helping me find every moose Aunt Patty planted in this place.”

      “What are sisters for?”

      Sophie’s phone buzzed in her back jeans pocket. She’d been waiting for a text from Denver to let her know how close he was to the ending of his book, but her text from two hours ago was unanswered.

      “Mr. Jenkins?” Cadence asked, nodding at the phone.

      “Yeah, I better take this.” She ignored Cadence’s raised eyebrow, hoping against hope he had news. Some explanation or promise of a new check on the way. After last night’s peaceful sleep due to Caroline staying over at Tessa’s, she yearned for her own place—her own bed—more than ever.

      Slipping out of the den and down the hall into a small alcove near the guest’s back entrance, Sophie answered. “Mr. Jenkins, please tell me you have news. Any news.”

      “Hi there, Sophie. I do have some news. Not sure how welcome it’ll be.”

      Sophie recognized the erratic increase of her heartbeats in time to take a deep, calming breath and slow them. “What did you find out?”

      Mr. Jenkins cleared his throat twice. “Mr. Kassels’ lawyers called me this morning.”

      “And?”

      “They can’t find him.”

      “What?”

      “He won’t return their calls. He hasn’t been home, or at least not answering the door any time they’ve stopped by.”

      For a beat, Sophie wondered if something happened to Blake. Had he been in an accident, something no one had discovered? Maybe he was dead. She’d loathe the man for the remainder of her years, but she’d never wish death on anyone. Nor could she expend any energy on what happened to a man who’d abandoned her and her child.

      “It’s pointless, isn’t it?” Sophie asked, aware that Cadence lingered a short distance away.

      “I wouldn’t get my hopes up, Ms. Whitmore. I’m sorry to deliver such disappointing news to you this afternoon.”

      “Thank you for doing everything you could,” Sophie said, and meant it. She held the phone to her ear for a few beats after the call ended, stalling long enough to compose herself before she faced Cadence.

      It’s over. Truly over.

      To lose the stipend that helped her and Caroline get back on their feet stung. Despite its loss, Sophie had a sense of relief. She would never again rely on Blake Kassels for anything. He was forever tucked into her past, to be brought out only when Caroline had questions about her nearly forgotten father.

      “Thought you might like to see the cake,” Cadence said to Sophie, kind enough not to pry.

      “Cake?” Had Sophie been so distracted with her call that she missed the drop-off? She rarely missed Tillie Grant making an entrance.

      Cadence hooked her hand around Sophie’s arm. “C’mon.”

      Smile fixed in place, Sophie made her way back to the den, apology for skipping out on the parade float preparations fully prepared. She was ashamed to have dodged helping in order to avoid Denver. They were adults. Friends.

      Who’d kissed.

      Yes, said kiss still left her slightly dizzy when she allowed herself to revisit it, however briefly. But they were adults who could continue being friends despite that slipup. Nothing had to change. Right?

      Denver was the first thing she saw when she turned into the room. His head turned to glance over his shoulder, meeting her gaze. He wore his reading glasses and that debonair smile that had the single women in town begging for a date. Yet, he’d kissed her back. And it dawned on Sophie, she was the only one who called it a mistake.

      “Mom asked me to drop this by. I was desperate for a break.” When Sophie had yet to drop her gaze, he added, “Like it?”

      “The cake, Soph,” Cadence whispered to her. “Do you like the cake?”

      Senses returned, Sophie approached the table she’d staged along the back wall. Giant balloons rocked on either side of the cake, cartoon moose decals taped to them, thanks to Cadence’s ingenuity and quick thinking.

      Tillie Grant had outdone herself. The massive sheet cake was formed in the shape of a moose, antlers and all. If she wasn’t mistaken, it bore a resemblance to Ed. Instinctually, Sophie lifted her head to glance out the windows she’d left cracked. No moose yet. “It’s perfect—no, it’s beyond perfect. Caroline will be so happy.” Sophie stepped toward Denver, fully intending to hug him. Half a step away, she realized what she was about to do and stopped.

      Denver stuffed his hands into his front jeans pockets. “I’ll be sure to tell my mom you liked it.”

      “I love it. Caroline will flip.”

      “Speaking of the birthday girl, how long do we have?” he asked, freeing one hand to check his watch. She wondered if he remembered to replace the battery yet.

      “Tessa should be picking her up anytime. They’re going to get ice cream first. I know it might spoil her dinner, but I promise her appetite for cake will be unaffected.” Her gaze slid from the table to his hand, the urge to take it into her own overwhelming. She tried to shake that urge, but that only made the longing stronger. Something was shifting inside her. Her heart might be . . . opening.

      “You did all this?” Denver asked. “The party decorations?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You really pulled off quite the venue despite the hiccup last week. No sign of Rudolph anywhere. I’m impressed.”

      “Cadence helped.”

      Her sister stopped in the middle of walking by, hugging her shoulders. “Don’t let her give away too much credit. I helped her pick out a few things. The presentation, every bit of what you see, was all Sophie.”

      Her heart swelled at the compliment, offering her hope that she might change her sisters’ minds by the next monthly meeting. She’d been unprepared in the last meeting with the idea so suddenly born, but she’d get her ducks in a row next time.

      “You have that twinkle in your eyes,” Denver said. “What’s up?”

      “I think I figured out—”

      “Code red,” Cadence called out from the window. “Looks like they made it home early.”

      Sophie frowned, wondering what could have caused them to deviate from the plan. People had only started to arrive, and without a room full to shout happy birthday! it would be hard to pull off a solid surprise element.

      “I’ll go see what’s happening,” Cadence said.

      “No, let me,” Denver insisted, reaching for a long, rectangular box covered in flowery pink gift wrap. “I can stall her.”

      “I owe you,” said Sophie.

      “Good, because Malcom’s next mystery starts Monday.” With a wink that set her heart aflutter, he slipped out of the den and closed the door behind him. Sophie was definitely in trouble when it came to Denver Grant, and she had no idea what to do about it. Her heart yearned for more for the first time in years. But practicality and a need to protect her daughter from another heartbreak didn’t allow her the option to give in.

      “You look like you might just melt into a puddle of warm, mushy goo,” Cadence teased.

      “He bought her a gift.”

      “Of course he did. Do you really think the Denver Grant would show up to this party emptyhanded?”

      Sophie spun in a circle, scanning the room for any last-minute decorations to finish adjusting or trays of snacks that needed filling. Anything to keep her mind from spinning into that dangerous place. The same place that convinced her kissing Denver was a perfectly acceptable thing to do.

      “You know, Soph.” Cadence took the stack of napkins from her and set them back on the table, in the exact same spot they’d been in. “It’s okay to like him.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, come on. You drool any more over that man and I’ll have to get you a bucket.”

      Sophie vehemently shook her head. “No. I can’t. Caroline—”

      “Caroline loves him. He loves her like his own daughter. You two aren’t only interested in each other. You’ve known each other for a long time now. You have a solid foundation of friendship beneath your feet.” Cadence gave her a solid squeeze. “I say go for it. I know you want to.”

      “But I—”

      “Sleep on it if that’ll make you feel better. But tomorrow, dear sister, if you wake up still feeling the same way about him, go for it. Take a chance on the love I know you truly deserve.”
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      Sophie

      

      Sophie did as her sister suggested: she slept on it.

      Or tried to.

      Sleep was elusive at best, and she couldn’t even blame Caroline’s active feet. She was falling for Denver. All throughout the party, she watched him. No matter how much she denied her feelings, Denver was already nestled inside the depths of her heart. It occurred to Sophie that she might even be in love with him. She wasn’t willing to fully accept that possibility, but it lingered in the nearby distance.

      After dropping Caroline off at school and cleaning lodge rooms with Cadence’s help, Sophie made a decision and showered. Though she made a little bit of an effort with her appearance Saturday night for Tessa’s sake, staring in the mirror today, she realized she wanted to do so for her own sake. “Are we really going to do this?” she asked herself, applying makeup she hadn’t worn in months.

      Denver had today to write the final chapters of Malcom’s latest mystery. She knew he’d be home, and felt a twinge of guilt at disturbing him. Maybe someday in the future, he’d use what she was about to do in a book.

      A knock at the door drew her attention. “Come in,” she called from the bathroom, adding a thin coating of lip gloss. The memory of that kiss still stirred something deep inside her, almost a week later. Tired of fighting it, she decided she very much wanted to try it again.

      “Wear this.” Cadence stood in the doorway, pink scarf outstretched toward Sophie.

      “Do you think—”

      “It’s from Denver?” Cadence laughed. “Of course it is, Soph.”

      “But you and Rilee didn’t even mention him as a suspect last week. He can’t be my secret admirer.”

      “Some things you have to figure out on your own. You know the answer, Soph.” Cadence helped Sophie layer the scarf just right so the stargazer lilies popped. “Will you be back for dinner? Tessa promised you the carbiest carb-loaded meal of all tonight. You’ll need the energy.”

      Tomorrow morning Sophie would run—and complete—her first marathon. Twenty-six-point-two miles. Because of her confusing feelings for Denver, she’d almost forgotten about the race. The weeks of training and preparation. The single end-goal that had consumed the last four months of her life. “I’ll be back.”

      Cadence winked. “Bring Denver.”

      “How did you know—”

      “I haven’t seen you wear makeup since Dad’s funeral.”

      Cadence turned to leave, but Sophie stopped her with a question. “What if someone else gave me all these gifts and Denver just wants to be friends?” She thought back to Annie flirting with him at the bank last week and again at the book club. The barista’s number on his coffee cup with heart doodles. Denver could have his pick of any single woman in town—most of them didn’t come with a kid. “What if I’m wrong?”

      “What if you’re not?”

      The powerful words followed Sophie to Denver’s front porch. She knocked gently on the screen door, listening for typing or music through the open screen. “Denver?” she called.

      Sherlock bounded to the door, tail wagging with vigor.

      “Hey, buddy. Where’s your dad?” She waited another minute, listening for footsteps or any sign of Denver before stepping inside. Sherlock nudged his head against her leg, begging for an ear-scratch.

      “Denver?” she called out again.

      Sophie searched the main floor, finding only a pot of cold coffee and some baking instructions in Tillie’s handwriting. Sophie let her guard down completely, wondering what life might be like if they were a family unit. Would Sophie cook the meals while Denver raced against deadlines? Would they talk book plots in the kitchen over morning coffee after they dropped Caroline off at school?

      Making a full circle back to the front door, Sophie dropped into the office. It was Denver’s favorite room of the whole house. Would he mind Caroline living here even though it doesn’t have a door? His quiet environment would be disrupted.

      The massive L-shaped desk drew her closer—the place where all the magic happened. Books came to life. The last time she caught a glimpse of the newest addition to Denver’s writing cave, it’d been through a dusky dark lens. The night she nearly kissed him in the kitchen until Caroline interrupted them.

      Sherlock nudged her hand with his head, demanding she put it to good use. But Sophie hardly got a pat in before the dog stiffened, his attention laser-focused on the window. She saw the rabbit before Sherlock raced to the window and commenced rapid-barking. In the commotion, half the loose papers on Denver’s desk wafted into the air and sailed to the floor.

      “Really, Sherlock?”

      Sophie bent to pick up what she assumed were notes for either the ending of Denver’s current book or ideas for his next. But normally he wrote those out by hand; these pages were typed.

      “You never print your books out—”

      The name Blake Kassels caught Sophie’s attention before anything else. Another peek at the pages led her to realize this was some type of report. Breath frozen in her lungs, words and phrases jumped out at her. Blake Kassels facing a lawsuit. Malpractice. Intoxicated at work. Foreclosure proceedings. Wife filed for divorce. Wants full custody.

      “Cort Perkins, private investigator?” Sophie read aloud from the letterhead. “Hawaii?”

      “Sophie, hey. I didn’t expect you.”

      She turned slowly, the pages crunching in her tightening grip. Denver rubbed his head with a blue bath towel. The stab of betrayal dulled the strength of the pull between them. She waved the papers at him. “What is this?”

      Denver’s smile evaporated. “I can explain.”

      “What did you do?”

      He tossed the towel over the staircase railing behind him. She hated how attractive she found him in his casual mesh shorts and T-shirt, freshly showered and smelling way too good. If she’d never given in to her feelings, she’d have her head on straight now when she needed it most.

      He entered the office. “Let me explain.”

      Hot, angry tears threatened to escape the corners of her eyes. How could she have been so stupid? There was a reason she’d kept an iron shackle around her heart. “I thought I told you I didn’t want help.”
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        * * *

      

      DENVER

      

      Spiteful fire danced wildly in Sophie’s narrowed eyes, but it was the hurt that cut him the deepest. Denver struggled for words, grasping at anything within reach to recover this situation. This wasn’t how she was supposed to find out. “I was going to tell you,” he promised, instantly regretting how it sounded like such of a line.

      “Really? When?”

      “Next week.”

      “Next week?” she repeated, slamming the stack of papers against his desk. Sherlock startled from the window, abandoning whatever he’d been fixated on from the sanctuary of the living room. But Denver had bigger things to worry about than his couch.

      “Yes.” He scrambled to find solid ground. He’d taken a shower to break up the day so he could tackle the last chapter with a fresh outlook. Finding Sophie standing in his office when he didn’t expect to see her until the finish line tomorrow was wonderfully off-putting. Or it had been until she confronted him about the report she wasn’t meant to find. Not like this. “I didn’t want to distract you from your race. He doesn’t deserve to cause you any more grief than he already has.”

      Sophie folded her arms. “You don’t get to decide that.”

      “I was trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t need protecting. From anyone.” The quiet, firm tone was one Denver had never heard before, not even when Caroline refused to listen and got on Sophie’s last nerve. The coldness in her eyes was enough to make him tremble. “I don’t rely on anyone, and I didn’t ask you to interfere. I had this under control.”

      Denver shouldn’t have let the laugh slip out, but once it did it was too late to retract it. He tossed his hands in the air as his pacing commenced. Pacing was how Denver coped with writer’s block and stress. “Unbelievable, Sophie. You’re unbelievable.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Blake Kassels never deserved you. He didn’t appreciate you.”

      Sophie started a rebuttal that choked before it ever found words.

      “You’re the most amazing woman I have ever met. You’re kind, generous, fierce, and sweet. You have a bigger heart than anyone I’ve ever known, and you always put everyone else before you. But he ruined your ability to let anyone in. To trust that there are still good people who’d do anything for you without expecting something in return. I bet your sisters don’t even know about the bounced check, do they?”

      “They don’t need to know,” Sophie said, her voice a notch quieter than before.

      “You won’t let anyone help you because one man destroyed your trust. Your sisters would walk through fire to help you if only you let them. They love you. I love you, Sophie.” Denver hadn’t meant to let that last bit slip out. Never this way. But now that the words had been set free, Denver couldn’t seem to stop. “I’ve been in love with you for over a year, since the first day I met you in the lodge kitchen. I’ve been waiting for you to heal from the scars that sorry excuse for a man gave you.”

      “You—you love me?”

      “Of course I do. Are you really that surprised? Have you known me to go on a single date since I moved home? That scarf you’re wearing is from me. The headphones, the flowers—all of it. There is no one else for me; only you, Soph.”

      “You can’t possibly mean that. I’m broken. Damaged goods. I come with a daughter. And I will never let a man break her heart when he decides to abandon us again.”

      Furious that he was being compared to her worthless ex, Denver marched to the desk and ripped open the drawer. “I was going to tell you all of this tomorrow after your race.” He grabbed the tiny blue box and spun around. “I was going to ask you to marry me, Sophie. I want the three of us to be a family. I have no plans of ever leaving you, but you have to say yes.”

      Her eyes doubled in size as he flipped open the velvet box.

      Denver feared he’d gone too far. His heart pounded like an overworked jackhammer, refusing to slow in the slightest. He wanted to go to her, scoop her into his arms, and kiss her to prove that everything he said was true. Yet he remained rooted to his spot on the hardwood floor. Calmer, softer, he said, “Marry me, Sophie.”

      Sophie shook her head, tears glistened in her eyes. “I can’t.”

      Still holding out the ring box toward her, he said, “Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t love me.”

      “I just want things to go back the way they were.”

      “Then why did you come over?” Denver pushed, hoping to wear down Sophie’s barriers. In all the scenarios he imagined, never had he pictured the conversation taking this emotionally overwrought direction. What existed between them was real. Their kiss revealed it all. She loved him, but she was afraid. He was willing to fight for it.

      “I—I wanted to see how you were coming on your book.” Sophie dropped her gaze to the floor. “I should go.”

      “No.”

      “Denver, please—” Tears rolled down her cheeks. He hated that their fighting drew those out. But if he agreed to let things go back to the way they were, they’d never get anywhere else.

      “It’s an all or nothing offer, Soph.”

      “What?”

      Despite how desperately Denver wanted an answer, it wasn’t fair to expect one. “I’ll be at the finish line tomorrow, with this ring. I want a wife, a family. But if you don’t want to marry me, I’ll graciously bow out of your life. For good.”
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      Denver

      

      Denver pushed around the cut-up pieces of pancakes on his plate. His book was late. His appetite was nonexistent. And he’d scared off the only woman he ever truly loved. What a mess. It was much too early to be awake, eating breakfast with his brother at Moosecakes. Had it not been for his promise to pick up Caroline, Denver might’ve slept until it was time for the parade.

      “What’s eating you?” Ryder asked from the opposite side of their booth. “You look like a sad country song.”

      Even Denver’s laugh seemed weak. “I assure you, Sherlock’s very much alive despite how dead he looked this morning. He’s got a rivalry with a rabbit.”

      Ryder reached for his black coffee and took a hearty sip. “Today’s the day, right?”

      “Something like that.” In a few hours, Sophie would give him an answer that would forever change the course of their lives. Deep down, he knew she loved him. She was attracted to him. They worked well together—well, when Denver wasn’t keeping massive secrets from her. Still, he should feel more excited than gloomy.

      The odds didn’t feel in his favor.

      “What did you do?”

      Denver dug through the creamer packets in search of caramel. Even the coffee is disappointing today. He dropped his voice and leaned toward the table. “I had to do it, Ryder. I had to find out what happened to her ex. He dropped off the map, and she depends on that money. Or she did.”

      “So, you what? You hired somebody?”

      “Yeah. She got answers. Closure. But . . .”

      Ryder shook his head.

      “I was going to propose. Today.”

      “You bought her a ring?”

      “You could turn it down a notch, you know.” Denver scanned the packed diner, searching for eavesdroppers before he went on. “I told you I was going for it. I’m not prepared to walk away without going for broke first.”

      Ryder let out his heavy, disapproving sigh. “Doesn’t seem wise to pop the question until she’s not so upset with you, does it? Or maybe her reaction to you trying to help was a sign to abort.”

      “She has a right to be upset. She asked me not to interfere and I did anyway.”

      “So, what’s your plan?”

      His plan was shot full of holes. “Doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “What happened?” Ryder sat back, his arms folded. Denver considered stalling. Eventually Ryder would have to start his shift. Festival weekends were always his busiest. Denver still had to pick up Caroline. “Denver, just say it.”

      “I was going to propose to her at the finish line. That was my plan. It was a good plan.” Denver stirred another packet of caramel creamer into the coffee he likely wouldn’t drink. “But when she found out about the PI, I may have showed her the ring.”

      Ryder waved at the server for the check. “You were really going to drop down on one knee after she ran twenty-six miles? When her legs are Jell-O and she can’t breathe? Were you planning to marry her or hospitalize her?”

      “It was a good plan. A proposal she’d remember for the rest of her life.”

      “Yeah, maybe in one of the chick-flick romantic movies. Not for real life, man.”

      “Still a better plan than what happened.” Denver attempted a sip of coffee, but shoved the mug to the side.

      Ryder waved away Denver’s attempt to pay, pulling out a card from his wallet and handing it over. “There’s more to this train wreck?”

      “I, uh, gave her an ultimatum.”

      “Before her big race?” Ryder slid out of the booth. “What were you thinking? You’re lucky we’re in public with too many witnesses, or I’d choke you out like I did when we were kids.”

      Denver waited until they were outside to answer. The downtown streets had been roped off to cars but were filled with people. Runners making their way to the start line hours early. Volunteers ensuring everything was in order for the festival. Vendors setting up booths. This was supposed to be the happiest weekend of his life. “I thought I was taking action. Taking a stand.”

      “That’s stupid.” It stung, hearing it from Ryder.

      “Well, whatever it is, it’s done.”

      “So, you’re really going to wait for her to cross that finish line and what? Hope she gets everything sorted out during her race?” Ryder whapped him on the shoulder, hard. “You wait until that race is over, you might as well kiss your chances good-bye. The only thing she’ll be thinking during those hours of running is how much she’s mad at you for boxing her into a corner.”
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        * * *

      

      SOPHIE

      

      In her lodge room, Sophie paced like a caged animal. Any intention of sleeping in was shattered early; she’d been wide awake since four. Despite warnings that she’d feel antsy and restless the morning of, Sophie hadn’t believed them. Until now.

      Yesterday, Tessa agreed to take Caroline so Sophie could get a good night’s sleep and focus on her race. “Sleep? What sleep?” she muttered to herself.

      If the marathon wasn’t enough to toss and turn about, Denver asked her to marry him.

      She glanced at her phone again, hoping he might send a text—any text. A good luck note, confirmation that his book made it to the editor on time, a revoking of his ultimatum. But he’d been silent since she left his house.

      Resisting the natural urge to send him a text, Sophie ran over her race checklist for the fourth time. Headphones, charged phone, armband, marathon playlist ready to go, gel packs, comfortable clothes she’d run long distances in before, properly laced shoes . . .

      “Soph?” Tessa called from the other side of the door, knocking as she pushed it open. “You up?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Heard you pacing.” Tessa opened the door wider. “C’mon. I made you breakfast.”

      “I thought Whitmore Patio was closed today for the Moose Days Festival.”

      “It is.” A plate of waffles waited for Sophie in the kitchen, the fresh aroma of warm maple syrup luring her to the table. “I read somewhere that waffles were really good for the morning of a marathon. Sounded better than a protein bar or plain yogurt anyway.”

      Though Sophie hardy felt like eating, her training reminded her it would be unwise to run on an empty stomach. She couldn’t survive twenty-six miles on gel packs alone. “Thank you, Tessa. It smells amazing.”

      “I made them from scratch. If they’re any good, I might add them to the menu.”

      Off to the side of the table sat a board game. The sisters made a point to keep this table cleared when not in use. Sophie’s attention kept slipping to the bright, colorful box. Without standing, she couldn’t read the name on the lid. “What’s that?” she asked Tessa.

      “Denver gave it to Caroline for her birthday. I can’t believe your six-year-old daughter knows how to play Monopoly. Do you know she beat both me and Liam last night? And I promise, we didn’t let her win, either. She’s so incredibly smart. She’ll be dangerous when unleashed on the world. A true Whitmore.”

      “She is pretty resilient, isn’t she?” Caroline had asked a lot of questions about her dad in the first few weeks of moving to Sunset Ridge, and she cried herself to sleep more nights than Sophie cared to count. But from that loss, she’d come out stronger. The transition was amazing to witness.

      “Did Denver pick up Caroline this morning?” Sophie asked. Before her world turned sideways, Denver had agreed to pick Caroline up from Tessa’s and drop her off with Tillie. The parade would start after the last marathoner crossed the finish line, and Caroline had a reservation on that float.

      “Sure. Why?”

      “Nerves. My mind’s racing, that’s all.”

      Tessa raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Nerves, huh?”

      To avoid Tessa’s penetrating gaze, Sophie reached for the game and pulled the box closer. “Ed Mooseopoly?” Her fork clattered against her plate. Breakfast forgotten, she stared at the box with disbelief. This wasn’t some game Denver found on a store shelf or online. This was customized.

      “You didn’t know about this?” Tessa asked.

      Sophie shook her head, her heart swelling to twice its size. “I was hiding in the den when Denver gave her his gift. I never got to see what it was.” A quick scan through the contents left her teary-eyed. Every aspect of the game—to include the pawns and money—was customized. On the center of the board was a cartoonish version of Ed. She’d recognize him anywhere.

      Denver loves Caroline too.

      “Pretty cool, huh? Never knew you could customize your own. Hey, you better eat up. We need to get you downtown.”

      Picking up her fork, Sophie recaptured the waffle piece with a jab. “You don’t want to drive down there, do you? It’ll be a zoo in town.” Sunset Ridge was known for their plethora of summer festivals, and each one drew massive crowds of tourists. Locals avoided driving if they could help it.

      “I thought we’d walk.”

      Pushing the board game aside, Sophie finished her breakfast to appease Tessa.

      The inevitable question slipped out on her second-to-last bite. “Something happen between you and Denver?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “It did, didn’t it?”

      Pushing her chair back from the table, Sophie carried her empty plate to the sink and rinsed it off. She wished Ed would appear in the kitchen window and save her the impending interrogation. Sophie wasn’t ready to talk about what happened with Denver. She needed time to process it all. To decide what she wanted to do.

      Soon, she’d have more than five hours to sort it all out.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Sophie said with what she hoped was finality. Denver’s taunting words had whispered to her all night long, about not trusting anyone, including her sisters. Is it so bad to ask for Tessa’s advice? “I need to grab my shoes.”

      “He wanted to ask you out to dinner, you know. Denver. A year ago. He showed up to Caroline’s birthday party all starry-eyed over you.”

      “What?”

      “I went all mama bear on him. Told him you weren’t ready. Asked him to be your friend first. To wait.”

      Sophie’s head spun faster as this new information. “I had no idea.”

      “Whatever happened between you two, it can be fixed. He loves you. And I’m no mind reader, but I can tell you love him, too, Soph.”

      “Meet you outside on the deck?” Desperate for a solitary minute alone, she hurried toward the hall to retrieve her shoes.

      On the walk to the start line, Sophie was able to divert attention from her situation with one simple question about the baby. From there, Tessa didn’t allow Sophie a word in edgewise. Her sister’s happiness lifted her spirits, but it didn’t stop her from scanning every street in search of Denver.

      He loved her.

      He’d been in love with her for an entire year.

      He waited for her.

      “Got everything you need?” Tessa asked as the start line came into view.

      Sophie swallowed, intimidated by the sheer number of people bunched together behind the line. “There has to be five hundred people here.” Her stomach churned as her flight instinct kicked in. Was running a full marathon so necessary? On her most grueling training day, she’d run twenty miles. Wasn’t that enough to brag about?

      “You okay?”

      “Maybe this was a stupid idea.”

      Tessa stared her down. “Are you kidding me, Soph? Cadence and I both helped clean rooms and do laundry, took Caroline to school, picked her up, all so you could stick to your training schedule. You’re running this marathon. That’s final. Now, go get checked in.”

      Sophie turned toward the registration table.

      “Wait,” said Tessa. She pulled Sophie back and wrapped her in a hug. “You got this, Soph. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met. You’re going to cross that finish line with a giant smile on your face. We’ll all be waiting for you there.”

      Denver will be waiting, too. Wanting an answer.
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      Sophie

      

      Once registered, Sophie found a spot near the back of the pack of runners. Denver told her that the pop of the gun signaled the fastest runners to start. Let them go. You know your own pace. She glanced at her watch, both willing time to speed up so she could get going and yearning for it to slow down so she could ease her frayed nerves.

      I can’t do this.

      Sophie found herself retreating through the mass of runners as her flight instinct took over. She weaved her way backwards until she was no longer among the pack. With ten minutes until start, she hopped off the road and slipped down a tree-covered dirt trail she knew well.

      Her pace quickened until she was jogging.

      Hardly two hundred yards away, she came to a jarring halt. Ed stood across the path, staring right at her.

      “You again?”

      The resemblance of the cartoon Ed on the board game to the real one was uncanny. Denver did that. For Caroline.

      “You’re not going to let me escape this, are you?”

      Ed took a step forward, reminding Sophie that he was a wild animal first, and a lovable icon second.

      “Okay, okay. I’m going back. But later, we’re going to have words.” Sophie backed up, maintaining eye contact until she left the cover of trees. The second her feet hit the pavement, the start gun popped off.

      “Sophie!” Denver’s voice rang out above the bustling crowd, too faint to locate among all the cheers. “Sophie!”

      “Mommy!”

      She spotted them, there on the sidelines. Her best friend and her daughter, standing together. The runners in front of her moved in waves. She only had a minute left. Two at most. “Hey!” She waved at them, both relieved to see Denver and torn. He loved her, but he wanted her to marry him.

      “I was wrong,” Denver hollered.

      The runners around Sophie shuffled forward. She weaved her way against the current to the rope at the edge of the road. She wrapped Caroline in a quick but tight hug. “What are you doing here?”

      “Had to bring your number one fan to wish you good luck,” Denver said. “Soph, I know you only have a few seconds, but I was wrong. You don’t have to give me an answer today. Or any day. It wasn’t fair of me to put that pressure on you.”

      “I have to go,” she said, realizing if she didn’t get moving, she’d be the very last person to cross the start—and possibly the finish—line.

      “Clear your head,” Denver called. “We’ll see you at the finish line.”

      “Good luck, Mommy!”

      Sophie tried to push all the jumbling thoughts out of her mind. Twenty-six miles was too far to run with all those cares weighing her down. She managed for the first few miles while she eased into a pace she felt she could keep up forever. Her feet felt light, her breathing even.

      Mile 3: So far, so good. I’ll think about everything later. After this is over.

      For the first several miles, Sophie didn’t think about anyone else at all. She enjoyed the quiet amidst the mountainous scenery, as the marathon route took them along the highway out of town. Alaska was her home. Some days she still had to pinch herself to believe it was all real.

      Mile 7: I have to go how far yet? Ugh! Denver loves me. He bought me a ring. Run, Sophie. Empty your head.

      Sophie popped an energy gel tab to restore her depleted glycogen and drank some water. Her attempts to zone out and simply run slipped out of her grasp.

      He wants to marry me.

      Catching herself increasing pace, she forced herself to slow it down. It was much too early in the race to burn through so much energy.

      But he betrayed my trust. He interfered.

      He only wanted to help, and he did. He found answers.

      Sophie hated to admit that she needed his help, anyone’s help. That without his interference, she might never have learned what became of Blake. She’d accepted that the checks would no longer show up. She thought that was enough. But the report would bring her closure.

      Mile 11: I feel really good. I got this, no problem. Time to empty my head again. Just run. Enjoy the run, Sophie.

      Denver only wants what’s best for me.

      

      A crowd lined the next stretch, cheering as the runners passed by. Sophie was amped up from their support. Tessa and Cadence called out her name, cheering her on as she passed them. Her sisters were really the best. They could be counted on to show up for her.

      He’s right. I should be honest with Tessa and Cadence about the check. About it all. Tonight.

      Her sisters disappeared within minutes, their cheering voices fading as Sophie approached another mile marker. Then another.

      Mile 18: Wow, this isn’t so fun anymore. I think I’m bored. Where’s the end again? Denver wants to marry me. But he took it back. No, he still wants to marry me. He’s just not forcing me to give him an answer. But what if I did anyway? I’d really like to slow down about now.

      Mile 22: My hips ache. My legs hurt. If I could just slow down a little bit, that would be awesome. Everything hurts.

      Sophie glanced at her watch, discovering she was already running behind the pace she’d hoped. Denver told her not to worry about her race time. Only her pacing. Focus on your pacing, Sophie. The outskirts of Sunset Ridge came into view, promising this race was almost over. She just had to make her feet move a little while longer. What if I did marry Denver? What if I said yes?

      Mile 24: I can do this. I’m almost there. I’ve trained for this. Crank up the music, Sophie. Run. Just run!

      Hundreds of people lined the last two miles, all of them cheering and shouting encouragements. Sophie was exhausted, her legs ached, but their cheers kept her going. Almost there. Pick it up. Bring it home. Everyone’s waiting at the finish line.

      Sophie gave it everything she had in the final stretch.

      Through the giant balloon arch, Sophie spotted everyone: Tillie, Tessa and Liam, Cadence and Ford, Caroline, and Denver. Even Sherlock made it out, tail wagging. He let out a few enthusiastic barks as Sophie sprinted the final dozen yards to the people she most loved in this world. Her support system. Her family.

      She embraced them all, falling into hugs from loved ones who didn’t care that she was sweaty. They were proud.

      She saved Denver for last.

      “Great job, Sophie.” He walked in short steps alongside her as she cooled down. “You had a really good time. I’m proud of you.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be down on one knee or something?”

      “Wha—? I don’t understand.”

      Sophie pushed aside the nerves and fought against legs that were plenty wobbly, even without Denver factored in. With her guard lowered completely, the butterflies in her stomach went wild. She’d been fighting her feelings for much longer than she realized. There in his eyes, Sophie saw her future. Their future. “This is the part in the story where you ask me to marry you, and I say yes.”

      Denver stopped and stood wide-eyed and slack-jawed for several seconds before he leapt into action. He caught up, wrapped her in his embrace, holding her up because her legs could no longer do that. Hooking his neck, she pulled his lips down to hers. His beard tickled her chin as they kissed, there in front of their family and friends. Electricity pulsed through every nerve in her body.

      “You really mean it?” Denver asked when their lips broke apart.

      She flashed him a smile. “I’d still kinda like you to get down on one knee.”

      Denver obliged, going slow so Sophie could steady herself with her hands on his shoulders. Very soon, she wanted to sit.

      “Mommy, what’s happening?”

      She reached out one hand to her daughter, making a circle of the three of them. “Caroline,” Denver said to her. “I love you and your mommy very much. I want the three of us to be a family, so I’m asking her to marry me. Is that okay with you? Because I need your blessing.”

      Caroline seemed to ponder the information, swinging one foot from side to side as Sherlock muscled his way into the circle. He licked Caroline right on the cheek and let out a bark. With a giggle, she asked, “Does that mean we’ll come live with you? In your house?”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “After the wedding,” Sophie added, lest her daughter go home today and start packing.

      “What do you say, Caroline? Can I marry your mommy? Can we all be a family?”

      “Yeah!”

      Denver dipped his fingers into his shirt pocket, pulling out the beautiful diamond ring that stunned her into silence last night. It was simple and elegant all in one. It was her. “Sophie Whitmore, I love you with all my heart. I vow to always take care of you and Caroline.” Sherlock let out a bark. “Yes, Sherlock. You’re part of the deal.”

      Sophie let out a laugh, scratching the dog behind his ears but never looking away from Denver.

      “Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      “You will?”

      “Of course I will. How could I possibly say no after such a novel-worthy line?”
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      Ryder

      

      Though Ryder Grant normally did whatever necessary to avoid weddings, he could hardly dodge his own brother’s. Not as if he—the best man—could’ve voluntarily scheduled himself to be on duty, nor would Denver have forgiven him for answering a call when he’d reassured him three officers were covering all day.

      But Ryder would hardly turn down an excuse to escape the premises if it bought him a few more minutes to ease the apprehension.

      Decked out in a rented tuxedo—Ryder had no reason to own his own—he navigated the residential streets, taking the long way to Black Bear Coffee to procure a Sitka something-or-other for the groom. He treasured every minute before he had to return to the Sunset Ridge Lodge for the ceremony.

      Two years was not long enough to numb himself from the memory of standing at the altar in front of a church full of people, waiting on a bride who never showed. He’d proudly buy Denver all the girly coffee in the world to prolong returning to the front of a smiling crowd like that again.

      With any luck, this errand would cause him to lose a parking spot at the venue and force him to trek several blocks back on foot.

      Downtown, Ryder scanned the streets as he hopped out of his truck. Hard habit to break, even on a day off. The light shuffle of locals out for Saturday errands would morph into packed sidewalks filled with tourists within a couple of weeks. But today, all looked calm.

      Too bad.

      “Don’t you look like a movie star about to walk down the red carpet.” Charlene, the owner of Black Bear Coffee, gave him an approving smile. A welcome sight on this anxiety-ridden morning.

      “Need a couple coffees to-go.” He tried to force a smile, and maybe he even succeeded for a fraction of a second. It was the best he could offer today. He recited the order Denver had given him from a sticky note. Without writing it down, he never would’ve remembered the frilly drink name.

      “Denver and Sophie’s big day, huh?” Charlene could chat up a storm, and often did. She reminded him of an endearing aunt who always had a nugget of wisdom to impart but made you wait through a string of chatter to get it. She was a great source of information when Ryder needed it.

      “Yep.”

      “Heard your future sister-in-law has quite the setup at the lodge. Starting her own party planning branch and all.”

      “It’s quite something,” Denver agreed. He was a big enough man to admit that he’d been wrong about Sophie Whitmore—soon-to-be Sophie Grant. She was everything his brother needed and deserved. It was Ryder’s own jaded lens that had led him to believe otherwise.

      “Don’t suppose I’ll be getting an invitation to another Grant wedding anytime soon?” The lighthearted pep to Charlene’s tone was a stark contrast to the ominous topic she broached.

      Ryder adjusted his tie, suddenly finding it tight around his neck like a noose. “No.”

      “You deserve to be happy, too, Ryder,” Charlene pressed on, sliding two to-go cups across the counter. “Don’t you think it’s been long enough?”

      Ryder gripped the cups as if they were a lifeline. “I’ll tell Denver and Sophie you send your congratulations.” He spun toward the door so quickly he nearly knocked Denver’s cup into a customer. Only by a miracle did Ryder keep his tuxedo clean. His mom would kill him if he showed back up with a stain.

      “Oopsie daisy!” Geraldine Franks clutched her hands to her chest in surprise. “Good save there, Chief.”

      “Sorry about that,” he apologized. “You all right?”

      “Right as rain.” The elderly woman beamed a smile at him, apparently admiring him all spiffed up. Outside of his police uniform and the occasional funeral, Ryder didn’t get dressed up for anything these days. “Say, don’t you have a wedding to get to?”

      “Indeed. Have a nice day, Mrs. Franks.” He pushed against the door and fell into the fresh air.

      Instinct took over as always as Ryder made his way to his truck, causing him to scan the sidewalks on either side of the road. Jolene Davies chatting up a couple at the end of the block. Her husband staring down at his watch. Both dressed for a wedding. A kid on a bike across the street. Another kid enjoying an ice cream cone on a bench. All seemed as expected.

      Except for one person who looked sorely out of place, directly across the street from him.

      Not a tourist.

      Ryder squinted, certain he was seeing a mirage. Kinley James? Impossible. His former classmate had sworn she’d never come back to Sunset Ridge after high school. For any reason. She’d made the public declaration at their graduation ceremony.

      Yet, Ryder would bet his fishing boat that the woman unlocking the two-decades-old Buick was Kinley. The same girl who’d given him his first kiss the week before seventh grade started.

      What’s she doing here?

      Two steps into the street to greet her, Ryder’s phone buzzed in his pocket and jerked him to a halt. A reminder that he had a wedding to attend. He watched Kinley drop into the older sedan he recognized as her aunt’s Buick, realizing he wouldn’t know what to say even if he’d gotten close enough. They weren’t exactly friends.

      They ran in different circles, and after that one kiss, they drifted out of their summer friendship. Despite his attempts to remain friends, Kinley made a point to avoid Ryder and his newfound popularity at all costs.

      But that single lifechanging moment had stuck with him, at times prying its way into his dreams. Not so much Kinley, but that first kiss. Everything that moment had changed for him. Charlene’s words repeated in his mind.

      Pull yourself together, man. You’re done with all that.

      Ryder set the cups on the hood of his truck, allowing him to open his door. Unable to keep his gaze from the Buick as it headed down the block and turned south at Forget Me Not Lane. He should let it be. Kinley was likely visiting family. If she was still the same as he remembered, she’d be gone before the weekend was over.

      His phone buzzed again. Another warning to get back to the lodge.

      Ryder slammed his door shut and shifted into gear before he realized the coffees still sat on the hood. What’s wrong with you? For the second time, he managed to save the beverages seconds before their imminent doom.

      Ryder should take it as a sign to leave this Kinley James business alone. He could blame his law enforcement instincts for his sudden insatiable curiosity. But Ryder had never been particularly great at leaving well enough alone.
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      He never forgot their first kiss. He’d bet his fishing boat she hadn’t either.
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        CHAPTER 1

        KINLEY

      

      

      “You must be the infamous Ed.” Kinley James stood at the top of the small knoll that once held a prominent wooden sign, welcoming visitors and residents alike to Sunset Ridge. That massive sign, though freshened up with some paint, was the same one Kinley saw in her rearview mirror the day she graduated high school.

      She never intended to see it again.

      Now, it lay on the ground, splintered and face down.

      The notorious moose, Ed, somehow a local favorite though Kinley couldn’t quite figure out why, stood off to the side of the sign. Blinking at her. Just blinking.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to pay for the damages?” Kinley retreated from the top of the grassy mound to lean against the side of the older Buick, thankful the bumper was not only still attached but mostly intact. Aunt Fiona had enough to worry about with her broken wrist. Kinley didn’t want her worrying about their only mode of transportation being out of commission.

      The bull took a step toward the tree line then stopped, looking over his shoulder. As if he intended to sneak away without her noticing.

      “Go ahead.” Kinley threw her hands up in exasperation. “Leave the scene of the crime so no one believes me.”

      She’d only been back in town for three days. Three wonderful days in which not a soul recognized her. Had it not been for the relic of a car she was forced to drive, she might’ve pulled off her tourist guise for the duration of her two-week stay.

      At least, that was a nice lie to tell herself before she took out the town’s sign with Fiona’s Buick. It would be easier to book a ticket to the moon than keep her return a secret.

      Since Ed had decided to saunter onto the road as though he didn’t have a single care in the world, forcing her to swerve a hard right into the ditch to miss him, Kinley felt certain her cover was already blown. She gave it half a day before all of Sunset Ridge decided she used her aunt’s car as a battering ram to take her disdain out on the town sign.

      Probably shouldn’t have given that speech at graduation.

      “You couldn’t even give me one more day to hide out?” Though it was easy enough to blame the moose, it was really the letter that had caused all this. A letter written by her mother—deceased more than a decade—that Kinley had been sitting on since it arrived in her mailbox.

      For two years, she’d kept it at the bottom of a shoebox filled with letters and birthday cards sent to her over the duration of her Army enlistment. Every time she slid the box from beneath her bed to add a new piece of mail, she resisted the urge to read her mother’s handwritten letter hidden at the bottom of the stack. No good could come from drumming up past secrets.

      But as she found herself at a crossroads, the urge to know tugged at her. Answers the letter promised were readily available, waiting. Before Kinley made the decision that would shape the better part of her future, she wanted to uncover the truth.

      “What do I do now, Ed?” she asked the bull, though she hardly understood why. She would not become one of those locals who talked to the wildlife as if they understood.

      Yet, here she was.

      The moose lingered at the tree line, almost as if it pitied Kinley’s predicament. Luckily, she was spared the brunt of embarrassment by unusually light traffic. The fewer witnesses, the better. Sunset Ridge was a tourist trap all summer long. She hoped to be long gone before the start of that madness.

      The Buick was too high-centered on the embankment to drive in reverse. All she’d accomplish was digging her tires deeper into the soft earth. But without friends who’d answer her call, Kinley was at a loss about a next step.

      “Coming back was a mistake,” she muttered. “Stupid letter.”

      Fate had given her a not-so-gentle nudge the day Aunt Fiona called and confessed a broken arm. The shoebox containing the letter she hadn’t touched in two years spilled out during that conversation. The light blue envelope—right on top of the scattered pile—taunted her.

      Before that letter, Kinley had accepted that learning the identity of her father was impossible. That her mother took that secret to the grave. But the letter promised one other person knew the truth. Kinley was on a plane two days later, making good on an offer to help Fiona while her arm healed.

      “Guess I’ll call Fiona,” she mumbled, fishing her phone from the center console of the car. Would anyone believe she wasn’t texting and driving when Ed wandered onto the road? She hoped for a signal, hard to come by on the outskirts of Sunset Ridge. A landline at Fiona’s cabin did little good if she couldn’t get a call to go through.

      As she reached her phone up toward the sky, hoping for at least one more bar, Ed let out a loud snorting huff then sauntered off into the woods. At least she was convinced it was Ed. No other moose she encountered before had ever acted that way, like a stray dog who couldn’t quite decide whether or not to trust the intriguing human. Add to that his slightly unusual antlers, and he matched Fiona’s description to a tee.

      No signal.

      She leaned in through the open driver’s side window to grab her purse. The offending blueberry scones that caused this mess could endure their punishment on the passenger side floor. Had they not slipped off the seat, Kinley would already be back at the cabin instead of a tourist eyesore on the side of the road.

      The whine of a siren caused every muscle in her body to freeze.

      “Great,” she muttered, annoyed to discover that the first passerby to stop would be a cop. “So much for staying under the radar.”

      Kinley wondered which of Sunset Ridge’s finest might be arresting her today. Or at least, writing her up and promising a hefty bill in the mail. She could tolerate almost anyone except Ryder Grant, the boy who stole her first kiss when they were fourteen. Kinley had been doing her best to avoid him ever since Fiona told her he was the Sunset Ridge police chief.

      Slowly, she pulled the upper half of her body from the open window and turned to greet the embarrassment head-on.

      Ryder Grant. Of course it is. Had they stayed friends in high school, she might have some hope to sweettalk her way out of this mess.

      “What happened here?” Ryder’s deep, stern voice boomed as he approached. The man filled out his uniform in all the best ways. He’d always had the firm muscles, but the beard was new. It made him look . . . attractive. Attractive in that official Alaskan way.

      Kinley ripped her gaze away, hating how tongue-tied she felt. She forced words out anyway. “There was a moose, probably Ernie.”

      “Ernie?”

      “The famous one.” Why was the name now eluding her when she needed it most? “You know. Ted?”

      “Ed.”

      “Yeah. That one. He was standing in the middle of the road. I had to swerve to miss him—”

      “Have you had anything to drink today?”

      Of course that would be the first question Ryder Grant asked her after nearly a decade. His physical appeal slipped away by the second, making it easier for her to regain her ground. Kinley let out a laugh of exasperation, which was apparently the wrong thing to do. “No.”

      “Nothing to drink?”

      “I don’t drink.” Kinley had been witness to too many incidents involving soldiers and alcohol. It ruined careers and took lives. She’d never wanted any part of it.

      Ryder turned a full, slow circle. When he faced her again, he said, “I don’t see any sign of Ed.” He removed his sunglasses, revealing startling intense eyes. Once upon a time, when she was fourteen, those brown eyes convinced her that Ryder was the perfect boy to give her first kiss to. Now, they unsettled her. “It’s not fair to blame the local moose. If you were on your phone—”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “The rebel Kinley James doesn’t text and drive?”

      “I’m not that girl anymore.” The Army had changed a lot of things about her life for the better. Made her more responsible. Gave her purpose when before she had none other than escaping this suffocating town.

      Kinley leaned against the hood of the car as she waited for Ryder to assess the scene. He’d always had that analytical edge to him that brought out his inner nerd. The trait the popular crowd stunted when he started hanging out with them. It was the part of him she liked the most.

      The collision with the signpost replayed in her mind. The bumper tapping the wooden post. The rocking of the massive billboard. For several moments, Kinley’d held her breath. Please don’t fall over. Please don’t fall over.

      Just when she thought the sign might survive and she dared to exit the car, ominous creaking echoed through the air.

      She watched in horror as it teetered on the weakened post. The sign wobbled and stilled. Then wobbled again and dropped forward. The cracking of wood assaulted her ears, though Ed hardly shuffled more than a step at the offending noise. By some miracle, the sign fell forward down the hill and not backward onto the hood of the Buick.

      The sign splintered down the center. If the thing weren’t bigger than the car, she might’ve tried to catch it before it fell. But that attempt would’ve left Kinley flattened like a pancake beneath the wreckage.

      “You look like you swallowed sour milk,” said Ryder. He dropped into a squat at the post, studying it from every angle.

      Kinley gave up guessing what he thought he might discover down there. It all seemed so obvious to her. “You’d look that way too if you took out the town sign and the police chief was the first one to find you.”

      Ryder might’ve flashed a smile, though if he did, it didn’t last. He looked much too serious, and for reasons Kinley couldn’t quite put her finger on, that bothered her. What had Ryder’s life become since graduation day? He’d always wanted to be in law enforcement. He loved Sunset Ridge almost as much as the town loved him, so discovering he became the local police chief wasn’t surprising.

      But that all-too-serious frown was.

      “What’s the protocol here, Chief?” Kinley asked, dreading the answer. Another car passed by, slowing way down. At this rate, the entire town would know she was back within an hour. Ava would no doubt be extra salty to find out that way.

      “I could write you a ticket for reckless driving.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Ryder stretched back up to his feet. “Nope. The sign is twenty feet off the highway and up a small hill.”

      Kinley felt the unexpected sting of tears early enough to ward them off as the memory flashed. The massive, antlered moose standing in the center of the road, staring at her car. Kinley profusely honking her horn. The beast unmoving. She was forced to swerve into the shallow ditch. In her panic, she floored the gas pedal instead of hitting the brake. The momentum launched her up the small knoll.

      She would not cry. Clearing her throat, she repeated, “It was Ed.”

      Ryder might’ve laughed if the quick rising and falling of his shoulders was any indication. Though his lips, hardened into a straight line, didn’t bend. “Sure, blame the moose. I’m sure the mayor’ll love to hear that.”

      “The mayor?”

      “It’ll be up to him.” Ryder pointed at the fallen sign. “What to do about it.”

      “Who is the mayor these days?”

      “Lee Daniels.”

      Kinley felt her heart sink into her stomach, crushing any hope that this incident stayed off the record. “It would be him, wouldn’t it?”

      “He’ll probably expect you to pay for the damages,” Ryder offered, his words gentler than before. Almost as if he was extending a shred of sympathy for her craptastic situation. “Might have me issue a ticket.”

      If Kinley had another encounter with the notorious Ed, she was going to let the moose have a piece of her mind. “Can you help me get my car back on the road?”

      Ryder crouched down to look beneath the car. “Looks like you’re a bit stuck.”

      “Really?” she snapped, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “Here I thought I was out of gas.”

      “Not too late to write you that ticket, you know.” As he rose, she saw the first traces of a smile. A real smile. One that she remembered well from the summer when they were friends, untainted by high school popularity and the weight of other peoples’ opinions. “I’ll call Liam. See if he can’t make it out this way to pull you out.”

      Kinley didn’t know who Liam was, and was too wiped to solve that puzzle from memory. “Sure we need a tow truck?”

      “Yep.”

      Ryder stalked off toward his car to make the call, leaving Kinley to wait. A string of cars passed, each one slowing to gawk at the scene. So much for keeping this quiet.

      “Liam’ll be here in about an hour,” Ryder said when he returned.

      “An hour?”

      “He’s finishing up a job. He’ll be over after.”

      “No one else has a tow truck?”

      Ryder’s shoulders rocked with another laugh. “You forget where you’re at?”

      Never. “Guess I could walk.” Fiona’s cabin was a little more than a mile down a dirt road, the turn just past the sign. But without another vehicle, she’d have to return on foot. She’d be eaten alive by mosquitoes before the ordeal was over.

      “I’ll give you a ride.”

      Kinley hated leaving the Buick as a spectacle for locals and tourists alike. She suspected it was the oldest running car in town, and therefore a highly recognizable classic. But she hated the idea of waiting here with the car even more. “Fine.”

      “You could try thank you,” Ryder said as they walked toward the patrol car, lights still flashing, drawing additional attention. Cars slowed on the highway, passengers glued to their windows. Kinley ignored them the best she could, but the feeling in the pit of her stomach was the same one she’d felt too often growing up here.

      “Thank you for the ride.” Her tone dripped with the sarcasm she couldn’t seem to shake. “Do I at least get to sit up front?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What?” Fiona would have a mild heart attack if Kinley arrived in the back seat of a police car.

      “Kidding. Lighten up, Kin. The sign can be fixed, and I’m not arresting you. The day’s not all bad, right?”

      Dropping into the passenger seat of Ryder’s patrol car, Kinley remembered the scones. She debated whether to retrieve them from the car, considering all but one had stayed inside the container.

      “What brought you back to town anyway?” Ryder’s question made the decision for her.

      I’ll get them later.

      “Fiona broke her arm and needs some help,” she answered as they rolled through the rural residential neighborhood. Half of Sunset Ridge’s population lived on the town’s outskirts, preferring privacy they couldn’t achieve in the crowded neighborhoods. And, as had always been her family’s case, the cheaper rent.

      “I thought I heard something about that. How did that happen, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Kinley searched her memory for the answer she was certain Ryder already knew. Most of Sunset Ridge had to know. She remembered the night Fiona called to tell her about the incident. But Kinley had been too distracted by the letter to recall the details of Fiona’s mishap. “I’ll let her tell you the story,” Kinley evaded. “She gets a kick out of that.”

      “I’m sure she’s happy having you home,” Ryder added as he turned into Fiona’s driveway. “What’s it been? Eight years?”

      “Nine.” For nearly a decade, she’d managed to avoid this town by sending Fiona plane tickets to meet her in various places where Kinley was stationed. She never expected Sunset Ridge would summon her back the way it did.

      “What’s your plan? Visiting or moving ba—”

      “I’m not staying.” Kinley had no illusions that learning the identity of her father would change her feelings about this town. She might view it with a slightly less harsh lens than her grieving teenage self had, but it would never feel like home.

      “Considering it?”

      “No. I’m in the Army.”

      “Forever?” Ryder turned his face toward her, but Kinley focused on the tree-lined road. The man couldn’t be bothered to cover those intense eyes with sunglasses. It wasn’t fair.

      “Pretty much.”

      “What if—”

      “Ryder Grant, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you missed me all these years.”

      “I’m just surprised to see you here, is all. After that graduation speech—”

      “You would remember that.”

      “It was quite a speech.”

      When the car rocked to a halt in front of the cabin, she curled her fingers around the door’s handle. “I’m here to help Fiona while her arm heals.” Every attempt to look at Ryder failed, so she stared at the handle instead. “I’m not staying, and I don’t expect to come back again any time soon. That’s all there is to it.”

      

      Want to find out what happens next? Read LOVE & MOOSECHIEF now!
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