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      “Okay guys, remember, no goofing around. Go straight to the bakery, get what you want, go to the park to eat your treats, and then meet me at the accountant’s office in half an hour.” Shelby’s warning gaze ticked over each of her siblings as she rested one arm on the steering wheel of her truck. “Roxie, RayAnn, you make sure Jacob behaves.”

      “I’m not a little kid,” Jacob protested. “I don’t need my bossy sisters watching me.” While his tone was defiant, he kept his eyes averted. He knew he was pushing things.

      “Maybe, but you’re not a big kid either. Not the way you’ve been behaving. I had to have a brief chat on the phone with Miss Zelensky this morning about your attitude.”

      Olivia Zelensky, Jacob’s teacher, had hoped Shelby could come in for a face-to-face conversation, but Shelby didn’t have time. She had to deliver a pair of propellors, then pick up the kids and head directly to an appointment with a new accountant. The too-familiar sensation of panic flickered in her stomach, but she quashed it.

      Yet again, she thought of her parents. Wondering how they raised nine children and stayed sane.

      Though it had been three years since her father and mother died and she started taking care of her siblings, the sorrow could still weigh her down.

      She pushed it aside. No time to think of that now.

      “I don’t like Miss Zelensky,” Jacob grumbled.

      “What? I thought you loved her.”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Well, I think she’s awesome,” Roxie protested, giving her little brother an admonishing push. “You’re probably being a pain.”

      “Plus, you’re probably not trying hard enough, like you always do,” RayAnn put in.

      “I’ll take care of this, girls.” Shelby gave her sisters a warning look but softened it with a smile. Roxie released a pent-up sigh, and RayAnn just rolled her eyes. Thankfully, at age fifteen, the girls were slipping out of those emotionally awkward teen years that were a strain on Shelby’s patience and a deep test of her affection.

      They were slowly exhibiting less attitude and more co-operation.

      Slowly. She knew they were still dealing with grief, as she was, so she tried to grant her siblings as much grace as she could muster.

      “I don’t have time to talk about this now,” Shelby said, opening her purse and pulling out some cash. “But we’re discussing this when we get home.”

      Jacob curled up his lip as he took the proffered money, then flung himself out of the truck, slamming the door behind him.

      “Seriously, Shelby, he’s such a pain lately,” Roxie said, tucking the bills her sister gave her into the sling bag on her lap.

      “I know. He’s going through a rough patch. He just needs some time.”

      “What he needs is a smack up the haircut,” RayAnn said with an expectant look. As if she was more than willing to administer said smack.

      “Be nice to him,” Shelby warned. “He’s struggling and doesn’t need his sisters lecturing him.”

      “We’ll be gentle with the poor little snowflake,” Roxie returned as she slid across the seat, following her twin sister out of the truck.

      “I’ll text you if I’m done sooner,” Shelby called out.

      Roxie nodded in acknowledgement, then slammed the back door shut. The force was necessary to make sure the latch caught, but it sent a shower of dust spilling down from the driver’s visor.

      Shelby made a face as she glanced down at the white corduroy oversized jacket. She thought it would look good over the black tank top she had paired with her new black jeans. Now it held a smudge of grease from manhandling the prop into the store, as well as a coating of dust. Should have gone with her old faithful blue shirt.

      But today she wanted to look good.

      Today she was meeting her new accountant. She had seen Grady Anderson around town a couple times since he first moved in two months ago. Single, attractive. Hard to find in a town like Aspen Valley, where young men moved away more than they stayed.

      Not that she had much chance with him, she reminded herself. There were a few other single girls who were also interested in Grady, or so she’d heard through the chatter at church. One of them being Miss Zelensky. Young. Pretty. And no siblings to take care of or floundering business to run.

      Which was the reason Shelby’s fiancé Ted broke up with her.

      Three weeks after her parents’ tragic death in a car accident, when Shelby was in the depths of her grief and trying to keep her family together and the family business afloat.

      She and Ted had been together for four years, but the disorder that became her life was too much for him, and he ended the relationship.

      That was three years ago, and though Ted had moved away, he still drifted through her thoughts from time to time. Mostly followed by relief that she had dodged that bullet. However, the reality of her chaotic life settled into her soul. She knew that, while she loved her siblings, they were often seen as a liability to any man even remotely interested in her.

      Nonetheless, Shelby angled the rear-view mirror down, reapplied the lipstick she was sure was at least ten years old, and then pulled the truck out of the parking spot on Main Street. She turned down a side street to the old brick building that housed Anderson Incorporated. Grady Anderson had come to Aspen Valley about a year ago and started his accounting business. He had recently bought and renamed Four Star Accounting, the firm Shelby once used.

      She parked her truck, gave her shoulder-length hair a quick finger-comb, resisted the urge to double check herself in the mirror, grabbed her leather purse, and got out.

      It was a beautiful spring day. Winter had hung on longer than usual, and it was a relief to see green foliage and hear birds singing again.

      She pulled in a long breath, then strode down the sidewalk, avoiding a puddle from last night’s rain, and entered the building.

      Anderson Incorporated was on the second floor, so she made her way up the dark, narrow stairs of the one-hundred-year-old building and then opened the stained-glass door that had his nameplate beside it.

      An older woman sat behind the large oak desk in the entrance. She looked up when Shelby entered, and Shelby’s heart fell. Obviously, Grady had not only changed the name of the company, but he had also changed secretaries. Fred’s old secretary was a thin young woman named Rita who looked perpetually surprised and constantly harried.

      Shelby knew Jane Litman, Chloe’s mother, to be anything but.

      Mrs. Litman wrinkled her nose twice to nudge her glasses further up her face and gave Shelby an impassive look. “Help you, Shelby?” was her succinct question.

      “I’m here to see Grady Anderson,” she said, giving her old friend’s mother her brightest, most I-am-now-a-responsible-adult smile.

      However, the older woman wasn’t impressed with Shelby’s attempt at mollification and sniffed as she turned to her computer screen, lifting her head to look down through her glasses. “I don’t have you down to see him,” she said.

      “But I made the appointment almost a month ago with Rita.” The previous receptionist who had informed her of the change in ownership.

      A month ago, when she got a call from Revenue Canada informing her that she owed more in taxes than she thought. A month ago, when she was hit with an enormous bill, complete with interest, that she could ill afford. A month ago, when she discovered what a mess Fred had left her books in.

      “I don’t see it, and Grady is very busy.”

      “Can you let him know I’m here? See if he remembers?”

      “I’m sure that’s none of his concern.” Mrs. Litman held her gaze, but Shelby wasn’t backing down.

      “Maybe, but could you still ask?” Shelby gave up on the smile and instead went for her I-won’t-be-bullied look.

      It usually worked on Jacob, but she knew Jane to be a tough sell.

      Their gazes locked, and, to Shelby’s surprise, Jane nodded. “I can let him know you’re here,” she said with a note of disdain in her voice. As if she could hardly believe anyone like Shelby would want to take up Mr. Anderson’s time.

      She picked up her phone, punched in a number, and gave him Shelby’s name. Then she hung up. “He’ll be right out,” she said in a tone that told Shelby, even after all these years, she still found her wanting.

      Shelby tried to ignore her attitude as she sat down in the nearest empty chair.

      As she pasted the fake smile on her face, an embarrassing memory slid into her mind. She recalled her cousin Sandra, Doria, Chloe, and herself, walking down the road drunk, leaning on each other and laughing. They were a silly and irresponsible thirteen, and Chloe had gotten her older brother to bootleg some lemon gin for them. Doria, Shelby, and Sandra thought it was fun and hilarious. So proud of themselves for being so tough.

      But Chloe’s mother came home sooner than expected. As she drove past, she stopped, reversed, and pulled up beside them, demanding that Chloe get in the car. Told the girls not to bother coming back.

      Not that they didn’t deserve that, Shelby reminded herself, not proud of that embarrassing time in her life. She was young and stupid, easily influenced and horribly insecure. Doria, the foster child of her aunt and uncle, was no different. And Sandra? Well, she was forever trying to rebel against her father and his expectations.

      Just a bad combination all the way around. When word got out to the parents, they were all grounded for a month, only able to text each other. Her brother Burke and his friend Klint teased her incessantly. But because Klint’s opinion mattered more to her than Burke’s, Shelby changed her ways. Settled down.

      Eventually she and Klint started dating.

      One of the office doors opened, and Grady himself stepped out, looking way more attractive than any man should. And a bit tousled. His sleeves were rolled up over his forearms, his tie loosened. His hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it.

      “Hey there,” he said with a bright smile, hand extended. “Grady Anderson. But of course, you know that.”

      Shelby got up, returning his smile and handshake. “I guess I do,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, I imagine you would. Apparently, you have an appointment after all, even though it didn’t show up on the books.”

      Shelby stifled the urge to apologize. Wasn’t her fault that they had lost her in the shuffle. “I made it a month ago.”

      “I’m sure you did.” He shoved his hands in his pants pockets, exuding a charming aw-shucks attitude. His hazel eyes met hers, and for a tiny moment she felt a flicker of attraction. A spark of possibility.

      Then Mrs. Litman cleared her throat. “You do have another appointment,” she said.

      Grady dragged his gaze away from Shelby, glancing at the woman. “Thanks, Jane.” Then he turned back to Shelby. “So here’s the thing. I know you made an appointment with me, but I’m swamped right now with other obligations. So I’m sorry, but if it’s okay with you, I’ll have to hand your file over to my new partner. Even if I had the time to meet with you today, I don’t have space to take you on.”

      It was silly to feel disappointed about this, but there it was. It had been years since she felt even the slightest attraction to another man.

      “That’s too bad,” she said, holding his gaze. “But I didn’t know you had a partner.”

      “New development. He just started a couple of days ago.”

      Then another door opened, and as if her thoughts had conjured her old boyfriend up, there he was. In the flesh, for lack of a better phrase. In the flesh, but wearing a suit that flowed over his broad shoulders, a tie cinched at his throat. His hair clipped and shining.

      Klint Nelson, but in a whole different package than the last time she saw him.

      Shelby could only stare as his eyes met hers. But instead of the faint appeal she’d felt a few moments earlier, this time her heart pounded with delayed disappointment and, if she were honest with herself, sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Klint stopped himself from straightening his tie. Adjusting the lapels of his suit jacket.

      Self-conscious moves that underlined the differences between him and Shelby. The changes from then to now.

      Shelby stood in the middle of the office, her blonde hair skimming her shoulders. Her brown eyes with their dark lashes, an incongruity with her light hair, were staring at him.

      Wide. Shocked.

      She lifted one hand and tucked her hair behind her ear as her cheeks flushed.

      “Hey Klint,” she said, her soft lips tweaking out a cautious smile. He could see it was forced. He wanted to blame it on all that she’d had to deal with since he’d been gone.

      “Hey yourself. I was sorry to hear about your parents,” he said, holding her gaze, disappointed at the appeal she still created even after all this time. Even after Helen. “They were wonderful people.”

      “That they were.” Shelby’s smile shifted, and she blinked, as if still dealing with the grief. “But then we’ve both had our hard times.”

      His heart twisted again in answering distress. Though it had been two years since his beloved Helen died from stomach cancer, the grief still had teeth that could bite. They’d had a wonderful life together, short as it had been.

      He guessed Shelby, always with her finger on the pulse of the community, knew about his wife’s death, just as he had heard about the loss of her parents.

      “Yeah. Makes a person grow up fast.”

      “So you two know each other,” Grady said with a questioning tone, breaking into their conversation.

      “Sorry,” Klint said, turning to his partner. “Shelby and I went to school together.”

      They did more than go to school together, his thoughts chided him. At one time they had dated. Had made plans to get married.

      Until it all fell apart.

      He wasn’t getting into their history in the foyer of his new office. But he could see Shelby’s surprised look, followed by a glint of disappointment.

      “Well, that helps. Shelby is here for an appointment with me.” He glanced over at Mrs. Litman, who was watching them all with avid attention. “Why don’t we go into your office?” he said to Klint, extending his hand toward Shelby.

      Klint nodded, puzzled, then walked back into his office, and Grady closed the door behind them, giving Klint an apologetic look. “So here’s the thing. Shelby was a previous client. But I’m swamped, and I can’t take anyone else on, so I thought you could.”

      Klint glanced from Shelby, who was frowning, to Grady, who was giving him an encouraging smile.

      He wasn’t keen on working with his ex-girlfriend, the girl who represented the part of his life he wanted to leave behind.

      The girl he’d had so much fun with. The first girl who broke his heart.

      Klint dismissed that foolish thought, tamped down the memories, feeling as if he was being unfaithful to his dear Helen.

      “I guess I could,” he said, then caught Shelby’s puzzled look which switched to frustration.

      “If it’s too much trouble, I can go somewhere else,” she returned, looking back at Grady.

      “No. It isn’t trouble at all.” Grady shot Klint a confused look. “All her files are here. And I think we owe her some loyalty after the mess Fred made of her file.”

      Shelby said nothing, her arms crossed over her shirt. Klint noticed a dark stain at the bottom and the smudges of grease on her hands. Looked like she was still working in the shop her parents had set up in their yard. Still the tough young woman who he had found so appealing. And yet, instead of a sloppy woven braid, her hair shone, curled and pulled back to one side. She was wearing make-up, something she seldom did, even when they were dating.

      And, even more surprising, lipstick.

      He knew she hadn’t dressed up for him.

      Then he caught her glance toward Grady and the faint flush on her cheek as Grady gave her a quick smile before turning his attention back to Klint. And why did that create a low-level thrum of disappointment?

      “She needs our help, partner,” Grady was saying. “That’s what we’re here for.”

      “Of course. You’re right.” He felt like an unprofessional heel for even hesitating. “I’m sorry,” he said to Shelby. “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll look over your files.” Everything was accessible on the computer, and it would give him a quick over-view.

      “I’ll shoot you anything else you might need,” Grady said, giving Klint a quick wave. “Thanks, partner.” He said it with the faintest twang. As if he and Klint were heading out after work to round up the cows on the family ranch. Which was interesting, considering that Grady, who had never been near a cow, wore cowboy boots and open-necked shirts and Klint, who had grown up with actual exposure to the silly creatures, was all decked out in one of his many wool suits, cinched tie, and gleaming shoes chosen for style over comfort. All chosen by Helen.

      As the door closed behind Grady, Shelby shifted on her feet, her hands working at the strap of her purse. She looked out the window, then past him at the wall, then at his desk. She leaned forward a little, looking at the framed photo he had on his desk.

      “Helen looks amazing here,” she said with a careful smile. “As beautiful as ever.”

      Klint looked down at the picture and smiled. “She is…was beautiful inside and out.”

      “Of course she was.” Shelby’s smile grew tight as she sat down across from him. She brushed at the stain on her shirt, then folded her hands over her bag, settling back in the chair.

      Klint felt an awkwardness drift up between them, a swirl of memories that he had nowhere to put. This surprised him. When he moved back to Aspen Valley, he thought seeing Shelby would be no problem. Now, with her sitting across his desk, his deceased wife’s picture between them, he wasn’t sure how to articulate the confusion of feelings.

      You never forget your first love.

      The words taunted him, and he looked over at Helen’s picture as if to ground himself. Remind him of the woman he had loved so dearly. A woman who had been loving, kind, and good.

      “So you’ll have to give me a few minutes to look things over,” Klint said, clicking through the program to find her file, putting emotions aside and becoming businesslike.

      Shelby sat back in her chair, her fingers tapping at her purse. He heard a muffled ding, and she pulled her phone out, glancing at it. While he clicked and sorted, he saw her fingers flying over the phone screen, replying to whoever was texting her.

      He skimmed over the files, glancing through the last year's transactions, then pulled up the income tax form, and his heart sank. “So, according to what Fred has done on your file, you owe a few thousand in taxes and interest on unpaid taxes.”

      “That’s what I read in the letter I got from the government.” She blew out a sigh, leaning forward. “Fred always did my taxes for me. I…I couldn’t figure them out.”

      “They’re not that complicated.”

      “I couldn’t figure them out,” she repeated a bit more forcefully, and he realized how patronizing he had sounded.

      The problem with too much familiarity, he reminded himself. He could always tease her, laugh with her, but, of course, that was before. She was his client now.

      “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to…” he caught himself before he said yet another dumb thing. “Anyhow, Fred couldn’t seem to figure them out either. I’ll have to look them over much more carefully to ascertain what he’s done, but a cursory look shows me he over-depreciated some of your assets and mis-represented your income.” As he glanced over at her, he caught her wry look, then she shook her head.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, puzzled at her response.

      “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      But as he held her gaze, he caught a glint of humor in her eyes. As if she was laughing at him.

      He wanted to ask her what was so funny, but he remembered all too well how she, her cousin Sandra, and friend Doria could eviscerate with their caustic humor, their quick give and take. And how sometimes he had been on the receiving end of their jokes.

      “I can’t tell you a lot right now, but from what I see, this is going to take some time to untangle.”

      “Of course it will,” she said in a weary tone. She gave him another wry smile. “Sorry. That’s not your fault. I should have stayed on top of Fred more, but that’s why I hired him. Me and numbers. Not friends. But then you knew that.”

      Her casual reference to their shared history caught him off guard. However, it also touched on an old pain he didn’t think should matter anymore.

      “I can’t tell you much right now,” he said to Shelby. “And I’ll need any correspondence you get from Revenue Canada.”

      “I guess I didn’t expect an immediate miracle, but some good news would have been nice.”

      “I can’t give you any news other than what I just informed you of.”

      “Then, thanks for informing me.”

      He caught a mocking tone in her voice and held her gaze, trying to figure out what she found so humorous.

      Then her phone binged. She glanced at it, made a face, tapped a response, then looked up at him. “So for now, you’ve got what you need?”

      “I’d also like anything you’ve gotten from the bank the past few years. There’s an enormous gap in the information I have here.”

      “Okay. I’ll get it to you in the next couple of days, hopefully.” She shifted to the edge of her chair, obviously anxious to get going. “Before I leave, though, can you give me some idea what’s up for the current tax year?”

      Klint shrugged as he checked the computer screen again. “I’m hoping we can fix it up enough that the hit won’t be too hard. Once I get the bank statements, and we get it all sorted, next year will be much better with the potential for a refund, depending on what we find.”

      “Okay. Thanks, I guess.” She stood, and Klint did as well, buttoning up his suit coat.

      He caught another bemused look from her as he realized how his automatic gesture would look to her. She used to poke fun of suit-wearing characters on television shows who would always do the same thing. Uptight and power-hungry.

      That’s not me, he wanted to tell her, surprised that her opinion still mattered to him.

      “Thanks again,” she said, her smile polite. Reserved. He didn’t like it, but it was probably for the best. Keep things professional.

      He joined her on the other side of the desk and reached past her to open the door just as she reached for it.

      “Sorry,” he said, pulling back, but not before he caught a faint whiff of perfume. Something else she rarely indulged in. The tiniest edge of jealousy washed through him as she opened the door, stepping out into the lobby.

      She hadn’t gotten herself all dressed up for him, and he doubted she cared about Mrs. Litman, so that could only leave Grady.

      “Thanks for your time,” Shelby said as he followed her out into the foyer of the office.

      He was about to say something about letting her know as soon as he found something out, when the door of the office burst open, and noise and bodies and laughter spilled inside.

      Two tall, lanky girls wearing cropped hoodies, torn blue jeans, and bucket hats on their long, brown hair were calling out to a young boy who had scooted ahead of them.

      “What are you all doing here?” Shelby asked, sounding somewhat annoyed.

      “Afina texted. Said she’s not coming home,” one of the girls called out. “Thought we’d break the news about our sister before she got hold of you.”

      The girls, identical in every feature down to the fringe of black eyelashes and how they wore their dark hair parted to one side, stopped, then turned, staring at Klint in open-mouthed unison.

      “Is that Klint?” one asked, glancing over at Shelby.

      “Yes,” she said. “I can’t believe you still remember him.”

      “Of course we do,” the other girl called out. “We were crazy about him.”

      “You were all of six years old,” Shelby put in with an eye-roll.

      Roxie turned to him, her hands on her hips, head tilted to one side, as if examining him. “So what are you doing here? Why didn’t you let us know you were coming?”

      Klint chuckled at their reactions, recalling two young girls who always fought over who he would read a story to whenever he came to visit.

      “I’m here because I work here, and wow, have you girls grown up,” he said.

      “Tell that to Shelby.” One of the girls gave her sister a knowing look.

      “I’m not getting in the middle of a Prins family feud, Roxie,” he returned, pleased he had remembered his trick for telling them apart. Roxie still had the tiniest mole in the corner of her left eye that hadn’t gone away. RayAnn used to have one small shark tooth, but he couldn’t see that anymore.

      “Wow, you know who is who?” RayAnn chimed in. “No one else ever can tell.”

      Her praise gave him a surprising lift.

      “I have talents.”

      “You also have a fancy suit,” Roxie said. “I don’t remember that.”

      “Again, many years ago, girls,” Shelby put in.

      “Who is he?” Klint heard the young boy say. He looked past the girls to see a boy about ten or eleven glaring at him, his thick hair a tangle. “Why are the Rs so nice to him?”

      “You were just little when Klint and Shelby were a hot item.” Roxie stopped there, her widened eyes darting from Shelby to Klint as if she had made some major faux pas. “Anyway, Klint, this rug rat is Jacob. Pain in the neck and butt and everywhere else.”

      The young boy punched his sister with a small hand. “I am not.”

      “Jacob.” Shelby inserted herself between the girls and her brother. “Manners please.”

      “Good thing that didn’t hurt, Jakey, or I’d have to smack you upside the haircut. Again.”

      “Don’t even know what that means,” Jacob grumbled.

      “I can teach you real quick,” Roxie returned.

      Klint stood back watching the ebb and flow of the siblings’ interaction and caught Shelby’s frustrated look.

      “Okay, take this outside,” she said, then held up her hand. “Actually, no, don’t do that. Just be quiet and behave.” Shelby pulled a package of wipes out of her purse and handed one to her brother. “And please clean your face, Jacob.”

      The little boy snatched the cloth out of her hand, ignoring her reprimand and frowning at Klint.

      “Thanks again,” Shelby said to Klint, curving one arm around Roxie’s waist. “We’ll all be leaving now.”

      The girls just waved at him with a coy smile, and Jacob tossed him one last glare as Shelby herded them all out of the office.

      The look of relief on Mrs. Litman’s face wasn’t hard to miss.

      “What a bunch of hooligans,” she griped as she stood to walk to the printer.

      “I thought they were well-behaved,” Klint protested, watching as the group made their way down the sidewalk, jostling each other and laughing, with Shelby joining in the mirth. Looking a lot more relaxed than she had been sitting across from him in his office. She dropped her arm over one of the twins’ shoulders, then threw her head back, laughing.

      “Well, you should see them when they’re all in church together,” Mrs. Litman continued, pulling some papers out of the tray. “At least Afina and Nadia are gone now, but come Christmas and Easter, it’s one mess of Prins bodies joking and goofing around in the pew.”

      Klint felt a wistful lift of his heart, remembering the chaos of the Prins household. Nine children, Jacob, a mere baby, born when he and Shelby were dating. Everyone doted on Jacob. Every time he came over, someone was packing him around. In fact, Klint had even held him whenever one of them needed a break. They would drop the little bundle into his arms, and Klint would hold him, enjoying the way the little guy would smile at him.

      “I’m sure it is,” was all he said, retreating to his office. He dropped into his chair, staring at the computer screen and frowning as he looked at Shelby’s account.

      He hadn’t had a chance to study it, but it didn’t take more than a cursory glance to discover that the books were a mess, and he wasn’t even sure where to start.

      Not only were the books going to be a challenge, but the idea of working with Shelby wasn’t what he had in mind when he came back to Aspen Valley.

      That said, it was good to get this first awkward meeting out of the way.

      Except, as he scrolled through the files, instead of thinking of Helen, his mind shifted back to Shelby.

      And how beautiful she still was.

      He shook that thought off. He wasn’t that guy anymore.

      Shelby had seen to that.
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      “I almost didn’t recognize Klint,” RayAnn said as she set the dirty plates from dinner into the dishwasher. “He’s really hot.”

      “I don’t know, he looks kind of fancy.” Roxie took a few feeble swipes at the table with the damp cloth. “What do you think, Shelby? Your old boyfriend still make you all wobbly?”

      Shelby looked up from the laptop she had tucked into a corner of the kitchen that she had claimed as her workspace. She didn’t want them heading down the Klint road. Her own mind had wandered too much down there since coming back from town.

      Yes, he was as good looking as ever. Better in fact. His features had gotten more defined, more rugged.

      And his hazel eyes still had those amazing, thick eyelashes that gave him a mysterious and brooding air.

      “Can you clean the table again?” she asked.

      Roxie made a few listless swipes that weren’t much of an improvement over her first attempt. Shelby didn’t have the energy to push her to do a better job. She was tired, but she had a few more invoices to write up and some more information to gather for Klint.

      She had promised Jacob that she would read with him after this was done. Usually he read on his own while she worked, but he had been getting more needy lately.

      Shelby sensed he was missing his older brothers. He knew Burke was talking about coming back, which would be a tremendous help. Jacob needed male company and a male influence. Something Shelby couldn’t give him.

      Now and again, when she was feeling especially alone, Shelby would allow herself to daydream about all of her siblings returning. Drake, Nadia, Afina, Burke, and Liam and his family. All back in Aspen Valley to help her out with the kids or the business or the farm. Or, even better, all three. Oh sure, she got e-mails and texts from time to time, but there was no substitute for their day-to-day support. The sharing of the burdens of trying to stay at least a few dollars ahead of the bills and credit cards.

      But that was a dream. Liam was well-established in his city practice in Regina, Burke was trucking, and Drake was currently deployed in Afghanistan. Nadia was working her way through a photography course with a professional wedding photographer. Afina was in school, studying to be a vet. All of them seemed settled in their current lives.

      At times, she wished she’d had the luxury of leaving as well. However, when her parents died, she was twenty-five, and everyone except the twins and Jacob were out of the house, so she willingly took on the care of her siblings. Her mother had been an only child, and her father’s family all lived far away.

      Shelby was engaged at the time of her parents’ deaths. Ready to be married in four months.

      When Ted realized she wasn’t putting her brother and sisters in foster care or foisting them off on one of their far-flung relatives, he broke off the engagement. He loved her, he had assured her, he just didn’t love the idea of having an instant family. She was broken-hearted and angry and grieving, all at the same time. And her family needed her. So she suppressed her anger, put aside her bruised heart, put on a brave face, and carried on.

      Those were hard times and hard years. Followed by more hard times and hard years.

      She had no choice but to carry on. Roxie, RayAnn, and Jacob still needed her, and she had to provide some type of income.

      Shelby pushed down the dark thoughts, finished paying the last bill, then printed her copy off and shoved it into the tray holding information for the accountant.

      Now, Klint.

      “Did you pick up the mail today?” Shelby asked RayAnn. “I went to check, but the box was empty.”

      “I did. After school.” Then RayAnn frowned. “I forget where I put the stuff, though.”

      “Please remember. I’m waiting for some cheques.” Very important cheques that would bring their bank balance out of the red and into the black for the first time in months.

      “Sorry. It’s somewhere.” Then she brightened. “Right. I put the stuff on the table in the family room.” She looked over at her sister and made a face. “And no, I know that’s not where it’s supposed to go, but…well…I got distracted by a phone call.”

      “From Alan, no less,” Roxie teased as she closed the dishwasher and washed her hands.

      Shelby caught the flush on RayAnn’s cheeks and couldn’t stop a twist of her heart at the thought of her sweet younger sister talking to a boy on the phone. She’d heard Alan’s name mentioned a few times, and she had preferred to not pay too much attention to it. Hoped it would die down. She wasn’t ready for that kind of potential drama.

      “And what did he want that was so important you couldn’t remember to put the mail here? On my desk?” As soon as she said the words, she knew they came out too aggressive. But it was too late, and she blamed her own shortness on a combination of financial struggles and dealing with the kids on her own for the past three years.

      Seeing Klint again didn’t help.

      “I told you where it was,” RayAnn returned with an echo of the rebellious snap that Shelby had to deal with a scant couple of years ago.

      “And you did. Thanks.” She held her sister’s belligerent gaze, saying nothing until RayAnn lowered her eyes and pulled in a breath. Though the drama had lessened somewhat over the past year, she was still constantly juggling her reactions to the kids and wondering if she was doing the right thing.

      At times like this, she missed her parents with a sharp, hard yearning she had no room for.

      “Sorry, Shelby.”

      Shelby knew that the issue was minor, and she wished she could let it drop. But she’d been struggling for years to teach the girls to be responsible. To take care of the jobs Shelby gave them.

      “Okay. Why don’t you get it all and bring it here for me, please?”

      She caught RayAnn’s quick, angry look, but her sister brought them to her, then flounced off to her room down the hall.

      Thankfully, the pile of envelopes held not only bills but also the very cheques she’d been waiting for.

      Roxie finished wiping the table and walked over, pulling a chair out from the dining table and dropping onto it. Shelby could feel her sister watching her as she dealt with the junk mail, the bills, and the cheques.

      “No homework?” Shelby asked.

      “Only about half an hour’s worth.”

      “Get at it, and then it’s done for the night.”

      “Eat the frog, right?”

      Shelby chuckled at the phrase their father always used when he would push himself away from the breakfast table to head out to feed the cows. It meant get the worst job of the day out of the way and then the rest of the jobs would seem easier.

      “I’ll do it.” Roxie said.

      “Okay.” Shelby switched over to her bank program but stopped. She made a point of never letting the kids know how things were going financially. After their parents’ deaths, they all had enough to deal with. The last thing she wanted was for them to worry about money. They only knew money was tight, not how tight.

      “So, how are you doing?” Roxie asked.

      Shelby shot her a puzzled glance. “I’m fine. Why?”

      “Well, I just thought seeing Klint might have bugged you.”

      And what was she supposed to do with that?

      “That’s been awhile. And two boyfriends ago. And how do you even know why I should be bothered by being around him?”

      Roxie twirled a strand of hair around her finger, her eyes fixed on her sister. “Ted was a jerk, and Lane hardly counts. You only dated him for a few weeks.”

      “No thanks to you girls.”

      “I guess we could have been easier on him.”

      “Would have been helpful.”

      “But Shelby, if he couldn’t handle us for that short time, he wouldn’t have lasted.”

      Shelby knew that, but still. That she had found someone willing to date her after her breakup with Ted had been a plus. Even if it was only for a handful of weeks.

      “But I want to talk about Klint,” Roxie continued. “Do you still like him?”

      She wanted to say “no” with no hesitation, but the words didn’t come out. Instead she caught herself remembering what it felt like to see him after all this time.

      “He’s certainly changed,” was all she was giving her sister.

      “I didn’t like the suit on him. Why couldn’t he dress like the other guy?”

      “Grady?”

      “Yeah. He’s kind of good looking, even though he’s a bit old.”

      “Thirty-four is not old.”

      “To me he is. But Klint isn’t as old as he is. And his wife is gone. I don’t think he has a girlfriend yet.”

      “How do you know all this about him?”

      “We have our connections,” Roxie said, giving Shelby a sly look.

      “Klint is a widower, and I’m sure he’s grieving the loss of Helen, who was a wonderful person.” She knew where Roxie was going and wasn’t about to follow along.

      “I guess. But you’re kind of wonderful too.” Roxie folded her hands on the back of the chair, resting her chin on them, staring at Shelby. “I think you should give him another chance.”

      As if he was a game to be played at the fair.

      “Thanks so much for the ‘kind of wonderful.’ That makes my heart proud. And you should go do your homework.”

      Roxie kept her gaze fixed on Shelby. “You didn’t tell me if you still like him.”

      This time Shelby was ready. “He was a friend, and that’s all he’ll be. And you have other things to do than talk to me about guys. Especially a guy who knew you when you were still toddling around.”

      “You never forget your first crush,” Roxie said with a sigh.

      Despite the topic of the conversation, Shelby had to grin. She remembered how the girls would glom onto him whenever Klint came. How they would preen in front of him. Her mother had just laughed, but Shelby had been mortified.

      “I think you have lots of the feels for him.” Roxie popped off her last comment, and without another glance Shelby’s way, she danced over to the porch to get her backpack with her books in it.

      She returned, dropping the bag on the dining table with a thunk and unzipping it. Shelby shut the computer off. She wouldn’t work on the books with her sister looking on and risk her seeing the numbers.

      Instead, she went through the cheques and pulled out her phone to deposit them into the account. When she was done, the final number looked much better than it had for a few months. Once Klint got their account cleaned up, she might have a clearer idea of where they stood, finance-wise.

      “Are you coming?” Jacob called from the family room just off the kitchen.

      “Be right there.”

      Jacob sat on the worn couch, his feet tucked under him, a stack of books beside him.

      “You’ve been busy,” Shelby said as she dropped onto the couch next to him.

      “Miss Zelensky helped me find these.” He looked up at her, his eyes bright with expectation. “She said I would be able to read them myself, but I’m excited to read them with you.”

      “You could have started on your own,” she told him, her tone gentle.

      “I know, but I can’t read so good. That’s why Miss Zelensky found these."

      Shelby stifled yet another flutter of concern. Jacob could read just fine, but the past few months he had suddenly gone on a “reading strike,” as his teacher liked to say. She knew he was struggling in school, as did Shelby. Thankfully, Miss Zelensky had spotted this and had gone out of her way to help him. Naturally, he worshipped her.

      Or used to.

      While part of her loved having her little brother cuddled up to her while she read to him each evening, another part of her was concerned with this new shift in his behavior. Yesterday, he had complained that he had a sore stomach and couldn’t go to school. The day before, it had been a headache, and before that, another stomachache.

      If this had happened at the beginning of the school year, she might have understood. But he loved his teacher. At least, he had until the last couple of weeks. Shelby just hoped his change in attitude wasn’t the start of something worse.

      Shelby and their sister Nadia had both struggled in school. Every B was as hard won for them as Liam, Burke, Drake, and Afina’s As. She just hoped this wasn’t the case with Jacob. He had a lot of school years ahead of him yet.

      She opened the first book as he tucked himself against her, and she started reading, getting caught up in the story herself.

      When she was done, she closed it and declared bedtime. Jacob grumbled, as he always did, but she was firm, as she always was. She followed him up the stairs, supervised his tooth brushing, washing up, and then brought him to the bedroom.

      He snuggled into the bed, and Shelby sat down beside him, stroking his thick hair away from his face.

      “What are you smiling at?” Jacob asked, folding his hands over his chest.

      “I’m thinking that we should start curling your hair,” she teased. “Help keep it out of your face.”

      Jacob sat bolt upright, holding one hand out in warning. “No. Don’t you dare. RayAnn already said that she would learn how to French braid on my hair.”

      Shelby chuckled and eased him down again. “I’m just teasing,” she said. “I would never let your sisters French braid or curl your hair. I just have to figure out when I can get it cut.”

      “We could go tomorrow,” Jacob offered. “I don’t need to go to school.”

      He had such a hopeful tone in his voice, as if Shelby would even consider it.

      “Sorry, I’m not letting you skip school. You’re already far enough behind on your work, according to Miss Zelensky.”

      Jacob bit his lip, turning his eyes down as his hands twisted each other. His actions sparked a tingle of concern.

      “Is everything okay?” Shelby asked, resting her hand on his shoulder, curling her hands around his. “Are you getting teased at school? Something happening that you’re afraid to tell me? Because you know you can tell me anything.”

      Jacob frowned, tapping his fingers together as if considering what to tell her.

      “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter.” He heaved out a heavy sigh. “I’ll go to school.”

      He sounded so despondent that she had to push down the impulse to give in. But she couldn’t. If she did now, he would find another opportunity to stay home, and she didn’t have time for that.

      “Let’s say your prayers together before I go.”

      Jacob just nodded, closed his eyes, and together they sang the song that Shelby’s mother and father always did when they tucked their children into bed.

      It was a prayer that was old and familiar, and as she sang the words, Shelby’s mind slipped back to all the times she and her mother sang it. How, despite having as many children as their family did, her mother always had time to tuck her in. Listen to her cheerful stories and sympathize with Shelby’s troubles.

      How did they know what to do? Where did they get their knowledge?

      So many times, Shelby felt like she was building a boat while out on the lake. Struggling to stay one step ahead of her siblings’ needs and her own work, patching leaks before they got worse.

      And all the while, trying to keep her still-lingering grief at bay.

      They went through the usual litany of prayers for their brothers and sisters, wherever they were. When they were done, Shelby added a quiet prayer for Jacob to either tell her what was bothering her or let it go.

      She checked in on the girls and gave them their half-hour warning, ignoring the groans and complaints.

      Then she went down to the basement, unloaded the dryer into the already full basket, and brought it back up to the family room. She flicked on the television and began the endless and never-ending chore. Though she should get the girls to help, it was often easier just to do many of the chores herself rather than listening to the complaining.

      She set the basket on a chair, tugged a pair of blue jeans out of the pile, and started. As she worked, she tried to keep track of what was happening on the show she watched, but her mind wouldn’t stay focused.

      Instead, all she could think about, despite her protests to her sister, was Klint.

      Yes, he was as attractive as ever, despite the businesslike fitted suit, white shirt, and tie. In fact, if anything, he had grown more appealing. His shoulders had broadened, his body filled out. His face had gained a few lines, his mouth a firmness he hadn’t had before. The hair that he always wore long and shaggy, often retaining the line of his cowboy hat when he took it off, was short and tamed. She wondered how much of his transformation had been of his own accord and how much from Helen.

      Dear Helen, who throughout high school always looked like she had just stepped out of the salon with her tumbling curls and immaculately manicured nails. Whose clothes were always fashionable without looking flashy or trashy, as Shelby’s cousin Sandra liked to say.

      Who had always had a not-so-secret crush on Klint when he and Shelby were dating.

      Shelby set the blue jeans she had just folded on top of the pile and grimaced. They were faded and worn over the front of the thigh and desperately in need of patching. The distressed look was oh-so-fashionable now, but Shelby’s pants had gotten worn from the leather apron she wore when welding, and they needed to last a while longer.

      Right now, the girls were more of a priority for new clothes than she was.

      Which brought her mind right back to the bank account she had to take care of once the girls were in bed. Another thrilling night of bookwork, she thought, stifling a yawn.

      And even more coming once Klint was finished.

      The muscles in her neck tightened at the thought of working with Klint. It shouldn’t be a problem. It had been many years since they had dated. Not only time had fallen between them, but all the events of their separate lives. Losing her parents, her fiancé breaking up with her. Him losing his wife. Precious, beautiful, perfect, uncomplicated Helen.

      Shelby pushed the unkind thought aside. Helen had been a lovely person, inside and out. Shelby knew she could hardly compare to her.

      And why did that matter now?
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      “I’m so glad you could join us for dinner,” Arnold said, wiping his mouth with his napkin and leaning back in his chair. He glanced over at Maggy, who laid her silverware on her plate and looked over at him, her eyes shining.

      “It’s been wonderful to have you here,” she said, a wistful note in her voice.

      Klint nodded at her before he took the last bite of juicy filet mignon steak, grilled to perfection. His fork clinked against the fine china as he set it down, taking a sip of wine from the goblet beside his plate.

      Classical music played in the background, flowing out of speakers discreetly hidden in the walls.

      The mahogany table was covered with a heavy damask. A cut-glass bowl holding an assortment of lilies, roses, and eucalyptus leaves graced the center of the table.

      Helen’s parents always knew how to make things look effortlessly elegant.

      The conversation over dinner had been about his settling into his new job. The challenges of starting in a new place. How happy they were that he was here. Helen’s name came up, often accompanied with smiles, other times with a hint of sorrow, the glint of tears.

      Maggy had to leave the room during dinner. To freshen her makeup, she had said, but when she came back Klint could see her eyes were still red. Her grief seemed to still be raw.

      When she sat down, Arnold had given her a gentle smile, stroked her arm.

      Klint had felt a flicker of envy, as he always did when he witnessed their affection. He and Helen had cared deeply for each other, but he knew his in-laws’ love was built over years. Years he and Helen never got.

      As he set his wine glass down, the housekeeper, a plump, older woman named Louise, came over and removed their plates, nodding as Maggy told her she could bring in their dessert.

      Louise gave Klint a quick smile, then left as circumspectly as she came.

      “Whatever happened to Gabby?” Klint asked, remembering a spry middle-aged woman who bounced in and out of rooms, multi-tasking, chatting with him each time he came.

      “She found work with a household in Ottawa, closer to her daughter.” Maggy sighed, glancing back at the door. Then she leaned forward. “Louise is good, but she’s no Gabby. That woman was a miracle worker.”

      Klint had to suppress a grin, nodding as if in agreement. Maggy often talked about Gabby as if she had super powers. And while it was unusual for someone in Aspen Valley to have a housekeeper, for the Kozacks, he could understand. Maggy did what she could in the house, but she struggled with multiple sclerosis, and Arnold was wealthy enough that the cost was a blip in their budget.

      “We have something else we want to discuss with you,” Arnold said, reaching across the table to cover his wife’s hand with his. “The reality is, while we love living out here, and Maggy loves her garden here on the acreage, we need to make a hard decision.”

      Klint’s heart flopped over in his chest at the seriousness of his father-in-law’s mournful expression. The dejection on Maggy’s face.

      “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

      Please Lord, don’t let them be sick as well.

      The prayer was quick and sincere and a bit desperate.

      “Nothing so serious. Don’t worry,” Arnold hastened to assure him. “It’s just that Maggy and I would like to be living in town.”

      Klint noticed how he put himself in that equation when he was sure the move was more for Maggy’s sake.

      “But what would you do with your horses?” Klint asked, still surprised at the announcement.

      “That’s the hardest part,” Arnold agreed with a melancholy smile. “I still love riding, but if we sell this place, I’ll have to look for some place to board them. Not ready to sell them yet.”

      “Of course not. You’re still healthy enough.” Klint caught himself feeling a bit awkward.

      “He absolutely is,” Maggy said, giving her husband a loving smile, her one hand coming to cover his. “And I hope he can continue to ride as long as possible.”

      “Anyhow, as far as the horses are concerned, I have been looking around for a place to board them but haven’t been happy with what I’ve seen.” He paused, glancing at Maggy again, then back to Klint. “However, I found out that Shelby Prins has space on her farm. I understand she once had horses and I know that the Prins’ property borders on the park, which has many wonderful riding trails.”

      Really? Shelby again?

      But Klint kept his smile even, forced. “That sounds ideal, but I don’t know how long it has been since she’s had horses at her place. I wouldn’t know if the fences would be in good repair or not.”

      “If that’s the case, I don’t mind helping her fix them. Or you and I could.”

      Klint frowned, wondering why Arnold was involving him in this entire process.

      “There’s no other place?” Klint couldn’t help asking.

      “I’m sure there might be, but Shelby’s is so ideal,” Arnold said, holding his gaze, smiling.

      Klint felt like any more protests would draw undue attention to his own feelings of discomfort.

      “And what about the dogs?”

      “They’re coming with us to town,” Maggy put in. “We found a place with a yard large enough that we could keep Leonard and Daisy. We’ve found homes for all the pups as well. And if Arnold puts the horses at Shelby’s, he could take them with him on walks on the trails in the park.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got this all figured out,” Klint said with a forced smile.

      “We’ve done some talking and thinking,” Maggy said.

      Just then, Louise came into the room with a dessert plate on a tray alongside a china teapot and teacups.

      “Thanks, Louise,” Maggy said, turning to her. “We’ll take care of the cleanup.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind,” Louise said with a grin. “Dell is gone for the weekend. No one at home for me.”

      “Which is all the more reason to go. You can sit and relax and do your own thing.”

      Louise grinned, nodded toward Klint, and then left.

      Maggy handed him a plate. “I remember Helen telling me how much you loved carrot cake, so I got Louise to make it for you,” she said.

      “That’s thoughtful,” he said, taking it from her. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that carrot cake was, in fact, not his favorite. Especially if it had raisins. Which this one did.

      The thought was what mattered.

      He ate it, thankful for the tea that came with it.

      “So, back to the horses,” Arnold said. “Would you be willing to talk to Shelby about them?”

      He wanted to ask “Why me?” but figured it would only draw unnecessary attention to his discomfort with her. Though he was sure they knew that he and Shelby had dated, obviously to them, this was in the past and not an issue. At all.

      He wished it wasn’t for him either.

      “Okay. I can do that,” he agreed.

      “And because this is your first Sunday here, we were hoping you would come with us to Helen’s grave and put some flowers on it after church on Sunday,” Maggy said, her expression holding a hint of loss.

      “Of course,” Klint said. “I would love to join you.” He had wanted to visit her grave when he came, but he had been busy getting his apartment set up and starting with Grady. Despite that, he couldn’t stop a flush of guilt that he hadn’t gone sooner.

      “Excellent.” Arnold pushed himself back from the table. “Why don’t you come out with me to see the horses. Maybe, once we find a place for them, you and I could go riding again.”

      Klint got up as well. “Do you need a hand?” he asked Maggy.

      She waved him off. “Run along, you two. I’m fine to clean up on my own. Besides, I don’t trust either of you with my china.”

      Klint chuckled at that and walked down the long hallway to the back door and then outside. The sun was still above the horizon, but a faint chill hung in the air.

      They walked in companionable silence for a while. The acreage was large, and it took some time to get to the pasture.

      “Maggy doesn’t like to draw too much attention to the fact that she’s failing,” Anthony said as soon as they were out of earshot of the house. “But that’s the primary reason we need to move to town.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Klint said.

      “Yes. I am as well.”

      Wasn’t hard to hear the vague heartache in his voice. Then he gave Klint a bright smile. “But you know I would do anything for my Maggy.”

      “I know that,” he said. “It’s one thing I always admired about you and Maggy.”

      Their relationship was a far cry from the constant bickering of his parents. The endless dissatisfaction with their life. The chaos.

      In fact, Helen had often teased that he married her as much for her family as for herself. Though they didn’t see the Kozacks often, they visited them enough that Helen wasn’t too far off the mark. Spending time with them was always enjoyable and stress free.

      And comfortable. He had to admit that as well. Everything always flowed so smoothly. No bumps or hiccups or fights or people storming out of the room.

      He and Helen had the same harmonious relationship. Peaceful.

      They got to the horse pasture, and Klint had to smile at the sight of the horses standing out in the pasture, heads down. Eating.

      “Is Shonda in foal?” he asked. “If not, she’s looking extra chubby.”

      “No. She is. Not on purpose, however. She got out one afternoon. Completely my fault. I left the gate open and she snuck out to hang out with the Bannister horses down the road. Now I’m going to have yet another horse. Which is another reason I’d like to keep them at a place close enough to town that I can drive by and check on them.”

      Shelby’s place.

      “Of course. I can see that.”

      They were quiet a moment as they stood by the fence.

      “And how are you doing?” Klint asked Arnold, leaning forward, taking in the sweep of the rolling hills. Letting it settle in his soul.

      “I’m doing okay. Maggy has her hard times, but we are thankful for the community and for the strength we receive from our Lord. He is faithful and mighty, and though we’re sad, we know Helen is free from pain.”

      Klint’s mind clicked back to the days spent by Helen’s bedside, listening to Arnold and Maggy singing some of Helen’s favorite praise songs. Some of their own favorite hymns.

      It had been a precious and holy time, and, if he were honest with himself, had made him settle deeper into his faith.

      “That’s a blessing,” Klint said, easing out a gentle sigh. “I know time takes the sting off the pain.”

      A few ducks quacked overhead, close enough that they could hear the faint whistle of their feathers.

      “And you? How are you doing?”

      Klint held the question for a beat, then nodded. “I’m doing okay. I have my sad times, but overall I feel like I’m getting to a good place.”

      “It’s been two years now.”

      “Two years in a month,” Klint agreed.

      “Which is half of the time you were married.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And do you think you’re ready to move on?”

      “Move on? From where?”

      Arnold scratched his head, then shrugged. “Kind of awkward way to say it, but have you thought about finding someone else?”

      Klint was surprised that his father-in-law was the one to bring this up. “Not really.”

      “You should, you know. It’s biblical.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not good that man should be alone.” Arnold gave him a lopsided grin. “And I agree.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to go there yet.” However, even as he spoke the words, his mind sifted back to Shelby. The way his heart shifted when he saw her.

      Alongside that recollection came the reminder that she didn’t want him.

      “There’s a few single girls in Aspen Valley,” Arnold said.

      “Are you seriously trying to set me up?” Klint frowned at his father-in-law.

      “No. Just making conversation.” Another guileless smile.

      “Okay. Let’s talk about your horses, then. I’ll see if I can find a place for you to board them.”

      “That would be great. Thanks.” Arnold pushed himself away from the fence and turned to Klint, his expression serious. “I’m really glad you came tonight. Maggy was looking forward to it.” He eased out a sigh. “And I hope that someday she will get over Helen’s death. I sometimes think it’s harder for a mother, especially given that Helen was our only child. She and Maggy were so close.”

      “One thing I discovered in this whole grief thing is that there isn’t a right or wrong way to do it, so to speak. Everyone finds their own path.”

      “That they do.” Arnold gave Klint a careful smile. “I hope you’ve found your way through it too.”

      “I wouldn’t say through it. Makes it sound like I’ve arrived at some definite destination, but the memories don’t bring as much pain as they used to.”

      “Glad to hear that.” Arnold clapped him on the shoulder. “So you see what you can find for me for the horses, but talk to Shelby first. Her place would be my choice.”

      “Because of the location,” Klint reiterated, trying to catch Arnold’s eye, fighting with the vague feeling he was up to something.

      “Of course.”

      “Of course,” he repeated.

      “We should get back to the house,” Arnold said, pulling in a deep breath, looking around, his expression growing sorrowful. “I’m going to miss this when we move.”

      “I’m sure you will. I know I did when I was gone.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re back.” Arnold rested his hand on his shoulder and gave a light squeeze. “I know you and Helen were close, and I know you miss her, but please don’t grieve her forever. When you’re ready, I hope you can let room in your life for someone else.”

      Klint held Arnold’s gaze a moment, then nodded. “Thanks for that,” was all he could say.

      Then, together, they walked back to the house.
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      “So I got the stuff you wanted,” Shelby said, handing Klint the envelope.

      She looked breathless, and he suspected she was shoe-horning this visit into a list of things she had to do.

      “You also said you needed to go over a few things with me?” she added, hovering by the chair across the desk from him.

      “Not if you’re too busy.” She had yanked her hair back into a loose ponytail and her makeup looked smudged. As if she had put on mascara and rubbed her eyes. Not as put together as she had when she thought Grady was the one seeing her.

      “I’m always too busy, but I want to get this off my mind.”

      “Okay. Have a seat and I’ll pull up your file.”

      As she sat on the edge of the chair, he saw smudges on her torn blue jeans. Bits of grease lining her fingernails.

      Once again, a picture of Helen came to him. Always so put together. So tidy. He couldn’t help but remember how effortless she always made everything she did look.

      He pushed the memory and its attendant sadness away, then felt guilty for comparing Shelby to Helen.

      His fingers flew over the keyboard, then Shelby’s account came up. “I’ve figured out that one problem we’re dealing with is that your previous accountant hadn’t factored in the losses of five years ago to put against your income.” Klint looked over at Shelby, who was frowning.

      “What? I didn’t know the business sustained losses.”

      He twisted the monitor toward her so she could see for herself what he was talking about.

      “See, this was the year.” He pointed with his pen. “Do you have any idea what happened then?”

      Shelby looked at the numbers, shaking her head.

      “I know my dad was pretty loosey-goosey about the billing and collecting for a while,” she said, pressing her lips together. “I'm pretty sure that was what was going on that year. And a few other things.”

      Klint wondered what those “other things” were. Wondered if they had anything to do with why she broke up with him, because he had noted it was the same year. She’d cited the long distance. How hard that was on her. When he pressed her, she made some vague mention of not thinking this would work and that was all she could tell him. A one-size-fits-all excuse when coming to the end of a relationship.

      Though he was still curious, he knew he had to let it go. She was his client, and he had to deal with what was in front of them right now. Leave the past where it belonged.

      In some corner of his mind, tucked safely in a box labelled “Shelby.”

      “Unfortunately, we can only claim that loss against future income for five years,” he said, turning his attention to the matter at hand. “And that window of opportunity has passed.”

      Again, a tight nod from Shelby.

      Klint noticed how tired she looked, which shouldn’t surprise him. She was running a business and raising her siblings and still dealing with her loss.

      As he was.

      He shot another glance at Helen’s picture, his own heart folding over.

      “You must miss her,” Shelby said.

      Klint knew she was talking about Helen. He nodded. “It doesn’t hurt as much as it used to, but yeah, it’s lonely. It’s kind of difficult coming back, as well.”

      “I might be too nosy, and you can tell me to stop, but why did you decide to return?”

      Klint held that question a moment, turning it over, trying to find the right words to explain the yearning he had felt when a friend from Aspen Valley had shown him Grady’s advertisement. He initially wanted to ignore it, but as he toyed with it, let himself imagine coming back, the idea had settled.

      “I guess it was a bunch of things,” he said. “I always felt bad that Helen had been buried back here in Aspen Valley, where her parents lived, and I could never visit her grave.” That was only a small part of it, but was the first thing he latched onto. Self-defense? Protection against the appeal that Shelby still carried?

      “I can see that that would have some draw,” Shelby said with a knowing look. “My siblings and I still go to visit my parents’ grave after church whenever we can. It’s a way of staying connected to them.”

      “Exactly. But I also miss being part of the community. My French is still lousy, and even after living there as long as I did, I felt out of place in Montréal. It’s a lovely, cosmopolitan city, and Helen loved it there, but I missed the open spaces of Alberta. As well, this was an excellent opportunity for me to set up or to be a part of a business. The firm I worked with in Montréal was so big, it would’ve taken me years to work my way up to any kind of seniority.”

      He stopped himself, realizing he was giving her more information than she wanted, but it had been some time since anyone had asked him about his plans. His own life.

      He wasn’t ready to admit to her that accounting, while a job he enjoyed, had never been his dream job. But for now, it paid the bills, and it gave him a purpose.

      “And besides, my parents moved to Victoria, and this is closer to them as well as my in-laws. So I had quite a few reasons to come back.”

      “Well, at least you got to see another part of the country,” she said.

      Klint caught her gaze just as she slid her eyes away from his. Caught the longing tone in her voice.

      And the old curiosity, the old questions rose.

      Why hadn’t she come to join him? Why had she broken up with him and shut him down so completely without giving him a reason? He had tried to text her to find out more, only to discover that she had blocked him and shut down her social media accounts.

      He caught himself. No sense going backward to that other painful time in his life. He had come here so he could move on. Create a new life for himself.

      “So getting back to your problem here,” he said. “You are dealing with a perfect storm of trying to catch up from the loss and yet not being able to claim any of the benefits of it.”

      “I’ve had a few good years,” Shelby said. “Business is picking up. I thought I would be further along by now.”

      “Which brings me to another point. I’ve noticed several discrepancies. The expenses have decreased the past few years, and there is some income showing up that doesn’t have a category. What was happening there?”

      “I’ll need to see more to make a decision about the income. As for the expenses, they should have gone up the same time as the profit. More income means I gave Fred all our bills. He had all the paperwork. I trusted him to watch out for me.”

      It wasn’t too hard to hear the frustration in her voice, and he didn’t blame her. He had to stop himself from giving her the usual accountant lecture on only trusting the people who took care of your finances so far. But he still was surprised she hadn’t kept track of the numbers for herself.

      He suspected she had little time to do the checks and balances required.

      “So tell me more about the income that’s not declared,” she asked.

      He had been one step ahead of her and had printed out a spreadsheet with amounts and dates. He pulled that out of her file and pushed it across his desk to her.

      Shelby picked it up, her eyes scanning the page, then she shook her head. “This isn’t income. This is…these amounts…well…I think they can be classified as gifts.”

      “From whom?” Too late, he realized he had crossed a line. Too much personal mixed in with the professional. “Sorry. It’s none of my business who, but can you prove they are gifts? The amounts vary but come in regularly.”

      Shelby fingered the side of the page, pursing her lips as she thought. “Burke sends us money once a month to help pay the expenses for the kids. Fred should never have declared that as income.”

      “Oh. Yes. You’re right. That’s helpful.”

      “Burke’s been driving for a long-haul trucking company,” she continued, as if anticipating Klint’s next question. Which she nailed. He was curious what his old friend was doing. They had fallen out of touch after Shelby broke up with him.

      “I’m surprised. He was always such a home-body.”

      “Yeah. But the business was floundering when I took it over, probably from those losses you showed me, and we needed a quick infusion of cash.”

      Suddenly, a lot more things made sense to Klint. “So this is why the books don’t show any income paid to you?”

      She nodded, still looking down at the paper. “So, can you untangle this mess?” She obviously didn’t want to delve too deep into their personal lives, and he had been wrong to cross that line.

      “I’ll do what can, but I need to tell you that you should be more thorough with how you submit your bills. And you might need to come in a couple of times to explain things to me.”

      She frowned. “You know how the business is run.”

      To some degree she was right. He had spent some time with her in the shop, fascinated by the fact that the girl he dated knew how to weld. Made her look kind of tough.

      And she was. He’d seen her pick up a heavy propellor, set it on the workbench, drop her helmet, and get to work, while hardly breaking a sweat.

      “I know what you do, but I don’t know all the financial realities of the business.”

      “Pretty straightforward, I figure. Money in, money out.”

      “That may be, but I’ll need financial statements from the bank for the past three years,” he continued. “I noticed Fred hadn’t bothered to get them.”

      Shelby rubbed her forehead with her thumb, looking as if she couldn’t handle one more job.

      “Of course he hadn’t,” she returned. She pulled out her phone and made a note. “Anything else?”

      “I’m thinking it might be best if you bring your bills and income statements in every week or every other week rather than quarterly for the next while. It would make it easier to stay on top of things.”

      She released another slow nod. “Sure. And I’m sorry about the mess. I’ll try to sort things out a little better.”

      “That would be helpful if we’re doing the data entry for you.”

      Shelby rubbed her finger over a scar at the back of her hand. He recognized the nervous gesture, and he recognized the scar. One she had gotten when he, Burke, Shelby, Drake, and Nadia were playing pirates. Burke had underestimated the sharpness of the knife he was playing with, and when Shelby and Drake tried to board his cardboard boat, he and Klint fought back.

      Klint could still remember the look of utter shock on Shelby’s face when her brother drew blood. How pale she grew. The wooden sword in her hand had wobbled, and she looked like she was going to faint. Klint had caught her before she fell and, in that instant, switched loyalties. He wrapped her hand in his t-shirt and they all took her to the house.

      From there, Shelby’s mom took over. Calm and cool, telling Burke to come along to help Shelby.

      It took six stitches, and Shelby waved her “war wound” proudly, not easing off on her brother at all.

      Burke was grounded for a month, which put an end to pirating for the rest of the summer.

      So many memories, he thought, then tamped them down just as Shelby’s phone beeped.

      She pulled it out of her purse and gave him an apologetic expression. “I'm sorry, I’ve gotta take this right now,” she said. She swiped across the screen, getting up as she did, putting the phone to her ear as she stepped out of his office.

      Klint leaned back in his chair and dragged his hand over his face, sorting through his own feelings and reactions. He knew it would be awkward seeing Shelby again. But he hadn’t counted on being in this close contact with her.

      Nor had he counted on the appeal she still had.

      He blamed it on the nostalgia of youth.

      But even as he did, he knew the reason wasn’t that simple. He closed his eyes, pressing his fingers to his eyelids, reminding himself of Helen. She had pleaded with him not to forget her. And how could he? She was precious, she was beautiful, she was perfect.

      And she had been there for him after Shelby broke his heart.

      He sat up as Shelby entered the office. Her lips were pressed in a thin line and she was clutching her phone, her knuckles white.

      “Is everything okay?”

      She seemed to pull herself from another place. She jerked her head up, staring at him for a moment. She gave her head a faint shake, as if to center herself.

      “Sorry, that was the school. It’s Jacob, that’s all. He’s been struggling for the last little while.”

      “Do you need to go?”

      “No, he’ll just have to get through it. I feel bad, but I can’t go pick him up every time he’s having a problem. I need to get back to work.”

      Klint knew that to be quite true. From what he could tell, she’d been holding her own for the past few months. But summer was coming, which he knew from past experience would be her shop’s busiest season.

      “So is there anything else you need from me?” Shelby asked, obviously eager to get going.

      Klint thought of the conversation he had with Arnold yesterday. He would have preferred to put it off, but he felt he owed it to Arnold and Maggy to at least ask. “Actually, yes. My in-laws are looking for a place to put their horses. They’re selling their acreage and moving to town. Helen’s mom hasn’t been doing very well, and Helen’s father wants to get her into town, closer to the hospital.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Shelby said. “But why are you asking me?”

      “Arnold heard you have pasture available.”

      “We do,” Shelby said. “We have room for about five or six horses for sure. How many do they have?”

      “Three,” Klint said.

      “Only problem is, the pasture hasn’t been used for a while, so the fences need repairing. As well, I’ll be too busy to monitor them,” Shelby said.

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “I’ll be stopping in to make sure they have enough minerals and supplements. And Arnold has figured on going out riding from time to time.”

      “You still know how to take care of horses?” She gave him a crooked smile, and he knew she was referring to the few times they had gone out riding with one of their horses. He suspected they were sold when her parents died.

      “I know which end is the one you put the bridle in.”

      “Helpful. Will you be riding them as well?”

      “I’m not sure. It depends on how things go for me with this job. Tax season is just about over, so I might have some time then.”

      “I have a place we can store the tack,” she said.

      “Excellent. That would work great. And let me know what it will cost.”

      “More numbers.” She looked pained. “I hate numbers.”

      “I know. I remember helping you with your math homework.” The words came out before he could filter them.

      As he spoke, he realized, however, this would happen more often. They had a shared past beyond dating. They had grown up playing together. Burke was Klint’s good friend. And he had tutored her through school.

      “Yeah. That was a bit of a lost cause.” The faint defeat in her voice reflected her old insecurities. Then she shrugged, as if brushing all that off, her grin returning. “But as for the horses, give me a few days to get the shed ready for their tack and get the fence mended. How soon would they need to be moved?”

      “Arnold and Maggy won’t be moving out for at least a month. But if you could let me know as soon as possible, I’d appreciate it. Would give me time to look for another place.”

      Shelby nodded. “I get that. It’s a little difficult finding open pasture around here.”

      “So how much of the land do you rent out?” This much he knew from looking through her books. She’d made a few cryptic entries listed simply as land rent.

      “Most of it, other than the pasture. I rent the land out to Monty Bannister at Refuge Ranch.” She fidgeted a moment, “I know the previous accountant was pushing me to sell it to give myself some cash flow, but I don’t dare.”

      “Once land is gone, it’s gone,” Klint agreed. “You’re wise to hang onto it if you can. Though you could borrow against it.”

      Shelby gave an emphatic shake of her head no. “My parents hated debt. They paid that land off as quickly as they could. Didn’t matter how tight money got. So no, I want to make sure this business can run on its own without the risk of losing the farm as well.”

      Klint tried not to hear the desperation in her voice.

      He saw the anguish in her expression, and he had an urge to walk around the desk and console her.

      Like how? Give her a brotherly hug?

      He shook the thought off, recognizing the foolishness of it. And the danger.

      “You’re doing okay,” he said. “You just have to get past this hump. I have complete confidence that you’ll be able to. You’re pretty savvy about this kind of thing.”

      Shelby gave him a look that he could only describe as wry.

      “You think so? My old teachers sure didn't seem to think so.”

      “You’re not a quitter.”

      “Not usually.”

      Her words hung between them. A stark reminder of when she had quit.

      On him.

      And on joining him in Montreal to go to school.

      He brushed aside the old history, surprised at the faint twinge of hurt it could still cause.

      “Just get through this. I’ll do what I can on my end; you just do what you can.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” she said, getting up from her chair and slinging her purse over her shoulder. “It means a lot.” She paused, their eyes holding, and for a moment he glimpsed the old emotions. Felt a quiver of the old connection.

      Then she turned, and it was gone.
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      “I wish I could tell you precisely what’s happening with Jacob,” Olivia Zelensky said, leaning back against her desk, her arms folded.

      The classroom was empty, the kids outside for recess. Shelby had stopped in for yet another chat with Jacob’s teacher. This time, however, it was face-to-face.

      “I’m so sorry for his behavior, Olivia” Shelby said, working at the strap of her purse. “I don’t know what’s going on with him either.”

      “I was so hoping we could figure it out together. He has always been so sweet and helpful. Always being the first to volunteer for jobs. What has he been like at home?”

      Shelby lifted her shoulder in a slow shrug. “Not horrible, but out of sorts for sure. I know he’s been finding any excuse to get out of going to school. I thought maybe he might be getting bullied or teased.”

      Olivia shook her head. “Not that I’ve noticed, and because of his change in behavior, I’ve been keeping a more watchful eye on him. If anything, he’s been…well…” She hesitated, biting her lip, and Shelby was almost afraid to ask her to finish her sentence.

      But she had to find out what was wrong with her usually happy-go-lucky little brother. She’d always been so thankful he was as easy as he was because the twins had been enough of a handful for the past couple of years.

      “What were you going to say?” Shelby asked.

      “He’s never been unkind to anyone deliberately, but he has been short-tempered and quick to get upset when things don’t go his way. One time, when I confronted him, he said that he just wanted things to stay the same, but I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. But what is more concerning is that he’s been growing more disrespectful of me.”

      Shelby was so ashamed she wanted to crawl under the nearest desk. Except they were tiny, and she wouldn’t fit.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’ll talk to him about that.”

      “Please know that I’ve tried as well, but he ignores me. I know that something has to change with him. I do want to follow up on his comment about keeping things the same. Have there been any changes at home?”

      I wish, thought Shelby.

      “No. Nothing. Same old, same old.”

      “That’s unfortunate. I thought maybe something was happening in your family life that could cause this.”

      Shelby had to fight down a beat of resentment, then caught herself. Olivia’s question was legitimate.

      “At any rate,” she continued. “I’d like to get to the root of what is going on.  We can’t carry on like this.”

      “So what do you suggest?”

      Olivia gave her a sympathetic look. “If, as you say, there have been no changes at home, I’m thinking he might benefit from taking a few days away from school. I understand you have a business on your yard. Would it be possible for him to spend time at home?”

      It was on the tip of Shelby’s tongue to suggest that if she were to do that, maybe Olivia could help her with the laundry. But despite knowing that was a petty remark, she still struggled with annoyance at Olivia’s naive assumption that because Shelby worked at home, she could easily manage having Jacob around as well. There was no way she could stay on top of her workload and take care of Jacob and keep up with his schooling at home. This morning, she had gotten a very welcome call for some business from the boating club of Aspen Valley. A number of their members needed their propellors fixed. On top of that, she just got an offer to do some custom welding for the local welding shop, which was running behind on some of their work. While all of this would keep her busy, it would bring in some much-needed cash flow.

      “I don’t know how I could…” she let the sentence trail off, struggling with feeling responsible for her brother’s actions and yet maintaining that it was Olivia’s job to figure out how to handle Jacob when he was at school.

      Because he was just fine at home.

      “It was merely a suggestion,” Olivia said, holding her hand up. “But let’s keep it in mind. It might be a re-set for him.”

      “It sounds a bit like he’s being punished,” Shelby put in, feeling a need to regain some control of the situation.

      “He’s not. Of course not. But I wanted to see what options are available for us.”

      You mean, you, Shelby resisted saying.

      She made a show of looking at the clock on the wall behind Olivia and stood. “Thanks for your time and your concern for Jacob,” she said. Though she wasn’t thrilled with what Jacob’s teacher had to say, Shelby had to concede that it wasn’t Olivia’s fault her brother was acting out.

      “I guess we’ll just have to stay in touch. Thanks for coming by.” Olivia gave her a quick smile. The bell rang, and Shelby walked out of the room.

      She walked down the hallway, memories of her own time in these classes assaulting her. She had never liked school that much, but she knew that wasn’t Jacob’s problem. He excelled in all his classes. Or at least, he used to excel.

      Shelby pushed open one of the large double doors leading to the outside and walked around the building, then slowed her steps as she saw her little brother standing by a window of the school.

      The window of the classroom she had just been sitting in, talking with his teacher.

      “Jacob, what are you doing?” she called out, wondering how much of their conversation he had listened in on.

      He jumped and spun around, looking immediately guilty, and she guessed how much.

      All of it.

      “Come here, buddy,” she said, her anger coming out in her voice. “What were you doing?”

      He trudged toward her as his classmates surged past him, heading to class. He stopped in front of her, his head down.

      She knelt down and sucked in a quick breath.

      “You’re not supposed to do that, you know,” was all she said, not giving him the chance to refute what she saw. “That’s very rude.”

      She didn’t mean to sound so shrill, but she was tired and frustrated.

      He just kept his head down, looking at the ground.

      “I don’t know what you heard, but it wasn’t a conversation for you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

      “Don’t do this anymore. It’s wrong.”

      Another nod, then he lifted his head a few inches, looking up at her through a shock of hair that needed to be cut. “But am I going to stay home?”

      “No, buddy. You have to go to school. I’m not smart enough to teach you what Miss Zelensky can.”

      She was annoyed with him and embarrassed that he thought so little of listening in.

      “Now, get inside and go to your classroom.”

      He spun away from her and ran to the school.

      She watched him go, her anger replaced by concern. Wondering what had happened between him and his “most-favourtist” teacher in the whole world, as he had once referred to Miss Zelensky. And he thought he needed to listen in to their conversation.

      Trouble was, she didn’t have mental space to puzzle that out right now. She had to get back to the yard to get what she could done before school was over and the kids came home.
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      As soon as Klint pulled up to Shelby's house, he wondered if what he was doing was smart. When Arnold had mentioned boarding the horses here, he wanted to protest but realized it would sound kind of strange. What could he have said that would make sense to them?

      Besides, what did it matter? Shelby was part of his history, and he needed to get past that.

      To cover his bases, he had asked around, but Arnold was right. There weren’t a lot of places that had space to board horses. And for some odd reason, his father-in-law seemed stuck on the idea of them staying at the Prins’ farm.

      He got out of the car, closing the door, looking over the yard that was as familiar to him as his old home. Beyond the large, rambling house lay the lake, tiny waves glinting in the sunlight. The old pier was still there, with a couple of boats tied up to it. He didn’t recognize them. Nor did he recognize a couple of other outbuildings that looked newer.

      He knew it well. In fact, his parents often chided him about spending as much time here as he did at his own place.

      He knew why. As an only child of parents who didn’t get along well, his house was always tense. And when his parents were done fighting, the quiet had teeth.

      The Prins household was busy, noisy with kids everywhere. Friends were always welcome. It didn’t matter how many people were at the house, come suppertime, there was always room for one more at the table. Always enough food for everyone.

      Even if there wasn’t, it never seemed to matter.

      He smiled at the memory, and behind that came another nudge of melancholy. Other pictures flashed through his mind. Times when he, Burke, and Shelby would sneak away from the house on Sunday afternoons when Mr. and Mrs. Prins were napping. They would take out the old boat, puttering along the shoreline, trying not to get swamped by the larger, fancier motorboats that zoomed past them, as if mocking their little outboard and aluminum boat. But little did the people in the overpowered motorboats know how the Prins kids would laugh at their efforts, in turn ridiculing the owners of the flashy boats. Laughing at their need to show off.

      Wealth did not impress the Prins family. What mattered to them was a solid faith in God, hard and honest work, and the ability to take care of yourself.

      He smiled as other memories intruded, some edged with anger, others with sorrow. He and Burke had lost touch once Shelby broke up with him. Another loss.

      “Hey, you’re here,” one twin called out, bounding out of the house toward him.

      She was too far away for him to know which one she was, so he waited until she got closer.

      “Hey Roxie,” he said.

      Roxie grinned at him. “Still kills me that you can tell us apart. Like I said yesterday, no one else can.”

      “I’m sure Shelby can,” Klint said. “I don’t think you’ll get much past her.”

      Roxie shook her head. “I know. That kinda sucks. But we keep trying. Me and RayAnn are always up for a challenge.”

      For a moment he felt sorry for Shelby. It couldn’t be easy trying to keep these two on track. If they were anything like Shelby when she was younger, she would have her hands more than full.

      “Where’s your sister right now?”

      Roxie poked her hand over her shoulder toward the shop. “Working. Like usual.”

      “Even on a Saturday?”

      “Especially on a Saturday,” Roxie said with a grumpy look. “That’s when she gets us to do all the nasty jobs so she can catch up.”

      “Nastier than welding?”

      Roxie curled her lip and held up her hands in a definite gesture, as if pushing what he was saying away. “Nothing can be worse than doing that job.”

      “I need to talk to her a minute," Klint said.

      “She said you are going to be bringing some horses here.” Roxie grinned. “That’s exciting. I love horses.”

      Klint wasn’t surprised. So had Shelby and her other sisters, Nadia and Afina.

      “If you want to talk to her, make sure to check before you go in. If she’s welding, you don’t want to get looking at that.” Roxie shuddered as if remembering her own experiences with welder’s arc.

      Klint could commiserate. “No, don’t want to do that again.” He remembered walking into the shop once without checking, and Shelby and Burke were both hard at work. He had been fascinated by the bright flashes of the welder. Then Shelby looked up and saw him. She had kicked the switch on the welder and waved at him, yanking off her helmet, yelling at him to look away. But it was too late. Though Klint didn’t know why she was so upset at the time, he sure found out that night as he tried to pour water over his burning eyes. Tried to put drops in them that his mother had picked up from the pharmacy. It had been agony.

      He wasn’t about to make that mistake again.

      “I’ll make sure it’s all clear,” he said.

      “Shelby will be glad to see you,” Roxie said. “I know she’s kind of excited that you’re coming.”

      Klint frowned at her. “What you talking about?”

      Roxie clapped her hands over her mouth as if she had said something she shouldn’t. Then took a couple steps back, waving her hands between them as if erasing her remarks.

      “Nothing. Nothing. Just, you know, I think she’ll be glad to have horses on the place again. Because, you know, she kinda likes horses. But yeah, you go talk to her.”

      Klint chuckled at Roxie’s stumbling conversation.

      And yet, her words settled into the Shelby box, full of memories he had pushed inside and suppressed.

      He walked over to the shop, looking sideways at the lake, remembering how jealous he felt about where Shelby lived. He wondered what it was worth. He was sure she could sell it for a fantastic profit. Could relocate to a cheaper location.

      That was the accountant in him. Working the angles, trying to figure out how to maximize all assets and decrease all debts. Not considering the history and heritage of the place.

      As he got near the shop, he heard the hum of the welder, so he waited by the door, chancing a quick glance inside. Shelby stood with her back to him, bent over whatever she was working on.

      He waited till she straightened, then pressed the doorbell button. She turned around just as he stepped inside and flipped her helmet up. Her eyes, red-rimmed and bloodshot, looked tired. Once again, he felt the thrum of sympathy for her.

      He lifted a hand in a wave of greeting. “Just thought I’d stop in and check out the pasture,” he said. “Had little else to do.”

      As soon as he spoke, he regretted his comment. That made him sound like a loser of the year.

      Shelby pulled her heavy gloves off and set them aside, then tugged her helmet off her head. Her hair was dark with sweat, clinging to her face, which was streaked with black. She pulled a faded handkerchief out of the back pocket of her bluejeans and made a futile swipe at her face. “I didn’t know you were coming… maybe you should’ve called… should’ve told me…” She shook her head, then pulled the heavy apron off, folding it over and laying it on the workbench behind her. “Sorry, you kinda caught me off guard.”

      “No, I’m sorry. Like you said, I should have let you know I was coming.”

      They stood a moment, looking at each other across the expanse of the building. Shelby plunged her fingers through her hair, fluffing it up, trying to rearrange it.

      She seemed self-conscious, but even as she tried to make herself presentable, he couldn’t help but think how attractive she was. Nothing like Helen with her tidy appearance.

      Shelby always had a rough edge to her, an earthy beauty that had appealed to him.

      Still did, if he was honest.

      “I just thought I’d have a look at the pasture. Check out the fence. See if there’s anything I can do to fix it.”

      Shelby gave a reluctant nod. “I guess. If you need to keep yourself occupied. Just let me know what the repairs come to and we can take it off your in-laws rent.”

      Which made him realize they had never negotiated a price.

      “And what exactly will we be paying?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure. I haven’t checked out prices for pasture rent. But I can find out.”

      “No problem.” He paused a moment, memories sifting upward as he looked around the shop. Memories of Shelby and Burke trying to teach him how to weld. They both made it look so easy. But he had made such a botch of what he had done, they had to redo it several times to get it right. He knew they had grown up welding, farming, working every day. Something he wasn’t accustomed to. He always found it fascinating. The busyness of the shop, the farm, the family.

      Then, as he looked around, he glimpsed two familiar objects tucked away on a top shelf and walked toward them. “You still have this?” he asked, reaching up to take what was supposed to be a set of bookends. Shelby had made one, and he had made the other. It was supposed to represent their love for each other. And his love of books. Hers was light and airy, a lacy heart cut out of the metal. His was supposed to look like a heart as well, except it was lopsided, its edges ragged.

      Shelby shoved her hands into her back pocket, rocking back and forth on her booted feet as she watched him.

      “Yeah, I didn’t know what else to do with them. You know me. Not much of a reader.”

      Her easy dismissal of the bookends would have bothered him, except that she had kept them.

      A tiny flicker of an older emotion rose again.

      Once again, he shoved it way back in the recesses of his mind. He wasn’t here to court an old girlfriend. Someone who had enough going in her own life. He put them back up, turned to her and caught her watching him.

      And for a moment, he wondered.

      Could they…?

      “You better get going,” Shelby said, turning away from him, picking up her welding helmet and slipping it back on. “I need to get to work.”

      She couldn’t have been more dismissive than if she had physically pushed him out of the shop.

      For a moment, he regretted encouraging his in-laws to board their horses here, but he had to face the reality that there were no other options.

      So he did what she asked and left.
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      “Finish your breakfast,” Shelby said to Jacob as she cleared off the table. “You need a shower yet before we go to church.”

      “But I had one already,” he grumbled as he stabbed his fork into a piece of syrup-drenched pancake.

      “Three days ago. That’s way too long to go, being as grubby as you get.” She glanced at the clock, then set the dishes in the dishwasher. She knew this was a job she should get the girls to do, but they had made supper yesterday and cleaned up, so she wanted to give them one day off.

      And herself a day away from nagging and pushing.

      “Okay. I will.” He swiped his pancake through the puddle of syrup on his plate and shoved it in his mouth, the excess dripping down his chin.

      Shelby was about to grab a clean dishcloth to wipe his mouth, but before she could move, he used the hem of his t-shirt.

      “Make sure you put that in the laundry,” she warned, waiting for him to finish.

      “But it’s my favorite shirt.”

      “I know.” It was obvious by how faded it was. The t-shirt was an old one of Burke’s that Jacob had found in a box tucked away in the attic when they were cleaning.

      Her phone rang, and as she pulled it out of her back pocket, she glanced at the screen and smiled at the name and number. As if thinking about her brother had summoned him.

      “Hey there,” she said, folding one arm across her stomach, leaning back against the counter. “Long time no talk.”

      “Hey yourself.” His voice was tinny, distant, and she assumed he was in his truck, driving, using his hands-free connection. “Things were kind of hairy the last few days. How’s it going?”

      “I’m trying to convince Jacob to take off your old t-shirt before he has a shower, which he doesn’t want to take. The shirt was one you got from Dad when we went down to Writing on Stone.” A rare holiday for the family.

      “I loved that shirt.”

      “So does your brother. Do you want to say hi to Burke?” Shelby asked Jacob, who had been watching them, obviously wondering who his sister was talking to.

      At the mention of Burke’s name, Jacob swiped at his mouth again, smearing syrup all over his face and arm, and jumped off the chair, running toward her, his hand out.

      “Hey, Burke. I’ve got your shirt on. It’s so cool,” Jacob said, his voice holding the same enthusiasm it always did when he spoke to one of his brothers. “I want to go sometime. I think we should go see the hoodoos at the park. Shelby told me all about them, but I never saw them.”

      The trip had happened before he and the twins were born, when the farm was doing well and life was easier.

      Shelby picked up his plate while he and Burke talked, wiped off the table, and then held her hand out to take the phone away.

      “Shower. Now,” she said, her tone insistent.

      “Okay. Okay. Here she is.” Jacob held out her phone, his expression woe-begone. “He told me to have a shower too.” The disappointment in his voice almost made her laugh. Nice that Burke caught that moment and built on it. It was only when Burke called that Shelby felt she had some backup. He would talk to the twins and remind them of their chores, chide Jacob when he complained about doing homework.

      Shelby took her phone, making a face at how sticky it was. “Thanks for the push. Jacob is practically baptized in syrup.”

      Burke chuckled at that. “Glad to help out.”

      “So where are you now?”

      “Boise. On my way back up to Edmonton. Sorry I’ve been out of touch. It’s been a brutal haul the past few days.” He was quiet a moment. “How has it been seeing Klint?”

      Burke had called the day after she saw Klint for the first time. She had just tossed his presence of her old boyfriend, fiancé actually, out as a bit of conversation. Information.

      “I’ve got too much on my mind to give Klint much space in it.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Don’t need to.”

      “Fair enough.” She heard the muted roar of the truck engine gearing down. “And the kids?”

      “Good. I think RayAnn has a crush, but she’s not saying much to me.”

      “She sent me a picture,” Burke said, his voice holding a smug tone. “He looks pretty ordinary.”

      “Points for you.”

      A beat of silence followed her comment. She was about to say goodbye, but something held her back. Some feeling that Burke had something to tell her. He seldom called Sunday morning, knowing what a zoo it could be at the house getting everyone out the door for church.

      “So…I was talking to Monty Bannister,” he said finally.

      Bingo.

      “Okay. What about?”

      “Turns out his hired hand left earlier than expected, and Lee, well, he’s not due out of prison for a year. Monty is looking for someone in the meantime. He’s busy with the anniversary of the ranch coming up.”

      “And that someone would be you?”

      Burke’s sigh showed her that this was a tough conversation for him. “I’m thinking about it.”

      She had to fight the urge to ask him what the pay would be but knew that would put Burke in an awkward situation.

      “I think it would be a great idea,” she said. “It would be wonderful to have you home.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Burke asked. “I wouldn’t be making as much money working for the Bannisters as I would be trucking, but I’m hoping to do some welding on the side.”

      “You could make some gates. That’s getting to be a big thing.”

      “Would be an idea. Would bring in some other cash.”

      “There’s more to life than paying bills.” Then realized how that might sound to him. “You’ve done more than enough. Business is picking up. I would love to have you move back home.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, I can do a few more hauls,” he said. But it wasn’t too hard to hear the yearning in his voice.

      “I’m positive. Like I said, I would love having you here.”

      Just then, RayAnn came toward her, holding out a brush. “Can you do my hair?” She asked.

      “I’m just talking to Burke,” she said.

      “Well, say hi and goodbye. We gotta get going.”

      She heard Burke’s snicker. “I gotta go anyway,” he said, letting her off the hook. “I’m coming up to a scale. I’ll call you in a couple days.”

      Shelby ended the call and then set her phone aside. “I’m gonna wash my hands first, since Jacob got my phone all full of syrup,” she said to her sister.

      “I’d like you to do some French braids,” RayAnn said, just as Roxie joined them.

      “She wants to look pretty for Alan,” Roxie said, leaning on the kitchen counter. “Not that he comes to church, but she lives in hope.”

      To Shelby’s surprise, a flush tinted RayAnn’s cheeks.  “Self-conscious” was the last word she would use to describe her sister.

      “I can do them, but I can’t make anything fancy,” Shelby said, taking the comb and brush from her sister.

      RayAnn sat in the chair, ignoring Roxie. “I just want you to do a kind of crown braid.”

      “That’s back in style?” Shelby asked, brushing her sister's long dark hair.

      “It’s retro,” was all RayAnn said.

      Shelby separated a few strands, then started twisting and braiding, pulling a hair and ignoring the wincing of her sister. The clock was ticking, and the old deadlines she had grown up with loomed over her. Get to church on time. Gotta get her seat. With twelve people in the family, it was critical that they got there soon enough to get an entire empty pew.

      Though there were only four of them now, it was hard to get rid of old habits.

      She worked her way around RayAnn’s head, got to the end, and with quick practiced movements, braided the rest of her hair, twisted it around, and quickly pinned it in place.

      As she always did, RayAnn reached up to touch the braids. She flashed a grin at Shelby. “Thanks bunches, sis.”

      “Roxie, can you check on your brother and make sure he washes his hair?” Shelby said, handing the brush and comb back to RayAnn. “I’ve got to get ready.”

      “Are you going to wear pants like you always do?” Roxie asked, a knowing grin on her face.

      For a moment, Shelby wondered why her sister cared.

      “That dress you bought at Second Time Around would look really nice,” Roxie hinted.

      Then Shelby’s thoughts ticked back to Roxie’s questions a few days ago. About Klint.

      “I’ll wear whatever is the cleanest.” Then, before her sister could add anything, Shelby walked away.

      But as she walked over to her closet to choose her clothes, her hand lingered over the hanger holding the dress. She had only bought it because the girls had pushed her into it. Dresses weren’t her style. But at the same time, her thoughts shifted to Klint, and behind that, memories of Helen. She always wore dresses. Always wore her hair in some intricate curled and pulled up style.

      Shelby grabbed a clean white button-down shirt and her least faded pair of blue jeans. This was who she was.

      But as she came downstairs, she saw the disappointment on her sister’s face.

      Thirty-five minutes later, they all settled into their usual pew in the church. Shelby felt a tiny pang of sorrow as she thought of how full this pew usually was. Their family had scattered, leaving her and her youngest three siblings behind.

      The twins were graduating soon, and once that happened, she suspected they would be gone as well. Just her and Jacob.

      And Burke.

      The thought of her brother returning home made her smile. As for the money? Her parents had always taught her to trust that God would provide, and that worry was borrowing trouble that might never happen.

      With those thoughts sifting through her mind, she settled back into the pew, smiling her greeting at the family that settled down in front of her.

      Then she caught sight of a far too familiar figure walking down the aisle and stepping into the pew of his in-laws.

      She swallowed down a tiny thrill at the sight of his broad shoulders, his hair barely reaching the collar of his shirt. He was wearing a suit again, which should be a reminder to her of who he was now. As did Maggy’s quick hug and warm smile.

      But then, as he looked around, his eyes caught hers.

      Even though almost twenty feet separated them, his gaze was as real as a touch.

      She knew she should look away and yet for a few more heartbeats, their eyes locked.

      It was her sister’s elbow in her side that broke the moment.

      She frowned at Roxie, who was giving her a knowing look.

      Then her sister leaned closer. “I told you. You should have worn your dress,” she whispered.

      Shelby just shook her head, hoping her sister wouldn’t notice the same flush on her cheeks that had brightened RayAnn’s just an hour ago.

      Then, thankfully, the musicians started up, inviting them to join in on a rousing praise song.

      Everyone stood as more people shuffled in, and soon she couldn’t see Klint at all.

      But during the entire service, she was far too aware of him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Klint stood at the foot of Helen’s grave, looking at the intricately carved headstone. It was beautiful and elegant, just like Helen was.

      “I know we sent you pictures of the stone, but I’m glad you could see it in person,” Maggy was saying. She had hooked her arm through Klint’s.

      “It’s beautiful,” Klint said sincerely. “Just as beautiful as she was.”

      “I’m so glad you approve.” Maggy gave his arm a light squeeze. “I’m thankful you let us have free rein with this.”

      When Maggy had sent him an email asking if he wanted any input on Helen’s gravestone, he deferred back to Maggy. He didn’t have any preference. At that time, he hadn’t counted on returning to Aspen Valley. But now, looking at the cream-colored stone with Helen’s name written in a flowing script, framed with sprays of leaves and branches, he was glad he had let Maggy do what she wanted. He knew he wouldn’t have chosen anything near as fancy.

      “We come here most every Sunday after church,” Arnold said. “It’s just a way of saying hello. So it’s nice you could join us today.”

      “We didn’t visit much over the winter,” Maggy said with a light sigh. “The snow was too deep, and it was too difficult for me to walk through it.”

      “Well I’m glad today is such a beautiful day.” Arnold lifted his head, looking past Klint, frowning slightly.

      Klint wondered what he was looking at, then turned and saw Shelby and her sisters and brother standing by a grave about fifty feet away.

      “I believe they come to visit their parents graves every Sunday,” Arnold said quietly. He shook his head. “Such a huge loss for such a young family.”

      Klint felt like he was intruding, but he couldn’t look away as Shelby kneeled on the ground, tracing her mother’s engraved names with her fingertip.

      “You’re gonna get your pants all wet,” he heard one twin saying, but Shelby didn’t respond.

      Jacob stood beside Shelby, his arm around her shoulders.

      Shelby turned to her brother, gave him a quick hug, then stood.

      Just as the twins predicted, a large wet circle darkened the knee of her blue jeans.

      “I told you,” one of the girls said. Klint couldn’t tell from this far away which one it was.

      Shelby ignored her, still looking at the headstone. He wondered what she was thinking, remembering.

      Memories of his own flooded his mind. Her father had always been laughing, teasing his wife, who would join in. They had created such a loving, welcoming home. Klint had spent many an evening playing silly games with them. Eating at their table.

      Growing more and more conscious of his friend’s little sister.

      “I would like to talk to Shelby,” Arnold was saying as the little family gathered and began walking back to the parking lot between the graveyard and the church. “If you don’t mind?”

      “Are you sure you should intrude on their time?” Maggy asked.

      “They are leaving now. I think it would be okay.”

      Though Klint couldn’t keep his eyes off Shelby, he also couldn’t help the attendant guilt flowing through him at his attention. He was standing at the foot of his wife’s grave, bracketed by her parents, and all he could think of was the girl who had also once held his heart.

      He was just about to make his excuses not to join them when Arnold caught him by the arm. “Klint, would you be so kind as to help me out here? I know Shelby, but only to say hi to. It would be nice if you could ease the way, so to speak.”

      And before Klint could protest, Arnold was off, leaving him and Maggy little choice but to follow.

      “He is pretty determined when he gets something in his head,” his mother-in-law said with an apologetic note in her voice. “And he really wants to rent Shelby’s pasture.”

      “I’m getting that,” Klint said, offering his arm to Maggy. She took it, and together they followed Arnold, who was calling out to Shelby.

      By the time they joined them, Arnold had already waylaid Shelby and her siblings and was making light conversation.

      “Ah, Klint, here you are. I was hoping you could introduce us,” he was saying.

      Maggy laughed. “What is this, the Regency era? You may talk to her on your own.”

      “Regency era?” Roxie asked.

      “Yes. That was a time when manners were of utmost importance. You couldn’t talk to anyone in society until you were formally introduced.”

      “When was that?”

      “Early 1800s,” Maggy continued. “There’s a whole genre of books connected to that era.”

      “Books?” This made RayAnn perk up. Obviously her family’s love of reading had been passed on to her.

      “You can get them hooked on your Georgette Heyer and Jane Austen books another time,” Arnold said with a gentle wave of his hand. “Klint and I need to talk to Shelby about her pasture. Klint told me it should work out well for me.”

      “We can talk about books now,” Maggy said with a smile, ushering the girls away from the group.

      Shelby looked puzzled as she glanced from Maggy and the girls back to Arnold, looking a bit taken aback.

      Klint had to fight the urge to apologize for his father-in-law’s full speed ahead tactics.

      “I hope he told you that the pastures need some fencing done.” She turned her attention back to Arnold, seeming to ignore Klint.

      “He did mention that. But I’m more than willing to pay for that if need be.”

      “Of course you don’t need to do that. Like I told Klint, we can take the cost of the fencing off your first month’s rent.”

      “We can talk about that later as well,” he said. “But I don’t want to wait too long, in case someone else snatches this up. Would it be possible for us to come this afternoon to the farm and have a look?”

      Shelby blinked, as if trying to absorb this. “I suppose that would work. You could come after lunch.”

      “That would be excellent.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay with you?” Klint asked, sensing some hesitation on Shelby’s part.

      This time, she had to look at him, and once again, as their eyes met, he felt that old jolt of attraction. Harkening back to a time when all he wanted was to live in Aspen Valley and marry Shelby.

      He saw her swallow, then lower her gaze.

      “I don’t think they should come,” Jacob said. He lifted his chin, staring at Klint, as if challenging him.

      “Why don’t you think that?” Arnold asked the young boy.

      Jacob ignored him, still staring at Klint. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. Shelby always reads to me after lunch. And then…then…” His voice trailed off, as if he was running out of excuses.

      Shelby slipped her arm around his shoulders, pulling him close to her. “I’ll still have time to read you your stories.” She turned back to Arnold. “You’re more than welcome to come.”

      “Excellent. I look forward to it,” Arnold said. “I’m excited to know that there will be a place for my horses. And a place I can take them riding.”

      Arnold turned to Maggy, who was chatting away with the twins. “We should get going, my dear,” he said. “I’m sure Klint is getting hungry, and so am I.”

      Maggy just chuckled at that, then turned back to the girls. “I won’t be coming with Klint and Arnold this afternoon, but I’ll give him some books to give to you girls. I’d love to know what you think about them.”

      “That would be awesome,” RayAnn said.

      They all said their goodbyes, then went their separate ways. Klint to his car, Maggy and Arnold to their BMW, and Shelby and her siblings to the rusted old Ford parked at the far end of the lot.

      “I just assumed you would come for lunch,” Arnold said to Klint. “But if you have other plans…”

      “I have no other plans,” Klint said. But even as he spoke those words, he watched Shelby help her brother into the truck, then close the door. As she did, she glanced over at him, and he had a hard time looking away.

      He dragged his gaze away, only to find Arnold looking at him, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      Once again, guilt suffused him.

      “She’s a lovely girl,” was all Arnold said.

      Klint wasn’t sure what to make of it, but he left the comment hanging, then walked over to his car and got in.
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      “This looks like the perfect spot,” Arnold Kozack said, looking from the pasture back to Shelby.

      “I hope you’re sure about that,” she said. “Like I told you, the fences need repairs, and I should check the waterer to make sure it still works.”

      Arnold waved a hand toward Klint, brushing away her comments. “Klint and I can come here and work on that. You don’t need to worry about it.”

      After talking to Arnold and Klint in the church parking lot, Shelby had rushed home, fed the kids, then tidied things up, just in case the Kozacks needed to come inside. The house was a disaster, but there is only so much she could do. Hopefully, they could do all their talking outside.

      “But if I’m renting it to you, I would think that would be my responsibility,” she said, feeling a niggle of worry at how easily he batted away her concerns.

      “Maybe, but I also know you’ve got your hands pretty full.” He glanced back to where Jacob was swinging on the swing set, scowling at them. Jacob had taken an instant dislike to Klint and hadn’t bothered to hide it.

      On the way home from church this morning, he had made some comment about Klint’s ugly suit and his weird Lego hair. Shelby couldn’t stop a snicker at the apt description. But she had to stop herself from defending Klint.

      “I still don’t feel right about that,” she said, feeling as if she had to push back a bit more.

      “We can take the supplies and our time off the first month’s rent, like you had suggested to Klint.” Arnold leaned his elbows on the fence, and Shelby wanted to warn him of the rough lumber that would probably snag his elegant suit.

      “This is such an ideal location,” Arnold continued. “I can take my dogs here when I take the horses out.”

      “One other thing,” Shelby said. “I also have no hay for them. I rent the rest of the land out to the Bannisters, and they use it to make hay for their cattle.”

      “I can see why. It’s such beautiful land,” Arnold said, turning his head to look past her to the green fields rolling away from the lake toward the park. “I’m also quite surprised that the Bannisters haven’t offered to purchase this prime piece of real estate.”

      Shelby glanced toward Klint, who had suggested the same thing at one time.

      She shook her head. “Monty has, but my dad always told us we are stewards of this land. I know its value, but it has more than a monetary value to me. My great-grandfather cleared this property, and it’s been passed on through the family. I’m holding onto it, hoping someday one of my family members might come back and want to farm it themselves.”

      As she spoke, she realized how pompous this sounded. And to some degree irresponsible. Especially given that she was trying to raise her family on the meager income she made from the mechanic shop, buttressed by Burke’s money.

      “I fully understand,” Arnold agreed. “I know the other quarter sections I own do not have the history that yours does, but someday I’ll have to sell it. I had held onto some faint hope that maybe someday Klint and Helen would move back here and take it over.” He glanced back at Klint, who gave him a rueful smile. “God has a way of changing our plans. Though I don’t know as I would put that on God’s shoulder. I’ve learned to trust that He will guide the decisions as they are made. I have to say I really admire your persistence and your dedication to your family’s vision.”

      Shelby wasn’t sure what to say to that. Arnold’s kindness was unexpected.

      “I also understand you have a tack shed I can put my saddles and bridles in,” he continued.

      Shelby nodded, and with Klint trailing behind her, she led Arnold to the shed.

      So far, though Klint had been quiet, she had been aware of him standing just off to one side. Though Arnold still wore the suit he had on in church, Klint had changed into a pair of snug jeans and a twill shirt rolled up over his forearms.

      He looked so much like the old Klint that the old attraction slipped into her soul like an unexpected guest.

      “So when did you hope to have the horses here?” Shelby asked, trying to keep her attention on Arnold and ignore the distraction Klint created.

      “Depends on how soon we can get the fences fixed,” Klint put in, his voice far more casual than Shelby felt. “I can come after work tomorrow and figure out what we need.”

      “Maggy and I won’t be moving for a month or so, so there’s time, but I would love to have access to the park trails as soon as I can.”

      Arnold sounded excited about the prospect, which made Shelby feel better about the deal.

      Just then, Jacob came to join them, grabbing Shelby’s hand and tossing Klint a quick frown before looking away from him.

      “Hey there, young man. I’m Arnold Kozack,” he said as he held his hand out to Jacob.

      Her little brother frowned, and Shelby gave him a gentle nudge. Finally he returned the handshake.

      “You seem like a strong young man,” Arnold said, crouching down as Jacob caught Shelby’s hand again. “I bet you’ll be able to help Klint fix the fence.”

      Shelby gave Jacob a warning squeeze, praying he would be polite. “I like helping,” was all Jacob would offer.

      “That’s good, because I think Klint will like that.”

      Jacob didn’t rise to the bait, leaning closer to Shelby.

      “I think I’ve seen what I need to see,” Arnold said, pushing himself to his feet. “I’m going back to the house. I don’t want to leave Maggy alone too long with the dogs. We just had a litter of pups.”

      “You have puppies?” This caught her reluctant brother’s interest.

      “Yes. We have about ten of them. Cuddly and cute. Maybe you could come and see them sometime.”

      “Could we?” Jacob asked Shelby, tugging on her hand to underline his question. “Could we go see them? I would love to see the puppies.” He turned back to Arnold as if to further make his case. “I wanted a puppy forever, but Shelby said we can’t have one because they are too much work.”

      Jacob had been angling to get a dog for the past several years, and recently, the girls had joined in. Shelby didn’t want to tell them that she didn’t trust them to take care of it, and she wasn’t about to take on yet another job.

      “They are a lot of work,” Arnold agreed. “And it’s easy for me and Mrs. Kozack because it’s just the two of us, but you’re welcome to come any time. Klint comes and visits often; he could take you.”

      Jacob pulled back at that, shaking his head. “No. I don’t want to go with him.”

      Shelby couldn’t stop a quick glance Klint’s way. But he shrugged as if wasn’t sure himself why Jacob seemed to dislike him so much.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Arnold said as he gave Shelby another broad smile. “Thanks for letting us invade. I’ll leave you and Klint to figure out the details.”

      Then, without another glance back, he strode to his car, leaving Klint behind.

      Jacob looked at Klint as if he wished he would leave too. But he said nothing.

      Then the door of the house opened, and Roxie was standing on the step. “Jacob, get in here and clean your room,” she yelled across the yard.

      Shelby frowned down at her brother. “I thought you did that yesterday?”

      Jacob dropped his head, digging in the ground with the toe of his running shoe.  The hole in the toe was embarrassing. She really needed to take the boy in to town to get another pair. He was growing so fast she could hardly keep up.

      “Get it done now,” she said.

      “But it’s Sunday,” he moaned, still clinging to her hand. “You always said we shouldn’t work on Sunday.”

      “Cleaning your room isn’t work. It’s fun,” Shelby said, injecting a note of humor into her voice.

      “Jacob. C’mon,” Roxie called out, waving her arm for him to move. “I’ll help you.”

      “See. Now it can be fun,” Shelby encouraged.

      “She’s just always so bossy.” Jacob released her hand, but just before he left, he shot another glare at Klint.

      Thankfully, Klint’s attention seemed to be on the pasture fences as Jacob trudged to the house.

      “We can have a closer look if you want,” she said.

      “That won’t be classified as work?” He looked serious, but his voice held a teasing note.

      “We’re just looking,” she clarified. “Not hauling posts and tightening wires.”

      He glanced at his watch. “Actually, I’m heading over to Refuge Ranch. Arnold’s one saddle needs some repairs. I was going to drop it off at the saddle shop on the ranch for Monty to fix.”

      “Actually, Keira is running that now.”

      “Is she? I didn’t know that. Will be fun to catch up with her again.”

      Shelby stifled a small tinge of jealousy. Keira Bannister was the kind of girl lots of guys like to hang with. She was spunky, pretty, single, and a good friend of Shelby’s. They both ran their own businesses, except Keira had the advantage of the Bannister money backing her.

      “If it’s okay with you, can I come by tomorrow to check out the fences? After work? I might have a few more questions for you anyway,” Klint continued. He turned his eyes, locking onto hers.

      Once again, time wheeled and slowed. Once again, she had a hard time finding her breath.

      Why, after all this time, could he still affect her like this?

      Because you never completely forgot about him, that’s why.

      The wind picked up, swirling around them, teasing her hair loose. A strand slipped across her face, getting caught in her lipstick.

      Just as she was about to brush it away, his hand fluttered over her face, then tucked her hair behind her ear.

      An automatic gesture that he had done so many times before.

      “Sorry,” he said, lifting his hand in an apologetic move. “I don’t know why…” his voice faded off and Shelby easily saw his discomfort.

      “No problem.” She took a step back, as much for her own protection as to break the connection between them. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      Before she could entertain anymore foolish thoughts or notions, she spun around and strode back to the house.

      She closed the door and leaned back against it, trying to still the foolish flutter in her chest. The notion that anything at all could happen between her and Klint.

      Yet, even as she pushed that thought aside, a tiny tendril of hope snaked upward. The memory of how their eyes would catch. The allure she felt as real as his touch a few moments ago.

      Was she just projecting older hopes? Or was something happening between them?

      “Shelby, Jacob won’t listen to me,” she heard Roxie call out from the top of the stairs.

      “I’m listening. She’s just being bossy.” Jacob sounded even whinier than he did when he was glaring at Klint back at the horse corral.

      What was that about anyway?

      “And Roxie just stole my favorite hoodie.” RayAnn’s voice joined the fray. “Tell her to give it back.”

      “This isn’t Shelby,” she called back, lowering her voice, pushing herself away from the door.

      Silence followed her pronouncement.

      “Then who is it?” The hesitancy in Roxie’s voice almost made her laugh aloud.

      “This is her evil doppelgänger who won’t put up with nonsense from bratty kids.”

      Another beat of quiet.

      Then they all started up at once, effectively erasing even the faintest notion she had of anything happening between her and Klint. Who would want to take this all on? Ted certainly didn’t. And Klint, after his idyllic life with the lovely Helen, wouldn’t want to.
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        * * *

      

      The buzzer in the shop rang above the drone of the welder, and Shelby turned the torch off, lifted her visor, and glanced at the clock.

      Only 3:30. It wasn’t the kids home from school.

      She frowned as she pulled off her helmet, calling out for whoever was at the door to come in.

      Then her heart did the same flip it did yesterday when Klint walked in, again wearing blue jeans and a loose-fitting shirt.

      “Is it casual day at the office?” she asked, unable to keep the comment to herself.

      Klint glanced down at his clothes, then released a slow grin that did nothing to keep her emotions stable. “No. I didn’t go in today.”

      “Playing hooky already?”

      Again she caught herself. What was she doing? So easily slipping back into the teasing back and forth they always indulged in when they were dating.

      “Old habits coming back,” he returned, his grin morphing into a heart-dissolving smile. “Next, I’m heading into town to the Grill and Chill to chat with the old-timers.”

      She was about to make another retort but caught herself. “I’m guessing you’re here to check on the fences?”

      “Yeah. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course. I’ll come with you. Show you where the biggest problems are.”

      “You playing hooky too?” he teased.

      “I’m just about done. I can finish later.” She set her welding gloves aside and shucked off her coveralls, trying not to feel self-conscious.

      She knew she shouldn’t compare, but her mind slipped back to Helen with her bouncy curls, perfect lipstick, and on-trend clothes that were always fashionable and elegant. Not an easy look to pull off, but Helen always did.

      You are who God made you to be.

      Her father’s comment reverberated through her mind, a gentle reminder he often gave her to accept herself. Something she had worked very hard on that horrible year after she broke up with Klint, when everything she had depended on to create stability in her life was upended and tossed about.

      “You won’t need to buy all the supplies. I found some wire and staples in one garage,” she said as she walked ahead of him out of the shop. She fought the urge to rearrange her damp and tangled hair. Trying to straighten her blouse, which she noticed had been buttoned up in the wrong buttonholes. Too busy. Too rushed. Too many things on her mind.

      She spread her fingers out and stretched her arms.

      She and Doria had taken a yoga class a few years ago. The teacher taught them this move, intoning in a breathy, serious voice that it would help the tension flow out of her body, through her fingertips, into the world.

      Doria, of course, leaned over and whispered that, with her luck, the tension would follow her around and jump back in when she dropped her guard.

      Despite Doria’s comment, Shelby found that sometimes it helped. Right now, it did, a little bit.

      “Of course, you remember where the pasture is,” Shelby said, glancing back at Klint, who easily caught up to her.

      “Of course I do,” Klint said. “But remind me again of how many acres the pasture is.”

      “It’s about sixty. Which is more than plenty for three horses. We ran about ten at one time,” Shelby said.

      They walked in silence for a while, and with each step it seemed the faint tension humming between them eased just a little.

      They came to a metal gate, which Shelby unlatched, holding it open for Klint. She closed it behind him, and together they walked through the thick grass toward the fence line.

      “There’s a lot of grass. They should be okay.” They followed the fence line for a bit. “You can see where the wires are sagging. That’s where you’ll need to start. I’ve been using a hot-wire electrical fence,” she corrected.

      Klint gave her a crooked grin. “I know what a hot wire fence is.”

      “Of course you do.” Shelby dragged her gaze away from him, stretched her hands out again. Release. Release. “But I disconnected it. I don’t know what Arnold’s horses will be like, so it might be better to string up a three or four wire fence.”

      “Probably a good idea. Don’t want the girls to have to chase horses.”

      “Or, heaven forbid, Jacob. He’s been in such a mood lately.” The confession popped out, and she realized he probably didn’t want to know about her brother’s disposition.

      “He seemed kind of grumpy yesterday,” Klint said. “I don’t think he likes me much.”

      “Well, he’s just…” Shelby let the protest trail off, knowing she would be lying if she refuted him.

      “It’s okay. I can handle it.”

      Shelby wasn’t sure what to say, so she went with her default. “I’m sorry.”

      “I told you no problem. I can handle stink-eye from a little boy like him. You said he’s been having trouble in school, so I figure he’s got some stuff going on.”

      She eased out a sigh as they made their way across the grassy hummocks, trying not to trip. “He does, and it doesn’t help that the girls can rag on him something fierce.”

      “I’m sure that can’t be fun for him, though I wouldn’t know what it was like.”

      “There’s something to be said about being an only child,” Shelby put in.

      “Sometimes. But it was pretty lonely too. Particularly with all the moving my parents did before we settled here.”

      “Well, you can be lonely in a large family too.”

      “I can’t imagine that.”

      “Maybe not, but for Jacob I think it can happen. Being the youngest has been hard for him, with no father around. Getting bugged by two older sisters really makes him miss Burke.”

      “You’ve got quite a load, running a business and taking care of your sisters and brother.”

      Shelby caught the sympathetic tone in his voice and couldn’t stop a quick glance sideways.

      Just in time to catch him looking directly at her.

      Something deep and voiceless moved within her soul, an old bond that was slowly returning.

      She swallowed down her reaction, forcing herself to look at the fence line. Concentrate on the job at hand.

      “You can see where those wires are sagging,” she said, pointing. “That’s one issue.”

      She strode on ahead of him, all business now, until they came to the rail fence. “This is the other part of the fence that needs work.”

      Something had knocked away some of the top logs, and many of the fenceposts stood at a wonky angle.

      “We had a family of moose hanging around here helping themselves. Thankfully, they're not huge on grazing, but they are hard on fences,” Shelby said, pushing aside a log that had been knocked down.

      “Will you want me to get rails at the Co-op?”

      “I guess you could.” Shelby lifted her palm. It would cost her more, but since Klint was doing the work, she could hardly ask more of him.

      “Or I could cut some down from the bush on the edge of the property,” he returned, as if sensing her hesitation.

      “That would take more time, but it would be cheaper.” She hated bringing that up, but Klint knew the reality of her finances better than anyone right now. No sense getting all prideful.

      “Plus, I could use the tamarack,” he said. “I could get the kids to help me peel them. Give them something to do if you want to keep them busy.”

      “I would bet most anything you can’t get Roxie, RayAnn, and Jacob to help you.”

      “Sounds like a challenge.”

      Shelby caught his gaze again, his comment harkening back to the crazy times he, Burke, Sandra, and herself would build tree forts in the bush. Race horses across the fields.

      “Never could resist a challenge, could you?” she couldn’t help asking.

      Klint grinned at her, his expression softening the lines of his face, making gentle crinkles around his green eyes. Their gazes locked again, held a little longer than necessary. Again, Shelby had to force herself to look away. Not to get pulled back into the old attraction, as her cheeks flushed and her heart rate jumped.

      “At any rate, I can get it done by myself,” Klint said, sounding a lot more composed than she felt. “As long as you’ve got the tools.”

      “You’ll have to do some digging around. It’s been years since I’ve peeled logs,” Shelby said.

      “No problem. I can figure it out.”

      Shelby started moving again, walking along the broken log fence, keeping her focus on not tripping in the thick grass.

      Birds sang overhead, and in the distance, she heard ducks quacking on the lake. Spring was here, and the warmth of the sun on her shoulders lifted her heart. It had been a long winter. Even with Burke sending money, it had been a struggle to get by. Renting out the horse pasture would bring in some extra income, which would be helpful once Burke came back.

      “You look pensive,” Klint said.

      “Pensive? You’ve been studying your thesaurus lately?”

      She avoided a hummock, stepping around it.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, easily keeping up to her.

      “Nothing. Just, you know…”

      “Actually, I don’t,” he said. “Maybe you can explain it to me.”

      Then, to her shock, he touched her arm, getting her attention now. As if an invisible string pulled on her head, she turned to face him.

      She sensed she wasn’t getting off with some flip comment. Sensed they were edging toward some type of…what…reconciliation?

      And right behind that question hovered the loneliness she had felt after she and Klint broke up, and then again when Ted broke up with her.

      “The boats will be out pretty soon,” she said, changing the topic, struggling to find her footing.

      “Or marine vessels. I’m really going to be exercising my thesaurus,” Klint said.

      “I guess education does that to a person.” She dared a quick smile his way. “Not only expands their horizons, but also expands their vocabulary.”

      Klint leaned one elbow on the fence, trapping her between the corner of the fence and the rest of the pasture.

      “I’m sorry, but you’ll need to expand on your theses.” The teasing note in his voice both confused and confounded her. “I get the feeling that you don’t entirely approve of my education.”

      What to say to that? She leaned on the fence, winnowing through her thoughts.

      She had started this, may as well finish it.

      She waved a hand in a vague gesture. “That’s not it at all. You’ve always been really intelligent, and I always admired that about you. How smart and yet how dedicated you were. It’s just that when I was in your office, and you were talking about spreadsheets and balances and all that other stuff…I know a lot of that is just accountant language, but it just seemed like your words are just…I don’t know…” She stammered along, wishing he would just drop it.

      But he said nothing, his eyes holding hers.

      “It’s like you’re a different person.”

      For a few heartbeats, he said nothing, still holding her gaze. “I am different,” he said. “So are you.”

      “I guess time and circumstances have a way of making that happen,” was all she could manage.

      Again, he said nothing, although this time, Shelby sensed he wanted something from her. But what could she give him?

      “I’m sure Helen changed as well,” Shelby said, deliberately bringing his wife into the conversation.

      Klint gave a light shrug of acknowledgement. “Not so much. She always liked looking good. Dressing up. Montreal was a delight for her.”

      “Her cancer must have been difficult for you,” Shelby said, thankful on the one hand for the shift in conversation, yet fighting the thrum of jealousy at the devoted look on his face.

      “It was hard watching her struggle that last half year. I took time off work the last month to be with her. Her parents came in as well.”

      This time he shifted, resting both elbows on the fence, looking out over the lake.

      She could tell that his thoughts had shifted back to that time, from the way his mouth twisted, just a little, and from the faraway look in his eyes.

      She said nothing, acknowledging his grief.

      “Watching her die was probably one of the hardest things I’ve ever done,” he said finally, his voice holding a quiet reverence. “But I wouldn’t have traded it for the world. I was thankful I could be there for her.”

      Shelby swallowed down her own sorrow. “Helen was a really good person,” she said, “I’m sure she was an amazing wife and daughter.”

      “She was, and I’m thankful I can be back here with her parents. As I was going through grief counseling, talking to some of the other people in the class, the one thing I discovered was how unbelievably heart-wrenching it is for parents to bury a child. How it cuts against everything God created in this world.”

      Shelby clenched her fists against a piercing sword of heartache. She swallowed, willing it away. She didn’t want to make this about her, but it was hard to listen to his sympathy for his wife’s family.

      Then Klint shifted, turning to her.

      “Shelby, are you okay?”

      She waved off his concern, wishing she could force some reassuring comment past the thickness in her throat.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I know it was painful for them and for you. I don’t want to take anything away from that,” she said. “But it’s also hard-”

      Her voice broke, and she stopped herself. She didn’t feel right telling him how hard it was to be a child left behind. How hard it was to lose her parents and be abandoned by her fiancé, the one person she thought she would share her life with. And then to have to comfort her siblings, burying her sorrow even as her own heart was wrenched.

      Klint’s expression shifted as his hand reached up to rest on her shoulder.

      “Oh Shelby, I am so sorry. That was incredibly insensitive of me.”

      She pressed her lips together as he struggled to speak and shook her head, fighting to gain control of her emotions. It had been three years since her parents died. She had managed her heartbreak through all that time. She had cuddled her brother and sisters when they cried at night. Had tried to be strong even as her shoulders almost bowed with grief.

      Burke and Liam had to return to their jobs, leaving her to fend for herself as her heart was torn and pulled in so many directions, yet she had no time to express her own sorrow.

      “I’m sure you still miss them a lot,” Klint said.

      The compassion in his voice, along with the touch of his hand on her shoulder, were wearing away the walls she had built against her grief. To her dismay, she felt a sob roll up her throat. Then another.

      This time she clenched her fists, holding the emotions in. Closing her eyes against the sympathy she saw in Klint’s. She couldn’t give in. Not here, all alone with him.

      A man who she had never forgotten. A man who still held a corner of her heart and soul.

      “I do, but it’s not the same as losing your wife,” she managed past the thickness of her throat, struggling not to give in to the grief she had carried on her own for so long.

      “Losing your parents, both of them, must have been devastating for you,” was all he said.

      Again, she struggled to hold it back, but his sympathy washed away her barriers.

      Then Klint’s hand shifted, slipped across her back, his other resting on her waist and he gently drew her forward, laying his head on hers as it fell against his shoulder.

      Thankfully, he said nothing.

      Shelby wanted to pull away, but the support was new. The sympathy was her undoing, no matter how hard she swallowed, no matter how hard she tightened her fists. She could feel it coming, she couldn’t let it. It would overwhelm her.

      “It’s okay,” Klint whispered, still holding her close, ignoring her resistance. “You can let it go. You’re safe here.”

      Then, she couldn’t fight it anymore, and one cry escaped, then another, and it was as if she had opened the floodgates she had kept closed so long. Sobs increased, the ache built up and poured out.

      She clung to Klint, her body shaking, tears pouring down her cheeks, dampening his shirt. She was helpless now to fight her overwhelming grief.

      The pain rose up, spilled out.

      She twisted his shirt in her hands as waves of sorrow washed over her and she was powerless to fight them. If it wasn’t for Klint’s strong arms holding her up, he knew she would’ve collapsed.

      She didn’t know how long she leaned on him. Her head was turned to one side and a gentle spring breeze flowed over her damp and heated cheeks, cooling, drying. Her eyes hurt, and her chest was sore.

      She felt weak, like a deflated balloon.

      And yet, even as her head ached and her throat was raw, a gentle peace washed over her.

      His arms still held her, and she knew she should pull away. Knew she should stop this.

      But it felt so wonderful to be held. To be supported.

      So she stayed where she was, promising herself it would only be for a moment.

      A few delightful moments more.
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      His shirt was damp from Shelby’s tears, and his heart ached for her.

      He felt her shift, as if to pull away. He knew he should let go, but it felt so good to have her in his arms. Despite talking about his own grief, remembering Helen, holding Shelby felt like coming home. Felt familiar.

      Felt right.

      And though guilt over Helen edged around his feelings for Shelby, he couldn’t dismiss them. Nor could he blame his reaction to her on the loneliness that had dogged him over the past year.

      Finally, she pushed gently at him, and he reluctantly released her, his hands trailing down her arms as she straightened, dragging her hands over her face.

      “I must look a mess,” she muttered, stabbing her fingers through her hair to rearrange the tangled waves.

      “You look like you always have,” he said. “Amazing.”

      “That’s an exaggeration.”

      “No, it’s not.” He spoke quietly but sincerely. Then, before he could stop himself, he reached out and gently stroked a damp strand of hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear.

      Again their eyes met, and it was as if time wheeled and stilled.

      It was only the two of them. Everything had shrunk down, been minimized.

      His heart shifted, and he took a step closer. Her hand drifted up to his shoulder.

      And then her phone binged.

      Klint fought down a beat of frustration even as he felt as if he had dodged something. He had come perilously close to kissing her.

      Not a good idea.

      Shelby stepped back as well, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

      And her expression shifted.

      “Is it Jacob?” He felt presumptuous asking, but she’d just cried in his arms. He felt as if a barrier between them had been shifted.

      “Yeah. It is. His teacher said he wants to come home because he’s not feeling well.”

      “Is he really sick?”

      “No. I’ve picked him up a few times, and as soon as he’s home he wants to play with his Legos or watch television. It’s a diversion.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “I’m not sure. He always loved Miss Zelensky, but in the past couple of weeks, he’s been saying how he doesn’t like her anymore. She’s mean. Which she most definitely is not. She’s the sweetest person to walk the earth. All the other kids adore her.”

      Klint felt at a bit of a loss, but at the same time, having Shelby confess this to him made him feel as if he was participating in her life. “You guessed that he misses Burke, could he be acting out on that?”

      “I feel like it’s something else.” She eased out a sigh as she tapped out a return text on her phone. “No matter, I can’t keep coddling him.”

      But Klint could see that this bothered her. He knew he couldn’t do much. Jacob was making it fairly clear that he didn’t like Klint.

      “And I should get back to work,” Shelby said, slipping her phone into the back pocket of her blue jeans.  As she looked over at him, her expression softened. “Thanks. For listening.”

      “Gladly done.” Again their eyes locked. Again that sense of connection rose between them.

      She was the first to turn away, walking past him, head down.

      Klint resisted the urge to watch her leave as he pulled out his own phone. He was here to assess the repairs on the fence, not to flirt with Shelby.

      You weren’t flirting with her. You were comforting her.

      He felt a glimmer of sorrow for her as that thought sifted through his mind. He realized that she had been all alone when her parents died. He knew she had been engaged and wanted to ask her about her fiancé. Where had he been?

      However, he sensed that line of inquiry would move him into a place in which he needed to be cautious. He knew that although Helen had already been gone for two years, he had to be sure of his motives.

      He returned to the job in front of him, taking notes of what he needed to buy. He paced out the length of the rail fence, then the electric fence. Once he had all the information he needed, he walked back across the pasture to his truck.

      As he passed the shop, he heard a clang and bang and guessed, from what he knew of what Shelby did, that she was straightening a propellor. Then silence and another clang.

      Behind that sound came a picture of Helen, delicately arranging a bouquet of flowers for a home she was staging, her fingernails perfectly manicured and gelled in her favorite delicate peach color.

      Not fair, he told himself as he swung into his truck. Helen had her own talents and gifts.

      It was just that he couldn’t imagine her doing what Shelby did. Taking care of her siblings while working a physically demanding job.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure Shelby wanted us to help with this?” Roxie stood by the pile of posts Klint had cut and dragged to the yard, pulling a disdainful face. Thankfully, the family still owned a quad, which even had enough gas to drive to the bush and get the trees. It would have been a struggle to haul them back manually.

      “Yes. I’m sure,” Klint said, slipping on his gloves. It was Wednesday afternoon. He had worked a few extra hours at the office yesterday evening so he could be here when the kids were home from school.

      Besides, years ago he had helped peel the rails he was now replacing.

      “Can you grab the other end of this log?” he asked Roxie. “We need to set it on the sawhorses so we can peel it better.”

      “Where’s Jacob?” Roxie questioned just as RayAnn joined them.

      “He’s coming.” RayAnn flashed Klint a quick smile. “Just had to finish his after-school snack.”

      “He’s going to drag it out as long as possible,” Roxie grumbled. “He’s such a lazy little donkey.”

      “I’ll go get him if he doesn’t show up soon,” RayAnn said.

      “I will. You’re already late.”

      “A whole eighty-four seconds.” RayAnn wrinkled her nose at her sister, then pulled on a pair of gardening gloves. “So what are we supposed to do?” she asked.

      Klint had to chuckle at the girls’ low-key bickering.

      “What is making you so happy?” RayAnn asked Klint, her gloved hands resting on her hips. She wore tattered jeans and a sloppy t-shirt, her hair pulled up in a loose topknot.

      “Listening to you and looking at you two reminds me so much of Shelby and Nadia going at it whenever they had chores to do.”

      “I don’t remember them fighting,” Roxie said.

      “Not really drag ‘em out, grabbing by the hair fighting, but they could quibble a lot,” Klint said.

      “Oh yeah, but they had a lot of laughs together, too. Especially when our cousin Sandra and Shelby’s friend Doria were around. Sometimes they’d put makeup on us and dress us up. Mom never liked that.”

      It reminded him so much of how Shelby and Nadia got along. Again he felt the old pang of wistfulness mixed with happier times.

      “Back to the job at hand,” Klint said. Much as he would have loved to talk more about Shelby and her past, he needed to stay on task.

      He picked up one of the drawknives Shelby had found for him and set it by the sawhorses she had also prepared. “It’s pretty straightforward. You pull this over the bark and try to get between it and the pole, then pull.” He demonstrated, slicing off a nice roll of bark. “You’re lucky the sap is running good. They’ll be super easy to peel.”

      “Well, that doesn’t look too hard,” RayAnn said with a shrug.

      “It isn’t.”

      They both got to work just as Jacob arrived. He stood back, frowning as he looked from his sisters to Klint, who was laying out a third log.

      “Come help us, Jacob,” he called out.

      Jacob said nothing.

      “Don’t be such a grump,” Roxie called out. “And don’t be so lazy. We have lots to do.”

      RayAnn peeled a large hunk of bark back from the log, laughing as she did. “This is fun, Jakey. You’ll like it.”

      That seemed to get his attention, and he finally joined them.

      “I’ll get you started on this one,” Klint said, running the drawknife over the log and pulling back another hunk of bark. “Grab hold of this and pull.”

      To his surprise, the young boy grabbed the bark, glanced over at his sister, who was yanking a huge hunk away, and copied her. He grinned and tugged as the strip of bark easily peeled back. He hit a knot and struggled. Klint helped him get past it, and surprisingly, Jake didn’t protest.

      Five minutes later, they were all getting into the swing of it, trying to see who could get the largest and longest chunk of bark. Groaning when one would break, laughing when they succeeded.

      Klint helped where he could, and when those three were done, the girls helped him to load three more. Even Jacob grabbed one end and helped Klint heave one log onto the sawhorses.

      Half an hour later, they had peeled the load he had already dragged to the yard.

      “Are we finished? Don’t we have more to do?” RayAnn asked.

      “I have more to cut down.”

      “I want to go get them,” Jacob shouted, surprising Klint with his enthusiasm.

      “I’ll drive the quad,” RayAnn said. “Jakey, you can ride behind me.”

      “I get to drive on the way back,” Roxie said.

      “What about me?” Klint asked, feigning hurt feelings.

      “You’re tough. You can walk,” RayAnn returned.

      “That’s rude,” Roxie said. “You shouldn’t talk like that.”

      RayAnn shot her a frown, then, as if she realized how she sounded, she gave Klint a contrite look. “I’m sorry. It’s just, we’re having fun and…”

      “It’s okay. You’re right. I am tough.” He made a show of flexing his muscles, which made them all laugh again.

      As RayAnn hit the gas and drove ahead while he and Roxie lagged behind, Klint felt the drift of nostalgia.

      “You’ve got a funny look on your face,” Roxie said as they walked along the path to the forest beyond.

      “Funny as in ‘weird’ or funny as in ‘ha, ha?’”

      “Weird. Well, not weird. It’s kind of like you’re thinking.”

      “I do that from time to time, you know.”

      “I imagine you would have to, as an accountant. But what were you thinking about?”

      He smiled as they walked, memories sifting up from places in his mind he thought he had blocked off.

      “Burke, Shelby, Nadia, your cousin Sandra, and I hung out together. We’d often head out into this bush to work on a fort we were building and play hide and seek. That was when we were much younger, mind you.”

      A spring breeze played through the trees overhead, and beyond that, they heard the cackle of ducks claiming territory. The rumble of the quad’s motor was muffled by the deep grass they walked through. He pulled in a deep breath, hands in his pockets, as he looked around.

      Roxie had picked up a stick and was hitting the grass with it, looking pensive herself. “So, you and Shelby used to date, and I thought you guys were talking about getting married. That was what me and RayAnn thought. We even had our flower girl dresses picked out.”

      Despite his own melancholy thoughts, Klint had to laugh. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Roxie pointed her index finger to her forehead. “Using the grey matter. Thinking ahead. What me and RayAnn excel at. Anyhow, what happened between you two?”

      Klint shot her a frown. “Why are you asking me?”

      “Because Shelby doesn’t say much. In fact, all she says is that she had her reasons, but then doesn’t tell us what those reasons were. So we’re in the dark.”

      “She never gave me any reasons either.” He had a hard time keeping the faintly harsh tone out of his voice, then immediately chastised himself for it. Why did that matter anymore? That was years ago. He and Shelby had each found someone else.

      And Helen is gone, and Shelby’s fiancé ditched her.

      Which meant that neither of them were attached anymore.

      “That’s so weird,” Roxie said. “Me and RayAnn spied on you guys whenever we could, and you two seemed to really like each other.”

      “We loved each other.” The words spilled out before he could stop them. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      She looked like she wanted to ask more questions, but they had met up with the quad. Jacob was hunched down, examining something on the ground, and RayAnn was sitting sideways, waiting.

      “Took you two long enough,” she said with a grin. “What were you chatting about?”

      “Life and the whole point of social media,” Roxie shot back.

      “Validation, that’s what.” RayAnn jumped off the quad. “So let’s get this party started.”

      Klint grinned at her enthusiasm. Together, they winched up the next batch of logs, but Klint drove the quad back. Jacob declined his offer to ride on it and walked with his sisters. Klint wasn’t too surprised. At least he wasn’t giving Klint the evil eye.

      They got to the sawhorses and made quick work of untying the logs. A few moments later, they were wielding their draw knives and yanking back the bark, laughing and joking.

      Jacob had a long strip of bark and was chasing RayAnn around the logs, waving it at her.

      “Tell him to stop,” RayAnn called out to Klint as he got another log ready for them.

      “He’s your brother.”

      There was no way Klint was reprimanding the little boy. For the first time since Klint saw him, Jacob was laughing and smiling. Finally, the boy wasn’t antagonistic toward him.

      A huge plus that he didn’t want to negate.

      Then the door of the shop across the yard opened, and Shelby stepped out. She stretched her arms out in front of her and lifted her shoulders to her neck. Easing out the kinks from bending over, Klint suspected.

      “Hey guys, looks like you’re progressing nicely,” she called out as they came closer.

      Jacob ran toward her. “I peeled some logs,” he said, pointing to the dazzling white poles laying in a pile. “They look really cool.”

      Shelby ruffled his hair, then smoothed it out. “Looks like you’ve been busy.” She looked over at Klint, and even across the distance, he felt the spark of connection.

      “It’s been going good,” he returned, flashing her a wide smile.

      He saw her swallow, then bite her lip.

      “Are you done for the day?” he asked.

      “Pretty much. I thought I would check on the progress here.”

      “Quality control?”

      She flashed him a quick look and then a gentle lift of her shoulders. “Just wanted to make sure the kids weren’t goofing off too much.”

      “They’ve been great,” Klint said.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Again, their eyes latched onto each other, and Klint couldn’t look away. He wondered if she felt it too. That old bond, that spark that always snapped whenever their eyes met.

      If the kids weren’t here, Klint had the feeling something else would have happened, likely a continuation of what had gone on the other day in the pasture when he held her and didn’t want to let her go.

      Then he turned to see Jacob looking at him with narrowed eyes and thinned lips, as if he sensed what was going on. Jacob grabbed her hand, pulling her away. “I’ve been working hard,” he said, seeming to take issue with her previous statement. “And now I want to go into the house.” His voice took on a whiney tone.

      “It’s too nice out, and the logs aren’t done yet,” Shelby said.

      “The Rs can do them. I don’t want to work anymore. I’m tired.”

      That wasn’t what Klint had seen a scant minute ago when the little boy was laughing and chasing his sister.

      “Well, I’m sorry, but you’re not going into the house until the job is done.” Shelby’s tone was gentle, and she knelt down to look directly at him. “I know it can be hard, but I saw you having fun. It’s important to finish a job you start.”

      Despite her reasonable words and quiet voice, Jacob yanked his hand out of hers and dropped onto the ground. He pulled up his knees, wrapping his arms around his legs, his eyes fixed on Klint.

      Shelby watched him a moment, as if unsure what to do. Klint felt sorry for her right then, recognizing her struggle. Here she was, a single woman, raising her siblings. It couldn’t be easy for her.

      “How many more do you need to do?” she asked, turning to Klint, getting back to business.

      “Six more and we’ve done all the ones I’ve cut.”

      She looked over at him and must have caught his sympathy, because her expression shifted, relaxed a bit, and she gave him a cautious smile. “Okay. I’m going in to make supper then. You girls okay to keep helping Klint?”

      “I can help you with supper,” RayAnn said.

      “That would be great.” Shelby gave Klint another smile, then as she turned, Jacob jumped to his feet and snatched Shelby’s hand, shooting one more glare over his shoulder at Klint.

      “I don’t think your little brother likes me much,” Klint said to Roxie when the trio was out of earshot.

      “I don’t think he likes anyone too much. He’s been a real pill lately,” Roxie said with a shrug, as if to say she didn’t understand what was going on either.

      Klint knew he should get back to work but couldn’t help watching as Shelby ushered her siblings up the stairs and then into the house. Just before she did, she looked back.

      Even across this distance, attraction rippled between them.

      As he turned away, he caught Roxie’s knowing look. It was a solid reminder to him to be careful. There was more at stake than his own feelings.
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      Her cell phone sent out a jangling chime, and Shelby winced, her fingers hitting a wrong key on the keyboard. She wished she could ignore it.

      If it was the school calling again, she didn’t want to know. So she let it ring.

      But then, after a pause, it rang again.

      With a sigh, Shelby pushed her chair away from the computer and fished her phone out of her purse, which was hanging on the chair behind her. Relief flooded her when she saw that the caller wasn’t the school, but she didn’t recognize the number as she swiped across to answer it.

      “Hey, cousin of my life,” a husky voice on the other end squealed.

      Shelby grinned. It was Sandra, and she sounded excited.

      “Back atcha. What’s up girl? Why you calling?” Shelby asked, turning, lifting her feet onto another kitchen chair, and settling in for a chat.

      “I have good news,” Sandra said. “Excellent news, in fact.”

      “Should I be knitting booties?” Shelby asked with a chuckle.

      “As if you would,” Sandra returned.

      “Hey, I can knit one purl two with the best of them.”

      “I’m sure you can, and I’m sure you won’t. But no. I’m not pregnant. Besides, I’ve got Logan’s twin girls to take care of.”

      “Yeah, but yours are only eight. Mine are at a worse stage, but your time will come.”

      “You don’t need to sound so smug.”

      “So what are you so excited about?" Shelby asked, rocking in her chair, thankful for the reprieve from office work. She had spent the last hour trying to find something–anything–that she could give to Klint that would explain the money missing from the account. There was no paperwork on her father’s computer and nothing in any of the files he kept. Her father had always had a lackadaisical attitude about money, which had caused some obvious problems as well as some issues that were not so well-known.

      So far, she had found nothing. She had one more option to explore, but suspected it would be a dead end as well.

      “All kinds of interesting things have been happening,” Sandra said. “Logan is setting up his own firm and scored a huge contract. So, since we’re all tired of living in the city, we are moving back to Aspen Valley.”

      “Really? That’s awesome.” Shelby almost squealed herself. To have her cousin and confidante back in town was like an answer to a prayer she hadn’t even sent up.

      “And the icing on the cake, which was another reason for the move, is that I got a job offer from the school.”

      “Well, that is a sweet deal.”

      “I see what you did there,” Sandra returned with a chuckle. “The job offer is on the down low for now, so don’t say anything, but apparently a teacher in the fifth grade is quitting.”

      “That’s Jacob’s teacher.” Shelby was confused. Miss Zelensky had never said anything to her or, as far as Shelby knew, any other parent. “Do you know why?”

      “I heard that she’s having a baby but has told no one else besides the principal of the school. So like I said, hush-hush. If you want to knit booties, she’s your girl.”

      Shelby relaxed back in her chair, trying to absorb this. “Okay. That’s interesting and too bad. Jacob loves her. Or did.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s been acting up lately. Saying he doesn’t want to go to school. Telling the teacher he’s sick and trying to scam me into picking him up. I used to, but found out pretty quick he was faking it for some reason.”

      “Just wants to be close to you, maybe?”

      “Maybe. But that’s what’s so puzzling. He always talked about Miss Zelensky, like she invented the internet.”

      “She did? Wow. Child prodigy.”

      “Hilarious, and by the way, she didn’t,” Shelby returned, smiling at the quick give and take she and Sandra always had.

      “Too bad. I might have been able to learn something from her. Anyway, that’s my news.”

      “Well, it’s outstanding news. I’m so glad to know you’ll be back here. You moving into the cabin on the lake?”

      “Not right away. Logan scribbled up some plans for an addition to the cabin on a paper grocery bag and brought them to the contractor.”

      “Recycling at its finest.”

      “He’s a green machine, and I’m kidding, of course. My husband is a stickler for straight lines and blueprints and has it all done on something called ArchiCad? Not sure, don’t care. It looks amazing. I even got to see a three-dimensional walk through. Anyhow, we won’t be coming for a couple of months, but as soon as I found out for sure, I knew I had to call.”

      “It’ll be fun having you around.”

      “It will be great to be out of the city and back in Aspen Valley. Speaking of long-lost prodigals returning, I heard your handsome ex is back. How’s that going for you?”

      Shelby was thankful her cousin wasn’t in the room with her as her cheeks flushed and a tiny shiver teased her neck at the thought of Klint. Being in his arms had resurrected unwelcome and surprising emotions. She thought being engaged to Ted would have at least eased them away. She had loved Ted enough to marry him, but his abandonment of her after her parents’ deaths had soured any positive thoughts of him.

      “It’s kind of awkward in one way. He’s doing the books for the business, and they’re a mess, so that’s suboptimal.”

      “You can’t tell me you’re awkward with him because of your lack of Excel skills? There’s got to be something else going on.”

      “Even if there was, I wouldn’t tell you.” Sandra had never agreed with Shelby’s reasons for breaking up with Klint. But then, Sandra didn’t have to face the thought of juggling a long-distance relationship with keeping things going on the home front.

      “No matter. I’ll get to see for myself once I’m down there. Might pop in for a visit. I heard there’s a community dance going on in a week or so.”

      “Yes. It’s some kind of spring fling the Chamber of Commerce put together.”

      “Cool. I haven’t been to a small-town dance for ages.”

      “The kids are so excited.”

      “I’m sure they would be.”

      “Do you think Logan will come?”

      “He might. I’ll ask him. He just came in.”

      This was followed by a beat of silence. Shelby heard a muffled voice in the background.

      “Yeah, I’ll be a minute yet,” she said to whoever was there. “Sorry, sweetie, Logan is back. He wants to go to Home Depot to check out stuff for the cabin.”

      “That’s so great,” Shelby said. “I’m so looking forward to having you back.”

      “I really want to talk about Klint some more, but that will have to wait for another time.”

      “If ever.”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t have any residual feelings for a guy you were going to marry once.”

      “That may be, but my life has gotten a lot more complicated since that ‘once,’” Shelby returned. “Besides, he’s still getting over the loss of Helen.”

      Even as she refuted her cousin’s comment, Shelby’s thoughts slipped back to those moments of connection with Klint. The feelings he created, which she sensed he was dealing with as well.

      “I’m sure we’ve got lots more to talk about, but I should get going,” Sandra said. “Just really wanted to talk to you and give you the news.”

      “And very welcome news it is.”

      “Maybe, once I’m down, I could watch the kids so you and Klint can renew old acquaintances.”

      “Don’t you need to head out to Home Depot?”

      “Good deflection, but you’re not getting off so easy.”

      “Goodbye Sandra,” Shelby said.

      “Goodbye yourself, but I’m not letting go of this.”

      Then she hung up.

      Shelby set her phone aside and eased out a sigh, feeling a bit outnumbered. Sandra’s threat of bringing Klint up was a repeat of what she had been dealing with the last day with the twins. Their not-so-subtle comments about how nice and handsome he was weren’t lost on her. She knew what they were up to, and she wasn’t having it. Klint could be all those things, but she also knew that Klint’s life with Helen was well run and organized. Her own chaotic and busy life would drive him crazy. Besides, who would take on a woman when three kids came with said woman?

      Do you know that for sure?

      She turned back to the computer to get done what she could before she had to leave for Aspen Valley. She had to take Jacob to the dentist for a checkup, and she had promised the kids they could go out for dinner as a reward for helping Klint with the fenceposts.

      Half an hour later, she dropped the girls off on Main Street while she drove Jacob to the dentist for his annual checkup. Thankfully, they got in right away. Shelby looked over at the assistant, a girl she once went to school with. “Is he okay on his own? I need to go get some groceries.”

      Eileen flapped her hand at Shelby in a gesture of dismissal. “You go ahead. I’ll take good care of him.”

      “No. I don’t want you to go,” Jacob cried out.

      The edge of fear in his voice was a surprise to Shelby.

      But so were many of his actions lately.

      “You’ll be okay,” Shelby assured him. “Eileen is really careful.”

      “But I want you to stay,” Jacob said, reaching out for her hand and latching onto it. Shelby shook her head, concern mingling with an edge of frustration.

      But the fear in his eyes was real, and Shelby couldn’t just walk away from him.

      “Okay, I’ll stay, but that means you have to come to the grocery store with me.”

      Jacob nodded at that, which was another surprise for Shelby. Every time she had taken him to the grocery store, she got to hear a litany of complaints and whining.

      So she settled into a chair as Eileen clipped a paper napkin across his chest and then turned on the television that was recessed in the ceiling above the chair.

      Jacob seemed content to watch the television show, so Shelby just sat back and pulled out her phone. She texted the girls to tell them she would be a bit later than usual.

      The dentist came right away. Dr. Jensen poked and prodded and chatted with Jacob the whole time. Jacob didn’t seem to mind talking to him.

      Even better, when he was done, Jacob got off with nothing more than a warning to floss more and brush better.

      Shelby was relieved that she didn’t have to pay for any more dental work.

      Twenty minutes and what seemed like thirty bags of groceries later, she parked down the street. Together, they walked toward the restaurant where they were meeting the twins.

      Jacob ran ahead of her, pushing open the door, and Shelby followed him inside. She almost ran into him as Jacob came to an abrupt halt, his hands resting on his hips.

      “Why is he sitting with the two Rs?” He demanded, pointing at one of the many occupied tables.

      The “he” Jacob referred to with such disgust was Klint, Shelby realized, as her heart thudded in her chest. And, as Jacob had said, her two sisters were sitting with him, giggling.

      Shelby walked over, not sure how to navigate this situation.

      As she came near, Roxie turned and grinned at her. “Look what we found sitting here,” she said. “Poor guy was sitting all by himself, so we joined him.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Shelby said to Klint, feeling a need to apologize for her sisters’ behavior.

      He just shrugged and grinned. “I don’t mind. We were just sharing post peeling tips.”

      “At any rate, girls, we should go find a place to sit and order.”

      “What’s wrong with here?” RayAnn asked. “There’s only one booth left, and I don’t feel like cramming into it.”

      Which was a surprise. Usually the girls loved the privacy of a booth. They didn’t want their friends coming in and seeing them sitting with their older sister and younger brother. For some reason, that was the epitome of weirdness.

      Shelby didn’t want to create a scene, but she could tell that Jacob was unimpressed with the situation.

      “I don’t mind if you sit down,” Klint said. “There’s lots of room.”

      “I don’t want to sit here,” Jacob said.

      “Don’t be such a little putz,” RayAnn said, grabbing his hand and pulling him down beside her. “I’ll buy you a milkshake.”

      Jacob stayed, his eyes still narrowed, but a hopeful expression on his face. “Chocolate milkshake?”

      “The chocolatiest,” RayAnn assured him.

      That left Shelby standing there awkwardly, still not sure what to do. The only place left to sit was beside Klint. The server walked past her, bumping her, and Shelby realized she was blocking traffic.

      So with a sigh of resignation, Shelby sat. “Sorry we’re crashing on your dinner.”

      Klint released a slow smile, which did nothing for her equilibrium. “I don’t mind. It’s kind of fun not to have to eat alone.”

      She gave him a wry look. “You might regret that.”

      “I don’t think so,” Klint said. “Your siblings are reasonably well-behaved.”

      Shelby glanced over at said siblings, but Roxie and RayAnn were studiously ignoring her, all their focus on their little brother, who was now planted between them. Roxie was showing him a game on her phone, and RayAnn was giving them hints on how to play it.

      Which was another huge shock for Shelby. The girls guarded their phones tooth and nail. Jacob couldn’t so much as glance in the direction of their phones without them reaming him out. They had saved up hard-earned babysitting money to buy them. Second-hand, but still, new for them.

      Now they were giving him tips on how to pop the bubbles on the screen.

      “They have their moments,” she agreed, feeling like she had been played.

      The server came and brought them all water, handing them the menus.

      “Do you girls know what you want to order?” Shelby asked, trying to catch their attention.

      They simply nodded. Roxie gave him a hint, and RayAnn made a fuss about what a good job he was doing.

      Something was going on, but Shelby wasn’t in any position to address it right now.

      Because right now, she was far too aware of Klint sitting right beside her. The knot of his tie was loosened, the top button of his shirt open, creating a mixture of relaxation and vulnerability at the same time. She got the faint scent of the cologne he was wearing, and her heart stuttered against her ribs.

      It was the same one Burke always wore. Shelby had given both him and Klint the same cologne for Christmas one year, and they both always wore it.

      Smells could be so evocative, she thought. Even as she focused on the menu, her thoughts drifted back to times she and Klint would be driving in his car, and she would lean against his shoulder, breathing in this very scent. Music playing on the radio, this time it just belonged to them.

      She swallowed, tamping down the errant thoughts.

      “So…what are you going to have?” she asked Klint, needing to bring the situation back to practicalities.

      “What do you recommend? This is a new place for me.”

      Shelby thought for sure the girls would jump in with their suggestions, but they were still helping Jacob. Still ignoring her.

      Definitely up to something, and she was afraid she knew precisely what it was.

      “The people who started this restaurant came from Holland, and they’ve got this lovely item on the menu called the Dutch burger. I recommend that.”

      Is that what you’re having?”

      “Of course,” she said. “It’s my favorite.”

      “So what is this,” he asked, moving his menu closer to her and pointing at one line.

      “Also Dutch,” she said. “It’s called Kroketten. Ground chicken molded and rolled in breadcrumbs, then deep-fried. It’s served with Dutch mayonnaise, which is also really good.”

      “And what about this?”

      Again his elbow brushed hers. Again she felt that zing of reaction. Similar to when she touched the electric fence. Almost as intense. And almost as unsettling.

      “Those are pannekoeken. Like crepes, thin Dutch pancakes. You can get them sweet or savory. Those are great too.”

      “Thanks for helping,” he said, pulling the menu back to him. “What are you girls having?” He asked, addressing the sisters.

      Roxie glanced up and gave him a coy smile. “The apple pannekoeken. Those are my favorite. Especially with the caramel whipped cream they serve.”

      “Sounds amazing. What about you, RayAnn?”

      “Same,” she said, giving him a coy smile.

      “You really are twins,” he said with a chuckle.

      “That’s the rumor.”

      Shelby shot her a frown. It was like they were flirting with him. Just like they did when they were younger.

      Not that she blamed them. Klint always had an attraction that was hard to resist. Even wearing a suit and tie, he still held hints of his earthy appeal.

      The server returned and took their orders, but as she went around the table, it was as if Jacob finally noticed Klint. He pushed the phone away and leaned back, glowering at him.

      Shelby wanted to give him a poke under the table but was scared she’d miss and hit one of the girls. Then she’d have to deal with the “What are you doing?” which would only draw more attention to Jacob’s behavior.

      “How was school today, Jacob?” Klint asked. “Did you learn something new?”

      “No.”

      “Did you tell your teacher what we did yesterday?”

      “No.”

      “That’s too bad. I think she would have been interested.”

      “She doesn’t care.”

      Shelby couldn’t stop her cheeks from warming in embarrassment at her brother’s rude behavior. Yesterday, she had seen him laughing and joking with Klint and his sisters. Now it was like he wanted to throttle him.

      “Jacob, you don’t need to be so impolite. Klint is asking you some questions. He’s interested in what you’re doing in school.” She frowned at him to underline her point.

      Jacob held her look a moment, then gave in and looked down.

      “I didn’t tell her. But I told my friends,” he conceded. “Cause I took some bark to school to show them.”

      “That’s cool,” Klint said. “What did they think?”

      “They were jealous.”

      “You don’t want to know what we learned?” Roxie asked with another arch smile.

      “Sure. Enlighten me,” he said, grinning at her.

      “In English, we discussed the merits of sentence diagramming. Old fashioned teacher,” Roxie said, as a wry aside. “In Biology, we dissected a frog so, you know, that was not puke-worthy at all, and in Social we’re still working our way west on the railroad.”

      “You forgot the volleyball game in Phys Ed,” RayAnn put in, grinning at her sister. “Wherein Roxie got hit in the face with said volleyball.”

      “No one needs to know that,” Roxie said, flicking her finger at her sister’s shoulder.

      “No need to get snippy. It’s the truth.” RayAnn flicked back.

      “Doesn’t mean you need to parade it in front of everyone.”

      Shelby could see that things were escalating and gave Roxie, who was sitting directly across from her, a nudge with her foot.

      Which earned her a glare and a, “What’s that about?”

      “Don’t talk back to Shelby,” Jacob put in.

      “You’re such a momma’s boy.” This from RayAnn who, only a few moments ago, seemed to be happy enough to entertain her little brother.

      “I don’t have a momma,” Jacob snapped. “Or a dad.” Then crossed his arms on the table and laid his head down.

      Shelby felt her heart contract at his words. Was this what was going on with her brother? Was he only now realizing his situation?

      She felt a light touch on her shoulder.

      She glanced over, and the look of sympathy on Klint’s face was almost her undoing. When he gave her a gentle squeeze, his fingers giving her neck a light caress, she almost let herself lean against him again.

      “It’s okay,” RayAnn said, shifting gears and slipping her arm around her little brother. “We have each other.”

      “We don’t have everybody,” Jacob complained, his voice muffled. “Burke is gone, and Liam is gone, and Nadia and Afina.”

      The litany of family members who had moved away from Aspen Valley tugged at Shelby’s own heart. For a moment, she understood what her brother was talking about.

      Shelby wished she could go over to Jacob and hold him close. Comfort him. But the table was between them and the girls on each side.

      Also, Klint’s hand was still on her shoulder, and she didn’t want to move. She should, but it felt so good to have someone care about her.

      Before things could get too dramatic, the server came with a couple plates of food on a tray, along with the promised chocolate milkshake, which she set down in front of Jacob.

      This caught his attention. He sniffed, then grabbed his drink and started slurping. Shelby didn’t even bother to reprimand him, thankful he was distracted.

      When Roxie caught sight of Klint’s hand still resting on her, his index finger stroking her neck, she released a slow, almost sly grin.

      Shelby pulled away just as Klint lowered his hand.

      But when Roxie and RayAnn shared a knowing glance, Shelby suspected this was exactly what they wanted to happen from the start.
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        * * *

      

      “Jacob, why don’t you come with me and Roxie?” RayAnn said when supper was done. She flashed a smile at Klint, who suspected they were leaving for a very specific reason. To give him and Shelby some time alone.

      He didn’t mind at all.

      Jacob looked up from the game he was playing again on Roxie’s phone, frowning at them. “Why?”

      “We have to pick something out at the bakery for dessert on Sunday, that’s why. And DeHeerdt’s will be closed pretty soon.”

      “You don’t need to go right away,” Shelby said. “We can get something here.”

      “No. JennaLyn told me she was trying some new desserts today, and I want to see what she has,” Roxie said.

      At the mention of the bakery, Jacob perked up. “Okay, but this time I get to pick what we have.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Roxie waved her hand at Shelby, who still hadn’t finished her dinner. “Don’t rush. You’ll get indigestion if you eat too fast. Just give me your debit card, and we’ll be back in a shake,” she said.

      Shelby dug in her purse just as RayAnn hustled Jacob away from the table.

      As they left with Shelby’s card, an awkward silence followed in their wake. Shelby poked at her dinner, and though Klint was glad of the time alone with her, he guessed she felt uncomfortable.

      He shouldn’t have touched her shoulder, but he couldn’t help himself. She looked so distressed over Jacob’s complaint, and he felt so helpless. It was the least he could do.

      “I’m thinking the girls did that for a reason,” Klint said.

      “I’m thinking you’re right.” Shelby pushed her plate away, obviously not hungry anymore, then crossed her arms and turned to him. “You may as well know, they think we should get back together again.”

      Trust her to get right to the point. That was one thing he always admired about Shelby. She was never one to edge around a conversation. Her feeling was that life was too short to waste time not understanding each other.

      “How do you feel about that?”

      Shelby sighed and lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know.”

      Not exactly what he wanted to hear, but then he had to be realistic as well. He had only been here a few weeks, so he could hardly expect that both of them would jump back into what they had before. He wasn’t the same person, and neither was she.

      And yet…

      “What don’t you know about?” he pressed, wondering if maybe, after all this time, he might find out why she had broken up with him.

      She fiddled with her fork, as if playing for time.

      A man walked past them and as they glanced his way, Klint recognized Quinn. Someone both of them knew in high school. Quinn–tall, slender, narrow features shaded by stubble–was far too handsome for his own good.

      “Hey you two, what’s up?”

      You two. A hearkening back to a time when they were a couple.

      “Not much,” Klint returned, resisting the urge to lay his arm across the back of Shelby’s chair, knowing how that would look. “How about you? Heard you were working up north.”

      “Home now,” Quinn said, shifting his weight, standing hip shot, hands resting on his waist. “Got tired of the solitude. Just got back. Been helping Dad with the farm. I heard you were back in town.” He glanced at Shelby, his well-shaped lips shifting into a wry smile. “Nice to see you two together.”

      “We got shanghaied by the twins,” Shelby put in, getting directly to the point. “Who conveniently left us alone to go to the bakery.”

      “Not surprised. Those two are a handful. Don’t envy you the next few years when the guys come calling. Surprised it hasn’t happened yet.”

      Shelby just shrugged, then looked down at her hands resting on the table. “Yeah. It’s happening already, but it will probably get worse.”

      Quinn chuckled, and Klint felt a flicker of annoyance. He didn’t envy Shelby either, but couldn’t laugh at her predicament.

      “Well, I better get going. I promised Courtney I would help her and my sister with some horses they’re starting.” He gave them both another grin, then left.

      Shelby glanced over at Klint. “I guess that was inevitable, given how small Aspen Valley is. I’m sorry if you were uncomfortable.”

      Klint held her apologetic gaze, then smiled. “I wasn’t,” he said. He could do straightforward too. Seeing Quinn not only sent him back to the time they were dating, it also seemed to once again bring back the old emotions. Except now they were threaded with new ones.

      Admiration. Respect.

      Yearning.

      “How about you? Were you uncomfortable?”

      Shelby tapped one finger on the table, then shrugged. “A little. But more because I feel like us sitting together wasn’t your or my idea.”

      “Are you upset with the girls because of it?”

      Then she released a quick laugh and, to his surprise, shook her head. “No. I’m not. I… I like being with you.”

      His heart turned over and this time he did put his arm across the back of her chair. He let his fingers rest on her shoulder, turning gentle circles. “And I like being with you.”

      “But Helen…” Shelby bit her lip again, her voice trailing off.

      “Helen was a wonderful wife, but I don’t think she expected me to stay alone forever.”

      “Maybe not, but what about her parents?”

      Klint let his thoughts rest there a moment, then had to smile at how they were both edging around a topic that was hovering, waiting to be discussed. “You know what? Arnold has nothing but good things to say about you, and I suspect Maggy probably feels the same way.”

      “I’m surprised.”

      Klint was quiet for a moment, not wanting to talk about Helen’s parents anymore. “So what about you? You were engaged once? You have a history as well.”

      As soon as he spoke, he wondered if he should push things. They hadn’t spent a lot of time together, but he didn’t think they needed to.

      She looked down, slowly blowing her breath out through pursed lips. “Ted and I were going to get married, yes.”

      “So what was the story there?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Guilt slivered through him. “Sorry. I don’t. I was living far away.”

      “And you were married. I just thought that Aspen Valley gossip had a tendency to spread.” She took in a breath, shaking her head. “Ted worked with Alan in his mechanic shop. An import, if you will. Alan set us up. We dated and then got engaged. I thought I loved him.” She released a harsh laugh. “I suppose I must have, or I wouldn’t have agreed to marry him.”

      Her confession confused him. She sounded so sanguine about the relationship.

      “At any rate, he broke up with me after my parents passed away. Guess he didn’t love me enough to stick around to support me and my siblings.”

      She sounded so matter-of-fact, but the thought of this guy leaving her when she would have needed him the most made him angry and created a surge of sympathy for her.

      “Then you are probably better off,” he said, giving into an impulse and letting his arm rest across her shoulders, taking her hand in his with his other, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “I know I am.” She gave him a tight smile. “But it was hard. Humiliating. Being the one left behind.”

      Klint wanted to say that he knew exactly how that felt, but this was neither the time nor place to bring that up. For now, he was happy she didn’t pull away from him. Happy to be sitting so close together.

      Wishing they weren’t in such a public place.

      But for now, this was enough. It was a step toward what, he wasn’t sure. But he was willing to see where it would lead.
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      Klint pulled into the Prins farmyard early Saturday morning, smiling at the sight of the sun slanting over the pasture. Beyond that, he saw fog resting on the lake, obscuring the opposite shore.

      He got out of the truck, once again taking a moment to appreciate the landscape and surroundings in the quiet of the early morning.

      He had thought about coming last night to work on the fence, but after sitting with Shelby and the kids in the restaurant Thursday night, after comforting her the day before, he felt he should keep his distance. So he had coffee at Arnold and Maggy’s place, as if to remind himself of Helen. Yet, when they talked about his wife, he found his thoughts often returning to Shelby.

      He heard a noise behind him, and, as if his thoughts had conjured her up, there was Shelby. She had two mugs of coffee and held one out to him. “Saw you come into the yard and thought you might like this. I know how you always loved your coffee in the morning.”

      “I do. Thanks so much. I didn’t have time to make coffee.” He took the mug with a smile, recognizing one more memory they shared.

      She leaned against the truck, cradling her cup in both hands, also looking out over the lake. For a moment he wondered why she was here, then, tired of all the thinking and wondering, pushed that thought aside.

      “This is my favorite time of the day,” she said, then took a sip of the steaming coffee.

      “I can see why. The lake looks so peaceful right now.”

      “And it’s Saturday morning, and the kids are sleeping.” Shelby eased out a content sigh.

      Klint allowed himself to enjoy the silence as well. He moved closer to her, leaning against the truck as well. He was playing a dangerous game, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted to be close to her.

      Despite their breakup and the attendant questions, the anger and sorrow he felt, she still occupied a corner of his soul, owned a piece of his heart. The more time he spent with her, the harder it was to deny it.

      Neither spoke for a while. Shelby had never been one to fill silences for the sake of conversation. Helen loved to chat and disliked any pauses on conversation.

      As soon as the thought formulated, he dismissed it. He had no right to judge Helen. He had loved her for who she was.

      But what was he to do with Shelby?

      Shelby finished her coffee and then turned to him, her eyes holding his, her expression serious.

      “I may as well get to the point. What’s been going on the past few days?”

      He wanted to play dumb, to stretch out her questions, but he knew exactly where she was going. Shelby was never one to be vague. She always preferred the direct approach. And to be honest, right now, he was thankful for that.

      “I’m trying to figure it all out myself,” he said, setting his mug on the side of the truck’s box, turning to face her.

      “What’s to figure out?” She sounded confused and, at the same time, did he hear the tiniest note of hope in her voice?

      He scratched his temple with one finger, then figured he may as well follow her lead. Get directly to the point.

      “I still care about you,” was the first thing that came to mind. “Despite being happily married the past few years, despite being apart, seeing you the past couple of weeks made me realize that I’ve never forgotten you.”

      Shelby’s eyes grew wide as she lowered her mug. “What are you saying?”

      Klint didn’t look away. Instead, he moved closer. “I think you know.”

      “But you and Helen…and I broke up with you…and…” her voice trailed off as if she had run out of objections and reasons.

      “I know. Trust me, I was plenty hurt when you did that. I didn’t think I could forgive you, but then Helen came into my life, and we found happiness together. But she’s gone now, and though I miss her, I keep thinking about you.”

      This time Shelby looked away, her lower lip caught between her teeth. An old habit of hers when she was stressed.

      “I keep thinking of you too.”

      He lifted her chin with his forefinger, and she raised her eyes to his.

      “I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one.”

      She released a light laugh. Then she raised her hand, let it rest lightly on his chest, her eyes still holding his. He saw her swallow, and as he shifted closer, so did she.

      “You still matter to me,” was all he could manage as their breaths mingled. He hesitated only a moment, knowing they were hovering on the edge of a place they couldn’t back away from. But she was so close, and he had yearned for her so much.

      When he softly touched his lips to hers, she responded, her hand slipping behind his neck, her fingers tangling in his hair.

      He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close against him as he felt the warmth of her mouth on his.

      It was so natural, so easy. As if they had never been apart, as if kissing was as natural to both of them as breathing, their lips moved over each other, each shift pulling up another emotion. Each movement drawing them closer, closer.

      He shifted his mouth away from hers, ignoring her whimper of protest as he gently rained kisses over her cheek, then down her neck. She let her head fall back, as if to give him access, and he could feel her heartbeat in her throat.

      Finally, he drew back and rested his forehead against hers, his breath coming quickly, his heart pounding.

      Shelby fingered his hair as they stood together, their breath slowing as the world seemed to center in on them. Shrink down to just him and this amazing woman, back in his arms.

      He felt a prick of guilt. What about Helen?

      He pushed the question aside. Right now, he just wanted to think about Shelby. His first true love.

      Shelby leaned back, her hands now wrapped around his neck as if to support her as she smiled lazily up at him. She didn’t seem inclined to talk, and he wasn’t sure what to say.

      He saw a smudge of flour on her cheek and gently rubbed it away.

      “I’m making pancakes,” was her explanation.

      “Like your mom’s?”

      “With a few modifications.”

      “I’m sure they’re amazing.”

      She fell silent again, her hands slipping down from his neck, coming to rest on his chest. “You want to find out for yourself?”

      “Are you asking me in for breakfast?”

      “I’m asking if you want to embark on a taste test to compare my mom’s pancakes to mine.”

      “I’m not sure I want to put myself in that kind of predicament. Comparing like that. Doesn’t seem fair.”

      “I’ve got bacon. And sausages from Benji.”

      “Really? Those are the best.”

      She just smiled, her fingers tracing the outline of his shirt pocket, an almost hypnotic motion.

      “You don’t have to if you’re bent on working on the fence. My dad always told me never to come between a man and his work.”

      Klint’s smile deepened at her teasing tone. He had missed this easy give and take.

      “You already have,” he returned.

      “Then may as well finish the interruption.”

      He grew serious. “You sure you want me to come into the house?”

      “My sisters wouldn’t let up yesterday at all. Kept bugging me to call you and invite you for supper last night. But I wasn’t feeding you leftovers, so that was a hard pass.” She lifted her hand and traced the outline of his lips, then leaned in and kissed him again. A feather-light brush of her lips that moved him as much as their more intense one. The casual touch of a couple comfortable with each other. “But they clearly see you as a quote unquote catch. So they’re okay with it all. More so after having dinner with you the other night.”

      “Thursday was kind of interesting,” he said, feeling as if he had to feel his way out a bit more.

      “It was, and I have to apologize for the girls cornering you.”

      “I’m not sorry.”

      She gave him a shy smile. “I’m not either.”

      He released a gentle sigh, knowing that he had to be careful. Shelby’s life was a lot more complicated now than it had been when they first dated. His own life had changed. They weren’t the same people, yet it felt so right to be here, together.

      “I want you to know that I don’t take this all lightly. That kissing you wasn’t just a whim.”

      “You’ve been thinking about it before?” she teased.

      “Yes. I have.”

      She grew serious. “And Helen?”

      “She was my wife. I loved her. I think of her often, and she was a part of my life. I miss her, but you and I have a history. That doesn’t get swept away either.”

      “I know. My sisters thought I was crazy for letting you go in the first place.”

      “Were you? Crazy?” The questions fell from his lips, and as soon as they did, he wished he could pull them back. Nothing was to be gained by going back. Right now, he sensed they were moving in a new direction, and he preferred to pursue that rather than to dwell on the former things.

      Sure enough, her features grew shuttered, and he immediately regretted pushing her.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I shouldn’t have asked. That was before. This is now.” He took a breath to center himself and regroup. To focus on what he felt needed to be discussed before anything happened.

      “You need to know that I’m not taking this lightly,” he said, keeping his hands clasped around her waist. Not wanting to let her go.

      “Neither am I.” Her mouth shifted into a gentle smile. “I don’t serve Benji’s breakfast sausages to anyone, you know.”

      He chuckled at that. Trust Shelby to change the tone so easily.

      “So when can I expect to do the taste test?” he asked.

      “Give me another fifteen minutes, and then come to the house.”

      She took a step back, but just before she turned away, he reached out and stroked the smudge of flour off her face. She caught his hand, turned it and pressed a kiss into his palm. “Hold on to that for me, will you?” she asked, curling his fingers around it.

      “I’ll keep it safe,” he assured her.

      Then, with a chuckle, she turned and walked away, hands strung up in the back pockets of her blue jeans, hair flowing in the spring breeze.

      Klint felt his heart fill with a cautious joy, optimism.

      Hope.

      He knew he had to tread lightly where Shelby’s siblings were concerned, especially Jacob. They were part of her life, and he knew if he and Shelby were to resurrect their relationship, they would come with.

      A tiny niggle of concern followed that thought, but as Shelby opened the door, she turned and tossed off a quick wave.

      It would be all right, he told himself. This was right.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to speak the truth,” Klint said as he set his fork down and looked across the table at Shelby. “These pancakes are better than your mother’s.”

      “I’m flattered,” she said, unable to keep the smile off her face.

      When Klint came into the house, the girls and Jacob were still sleeping. She wasn’t done frying up the sausages, so he offered to help set the table. They talked about the farm, discussed some of the current events. She caught him up on some of the Aspen Valley comings and goings. Courtney Montane was back in Aspen Valley with her daughter. Sandra, Shelby’s cousin and old partner in crime, was moving back with her husband and his daughters. Courtney and her old friend Desni had raised and trained barrel racing horses. The Bannisters were gearing up for a big 150th celebration of the ranch, and they wanted Shelby to make a fancy gate for the entrance to Refuge Ranch. Kip Cosgrove’s brother had passed, leaving Kip with his nephews.

      There had been happy times and sad times, and as Shelby got him caught up, it was a reminder that though he’d been gone, life in Aspen Valley carried on.

      By the time the sausages were done and the tea was made, the girls came downstairs.

      They must have heard her and Klint talking, because instead of wearing their usual sloppy t-shirts and sweats, they had put on blue jeans and shirts. Had even brushed their hair.

      Jacob didn’t come down until breakfast was half over. He, on the other hand, wore a toque and his rattiest pajamas. He had gotten them from Burke as a birthday present, and if they weren’t in the washing machine, he was wearing them.

      When he sat down, he shot Klint a glare and then dropped into his chair.

      However, his mood didn’t affect his appetite, and he wolfed down four pancakes, eight sausages and two glasses of milk.

      “Shelby makes great pancakes,” Roxie said. “And she’s a good cook. She’s trying to teach us, but neither me nor RayAnn are much good at it. But she keeps trying.”

      She spoke without a shred of shame, which kind of annoyed Shelby, but she’d gone down this road many times with the girls and wasn’t rising to the bait.

      “Is that because of a lack of skill or deliberate choice?” Klint added a wry smile.

      Roxie just grinned. “That will remain a mystery.”

      “So, choice then.”

      “Are we still going to the dance tonight?” Jacob asked as he poked at a remaining sausage on his syrup-filled plate.

      “I hope so,” Shelby said, reaching over and tugging his toque off his head. “Though maybe you should get a haircut before you go, unless you want to wear this all night.”

      “Please, cut that hair,” Roxie cried out. “If I have to see that dumb Oilers toque one more day-”

      “I love this toque,” Jacob said, grabbing the hat from Shelby’s hands and tugging it back on his head.

      “Don’t know why. It’s hideous. Heinous,” Roxie said, making a disgusted face. “Makes you look like a jackanapes or a shabbaroon. Better yet, a tatterdemalion.”

      Jacob pulled his toque lower, turning to Shelby. “She’s saying bad words.”

      “Those, you little unlicked cub, are insults from another era. Regency if you will.”

      “I don’t believe her.”

      “She’s right,” Shelby said, but shot her sister a warning frown. “I suspect Roxie has been reading Mom’s old Jane Austen and Georgette Heyer books.”

      “They are quality reading,” Roxie returned with a smug look. “Full of dukes and lords and balls and dances and proper conversation.” She sighed dramatically.

      “Speaking of dances, are you coming to the dance tonight, Klint?” RayAnn asked as she drizzled syrup over her pancake.

      Shelby had wanted to ask Klint herself, but in a way was thankful her very forward sister had taken care of it.

      “He shouldn’t come unless he has been formally introduced to Shelby,” Roxie said.

      RayAnn gave her sister a light punch on her shoulder. “Don’t be a ninny.”

      “You’re the ninny. A bag of moonshine and beef witted.”

      “Okay, I think that’s enough,” Shelby put in, resting her hand on Roxie’s shoulder in warning. She had a vague idea of what her sister was saying, but she wasn’t always so sure Roxie did.

      RayAnn punched her a little harder.

      Her sister was just out of Shelby’s reach, so she stretched out her foot and gave her a nudge.

      Klint looked over at her, a wounded look on his face. “What did I do to deserve that?”

      “Guess you got the wrong leg,” RayAnn said with a smirk.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed at the mixup.

      Klint just gave her a deep smile that didn’t help her already shaky emotions. Though she knew there was no evidence of it, she felt as if their shared kiss still lingered on her lips. As if her cheeks were still flushed, her heart still racing.

      “I’ll forgive you if you let me have a dance with you.”

      This time she glanced away, trying not to imagine dancing with him. In public.

      “So you are going?” RayAnn squealed, giving him a quick and very forward one-armed hug.

      This time, Shelby connected with the right person, but her sister just gave her a faint smirk.

      “Yes. I think it would be fun,” Klint said with a chuckle.

      “Do you know how to dance?” Roxie asked.

      “I’ll be rusty, but me and your sister could twirl around the dance floor with the best of the old-timers.” Klint gave her a knowing smile, and Shelby felt her cheeks warm at the memory.

      They were a good team. They had perfected their two-stepping skills in the basement of this very house with Sandra, Burke, Drake, and Doria, herself, and Klint, two-stepping to Garth Brooks, Big & Rich, Brooks & Dunn, and Gary Allan. They watched videos of dance instructors and mimicked their moves. When they went to the country dances, they could practice. Sometimes they would sneak out in Burke’s truck and head to other counties to go to dances.

      Their shared history made her hold his gaze, letting the memories wash over her.

      “Who cares what he knows,” Jacob put in, then turned to Shelby, grabbing at her arm to get her attention. “I don’t think I want to go to the dance. I think I’m going to be sick.”

      His about face almost made her head spin.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s all the pancakes he ate,” Roxie said.

      “You just asked if we were going,” Shelby reminded him.

      Jacob shook his head. “I changed my mind. I want to stay home, and you can take care of me.”

      Shelby wished she could figure out what had turned her independent brother into this sulky, clingy little boy. She caught him glaring at Klint, who was looking at something RayAnn was showing him on her phone.

      But his strange behavior started sooner than Klint’s arrival in their life.

      She stifled a sigh, pulling him close in a gentle hug. “I always take care of you, buddy,” she said, brushing a quick kiss over his temple, missing the toque. “And I’m excited for you to get your hair cut next week.”

      Jacob snuggled in, and she released a light sigh. Tomorrow morning, before church, she was going to have a talk with him. Push him a little. See if she could find out anything.

      But tonight, whether he wanted to or not, they were going to the dance. She needed to get out, and as she glanced across the table, she also knew she wanted to spend more time with Klint.
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      Klint maneuvered his car into a spot between two pickup trucks and wriggled his way out of the door, making sure not to let it hit the shiny blue vehicle beside him.

      He walked toward the hall, the country music pouring out of the open door so loudly that he could feel the vibration in his chest. The thought of going inside created a pulse of anticipation.

      Blended through that feeling was a sense of inevitability. If he danced with Shelby in front of some of the members of the Aspen Valley community, they may as well put a notice in the local paper that they were officially dating.

      As he walked toward the building, he summoned memories of himself and Shelby spinning around the floor.

      Good times. Things he and Helen had never done together.

      The door of the hall burst open, and he quickly stepped aside as three young kids tumbled out, laughing and joking.

      Behind them came Cole, the local veterinarian.

      “I got my eyes on you characters,” he said to the kids.

      The three kids glanced back at him, looking suddenly unsure of whatever it was they were about to do. Then, with a shrug, they slinked past him and back inside.

      “Klint? Is that you?”

      Klint nodded at Cole. Though the veterinarian was at least seven years older than he was, in Aspen Valley, most everyone knew everyone else. “Yeah, in the flesh.”

      “I heard through the grapevine that you were back.” He grew serious. “Sorry to hear about Helen. I know it was hard on Maggy and Arnold when she passed.”

      The mention of his wife made Klint hesitate. Made him wonder if what he was doing was so wise.

      Then Cole made a circle with his arm, gesturing for him to come inside. “Come on in. Pay inside.”

      Klint followed Cole inside, the sound growing louder, bursts of laughter punctuating the music.

      He paid his nominal fee for the dance, got the stamp on the back of his hand, and then wandered further into the hall.

      And that’s when he saw Shelby dancing with her family.

      She wore a bright yellow shirt tucked into a brown layered skirt. The skirt flared as she twirled, grabbing Jacob’s hands and spinning around with him, then stopping to fall in line with her sisters, Roxie and RayAnn taking a quick step to catch the rhythm. The girls were holding the hands of Kip Cosgrove’s twin boys, their cowboy boots stepping out the intricate line dance they were following. Klint had to grin as he remembered learning that same dance the first time.

      For the tiniest moment, he tried to imagine Helen at a function like this.

      He wondered what she would think of it, and he almost heard her voice, poking fun at the rednecks of Aspen Valley.

      He caught himself, stifling the thought. He had no right to judge her when she wasn’t here to defend herself.

      “You want something to drink?” Cole asked. “It’s a dry bar, but I can get you any flavor of pop your heart desires.”

      “Just water and ice are fine,” Klint said. “But I can get it myself.”

      Then Roxie caught sight of him and came running over. She grabbed him by the arm and tugged. “Gotta come join us. This is such a fun dance,” she called out above the noise. Klint shook his head, holding one hand up, but Roxie wasn’t deterred by his polite refusal.

      “Oh, come on, I could see your foot tapping to the music. It’s in your soul,” she said dramatically, pressing her hand to her chest beating in time to the music. She pulled harder, and he followed. They joined Shelby and Jacob and a few other teenagers and adults as Roxie pulled him toward an empty space on the floor.

      Right beside Shelby. She glanced over, her face flushed, tendrils of damp hair curling around her temples, her large bold earrings flashing in the overhead light.

      And she lost her step. Everyone else had turned, taking two steps to the side so one person bumped into her. She muttered a hasty apology and then fell back into the rhythm. Klint struggled to mimic her movements.

      She had been singing along when he joined her, but she was quiet now, focusing on the grapevine stop and clap and then the spin, her skirt twirling out. It took a few tries, but he caught the steps and could follow along, the entire group moving as one. It was too noisy to talk, but it didn’t matter. He felt swept up into the moment.

      He had forgotten how much fun this could be, as he clapped and roared and stomped and spun and stepped and turned. A few more spins, two more claps, and the song was over.

      He hooted and whistled along with everyone else.

      Then, the music shifted into a two-step. Some people drifted off the dance floor as others partnered up.

      For a few agonizing seconds, he and Shelby stood facing each other, as if unsure what to do. Klint saw RayAnn walk past Shelby, falling against her. Accidentally on purpose? Klint didn’t have time to wonder as he caught Shelby just before she lost her balance.

      They stood there a moment as the two-step music bounced around them.

      “Dance with me?” Klint asked. Shelby looked suddenly shy, and he wondered if she was having second thoughts.

      Then she rested her hand on his shoulder, her other clasped in his left hand, and his right hand came to rest on her narrow waist. They waited a moment, caught the rhythm and away they went.

      This was as familiar as the kiss they shared, he thought, during the slow, slow, quick, quick rhythm the Prins siblings had pounded into him during the dancing lessons.

      It didn’t take him long to gain confidence, and he gave her a gentle push away, holding his arm up as she spun, came back to him and spun in the other direction. He threw her to one side, reached his hand behind, caught her arm and they did the complicated moves they had practiced repeatedly, moves that now came as naturally to him as breathing. They were so in sync, neither had to say anything to each other.

      She stepped away from him, executed one more spin, came back. Symbolic, he thought. They had been doing this to each other the last few weeks–away back, always returning to each other. They worked their way around the dance floor, catching a few admiring glances.

      Then again, the song shifted, the lights grew dim, and the music slowed into a mournful waltz. Klint didn’t hesitate, pulling Shelby closer, taking that first step of the box, and once again, she followed easily into step with him. Steps grew shorter and shorter, their movements less flowing and graceful. Klint pulled her other hand pressing against his chest, his head lowering to hers. For the last few minutes, they had said nothing to each other, but he knew they didn’t need to. He could feel her heartbeat against his, feel her quickening breath on his neck. He lowered his head till his lips brushed her ear.

      “I missed this,” he said loud enough for her to hear, quiet enough for only the two of them.

      “I missed this too,” she said. “I missed you.”

      “That’s good,” was all he said, then tucked her head against his shoulder. They danced together like this, then when the song ended and the lights came up, they stayed there together for a moment.

      He had so many things he wanted to say. So many questions he wanted to ask. But then Jacob was beside them, tugging on Shelby’s arm.

      “You promised to dance with me,” he called out, his surprisingly shrill voice echoing the sudden silence.

      “I did,” Shelby said, taking his hand in hers, her other hand still resting on Klint’s chest.

      Jacob’s eyes narrowed as he glanced from Klint to Shelby.

      “I'm thirsty,” he said. “I want a drink.”

      Klint shouldn’t be surprised, but part of him was growing frustrated with Jacob. He wanted to sit down and talk to him, find out what was going on, but he sensed that it would be some time in the future before that happened.

      Didn’t matter. He had time. He wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was Shelby.

      “Somewhere, in all of that, I didn’t hear a single ‘please,’” Shelby said quietly. She didn’t move, and for that, Klint was grateful. Jacob seemed to see Shelby as not only his sister, but as his possession.

      As his mother.
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        * * *

      

      It had taken a while to get Jacob sorted out. Thankfully Fenna, Courtney Montane’s daughter, was here. The young girl had formed a particular attachment to Shelby’s brother despite their three-year age gap. Jacob was partly annoyed and partly flattered, so Shelby worked on the flattered aspect.

      Now they were dancing together with the Cosgrove twins, laughing and giggling.

      Shelby was dancing again with Klint. As the guitars wailed and the singer poured out his broken heart in a catchy rhythm, they spun and turned. She grabbed his hand, then twirled around behind him, catching his other as they twisted and turned.

      All the old steps returned, and she couldn’t stop the joy bubbling up within her.

      It had been ages since she danced with someone she was so in sync with. When she and Ted were dating, he hated dancing, and if they went to a wedding where there was dancing, he would give her two begrudging turns around the floor and then go sit with his buddies.

      After Ted left her, if she and the kiddos even bothered going to a dance, she would sit on the sidelines, holding babies for mothers and entertaining younger children. Watching married couples with a twitch of envy.

      Now she was dancing with Klint, the man she never thought she would see again, let alone now be with.

      By the time the dance was over, she was breathless and happier than she had been in years. The music had been turned down, signaling a break.

      “You have to be careful.”

      RayAnn came up beside them, holding the hand of a boy that Shelby didn’t recognize right away.

      “Why are you telling me that?” Shelby asked, recognizing Alan Sheffield. Nice enough kid, but a bit cocky.

      He was at least four years older than RayAnn.

      “You dance over three dances, and you may as well be publishing the banns.”

      “What are you talking about, girl?” Alan pushed his cowboy hat back on his head, glancing over at Shelby. “Honestly, your sister says the funniest things.”

      RayAnn batted him with one hand, looking at him like he invented mascara.

      “I think things have changed since Regency times,” Shelby returned.

      “One can’t be too careful,” RayAnn warned.

      Shelby grew serious, her gaze flicking from Alan to RayAnn. “No. You’re right. One can’t be too careful,” she repeated, hoping her flirty little sister got what she was implying.

      RayAnn looked down, then gave a half-hearted shrug. Shelby hoped she took the words to heart.

      “Let’s go babe,” Alan said, tugging on RayAnn’s hand.

      Shelby watched them go, RayAnn giggling at something Alan said.

      “How old is that boy?” Klint asked, still holding Shelby’s hand.

      “Nineteen.”

      “He shouldn’t be hanging around with someone RayAnn’s age.”

      “I agree. I will talk to her about this.”

      “You want me to talk to him?”

      His offer surprised her, but also created a flash of well-being. Of feeling as if she wasn’t alone in all of this. “Um…I think it’s okay. For now. He’s a decent enough kid, but thanks.”

      Klint just nodded, but his eyes were still on RayAnn and Alan. “Maybe, but he’s a young man, and I don’t trust young men that much.”

      “You were a young man once.”

      “Once?” He put his hand to his heart. “Not anymore?”

      She laughed at his dramatic gesture. “I don’t know when we stop being young,” she said, moving off the dance floor. “I guess it depends on who is talking.”

      “I’m sure Arnold Kozack thinks you’re young.”

      He became serious, and she wondered why she had to bring up that reminder of Helen.

      “I’m sure he does.” They walked to the edge of the dance floor, sitting down at an empty table. Shelby did a quick inventory. RayAnn and Alan were standing by the drinks table. Roxie was sitting by Courtney and Cole, leaning close to Courtney, talking earnestly.

      Shelby suspected her sister was pumping Courtney about barrel racing. At one time, Roxie had dreams of competing, but they didn’t have the right kind of horses or the money to buy them.

      “So. Here you are.”

      Shelby turned, grinning as her friend Doria dropped down onto a chair opposite them.

      “I heard from Cole, who heard from Courtney, who heard from Desni, who heard from Eileen that you were here with the kidlets tonight.”

      Doria wore her auburn hair up in a loose topknot, tendrils framing a face sprinkled with freckles. Fairy kisses, she always insisted on calling them. She and Shelby went a long ways back. Ever since Doria moved into Aunt Nelly’s place when she was eight.

      “I didn’t think Dr. Cole was a gossiper,” Shelby returned with a grin.

      “Oh, our dear local vet knows all the dirt.”

      “I heard he and Courtney are engaged.”

      “I had to find that out from Desni, for goodness sakes,” Doria complained. “And only because she had brought one of their horses in to get their teeth floated.” She sighed dramatically. “Seriously, I thought, as his assistant, I should be one of the first to know.”

      Shelby had to chuckle at her friend’s aggrieved tone. Doria prided herself on being on the front-line of rumors and gossip in Aspen Valley.

      She shot a sidelong glance at Klint just as Doria turned to him. She could see from the speculative gleam in Doria’s eyes that she was ready to do some interviewing, as she liked to call it.

      “So Klint, how has it been coming back to Aspen Valley?” She glanced at Shelby, then back at him. “You feeling welcomed?”

      “It’s as if I never left,” he returned.

      “I can see that.”

      “Appearances can be deceiving,” he said.

      “I don’t know. I’m not easily fooled.” Doria gave him a teasing grin. “How is working with Grady? He treating you okay?”

      “He’s a good boss. We work well together.” Klint leaned forward, his hand clasped. “How about you? How has your life been flowing along?”

      Shelby had to smile at Doria having the tables turned on her.

      “I just roll with it,” she said with an airy wave of her hand. But Shelby caught the faint note of sorrow in Doria’s voice. Doria had always been happy-go-lucky, but lately she seemed to carry a burden. Whenever Shelby had tried to ask her about it, Doria had waved off her concern.

      She was about to ask her about work when she felt a poke in her side and turned to see Jacob, Fenna just a few feet behind him.

      “I want to go home,” he said, looking pained. He still had his toque on, and she could see beads of sweat on his forehead. “I don’t feel good.”

      “It's probably your toque making you feel lousy,” Shelby said, reaching out to pull it off.

      This was about the third time he’d been campaigning to go home. The first few times, he was bored. She wondered what he would come up with this time.

      He stepped out of reach, tugging it further down his head with both hands. “No. My stomach hurts.”

      Shelby bit back a sigh, trying not to look over at Klint. Trying not to think of the dances they had yet to dance, despite RayAnn’s regency warnings. She wasn’t ready for the ball to be over. To turn back into Cinderella.

      It wasn’t even ten o’clock. She knew he wasn’t sick, and she knew RayAnn and Roxie would be furious if she made them come home with her. She could see they were having fun.

      Then Klint touched her shoulder, getting her attention. “If you want, I can take the girls back to the farm later.”

      His offer was heaven-sent.

      And yet.

      “I’m sure I can convince them to come.”

      Shelby heard a peal of laughter coming from the corner of the room where the girls sat.

      “I’m sure you can’t,” Doria put in. “I would take Klint’s offer. I know what the Rs can be like, and you can be sure they’ll take it out on young Jacob.”

      Shelby eased out a sigh, still uncertain.

      “Hey, let me help you out,” Klint said. Shelby looked over at him and caught his warm and welcoming smile. For a moment, she couldn’t look away.

      “Aaaaand this is where I bid you all a fond farewell,” Doria said, pushing back her chair. “I should head home myself.”

      She said goodbye and sauntered away, bopping in time to the music that was starting up.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Shelby asked, still uncertain.

      He touched her cheek with his forefinger, smiling at her, lowering his voice, his head close to hers. “Positive. And when I drop the girls off, maybe you and I could have a cup of tea on the porch. Watch the stars. Listen to the silence. Maybe even go for a walk down to the lake.”

      She felt a surge of deep affection as memories of them doing exactly that sifted through her.

      “Maybe we could,” she said, returning his smile.

      “Then take your little brother home, put him to bed, put your feet up, and enjoy the silence.”

      That sounded appealing. Because the girls were so much older and went to bed often after her, and Jacob was always up so early, the only time she was alone was when she was working in the shop. Hardly peaceful.

      “Okay. I think I’ll do that.”

      Jacob grabbed her hand before Klint could say anything more. “Let’s get the Rs and go,” he demanded.

      “Excuse me?” Shelby asked.

      “Can we please go?”

      “Klint is bringing Roxie and RayAnn home. Say goodbye to Fenna, and we can go.” Shelby got up, gave Klint one last parting smile, then turned to her brother, who was frowning at her.

      “Um, maybe I’m feeling better. Maybe we can stay.”

      Shelby had enough of his manipulation. “No. We’re going home like you’ve been asking to do just about since we got here.”

      Actually, now that she thought about it, since Klint got here and they danced together. Well, too bad. She wasn’t letting her little brother dictate her social life. For now, she was calling his bluff.

      Mostly because Klint would come by later anyhow.
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      “So now that lunch is over, would you like to go outside?” Arnold Kozack asked, standing up.

      “Shouldn’t we help with the cleanup?” Shelby asked, looking around at the empty plates littering the table.

      Maggy waved off her offer. “Nonsense. I am more than capable of tidying up.”

      “I’m sure you are, but please, let me at least clear the table.”

      “We can do that,” RayAnn volunteered. “Can’t we Roxie?”

      Roxie didn’t look too inclined, but she dutifully pushed her chair back and picked up the plate.

      Maggy just smiled and put her hand on RayAnn’s. “It’s a beautiful day, and you should go out and enjoy it. I think Arnold wants to show you the horses.”

      RayAnn’s eyes grew wide, and she shot Shelby a pleading glance.

      “Are you sure?” Shelby already felt bad enough coming with the entire brood over for lunch, and leaving behind a mess was just wrong.

      “I’m sure,” Maggy said. “Please, I have no desire to go out.” Then she held her hands up, waving them, as if dismissing what she had just said. “Not that I don’t trust you.”

      “But you don’t trust us,” RayAnn said with a grin.

      “You are very perceptive. I believe you would be careful, but I prefer to take care of all of this myself.”

      Shelby felt she should protest but sensed it would simply prolong the inevitable.

      “Well, thank you very much. I would love to go see the horses, and I’m sure my sisters would as well.”

      “Excellent. We’re all in agreement.” Arnold turned to Jacob. “Come along, young man. You need to see my horses.”

      Mr. Kozack had him at “young man.” For some reason, Jacob really took to Arnold, which was a blessing. At least her brother was on his best behavior. Arnold walked alongside him, chatting as they left the room, Klint trailing behind, grinning at the interaction between his father-in-law and Jacob, with RayAnn and Roxie right behind him.

      After church, when the Kozacks had approached her to join them for lunch, her first instinct was to give an absolute no.

      But Arnold insisted, and when Klint joined them, she reluctantly gave in. Arnold said he wanted to discuss the rental agreement, which made sense.

      She had been unsure of how it would go. She and Klint at Helen’s parents’ place.

      However, most of her awkwardness shifted when she was welcomed with hugs from both Maggy and Arnold, which surprised her. Mrs. Kozack served up lasagna and a salad, simple enough food, but the fine china she served it on stepped it up a notch. The crystal glasses, the flower arrangement on the table, and the gleaming white tablecloth would have been intimidating but for the warm and friendly welcome her family received. Classical music played quietly in the background, creating an elegant ambience.

      Arnold asked Jacob what he was interested in, and soon they were discussing hockey, which Jacob missed, as well as dogs, which Jacob would have loved to own, and school, which Jacob admitted he hated.

      The girls were impressed and asked Maggy questions about the house. Helen’s name came up a couple of times, but no one seemed to feel as awkward as Shelby felt when she was mentioned.

      All in all, it was a very interesting and, Shelby had to admit, somewhat disorienting visit.

      But now Maggy was shooing her out the door, so she reluctantly followed the rest of her family, as much to monitor Jacob as to not spend too much time with Helen’s mother.

      Her siblings were ahead of her, walking across the manicured lawn. They were headed to an arched pathway that broke the hedge, which led, Shelby suspected, to the paddock where the horses were. She glanced around the yard. Once, when she was much younger, she had hung out with Helen and had been invited over. She remembered, even then, being awed by the perfection of the house, the yard. Everything.

      Part of her had yearned for what Helen had. To be an only child who didn’t have to put up with older brothers hijacking your dolls. Older brothers teasing. Sisters borrowing your clothes.

      Now, as she looked around the yard, however, she felt only sorrow. All this beauty and no one to pass it on to.

      She followed the sound of her sisters and the whinnying of the horses.

      The sun was shining, and Shelby slipped her hands into the pockets of her loose cotton pants, drawing in a long, slow breath, still trying to process the welcome she and her family received.

      Klint looked behind, and when he saw her, he slowed for her to catch up.

      “You look puzzled,” he said, giving her a gentle smile.

      She bit her lip, scrambling for the right words, then went for direct. “I am. I just…I mean, Arnold and Maggy are Helen’s parents, and I thought they would be a bit more…I don’t know, protective of your relationship with Helen?”

      Klint nodded, acknowledging her comment. “I know. I have to confess I was a bit confused as well when they told me they wanted to meet you.”

      “Do they know…about us?”

      He shot her a teasing look. “There’s an ‘us?’”

      She gave him a discreet poke with her elbow. “Don’t mock me right now. I’m feeling rather disoriented and confused and, well, a bit fragile.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice contrite. “I wasn’t mocking you. I guess I was just glad you’re willing to acknowledge….well….us. What about you? How do you feel about us?”

      He was serious, and she slowed her steps, still feeling disoriented. “You know how I feel,” she said, her voice quiet as her family disappeared behind the opening in the hedge. “What concerns me more is how Helen’s parents feel.”

      Klint was quiet a moment, and apprehension shivered up her spine. “It’s interesting. They both like you and speak highly of you. In fact, I sometimes get the vague feeling they are encouraging me to get together with you. Arnold especially.”

      “Really?” Shelby felt she had to shake her head to dislodge the idea. “That seems weird.”

      By now, they had come to the opening her family had disappeared through. Shelby could hear them talking, laughing, obviously very at ease with Arnold.

      “Maybe they think you’re as awesome as I do,” he said, stroking a strand of hair away from her face. The touch of his fingers over her skin created a trill of awareness.

      Shelby still couldn’t seem to process all of this and wasn’t sure where to put it.

      “Shelby, come and see the horses,” RayAnn called out when she caught sight of Shelby hovering in the opening.

      “Rats. I was going to kiss you,” Klint said.

      “Here?” She couldn’t get past the fact that it wouldn’t seem right, but Klint didn’t have the same reservations she did.

      “Or maybe in a bit more secluded spot.”

      She released a nervous laugh and then went to join her sisters and brother. Jacob stood on the bottom rail of the fence stroking a brown horse with a white blaze. RayAnn and Roxie were petting two other horses who looked identical, while Arnold stood by a third.

      They are beautiful animals, Shelby thought as she walked over to them.

      “How do you like my critters?” Arnold said to Shelby when she joined them.

      “They are incredible,” Shelby said, smiling at the sight of Jacob, grinning while he rubbed the horse in front of him with both hands.

      “Isn’t this one pretty?” Jacob called out. “His name is Prince, and I think he is amazing. Mr. Kozack said they are staying at our place.”

      “Yes. Hopefully they’ll be coming this week,” Klint said, coming to stand beside Shelby. Maybe a little too close, but Shelby shifted so her shoulder brushed his arm.

      Jacob glanced back, and once again that look of frustrated anger came over him as he looked from Shelby to Klint and then back to her. “I was talking to my sister,” he said.

      “And I was answering,” Klint returned, his tone even, but Shelby heard the faint thread of determination in it. As if he was willing to challenge Jacob.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to help with the horses?” Arnold was asking Jacob.

      Her brother dragged his attention back to Arnold. “Doing what?”

      “Well, they’ll need to be brushed. I have all the brushes and curry combs and will probably bring them along when we bring the horses. And they’ll need oats too.”

      “I can do that?” Jacob asked. “They seem kind of big.”

      “They’re quiet. You want to try now?”

      Jacob nodded eagerly and hopped off the fence.

      “Can we feed them too?” Roxie asked.

      “Of course.”

      They all followed Arnold to a small hip roof barn that looked like something out of a designer magazine, with heavy beams and a stone foundation finished in a caramel-colored stain.

      “What are you thinking?” Klint asked as her siblings followed Arnold into the barn.

      “How much that thing cost to build,” she confessed.

      “Enough. Money is and never has been an issue for Arnold and Maggy.”

      “Or Helen, I remember,” Shelby said with a faint sigh. “She always had such pretty clothes. She was always so glamorous and put together.”

      Klint didn't respond, and Shelby turned to him, wondering if she had said something wrong. “I feel like you’re comparing yourself to her,” he finally said.

      “Can’t help it,” she said, waving her hand over the yard with its painfully tidy lawns, flower beds even out here, and outbuildings that matched the perfect little barn. “This is where she grew up. I can’t imagine what she would have thought of our place.”

      “Was she ever at your place?”

      “Only once, when we were younger. She didn’t like it. After that, we hung out in different circles.” Shelby leaned on the fence, watching as Jacob, her sisters, and Arnold emerged from another door in the barn, each holding a pail that probably held oats.

      The horses immediately trotted toward them.

      Klint was quiet a moment, joining Shelby at the fence, also watching as Jacob, RayAnn, Roxie, and Arnold fed the horses. He was telling them how often they needed to be fed and that he would bring oats around. Asking if they might ever want to go riding.

      “That’s interesting. I think she was often a little jealous of you.”

      “How in the world?” Shelby could hardly imagine.

      “She knew I spent a lot of time at your place when I was younger. I know she was jealous of you for more than one reason.”

      “Really?” Shelby could hardly believe that. “And what were those reasons?”

      “Your siblings. Your family. And the fact that…” Klint let the sentence trail off, biting his lip.

      “The fact that what?” she pressed.

      “Nothing.” Klint straightened and walked along the fence to the horses.

      Shelby wondered what he was going to say, then brushed it aside.

      The horses were done eating by the time Klint and Shelby joined them.

      Just then, a few dogs came out of the open door of the barn. German shepherds, Shelby noticed. Gleaming and noble looking. Groomed regularly, she suspected, and probably purebred.

      Her thoughts ticked back to a dog they’d had at the farm when she was younger. A mongrel that was always dirty. Her mother would seldom let it in the house, because they never knew what Trey had been rolling in. But he was loved and petted and, at times, snuck into the house via a basement window.

      That was at least nine years ago. They hadn’t had one since.

      “Oh look at the dogs,” Jacob called out, whirling around, startling the horses.

      “Hey, buddy,” Arnold said, placing a hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “I know you’re excited, but you have to move slow around horses. They’re kind of nervous sometimes.”

      Jacob looked up at Arnold, his expression one of dismay. “I’m sorry, Mr. Arnold. I was just-”

      “It’s okay,” Arnold said, patting Jacob’s shoulder. “You’ll learn. I don’t want Glenda to be hurt, because she’s a mother.”

      “She has puppies? Can we see them?”

      “Of course.” Arnold smiled at Jacob, and the girls, of course, followed right on his heels.

      “Do you want to see the puppies?” Klint asked with a teasing smile.

      “Well, yeah,” Shelby said. “I mean, who doesn’t want to see puppies?”

      Klint chuckled as they followed the excited children into the dim light of the barn, the female dog, Glenda, threading through their legs in her rush to get back to her brood.

      She ran to a waist-high partitioned kennel in the back corner of the barn, the male dog right behind her. The inside of the barn was immaculate, of course. Cement floor with a stamped design on it. Exposed beams stained the same brown as the outside ones. Pens with half doors on one side for the horses and hooks and saddle racks for the tack.

      It was neater than her upstairs.

      As they came to the partition, Arnold had already opened a door to it, motioning for the kids to go inside.

      “Is Glenda protective?” Roxie asked, taking Jacob’s hand. He was leaning toward the pen, eyes wide.

      “No. She’s fine. Go on in,” Arnold said. “I’ll keep Sarge behind.” He caught the male by the collar and pulled a leash off a beam and clipped it on.

      Jacob didn’t need any more encouragement.

      He scooted inside and dropped to his knees in front of the squirming pile of bodies.

      “Oh, they are so cute,” he cried out, reaching out to gently touch one.

      Shelby was pleased at how tentative he was.

      The puppies, tails wagging, heads bobbing, tumbled off the bed they had been lying on, crawling all over Jacob.

      “Go ahead,” Arnold encouraged. “Pick one up.”

      Jacob did better than that and pulled two wriggling bundles of joy toward him, clutching them close, nuzzling them with his face.

      Roxie and RayAnn immediately joined him, kneeling in the straw spread over the rest of the floor, each clutching a puppy as well.

      “You want to hold one?” Arnold asked, grinning over at Shelby.

      “I’ll let the kids,” she said. But then one bounded away from the kids through the door. She scooped it up before it got too far.

      As soon as she held the warm squirming puppy, her heart melted.

      “Oh my,” she said, holding it close, stroking its velvety soft fur. “You are way too adorable.”

      “Aren’t they fun?” Roxie cried out, sending a beseeching look Shelby’s way. “Can we have one?”

      “You know better than to ask,” she said.

      “I think Mr. Kozack had them sold even before they were born,” Klint said, thankfully backing her up.

      “For how much?”

      “Roxie,” Shelby reprimanded. “That’s none of our business.”

      “Well, maybe we could pay a little more and get one.”

      “Can we?” Jacob pleaded, turning to Shelby, his eyes holding such yearning that it broke her heart. She stifled a flush of annoyance at her sisters for planting this impossible seed.

      “Sorry, honey, there are other people who are very excited to get these puppies who claimed them and paid for them.” Knowing the little she did about purebred dogs, she suspected that even if one was available, it would be way out of her price range.

      Jacob’s request didn't surprise her. He’d been angling for a dog for the last few years. Trouble was, Shelby knew exactly who the responsibility of taking care of him would fall on.

      Her.

      And she had enough going on.

      Jacob was about to turn to Arnold. Shelby had to nip this in the bud, but to her surprise, Klint was already kneeling down between him and Arnold, stroking the one pup in Jacob’s arms.

      Her brother gave him a narrowed look, but seemed to tolerate his presence. Of course, the puppies proved to be a delightful distraction.

      “They sure are cute, though, aren’t they?” Klint said, looking directly at Jacob.

      Jacob was ignoring him, even though he was smiling.

      “Did you know that their mother and father were once used to find things? And find people?”

      Shelby could tell that Jacob, despite his feelings for Klint, was intrigued.

      “That’s true, isn’t it?” Klint asked, turning to Arnold, as if requesting backup.

      “Yes. They were used in Search and Rescue. But they were retired, so I bought them. They still like to smell things, though.”

      “I am in love,” Roxie declared, nuzzling one puppy, her eyes closed.

      “Are the puppies going to local people?” Shelby asked, her voice loud, hopefully erasing any idea her siblings might have.

      “Most of them are going out of province. Two are going to a local family.”

      “People in Aspen Valley?” RayAnn asked, sounding so ingenuous Shelby knew exactly what the next question would be.

      “And I’m sure they’re looking forward to getting their puppies,” Shelby reiterated.

      “I get it,” RayAnn said with a roll of her eyes.

      Shelby just hoped Jacob did. For a tiny moment, she wished they hadn’t seen them. But this would simply be another difficult life lesson.

      You can’t always get what you want.

      Why did that make her look over at Klint?
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        * * *

      

      “Those children are well behaved,” Arnold said to Klint as Shelby drove off the yard.

      “Yes, Shelby runs a pretty tight ship.” Klint watched her go, then had to curb his guilt as he turned back to his father-in-law.

      “I’ve admired what she has done,” Arnold said. “It was difficult for her after her parents died. She even had a couple more of her siblings around at the time.”

      “It’s a large family.”

      “Well, I’m glad we could discuss the timeline of the horses arriving at her place. Glad she saw them before they came.”

      Klint knew that was one reason Arnold and Maggy had asked Shelby and her family over. Yet, as they stayed outside by the horses, Klint sensed there was something else going on. So he bided his time, turning back to the horses.

      While Roxie, RayAnn, and Jacob were busy with the puppies, Arnold had asked Shelby to step outside. Klint stayed where he was, not sure what Arnold was talking to her about. He had to check his innate curiosity and, if he were honest, a feeling of disquiet.

      That feeling only increased when he and the kids joined them, and Shelby was frowning. He wanted to talk to her, but he didn’t have the chance.

      “Shelby said the fences would be ready by the middle of next week but told me to run the final day past you.”

      “That would be about right. Work is getting busier.” He still hadn’t been able to root out what had happened financially with Shelby’s parents, however, things seemed to be turning around for the business, and he couldn’t afford to spend more time on it.

      “Good.” Arnold stepped away from the barn, looking around the property. “I’m going to miss this,” he said with a rueful sigh.

      “I understand you’re thinking of renting your other land out?” Though Arnold owned this acreage, he also owned four quarters of land twenty miles away, closer to the Aspen River but about three quarters of an hour from town. It was prime real estate that yielded abundant crops.

      Arnold nodded slowly. “Yes. It needs to be worked, and I won’t be able to take care of it from town. Too long a drive, and I’d need to build storage facilities for the machinery once we sell this place.”

      “You don’t want to sell it right now?”

      “No. I’d need exactly the right buyer.” He gave Klint a gentle smile. “Unless you’re interested, of course.”

      “Me? I’m no farmer. The closest I came to that was helping Burke run a tractor in the spring and help with the baling.”

      “At least you have some experience. I wasn’t a farmer either when I started.” Arnold had made his fortune in the stock market when he was much younger and parlayed that money into a very successful brokerage that he could manage between his offices in Vancouver and Aspen Valley. He bought his acreage thirty years ago and the farmland ten years after that as investments. Eventually, he became enamored of the idea of farming it, and he had put a crop in every year that he owned it, except for this year.

      “Besides, the reality is, I can’t afford it,” Klint continued.

      Arnold made a back-and-forth motion with his hand. “We could negotiate that.”

      “Why are you thinking of this now?” Klint asked. His father-in-law had never made any overtures to him about taking over the land before.

      “Because as long as you and Helen were living in Montreal, I knew it wouldn’t happen. Helen never wanted to come back and live here.”

      “She loved Montreal,” Klint agreed.

      “But you’re here now.” Arnold paused, crossing his arms as he looked out over the property to the tiny slice of the lake they could see glinting in the sun. “And I’m sensing that you and Shelby are, for lack of a better definition, getting together again?”

      Klint couldn’t stop a flush of guilt, surprised his father-in-law brought it up.

      He wasn’t sure what to say, so went with nothing, letting Arnold draw his own conclusions.

      “I’m not blind, you know,” Arnold continued, resting his hand on Klint’s shoulder. “And I know you may feel uncomfortable talking about Shelby to us, but you need to know that I think she’s an amazing girl. You don’t need to feel awkward about her around us.”

      Again, he felt words disappear, tongue tied between a blend of shock and guilt.

      “But Helen was your daughter.”

      “Yes. She was, and we loved her dearly.” Arnold walked over to a bench that sat in the sun overlooking the yard and dropped onto it. Klint followed, guessing he had more to say. He leaned back, his feet crossed at the ankles, his arms folded over his chest. “But you know, we love you too, and I see how happy you are when you’re with Shelby. We don’t expect you to mourn Helen forever, and we also know that at one time you and Shelby were together. We’re not blind. So I just want you to know that you have our blessing. That we want to see you happy.” Then he pulled in another breath. “And, if I may say, I’m fairly sure you’re a great accountant, but I also know from Helen’s letters and phone calls that you often missed being here in Aspen Valley. That sometimes you would talk about moving back here, maybe starting a small farm. I also knew from the tone of her voice when she told us that, those plans would never happen.”

      Klint pulled in a long breath, feeling a resurgence of the vague dissatisfaction he had often had with his job. Dissatisfaction he had never allowed himself to feel. It had cost him money and hard work to get his chartered accountant license, and it would be foolish to throw that away on a whim.

      “Whatever made you go into accounting, anyway?” Arnold asked. “We never discussed this with you because you were already doing it when you and Helen got married.”

      Klint let his thoughts shift over his past and leaned forward, his hands resting on his elbows. “You know my parents,” he said. “While I know they loved me, it felt like all they ever did was look to the next place. The next job. Our life was chaotic before Aspen Valley. Until we moved here, my family life was so disjointed. Even after we came here, finances were uncertain.” He paused there, not sure he wanted to divulge too much about his past. “I didn’t want to live like that. I was good with numbers, and my math teacher suggested either engineering or accounting. I chose the latter because it appealed to me more. At least, it did at the time.”

      “And now?”

      “I still like it. I enjoy the predictability, enjoy taking a client’s books and putting them in order.” Like Shelby’s.

      “If you farmed, you could still do it.”

      Klint released a light laugh. “You know I can’t take on your farm. I have some money saved up, and I have the insurance payout from Helen, but put all together it’s still not nearly enough.”

      “I told you, we could figure something out. Maggy and I don’t need the money. You know I only farmed because I loved the concept. We have more money than we know what to do with and no one to give it to.” He was quiet a moment, then turned to Klint. “Except you.”

      Klint didn’t know what to say. Wasn’t able to grasp the extreme generosity of his in-laws, both with this and with Shelby.

      “I don’t warrant this,” was all he could say.

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, I don’t deserve all the money I made because I took a chance that turned out to be a smart move. I never dreamed those penny stocks would get to where they did. Maggy and I have been richly blessed, and I want to pass that blessing on.”

      Klint just shook his head, trying to absorb it.

      Owning land was a dream so far out of reach that he may as well have wished he could be a superhero. Another one of his dreams at one time.

      “Think about it. I am confident you could make it work. I understand Burke is coming back to Aspen Valley. You could get some tips from him on farming.”

      Klint chuckled at that. “I suppose I could.”

      “And I just want to admit that while it might be a bit difficult for us to see you with another woman, I couldn’t think of anyone better suited to you than one I know you used to love.”

      “We haven’t made any definite commitment yet,” Klint said. “At least, I haven’t. I know she’s hesitant. She has her siblings to think of, and I know Jacob isn’t overly fond of me.”

      “I sensed that. But I feel he just needs to get to know you.”

      “You could be right.” Klint held that thought a moment, trying to see his growing relationship with Shelby through Jacob’s eyes.

      Arnold put his hands on his knees and pushed himself to standing. “I figure we’ve been gone long enough that Maggy will have everything cleaned up and put away by the time we get back to the house.”

      “You’ve worked all the angles,” Klint said.

      “It’s how you get ahead.” Arnold grew serious. “Think about what we’ve talked about.”

      “I think I will,” Klint said, feeling a sense of his life finding a solid center. A place he belonged.

      And together they walked back to the house.
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      “You don’t have to help me,” Klint said, looking up from the wire he was pounding in.

      “Oh yes, I do,” Shelby said. “My eyes are sore from running the welder, and I need to get away from the kids. Besides, this saves me a few dollars." She gave him a coy smile. “And I get to spend some time with you.”

      It was late afternoon, and Klint had started at the office early so he could quit early to work on the fence while it was still light.

      “I like that idea too. But I don’t come at a high price. I’m not that much of a fencing expert.”

      “That's one reason I’m helping you.”

      “Because you are?”

      She struck a pose with her pliers. “You are looking at the fencing champion of the Aspen County fair.”

      “There such a thing?”

      Shelby gave him a wry grin, punctuated with a lift of one shoulder. “No, but I was hoping you’d be impressed.”

      “Oh, I am,” he said, picking up another staple and tapping it in.

      “Mission accomplished.”

      The sun grew ever cooler as they worked their way down the one side. The faint breeze off the lake started up, as it often did toward evening. In the distance, he heard the sounds of a motorboat. Someone too desperate to get out on the lake, he thought.

      A robin trilled from a nearby tree, and sparrows flitted overhead. He stopped to look, smiling. “It’s pretty quiet out here,” he said.

      “Do you miss the city?” Shelby asked.

      “I’ve probably missed some aspects of it. It’s hard to find a decent latte in Aspen Valley. But overall,…” He let his sentence fade away as he looked over again to the lake and the sun inching toward the horizon.

      “Well, if that’s all you’re missing, you could buy your own machine.”

      “And then I have to spend two hours reading the manual,” he said with a laugh.

      “Manuals are for sissies,” she teased.

      “That sounds like something Drake would say. He was never one to let anyone else tell him how to figure things out.”

      “Drake always said throwing away the manual was the first step on the adventure.”

      “I've been with him on some of those adventures,” Klint said. “Remember that time your dad bought a new skill saw? Drake just about cut his fingers off before he figured out how to work it.”

      “You see, that’s exactly what Drake would emphasize – the almost. Because it didn’t happen, it didn’t matter.”

      Klint chuckled at that, the memories creating a connection to a youth spent with Shelby’s family.

      He tapped another staple in, then chanced another look back at Shelby, thinking of his conversation with Arnold yesterday.

      He felt as if he and Shelby were moving to a place of inevitability, and he was ready for it. Talking to Arnold had eased away one barrier to his growing relationship with Shelby.

      Which made him wonder what Arnold talked to Shelby about yesterday.

      “Did Arnold tell you when he is bringing the horses?” he asked.

      “No. I understood he’s waiting for you to tell him when the fence is fixed.”

      “I should get this done by this evening and hopefully, tomorrow evening, get the rails up.”

      “You not stopping for supper?”

      “No. I’ll grab something when I head home.”

      “You can join us,” Shelby offered. “I’ve got the Rs helping. They’re on supper duty tonight; that’s why I have a little extra time to help you out.”

      “That the only reason?” he teased.

      “Very perceptive. I’m not in the mood to handle the kids right now.”

      “Has Jacob told you what’s been bugging him?”

      “No. Honestly, I’m ready to adopt him out. He won’t talk to me. Won’t talk to the girls. Just pouts and acts out. Anyhow, I hope to have another chat with him tonight. Push him a little. Make him tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’d offer to help, but I don’t think he likes me much.”

      “Thanks, but you’re right.” She sighed.

      “He sure seemed taken by Arnold’s puppies.”

      “Oh my goodness, yes. He kept asking if there was some way we could get one. Finally, RayAnn and Roxie told him it’s not happening, which was just as well. He wasn’t listening to me. Arnold seemed pretty patient with him, though.”

      “Arnold is a kind man.”

      “That he is, and very generous. He told me what he’s paying me and…I don’t know…”

      “What don’t you know?”

      “It’s too much.”

      “He knows what land is worth, and he would never pay more than he can afford.”

      “Maybe, but it seems excessive.”

      “He’s a businessman,” Klint said, setting his pliers aside, hearing the defensive tone in her voice. “Even if he did want to pay a bit more, what does that matter?”

      “I don’t want his charity.”

      “It’s not charity. They’re just generous people.”

      “Yeah, throwing their money around…” Shelby held up her hand and waved it back and forth as if erasing what she had just said. “I’m sorry. That was unfair. They’re wonderful, kind people and it’s just… I’m not used to…”

      Klint closed the distance between them and looked into her eyes. “You’re not used to people helping you.”

      Shelby held his gaze a moment, then nodded, releasing a hard laugh.

      “You’re probably right,” she said. “Maybe I am a bit proud.” She paused, and Klint sensed that there was more on her mind.

      “They’re just such perfect people,” she said finally. “They’re so incredibly good. It’s almost like… Like it’s not true. And the way they let me and the kids into their house. They know you and me…that we’re…an…us…”

      “Yes, they do,” Klint said.

      “But Helen was their daughter. And you were married to her, and yet…”

      “They seem okay with you and me being, for lack of a better word, an ‘us.’”

      “Don’t you find that strange?”

      “Interesting, but not strange,” Klint said. His mind ticked back to yesterday and to Arnold’s offer. He wasn’t quite ready to bring it up. He still had to process the whole concept himself.

      “Well, he’s a really nice man. I found that out yesterday when we were talking.”

      “So, just being nosy, what else did he want to talk to you about?” he asked.

      Shelby moved past him and knelt down to nail up the bottom wire. She waited a moment, then turned to him. “He told me you were a good man.”

      “Well, what do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “You’re going to make me ask, aren’t you?”

      She didn’t look at him but smiled and said nothing.

      “Do you think I’m a good man?” he continued.

      She tapped the staple in, paused a moment, then tossed her hair aside and looked directly at him. “Yes, I do. I think you’re an amazing man. I wish…” she let the sentence trail off, and then she looked away from him.

      He wanted to follow through on her last comment, but let it go. In time, he hoped they would get everything out of the way. All the old secrets and explanations.

      “Well, I had an interesting conversation with Arnold too,” he said. “Seems he thinks you’re pretty awesome too.”

      Shelby shot him a puzzled look. “Really? Why would he say that?”

      Klint hesitated only a moment, but realized they had already moved past the tippy-toeing stage.

      “I have the distinct feeling they want us to be together.”

      Shelby stopped, resting on her heels, her dark brows pulled together. “I…I can’t imagine…” She shook her head. “Are you serious?”

      “I am, and I’m as puzzled as you.”

      He got up, then walked past her, gave the wire tightener a few turns and then started on the post beside her.

      They worked in silence for a few minutes.

      “But Helen…I mean…” she paused, lowering her hammer, then looked over at him. “Are they for real?”

      “They are,” Klint said. “They are good people. I just never realized how good. Or how generous.”

      Another pause, as both of them seemed to need the time to process and absorb the implications of what they had just discussed.

      “I’m confused, but this makes things way easier for me.”

      “In what way?”

      “In the way that I don’t feel like I have to feel guilty being with you. And that you don’t have to feel you owe them some obligation.”

      “It certainly gets rid of one more barrier between us,” he admitted.

      “One more? How many are there?” She was joking, but he heard the faintest note of concern in her voice.

      “Let’s see. I still have to get Burke’s approval. And Drake’s. And what about Nadia and…”

      She stopped him by pulling him close and pressing her lips to his, then drew back, resting her hands on his shoulders, her eyes drilling into his. “What my siblings think shouldn’t matter.”

      “Good to know, but it would be nice to at least have their blessing.”

      “I agree, but for now, knowing that Arnold and Maggy approve has taken a huge load off my shoulders.”

      They stood together a moment, and Klint let himself imagine a future for them.

      Then Shelby’s phone dinged, and she pulled it out. “Well, the work is officially done for the day. Roxie just told me supper is ready.”

      “Okay. That sounds great.” Klint dropped his pliers in the bucket of staples and held it out for Shelby to do the same.

      Then, together, his arm over her shoulders, they walked back through the pasture to the house.

      It felt so right that Klint sent up a prayer of thanks.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you tuck me in?” Jacob stood in front of Shelby, his arms folded over a book.

      She and Klint were doing the dishes that didn’t fit in the dishwasher. That was always the deal once she taught Roxie and RayAnn to cook – whoever cooked didn’t have to clean up.

      But this time she didn’t mind. Working with Klint side by side in her kitchen created a curious sense of completion.

      Especially after finding out that Helen’s parents were okay with their relationship.

      The idea still rattled her, but, like Klint said, it reduced any potential friction.

      “It’s kind of early to go to bed, isn’t it?” Shelby asked, turning from the sink to her brother.

      “I want you to read to me, and I’m feeling sick.”

      “I can read you the story,” Klint said.

      Jacob didn’t even look at him.

      Shelby fought down a beat of frustration with her brother, followed by a small tremble of concern. Sure, she told Klint she didn’t need her brother’s approval, but Burke and Drake weren’t ten years old and dependent on Shelby.

      Truthfully, despite her relief with Helen’s parents’ comfort with her and Klint, it was Jacob’s reaction to Klint that she couldn’t ignore or shake.

      She had hoped he would eventually accept it and knew it would take time, but lately he seemed worse. All during supper, he would only give Klint monosyllabic answers to his questions. He looked as if he wanted Klint to be anywhere else but at the table.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I’m done,” she said, giving him a smile but keeping her voice firm. “You can start reading without me.”

      “I want you to come now.” Jacob tugged on her hand, his grip surprisingly strong.

      Shelby was torn. In a way, it wasn’t worth the fight and yet–

      “I can clean up,” Klint said, giving her a smile. Touching her shoulder.

      “Leave my sister alone,” Jacob cried out.

      “Jacob, you need to take it easy,” Shelby said. “Klint is my good friend, and I want you to apologize to him.”

      Jacob pulled in a quick breath, then dropped his chin to his chest. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      Shelby knew he was anything but sorry, however she wasn’t sure how to pursue this.

      “Thanks for that,” Klint said to Jacob. “It takes a big person to apologize.”

      Jacob just stayed where he was, and Shelby pressed her lips together, feeling as if she was stuck in an awkward triangle. This was nothing new, but she had clung to some vague hope that the more Jacob was around Klint, the more her brother would accept him.

      “Go up and brush your teeth. I’ll be up soon.”

      Jacob seemed to sense that was all he was getting out of her, and with a lame shrug, he turned and trudged away.

      “Honestly, Shel, he’s getting worse,” Roxie grumbled, setting a lone plant back on the now-clean kitchen table. “He’s acting like a five-year-old.”

      “You always say that.” Shelby wiped her hands and shot her sister a quick smile.

      “Because he always does,” Roxie returned with a shrug. “Do you need anything more? I’ve got to get to my homework.”

      “No. Thanks for cooking dinner.”

      “It was really good,” Klint put in.

      Good was being generous. The spaghetti noodles were undercooked, the garlic toast was burnt, and the sauce had too much salt.

      But it was a first step to better things, Shelby kept telling herself as she choked it down. Klint was generous with his comments, and the girls beamed.

      “Go up to your brother,” Klint said after Roxie left. “I can finish up here.”

      “You won’t leave on me?”

      “Not a chance.”

      Shelby gave him another smile and then left. Jacob was already in his bedroom when she came up the stairs. She checked his toothbrush. It was wet, but that didn’t always prove much. If he was younger, she’d check his breath, but he was getting a bit old for that.

      He was also getting a bit old to be read to at night, but Shelby was far too aware of how quickly time slipped away. He was only seven when their parents died. At that time, he still lisped and occasionally sucked his thumb. He had needed Shelby so badly then, as did her sisters, who had also been so young.

      In a few years, he would be a teen, a phase which would come with another set of challenges.

      One day at a time, she reminded herself as she paused just outside her sisters’ room. She could just see through the small opening in the door. Roxie was on the floor, her books strewn out around her. It looked like RayAnn was on the bed. Music was playing softly from one of their phones.

      At least they seemed settled.

      Then she walked into Jacob’s room.

      Drake and Burke’s rodeo posters still hung on the wall. Some were dull and peeling, but Jacob didn’t want to take them down. Nor did he want to remove the old trophies and belt buckles arranged on a shelf sitting by his bed, also remnants of his brother’s lives.

      Drake had left for a ranch in Wyoming before their parents died. He’d been working there ever since, perfecting his saddle bronc riding skills and rodeoing around the country when he could.

      Burke, of course, was trucking. He’d given up on his rodeo dreams well before Drake.

      Shelby walked into Jacob’s room. He was laying propped up against the headboard of the bed, knees up, reading. As soon as she came into the room, he put his hand on his stomach.

      “I don’t feel good,” he grumbled. “I think I should stay home tomorrow.”

      “Nice try,” she said. “I think that has more to do with the two helpings of spaghetti.”

      He slumped further against the headboard, and Shelby sat down beside him and took the book out of his hands.

      “Okay. I’ve asked you a bunch of times, and you keep putting me off, but I know something is going on. You need to tell me.” She kept her voice firm, determined. She had tried being kind, caring, and considerate, and it hadn’t gotten her anywhere.

      Jacob blinked and sucked in a deep breath, but he wouldn’t hold her gaze. The past few times Shelby had pushed, he’d resisted, and she gave up. She hadn’t the mental space to deal with his antics.

      But Klint was downstairs, and for the first time since her parents died, since Ted broke up with her, she felt a sense of peace. Of support.

      So this time, she waited.

      Jacob just stared ahead, flicking his thumb over the edges of the book he had been reading. He heaved out a sigh, then another, but Shelby said nothing.

      “Everything sucks,” he finally said.

      She didn’t bother reprimanding him. Instead, she just nodded, acknowledging his outburst.

      “Everything is changing," he continued.

      “What do you mean by everything?”

      They had been down this road before. Shelby guessed that his complaints about his siblings being gone was part of the problem, but not all of it.

      “Just everything.” He slammed the book shut and set it aside. “Perry is moving away. Did you know that?”

      Perry Mantle had been a good friend of Jacob’s since they were little.

      “No. I didn’t know.”

      “His mom is getting married, and she’s moving.”

      “Is that what’s been bugging you?”

      He was quiet a moment, then shrugged his reply.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” she said, scooting closer and pulling him close in a hug. “That’s hard.”

      But even as she held him, she had a niggling feeling that this was only the tip of a much larger iceberg. If that was all it was, he would have told her sooner.

      “I’m gonna miss him,” Jacob mumbled, sniffing. “I don’t have other friends in school.”

      “That’s not true,” Shelby said, stroking his hair out of his face, wiping away a tear. “You have lots of other friends.”

      “But Perry was my best friend.”

      Shelby knew this wasn’t entirely true, but now felt at a loss of how to proceed. She could hardly challenge him that this wasn’t the only reason he’d been so ornery lately. It would have created some difficulty, but she hadn’t heard anything before about the Mantle family leaving. So it didn’t jibe with when Jacob started acting up.

      “I’m sure he was, but I think something else is going on?”

      Jacob glanced away, chewing at his lower lip, and she guessed there was something else.

      “You’ll be mad…” his voice trailed off, which created another flicker of concern.

      “Why?”

      Then Roxie knocked on the door and put her head inside. “Can you help me a minute?” she asked.

      She looked over at Jacob, who was still avoiding her eyes, wondering why he thought she would be angry with him.

      “Please?” Roxie pleaded. “It’s really important.”

      Roxie sounded distressed, and Shelby knew she couldn’t spend all of her time and energy on Jacob.

      “I’m sorry, buddy.” She brushed a quick kiss over Jacob’s mop of hair. At least he wasn’t wearing that goofy toque anymore. “We’ll talk later.”

      Then she left to see what it was her sister wanted, trying not to be annoyed. Trying not to think of Klint waiting downstairs while she handled yet another mini crisis.

      RayAnn was sitting on the floor, her head buried in her arms, which were resting on her knees. She was sniffing, her shoulders shaking.

      “Oh honey, what’s wrong?” Shelby asked, hurrying to her sister’s side.

      “It’s Alan,” RayAnn said, her voice muffled. “He says he’s moving away. That he doesn’t want to see me anymore.”

      “Anymore? How often have you seen him?”

      “A lot.”

      “When besides the dance?”

      No reply.

      Shelby had to resist the urge to force her sister to look up at her. Right about now, she was tired of secrets and problems and no one willing to talk about them.

      “When have you seen him?” she pressed, the firm tone in her voice brooking no resistance.

      “The last couple of weeks.”

      “How?”

      Another pause. Another few sniffles.

      “I was sneaking out.”

      Shelby’s heart plunged as dread flowed through her.

      “Sneaking out?” How could she have missed this? What kind of guardian was she? Then she turned to Roxie. “And you knew about this?”

      The flush reddening Roxie’s cheeks gave Shelby the answer.

      She sat still, letting the moment drag out as she marshaled her thoughts.

      “I’m sorry your heart is bruised,” Shelby said, her voice holding a far different tone than when she first talked to her sister. Definite. Firm. “But I’m glad he’s leaving. He’s too old for you, and you know that he’s not the right person for you. Anyone who encourages a young girl to sneak out to see him isn’t trustworthy.”

      “But I loved him.”

      “You may think you did,” Shelby retorted. “But love doesn’t lie. Love doesn’t turn you into someone who has to sneak around.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t approve.”

      Shelby took a moment to control her rising temper. Took a moment to send up a prayer for patience.

      She pulled in a couple of breaths, seeking the right words.

      “And shouldn’t that tell you something right there?” she asked. “You knew what I would think. You know that I truly love you and only want what’s best for you. That this guy would make you lie to me shows me he’s absolutely wrong for you. I’m glad he’s gone.”

      RayAnn released another harsh sob. “You just don’t get it, do you?”

      “Maybe not. But it doesn’t matter. Both of you are grounded until next Monday. And I’m taking your phones.”

      “Why me?” Roxie protested.

      “Because you were an accessory.”

      “I couldn’t squeal on my sister,” Roxie said.

      “Would you squeal on her if she was driving a car toward a cliff?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “I rest my case. It’s not squealing. It’s called looking out for her.” She held her hand out. “Phones. Now.”

      Roxie stomped across the room and grabbed the phones off the low table between their bed. She held them a moment, as if debating what to do, but then thankfully strode over and handed them to Shelby.

      “This isn’t fair,” she grumbled.

      “You know what’s not fair? You two making me look stupid, like I don’t even know what’s going on in my own house,” Shelby retorted as she took the phones.

      The girls just looked away. Shelby knew they were angry, but right now, she didn’t care.

      She was tired and grumpy and angry herself.

      The lovely moment she’d shared with Klint had blown away like leaves in the wind.

      He’s still here. He’s waiting.

      However, on the heels of that came a more insidious voice.

      Does he really know what he’s getting into?

      Without another word to her sisters, she walked to her room, where she put the phones in a drawer of the bedside table. After her parents died, Shelby had moved back home and taken over this room. She had been living in an apartment, and the girls had taken over her room. All the other bedrooms were in the basement, and she wanted to be close to Jacob, so she swallowed her reservations, put aside her own sorrow, and moved in. It had been difficult, but she got accustomed to it.

      However, one rule that carried over from her parents’ occupancy of the room was the stigma attached to this drawer. It had always been off limits. Even after her parents’ deaths, it had taken her a long time to open that drawer. The way her parents talked, this drawer held the nuclear codes. What a letdown to find only a couple of baby socks, a package of letters from Shelby’s grandmother, a Bible, and a package of cough drops.

      But Shelby carried on the tradition. Only now, it held her journal and a few other things.

      She paused a moment, just before she closed the drawer.

      Her Bible sat there, a film of dust on the cover, and she was overcome with a sense of shame blended with feeling like that was another relationship she wasn’t handling right.

      Forgive me, Lord, she prayed as she took the Bible out and put it beside the lamp. It would be a visible reminder to her to read it. To pray properly. Not these popcorn prayers that she shot up from time to time.

      Even as she thought that, she sent yet another one up. For patience, for strength.

      Then, sucking in another calming breath, she went downstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Klint looked up from the photo album he’d been paging through as Shelby came down the stairs.

      “I forgot how adorable you were when you were younger,” he said, grinning as he turned the page.

      “Was I?” She dropped onto the couch beside him. Not right beside him, though, he noted with a glimmer of dismay.

      “Completely. Look at this.” He shifted the album so she could see better, pointing to a picture on the top of the page, hoping she would move closer.

      “Oh that picture.” She chuckled. “The boys got those cowboy hats at the Stampede.”

      “And your sisters in their matching dresses are too adorable.” Shelby, however, stood to one side, arms crossed, making a face at the camera. Her hair was a tangle, her t-shirt askew and her shorts were too small for her. “You, however, look like a neighborhood kid who photobombed the picture.”

      Shelby chuckled at his comment. “Mom made those dresses for the girls. She was always sewing. Bought all her fabric at the store Karissa’s parents owned. You remember Karissa?”

      “Oh yeah. Bit of a snob. Her and Helen hung out.” As soon as he said that, he felt as if he was being disloyal to his wife. However, it was the truth. At that time in her life, Helen had also been a bit of a snob. Her and Karissa were always dressed in the latest styles. Both a bit spoiled, Karissa more than Helen, he’d been informed by his wife whenever he teased her about it.

      He knew that to be true. Karissa drove a fancy little sports car to school when most kids either took the bus or drove their parents’ second or third-hand vehicle. She could be nice when necessary, but she kept herself aloof.

      “Yeah, Karissa wasn’t always the nicest girl.”

      “You don’t need to be diplomatic with me. She may be Helen’s friend, but I know what she was like.”

      “She wasn’t horrible,” Shelby protested. “Just, well, kind of snotty and reserved. Like we weren’t good enough for her.”

      “What’s she like now?”

      “She’s different. Quiet. Though she’s a fantastic seamstress, I’ll give her that.”

      “As good as your mother?”

      “Mom was no sewer. I think she did it out of need more than desire. Anyhow, Mom made me a yellow dress that I hated,” Shelby continued. “It got mysteriously dirty when I went outside to help the boys with the horses.”

      “You always did go your own way,” he returned, as she settled in beside him, curling up in the crook of his arm.

      Much better.

      “My poor mother. I wish I had been easier on her.”

      She was silent a moment, looking at the picture, frowning.

      “What are you thinking?” Klint asked.

      “I’m thinking about how patient my mother was. How she seldom lost her temper. At least, not when we were younger.”

      “Did she later on?”

      Shelby nodded, looking at the other pictures on the pages. One was of the boys, who were caked in mud after swimming in the dugout. Another one of Nadia, Afina, and herself posing with lilacs.

      Klint flipped the page. The next one held a huge photo of Roxie and RayAnn, newborns, lying on a blanket.

      “Your parents did have eight children at the time. I’m surprised she was so easy going.”

      “She was, but after Jacob was born, things seemed to fall apart.”

      “Financially?”

      “Not that they told us, but I overheard a few conversations. They started to snap at us and get angry with each other. Looking back, I realize now this started the same time she and dad lost all that money.” She eased out a sigh, and Klint wished he could have figured out what had caused that loss. “It was hard on them. Caused all kinds of problems.”

      “Money problems can certainly cause stress in a marriage,” he said, turning another page of the album.

      “Did you and Helen ever have money problems?”

      “Not really. We had other things to deal with,” he said, wondering how much to say.

      Then he closed the book and set it on the table, leaning back, his arms folded over his chest.

      “Other things?” she prompted.

      “Nothing really major. We were always dealing with some…issues…” he paused wondering how much to say.

      He turned to her and gave her a gentle smile. “May as well get it out. Helen was always a bit jealous of my relationship with you. I don’t know how many times I told her I loved her, but she still struggled with our history. You and me. But I did love her.”

      She released a light laugh, frowning, and he wondered if he had said too much.

      “You look troubled,” Klint said, taking her hands in his, as if to reassure her. “I’m sorry if it bothers you–”

      “No. Not really.” She released a light laugh. “Maybe just a little, but I am glad that you and Helen found happiness.”

      “We did. We really did.”

      “That’s good, because while she was jealous of me, my reality is that I was always a bit jealous of her home life. Of her parents’ relationship. They were so loving and caring to each other.”

      “Your parents cared for each other,” Klint said, surprised at her comment. “I saw how they were with each other.”

      Shelby nodded, acknowledging his comment. “They were, for the most part, but somehow, after you left, I’m not sure what happened. The fighting that started after they lost that money eased off, but they grew distant. One day, my mom came to see me. She had something she had to get off her chest. She had cheated, and my dad found out. Their marriage was breaking up. I was the oldest one home still. Liam was gone to school. All the other kids were caught up in their own stuff, and I was retaking high school courses so I could join you.” She stopped there, her voice breaking.

      Klint waited, his heart rate increasing, sensing that he was finally going to find out the truth behind what happened.

      Shelby pressed her hand to her chest, and Klint had to resist the urge to pull her close, to support and give her strength.

      “Anyway, my dad was furious, my mother apologetic. She claimed it was just a mistake. It wasn’t really an affair; it was a one-night stand. I think she was dealing with some type of depression. At the time, none of us paid attention to it, because nothing was ever wrong with Mom. She was always the strong one, but she wasn’t strong then. I was nineteen years old, and I was holding my mother while she sobbed her heart out, full of regret for what she had done. I was dealing with an angry father, and I was trying to keep it all together. Then I found out that I had failed the two courses,” she released a harsh laugh, “Big surprise, right? My family falls apart, suddenly I can’t seem to concentrate.” She smiled again, “But I felt like it was all up to me. My dad’s dad was in a nursing home in Edmonton. My mother’s parents were in Florida and only called twice a year. Burke and Liam were gone, and the other kids were all still home.”

      This time, Klint could not keep himself away from her. The anguish in her voice, years of wondering, anger, and sorrow slipped away as he finally got to hear the real reason behind their breakup.

      She resisted his embrace for just a moment, then she settled into his arms, curling up against him.

      “I’m sorry,” was all he could say. “I am so sorry you had to deal with all of this on your own.”

      She closed her eyes and drew in a trembling breath. Then another. “I was so ashamed and overwhelmed. I wasn’t able to go to school with you. I felt like I needed to be home for my parents, given what was going on in their marriage. I didn’t want to tell anybody what was happening. I felt so lost and alone.”

      Silvery tears slipped down her cheek, and Klint tightened his arms around her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, unable to keep the words out.

      “What was I supposed to say?” she said, her voice muffled against his shirt. “I always felt like I never measured up. You were always so smart in school, and I struggled so hard. Then to find out what was happening with my parents…I couldn’t say anything.”

      He wanted to assure her that it didn’t matter but knew that wasn’t the right thing to say. It did matter. To someone as proud as Shelby, it mattered a lot.

      So he just held her, trying not to feel a bit resentful.

      And yet, what would have changed had he known? He didn’t know.

      So he held her, then tipped her face up to his. “Well, we’re together now,” he said, his voice quiet. “It took a bit, but here we are.”

      She smiled back at him, and he gently brushed his lips over hers.

      “Why is he still here?”

      Jacob’s shrill voice broke into the moment, and Shelby startled, pulling hurriedly away from Klint.

      “I thought you were in bed,” Klint couldn’t help saying, his previous frustration with the boy returning.

      Jacob sat at the top of the stairs, glaring at them through the railings.

      “What are you doing with him?” he demanded of Shelby, ignoring Klint.

      Shelby stood, and Klint caught her hand. “Just tell him to go to bed.” She really had to be firmer with him. He was manipulating her.

      Then Shelby’s face grew hard, and she pulled her hand out of his.

      Klint fought down a beat of irritation with Jacob as Shelby hurried up the stairs to, once again, take care of her brother.

      Please, Lord, I need some patience. I need some grace.

      Klint’s prayer held a note of desperation. Because right about now he wasn’t too crazy about Shelby’s little brother.
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      “Did you get him settled?”

      Again, Shelby was thankful Klint was still sitting on the couch when she came downstairs.

      “Yes. He had a bad dream.”

      Shelby knew Jacob had come up with that as a last-minute excuse, but when she pushed, he just clammed up.

      Her annoyance with him was growing, and she didn’t know how to deal with it.

      “He couldn’t have fallen asleep already,” Klint said.

      “I don’t think so either. He was sad about a friend of his that’s moving, but I know there’s more going on.”

      “What do you think it might be?”

      “Well, you. I know he’s not crazy about you.”

      “I wish I could figure out why.” Klint pulled his hands back, crossing his arms over his chest, frowning now. “Not going to lie, but it bothers me. A lot. He’ll need to accept this one way or the other.”

      “I know. I get it, but he’s had a lot to deal with.” She couldn’t stop her quick defense of her brother.

      “That may be.” Then Klint gave her a careful look. “But you seem to be spending a lot of time and energy trying to talk to him. Get him to open up. Do you think you might just have to leave it be?”

      “Leave it be? How?”

      “Stop pushing him to tell you what’s happening. It might just have to come out on its own, or it might not be anything. If he’s jealous of me, then that will simply take time.”

      “What if it doesn’t?”

      “Well, it’s going to be a huge challenge for us if he can’t.”

      Shelby felt a chill feather his spine at his serious mood.

      “What are you saying?”

      Klint shot her a puzzled look. “I’m saying that if we’re going to be together, he’s going to have to find a way to accept it.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      Too late, Shelby heard the combative tone in her voice. She wished she had toned it down.

      “What are you saying?” Klint challenged, using her words back at her.

      Shelby laid her head back on the couch. This was definitely not going the way she had hoped it would. “I’m not sure,” was all she could manage, feeling as if she was balancing on a very fine line.

      Feeling as if she might fall into the same abyss she had after Ted left. But this time…

      She couldn’t even think about this time. Klint had always been the biggest love of her life.

      “I’m concerned that he’s going to try to come between us,” Klint pressed. “Don’t you think we’ve had enough roadblocks?”

      She heard a frustrated tone in his voice.

      “I know we have,” she said, turning her head to look at him, appreciating the fact that he was still here. “I guess I’m just hoping you’ll be patient with Jacob.”

      “I can be, but he has to give part way, too.”

      The hard edge in his voice caught her the wrong way.

      “He’s only nine years old.”

      “Or you could say, he’s already nine years old.” Again, that challenging tone, as if she was doing something wrong.

      “What were you like at nine?”

      He held her gaze, and she could see that they weren’t going to be kissing any more tonight.

      “I can’t remember. But I do know that I didn’t give my parents a lot of grief.”

      “Jacob doesn’t have parents to give grief to,” Shelby shot back, her own frustration with Jacob spilling out into her voice, her own recently re-lived sorrow now seeping back into her soul. “He’s a little boy who lost his parents and who has two older sisters and is being raised by another one.”

      As she spoke, she clenched her fists, swallowing a beat of anger blended with heartache.

      “That may be, but he still has a pretty good life.”

      “Compared to what? You? Helen with her perfect parents and her perfect life?” The words jumped out of her and she wished she could take them back. Shelby felt like they were two combatants, throwing darts at each other. Hurting each other.

      This wasn’t the way she wanted things to be between them.

      Before she could apologize, Klint stood.

      “I think I better go,” he said, rolling his sleeves back down, buttoning his cuffs. As if getting down to business. “I don’t think either of us is in a very good frame of mind right now.”

      “You’re probably right,” she returned, staying where she was, legs now stretched out in front of her, fists shoved in her pockets.

      “If this is going to be a problem…” He paused as if he wanted to say something more.

      She felt a clench of anger blended with panic.

      “You’ll what? Leave?”

      No sooner had the words spilled out of her mouth than she wished she could take them back.

      But she needed to know. If he wanted to be with her, he had to commit to the long haul.

      “Maybe I should go anyway,” he said.

      “Sure. Why not? It’s what the men in my life do.” Then she closed her eyes. “Look, this is getting awkward. You should probably go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He was giving her an out, but she didn’t want to take it. Not yet.

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      “Well, if you change your mind…”

      He waited a moment, as if to see if she was serious. Then she heard the sound of his footsteps as he strode away, the door slamming behind him.

      Go after him. Don’t let him leave like this. Apologize.

      But Shelby didn’t have the resources right now to deal with Klint’s pique. She had just poured her soul out to him. She had told him about her most shameful secret, and all he could do was bug her about how she was handling Jacob.

      She was tired of working her life and feelings around other people’s. She wanted to be someone’s priority.

      She wanted someone to understand what she needed to do.

      Take care of her family. Recognize they were a priority as well.

      You didn’t need to be so snippy, she told herself, struggling with her battling emotions. She knew Jacob was being a pill, but she had always had a soft spot for him. She had always tried to make up for what he had lost.

      You lost too.

      She pulled in a deep breath and pushed that thought aside. She couldn’t indulge in thinking about herself. She had three upset siblings upstairs that she would have to live with, deal with, and take care of.

      Right now, that was enough for her.

      If Klint couldn’t handle that-

      Her throat thickened at the thought, and she tried to remind herself that she would get through this.

      Tomorrow she would call him. Apologize. Make things right again.

      She had to, because she couldn’t imagine not having him in her life again.

      She grabbed the remote and flicked on the television. Right now, she needed mindless chatter and entertainment, but as she flicked through the channels, nothing seemed to catch her fancy. Nothing seemed to be able to fill the void that now yawned. She gave up and turned it off, getting up and stretching out her stiff back. It had been a busy day and now a stressful night. She may as well go to bed.

      Read your Bible.

      The phone rang just as she was about to go upstairs. She paused, trying to figure out where it was, then tracked it to her purse hanging over a chair in the kitchen.

      She fished it out, glancing at the clock as she did, wondering who would be calling. She didn’t recognize the number as either Nadia’s or Burke’s. She hadn’t talked to Afina for almost a month, and it wasn’t her either.

      For a moment she was tempted to let it ring, but innate curiosity and the reality that she was running a business which never took time off, made her answer it. She was surprised that she sounded so polite despite the sorrow threading through her soul.

      “Shelby, hi, this is Maggy Kozack.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Kozack. How are you doing?” She sat down in the nearest chair, wondering what Helen’s mother might want to talk to her about this time of night.

      “Better today, thanks.”

      “I want to thank you again for having us over the other day. I hope cleaning up wasn’t too much work for you.”

      “No, not at all. I have time, so it was no bother. Arnold told me that your family enjoyed the horses and the puppies.”

      “Yes, Jacob was angling to take one home.” As soon as she said that she wished she could take the words back. She didn’t want Maggy to think she was hinting at anything.

      “I’m sure he was. I know I always have a hard time parting with them when they go.” She was quiet a moment and Shelby kept herself from trying to fill the silence, waiting to see what Maggy wanted.

      “I may as well get to the point,” she said. “I don’t know how else to say this. I see Klint with you and your family, and I’m happy that he’s back together with you, but…well…I need to let you know that I have some misgivings.”

      Shelby rested her elbows on the table, dropping her forehead onto one hand. This is not what she needed right now. “What kind of misgivings?” she asked.

      Don’t take it personally, she reminded herself. Wait to see what she’s going to say.

      “Your sisters seem fairly happy, but your brother seems to be struggling.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” she said, trying for a laugh. Trying not to let dear Maggy put another burden on her already overloaded shoulders.

      “I know that Klint and Helen couldn’t have children, and I know that Klint was an only child. I’m just not so sure he is ready to take on the responsibility that will come with, well, being with you and your family.”

      “You don’t think he’s capable?” Her voice held a defensive tone even as the conversation she’d just had with him underlined exactly what Maggy was saying.

      “I’m sure he’s capable,” Maggy said, her voice calm and even, which made Shelby feel even more foolish. “I’m just not so sure he should. It’s been only two years since Helen died, and I know he still struggles with grief. They cared deeply for each other and were so close.”

      “So why are you talking to me?” Shelby asked, suddenly weary. “Why don’t you talk to Klint?”

      “I already have. I just finished speaking with him.”

      Shelby dearly wanted to ask her what he had said, but she suspected that Maggy was calling her right after speaking to Klint, and she guessed she knew what that conversation was about.

      Klint was having second thoughts about her as well.

      Which she got a fairly clear sense of from their fight only moments ago.

      “Well, then, I don’t know what to say.”

      “I know I sound like a mother hen, but Klint is very dear to Arnold and me. While I have to say that initially I was happy that you and he were getting back together again, I have some concerns after meeting Jacob.”

      Shelby gritted her teeth, clenching the phone, fighting down yet another defense for her poor brother. Even though he was driving her crazy as well, she didn’t appreciate other people feeling that they had any idea of what the little guy was dealing with.

      Nor did she appreciate feeling like her very messy life had been laid out for other people to analyze. She knew her home wasn’t well-run and ordered, but she was doing the best she could with what she had available.

      “I appreciate your concern and thanks for calling.”

      “I’m sorry to sound interfering, but, like I said, I care about Klint.”

      “He’s lucky and blessed to have that care. Now I better go and see to my little brother, because I care about him too.”

      The comment came out more confrontationally than she intended, but her nerves were raw, and she was clinging to self-control by a very thin thread.

      “Goodnight, Mrs. Kozack,” she said, and she hung up.

      Then laid her head on the table and burst into tears.

      Then she dried her eyes, sent up yet another frantic prayer, got up, and walked up the stairs.

      She checked on the girls. They were both in bed, but she could see they weren’t sleeping. She knew she should go in and comfort RayAnn, but again, she had no energy.

      Besides, her own heart was hurting.

      “Goodnight girls,” was all she said and got a mumbled “good night” in return.

      She walked to Jacob’s room and opened the door a crack.

      He lay in his bed, and she could hear from his snuffling snoring that he was asleep.

      Shelby walked into her own room and dropped onto the bed, jealous of her family’s ability to simply drop into slumber.

      She rolled her head, looked over at her Bible, pushed herself up to a sitting position, and picked it up.

      It had been months since she read it, she realized with a burst of shame. After her parents died, she read it every morning and every night, seeking comfort, strength, and encouragement.

      Lately, however, she had simply been too bone weary.

      She opened it up, and it fell to Hebrews thirteen, where it was bookmarked with the silk ribbon. Obviously, the last piece she had read.

      Then she saw the piece she had underlined.

      “God has said, Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you…the Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.”

      She ran her finger over the passage, her throat thickening as she remembered. This was the passage the pastor at that time had preached on. Had told the grieving family of the eternal and unchanging love of God.

      Now, as she read it, she felt the same comfort she had felt then.

      She had been forsaken, so to speak. Left alone. Left behind. Just like Jacob complained about.

      But God would never leave her. Never forsake her.

      Or her family.

      Maybe Maggy was right; maybe it was best if Klint stayed away.

      Even as she formulated that thought, it almost choked her.
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        * * *

      

      Klint opened the door of his apartment and leaned against the door. His brain sifted through the events of the evening, trying to figure out how he could have done things differently, said things differently.

      It was a perfect storm of finding out the truth about Helen, finding out why Shelby had broken up with him, and wondering whether he would be able to handle Jacob’s obvious antagonism.

      He would love to be able to sit down with the boy and talk to him, man to man. Between his sisters and his teacher, Jacob had a strong female presence in his life. A male voice might be the balance he needed.

      As if that would happen now.

      He wasn’t sure how to breach the distance between himself and Shelby. The reality was that her first priority was her little brother.

      Klint pushed himself away from the door and walked over to his easy chair.

      When he had set this apartment up, Maggy had helped and had insisted that he have at least one recliner in the house. Which was a surprise, considering how much Helen had despised them.

      He pulled the lever, lifted his feet, and looked out the large plate glass window overlooking the town. He could see the Aspen River snaking through below him, moving on to the lake. He could catch just a shimmer of it past the rows of buildings.

      While he sat, he thought of Arnold’s offer.

      Settling in Aspen Valley had been his plan when he took the job working with Grady. It looked like he would have the opportunity to drop his roots even deeper, which was something he’d always wanted.

      And now?

      He dragged his hand over his face, still feeling like he was struggling to regain his balance.

      You love Shelby. You know that.

      That was a truth he couldn’t deny, but what was he supposed to do with that given the antagonism Jacob threw at him. He knew how important Shelby’s family was to her.

      If push came to shove, he would be the one shoved. Again.

      He pulled his Bible off the table beside his easy chair. He and Helen had read it every night as she lay dying in the hospital. He would read her favorite passages, and she would lay on the bed, smiling. Her mother would hold her hand, and Arnold would sit beside Maggy.

      Those had been holy moments.

      Even as he struggled with his frustration about Helen’s lack of transparency, at the same time, what he had told Shelby was very true.

      He was thankful he had been with her during those last days. That she had experienced married life. That she wasn’t alone.

      He opened the Bible.

      First Corinthians thirteen.

      His eyes slid over the words he could recite by heart, and he stopped at verse four.

      Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs…..Love never fails.

      His love for Shelby had faced many tests. They had been apart, but now they were together, and he knew that this time he would fight for her.

      What that would look like, he wasn’t sure. So he bowed his head and sent up a simple prayer.

      Lord, please show me how I can mend the distance between me and Shelby. Help me to be patient with her brother, a young boy that she loves. Help me to love him too.

      He knew this was important, because Shelby came with her siblings. It was a package deal, and if he truly loved Shelby, he would find a way to make this work.

      As he sat, he felt a gentle peace wash over him, a feeling that he had a focus.

      He showered, got ready for bed, and put his phone beside him, setting an alarm for early in the morning. He might go to Shelby’s before work. Talk to her. Find a way to mend the rift between them.

      With those thoughts sifting through his head, he closed his eyes and let sleep pull him down.
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      He was dreaming of police cars, lights flashing, fire trucks, and sirens blaring. Something was horribly wrong.

      He jolted awake, eyes flying around the room, wondering if the apartment was on fire.

      Then his phone rang. Again.

      He grabbed it, checking the time as well as the caller.

      Why was Arnold calling him at 1:00 in the morning?

      “What’s wrong?” he blurted out, his heart jumping with concern. “Is it Maggy?”

      “No. No, she’s fine. Sorry. It’s something else….Just a minute…” Arnold sounded like he was talking to someone else. Giving them directions.

      “What’s happening? What’s going on?” Klint couldn’t keep the urgency out of his voice.

      Arnold returned to Klint. “Sorry. It’s Jacob. He’s gone missing.”

      “What? When?”

      “Shelby checked him at about ten, and he was in bed, but then she got up to check on him again later, and he was gone. So she’s not sure when he left. He took some clothes along with him, but not much else.”

      Klint jumped out of his own bed, rubbing his eyes, trying to catch up. “No idea where he would go?”

      “RayAnn and Roxie talked about a treehouse that the Prins kids had built years ago. Shelby and the girls checked already, but he wasn’t there.”

      “Are the police setting up a search party?”

      “On it. They want to borrow Sarge to see if they can track him. I’m heading with him to the Prins place right now.”

      Klint heard a gust of wind as he quickly dressed one-handed, then glanced out the window. His heart sunk as he noticed that it was raining. Hard.

      Though it was spring, the rain would cause hypothermia if Jacob hadn’t found a protected spot. It would depend on how long he’d been gone.

      “I’ll meet you there,” he said. He hung up and yanked on his pants. He then dug through his cupboard to find his warmest clothes, searched his closet for a flashlight and a backpack, and then he shoved an extra jacket and sweater inside as well. Just in case.

      He couldn’t get to the Prins farm fast enough. The rain had already made the road slippery and difficult to navigate. The darkness didn’t help. As he drove, he tried to think about where Jacob could possibly have gone, where he would be headed if he wasn’t at the tree house.

      Klint prayed steadily for Shelby. He couldn’t imagine how she was coping right now.

      When he got to the farm, he saw the flashing lights of a police car, and as he pulled up, he saw Arnold’s car. He hated to imagine how fast Arnold had driven to get here before Klint.

      He strode toward the police car, flinging his backpack over one arm and scanning the yard for any sign of Shelby.

      Then he saw her, illuminated by the lights of a truck, talking to one of the police officers. She was nodding, her head bent. Arnold stood beside her, his arm around her shoulder, holding Sarge on the leash.

      Klint felt a flicker of envy at the sight, which he immediately banished. This wasn’t about him. It was about finding Jacob.

      He joined them and caught Shelby’s perplexed look. He wasn’t sure what bothered him more. That she hadn’t called him herself, or that she seemed surprised he showed up.

      He wanted to jump in and ask questions, but knew he had to wait and listen.

      “So if he’s not at the treehouse, we’ll have to fan out,” the police officer was saying to Shelby, head bent against the drizzle coming down. “Our next step is to pull in the volunteers we’ve got coming in and send them out from the house.”

      Shelby just nodded, her arms wrapped around her midsection as she leaned against Arnold.

      Even through the rain and the dark, he saw the fear gripping her.

      He fought down a beat of guilt, remembering their fight. Wondering how they were going to make up what they lost.

      “I understand you’ve got something from Jacob?” the officer asked Arnold.

      Arnold nodded, pulling the toque Jacob had been wearing when he visited the Kozacks. He had it in a plastic bag and water beaded up on it.

      “I’ve also got a shirt of his,” Shelby offered.

      “Good. Let the dog get a good scent of that, and hopefully the rain hasn’t washed too much of the trail away.”

      Klint waited until the officer was finished talking and then came over.

      “I understand you already checked the natural area and the tree fort there?” he confirmed.

      “Yes. We managed to do that before the rain came, but no tracks led there.”

      “Do you think he might have doubled back in the meantime, now that it’s raining?”

      The officer nodded. “That’s entirely possible.”

      “I’ll go and check the area again. There’s a treehouse he might have gone back to.”

      This netted him a nod and a quick look from Shelby. He caught the fear in her eyes, and were there tears on her face? He wasn’t sure.

      Just as he was about to move toward her, to say something, offer some comfort, she turned to Arnold and nodded.

      She put her hood up, and her face was hidden.

      She didn’t want to talk to him.

      “Do you need anyone to go with you?” the officer asked.

      Klint shook his head. “No. Use everyone to check the other areas.”

      He zipped up his coat, pulled his gloves on, and pulled his flashlight out of his backpack. Just before he was about to leave, he heard his name being called.

      He turned to see Roxie and RayAnn come running toward them, wearing waterproof jackets and rubber boots.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” RayAnn said, giving him a tight hug. “Have you talked to Shelby?”

      “Haven’t had a chance.”

      “She’s so upset. And mad at herself.”

      “Why?”

      “She said she shouldn’t have gotten distracted by you. Said she should have kept her priorities straight, but that’s not true. Don’t believe it.”

      If she was trying to comfort him, she was failing spectacularly. Guilt suffused him, followed by the harsh reality of what RayAnn was saying. Shelby’s priority was her brother.

      He was an inconvenience that Jacob hated.

      “Well, thanks, I guess.”

      “Hey, she loves you. I know she does. I think she always has,” Roxie put in, swiping at the moisture beading up on her face. “We’ll find Jacob. I know we will.”

      “I hope so.”

      “We’re praying, and we don’t do that enough,” RayAnn said with a look of shame.

      “I’ve got to get going,” Klint said, the moisture and chilly air robbing what little heat he had left. As soon as he got moving and his blood flowing, that would help.

      And time was of the essence.

      RayAnn gave him a tight smile, then joined Arnold, Shelby, and the rest of the people who were listening to one of the officer’s instructions.

      Then, sending up a prayer himself, Klint set off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shelby walked alongside Arnold, who was encouraging Sarge, her fear for her brother fighting with the curiosity of having Helen’s father helping them out.

      The rain had eased somewhat, but she knew it still would make finding the trail difficult. The beams of light from their flashlights bobbed on the trail ahead, and Shelby leaned forward, hoping to see something, anything.

      When they showed Sarge the toque and Jacob’s shirt, he sniffed it carefully, then looped around the yard, obviously catching all the other places Jacob had been. Then, he seemed to hit the trail that Jacob had taken away from the yard.

      Toward town.

      Shelby was surprised, but thankful that the dog seemed to be so confident about the trail. For Jacob to head to town made the most sense, but in the meantime, the rain was drizzling down, and she had no idea how long he’d been gone.

      “Do you think we’ll find him?” she asked, unable to keep the worry out of her voice, needing assurance from someone.

      When she found Jacob’s bed empty, her first reaction had been anger, then terror.

      She was terrified that he’d gone to the lake, but the girls assured her that he was too chicken to do that.

      That’s when she panicked and called the RCMP. They came out immediately. She also called whoever she could to come and help with the search. Those people told other people, and soon she was listening to the police direct her neighbor Courtney and her fiancé Cole, as well as John Argall, the foreman of the Bannister ranch, Kip Cosgrove, and assorted other people from town.

      Someone had called Arnold to come with his dog, and to Shelby’s surprise, he had shown up immediately.

      Then, when Klint showed up, she struggled with such a mixture of emotions. She couldn’t keep the last words they exchanged out of her mind.

      She reminded herself that right now, Jacob was her priority.

      Arnold’s eyes narrowed as he clung to Sarge’s leash, watching as he sniffed back and forth.

      “You think we’ll find him?” Shelby couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice, couldn’t keep the panic at bay as they stumbled in the dark, following the dog, trying to keep her light trained on the path. To her surprise, Mr. Kozack put his hand on her shoulder. “I know they’ll find him. Jacob is a smart boy. I don’t think you need to worry about that.”

      He sounded encouraging and positive. For a moment, she leaned against him. This older man, the father of an old classmate, the father-in-law of the man she never stopped loving. The father of perfect Helen. Husband to the woman who didn’t think Klint should take on what she had going in her life.

      She snapped her focus back to the ground, hoping, praying for any sign of her brother.

      “I’m praying the whole time we’re walking,” Arnold said. “We will find him.”

      “I hope so. I just feel so…” Her throat choked off, and again she felt Arnold pat her shoulder gently.

      “You feel so responsible.”

      Shelby just nodded, swallowing down her fear and panic. She shivered as a gust of wind blew up.

      “I don’t think anyone could have done more for Jacob than you have,” Arnold said. “I see you in church with your family, shepherding them inside, settling them down. You were too young when your parents passed away. Too young to take on this huge responsibility. There were so many times my heart ached for you.”

      Shock coursed through Shelby, and she was surprised once again at what he was saying.

      She wasn’t sure what else to say, so she kept her flashlight trained on the ground, trying to see if she could find evidence of Jacob’s trail, praying as they walked. She pleaded with God, promising that she would try to be a better sister, that she wouldn’t let herself be distracted from her job.

      Be distracted by any man.

      Yet, even as she formulated that thought, she remembered Klint coming onto the yard.

      Sarge paused a moment, looked around, then put his nose down and kept going.

      Shelby was heartened when she saw a footprint of a boot that looked to be Jacob’s size.

      “I think we’re on the right track,” Arnold said, bending down to check it.

      “I hope he’ll hunker down somewhere out of the rain,” Shelby said, shivering again.

      “He’s a smart boy,” Arnold assured her.

      “I should have listened to him tonight,” she said as she pushed branches aside with fingers that were slowly growing more and more chilled despite her gloves. She felt thankful that her brother had at least stayed on a game trail instead of plunging willy-nilly through the trees.

      “What do you mean?” Arnold asked, frowning as Sarge hesitated again.

      “He was so angry because Klint was over. He doesn’t like Klint. I should have listened.”

      “And done what?”

      Shelby wiped off the moisture from her face, squinting through the falling drizzle highlighted by the beam of her flashlight. “I don’t know.”

      They walked along for a while, Sarge roaming back and forth, nose to the ground. He didn’t seem as definite as he was before, and Shelby suspected the rain was washing away the scent, which only increased her panic and her guilt.

      “I guessed that Jacob doesn’t like Klint, but I’m sure he’ll come around.” Arnold gave her shoulder a quick squeeze, then looked back at Sarge, who was now stopped, sniffing back and forth.

      “Well, I don’t know if he needs to. I think it might be best if me and Klint take a break. My family life is so chaotic right now, and I don’t think he’s ready to take it on. Besides, like Maggy said, maybe he’s rushing into things.”

      “What did Maggy say?” Arnold’s voice held a surprisingly harsh tone and, blinking against the drizzle coming down, Shelby glanced at him.

      “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”

      Arnold looked like he was about to say more when Sarge took off again.

      There was nothing more to say or do except follow.
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      Klint wasn’t sure that going to the treehouse was the best use of his resources. Though he believed the police officer when he told him that they had already checked, he was working on a hunch that Jacob would run out of steam and circle back. Klint guessed that Jacob’s pride would keep him from going home, and the next best option would be this treehouse.

      He worked his way through the dense underbrush, growing wetter and wetter, but he plowed on, unable to see more than fifteen feet ahead.

      The trail was muddy, and he didn’t see any sign of Jacob, but if he had left for town, he would have come back to the treehouse another way.

      Finally, Klint came upon a small clearing, and he shone his flashlight around. There, in the watery light, he saw it. The treehouse he, Burke, Drake, Shelby and Sandra had spent so much time building.

      It was still solid as far as he could see, and the ladder was still in place. He looked closer, shining his light on the ground, and he saw footprints at the foot of the ladder. Despite the rain coming down, they looked fresh, and they looked about the size of someone Jacob’s age.

      Klint quickly pulled out his phone, and with chilled fingers, he texted Shelby that he thought he had found Jacob at the treehouse.

      He didn’t bother calling out. If Jacob was there, he didn’t want to scare him off, so he doused his flashlight and climbed up the ladder.

      The trapdoor was closed, and he carefully pushed it open.

      “No. I don’t want to go with you.”

      Klint’s heart flew to his throat as he heard Jacob’s voice. Before Jacob could shut the door down on him, Klint shoved it open and clambered up.

      Jacob was trying to lift the door just as Klint made it inside. Klint grabbed the rope that held the door and yanked on it, stepping quickly aside as the trap door slammed shut, the floor of the treehouse reverberating at the impact. He took a huge chance and stood on it.

      Jacob was trapped.

      Klint fired off another quick text to Shelby.

      Found him.

      Klint flicked on his flashlight, keeping it trained on the floor, but it was enough to illuminate the small space. Enough to see the fury on Jacob’s face.

      “You go away. You go away. I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! You shouldn’t have told where I was.”

      Though the little boy was spewing venom, Klint heard the fear in his voice.

      “I know you don’t like me,” he said. “And that’s okay.”

      “I don’t want you around,” Jacob shouted, but the anger in his voice was diminished, replaced with a vague confusion.

      “I know, and I’m sorry about that.”

      Jacob stood facing him, and Klint pulled in a slow breath, easing out a prayer for wisdom as well as love for this confused young boy.

      “You’re going to change everything,” Jacob said. “And I don’t want…I can’t…”

      Then he sank down, wrapping his arms around his head, sniffing audibly.

      Klint waited a moment, then slipped his backpack off and sat down in front of Jacob, giving him enough room, yet hopefully cutting off any escape. He set the flashlight down between them so the light wasn’t shining on either of them, yet making it possible for him to see Jacob’s face.

      “What don’t you want?” he said, keeping his voice neutral. Even. Non-threatening, he hoped.

      For a long moment, Jacob said nothing. He just sat there, shivering.

      Klint pulled a jacket out of his backpack and handed it to him.

      “If you’re cold, you can take your wet jacket off and put this on.”

      To his surprise, Jacob did exactly that, then hugged himself again, capturing what precious little heat he had.

      “So, what don’t you want?” he asked again.

      Another long moment of silence. Then, finally, Jacob pulled in a shuddering breath and replied. “I don’t want everything changing. People going away. My friend. My teacher…” his voice broke again, and Klint frowned.

      “Are you talking about Miss Zelensky?”

      A tight nod.

      “Where is she going?”

      Another few beats of silence.

      “She’s going to have a baby, and she has to go away. I liked her, and she told me she could help me. I’m just a dummy, and she was helping me, and now she’s going away, and I’m going to be a dummy again.”

      Klint listened to the despair in his voice and wished he dared move closer to comfort the boy. He thought of how Shelby often spoke of how she struggled in school.

      Klint remembered her telling him how she had failed her classes and was unable to join him in Montreal to go to school. He realized that it had come at such a difficult time for her, and he had never truly understood how much work it was for her.

      Now to hear her younger brother say the same thing made Klint’s heart ache for him.

      “And my friend is going away,” Jacob continued, “And my mom and dad went away, and if you are with Shelby, then she’ll go away too.” His voice broke again, and he released a huge sob. “I can’t let Shelby go away.”

      Klint couldn’t stay where he was, so he took a huge chance and shifted himself beside Jacob. He took the heartbroken young boy in his arms.

      “Hey, Shelby would never, ever leave you. Ever. She loves you.”

      Jacob kept himself tight, resisting Klint’s embrace.

      “I’m so sorry that you lost your mom and dad. That must be so hard to always feel like you’re left behind.”

      At those words, Klint sensed Jacob relax just a bit and draw in a shuddering breath.

      As he realized what he said, a revelation came to Klint.

      “It must be hard being the youngest,” he said, speaking quietly. “Everyone goes away, and you have to stay behind. Liam, Burke, Drake, your sisters, they all left.”

      “I wanted them to stay.” The words burst out of Jacob and then, behind that, a sob. “Why does everyone go away?”

      Then, as if the floodgates of his grief and loneliness had broken open, Jacob started crying, his narrow shoulders shaking.

      Klint pulled him closer, holding him and wishing he could ease the young boy’s grief and sorrow.

      But for now, all he could do was hold him and pray that this would help him somewhat.

      Slowly, Jacob’s sobs grew less and became quieter.

      Klint kept holding him, trying to comfort him.

      “Shelby would never leave you, you know,” he repeated, addressing the one thing he could speak of with certainty. “I would never let her.”

      Jacob lay quietly in his arms, as if absorbing this.

      Klint took a chance. “Is that why you don’t like me? Because you thought I was taking Shelby away?”

      Jacob just nodded.

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because she was going to move all the way to Montreal to be with you. I remember she told us.”

      Then, Klint understood.

      “That was a long time ago, and that was when your parents were still alive.” He pulled in a breath, leaning back against the wall of the hut, hoping it would hold. Of course they had pounded in hundreds of nails, so it should.

      “When your mom and dad died,” he continued, “Shelby gave up everything to take care of you and your sisters. The guy she was dating told her that she had to choose between him and you guys, and you know what? She chose you. I can tell you for sure, that if I told her she had to choose, she would choose you again and again and again. I can also tell you that I would never make her choose, because even though you don’t like me, I like you.”

      “You don’t know me.” Jacob sent him a challenging look.

      Klint chuckled at that. “I know more about you than you think I do. I know that you have a funny birthmark on your butt. It looks like a dragon.”

      Jacob grew still, and his eyes grew so wide Klint could see their whites in the dim light.

      “Do you know how I know that? When you were a baby, I changed a couple of your diapers. I remember feeding you a bottle once, because Shelby was busy and your brothers didn’t want to. I remember me and Burke teaching you how to walk when you were just a little guy and laughing every time you fell in the grass, then hugging you when you cried.  You were such a cute little guy with your thick hair. Even then, it was always long. One time, just for a joke, Nadia and Shelby put little ponytails in it.” Klint smiled at the memory of Jacob’s mop head. How Burke, Drake, and Liam would threaten to cut it, saying that he looked like a girl.

      “No,” Jacob exclaimed, clapping one hand to his head, as if it might happen again.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t let your sisters do that.”

      Jacob relaxed at that. Then he looked up at Klint, his eyes narrowed. “What else do you remember?”

      Klint got another sense of what might be happening in his young life.

      Family stories. He didn’t have many, but he remembered sitting around with the Prins family as they talked about memories. As Jake and Jenny Prins would tell the kids what they were like when they were young. Funny stories that connected the family. How many were told to Jacob?

      “Well, I remember carrying you in front of me on a horse when I would ride around the corral,” he said, digging back into the past. “You were such a cute little guy. Your mom wouldn’t cut your hair then, either.”

      Jacob fingered his hair, looking pensive. “I should get it cut,” he said.

      “Do what you want. I think it looks cool.”

      Jacob gave him a questioning look. “You do?”

      “Yeah. Makes you look tough.”

      “Will you tell Shelby?”

      Klint chuckled at that, looking for support. “I sure can, if that’s what you want.”

      Jacob gave him a curious look. “Yeah.” Then he seemed to relax a bit more. “Do you have other stories?”

      “Let’s see. I remember you and me and Burke going out to the pasture to check the cows. We found you a stick, and you tried to chase the cows with it. You weren’t scared at all.”

      Jacob smiled at that.

      “You carried that stick around all day. I’ve known you since you were born,” he continued, working the small advantage he felt he had gained. “I used to spend a lot of time at your place. I loved being here. I loved all the busyness and the chaos. It was so much more fun for me than my quiet house. I was an only child, so I came here as often as I could.” Another memory that created warmth, but behind it, a sharp jolt of the fight he and Shelby had.

      Did it matter anymore?

      It had to. He wasn’t letting her go away this time. He was fighting for her.

      Which was what he was doing right now, convincing Jacob that he wanted to be a part of not only Shelby’s life, but his as well.

      “I don’t want to take Shelby away from you any more than I want to move away from here,” Klint continued. “I want to get to know you better.”

      He wanted to add that he wanted to help Jacob ride horses. He wanted to spend time with him, but wasn’t sure how things stood between him and Shelby after last night.

      Their conversation certainly did not go as planned, and it had all to do with the young boy now sitting beside him, shivering.

      “I want you to believe me,” Klint said.

      “I don’t think you like me.”

      Klint pulled in another breath and sent up a prayer for patience.

      “I like you. It’s just hard for me when I see how much Shelby wants to help you. She’s been asking you over and over what’s wrong. It would have been helpful if you had told her.”

      Jacob wrapped his arms around his knees, resting his head on them. “I didn’t know how to tell her. She always says I’m strong and smart, and I’m not. And how much my teacher likes me, but she doesn’t. She wouldn’t leave if she did.”

      “Sometimes things happen to adults that they can’t control. She might not want to go.” Klint’s mind flashed back to Shelby’s confession about her parents. About her failing her Grade Twelve courses. “Sometimes adults have stuff to deal with that makes them choose things they might not want to do but might have to. If your teacher is going to have a baby, then she has to think of her baby, not her class in school. Just like Shelby always thinks about you. Just like she told that guy she was going to marry to take a hike. That she was going to take care of you instead of get married to him.”

      To his surprise, Jacob chuckled at that.

      Which gave him a glimmer of hope.

      “I care a lot for your sister you know,” Klint said. “And I only want what’s best for her. If you want me to leave…” he hesitated, wondering if it was wise to put his future in this young boy’s hands. So he stopped there, waiting to see what Jacob would do with that.

      Jacob was quiet for a moment. Then he turned to Klint. “Did you really change my diaper?”

      “Yes. I really did. And it was a really stinky one.”

      This elicited another chuckle.

      Then they heard voices calling Jacob and Klint’s name, and Klint guessed the message had gone through.

      “Looks like the cavalry is here,” Klint said, pushing himself to his feet. He reached out to Jacob, who surprised him by taking his hand. Klint pulled him to his feet.

      “I’m glad I found you,” Klint said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Jacob just nodded, then gave him a quick smile.

      He looked like he was about to say something when the trapdoor opened, another light shone inside, and Shelby poked her head above the floor, her eyes wide with relief.

      “Jacob. There you are,” she said as Klint hurried over to help her open it all the way. She scrambled up, ran to her brother, dropped her flashlight, and pulled him tight against her. She looked over at Klint and gave him a hesitant smile.

      “Thanks so much,” she said.

      Klint just nodded as their eyes held. She blinked, swiping at her face with one hand, then turned back to her brother.

      He wanted to say more, but then Arnold was also coming into the treehouse, with Sarge barking loudly below them. Other voices joined them.

      “Hey there, buddy,” Arnold called out. “You scared us.”

      Shelby kept her arm around Jacob as she brought him to the opening. She paused as Jacob went down the ladder, Arnold helping him

      “You okay?” Arnold asked, and Jacob nodded.

      Shelby looked over at him and gave him a tentative smile that he wasn’t sure what to do with.

      Then they all headed down, and the moment was over.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he okay?” Klint asked as Shelby came downstairs from tucking her brother into bed.

      “Yes. I think he’s sleeping now. He’s pretty tired. We chatted for a bit, though.”

      She had tried not to be impatient as Jacob poured his heart out. She wanted to get downstairs and talk to Klint. They had things to clear up.

      “Did he tell you about his teacher?”

      “Yes, he did. Finally.” She gave him a faint smile, then sat down a suitable distance away from him. Not too close, yet not too far. Just right. Maybe.

      “Did he say why he hadn’t told you sooner?”

      Shelby nodded, releasing a harsh laugh. “Yes. Apparently, he found out about her being pregnant because he had eavesdropped on her conversation with the principal. He’d been standing outside the window of the classroom when he found out she was quitting and moving away. He thought he’d get into trouble if he told me, and he was right. I gave him endless grief when I found him doing exactly that a while back, so I’m sure he was worried about what I would say if he told me how he found out.”

      “Oh, the burdens of youth.” Klint grinned at her.

      Shelby smiled at that, looking down at her entwined fingers, not sure where to go from here.

      “I’m glad he’s okay,” Klint said.

      She just nodded, her mind ticking back to the moments before she went up into the treehouse.

      “I have a confession to make too,” she said quietly. “I was eavesdropping as well.”

      “Really? When?”

      “When you were talking to Jacob. I got to the treehouse before Arnold did, and I heard you and Jacob talking. So I waited. Listened.” She felt a bit guilty, but at the same time, she was so glad she had heard what he said.

      After he left so abruptly, to hear him speak so patiently with Jacob had eased the tension gripping her heart since last night, softening her own anger with him and giving her a measure of hope.

      “It was so good to hear you connect with him.” She smiled. “I forgot that you had changed his diaper.”

      “That’s what happens when you lose a bet with Burke.”

      This made her laugh.

      “It reminded me that you have a stronger bond with my family than I ever realized,” she said.

      “I’ve been around a long time.”

      “I know, and I’m so thankful for that.” Another moment of silence passed as she tried to process what he had said. She was exhausted and yet, at the same time, hyped up. The terror of the past few hours, the relief when Klint sent that text, her anger with her brother, followed by her sorrow when she heard him crying. A roller coaster of emotions indeed.

      Jacob didn’t want to go to the hospital to get checked over. He was fine. He spoke to the police, got fussed over by the twins, and went home.

      As soon as they reached the house, Jacob had said that he wanted to sleep, and so did the twins.

      “Do you want a cup of tea?” Klint asked, getting up. “Though I suspect you could use something stronger.”

      She smiled at the offer. How long had it been since anyone was willing to take care of her? Years?

      “No, thanks so much though.” She was quiet a moment, still trying to sort out everything that had happened during the past few hours – during the past few days, if she were honest. Then she gave him a gentle smile. “I’m glad you were the one to tell Jacob that I would never leave him. Though I know he’s been struggling with some losses, I never realized how he would look at all of his siblings moving out and leaving him behind.”

      “I can’t imagine. I’ve only ever had me.” Klint looked over at her, his expression serious now. “But I hope he understood that no matter what happens, you will always be thinking of him and caring for him. That he will be a priority.”

      “I think he’s slowly starting to get it.”

      “I know he felt threatened by me. That’s why he was so antagonistic. I hope that will ease in time, once he knows that he can trust me.”

      Silence followed his comment, and Shelby fought back a yawn. She needed this quiet moment and was thankful she wasn’t alone.

      Yet, she had one more concern to deal with.

      “I got a call from Maggy after you left,” she said, not sure how to approach this. She wondered how much of what Maggy had said was her projecting, and how much was reality.

      Klint nodded slowly. “Let me guess, she wanted to talk to you about Jacob and whether I should take on the responsibility of him.”

      “She did say she called you before she called me. Which made me wonder–”

      “If I had said anything to her?” Klint eased out a sigh, then moved, closing the gap between them. “All I told her when she asked about him was that Jacob was struggling. I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn.”

      “You weren’t; you were right. He wasn’t on his best behavior at the Kozack place.”

      “The other reality is, though Maggy and Arnold are happy for me, Maggy is a mother hen. Whether she wants to come right out with it or not, she feels a bit defensive of Helen’s place in my life. I think it will be hard for her to see me with someone else.”

      “I guess I can understand that,” Shelby said, moving closer to him and feeling the tension that had clung to her slowly dissipate.

      “I’d like to think that despite what’s happening with Jacob, you and I can think about a future?”

      She heard the vague concern in his voice, then cupped his face in her hand. “I want to.”

      His smile eased into her soul, winding itself around her heart.

      “You know, I want to kiss you again, but I’m a bit worried about what might happen.”

      “I think we might have solved that particular problem. Besides, I’m sure he was asleep before I closed the door.”

      “And the girls? Anything I should know about them?”

      “RayAnn is dealing with a broken heart–”

      “That loser break up with her?”

      Shelby felt a surprising warmth at the anger edging his voice. This really mattered to him.

      “Yes, in fact, he did.”

      “Excellent, because if he didn’t, I was going to have a chat with him.”

      Again, she felt a wave of relief at the sense that someone was willing to take on her burdens.

      “You would have?” she said.

      “I would. One hundred percent.”

      “Well, you don’t need to worry about the girls. My sisters think you’re amazing. Hot, in fact, which is not how I’d like to think my sisters refer to you.”

      “Especially not if I’m going to be part of the family.”

      A shiver of anticipation trickled down her spine at his words.

      “As in adoption?” she asked, trying to lighten the mood.

      “I was thinking something less arduous. More like a wedding?”

      She pressed her lips together against a tiny sob that choked her throat.

      Klint stroked her face, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Will you? Marry me?”

      Shelby held the words as they hung between them, letting them settle in her soul. Then she nodded, tears pricking her eyelids. “Yes. I will, I absolutely will,” she said, breathless.

      Klint closed the distance between them, pulled her against him. Gave her a kiss that stole her breath.

      He drew back just enough to look deeply into her eyes. “I love you so much, Shelby. I want to be in your life, and I want you to be in mine.”

      “Same,” was all she could manage. She swallowed down a surprising knot of sorrow, so many emotions soaring through her. “This is unbelievable.”

      “I know. After all this time, we found each other again.”

      “I never thought this would happen when I saw you in your office.”

      Klint kissed her quickly again. “And here we are.”

      She leaned against him, tucking her head against his shoulder.

      Then Klint heard a rustle on the top of the stairs. A suppressed sigh.

      “Whoever is up there, please show yourself.”

      RayAnn crept down, her hand on the bannister, peeking through the rails, Roxie right behind her. “We couldn’t sleep. And we, well, we heard.”

      Shelby shook her head, giving Klint an apologetic look. “My family. Boundaries are an issue.”

      “I see that.” Klint chuckled though and waved at the girls. “You may as well come down. I need to talk to you about something.”

      “We heard,” Roxie said as they scampered down the stairs and plopped on the couch, one on either side. “Can we be your bridesmaids?”

      “Sheesh, I don’t even have a ring yet.”

      “Can we help you pick it out?”

      Shelby shook her head. “One thing at a time.”

      “Burke is coming home this week,” Roxie said. “He texted me when I told him Jacob was missing.”

      “Oh, dear. I never even thought to let the rest of the family know,” Shelby groaned.

      “I took care of that,” RayAnn assured her.

      “You girls are very resourceful,” Klint replied. “But I can be snoopy too, and I thought I heard Shelby saying that she was confiscating your phones.”

      Roxie bit her lip, fiddling with her fingers and looking down. “Well, we thought when we heard that Jacob was gone that we would need them.” She gave Klint a winning smile. “And it’s maybe a good thing that we did.”

      “You still didn’t listen very well to your sister.”

      “You don’t need to be a grump about it. You should be happy. You and Shelby are engaged.”

      Klint chuckled at her quick reply. “I am,” he said, pulling Shelby close, looking from her to the two girls that were bracketing them. “We’ve got lots to talk about.” He held his hand up. “But not with you two around and not tonight. Now, I think you should head back up the stairs.”

      “Is he going to be this bossy all the time?” Roxie asked Shelby.

      Shelby just grinned. “I hope so. You girls could use some guidance.”

      “Hm. Okay then.” Roxie got up, then gave Shelby a tight hug. “Congrats sister. I approve.” She gave Klint a quick hug. “And you make sure you take care of her.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Klint said, grinning at the girls.

      They left, and Klint turned back to Shelby, pulling her to her feet. “I think I’m going to call it a night. I do have to work tomorrow.”

      “And then?”

      “Then, I’d like to come and finish working on the fence, call Arnold, and tell him that it’s ready for his horses.”

      “And then?” she teased.

      He kissed her again. “And then, the day after that, I take the day off, and you and me are going to town to look at engagement rings. I want you involved in the choosing.”

      Shelby gave him a tight hug, pressing her head into his neck.

      “I love you so much,” she whispered.

      “I love you too.”

      Then he gave her one last kiss. She followed him as he walked out the door and stayed on the porch as he got in the car, the overhead light illuminating her, burnishing her hair.

      As he drove away, she waved, and his heart was full. He had the hope of tomorrows to think about.

      With her.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Burke glanced from Shelby to Klint, his eyes narrowed as he leaned back into the chair on the deck. “I’ve known Klint a long time.”

      “So have I,” Shelby returned, giving the porch swing another push.

      Jacob was playing with a puppy that Arnold had brought over this morning. Apparently, the couple who were going to get him changed their mind. Conveniently, Shelby thought. But she was thankful, and when she offered to pay, he just waved her offer off. He was thankful he could make Jacob so happy.

      Jacob was over the moon and was playing with the little dog on the lawn.

      The twins were sitting on the steps by their older brother, grinning, thrilled that he was back home.

      Burke had pulled in a mere hour ago and was already trying to insert himself into their lives.

      Typical older brother.

      But Shelby couldn’t stop smiling at the sight of him on their deck. A happy homecoming.

      “I don’t know if I need your blessing,” Klint said with a grin, “But it would make things less awkward when I ask you to be my best man.”

      “Yeah. You don’t need a reluctant best man.” Burke pulled his cowboy hat off and ran his hands through his thick mop of hair. He looked like he needed a haircut as much as Jacob did. Then he grinned at Klint, his green eyes sparkling. “Hey, I’m glad and happy for you. It’s been a long hard road for you guys.”

      Shelby just smiled at her brother, her thoughts shifting to Burke’s own journey.

      The bumps in his own road. The disappointments.

      But he was here, and the twins and Jacob were so happy that he was talking about settling down and joining Shelby in the welding shop.

      “So, have you made any plans yet?” Burke asked.

      “Just some tentative ones. I don’t want to wait too long,” Klint said.

      “You’ll be living here?”

      Shelby gave Klint a sideways look and then said to Burke, “It depends on what you want to do.”

      “I don’t want to horn in on the honeymoon, but I don’t know if you want to have three kids to take care of right away.”

      “I have some irons in the fire,” Klint said.

      “Love the cowboy reference,” Burke joked. “What irons and which fire?”

      Klint just grinned. “I might be buying Arnold’s place.”

      “Really?” Burke looked impressed. “That’s a nice spot.”

      “It’s not too far from here,” Klint continued. “But it’s all tentative for now.”

      “Did you pick a day for the wedding yet?”

      “Not sure,” Shelby returned, feeling a bit pressured. “There’s a bunch of stuff to plan, but we were hoping to get married in the next couple of months.”

      Burke gave them his signature crooked smile. “That’s quick.”

      “Not really,” she said, giving Klint a gentle smile. “We’ve waited long enough, I think.”

      “I found a website where we can order dresses,” Roxie put in, looking up from her phone. “And a friend of mine from school works at Green with Envy, the florist shop.”

      “I can do the invitations on the computer,” RayAnn added.

      Burke gave her a wave of the hand. “Sounds like you’ve got your wedding planners on it.”

      “Sounds like,” Shelby said.

      “You should get Karissa to make your dress,” RayAnn put in. “I heard the other day she just started doing custom sewing.”

      “I thought she ran her aunt’s quilt store.”

      “Yeah, but she just started doing this. You should check it out.”

      “And how do you know all this my dear?” Shelby asked.

      RayAnn shrugged, giving her a winsome smile. “I know things. Besides, I heard she used to be a model. She would have some great ideas. Maybe she even knows some custom designers. I can look up her number and call her.” She pulled out her phone as if to do just that.

      “Pump the brakes,” Burke put in with a rough laugh. “Shelby can make up her own mind.”

      Shelby shook her head. “I don’t know if she’d have time and besides, I already have my eye on a dress.”

      Burke made a face. “Good call on buying the dress. You don’t want to work with Karissa. She’s such a snob.”

      “How would you know?” Shelby returned, guessing it came from some lingering bitterness over the fact that at one time he and Karissa had dated. In fact things had gotten so serious he’d even painted their names on the railway bridge spanning the road leading to town.

      Short of announcing their engagement in the paper, this was as momentous as it got for Burke.

      “Anyhow, lots to plan in a short time.”

      Burke leaned back in his chair, resting one booted foot on his other knee. “I’m happy for you guys. I’m glad to see that things work out once in a while.”

      His vague comment raised another flicker of curiosity, but then Jacob joined them, holding his puppy and beaming. “Leo is a really smart dog,” he proclaimed. “He already knows how to sit.”

      “Let’s see this amazing hound,” Burke said, holding out his hands.

      Jake brought his puppy to his brother, then stood beside him, leaning against his chair.

      Shelby drew in a long, slow breath, her heart expanding at the sight.

      Her brother. Home.

      Then she looked over at Klint and caught him smiling at her.

      She was overcome by a sudden sense of her world being exactly right.

      Her life in the best place.

      Knowing that this amazing man, the only man who had ever truly held her heart, would be with her for the rest of it, brought a sense of joy she hadn’t felt in all of the years since he left.

      “You look happy,” he said, taking her hand in his, her engagement ring sparkling in the sun.

      “I am. I don’t think my heart could be fuller.”

      He smiled at that, leaned over, and brushed a gentle kiss over her lips.

      “Enough already,” Burke grumbled, but then Jacob poked him.

      “Leave them alone. They’re in love,” he protested.

      “I think we’ve made progress,” Klint whispered to Shelby.

      “Indeed we have.”

      As she looked around her gathered family, Shelby felt as if her life had come full circle, from despair to hope.

      A hope she knew would endure.
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      You’ve met Burke - now discover his story in The Way Back to Love, the fourth book in the Aspen Valley Homecoming series.
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      Read an excerpt here:

      Burke slowed and looked up as he approached the railroad bridge that spanned the highway. Once, three words were painted on the concrete. Words he had painstakingly sprayed on late one night, taking his time to make sure they were as perfect as he could make them.

      Karissa loves Burke.

      At one time they’d been easy to see, a reminder of his abiding love for the girl he thought would be his partner for life. But she hired some grade ten kid to paint over them, and then she texted to tell him she was breaking up.

      In that order.

      Whoever did the painting had used some quality paint. After all this time, the names were just a faint shadow below it.

      As he drove under the bridge, he wondered why it still mattered to him.

      It was because he was home now. Home for good.

      But so was Karissa.

      He pushed the thought down as he turned the radio on, blasting the country music. On his long-hauls as a trucker, he spent a lot of time alone. Just him and his tunes.

      But it soothed him and made his fingers tap on the wheel in time to the beat.

      By the time he pulled up in front of the shop, he was feeling better about life. Nothing like three chords and the truth to put things into perspective, he thought as he stepped out of the truck.

      “Did you get the welding rods?” was the first question that greeted him as he pushed the door open, his arms weighted down with boxes.

      “Hey, Burke. Thanks for making the trip to town, though I know you have a bunch of work to do yourself,” he returned, grinning at his sister, who had shifted her goggles up on top of her head. Her hair was pulled up in a messy topknot, and she had a streak of grease on her face.

      Even in her shapeless coveralls, she still exuded an effortless grace.

      Her fiancé Klint was a lucky guy.

      “Okay. Whatever.” She waved off his joking comment.

      “But yes, I did. Plus a bunch of sheet metal and some other rods that came in for that gate I’m doing for the Bannisters.”

      “You’ll be busy with that awhile,” she commented with a weary smile.

      “And it’ll be a nice paycheck.”

      “One we can certainly use.” She put her torch down and stretched her arms out in front of her, then turned her tanks off. “I just got a call from Klint. He wants to meet me at the florist shop.”

      “Sounds like Klint is doing more for this wedding than you are.”

      “Hey, he’s in town more than I am.”

      Burke gave his younger sister a grin as he set the boxes of welding rods on the bench. “Don’t sound so defensive. Nice to see manly Klint get in touch with his wedding-planning side.”

      “Well, we both need to pitch in. We’ve only got about three weeks.”

      “I still can’t believe you two are willing to do this in such a rush.”

      “No sense waiting,” Shelby said, stripping her coveralls off, checking her shirt and pants for dirt. “Thank goodness he doesn’t want a big splash, either. Makes things much easier.”

      “And I got a parcel card in the mail,” Burke said, grabbing his own coveralls from a hook. “I’m guessing it’s more wedding stuff.”

      “Hopefully the girl’s bridesmaid dresses,” Shelby said, walking to the fly-speckled mirror hanging above the porcelain sink on one counter of the shop. As she washed her hands, she checked her reflection.

      “You look just great,” Burke assured her with a grin.

      Shelby flashed him a grateful smile. “Thanks for the affirmation. Never hurts, especially coming from you.”

      Burke heard the faintly self-deprecating tone in her voice. He knew where it came from. Somehow, no matter how long ago junior and high school was, they left an indelible impression on one’s ego.

      Especially in a small town where there was no escape from tormentors. No sanctuary from people who disliked you.

      Shelby had friends in school, for sure, but she also had her enemies and detractors.

      He was just about to tell her again how beautiful she was when the door opened, letting in a shaft of bright light that illuminated the slender woman standing in the doorway, her dark hair flowing like a lustrous waterfall over her shoulders and down her back.

      Burke’s heart twisted in his chest as he looked into the almond-shaped eyes of one of Shelby’s greatest nemeses.

      The girl still seemed to have a grip on the very heart that was now pounding in earnest, despite all the years that had followed their breakup.
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      I have many other books for you to enjoy. Check them out here.
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        * * *

      

      ASPEN VALLEY HOMECOMING

      #1 The Way Back Home

      #2 The Way Back to Faith

      #3 The Way Back to Hope

      #4 The Way Back to Love (Coming out October 6)
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      LOVE IN MILLARS CROSSING

      #1 A Family’s Christmas

      #2 A Family’s Blessing

      #3 A Family’s Hope

      #4 A Family’s Promise
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      MILLARS CROSSING ROMANCE

      #1 COUNTRY ROMANCE

      #2 COUNTRY COURTSHIP

      #3 COUNTRY PROPOSAL

      #4 COUNTRY WEDDING
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      FAMILY BONDS

      #1 SEEKING HOME

      A rancher who suffered a tragic loss. A single mother on the edge. Can these two find the courage to face a romantic new beginning?

      #2 CHOOSING HOME

      If you like emergency room drama, second chances, and quaint small-town settings, then you’ll adore this romance.

      #3 COMING HOME

      He thought she chose a hotel over him. She thought he loved money more than her. Years later, can they fill the emptiness in their hearts?

      #4 FINDING HOME

      She’s hiding a terrible truth. He’s trying to overcome his scandalous history. Together, forgiveness might give them a second chance.
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      FAMILY TIES

      Four siblings trying to finding their way back to family and faith

      A COWBOY’S REUNION

      
        
        He’s still reeling from the breakup. She’s ashamed of what she did. Can a chance reunion mend the fence, or are some hearts forever broken? If you like second chance stories, buried passions, and big country settings, then you’ll love this emotional novel.

      

        

      
        “I enjoyed this book and had trouble putting it down and had to finish it. If the rest of this series is this great, I look forward to reading more books by Carolyne Aarsen.” Karen Semones - Amazon Review

      

      

      

      THE COWBOY’S FAMILY

      
        
        She's desperate. He's loyal. Will a dark lie hold them back from finding love on the ranch? If you like determined heroines, charming cowboys, and family dramas, then you’ll love this heartfelt novel.

      

        

      
        “What a wonderful series! The first book is Cowboy's Reunion. Tricia's story begins in that book. Emotional stories with wonderful characters. Looking forward to the rest of the books in this series.” Jutzie - Amazon reviewer

      

      

      

      TAMING THE COWBOY

      A saddle bronc trying to prove himself worthy to a father who never loved him. A wedding planner whose ex-fiancee was too busy chasing his own dreams to think of hers. Two people, completely wrong for each other who yet need each other in ways they never realized. Can they let go of their own plans to find a way to heal together?

      

      “This is the third book in the series and I have loved them all. . . .  can't wait to see what happens with the last sibling.” - Amazon reviewer

      

      THE COWBOY’S RETURN

      The final book in the Family Ties Series:

      He enlisted in the military, leaving his one true love behind.

      She gave herself to a lesser man and paid a terrible price.

      In their hometown of Rockyview, they can choose to come together or say a final goodbye...

      

      'This author did an amazing job of turning heartache into happiness with realism and inspirational feeling.” Marlene - Amazon Reviewer
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      SWEETHEARTS OF SWEET CREEK

      Come back to faith and love

      #1 HOMECOMING

      Be swept away by this sweet romance of a woman's search for belonging and second chances and the rugged rancher who helps her heal.

      #2 - HER HEARTS PROMISE

      When the man she once loved reveals a hidden truth about the past, Nadine has to choose between justice and love.

      #3  - CLOSE TO HIS HEART

      Can love triumph over tragedy?

      #4 - DIVIDED HEARTS

      To embrace a second chance at love, they'll need to discover the truths of the past and the possibilities of the future…

      #5 - A HERO AT HEART

      If you like rekindled chemistry, family drama, and small, beautiful towns, then you’ll love this story of heart and heroism.

      #6 - A MOTHER’S HEART

      If you like matchmaking daughters, heartfelt stories of mending broken homes, and fixer-upper romance, then this story of second chances is just right for you.
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      HOLMES CROSSING SERIES

      The Only Best Place is the first book in the Holmes Crossing Series.

      #1 THE ONLY BEST PLACE

      One mistake jeopardized their relationship. Will surrendering her dreams to save their marriage destroy her?

      #2 ALL IN ONE PLACE

      She has sass, spunk and a haunting secret.

      #3 THIS PLACE

      Her secret could destroy their second chance at love

      

      #4 A SILENCE IN THE HEART

      Can a little boy, an injured kitten and a concerned vet with his own past pain,  break down the walls of Tracy’s heart?

      

      #5 ANY MAN OF MINE

      Living with three brothers has made Danielle tired of guys and cowboys. She wants a man. But is she making the right choice?

      

      #6 A PLACE IN HER HEART

      Her new boss shattered her dreams and now she has to work with him. But his vision for the magazine she loves puts them at odds. Can they find a way to work together or will his past bitterness blind him to future love.
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      If you want to find out more about me and stay abreast of all my new releases you can sign up for my newsletter by clicking either on the book or on the words. When you do, you’ll be receiving a free book from me.

      SIGN UP FOR MY READER GROUP
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