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  Come Home to Bent Creek


A small town in Montana where everyone knows everyone, secrets live in the shadows of the mountains, and love is just waiting to be found. One by one, the Harker brothers return home to reclaim their ranch, face their family's past troubles with the Nobles, and find the love they didn't know they needed.   






  
  Chapter One

Ward


It was the school that almost made me turn around. 
Carter Jones High School, still setting on the edge of town in all its 1950s gray cinderblock glory. It wasn’t on my way to the address Gabe gave me on Custer Street, not even close. But my car found its way there anyway.
I pulled in a breath through my teeth as I rolled slowly past the school. It was late, almost sunset, and the place was empty. But I could swear that I still smelled the bleach and pencil-scented air inside and heard the squeak of shoes against the polished floors.
It made me smile for a minute, remembering my teenage self, more confident than any tall, gawky kid had the right to be. I wanted to rule student council and collect every classmate as a friend. And then it all crumbled around me, and no amount of practiced smiles or perfectly chosen words could undo the Harker family disaster.
The road wound downhill, and the town came into view. 
Why was I here again? 
I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel, thinking about how easy it would be to throw a U-turn right in the middle of this empty street and hightail it back to my apartment in Los Angeles. I wouldn’t have to deal with this place, the people, or the past. 
Except in LA, I’d have to face the fact that I was fired.
I pressed my foot to the gas and kept going. There was no way to avoid returning eventually, but if I was here, I could at least do what I came here for. And then I’d go back home with another win in my book. I needed that boost to my ego. It was the only way I’d find something that blew my old job at Luckett Enterprises out of the water.
Gabe’s place was easy enough to find. In the middle of town and ridiculously picturesque. I lifted an eyebrow at the white lattice framing the porch as I shifted the car into park. It was a one-eighty from the sleek lines of the apartment complex I’d left behind in California. Marybeth Noble had made my stepbrother go small-town domestic.
It was June but the mountain air still had a bite to it. As I extracted my bag from the backseat, I tried not to think about how it smelled the exact same as it had years ago. Pine, earth, and, weirdly, something that reminded me of gravel. I couldn’t pinpoint it, but it brought me right back to sitting on the front porch at the ranch, or stepping out back in the early morning dark to start the never-ending chores I shared with my brothers.
The porch steps creaked under my feet. A few flowerpots were scattered artfully around the porch, and hardy green plants poked up through the soil. It was all so perfect I half-expected to see a wreath or a big, cheerful Welcome! sign on the door. My ex-girlfriend Parker would’ve never gone for one of those signs. Or plants. She wasn’t a fan of dirt.
Or you, I reminded myself as I raised a hand to knock on the door. Her rejection bit into the soft part of my mind. I ground my teeth as I shoved it away.
The door opened, and there stood my stepbrother. He looked nothing like the rest of us, with his dark blond hair and clear blue eyes. Parker thankfully forgotten, I stepped inside and embraced him.
“It’s good to see you,” Gabe said. He stood back and Nick was right behind him.
“Ward.” Nick wrapped me in a bear hug before standing back and sizing me up. “What are you eating out there in California? Kale and avocados?” 
“Mixed with quinoa,” I said as I dropped my bag on the floor. 
“Keen-what?” Nick shook his head before I could answer. “Didn’t expect you to get here so early.”
I eyed my oldest brother. We shared the same hair color and the same storm-colored eyes, but I’d have been laughed off the football field that Nick and Gabe had dominated in high school. “You bet I wouldn’t show, didn’t you?”
At least he had the decency to look sheepish. 
“Pay up.” Gabe held out his hand to Nick.
“I’m offended that you don’t think I’m a man of my word.” I couldn’t keep the grin from my face. Needling Nick was something I’d missed. “Where’s Jackson? Don’t I deserve the entire welcoming party?”
“Work,” Gabe replied as Nick slapped a fifty a little too hard against his hand. “He’s doing construction up at the Summit Mountain Resort.”
The ski resorts, keeping Bent Creek alive since forever. I was about to ask how he liked it when Marybeth Noble appeared in the doorway across the room. Her arms were folded gracefully against her chest. She smiled at me, but it was careful, as if she wasn’t sure I’d be happy to see her here.
“Ward, you remember Marybeth?” Gabe’s words were guarded, and I didn’t miss the brotherly threat underlying his tone. Be nice, even if she is a Noble.
I didn’t care about that. I never had. I gave Marybeth my most winning smile and lifted a hand. “How could I forget? You stole the Star Reader crown from me in third grade.”
The corner of her mouth lifted in a genuine smile. “Move Forward with Ward,” she said, quoting my sophomore year campaign slogan for class representative.
“Yeah. Unfortunately, everyone preferred Free Pizza with Justin.” I made a face. “It didn’t even rhyme.”
“I don’t think he ever delivered on that promise either,” Marybeth said. Her arms were at her sides now. “I’ve got chili on the stove if you’re hungry.”
I glanced at Gabe, who was clearly relieved that I was cool with his girlfriend. “I get it now. She cooks.”
He punched me in the arm and grabbed my bag from the floor. “Come on, I’ll show you the room.”
The house was small, and the second bedroom in the back was barely big enough to hold the furniture. It wasn’t my too-expensive apartment with its exposed brick and minimalist feel, and it definitely wasn’t one of the hotels I was used to when I traveled out of town for work, but something about it made the tension ease in my shoulders. I made quick work of unpacking and joined my brothers and Marybeth at the table in the dining room.
We kept the conversation light at first. Work, the town, stuff like that. I ribbed Nick about his second-time-around girlfriend, Larkin.
“You’ll eat your words when we’re married.” He pointed at me with his fork.
“I thought you were backing off that for a while?” Marybeth fixed him with a frown. She and Larkin were inseparable in school, and I guessed that hadn’t changed.
“I did,” he said with a resigned sigh.
“She wants to marry you. She’s more or less told me that. She just needs time,” Marybeth replied.
“Or maybe she’ll come to her senses,” I teased, knowing that Larkin never would. I’d seen enough of the two of them together in high school to know that. They’d wind up in matching rocking chairs on the porch at eighty.
“Like Parker?” Nick didn’t waste a second, hitting me right in the gut with that one.
I shoved a spoonful of chili into my mouth to bury the hurt that thinking of Parker always brought. 
“That was low,” Gabe said with a pointed look at our brother. It matched the one Marybeth gave him too.
I managed to shrug. “It wasn’t serious.” Never mind that I’d thought it was.
“Sorry, I shouldn’t gone there.” Nick eyed me now with that big brother concern.
I forced a smile. “It’s fine. Better I saw who she really was before it went any further.” Parker wanted me when I was on top of the world. When I fell off—even if it was just for a moment—she was done.
Nick exchanged a look with Gabe, and I knew they wanted to know what had happened. I hadn’t told either one of them that I’d been sent packing from Luckett Enterprises. It wasn’t something I really wanted to share with anyone, especially after it went so badly with Parker. “She was pissed I didn’t want to buy a house. You know, one of those gated things with the long driveways?” I added a disbelieving chuckle at the end of my lie. It bordered on the truth, at least. 
Nick’s eyebrows dipped while Gabe tilted his head. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen them in years. They knew me too well—and they knew I wasn’t being entirely honest. I dug my fingers into the napkin on my lap, willing them to leave well enough alone.
Gabe straightened, apparently deciding not to push it. “You dodged a bullet with that one. What if you married her?”
“Parker Harker.” Nick laughed, and even Marybeth grinned.
It was enough to lighten the mood, and I laughed too. And it stayed that way till after dinner, when Gabe finally brought up the reason I was here.
“This isn’t going to be easy, you know,” he said after a lull in the conversation.
I didn’t have to ask him what he was talking about. Instead, I leaned back in my chair, lifting the front legs from the floor, and let a lazy smile lift the corners of my mouth. 
This I was good at.
“Bet you it will be. She hasn’t met me yet.” It felt good, letting that confidence wrap around me like a familiar old coat. 
“She hasn’t met us either,” Nick said pointedly. “Pretty sure that’s on purpose.”
“Larkin said she’s been coming in the coffee shop a few times a week since she’s been staying in town,” Marybeth said.
I let my gaze wander to her, wondering what she really thought of all this. But her expression betrayed nothing. 
“You can trust her,” Gabe said, like he was reading my thoughts.
“Never thought I couldn’t.” I grinned at Marybeth, and waited half a second before she smiled back. Out of all my brothers, I was the one who cared the least about the bad blood between our family and hers. While Jackson and Nick had run headlong into fray, I tried to keep out of it, more like Gabe. 
But unlike Gabe, I knew a lot more about where it came from. I wished I didn’t, but when you’re good at talking, people tend to spill their guts. Even your own Pops.
“The coffee shop’s a good place to start,” I said, a plan forming in my mind. Get her attention, win her trust, convince her that it was in her and her company’s best interest to sell that land.
Easy.
“I’ll ask Larkin what time she usually stops by,” Nick said.
“Sounds good.” I cracked my knuckles, ready to get started.
“She’s a tough one,” Gabe said, a note of warning lacing his voice.
I shrugged. I’d met my fair share of hard-nosed people—women and men. And I’d broken every one of them. “Nothing I can’t handle.”
Gabe nodded and then stood to help Marybeth clear the plates from the table. When they’d both disappeared into the kitchen, Nick leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. 
“Did you go by there?” He didn’t need to explain what he meant by there.
“No,” I said curtly. “No need to.”
He raised his eyebrows, like he didn’t believe me.
“Look, I’ll get her to sell the ranch to you. And then I’m gone. I’ve got a life back in California.” An apartment, that voice in the back of my head reminded me. That’s all you’ve got. No girlfriend, no job, no friends that ran any deeper than a few beers on a Saturday night. I shoved all that aside. “There’s nothing for me here.”
Nick frowned, and I realized I’d hit a nerve. They were here—him, Gabe, and Jackson. Three of my five brothers. 
“My work is back in LA,” I said carefully. 
“Right.” Nick gave a quick nod, like I hadn’t just stuck a dagger in his gut and twisted it a little.
I drummed my fingers on the legs of the chair. I felt guilty, and I didn’t like that. What did he expect, though? That I’d show up here, realize everything I’d been missing, and never leave again? Bent Creek was nothing but painful memories and secrets that would gnaw you from the inside out if you let them.
It was better to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.
“I don’t know how you deal with it here,” I said, the curiosity getting the better of me.
Looking at Nick was like looking in a mirror sometimes, and I fought the urge to turn away. “It’s not what you think it is,” he said quietly. “It’s not what I thought it was when I came back here.”
“What do you mean?” I hadn’t stopped in town on purpose tonight. I figured I could deal with the stares and whispers tomorrow.
He shrugged. “This town is what you make of it.”
“That’s cryptic.”
He laughed, just a little. “You’ll see, if you give it a chance.”
That wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t care about the Nobles or anything they’d supposedly done, not like my brothers cared, but I hadn’t forgotten that they’d poisoned the entire town against us. And I’d kept up with my brothers’ texts enough to know that Luke Noble was still hellbent on running them out of town. 
But why they’d want to stay anyway was beyond my comprehension. 
This place was steeped in memories of Pops, shady business, and secrets that were better off staying buried. I didn’t want to revisit the person I’d been back then, struggling to find a place for myself through all of that. I didn’t fit in here. I never had.
“I’m getting this done,” I told Nick as I stood up. “And then I’m leaving.”






  
  Chapter Two

Violet


The buzz of the phone jerked my attention away from the list on my laptop. 
Livvy. My sister’s name moved slowly across the screen. I sighed loudly, slumped back as best I could into the rigid desk chair, and instantly regretted it as the wood bit into my spine. This bed and breakfast preferred aesthetics over function. I stared at Olivia’s name. If she was calling instead of texting, it couldn’t be good.
“Hey,” I said, taking one last glance at my laptop screen before pushing it down to give my sister my full attention.
“Hey, Violet, hope I’m not bothering you.” Her voice was a little breathless, as if she were chasing around her twin toddlers.
“Of course not.” Lie. 
No. 
I squeezed my eyes closed and turned in the chair before opening them again. This was Livvy. The day I started thinking of her and my parents as a bother was the day I needed to seriously reexamine my priorities. “What’s going on?”
Her sigh was heavy through the speaker. “You know the—Ellie! No, put that down!—Sorry. Trying to keep these kids alive takes every brain cell I have sometimes.”
I couldn’t help but smile. The twins, my nieces, had taken my heart the day they were born. “Tell them I’ll bring them new stuffies if they listen.”
“That is the last thing they need,” Livvy said. But she repeated what I said, and the twins’ squeals of delight pierced the distance through the phone. “Okay, where was I?”
“I don’t think you’d even started.” I pressed a hand against the top of the ornate desk and stood. I thought better when I walked, and I had a feeling that whatever Livvy was about to tell me was going to require some thinking. 
“Okay, so do you remember how Dad’s doctor mentioned that new medicine? The one that just got approved?”
“Yeah?” My heart thumped, and I crossed my fingers. The doctor had been really optimistic about that drug. She’d said it was keeping people from having to do another round of chemo.
“So she pulled some strings, and she was able to get him on the list for it.”
I bit back my smile as I paced across the small, frilly room I had at the bed and breakfast. “But . . .?” I filled in for her, knowing there had to be a catch.
“It’s a thousand dollars a month.”
My stomach lurched. I pressed a hand against it and crossed to the window that overlooked a garden below. I took a deep breath in and slowly let it out as I focused on the pots of begonias and impatiens.
“Violet?” Livvy’s voice was tentative through the phone.
I swallowed. “I heard you.” 
“Do you think we can do it?” There was a note of hope in her question.
I leaned my forehead against the window and closed my eyes. Everything with Dad’s treatment was expensive, from the doctors’ bills to the ramp we’d had installed at the house. I shouldn’t have expected this to be any different.
“Yes,” I heard myself say. “Of course we can.”
“Okay, good. Okay.” I could almost hear her nodding through the phone, one kid propped on her hip while she started scribbling down a to-do list. We worked well together, Livvy and I. She balanced everything at home—kept track of Dad’s appointments and ran errands for Mom—while I paid the bills.
We talked a little longer before hanging up. I glanced at my laptop, knowing full well I should get back to work. Especially with a new thousand-dollar expense hanging over my head.
A thousand dollars a month. Instead of sitting at the desk, I pushed aside the lacy curtain and stared out the window again. How was I going to make that work? Something was going to have to give. Something big, like my apartment in Missoula.
I wasn’t surprised, but it hurt all the same. It shouldn’t matter, given how much I traveled for work. But the idea of moving back in with Mom and Dad not only made me feel like a failure, it meant there was no getting away—not even for a night—from the responsibilities I carried.
I needed a drink. But considering it was one o’clock in the afternoon and I still had hours of work ahead of me, coffee would have to do. 
I threw on the neat top and perfectly fitting pants I had on earlier when I met with Chestnut Moon’s real estate agent, Kyle Clemmons. Running a quick hand through my hair and tossing on a fresh coat of lipstick, I grabbed my purse and headed toward the coffee shop.
Luckily, no one was manning the front desk at the B&B when I crept down the stairs. The owners were friendly enough, but almost too friendly in that small-town way. I’d met a hundred people like them ever since I started working for Chestnut Moon and its associated companies. This one even came with a sweet old grandmother, a baby, and a tiny dog.
The front door creaked when I closed it behind me, and the floorboards on the porch echoed the sound. There was a weird sense of freedom when I put more than ten feet between myself and my laptop. It didn’t make sense, considering that anyone could reach me on the phone in my purse, but still . . . it was nice to at least think I’d left work behind for a few minutes. More and more lately, I’d had to force myself to get the work done instead of letting myself get distracted.
As I strolled down the sidewalk toward Main Street, I could almost imagine I was someone else. A Violet who lived in a place like this, who had a job that didn’t tie her stomach up in knots, whose family didn’t rely on her paycheck to buy medicine and pay the bills. Maybe she’d have a dog and live in one of the cute little houses that lined the side streets in this town. She would probably be a regular at the coffee shop and go skiing up at one of the resorts a couple times a month. Her biggest worries would be what to make for dinner and whether her boyfriend would bring dessert.
The daydream was nice, and it kept work and Dad and giving up my apartment and the fact that I’d never had a real relationship out of my head for a few minutes. The sun was bright, people were out, and by the time I stepped into Mountain Roasters, I was in a much better mood than when I’d left the bed and breakfast.
The coffee shop was a cozy place—like the rest of Bent Creek—and it smelled of freshly roasted coffee beans. A few people were scattered at tables, some chatting, some working, and I smiled at the everydayness of it. 
I stepped in line behind a woman with a long reddish-brown ponytail.
“Oh, sorry. I’m not waiting. Go ahead.” She stepped aside, but her smile fell immediately when her eyes landed on my face.
My hand went immediately to my mouth, thinking I’d smudged my lipstick or completely missed something in my teeth from lunch.
Her smile returned, but it was tight and forced, almost as if she knew who I was and didn’t like me at all.
“What can I get for you?” the woman behind the counter asked.
My gaze snapped to her. She was shorter, with dark hair and perfectly tan skin, but she wore the same not-really-a-smile as the other woman. I’d only been in here once, and I hadn’t seen her then.
“Iced latte, please, with almond milk,” I said in a perfectly pleasant voice.
“We’re out of almond milk,” the barista replied, her words curt but not rude.
“How about oat milk?”
She gave a quick nod and got to work. I could feel the other woman’s eyes on me. I forced a glance at her.
“So, how long are you in town for?” she asked, and that’s when I realized she was wearing a shirt with a Christmas tree on it. In June.
“I’m not sure yet,” I said carefully. Why do you want to know? The question was burning a hole through my tongue as I kept it silent. Bent Creek was a small town, so it wasn’t surprising that they’d pegged me as an outsider. I also wouldn’t be surprised if they already knew who I was.
“Hmm,” was all she said in return.
“I’m Violet Barnes.” I extended a hand, practically oozing professionalism but secretly hoping she’d return the favor and satisfy my raging curiosity.
“Marybeth Noble.” She hesitated half a second before shaking my hand. The name meant nothing to me, but the hesitation did. And that’s when it hit me. It wasn’t me they disliked—it was the company I represented. I’d have to dig through my files when I got back to my laptop. See if the name Noble popped up anywhere.
The woman behind the counter set my drink down. “It’s four thirty-five. Is this on you or Chestnut Moon?” She said the name of the company with barely disguised distaste, confirming exactly what I’d thought. I skimmed her nametag before opening my purse. Larkin. The first name alone meant nothing either. 
“Just me,” I said, tapping my card against the reader before dropping a dollar into the tip jar despite the frosty service.
They both watched me as I returned my card to my purse. I picked up my coffee and raised it. “Have a good day!”
I couldn’t get out of there fast enough, but I forced myself to walk normally. Those two had single-handedly dashed my daydream of uprooting my entire life and living in this town. I’d never be welcome here, for reasons I didn’t entirely understand.
Chestnut Moon was in the business of buying property and selling to developers. Most of the transactions I’d facilitated were easy. People who sold were usually eager to get the money. There were a few who needed more convincing, and then a handful that had been outright hostile. But I was particularly good at the latter, soothing anger and convincing people that selling was in their best interests. It worked every time, even if it sometimes left me feeling a little guilty.
I sipped the latte as I walked slowly back to the bed and breakfast. I smiled at a few people I walked by, and they smiled back. Not everyone hated me and my company. A couple of people in little towns north of here felt like we hadn’t paid them enough, sure. If anyone asked them what they thought of Chestnut Moon or Willow Cosmos or whatever LLC we’d used to buy the property, they’d probably have a few choice words about the company, and me as its representative.
But here, in Bent Creek . . . I mentally paged through every sale I’d facilitated since I’d been assigned here last year when the company took a stronger interest in buying land in this area. None of them were particularly difficult; no one had been angry. In fact, the only thing that had been out of the ordinary was having to get the police to remove a couple of squatters in one of the properties we owned. But those were Harkers—the family that had owned the land years ago—not . . .
My latte sloshed in its cup as I stopped suddenly on the sidewalk.
The woman I’d shaken hands with had introduced herself as Marybeth Noble. Noble. I could be misremembering, but I was pretty sure that was the name of the guy who’d asked me out to dinner once a few months ago, and then casually let me know about the squatters on that old ranch property. 
Luke Noble. That was it. I ran the name over and over again in my head as I turned off Main Street. He was cute enough, with that hair that curled slightly at the ends, tall and muscular with that cowboy thing going on. He didn’t make my heart skip a beat or anything, but he’d been nice enough when he asked me out. Considering I hadn’t gone out with anyone in at least a year, I’d said yes and actually enjoyed myself. I never heard from him again after the squatter tip-off.
But none of that made any sense with the way Marybeth Noble eyed me like I was her sworn enemy. Unless . . . My eyes widened, and I felt a little sick to my stomach. Was she his wife? Hopefully ex-wife. Maybe it was personal, and had nothing to do with Chestnut Moon. That had to be it, because nothing else made sense. If I saw her again, I’d explain what happened.  
I was so lost in thought that as I climbed the steps to the B&B’s porch, I didn’t even notice the man waiting for me until he rose from the rocking chair and stepped right in front of me.






  
  Chapter Three

Ward


She was prettier than her picture. 
That was my first thought. My second thought was about how easy this was going to be.
She didn’t appear to notice me at all as I rose from the rocking chair and crossed the porch to cut her off.
“Oh!” She squeaked in surprise, fingers crushing the plastic cup in her hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.”
“That’s interesting. I’m usually hard to miss.” I let my eyes take their time examining her from top to bottom. It was a tactic, designed to demonstrate superiority and to make the other person uncomfortable. But I sure didn’t mind using it now. 
Violet Barnes was a heck of a lot nicer to look at than most of the old men I had to take down a peg or two back in LA. Her light brown hair barely skimmed the bottom of her pointed chin. She wore a fitted white button-up top and pants that screamed no-nonsense, but her heels were higher than was practical. They looked like the kind of thing most women would wear out to a club or to a date with someone they wanted to impress.
The thought that she was more than all-business made the corners of my lips turn up.
“Are you looking for something?” Instead of crossing her arms defensively, like a lot of people did, she stood taller and raised that little chin at me.
That only made my smile grow broader. Okay, maybe this wouldn’t be easy, but this one was going to be fun.
“Not in particular. Ward Harker.” I stuck out my hand.
Violet didn’t miss a beat. Her hand was slim, her nails were perfectly manicured, and she shook my hand with a grip that half the men I’d met couldn’t match.
“Harker,” she repeated, not bothering to introduce herself. She knew that I already knew who she was, and I liked that she didn’t mess around with pretending she didn’t.
“You’ve heard of us.” I leaned against the doorframe, like this was some casual conversation.
“Us?” She arched a delicate eyebrow. “How many of you are there?”
I laughed at that. She was better off not knowing. “I have a few brothers. But I’m the only one you need to know right now.”
The corner of her mouth rose in amusement. She liked me. Score one for Ward Harker. 
“Were you the one I had put in jail?” She sipped the frothy concoction in her Mountain Roasters cup while she eyed me in the most innocent way possible.
I decided I liked her too. “Jail doesn’t agree with me. I have higher standards for my accommodations.”
“Mmm,” she said, nodding. “Must’ve been one of those brothers you mentioned.”
I ran a hand across my chin, letting my eyes dart away as if I was only half-interested in what she had to say. “So how long are you in town for?”
“Is that a line?”
I dragged a lazy gaze back to her and raised my own eyebrow this time. “What do you think?”
She studied me a moment, her pink lips closing around that straw again. I had to force my eyes away. I knew better than to fall for the oldest trick in the book, even though I could’ve stood there all day, watching her drink that coffee.
“I think you want something from me, Mr. Harker,” she finally said.
“And what would that be, Miss Barnes? Or is it Mrs. Barnes?” There was no ring on her finger. I’d already looked.
She ignored the second question, keeping those brown eyes on me. “I don’t know, but it’s big enough that you’d come wait out here on this porch for me.”
I pushed myself away from the doorframe, standing taller and closing the few inches between us. Violet didn’t move a muscle. “Maybe I was looking for conversation. Maybe I was just out here, enjoying the fresh air.”
She dropped the coffee cup to her side. “I’ve got work to do. Ask your question.”
Now we were getting somewhere. “What kind of work? Snatching up a few more properties outside of town?”
There was only the slightest twitch of a muscle over her eyebrow at that. It was impressive, how much she was able to keep off her face. 
“I do work for a real estate investment company.” She narrowed her eyes slightly and tilted her head. “Do you have something to sell? Or are you fishing around for a lead on where you might crash tonight? I don’t really need to find another one of you living in one of our properties.”
I laughed and shoved my hands into my pockets. She was on the verge of underestimating me, and maybe that was what I needed in this situation. So I fixed her with a friendly grin, and said, “I’m more interested in buying.”
She shrugged. “Can’t help you with that. We don’t have anything for sale. Now if you’ll—” She stepped to the side, ready to end the conversation.
I moved in the same direction, blocking her entrance with my arm across the door and my hand pressed against the frame on the opposite side.
A hint of annoyance crossed her face, the first indication I’d seen of any real emotion beyond amusement breaking through. I could use that. In fact, I could turn it into something else.
“Do you have another question?” She gave me a pointed look.
I let the laziest of smiles float across my face as I kept my eyes on her. “What if I said I was looking for a place to crash? You got an extra couch up in your room?”
The muscles around her lips tightened, and as good as I was at reading people, I couldn’t tell if she was
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