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            PROLOGUE

          

          RAE

        

      

    

    
      The snow-covered fields around the Alpine Ridge community center sparkle under the December sun as I bustle around inside, readying everything for Greg and Joanie’s wedding reception. I’ve always enjoyed decorating for special occasions, a skill I discovered helping my Grams with weddings back in the day. She may have owned the bakery, but she took care of everything for weddings in town — food, flowers, décor, music — and loved every minute.

      Weddings bring more complicated emotions for me, so it’s a bittersweet nostalgia that tugs at my heart today.

      Still, the mood is lighthearted, as it should be. And as I hang fairy lights with Carrie, she teases, “You know, Rae, you might have a future as the town’s official wedding planner. First Mia, now Joanie ...” Mia, Carrie’s sister, smirks from where she’s adding white winter roses to the cake our bakery made for the wedding.

      I give a small good-natured laugh, but the sting of memories burns deep at her words. “Oh, honey, I’ve done way more weddings than that. Back in the day, my Grams used to cater weddings at the Alpine Ridge Chapel. My momma and I would help with the decorations.”

      Carrie, Mia, and Brandon all stop helping hang decorations and stare at me, jaws dropped.

      Then Brandon voices what they’re all thinking, “Wait, you’re telling me there used to be a church here?” While Brandon recently returned to Alpine Ridge after a dozen years away, he grew up here. So, I expect the knowledge is even more shocking to him. But the church was before his time. If only just.

      The smile drops off my face as I recall the day the church burned down, and the fallout that meant losing my dreams of marrying the love of my life. I internalize a sigh and shove all the emotions back down.

      “Sure am. But it burned down when I was sixteen. There wasn’t money to rebuild,” I explain matter-of-factly.

      Carrie, using her diplomatic skills hard-earned while running Alpine Ridge’s town elections, changes the subject, clearly seeing my desire not to dwell on the past, and they talk about everything that’s left to do.

      Joanie joins us just as we’re finishing up, radiant in her white silk dress, her dark hair tumbling down her back in sleek waves. “Damn, Rae, you’re good at this. Remind me why you haven’t been snapped up for your own wedding yet?” she quips.

      Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. Not because they remind me of the wedding I wanted, the one I was just reminded of. No, they remind me of the wedding I got. Which was much shabbier and to the wrong man. As evidenced by my subsequent failed marriage.

      Still, I know she meant no harm. She’s just blunt and forward by nature, which I’m sure doesn’t hurt when you’re a lawyer.

      I force a smile and respond as honestly as I can. “Not everyone’s cut out for marriage. But I’m happy for you and Greg.”

      Joanie, uncharacteristically chagrined, apologizes for her tactlessness. I brush it off, not wanting to dampen the mood on her special day.

      Thankfully, there’s no time to dwell on it. As the ceremony begins in the frigid, snowy field outside, I watch Greg and Joanie, king and queen of winter in their white formal wear, exchange vows, their love for each other palpable. While Joanie is a more recent addition to the town, Greg has lived here for several years and, having run the community center, he’s connected with so many people in town, me included. So, it’s good to see him overwhelmed with happiness.

      It’s infectious, really, and, for a moment, I allow myself to imagine what could have been — a life with my high school sweetheart, a simple but happy home, children of our own. But I quickly push those thoughts aside. That ship sailed long ago. And it was a dream I never could’ve achieved for so many reasons.

      At the reception, as couples sway on the dance floor, I busy myself with serving drinks and food. Though I can’t help but overhear snippets of Carrie’s conversation with her movie star boyfriend, who also happens to be Mia’s brother-in-law. Their talk of moving in together and promises of forever send a pang of envy through me, followed immediately by guilt. They deserve happiness, and I truly wish them well.

      I see Nate and Mia on the other side of the room, their eyes locked as they move in perfect unison. Husband and wife. It’s a catching condition in Alpine Ridge these days. I’m happy for them, too.

      For all of them. Truly.

      As the night winds down, I find myself lost in thought, memories of the past mingling with the joy of the present. Alpine Ridge has seen me through my highest highs and lowest lows. It’s a place of love and loss, of painful endings and new beginnings.

      But as I watch my friends — my chosen family — celebrate and support each other, I realize that this town, with all its heavy history, is still full of love and light. And there’s hope in that thought that carries me through the darkness that’s tugging at my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          RAE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      

      The scent of freshly baked pie wafts through the bakery as I wipe down the counter for what feels like the hundredth time this afternoon. It’s slow, which isn’t unusual at this time of day. With Alpine Ridge getting more traffic these days, most folks come in first thing in the morning to snap up Mia’s most popular goodies. But that makes for a boring closing shift and gives me too much time to think about the visit to my momma I have planned later and the pile of laundry waiting for me at home afterward.

      The bell above the door chimes, and I look up, ready to paste on my best customer service smile. But as soon as I see who it is, the smile dies on my lips.

      Jerry.

      The crusty old bastard I worked for most of my life until Mia came along with a better offer. We’ve got history, Jerry and I, but it’s at best lukewarm. And at worst … well, I try not to think about that.

      Either way, I sure don’t miss his grimy tavern, and I don’t miss Jerry.

      His eyes move around the tables, checking to see who’s here. In his usual plaid shirt and faded jeans, he looks as out of place in Mia’s cheerful bakery as a vulture at a garden party.

      Without a word, I turn on my heel and march into the back room, where Mia is pulling the pie I smelled earlier out of the oven.

      “Am I allowed to refuse service to people?” I ask, my voice tight.

      Mia raises an eyebrow and purses her lips, setting the tray on the cooling rack. “To who? Why?”

      “Jerry,” I reply without further explanation. She knows why. Partially, at least. Enough, anyway.

      Mia’s expression softens into a knowing, sympathetic grimace. “No need. I can serve him. Or …” She chews on her lip. Nervous as to what she has in that devious, intelligent mind of hers, I pop my hands on my hips and look at her expectantly. “Or you could just have it out with him. Alpine Ridge is a small town, Rae. You can’t avoid him forever.”

      I blink, surprised. “You’re telling me I can give him a piece of my mind? Even though he’s a customer?”

      Mia shrugs. “Why not? You’ve been holding onto this anger for a while now. It might do you some good to let it out. If he doesn’t like it, he can go buy prepackaged pastries at the grocery store.”

      A slow smile spreads across my face. And not just because, after striking a deal recently with the owner, said prepackaged pastries are also from Mia’s bakery, so she gets his money either way. But because she’s got a point. It’s about damn time I let him know what I think of his latest bullshit. I’m not sure why I held back so long, now that she’s pointed it out. Especially now that I’m being encouraged to do it.

      “You know what? You’re right. Thanks, sugar.”

      She sets the pie on a cooling rack and gives me a teasing salute.

      I march back out to the front, squaring my shoulders as I approach the counter where Jerry stands, examining the pastry case with feigned interest.

      “Well, well, well,” I drawl, crossing my arms. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      Jerry’s head snaps up, his bushy eyebrows rising in surprise.

      “You’ve got some nerve showing up here,” I continue, not allowing him to speak. “After lying to me and everyone else in this town, pretending to be on a town council that didn’t even exist yet. And then you had the audacity to run for mayor. Now you waltz in here like nothing happened?”

      Jerry’s weather-beaten face creases into a frown. “Now, Rachel Lynn Donovan⁠—”

      “Don’t you full name me, Jeremiah James Allen,” I cut him off, shaking my head. Honestly, what kind of parent gives their child three first names? “And I wasn’t finished. You know what really gets me? That you had the balls to come in here at all. Did you think we’d forgotten? And don’t even get me started on the petition signatures that were stolen. I know you had something to do with that.”

      To my surprise, Jerry’s shoulders slump. “I didn’t come here to cause trouble, Rae. I came to apologize.”

      I fold my arms over my chest and fix him with a skeptical look. “Apologize? You?”

      He nods, his eyes meeting mine. “You were the best bartender and server I ever had — a loyal employee.” I scoff. Of course Jerry only thinks of me as an employee. Even after all these years. But he continues, undeterred by my obvious disdain. “I shouldn’t have tricked you or anyone else like that. I understand why people didn’t want me as mayor.” He lets out a breath. “And I swear, I didn’t steal the signatures. But … I may know who did.” He huffs out a defeated sigh.

      My eyebrows fly up, not having expected him to admit anything. “And?” I prompt.

      He fidgets, avoiding my gaze. “Look, I’m not here to go throwing anyone else under the bus. Let’s just say it was someone who thought it would impress me.” His eyes meet mine. “And it most certainly did not. I’m real sorry it came to that, and I’m glad the town is getting what it needs now, even if I’m not in charge.”

      I stare at him, waiting for the punchline. When it doesn’t come, I narrow my eyes. “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “No, I’m not,” Jerry says, his voice gruff but sincere. “I know we’ve had some bad blood in the past, but I’m too old for that kind of shit anymore.” He looks up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, Rae.”

      I blow out a disbelieving breath. “Well … all right then, I forgive you, I guess.” I furrow my brow, still skeptical. Jerry has never apologized, despite having done far worse.

      He nods contritely. “Good.” He pauses, as if hesitant to go on before doing exactly that. “I … was also hoping to speak to Mia about selling her pastries at the tavern. People … well, they miss having your huckleberry pie after a meal.”

      Ah. There it is.

      Jerry is eating crow so people can eat my pie, or my Great Grams’s pie, as it were. Though as false as his apology now seems, I have to admit I’m glad he’s at least willing to cop to his mistakes. Even if he only did it to shut people up about the pie. It’s more than I would’ve thought him capable of, anyway.

      I take a deep breath, letting some of the tension ease from my shoulders. “Well, I’ll be damned. I never thought I’d see the day Jerry Allen apologized.”

      A ghost of a smile flickers across Jerry’s face. “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it.”

      I snort. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I jerk my thumb towards the back. “I’ll go get Mia for you.”

      As I head to the back room once again, I can’t help but shake my head. Miracles really happen. If only they could erase more than some stupid political bullshit. Because despite his apology, I was only partially mad because of his latest stunt. All the ones before? Well, I may forgive, but I don’t forget.

      

      By the time my shift ends, all I want is to go home and collapse into bed. But it’s Sunday, which means my standing date with Momma.

      I swing by the grocery store, still not used to how much nicer it is since the renovation last fall, picking up the usual supplies — TV dinners (because Lord knows Momma won’t cook for herself), some fresh fruit (which I’ll probably end up eating myself next week before it goes bad), dinner fixings, and a box of her favorite tea.

      The drive to Momma’s little house on the outskirts of town is as familiar as breathing. I pull into the cracked driveway, noting it needs shoveling and salting again. Driving on it is nothing my Bronco can’t handle, but if Momma needs to go out, her old Toyota Corolla isn’t going to be able to. Add that to the list of things to take care of next week. Thankfully, it’s almost March, so winter will be on its way out soon.

      “Momma?” I call as I let myself in. “It’s me.”

      “In here, sugar,” comes the reply from the living room.

      I find her in her usual spot, curled up in her recliner with a romance novel in her lap. Pamela Donovan might be pushing seventy, but she still has a girlish glint in her eye when it comes to her bodice rippers. I cast a quick eye over the shabby furniture, noting that the crocheted blanket covering her chair could use a washing. But not much else has changed. It all still looks the same as it has my whole life, seventies pinks and browns and all.

      “How are you feeling today?” I ask, bending to kiss her cheek.

      “Oh, same old, same old,” she says. “How was work?”

      As I bustle around the kitchen, putting away groceries and starting dinner, I fill her in on the day’s events, including Jerry’s surprise visit.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Momma says, shaking her head. “Wonders never cease.”

      “Indeed,” I agree. “Oh, and they fixed that pothole on Main Street. The new transportation department is getting things done. I hear tell they’re working on setting up police and fire departments next.”

      “Never thought I’d see this place come back to life,” Momma remarks, setting aside her book to set the table, as usual.

      “Me neither, but I’m proud to be a part of it,” I respond. Even though Joanie did most of the work on the incorporation paperwork, and Carrie handled the election process, it was nice to be part of the team, organizing events and having a say in how it all came together. And though the rest of it is out of my hands now, it’s still exciting to see our efforts pay off as our tiny town gets the services it has so desperately needed for years.

      We eat dinner together — a simple meal of grilled chicken, rice, and vegetables, with enough leftovers to last her until my next visit. As I tidy up the house, Momma settles back into her chair, flipping on the TV to reruns of her favorite game show.

      I join her on the couch, handing over a plastic container of her favorite peach crumble, leftover from the bakery. As I dive into my portion, my mind drifts as Alex Trebek’s voice fills the room. It has been an almost typical day save Jerry’s abrupt change of heart. But I’m pleased with all the positive changes that came with the town’s incorporation. And I’m glad Jerry came to his senses so I could bury that particular hatchet with the old bastard. I can’t say I respect him after everything we’ve been through, and especially all those years of pretending to be something he wasn’t just for a power trip, but at least we’ll be able to be civil to each other from now on. Hell, we’ve found our way around worse over the years.

      Once Momma falls asleep in her chair, I do a final cleanup, gently kiss her forehead, and cover her with a blanket. Then I head back to my house just off the other end of Main Street.

      I open the door to darkness. But even with the lights on, the small two-bedroom home feels empty and forlorn. It’s cozy enough, I suppose, with its mismatched thrifted furniture and colorful, though cheaply framed art hanging on the walls, but I sure miss having Carrie living here. She wasn’t here long, but we became close. But she’s happy in one of the new townhouses Greg’s cousin built last year, and it’s probably best she’s got her own place now that she and Evan are together. Lord knows I don’t need the constant reminder of what good sex sounds like.

      I sigh, setting my things down and collecting all the laundry of the past week, dumping it into the ancient washer, and starting it up. A step I always forget before leaving for work. Now I’ll be up late.

      Resigned, I settle onto my old saggy couch and grab the fantasy book I’m reading. Momma may like her romance, but I prefer to disappear into another world for a while. Give me epic heroes, impossible quests, and mythical creatures. But then, both take you into their own worlds, I suppose. I just like being as far away from reality as possible. Somewhere I don’t have to pretend that watching everyone around me find love and settle down doesn’t hurt.

      Who knew it was possible to be bursting with happiness for someone else’s joy and desperately sad and lonely at the same time? But that’s me and my big old soft heart. Too many emotions for my own good sometimes. But we can’t all get swept off our feet like Mia, and her handsome doctor with the body of a fitness model. Or like Joanie with her rugged secret millionaire. Or like Carrie, with her famous movie star boyfriend who gave up his glamorous life to be with her.

      But I’m forty-six, and I’ve been through the wringer a time or three, and I know not everyone gets their happy ending. Even if there were any men for me in Alpine Ridge — which, after having lived here most of my life, I can definitely say there are not — I’ve been through enough to know that not everyone finds their soulmate. My ex-husband sure wasn’t mine. And my father left my momma. She’s the best woman I know. Loving, beautiful in her day, beautiful still, inside and out. If she can’t make it work, there truly are no guarantees in this life. Though it’s not like mine is bad.

      I’ve got Momma, a group of friends I love, and my own interests that I’m free to pursue. Most of the time, I’m content. But sometimes, despite knowing how wrong things can go, I just want … more. So apparently, I’m also a glutton for punishment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          LUKE

        

      

    

    
      Being back in Alpine Ridge after thirty years away is a trip, to say the least. As I drive down Main Street, I’m hit with a wave of nostalgia so strong it nearly knocks the wind out of me. The bones of the town I remember are there — the old buildings, the layout — but there’s a freshness to it all. Fresh paint, new businesses, new life.

      When I left, being in Alpine Ridge was the source of all my family’s problems. And now it may be the answer to them. I’ve been pushing to get the fire chief position in my South Seattle fire station for years. Despite proving myself in the field and being more than qualified, it’s eluded me anywhere in the Seattle area, even with station hopping over the years. On top of which, my twelve-year-old daughter, Zoe, has been struggling in school. I’ve been wanting to pull her out and homeschool her for a while and get her somewhere a little more mellow.

      And as much as my exit from Alpine Ridge was a mess, my childhood here was pretty good. At least, I enjoyed being able to roam and explore as I pleased. And I know Zoe will, too. So, this opportunity to transition out of my stressful role as assistant fire chief and help Alpine Ridge establish its first-ever fire department is a great one. It’s a long time coming for both me and the town. I will work, but at a much slower pace for at least a year before the department is established. And even once it is, I doubt it’ll be as hectic as my current job. Even if it is, it’s an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. It means so much more to me than a title, in ways I’m not ready to face just yet. One thing at a time.

      I park in front of the newly constructed town hall, a modern building that stands out among the older structures. Inside, I’m directed to a conference room where I find two people waiting for me: an older gentleman with a kind face who I assume is the mayor, and a striking young brunette.

      “Mr. McMillan,” the older man says, standing to shake my hand. “I’m Arthur Burton, the mayor. And this is Carrie Anderson, our city planner. We conducted your phone interview. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

      I shake both their hands, noting the warmth in Carrie’s smile. “Please, call me Luke,” I say, though there’s something familiar about Arthur that tells me we’ve probably met before, back when I was a kid. I imagine I’m going to have a lot of that feeling as I settle in here, seeing people who I knew as a child but whose faces have changed over the years.

      It makes me think of one particular face I’d like to see soon.

      Focusing back to the present, I follow their lead, and we take our seats. Arthur recaps our discussion from my interview the previous week. Carrie chimes in with details about the proposed location for the fire station, showing me land surveys of the selected parcel.

      “As we explained,” Arthur says, “you’ll be overseeing the design and build of the station itself, then take on the active role of fire chief once we’re up and running. The county will be involved, letting us know our minimum requirements for building, equipment, and staffing, but otherwise, everything will be at your discretion.”

      I nod, having already mentioned that I’ve witnessed this process before, though not in a role of leadership. I’m practically itching to take the reins.

      Carrie slides a folder across the table to me. “This outlines the compensation package we can provide during the planning stages, and then once the department is operational.”

      I flip through the paperwork, nodding as I go. It’s all in line with what we’d discussed before, and honestly, it’s more than fair given the cost of living here compared to Seattle.

      “This all works for me,” I say, looking up at them both. “I’m honored to be back in Alpine Ridge and to oversee the creation of such an important part of its infrastructure.”

      Arthur beams, pulling out a pen and sliding it across the table along with a contract. “Then let’s make it official.”

      I sign on the dotted line, feeling a mix of excitement and trepidation. This is really happening.

      After we wrap up the meeting, I head out to check on my old family home. My dad put it in my name during the divorce from my mom all those years ago, and even though we haven’t spoken since not long after, I know he’d never come back here. Given all that he took over the years, I have no qualms about keeping it. Though I don’t know what shape it’s in. I inhale and exhale slowly, reminding myself not to borrow trouble. It will be what it will be.

      As I drive down the long, gravel driveway and break through the trees, I’m surprised to see that the old place is still standing proud. Admittedly, it needs repainting, and the yard needs tending, but it’s far from the dilapidated wreck I’d envisioned as the worst-case scenario.

      I unlock the front door, my key still fitting perfectly after all these years. Just the fact that I kept it makes me realize that on some level I knew I’d find my way back here someday.

      The musty smell of disuse hits me as I step inside, but beneath that, there’s still the faint scent of home — pine and cinnamon, just like I remember.

      Turns out, it isn’t too bad; nothing I can’t fix, anyway. And in the meantime, all it will need is a few repairs and new appliances to be livable. The rest will be an excellent project while I’m working on establishing the fire department. A good hands-on learning experience for Zo, too.

      I wander through the rooms, memories flooding back with each step. Here’s where I scraped my knee learning to roller skate indoors. There’s the spot where my mom used to measure my and my sister’s heights each year. And in the kitchen, I can almost see my dad at the table, poring over the newspaper like he did every morning.

      Taking out a notepad, I jot down measurements and make a list of what needs to be done. New fridge, definitely. The ancient, yet still functional, stove can probably stay for now. The bathroom will need a complete overhaul, but that can wait.

      As I work, I envision how Zoe and I will fit into this space. Her room will be my old one, with the big bay window overlooking the backyard. Maybe we can set up a little study nook in one of the spare rooms for her homeschooling.

      It’s going to be a change, no doubt. Trading the bustle of the city for the quiet of small-town life. Swapping my hectic schedule for a more laid-back pace. But as I stand in the doorway, looking out over the waist-high grass to the mountains beyond, I can’t help but feel like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.

      I head back to my truck, my mind racing with plans for the move to Alpine Ridge. There’s so much to do — packing up our Seattle apartment, figuring out Zoe’s homeschooling program, coordinating the move itself. But for the first time in a long time, I’m excited about what lies ahead.

      As I drive back through town, I catch sight of the bakery on Main Street. It’s clearly still open, the lot half full of vehicles.

      My heart races with anticipation, wondering if she’s still there, too. Could it be that easy to find her? Am I even ready for this?

      I take a deep breath and turn into the parking lot. Because really, why not? She probably won’t even be there. With that voice of hers, she’s probably got a singing career that takes her around the world. Though I’ve looked for her over the years and found nothing, that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened for her. Maybe she performs under a stage name. I hope so. She damn well deserved to make it, even if I was never there to see it happen like I promised. Something else I blame my father for.

      If nothing else, I could use a cup of coffee before I hit the road back to Seattle, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          RAE

        

      

    

    
      The bell above the bakery door chimes, and I look up from the register, a smile plastered on my face as usual. But as soon as I see who’s walking in, my smile freezes and my heart pounds like a jackhammer.

      Luke McMillan.

      My high school sweetheart.

      I blink hard, trying to decide if I’ve had so much sugar today that I’m seeing things.

      But I’m definitely not.

      My next thought? What in the hell is he doing back here?

      Still, despite my shock, I can’t help noting that he looks the same yet different all at once. His dark blond hair is still thick, but now it’s peppered with silver. His brown eyes crinkle at the corners when he smiles — a new addition, along with the laugh lines around his mouth. And the well-trimmed beard is definitely a surprise.

      But his stocky build is bulkier now, his muscles more defined under his fitted T-shirt. Thirty years have been kind to him.

      Too kind.

      “Rae Donovan, as I live and breathe,” he says, his deep, rumbling voice familiar yet a different, older version of itself all at the same time.

      I swallow hard, trying to find my own voice. “Luke. Wow. What brings you to town?” I aim for polite but professional, but even I can hear the strain in my tone.

      I give myself points for not asking him where he found the balls to waltz back into town like he didn’t cheat on me and father a child, abandoning us both for the last thirty years.

      He leans against the counter, his smile widening. “I guess gossip doesn’t travel around town as fast as it once did,” he teases. “You’re looking at Alpine Ridge’s new fire chief.”

      “Oh. Congratulations?” I manage, my mind reeling. Luke, back in Alpine Ridge? I feel faint as my mind whirs into overdrive, trying to process what that will mean.

      “Thanks.” He nods, his eyes roaming over my face. “You look great, Rae. Haven’t changed a bit.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. My golden blond hair might be courtesy of L’Oréal these days, but my face certainly bears the signs of age just like his. Though I don’t point that out. But I realize … he’s clearly not aware that everyone found out about his little indiscretion.

      Wait … does he even know about Brandon?

      He can’t not know, can he?

      I freeze, wondering whether I should bring it up.

      No. There’s no way I’m asking him that. Nope. Not going near that with a ten-foot pole.

      And yet, if he sticks around too long, I know I won’t be able to keep my trap shut.

      Time to get him back out of that door.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, grabbing a to-go coffee cup. “The usual?” The words slip out before I can stop them while I fill the cup with black coffee and cap it. A reflex from a lifetime ago while my mind is fixed on getting rid of him.

      Luke’s eyebrows rise. “You remember my order?”

      I curse myself silently. Of course I remember. Just like I remember every detail of our time together, every first, every whispered promise of forever.

      The memories that once warmed me now twist like a knife in my gut. Because what I remember most is his betrayal.

      “Lucky guess,” I lie, ringing him up and handing over his coffee.

      An awkward silence falls between us. Luke looks like he wants to say something more, but I cut him off with a brisk, “Well, thanks for stopping by. I have to go take care of some things in the kitchen, but I’ll see you around.”

      He blinks, clearly taken aback by my abruptness. “Right. Sure. It was good to see you, Rae. See you around.”

      I nod curtly, slipping through the door behind me and leaning against the wall beside it until the bell chimes again, signaling his departure.

      Covering my face with my hands, I wait for my heart to stop racing. Good god, could it have been more obvious that I couldn’t get away from him fast enough?

      I’d imagined seeing Luke again over the years, but always pictured myself as indifferent, unaffected. I never expected the rush of hurt and anger that is coursing through me now.

      How could I not feel this way, though? He came out of nowhere. And I never got to rip him a new one for cheating on me. Probably pointless since he clearly either thinks he got away with it or maybe just doesn’t care, thinking it in the past.

      The thought sends another bolt of agony ripping through me, and something deep down knows this shouldn’t hurt so much. But that’s what I get for shoving things down and not dealing with them. They all come bubbling back up, fresh as the day they were born.

      “Rae? Everything okay?” Mia’s voice snaps me out of my spiral. I drop my hands and look up to find concern etched on her face, dark wisps of hair escaping the bun she’s always got her long hair tied in while she works.

      I wave her off, forcing a smile. “Yeah, it’s fine. Just a long day. Ready for game night, that’s all.”

      She looks unconvinced but doesn’t push. “Okay. If you’re sure.” She heads back to the long table beside the ovens, clearly going back to some experiment of sugar and flour and butter she’d been working on.

      I take a deep breath and steady myself. As I go about my closing tasks, I ignore the implications of Luke’s return for my sake, and my thoughts drift to Brandon.

      If this blindsided me, it’s nothing compared to how Brandon might feel. But then, I assumed since everyone in Alpine Ridge knew about Brandon’s parentage, that so did he.

      Since Luke himself didn’t act like anything had happened at all, like he hadn’t cheated on his girlfriend, knocked up someone else, and abandoned her and his son … maybe neither of them knows? I shake my head, not even sure how such a thing could be possible. It’s old news from the rumor mill. Part of the town’s fabric.

      And yet, if I’ve learned anything today, it’s that sometimes the past can jump out and bite you when you least expect it.

      As I go home to clean up ahead of traveling up the mountain to Mia and Nate’s house, I can’t decide what, if anything, I should say to Brandon. Maybe I know more about him than he knows about himself? He sure doesn’t know me all that well.

      I left Alpine Ridge when he was still a kid, and he was gone when I got back, only returning recently to claim his place in town as one of our new council members. As far as he knows, I’m just the kooky lady that works at Mia’s bakery.

      I won’t say a word, I decide. It’s not my place.

      Besides, even if Brandon doesn’t know, he won’t miss how alike he and Luke look. Or the whispers that will surely start up again. He has his grandfather, John, who can explain anything he wants to know.

      Still, doubts plague me as I make my way to Mia and Nate’s that evening. I could save him the element of surprise. Give him the heads up. I shake my head and push the thoughts aside, deciding to focus on the comfort of being with my friends. But they linger like an unpleasant taste in my mouth.

      The entire gang is in the living room by the time I arrive, fashionably late as usual. Though there’s nothing fashionable about it, I’m just scattered as hell, and I always feel like I’m ten steps behind where I’m supposed to be. Always have. But now’s not the time to worry about that, so I shove that thought down, too.

      I shake off the chill of outside as I step into the toasty living room. Since the snow drifts remain outside and the chill of winter has been clinging to the end of February, Nate is stoking a good-sized fire in the massive fireplace.

      Joanie and Greg sit on one couch with Bruiser, their chihuahua mix rescue. As usual, they’re a little too handsy for polite company, but that’s part of their charm. Evan and Carrie sit on the floor in front of the fire, with his arms wrapped around her from behind. Mia is nowhere to be seen, probably working on food in the kitchen.

      “Rae, thank god, come be my date,” Brandon calls from across the room, patting the loveseat cushion next to him.
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