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      All she wants for Christmas is to find her nephew's father.

      

      While her sister lies in a coma, Tessa Jamison travels to a small Nevada town with only Sunny's diary and her two-year-old nephew as guides. Every clue points to one man—the reluctant stand-in Santa at the local church bazaar. The moment Tessa sees Cole Lowry, an inexplicable connection sparks between them. But when she confronts him about the child, the handsome stranger's denial doesn't match the truth she reads in his eyes.

       

      Was there any chance this child was his? No. Impossible. Umm.

      Cole Lowry's already lost everything once—his wife, his money, his faith in love. The last thing he needs is instant fatherhood, especially when everyone knows he'd be terrible at it. He's finally embracing his freedom again, determined to stay single. But Tessa sees through his carefully constructed walls to the man his friends claim has the biggest heart in town. As Christmas approaches and their undeniable attraction grows stronger, Cole faces his biggest gamble yet: Does opening his heart make him father material, or just another easy mark?

       

      With a child's future hanging in the balance, both must decide if they're ready to go all in—including their hearts.
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      Saturday after Black Friday

      

      “SMILE, SANTA.”

      Cole tried. It wasn’t easy with Sally Knutson on his knee and her three cats wreaking havoc on his costume. The gray one was tangled in the glossy white beard, batting at the lush strands. The calico perched on his shoulder had every needle-tipped claw hooked solidly through the red velvet, his undershirt and his flesh. The slightest movement on Cole’s part meant instant pain. The third—the “shy” one—was wedged between its owner’s ample bosom and Cole’s two-pillow padding.

      His mother hadn’t said anything about hazard pay when she volunteered him to fill in for Ray Hardy, the man who truly was Santa to most of the citizens of Washoe Junction, Nevada. A fixture at the Congressional Church’s annual holiday bazaar and toy drive, Ray hadn’t missed a night—until he slipped in the shower that morning. Now the man was facing hip surgery.

      “Look at the camera, Sugar Baby,” Sally cooed.

      Cole assumed she was talking to the feline on his shoulder since Sally was his mother’s age—and about forty pounds overweight, if his aching leg was any indication.

      “Any time, Melody,” Cole urged, a bead of sweat threatening to turn into a rivulet down the side of his cheek. Their recent warm spell had become weirdly muggy thanks to the tropical moisture sweeping up from a desert monsoon that nailed Vegas and Arizona. It was almost December, and Cole was ready for some cooling—snow even. Not that the high desert got a lot of the fluffy white stuff, but a little dusting would make it feel more like Christmas. Especially if he was going to be stuck in a Santa suit for who knew how long.

      “Sorry,” the high school senior said, looking up so quickly her green felt hat nearly fell off. “The battery is struggling to keep up. I should have had Dad bring the other rechargeables.”

      He wondered if Ray had these kinds of problems, and if so, how the man had managed to survive all these years. Not only was Cole’s patience exhausted, his butt was sore. The ornate chair that usually sat behind the pulpit wasn’t made for comfort, he’d decided after the first half hour. But it looked impressive on the raised “fake-snow-covered” dais situated in one corner of the church parking lot, which, with the help of hundreds of strands of twinkle lights, had been transformed into Washoe Junction’s version of the North Pole.

      “It’s green,” Melody said, moving into position. “Look at me, Sal. Say, ‘catnip.’”

      The only way to simulate a smile when you were wearing a one-piece beard and mustache was to flex your cheek muscles in an exaggerated grin. Unfortunately, this made Cole’s beard rise, which made the cat on his lap pounce, which spooked the cat on his shoulder.

      “Somebody moved,” Melody accused, fiddling with the camera. “Stay put. We have to try another.”

      Sally shifted her weight to reposition the cat on his shoulder, and Cole’s ankle twisted slightly. A shaft of pain radiated upward from his old injury. One that had never completely healed right—a legacy of an event he preferred to forget.

      “Am I squishing y’ all, honey?” Sally asked, apparently hearing his swallowed moan. “You need a bit more padding on your tushy, like Ray. Wasn’t it a shame about his fall?”

      “Terrible,” Cole said through clenched teeth. “Mom said he’s had a big crowd here every night since the bazaar opened.” And the church’s holiday festival ran through the middle of December.

      Sally disentangled the tabby’s paws from Cole’s beard. “True. I was here last night and gave up after about an hour. The girls aren’t patient.”

      He could tell. The “girl” on his shoulder was using his costume for a scratching pad. “Um, Sal, could you do something about this one, too?” he said, turning his chin to point.

      The “shy” one suddenly took a swipe at his beard, pulling it down a good inch so the attached mustache covered his lip.

      “Okay, everybody, let’s try again,” Melody called. “Say Merry Christmas.”

      “Murway Kwemat,” Cole mumbled, eyes watering.

      “Oh, this is cute, Sally,” Melody exclaimed, studying her camera. “I think it’s a keeper.”

      Sally got up, a cat under each arm. She adroitly hopped off the raised platform and walked to where Melody was standing. The third cat scaled the side of Cole’s head, finding purchase in his beard, plush red hat and scalp.

      “Ow!” he howled, reaching up clumsily in his oversize white gloves to try to dislodge the beast. “Sally, help.”

      She shoved the other two pets at Melody, who dropped the compact digital camera. Melody’s cry was muffled by Sally’s loud, “Ooh, poor Sugar, did you think Mama was going to leave you with the big, mean stranger?”

      “Mean? What’d I do?” Cole complained, rubbing his head in a way that made his costume shift back and forth. He had to straighten his beard before he could spit out several cat hairs.

      “You’re not a cat person, Cole. Animals can tell.”

      He would have tried to defend himself but she didn’t give him a chance, instead hurrying back to where Melody was kneeling over the remains of her camera.

      Cole checked his watch. Fortunately, Santa’s booth was due to close in ten minutes. He looked toward the candy-cane gate. Only one person in line. A stranger with a toddler on her hip. By the bemused expression on her face, she’d witnessed the entire spectacle. Cole was glad to have a fake beard to hide behind.

      The woman looked to be about his age. Jeans, a belted leather jacket and an oversize purse apparently used to counterweight the toddler on her opposite hip. Cole guessed the boy’s age to be about two.

      Not that Cole knew a lot about kids, but he’d learned a great deal after just one night as Santa. For instance, he now knew there was a difference between teething and mere drooling.

      “Um…sorry, ma’am. We’re experiencing technical difficulties. Santa left his other—more efficient—elves at the North Pole.”

      Melody suddenly burst into tears. Sally gave him a reproachful look that made him feel like a heel, and he lumbered off the dais. The toes of his size-fourteen boots—Ray’s boots—were stuffed with newspaper, which made walking a challenge. Plus, his balance was off because of the lopsided padding across his middle.

      “Aw, Melody, I’m sorry. I was kidding. You’re doing great. It’s not your fault the camera won’t work.”

      Sniffling, the girl picked up the small silver digital. She pressed what Cole assumed was the On button. Nothing happened.

      Melody shook her head. “It’s toast, but luckily the photos I took tonight will be okay. I can take out the memory card and print them on my computer at home.”

      Cole said a silent thank-you before looking at the last customer in line. “Sorry about this. We could probably have a new camera by tomorrow. I’d like to tell you the real Santa will be back by then, but I doubt it.”

      The woman looked at her son, who didn’t resemble her in the least. The child was a towhead with wavy hair that curled around the collar of his denim jacket. Even in the dim light of the Christmas bulbs looped around the poles, Cole could tell that the boy’s mother was beautiful. Shoulder-length, dark auburn hair pulled off her face with a simple clip. Wide-set eyes that were blue or green—far lighter than he’d expect with her dark coloring.

      When she turned to face him, he had a momentary sense of déjà vu. Had they met before? Was she from around here or maybe someone he’d sold a house?

      No. He definitely would have remembered a face like hers.

      “I have a camera. If you wouldn’t mind, I could take Joey’s photo with you and have a copy printed later. I’d still pay, of course.”

      He liked her. Firm, direct and businesslike, but feminine, too.

      “Um…” He looked around for someone to ask if there were rules against do-it-yourself photography, but Sally had moved off to pack her cats into their lavish pink carrier. Melody was on her cell phone, no doubt complaining to her dad, Cole’s poker buddy, Ed, about Santa’s lack of empathy with her broken camera. Cole’s mother was probably helping at the refreshment booth where a few stragglers still lingered. “Why not?”

      The woman set down the boy—Joey, she’d called him—and dug a camera out of her bag. It was much more elaborate than the one Melody had been using.

      “I’m going to take your picture while you sit on Santa’s lap, sweetie,” she said in a soft voice, as she led Joey to the platform and waited while Cole climbed into his chair. “Can you do that for Auntie Tessa?”

      Auntie?

      Cole settled back against the wide, hard throne, subtly shifting his padding to make room for the boy, who didn’t look too sure about this whole thing.

      “Hi, there, Joey. How are you tonight?”

      The boy’s big blue eyes grew even rounder and he appeared to be holding his breath. Cole had wanted kids, had imagined raising a boy just like this one. But Crystal had insisted they weren’t ready. “We need to establish ourselves financially first,” she’d said.

      What she didn’t say was if that didn’t happen, she’d kick his butt to the proverbial curb faster than a Nevada tornado could demolish a mobile home.

      He refocused his attention on the child on his knee, his uninjured left one this time. The boy was a featherweight compared to Sally, and Cole bounced him reassuringly, picking up speed as the child’s bottom lip started to curl outward.

      “Um…what kinds of toys do you like, Joey? Trains? Bob the Builder? I’m a builder. Um, in the off-season,” he added, feeling like a complete idiot. “How ’bout a bike? I mean, trike. Would you like a tricycle for Christmas?”

      Joey opened his mouth but no words came out. Cole was just happy the kid wasn’t bawling his expressive blue eyes out. Cole looked at the aunt for help and found her squatting a few feet away, snapping shot after shot.

      “Smile, Joey. Your aunt looks like a real professional. I think she’s done this before.”

      “Less bouncing, please.”

      Cole felt his cheeks heat up. Duh.

      He used this gloved finger to turn Joey’s chin his way. Giving the kid his most friendly, concerned smile, he said, “Just tell me what you want, Joey.”

      “Mommy,” the little guy said in a shaky stutter.

      Then, a second later, he threw up. All down the front of Cole’s brilliant white beard, red suit, and wide black belt.

      Chaos ensued.

      Women appeared out of nowhere. Like an old-time magician, Joey’s aunt produced a plastic container filled with wet wipes from her purse and started cleaning the child up. Cole’s mother, whom he hadn’t seen since she helped him get into the bulky red suit, dashed to his side with a towel.

      Joey sobbed.

      “I’m so sorry, baby,” the woman said, comforting Joey after thrusting a glob of wet towelettes into Cole’s gloved hands. “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s not your fault. I should have known we were trying to squeeze in too much.” She rocked the child back and forth.

      As his cries subsided, she apologized to Cole. “I’m so sorry. The minute Joey spotted you he wanted to see Santa, and I thought it would be great to take a photo back to my mother. She’s with my sister. Joey’s mom. Who’s in the hospital,” she added under her breath.

      “How sad,” Cole’s mother said. “There’s no good time to be sick, but it’s especially difficult during the holidays. Is it serious?”

      The woman nodded, her lips pressed together as if fighting any outward display of emotion. Big Jim would have approved. His ex-father-in-law had once advised Cole that the key to selling real estate was to never let anyone past the outer wall. “Never let people know you’re emotionally invested. Show them your soft underbelly and they’ll gut you.”

      Cole had been gutted—once.

      He slid carefully off the chair and, as discreetly as possible, shook his beard into the towel his mother was holding.

      The woman noticed, and immediately stooped to collect her purse, which she’d dropped to the pavement. “I’ll pay to have the suit cleaned.”

      “Oh, don’t you fret,” his mother said. “Don’t think for a minute this sweet child is the first to ever throw up on Santa. Ray—our usual Saint Nick—could tell you stories that would curl your hair.”

      “I think I nailed him when I was six or seven, right, Mom?” Cole asked. “And I still got a train set that year.”

      Before she could reply, a jaunty jingle of a cellular ring tone chimed. The stranger reached unerringly into an outer pocket of her Coach bag—one of his ex-wife’s favorite brands—and pulled out a high-tech-looking phone. Cole had always had the most up-to-date gizmos on the market when he’d been a realtor. Connectivity meant opportunities. Opportunities meant money. Now, he didn’t even have a landline to his house. Just the way he liked it. The fewer reminders of my old life, the better.

      “Excuse us a minute,” he said, nodding toward his mother to take their cleanup efforts behind the dais.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa watched him amble away with a graceless gait that didn’t match his youthful voice. She knew by the tone that the caller was her mother. She also knew what Autumn’s question would be— “Did you find him? Did you find Cole Lawry?”

      Tessa could have answered, “Yes, Mom, I’m looking right at him.” But that would have revealed more than she was ready to discuss in such a public setting. Once Cole and his mother were out of range to overhear her conversation, she tapped the phone. “Hi, Mom. How’s Sunny?”

      “Same as when you left. That’s not why I called. I wanted to tell you I’m sorry I lost my temper. I know you’re doing what you think is best and maybe you’re right. If that man is Joey’s father, then I guess he should be informed about Sunshine.”

      For the second time in five minutes, Tessa had to fight back tears. What’s wrong with me? A delayed reaction to everything that had happened, she figured, including the revelation that had brought her here. To a part of Nevada she’d never visited. Reno had become like a second home since Sunny’s accident, but this trip Tessa was driving over the same roads her sister must have traveled when she lived here.

      Where she’d been living before she packed up all her belongings—and infant son—and driven home to California. Eleven months ago. On New Year’s Eve. For reasons Tessa couldn’t fathom, she’d wound up on Highway 50. A steep, winding, challenging road to drive during the daytime, let alone at night with a baby and your car stuffed to the roof with belongings.

      Was it black ice? A deer on the road? Or had Sunny fallen asleep at the wheel?

      No one could tell her for certain. All anyone knew was the compact SUV went off the road, rolled a couple of times before being stopped by a tree that kept the car from going over a drop-off that would have killed both occupants. Miraculous. Unfortunately, the car didn’t have side airbags and Sunny had suffered a traumatic brain injury that left her in a vegetative state most people mistakenly called a coma.

      Given the location of the wreck, an air ambulance had transported both Sunny and Joey to the closest Level 2 trauma center in Reno, which had become Autumn’s home away from home.

      “It’s okay, Mom. We’re both dealing with a lot.”

      Understatement of the year.

      “Have you found him yet?”

      “Yes, but we haven’t had a chance to talk. Too much going on. He’s playing Santa at a holiday bazaar.”

      “How did you find that out?”

      “Joey and I stopped at a café and I asked our waitress about Cole Lawry. We left my car at the diner and walked the couple of blocks here.”

      “Must be a pretty small town if everybody knows everybody. So you talked to him? Do you think he’s the one?”

      Tessa glanced toward the ornate chair where she’d openly studied the man playing Santa Claus. “He’s wearing a white beard and has a couple of pillows stuffed around his middle, Mom. It’s kinda hard to tell what he looks like. But he has blue eyes.”

      Intriguing blue eyes.

      “Oh,” Autumn said. “Where is he now?”

      “Probably changing clothes. Joey threw up on his lap. Too much excitement, I think, although he might be coming down with something.” She put the back of her hand to her nephew’s forehead. “He feels slightly feverish.”

      “Oh, my poor bubba. Can I talk to him?”

      Tessa lowered her purse to the ground again, then stood Joey on his feet. She knelt in front of him. “Grams is on the phone, sweetie. Wanna tell her good-night?”

      He nodded and took the phone from her.

      Knowing how short his attention span was and that he tended to drop things he no longer wanted, Tessa hovered at the ready. The tiny respite gave her mind a chance to weigh the pros and cons of continuing her plan or trying to come up with an alternative.

      She looked around the church parking lot. The people who had been wandering among the booths when she and Joey first arrived were mostly gone. Only a few cars and trucks remained. A dozen or so women chatted in small groups, some calling out to each other as they carried stock to their minivans. Tessa couldn’t see any children.

      That made her realize how late it was. She looked up and saw that the stars were out. “Damn.”

      Her car was three blocks away and the town didn’t look as though it had made streetlights a priority.

      “O…kay,” Joey said in the singsong way that meant he was done with whatever it was he’d been doing. He opened his hand.

      She caught the cherry-red phone inches from the pavement, her heart racing. Her phone was her most immediate and tangible connection to the real world. Her only way to know if Sunny was still breathing.

      The drive that morning had been hard. Normal traffic was made worse by the Thanksgiving holiday. She’d put in a long Black Friday at the store, and normally would have matched that on this big shopping weekend, but Sunny’s medical team had decided it was time to move her sister to a hospice setting. Tessa knew the decision was coming. From all her research, she knew the prognosis of someone in Sunny’s state was not good.

      “She’s surprised everyone by hanging on this long. What a fighter. But her condition is deteriorating daily,” Myra—the nurse Mom and Tessa liked best—had told Tessa when she arrived at Sunny’s bedside.

      For every day of the past eleven months, she and her mother had been holding their breath never knowing when her beautiful sister’s body would call it quits, so this shouldn’t have come as a surprise. But denial was a strong motivator.

      In the beginning, they’d camped out in the lobby of the trauma center, staring through the I.C.U.’s window at Sunny’s lifeless body attached to tubes, wires and machines. Gradually, as the broken limbs and bruised organs healed, the wires and machines disappeared. Later, Sunny was weaned off the respirator. Everyone had held their breath until her autonomic system remembered what to do.

      Incrementally, each improvement brought a change of care—from I.C.U. to regular ward, to rehabilitation care associated with the hospital system to extended care not associated with the hospital system. The last move had felt like the system had given up. But it wasn’t until the care team used the word “hospice” that confirmed Tessa’s fear. Her sister wasn’t long for this world, despite their mother’s fervent denial.

      Tessa’s cell phone, laptop, and tablet were her touchstones of normalcy.

      She decided not to call her mother back to say goodbye. Instead, she’d phone from the motel. She’d booked the place online and used her credit card to pay for it, so hopefully they were holding a room even though she was late checking in.

      Pocketing the phone, she stood and held out a hand to her nephew. “I guess we’d better head back to the car, pal. It’s getting dark. Maybe we can see Santa another time.”

      Joey looked toward the dais just as a lean man with sandy-brown hair and broad shoulders emerged from behind the curtained area. Santa’s changing room, she assumed. Instead of a red suit, he wore jeans, thick-soled work boots, a gray T-shirt under a zippered sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed back on his well-muscled forearms, and a faded black vest that bore a logo she couldn’t make out.

      “Oh, good, you’re still here.” He jogged toward them. His smile struck her as friendly and real. He seemed nice. Too nice to be the recipient of the news she was there to deliver.

      “We were just leaving. It sure gets dark fast around here.”

      “Yeah, I know. Mom said she thought she saw you walk up. Are you staying nearby?”

      “The Trail’s End Motel. But we walked here from the diner. The waitress said it was only a couple of blocks away, but they were really big blocks.”

      He gave her a rueful grin. “Yep, this is Nevada. Everything’s spread out. I’m guessing you’re not from around here.”

      “California,” she said, watching for some kind of reaction.

      “Ah. That explains it. You have all those fancy city-folk things like sidewalks and streetlights. Can I give you a lift to your car? Washoe Junction likes to claim it supports ‘dark sky,’ but that’s just a way of saying we’re too cheap to install lights.”

      The quip took her by surprise. It also dulled the voice in her head that warned against hopping into a car with a stranger. She made a snap decision. “Sure. Thanks.” He was the man she’d come here to find. Although he didn’t know that or he might not have been quite so kind and generous. “I take it you’re off duty?”

      “Till six-thirty tomorrow. The regular you-know-who broke his hip. I’m a last-minute replacement.”

      Tessa was touched by his acknowledging Joey’s presence, although she could tell Joey wasn’t paying attention to either of them. When the little boy ran out of steam, he had a tendency to drop, wherever he was.

      “Is your car nearby?”

      He pointed to a dust-coated silver Forerunner parked a couple of yards away. It was one of the last vehicles left in the lot, which was probably quite big when it wasn’t filled with a holiday bazaar and a fake North Pole.

      “Hey, Joey, can I carry you? Your aunt looks like she’s ready to call it a day, too.” He looked at Tessa before holding out his arms to her nephew. “Um…not that you aren’t beautiful. Just tired,” he stammered. “I’ll shut up now. My sister, Annie, says I only open my mouth to switch feet.”

      Tessa laughed. “It’s okay. I’m not offended. Joey, sweetheart, can this nice man carry you?”

      He shook his head and plastered his body to her leg. Tessa leaned down and picked him up. Joey shyly buried his face in the crook of her neck, refusing to even acknowledge Cole.

      “No problem. I’ll open the door for you.” He started away, then stopped and reversed direction. He held out his hand. “I’m Cole Lawry, by the way.”

      She couldn’t quite manage to shake his hand, but she wiggled her fingers. “Tessa Jamison. This is my nephew, Joey Barnes. His mother—my sister—is Sunny Barnes.”

      He repeated the name, his expression thoughtful. “Why does that sound famil—” His eyes widened. “Do you mean the same Sunny who used to work at BJM Realty?”

      Tessa nodded.

      “Are you kidding? I haven’t seen her in a couple of years. And you said she’s in the hospital? What happened? Is she going to be okay?”

      Too many questions to answer while holding twenty-five pounds of dead weight. “Can we talk in the car?”

      “Oh, of course. I’m sorry. You just took me by surprise.” As he hurried ahead of her, she noticed a slight hitch to his gait. A few seconds later, he was helping her into the four-wheel-drive vehicle.

      “Can you hop up on the seat with him in your arms? How ’bout if I hold your purse?”

      She shifted Joey to the right so she could extend her left arm. The relief was tangible as he slid the strap from her shoulder. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. What do you have in here? Gold bars?” He jiggled the bag with exaggerated effort.

      “Spoken like a true non-parent. I was the same until Joey. Now, I have a standing appointment with a chiropractor.” When I can squeeze one in.

      He wedged the bag on the floor behind the seat. “Good to know. I’m going to be an uncle in a few months. My sister is expecting her first child.”

      “Will this be your mom’s first grandchild?”

      He nodded. “She’s over the moon.”

      “That was my mother on the phone a minute ago. She and Joey are really close. She’s with Sunny at the hos…pital.” She faltered over the word. She still couldn’t bring herself to say hospice.

      He didn’t appear to have caught that. When he moved in to steady her as she settled into the passenger seat, she could smell peppermint on his breath. From the candy canes he’d been giving out, she guessed.

      “Thanks,” she said, pulling up her legs. The interior of the truck appeared much cleaner than she’d expected.

      He grabbed the door but didn’t close it. His sandy brows came together in a pensive frown. “Just out of curiosity, how’d you happen to wind up in Washoe Junction tonight?” Before she could answer, he said, “Oh wait, you’re probably headed to the commune. That’s where Sunny was living when I met her. What’s the name of her friend? Andrea…Emily…”

      “Amelia,” Tessa supplied.

      “Right. It’s only a few miles south of here. Near Topaz Lake. I could draw you a map.”

      Tessa looked at him. She was too tired to get into this, but putting things off had never worked for her in the past, so she took a deep breath and said, “I do want to see Amelia to tell her about Sunny, but that’s not the reason I’m here. I came to Washoe Junction looking for you.”

      “Me. Really? Why?”

      “Because I need to know if you’re Joey’s father.”
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      COLE STRUGGLED TO make sense of what she was saying. Me? A father? To Sunny’s kid? But in order for that to be true, he and Sunny would have had to make love. Which they never did. Right?

      He shivered as a thought occurred to him. There was that one night when he and Sunny had bumped into each other at the bar. A low point in his life when he’d tried to drown his troubles. He’d been too drunk to drive home. Sunny had been a friend, she’d put him up for the night. But nothing happened. He was sure of it. Almost positive.

      “You think this little boy is mine?” He stared at the profile of the child asleep on his aunt’s shoulder. “That’s a serious charge. Do you have some kind of proof?”

      She let out a long sigh and shook her head. “None, but I have a DNA kit in my purse. And, just to be clear, I’m not accusing you of anything. Sunny came home pregnant, but she refused to tell us anything—or put the father’s name on Joey’s birth certificate. I finally convinced her that she was doing a disservice to Joey and the man she’d been involved with. So, she returned to Nevada right after Christmas. She’d left some of her stuff with a friend. That was in the car. But I don’t know what happened where Joey’s dad is concerned. All mom got was a text saying ‘No luck. Coming home.’”

      “That’s when the accident happened?”

      She nodded.”She’s spent most of this last year in a hospital bed in Reno in a coma, although they don’t call it that anymore. She’s now in what they call a minimally conscious state. MCS means awake but unaware. Patients in this state have a slightly improved prognosis, but eleven months is not…ideal.”

      He didn’t like the flat, defeated way she said the word. “I don’t know what to say. Your sister was so bright and bubbly. A coma…wow.” He shook his head. “Wait. If she didn’t tell you about me, then how did you get my name?”

      “Her diary. I brought it along and I’d be happy to show the passage that put you on the top of my list. Later. After I get Joey in bed, maybe?”

      Cole hesitated. He wanted this cleared up as soon as possible and was curious as hell about what Sunny had written, but he hadn’t been kidding when he said she looked exhausted.

      She took a deep breath and let it out then said, “If I’ve made a mistake, we’ll leave in the morning. No hassle, I promise. I’m not trying to pin Joey’s paternity on anybody. I only want to do the right thing for my nephew. I know what it’s like to grow up without a father.”

      Grow up without a father. Same as Cole. Something he wouldn’t wish on anybody. “Where’d you say you were staying?”

      “The Trail’s End Motel. We haven’t checked in, but they should be holding a room. I paid for it online with my credit card.”

      “You should be okay. Things are slow this time of year and I know the desk clerk, Barney. How ’bout if I drive you there, then go after your car?”

      He closed the door without waiting for an answer. By the time he started the engine, she had her eyes closed. Her chin brushed the top of her nephew’s head when they hit a pothole.

      Even driving slowly, it only took a few minutes to reach the small, cottage-style motel across the street from the city park. He pulled up to the office and parked but left the engine running.

      Tessa lifted her head.

      “Wait here,” he said in a low voice. “I’ll get you registered.” He opened the door and got out but returned a second later. “I’m sorry, Tessa. I forgot your last name.”

      “Jamison.”

      “Got it. I’ll be right back.”

      Cole dashed into the overly heated reception anteroom. As expected, the man behind the counter was hunched over his computer and barely glanced up—until it hit him that the person resting his elbows on the counter wasn’t a tourist.

      “Cole. What the heck are you doing here?” Barney asked. “You know we don’t rent rooms by the hour.”

      “You’re quite the joker, man, but no, that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Are you gonna invite me to the poker game? You could have called. You didn’t need to stop by.”

      Cole glanced out the window at the woman who was watching them. “You’re holding a room for a friend. Tessa Jamison. She said she put it on her credit card. If you give me the right price, then I’ll guarantee you a spot at the table.”

      Barney returned to his computer. “I was wondering what happened to her. She’s a friend of yours?”

      “Yep. Her and her boy. They stopped by the holiday bazaar and we got talking.”

      “Is she staying just the one night?”

      Cole had no idea. She’d suggested they talk in the morning, but he had to work half a day to make up for the Thanksgiving holiday. Maybe she planned to stick around, but with Sunny in the hospital, more than likely she’d be heading back to Reno soon.

      “She’ll let you know in the morning. Her kid is asleep and she doesn’t want to have to move him twice. I told her people in the Junction don’t stand on protocol. That’s not a problem, right?”

      Barney frowned. “Are you trying to get me fired?”

      “Your mother wouldn’t do that to you, Barn, and you know it. Not before Christmas.”

      Barney snickered. “I heard about you playing Santa. Not exactly type-casting, was it?”

      “I’m gonna be an uncle in a few months. I’m thinking of this as on-the-job training. Come on, Barney, what’s a little paperwork among friends?”

      It took some more wheedling, since Barney insisted he needed her photo ID, but Cole finally got a room key. He hurried back to the Forerunner and hopped in. “Straight ahead. Number five. I’ll pick up your car while you put Joey to bed.”

      “Are you sure? We can walk to it in the morning. You seem to favor one foot. I hate to put you out.”

      Shit. She’d noticed his limp. I must be more tired than I thought. Usually, his ankle only bothered him after a long day of carpentry. Of course, today he’d worked all day then bounced little kids on his knee for a couple of hours. “I’m fine. Occupational hazard.”

      He parked in front of the small cabin. A rustic overhead fixture gave off just enough light for him to see the lock. He opened the door then stepped inside to turn on the light. He waited while she laid the sleeping child on one of the beds.

      She carefully removed the toddler’s jacket and shoes before pulling the covers over him. Standing, she arched her back slightly and let out a sigh. “I forgot how heavy he can get. I’m not sure I would have made it if we’d had to walk. And he’s a real bear when you wake him up to put him into his car seat.”

      “No problem. If you give me your key, I’ll run after your car. Make and color?”

      She sat on the bed closest to the door and opened her purse. “BMW. Black. Car seat in the back. Please don’t wreck it. It’s the only thing that hasn’t gone wrong lately.”

      “It’s five blocks. I guarantee it’ll be fine.”

      “But they’re big, dark, Nevada blocks,” she said, dropping the keys into his outstretched palm.

      He saw a sparkle of humor in her eyes that surprised him—and made him even more curious about her. He thought he might be beginning to see a bit of Sunny in her.

      He pocketed the fob and left. His ankle was sore—he could tell it was swollen—but he needed this time to think.

      Sunny. A sweet kid who drifted through his life right at the exact moment when the proverbial shit hit the fan. He’d helped her out of an uncomfortable situation, found her a job and a place to live. She’d repaid the favor by listening to his ridiculously stupid tale of love, loss, greed, and corruption. She’d seen him at his lowest. She’d offered friendship and a shoulder to cry on one night. That was all he remembered them sharing—even if he had woken up in her bed the next morning.

      “Why didn’t you talk to me about this, Sunny girl,” he muttered, trying to coax a clear memory from the haze. He’d blocked out a lot about that time.

      The memories scattered the instant his phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket, pausing to check the caller. Annie. Two years his senior. Friend, mentor, nag, sister.

      “Hey, Anster. Everything okay with junior or juniorette?”

      “Yes, the baby is safely on board. That’s not why I called.”

      Annie and her husband, Blake Smith, who was one of Cole’s closest friends, had overcome separation, a miscarriage, and Annie’s second marriage. Finally, things seemed to be working in their favor. She was happily—healthfully—pregnant.

      “Good. Then I’ll get back to you later. I’m busy.”

      “Oh, please. How busy can you be? Mom said you just left the bazaar. This isn’t Reno, where you actually have to deal with traffic. Although it doesn’t sound like you’re in your truck. Where are you?”

      “Getting gas,” he lied. “Why’d you call?”

      “I saw Jake today. When I asked him about the Card, he kinda gave me the brush-off. Have you heard any more about what he intends to do with the place?”

      The Wild Card Saloon had never been the most popular bar in town as far as local women were concerned. Partly because the original owner, Lola Chandler—Jake’s mother—had been beautiful, independent, and seemingly content to
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