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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Madi

            “No, no, no. Crap, crap, crap. Come on! Please . . .” I muttered as my car sputtered and slowed to a lurching crawl as I navigated
               the twisty, turny—and I’m just going to say it—treacherous, pain-in-the-butt mountain road that led up to Cozy Creek, Colorado.
            

            
            I was born and raised in Colorado Springs, where Ubers were plentiful, public transportation was readily available, and when
               it was nice outside, I could walk. I rarely had to drive myself anywhere. My car was an old hand-me-down Volkswagen Bug, painted
               a pretty pale shade of pink.
            

            
            Our mother had given it to my oldest sister after she’d learned how to drive, who then passed it to my second oldest sister,
               who had passed it to me when I turned sixteen. Mom had bought it when she hauled her booty out of Cozy Creek ages ago after
               divorcing my dad. She’d insisted we keep it in the family for sentimental reasons; she called it her freedom car.
            

            
            I should have known it would never make it up here and taken her new Cayenne, as she’d offered. But I was in a rush to leave,
               and I didn’t want to go to her place and pick it up. Seeing her meant I’d have to talk about why I was in such a hurry to
               get the heck out of town, and I just wasn’t ready for the post-mortem discussion of my failed relationship. It was too fresh.
               And I was feeling too many conflicting things to sound reasonable.
            

            
            I’d just broken up with the man I’d wasted half of my twenties on, a man my mother wholeheartedly approved of. A man who had
               no compunction wasting those precious years of time, effort, and love I had invested in him.
            

            
            But was it really love?

            
            I had thought it was . . . and felt like it was. But maybe I had been willing to simply accept whatever crumbs he threw my way.
            

            
            With each mile I’d driven away from him and our life together in Colorado Springs, I felt like I was breathing right for the
               first time in a really long time. Maybe he wasn’t who I was meant to be with, and holding on for so long had been foolish.
            

            
            Or maybe I’d broken his heart, and he wasn’t ready to take the next step with me. He cried when I broke it off. He’d sat at
               our usual table in our favorite restaurant on our fifth anniversary with tears in his eyes as I told him it was over. He had
               told me I’d blindsided him. Yeah, right.
            

            
            Blindsided? As if that dinner was the first time I’d broached the question of where our future was going.
            

            
            It was not the first time I told him I wanted to be married and have children someday. He knew what I wanted from my life.
               I never hid it. Clearly, our definition of someday was not the same. For me, five years had been long enough.
            

            
            To be fair, that was the first time I’d demanded an answer from him. It was the first time I didn’t let him off the hook when
               he said he liked how things were between us and didn’t want to change it. Maybe I was equally to blame for allowing him to
               lead me on.
            

            
            But I was currently not supposed to be thinking about him, my life, my feelings, or anything to do with Ross or the fact that
               I had just turned thirty and was nowhere close to where I thought I’d be at this point in my life. Growing up, I’d thought
               thirty was so old. I had thought I’d be settled down with a family of my own.
            

            
            “Damn it.” I yanked the wheel to the side, managing to pull safely off the road before the car died completely with an unceremonious
               mechanical groan.
            

            
            I scanned the side of the road, watching the cars pass me by. Was it weird that I felt like I was living a life that wasn’t
               my own?
            

            
            Here I was, newly thirty, newly single, and look at me now—a clueless city girl stuck on the side of a mountain road. I was
               stuck in a broken-down car while people kept living their lives alongside me.
            

            
            To be clear, nothing was wrong with being thirty—it just felt like an arbitrary marker in time I’d set for myself and failed
               to live up to.
            

            
            Did I have kids? No. A house? No. A husband? No. Not even a pet to call my own.
            

            
            I’d always thought by this time in my life, I’d have it all. I wanted a big family. I wanted to go to soccer games and bake
               brownies. I wanted to curl up in front of fires and read bedtime stories. Driving kids to school and playdates sounded like
               a great way to spend my time, dang it. My therapist didn’t have to tell me that I wanted to create the life I’d always wanted
               to have while growing up; it was glaringly obvious, and I didn’t care.
            

            
            I had expected to get a proposal at our anniversary dinner. But I didn’t. Instead of a ring, I had gotten a sympathetic smile
               from a random, eavesdropping waiter. I took that as the hint I’d been missing for five fucking years and broke it off right
               then and there. Five years on the damn dot. Thank god we had never moved in together. I was pathetic; an unsettling mixture
               of feeling sorry for myself and feeling utterly relieved that our breakup was as easy as me throwing a suitcase into my run-down
               Bug and hitting the road. I had nothing to collect from his house aside from a change of clothes, a few books, and a toothbrush,
               and he had left nothing behind at mine at all. It was all so sterile and uncomplicated. Starting over at square one was not
               part of my life plan at this age.
            

            
            Shaking off the memories, I inhaled a deep breath to get a hold of myself, but it was neither calming nor cleansing.

            
            I gripped the steering wheel until it creaked, then closed my eyes tight against my confused jumble of emotions and frayed
               nerves, breathing in and slowly out until I could catch one of my scattered thoughts.
            

            
            Now what?

            
            I had to call my grandmother. That was first on the list. I was absolutely going to be late for dinner tonight, and she was
               a worrier.
            

            
            I was on my way to her place. She’d sprained her ankle while line dancing with her girlfriends and needed me to help her run
               her bakery until she got better. Gigi’s Cozy Creek Confectionery will be my new workplace for the next couple of months. I
               couldn’t wait to get there.
            

            
            Her accident was unfortunate but a blessing in disguise, allowing me to spend time with her and, at the same time, the chance
               to get away for a while and clear my head.
            

            
            Working in Gigi’s bakery was the perfect place to reboot my brain. I’d planned to eat my weight in her delicious petit fours,
               drink pot after pot of her excellent tea, and spend my time mentally checking out while I reassessed my deluded past perceptions
               about love and marriage and what I deserved from a man. I needed to decide, once and for all, what I wanted for my future
               and how I wanted to get it.
            

            
            Cozy Creek Confectionery was Gigi’s pride and joy. She needed someone she could trust, she had said to me. I’d grown up baking
               with her—on weekends, holidays, and school vacations. Spending time with her had always been one of my favorite things, so
               I jumped at the chance.
            

            
            I’d spent less time in Cozy Creek while I was with Ross, and I regretted it. Gigi wasn’t fond of him. She was always cordial
               and welcoming, but she felt he wasn’t the one for me. Turns out she was right.
            

            
            With a reach, I grabbed my handbag from the passenger side floor and dug around for my cell—thank god I had a signal. I’d
               never make it if I had to walk.
            

            
            I checked my navigation app. I was ten or so miles away from Gigi’s neighborhood, and it was all uphill. I looked down at
               my feet and the beautiful black stiletto-heeled boots adorning them, holding back a wince. In these heels? No thanks.
            

            
            Speaking of Ubers, I tapped to open the app, frowning when I saw none were available. I’d call for a tow truck next. But first,
               I had to talk to Gigi and let her know where I was. She was probably already starting to worry, and I didn’t want to upset
               her. I tapped her contact number on my phone.
            

            
            “Hello, honey. Are you running late? Is everything okay?” I could hear the smile in her voice, and even though this situation
               was the crappiest ever, I smiled back.
            

            
            “This day is turning out bad already, Gigi. My car broke down by that big ‘Ten Miles to Cozy Creek’ sign. I will definitely
               be late getting to your place. Calling a tow truck is next on my list, but honestly, I’m so over this car. It can stay here
               and rot for all I care, the freaking pink monstrosity. Freedom car, my ass.”
            

            
            I glanced out the window, and for a moment, my annoyance faded away as I took in the sight unfurling before my eyes. Goodness,
               it was pretty up here. The sun was high in the late afternoon sky, leaving the forest dark and intimidating, while the mountains
               clung to the remaining vestiges of sunlight. The leaves had turned into myriad bursts of ochre, scarlet, yellows, and burnt
               oranges, mixing in with the lush, spiky peaks of evergreen. September in the Colorado mountains was a sight to behold.
            

            
            “Why is fall so pretty when everything is literally dying?” I asked Gigi, apropos of nothing.

            
            “It’s the way of the world. Things have to die to make room for the new. It’s kind of like your breakup with Ross. It’s time
               to start over.”
            

            
            “Ugh, metaphors can be so annoying,” I joked.

            
            “And as for your breakdown. You need to call the Huber, honey,” she tutted.

            
            “Huber?” I purposefully over-enunciated that first syllable, hitting it hard to make sure I had heard Gigi correctly. “Is
               this one of those weird small-town quirks that I will have to get used to?”
            

            
            “Uber doesn’t run up here unless you get one at the airport or in the city and start there, but that would have cost you an
               arm and a leg. I’ll call one of the Huber guys to come get you and call for a tow, too. Tow trucks take forever around these
               parts, and I don’t want you stuck on the side of the road all night. It wouldn’t be safe. You’re far too cute to spend the
               night on the side of the highway.”
            

            
            “I have clearly missed out on the excitement of using the Huber enterprise on my previous visits to town.”

            
            “You know what? Never mind. I’ll call Cole. He’s on his way back to town. I’ll see if he’s close by. Hold on.”

            
            Silence filled the line, and my eyes got big as I contemplated the ramifications of what she was about to do.

            
            Cole? I’d met him a few times. He used to be just one of the three Sutter brothers who lived across the street from Gigi. They
               were way older than me, always throwing footballs and baseballs around in the street. Who cared about three dumb boys? Not
               this girl.
            

            
            But I had spent less time at Gigi’s as I grew out of childhood. Between college, work, and Ross, there wasn’t as much time
               for lazy weekends and long holiday breaks at her house.
            

            
            I’d only seen Cole once or twice in the last few years, and I absolutely did not creeper peep on him while he was working
               out in his garage from the guest bedroom at Gigi’s house. Okay, I totally did, and it was worth it. The man was gorgeous and
               way out of my league for too many reasons to count.
            

            
            She clicked back. “We’re in luck. He’s nearby. Watch for a big white SUV with ‘Cozy Creek Fire Brigade’ stenciled on the side.”

            
            “Oh, okay, thanks, but I can—”

            
            “While I was at it, I called a tow truck for you, too.”

            
            “But, Gigi, I can take care of my—”

            
            She cut me off. “Don’t you worry about a thing, honey. I appreciate you coming to stay with me, and I will help you however
               I can. Please let me.”
            

            
            “Okay, help away. Thank you.” I let it go, deciding to accept her help. It was nice to have someone taking care of me for
               a change. It felt comforting and warm to be fussed over. “Of course. I’m happy to be with you. Family helps family and all
               that. Plus, we don’t spend enough time together, and this will give us the perfect chance to catch up.”
            

            
            “Pity it took a sprained ankle to get you to take some time off work. It’s been far too long since you came up here to stay
               for anything more than a dinner.”
            

            
            “You know how Mom is. We’re always go, go, go at the office.” My mother owned a public relations firm in Colorado Springs,
               and my two older sisters and I worked for her. I was in charge of the business’s event and party planning aspects. It was
               exhausting, but I enjoyed it. Making people’s special days the best they could be was the highlight of my job.
            

            
            Working with my mother and sisters was fun, but I often felt they were far more ambitious than I was. I desperately needed
               a break and was thankful I had enough savings and my mother’s approval to take all the time I needed. She hired a temp to
               replace me for as long as it took for Gigi to get better.
            

            
            “I know,” she muttered. “She was always such a big dreamer, and I’m as proud as can be, but would it kill her to come visit
               her mother?”
            

            
            “As long as Dad still lives in town? Yes, I think it actually might.” I huffed out a sarcastic laugh.

            
            My parents were high school sweethearts who married young, with my older sister, Riley, being the unspoken reason for their
               marriage.
            

            
            Now, they were divorced and never talked. Dad got custody of Cozy Creek, and Mom got custody of my sisters and me. You couldn’t
               pay her to step foot in this town unless she was sneaking to Gigi’s house beneath the cover of night for a holiday get-together
               or if she knew for a fact that he was out of town.
            

            
            Their relationship was doomed from the start. Mom was all type A determination as she worked to create the top PR firm in
               Colorado Springs. At the same time, Dad had become the ultimate ski bum. He owned a ski and snowboarding shop in Cozy Creek
               with my aunt. She ran it, and he traveled the country, hitting the slopes and leaving a trail of heartbreak in his wake.
            

            
            I could hardly blame Mom for staying away. Dad had done a real number on her—and on his daughters as well. He was not the
               type to stick around for anything or anyone. I’d be in Cozy Creek for the foreseeable future, and he wasn’t even in the country
               and had no intention of coming back to see me.
            

            
            “I know, I know.” Her sigh was sad. “They were just too young, and he was completely wrong for her. But enough about them,
               for now anyway. Did you hear Cole is divorced? It’s been final for a couple of months now.”
            

            
            Another shiver shot through my body as my eyes shifted involuntarily to my reflection in the rearview mirror. “Um, no, I did
               not know that.” I pursed my lips and then bit them to add some color. Looking cute never hurt anyone.
            

            
            “Yep, he’s single as could be now and still just as attractive as ever. You’re single too. I say it’s time for you to get
               back out there. He’s a hero, Madi. He’s not just a firefighter. He’s now the chief of The Cozy Creek Fire Brigade.”
            

            
            “That’s impressive. But I don’t need another boyfriend right now. Do not try to fix me up with him, please. Remember how you
               spent an hour listening to me rant about the guy Riley and Abigail set me up with last week? I’m not dating anymore, Gigi.
               I mean it. I’m done. It’s barely been a month, as it is. I need more time to recover. I tried telling them that, but—”
            

            
            “That’s right, and I told you to let me be the one to set you up next time, didn’t I? Hello? They’re the ones who fixed you
               up with Ross in the first place.”
            

            
            They hadn’t listened to me, just like Gigi wasn’t listening right now. I laughed and let her keep talking. Sometimes, it was
               easier to nod, smile, and do what you wanted, which was basically how I handled my entire life.
            

            
            Growing up with a bunch of dominant personalities in my family had made me stealthy. I was so stealthy, in fact, that I barely
               knew who I was or what I wanted anymore, which was super fun to deal with.
            

            
            “My picker isn’t broken like you girls’ is,” she continued. “I was married to your grandpa for over fifty years before he
               passed. You’re young and smart and beautiful—”
            

            
            “You’re sweet to say that, but—” She was going to attempt to fix me up with Cole. I knew it.

            
            “Setting you up with a man like Ross, who was too blind to appreciate how wonderful you are, is a travesty. And I don’t know
               who you went out with last week but forget about him. I always say good riddance to bad rubbish. Let the trash take itself
               out, you know?”
            

            
            “Thanks, but—”

            
            “You’ll see that you’re better off soon enough. Ross never deserved you, stringing you along and making you think he wanted
               the same things you did. Oh, never mind. Lookie here, how fortuitous. Cole just returned my text message. He’s about five
               minutes away, so I’ll let you go. Put on some lipstick and check your hair, honey.”
            

            
            “Gigi!”

            
            “Bye for now. See you at the house.”

            
            “Wait—” Too late, she’d hung up. “Great,” I muttered before blowing an errant highlighted brown curl out of my eye and flipping
               my mirrored sun visor down to get a closer look at myself.
            

            
            Apparently, she was going to ignore my newfound vow to forgo dating and fix-ups from my sisters from now on.

            
            Gigi had been right about Ross all along. I wasted too much time on him—five long, fruitless years. The trauma was real, even
               though my heart wasn’t entirely broken.
            

            
            Perhaps I wanted to be married with kids more than I had wanted to find the right man to start a life with. But I’d keep that
               little tidbit between me and my therapist. I didn’t need the judgment from anyone who wasn’t bound by doctor and patient confidentiality
               laws to keep their dang mouth shut.
            

            
            No new men in my life were allowed until I met one on my own, the old-fashioned way, like at the grocery store, the park,
               or maybe a museum if I felt fancy.
            

            
            Of course, for that plan to work, I’d have to stop having my groceries delivered and commit to leaving my apartment once in
               a while.
            

            
            Ugh, whatever.

            
            Maybe I’d never date again.

            
            I pinched my cheeks and fluffed my hair before rolling my eyes at myself in the mirror.

            
            Like you have a chance with Cole, even if she is trying to fix you up with him.

            
            The last thing I needed was to be in another relationship right now. I needed to get my life straightened out. I had to decide
               what I wanted from a man and not just settle for the scraps he was willing to give me.
            

            
            Plus, I couldn’t help but think a man like Cole would be too much for me to handle.

            
            He was older than me—eight years, to be exact. He had been married and divorced, and, for that matter, he already had kids,
               too. Clearly, he was an advanced adult, while I still felt like I was stuck somewhere in the beginning phase thanks to Ross
               and my delusional determination to make it work with a commitment-phobic man like him who was too scared to build a future
               with me.
            

            
            From what I knew about him from Gigi, Cole Sutter was intense, intimidating, and—based on my scientific guest room window
               observation—hot as hell. If or when I moved on to a new relationship, I needed to find a man who was his opposite.
            

            
            Someone safe and nerdy. Someone who didn’t require a regular workout schedule and the ability to toss a person over their
               very broad and defined shoulder to haul them to safety as a job requirement. Not to say nerds couldn’t be hot. I’d met plenty
               of sexy nerds in my day. In fact, Ross had been one. But somehow, guys like Cole were different. I figured having a life-or-death
               job could do that to a person.
            

            
            A horn honked behind me, and I jumped in my seat.

            
            Crap, he was here. I could feel my cheeks get hot as I watched him slow down and ease onto the side of the highway.

            
            Hello, Cole. I hope you’re ready to get awkward.

            
            After one more peek at myself in the rearview mirror, I opened the door and stepped out, waving my hands over my head as he
               pulled to a stop behind me and opened the door of his truck.
            

            
            He was wearing a flannel, and boy, did he fill it out to perfection. I bit my lip to stop the drool from forming as he got
               out and rolled up the sleeves of the dark blue plaid shirt. His biceps strained at the material as his hands worked the fabric
               up his muscular forearms.
            

            
            His legs filled out his jeans very nicely, and the big boots on his feet ate up the ground between them as he approached me.
               His hair was thick and looked as black as ink in the early evening light. And his eyes, which, if I recall correctly, were
               as blue as the sky, were selfishly hidden behind aviator sunglasses. Pity.
            

            
            I had given up on men, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t still enjoy the view. My stomach dipped and swirled as I took him in.
               And I knew, based on the butterflies and my shaking hands, that I would absolutely make a stammering, schoolgirl fool of myself
               once I opened my mouth to speak to him.
            

            
            A small, friendly smile tilted up one side of his lips.

            
            Wow, he was still as sexy as ever. And let us not forget, he was now just as single as I was and standing right there.
            

            
            My body was reacting as if I’d gotten an extra order of hormones along with my fries and Diet Coke at that McDonald’s I stopped
               at on the way up here. Physical attraction like this, albeit one-sided, was something else. I inhaled a deep, shaky breath.
            

            
            “You got this,” I muttered. “He’s just a man.”

            
            He was probably used to women throwing themselves at him, and I refused to be one of them.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Cole

            I took the last sip of my coffee and stopped behind an ancient pink VW Bug, grinning to myself when I saw a curvy little brunette
               step out and start waving manically over her head.
            

            
            Then she turned to face my truck, and I bit my lip.

            
            Damn it.

            
            It was Madison—the cute one and the one I knew the least. I’d been hoping it wouldn’t be her. All the Winslow women were beautiful
               in their own right, but there was something so different, so fascinating about Madison.
            

            
            My across-the-street neighbor, named Gigi, had three granddaughters: a lovely trio named Riley, Abigail, and Madison Winslow.
               But she’d neglected to tell me which one I would be rescuing from the side of the highway when she texted me.
            

            
            I grew up across the street from Gigi. Her granddaughters spent a lot of time at her place throughout the years, on holidays
               and school breaks. Sometimes, my brothers and I would play out in the yard with the oldest two—they were closer to our age.
               Madi was always the little one on the porch, with Gigi watching us as we played together.
            

            
            With a shake of my head to clear it, I waved back.

            
            It didn’t matter if it was the cute one since I was most definitely too old for her anyway. Eight years was a lot. At least
               it would have been back when I was twenty-eight and she was twenty—not that I knew her very well back then. But maybe it didn’t
               mean as much now that we were both in our thirties.
            

            
            But on the plus side, at least it wasn’t the one who started flirting with me the second she found out the ink on my divorce
               papers had dried; that had been Abigail, the middle. I’d let her down gently. But honestly, her flirting had seemed kind of
               impersonal anyway, and she was unbothered by the rejection. It was as if I was just single and available and placed in a convenient
               spot at Bookers Pub for her to talk to, and it was no big deal. It had been a relief, but that didn’t mean I wanted to drive
               her to Cozy Creek to test that theory.
            

            
            With a shrug and a grin, I stepped out, and slammed my truck door.

            
            Like always, the air was crisp and clean up here. I inhaled deeply and stretched my arms overhead, letting the knot of tension
               that had built up between my shoulder blades dissipate along with my exhaled breath. I was beyond tired, bone weary, and ready
               for bed.
            

            
            I had spent the night assisting on a warehouse fire the next town over. As the chief of the Cozy Creek Fire Brigade, I often
               helped our neighboring departments if they were understaffed. My entire crew did.
            

            
            Sleep was the only thing on my mind. My eyes were desperate to close. All I had planned for the rest of the day was to pick
               up my kids from my ex-wife, grab a pizza, and crash early.
            

            
            We had an informal fifty-fifty custody agreement that depended heavily on our work schedules. Living in the same town made
               it easy to facilitate that. Being there for our kids was the one thing we agreed on.
            

            
            I stood there for a minute, blinking into the sun’s glare while surreptitiously watching her watch me. I took in her long,
               untamed curls, highlighted by the light shining through the trees. Her big, wide eyes looked me over without fear or artifice,
               though her posture was slightly rigid and timid.
            

            
            My jaw tensed as I finally took in her tight black sweater and long, lean jeans-clad legs to land on her high-heeled boots.

            
            Then she bit her lip when her eyes met mine, and I had to look away because, damn, she was fucking gorgeous. My hand clenched
               and unclenched as I realized the word cute was utterly wrong when there were so many better words to describe her, like stunning, beautiful, tempting . . .
            

            
            What does a few years of age difference matter anyway?

            
            No. She had to stay off-limits.

            
            She was Gigi’s granddaughter, and I didn’t want to screw up our friendship when I inevitably messed things up like I’d done
               with my ex-wife.
            

            
            Pick up the kids and grab a pizza.

            
            Get into bed early.

            
            Do NOT flirt with the stunningly gorgeous Winslow sister.

            
            I knew better than to get involved with her anyway. My dad had always advised against dating anyone you’d be unable to get
               away from if things didn’t work out. I’d lived across from Gigi my entire life. I loved her as much as I loved my own grandmothers.
               Getting into a relationship with one of her granddaughters was a bad idea.
            

            
            Don’t shit where you live. Dad had said that to my brothers and me as we sat around the table for my youngest brother Tate’s thirteenth birthday dinner years ago. Apparently, he’d decided that since we were all teenagers, we were old enough to start
               hearing the wisdom he’d accumulated throughout his life. Family dinners became vastly more interesting after that night, much
               to our mother’s dismay.
            

            
            It was good advice, and I should have taken it, considering ever since my divorce from the girl who’d grown up next door to
               me, I was forced to see her all over town with her new husband, who also happened to be my ex-best friend. The three of us
               had gone through school together since kindergarten.
            

            
            They were hot and heavy in a way she and I had never been together, and it stung when I saw them for the first time in public.
               It’s too bad you couldn’t legally divide your local hangout places in a divorce.
            

            
            They’d been carrying on behind my back for months before I caught them together. In my house. In my bed. Going at it like—I
               forced the mental image of it back outside of my head. Seeing it once was enough. I’d thrown them both out along with that
               damn bed and filed for divorce as soon as I found an attorney to handle it.
            

            
            If I’d married someone I had gone to college with or someone from out of town, for example, she’d have moved back to wherever
               she came from, and I wouldn’t have to deal with the awkward sidelong glances from our shared acquaintances whenever we were
               in the same place at the same time.
            

            
            Not that I wanted her back; I didn’t. I would never forgive him either, for that matter. What a shit friend he’d turned out
               to be. But after a lot of time and consideration—and a semi-public fistfight in the parking lot of Bookers Pub with said best
               ex-best friend—I realized we weren’t right for each other and never had been.
            

            
            Bookers Pub and Grill was more than just a bar. You could take your family there for dinner. Unfortunately, my daughter was
               there having burgers with her best friend’s family when the fight broke out.
            

            
            We’d taken it outside like the upstanding citizens we were, but it was still visible through the window, and Natalie had seen
               it all. The look on her face when my fist cracked into the jaw of her future stepfather still haunted me.
            

            
            I never wanted to be in that kind of situation ever again—a spectacle to be mocked and pitied. I’d been humiliated and, to
               my shame, had sunken to the level of the people who had hurt me with their dishonesty and betrayal.
            

            
            But now, I was finally back in a good place. I had moved on. My heart was healed and locked up tight in my chest. No one would
               ever have the power to break it or put it on display like that ever again.
            

            
            Needless to say, small-town living was not ideal when you were the center of attention, and everyone you ran into, no matter
               where you went, knew your history.
            

            
            “Hello,” I greeted once I’d shaken myself out of my exhausted stupor.

            
            “Hi.” Her voice was shaky. She was probably scared. Being stranded on the side of the road up here would even make me a bit
               nervous, and I could absolutely handle myself if any trouble arose.
            

            
            The stretch between Colorado Springs and Cozy Creek was pretty desolate. Nothing but dark forest and steep drop-offs lined
               the winding highway that led to town. It would be intimidating for someone who wasn’t used to the drive.
            

            
            “You remember me, right?” I spoke low, soft, and hopefully reassuringly. “From Gigi’s. I live across the street.” I held my
               hand out to her. “Cole Sutter.”
            

            
            She took it, squeezing it tight between hers with a tremulous smile. “Yes, I really appreciate you stopping to help me. I’m
               Madison. Uh, in case you forgot my name.”
            

            
            “I remember you, Madison,” I murmured, smiling slightly despite myself when her cheeks turned pink. “Can I grab your things
               for you?”
            

            
            “Yes. Please.” She dropped my hand like a hot potato and gestured toward the front of the little VW Bug. “The trunk is up
               here; these old cars are weird.”
            

            
            I watched as she turned to grab her purse from the driver’s seat. Her perfume floated through the air as she spun away—vanilla,
               combined with something earthy that tested my resolve to refrain from asking her out. “Don’t forget to lock it,” I instructed
               as I unloaded her bags from the trunk. Gigi said she called for a tow, but getting here will take a while.
            

            
            “Thank goodness you were available to pick me up. That forest would have started creeping me out once it got fully dark out
               here.”
            

            
            “Hey, it even creeps out the locals sometimes. You’ll be okay. I’ll make sure of it.” I stowed her bags in the back as she
               got inside the truck.
            

            
            “You’re a firefighter, right?” she asked after I settled into the cab to join her. “Being the hero must come naturally to
               you.”
            

            
            “It was my lifelong dream; all I’d ever wanted to do.” Too bad I never felt like one. The mistakes and missteps were all too
               easy to remember, and the successes sometimes felt like luck.
            

            
            “That’s what Gigi said. You climbed onto her roof and rescued her dog, Sir Basil Dungarees, The First. She still tells that
               story. How old were you, ten?”
            

            
            I grinned at the memory. “Yup, ten years old. We may never know how that old mutt got up there in the first place.”

            
            “She’s on the third, now, you know. The current Basil is a flatulent little thing. Just something to watch out for in case
               you haven’t experienced him crop dusting the living room on his way to the backyard doggy door.”
            

            
            “I have had the olfactory pleasure. I know he thinks it’s funny, too. Have you noticed the look on his face before he goes
               outside?”
            

            
            “I have seen it, and it’s truly diabolical. And yet, you still go over there to play poker with her and her friends?”

            
            “Talks about me a lot, does she?” I shifted my eyes in her direction before restarting the truck and found her looking at
               me.
            

            
            A fiery blush covered her cheeks. “From time to time—uh, I mean, she talks about all her neighbors. You know how she is.”

            
            “Yeah, I know.” I cast one last look in her direction before pulling onto the highway. “But I had to quit the game. Mrs. Hadley
               cheats; losing to her was starting to eat into my beer money,” I cracked. “She’s worse than the guys at the station. That
               and—never mind.”
            

            
            She let out a laugh. “Oh, she’s notorious, always has been. That woman even cheats at solitaire. And is there a second reason?
               I need all the warnings. Gigi asked if I wanted to join the game while I was in town.”
            

            
            “Well, her daughter is a little handsy, so you won’t have to worry about that. Tate calls her Handsy Hadley. Once I got divorced,
               it was open season. She’d grab my ass every chance she got. That woman hasn’t met an innuendo she doesn’t like.”
            

            
            Her eyes widened in dismay. “I’m so sorry. No one should be touched when they don’t want to be.”

            
            “Yeah, and I couldn’t shove her off, or you know, defend myself beyond the words she chose to ignore. I couldn’t exactly punch
               her in the face like I would if it was a guy giving me trouble—anyway.” I cleared my throat, embarrassed.
            

            
            “Does Gigi know? I can’t imagine her allowing that to happen.”

            
            “No, I didn’t tell her. Mrs. Hadley is her friend, so I let it go. It was easier that way. Do you mind some music?”

            
            She patted my arm. “Not at all.”

            
            I turned on the radio, grateful she’d let me drop the topic. “Golden Hour” by Kasey Musgraves started playing, and it felt
               oddly intimate when she unconsciously began to hum along with the melody.
            

            
            I focused on the road in front of the windshield and my clammy hands on the wheel. She was affecting me in ways I wasn’t ready
               to acknowledge.
            

            
            She overwhelmed my senses. Between the soft light of the sun setting over the mountains and the sweet smell of her perfume
               permeating the air in my truck, I was surrounded by her. However, I was surprised at how at ease I felt despite being far
               outside my comfort zone.
            

            
            “It’s good of you to come to take care of Gigi. I was worried watching her limp around on those crutches all week, and there’s
               only so much I can do to help her out with my work schedule.”
            

            
            “She’s stubborn, for sure. I miss her all the time, and I’m happy she picked me to help.”

            
            “I’m glad you’re here. How come I don’t know you? Your sisters always visit Gigi, hang out at the bakery, and Bookers. They’re
               around town a lot. But I rarely see you around.”
            

            
            “Uh, I guess I was just busy with work and stuff. I mean, I was around. Just not as often, I guess.”

            
            “Too bad.” I shot her a sidelong glance, pleased that the adorable pink blush still stained her cheeks despite my decision
               to stay away from her.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Madi

            Cole was right. I hadn’t spent as much time in Cozy Creek as my sisters over the last few years. I’d found it easier to go
               along with what Ross wanted to do, and he was a city kind of guy. Going on visits to Cozy Creek with me was the last thing
               he was interested in. I regretted it now that we were over. But at the time, I had looked at it as building my future with
               the man I intended to marry, hoping I could get him to love it here as much as I did.
            

            
            I kept my eyes trained out the passenger window as he drove, letting them drift along the side of the highway as the forest
               became one big green blur.
            

            
            “You awake over there?” he teased.

            
            “Huh? Yes, sorry.”

            
            Cozy Creek loomed in the distance, and the highway narrowed as we got closer to town. I sat up, happy that everything was
               the same. Downtown was even more adorable than usual as it had been decorated for fall. Potted mums decorated the entrances
               of most of the businesses while autumnal baskets of flowers hung from the light posts. I had to bite my lip and look away
               when we passed Gigi’s Cozy Creek Confectionery. I couldn’t believe I would spend the next month or two working there.
            

            
            When we turned onto Gigi’s street and saw her house, I almost burst into tears. I felt a mixture of relief at being off the
               side of the highway and a feeling of being home. Warmth, acceptance, and love filled my heart.
            

            
            Gigi’s place was an old split-level house with a gorgeous wraparound porch on a large lot filled with tall pines, a lush lawn—that
               I knew Cole kept mowed for her—and her magnificent rose garden. Of course, she also had a picket fence with a wisteria-covered
               trellis leading to the backyard and a pair of matching porch swings. Dark-stained wooden shutters and planter boxes stuffed
               full of annuals and trailing ivy decorated each street-facing window. This house could be a set piece straight out of a small-town
               movie.
            

            
            But more than that, Gigi’s place felt like home, a real home—comforting and cozy, warm and inviting. And after how shitty I’d been feeling about myself ever since my breakup, I needed
               this. I needed to be around someone who wanted to love me, faults and all, without trying to fix me—well, too much, anyway.
               Gigi was a fixer, but it was all born from love and a deep knowledge of who I was.
            

            
            My mother was all about impressing people. She threw business parties and frequently held office staff get-togethers at our
               house. It was part of her job, and I had always understood that. It was how she earned her living to care for us, after all.
               But I had to be so careful not to mess anything up. Our house was an extension of her office, and as such, it was very formal.
               I grew up not being allowed to sit in the living room, eating dinner in the dining room was forbidden to us kids, and god
               forbid I let my room get messy. What would our housekeeper think?
            

            
            My sisters had grown up to be her mirror images. Of course, I loved them all; we were close and had all the fun together,
               but I often felt like the odd woman out. But those feelings could have been related to my inferiority complex. It frequently
               reared its head to cloud my judgment—at least, that’s what my therapist kept telling me.
            

            
            Anyway, that was not how Gigi lived. You could kick up your feet and curl up with a book on her sofa, and she’d bring you
               a pillow and a drink, then join you with a book of her own. Formalities meant very little to her. She was more concerned with
               making sure we were comfortable.
            

            
            Gigi’s house had always been like paradise to me. Think homemade quilts, knitted throws, and cross-stitched pillows on every
               piece of furniture. Her house always smelled like April Fresh Downy and chocolate chip cookies. Each time I’d visited her
               over the years, I’d always wished I could stay forever. I could breathe here. I felt free here, and I was myself here—the
               real me. And I knew Gigi would always be here for me, no matter what.
            

            
            Relief covered me like a warm blanket as Cole pulled over to park at the curb. “Thanks for the ride,” I mumbled, keeping my
               tear-filled eyes aimed at the house and my face turned away from his.
            

            
            “Hey, are you okay?”

            
            I swiped the back of my hand beneath my eyes before turning to face him. “Oh, yeah. I’m totally fine.”

            
            “Okay.” The sympathetic tone of his voice told me he knew I was full of crap. “I’ll help you carry your stuff inside. Sit
               tight, and I’ll get it for you.”
            

            
            “Thanks,” I murmured, slamming my eyes shut as he opened his door and got out.

            
            “Is that my baby girl I see?” I threw open my door as Gigi burst onto the front porch with Sir Basil hot on her heels, barking
               his furry little brain out and hopping up and down at her side.
            

            
            I lost it. Tears ran down my face with abandon as I stepped out and ran to her. The last couple of months had been too much
               for me. I could admit it now that I was here and safe to let my emotions get the best of me. I needed a hug from my Gigi,
               dang it. I’d been hanging on by a thread, which had just unraveled.
            

            
            Gigi was what I always wanted to be like when I grew up. She was fun, driven, savvy, and smart. But most of all, she loved
               her girls with her whole heart—Mom, my sisters, and I were her pride and joy, and she always made sure we knew it.
            

            
            We were tall and curvy, just like her, and had brown eyes like hers, but her hair wasn’t brown like ours anymore. She had
               gorgeous, soft silver waves that fell to her shoulders. She was stylish and beautiful and always smelled like Chanel No. 5
               and cookies. She felt like home.
            

            
            “I missed you so much,” I cried into her shoulder as she gathered me close. “Oh no! Your ankle.” I tried to pull away, but
               she wouldn’t let me.
            

            
            “It’s fine, honey. I need a big squeeze from my Madi, and I’m not done getting it.” Basil licked my ankle before scampering
               into the house, and I laughed.
            

            
            “I needed this too. I’m so glad I’m finally here.”

            
            She pulled back to take my cheeks between her palms, brushing my tears away with her thumbs. “Look at you. Still pretty as
               a picture. We’re going to have fun together, you and me.” She looked past me as Cole approached from his truck. “Thank you
               for getting my granddaughter home safe, Cole. I appreciate it.”
            

            
            “My pleasure.” The deep timbre of his voice sent a shiver up my spine. “I’ll take these bags inside for you.” He nodded in
               my direction with a grin. Damn, his voice was deep and gravelly, like hot guy ASMR. I could listen to him talk all day. Even
               though he was nowhere near me, I swear I could feel his heat against my back. Goose bumps raced across the nape of my neck
               as his voice sent a shiver up my spine.
            

            
            “Thank you so much, Cole. I owe you a coffee, a beer, or maybe a batch of brownies.”

            
            “You don’t owe me a thing.” He looked at me indulgently. His blue eyes sparkled into mine as if he found me irresistible.
               “I’m happy I was around to help out. But I am tempted to take you up on the brownies. If they’re half as good as Gigi’s, I’ll
               be in heaven.”
            

            
            “Uh . . .” I mumbled at a loss for words as Gigi laughed at my side.

            
            “They’re even better, honey. Madi is a wonderful baker. She learned from the best, didn’t you, sweetie?” She winked at me.

            
            “I sure did.”

            
            He passed with my suitcases, grinning at us as he crossed the yard to the porch. “Would you like these in the guest room?”
               he asked.
            

            
            “For now. She’ll be staying in the apartment above the bakery soon enough.”

            
            “I will?” I followed Gigi to the house, watching Cole walk up the stairs.

            
            “Yep. I have it all ready for you. But I’ll show you around tomorrow. Tonight, we’re having a girls’ dinner together.”

            
            “That sounds perfect to me.” I inhaled deeply, smiling when I caught the familiar scents of chocolate, fresh laundry, and
               something else. “Did you make lasagna?” I asked, thankful that it wasn’t a cloud of Basil’s canine toots I was smelling as
               he sauntered through his doggie door.
            

            
            “I sure did. I have all your favorites waiting for you in the kitchen. And you’ll need your own space while you’re here, so
               I fixed up the apartment for you. Maybe this time I can convince you to stay in Cozy Creek. I have a good feeling about this
               visit, and Basil does too. He’s been missing his morning walks.”
            

            
            “Ahh, I see. You have ulterior motives. Is your ankle even sprained?” I joked.

            
            “Unfortunately, yes, it is. I took a bad turn on a Cha Cha Slide at the community center and fell hard. I twisted it something
               fierce. This boot I have to wear is legit, I’m afraid.”
            

            
            “I’m so sorry you got hurt.” I winced. “And I’m also sorry I accused you of fibbing about it.”

            
            She tossed her head back with a laugh. “No apologies; I’ve earned that accusation over the years with my sneaky ways. And
               I’ll be okay, especially now that you’re here with me and rid of that albatross you’ve been hauling around for the last five
               years. Now that he’s gone, I can finally make you see that you belong right here in Cozy Creek.” Gigi was never fond of Ross,
               hence her nickname for him, Ross the Albatross.
            

            
            “Okay, first
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