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      Melissa Martin stood on the porch and started her car. Remote start was a wonderful thing. She never used it much before, but now that she lived in Minnesota—and it was winter—it was a godsend. As cold as it was, it was a blessing to climb into a warm car. Plus, she hated scraping ice off her windshield. Of course, her little Honda Accord wasn’t the best vehicle to traverse the snowy roads, but her brother, Jeff, made sure she had good snow tires.

      She hurried back into her house, already shivering from the few seconds she was outside. Growing up in Kansas, she wasn’t inexperienced with the cold, but Minnesota was cold on another level.

      And she definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore.

      She reached for her coat and began the process of bundling up. She didn’t want to mess up her hair by putting on a hat, but with the freezing temperatures, going without was not an option. She supposed it didn’t matter. The hair and makeup person would make sure she was ready for the camera. She tugged the beanie over her long, brown hair, pulling it down to make sure her ears were covered.

      A glance at the clock told her she’d better get a move on, but when she finally made it out the door, her windshield was still frosted over.

      “Damn it,” she muttered as she dug the ice scraper out of her car. It was after one o’clock. Anywhere else, the sun would have melted it by now. Not in Minnesota. Melissa half-assed the job, scraping just enough off so that she could at least see while she was driving. She didn’t want to be late for her first day.

      On her way to the station, she called Kit. If anyone could calm her down, it would be her best friend.

      “I’m so nervous.” The words tumbled out of Melissa’s mouth the second Kit answered.

      “You’ll do fine,” Kit said. “You’ve already got the job.”

      “I know, but what if I flub my lines or look at the wrong camera? And then, they’ll decide that maybe I’m not cut out to be the evening news anchor.” A break in the clouds appeared, and the sun came out. Melissa squinted through her crappy scrape job as the light hit the ice on her windshield and caused a glare.

      “Stop worrying. They hired you because, out of all the candidates they interviewed, you were the one who did the best.”

      Melissa smiled. “You’re right. No more busting my butt as a reporter. And hey, it’s only the third day of the new year, and I’ve already reached one of my goals. Now, if I could just find Mr. Right before my eggs shrivel up and die, I’ll be all set.”

      She heard Kit sigh. “Not this again. You’re thirty-four. You have time.”

      “And soon, I’ll be thirty-five. Sometimes it feels like I never get to have what everyone else has. You’re already happily married with a baby on the way. Jeff and Eileen have two kids. Even Geneva Langston from high school is getting married. Did you see that on Facebook? She never had any interest in dating, and all of a sudden, she’s having a wedding too. Why don’t guys like me? Am I high-maintenance? Am I too clingy? I’m not ugly, am I?”

      “Melissa, stop. You’re gorgeous. Look, you’ve got the job, and eventually, everything else will fall into place. Think positive. Why don’t you get Eileen to set you up on that dating site she met your brother on?”

      Melissa grimaced. She usually shied away from online dating, preferring to meet people in person, but maybe it was worth a shot. Finding love from the comfort of her own home might be more appealing than going to a bar on a cold night. “I’ll consider it.”

      Up ahead, the WLMN News 12 sign came into view. “Well, I’m here now. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck. You’ll do great.”

      Melissa ended the call and did one last face check in the mirror. Nothing like starting a new job with something embarrassing hanging from your nose. She smiled at her reflection and tried to pretend she was confident. “Well, here goes nothing.”

      An icy wind hit her face as she opened the door. She covered her cheeks with her scarf as a shiver rolled over her. Her boot splashed into a mushy puddle of dirty snow. Definitely not white and pristine like the pictures Jeff sent. But she’d deal with snow if it meant she got to do the work she loved.

      Inside, it was stifling. She’d gone from teeth chattering to nearly sweating. She shucked off her coat and draped it over her arm.

      The receptionist from the day she interviewed waved her over. “Hi, Melissa. I’ll let Cassie know you’re here. Are you excited?”

      “Yes, very much. I used to dream about sitting in the anchor chair.” Melissa recalled how in high school, she’d been a part of the school’s news segment. It had been her first inkling that this was what she was meant to do.

      Melissa heard footsteps, and the perky blond she’d met at her interview appeared. “Hi, Melissa. Come on back.” She gestured toward the hallway behind the desk.

      As they walked, Cassie introduced her to every camera person, lighting tech, video editor, and reporter who was in the building. Melissa couldn’t remember everyone’s name, but she was sure in time, she’d get to know these people.

      “And here’s where it all happens.” Cassie indicated the anchor desk, which sat under bright studio lights with a myriad of cameras posed around it. Melissa wanted to sit in the chair to try it out, but Cassie kept on walking. Well, she’d sit in it soon enough.

      At the end of the hallway, Cassie stopped at an open door. “And this is your office.”

      Melissa peeked inside. It was a small room, but it had a nice view, and the cherry wood desk looked polished and organized. “I get to have an office?”

      Cassie looked at her as if she had been asked a strange question. “Of course.”

      Melissa didn’t care if Cassie thought it was strange. She’d never had an office before, and had never expected to be in a position to need one. She would enjoy it. “I just assumed I’d be in a cubicle.”

      “No, the anchors get an office.”

      Melissa hung her Michael Kors handbag—which she’d gotten for a steal at an outlet mall—and her annoying puffer coat on the wall hook. It was a relief to not have to carry that around. She never needed a heavy coat like that in Kansas.

      “And Bob is right across the hall,” Cassie said. “You remember Bob.”

      Bob was the veteran newscaster she’d be co-anchoring with every evening. Melissa did some dry runs with him during her interview.

      “Is he here yet?” Melissa asked.

      Cassie popped her head into Bob’s office, but he wasn’t in there. “He’s probably making his snack run. He walks to Dollar General every day.”

      “He walked? But it’s freezing out there.” The dollar store was a good several blocks away, and the wind was biting cold. Melissa would have driven.

      Cassie laughed. “This? Oh, this isn’t freezing. Wait until it gets below zero. Oh, speaking of weather, you haven’t met our new meteorologist yet. He came on board about a week before you, so you won’t be the only newbie around here.”

      Melissa followed Cassie to another staff area. “I thought I would be working with Stan. He was the meteorologist I saw on your website.”

      “Stan retired. The new guy is Tripp, and let me tell you, he is a trip!”

      Cassie laughed at her joke, but Melissa stood frozen and felt a chill up her spine. Shit. This could not be happening. She’d been in love with a meteorologist named Tripp ten years ago, but he’d broken her heart when he said he didn’t want to marry her. But it couldn’t be the same Tripp, could it? There had to be other men with that name.

      “He has the same name as his father and grandfather, so he goes by Tripp,” Cassie continued, unaware of Melissa’s inner turmoil. “I guess like, for triple digits because he’s the third?”

      It had to be him. That was the reason for his nickname too. But why would he be here in Winter Lake? He lived in Iowa. Unless … had he moved to be closer to family? She recalled he grew up in Minneapolis.

      “Is Tripp from Minnesota?” Melissa asked, hoping and praying the answer would be no.

      Cassie glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Yep, he’s a Minnesota boy. Grew up in Minneapolis.”

      Her heart sank. It was him. She used to dream they would work at the same news station. Now, it was the last thing she wanted.

      Cassie stopped at the desk with weather models on the computer, but the chair was empty.

      “Lance, have you seen Tripp?” Cassie asked, addressing the reporter Melissa had met a few minutes ago.

      Lance looked up from his screen. “Try the break room. He said he needed his afternoon caffeine fix.”

      Dread settled in the pit of Melissa’s stomach as they turned the corner toward the break room. What would it be like to see him after all these years? She had blocked him from social media—looking at his pictures was too painful. But seeing him in person? That would be a thousand times worse.

      “There he is.” Cassie pointed to the man pouring himself a cup of coffee. From behind, he had the same brown hair as Melissa’s ex. Same medium build. When he extended his arm to replace the coffee pot, she noticed his hand. That was definitely Tripp’s, big and strong.

      “Tripp, meet our new anchor.”

      He turned around. Melissa’s heart skipped a beat. His hazel eyes lit up, and the corner of his mouth turned upward. He was clean-shaven, revealing the dimple in his chin.

      It was Arthur “Tripp” Bartlett III in the flesh—the only man she’d ever truly loved.
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        * * *

      

      Tripp couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. If he ever doubted his ability to manifest something he wanted, he didn’t anymore. He wished for love in his life, and Melissa walked into the room. He’d never had a meaningful relationship since Melissa. He had a lot of regrets about how he’d hurt her, but he never thought he’d get a second chance.

      After the initial shock wore off, he found his voice. “Melissa? What are you doing here?”

      “New job. Jeff moved to Minnesota and I followed him. What are you doing here? I thought you were in Iowa.”

      He thought he heard a nervousness in her voice. Seeing him was sure to be a shock to her. “I got a new job, too.”

      Cassie moved to stand between them. “Wait, you two know each other?”

      Tripp nodded. “We go way back.”

      “We’re old—friends,” Melissa said.

      Tripp heard the hesitation in her voice. They had been so much more than friends, and Tripp had blown it.

      “Oh my god,” Cassie squealed. “What a small world!”

      One of the production assistants poked his head into the room. “Cassie? We have an issue with a microphone and can’t find the spares. Can you help?”

      Cassie nodded. “Sure, I’ll be right there.” She looked at Tripp and Melissa and smiled. “I’ll let you two get reacquainted. I’ve got to put out another fire.”

      Once Cassie left, Melissa began to pace. Tripp remembered she did that a lot when she was nervous. “This is not happening,” she said softly.

      “I’m probably the last person you want to see.”

      She turned around, and Tripp could tell she was trying not to cry. “You’re damn right I don’t want to see you. You left me at that courthouse. We were supposed to get married. If you didn’t want to go through with it, you should have said so from the very beginning.”

      “You’re right, and I’m sorry. Things happened so fast, and I didn’t know how to tell you I didn’t want the same thing.”

      “Why are you here? I thought you wanted to live far away from your family.”

      “My grandfather left me the lake house. When I heard a meteorologist position would be opening up here, I took it as a sign to move back to my home state.”

      Her face softened. “What happened to your grandparents?”

      A heaviness weighed in Tripp’s chest. He didn’t like to think of how he’d lost time with his grandparents while he was away. “Gram came down with pneumonia, and Gramps had a heart attack a year after that.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you were close to them.”

      “Yeah. They were the only family I could stand.” And he’d left them behind, just like he left Melissa.

      Melissa returned to her pacing. “I cannot believe this is happening.”

      “You said that already.”

      She turned to face him. The eyes that moments ago shimmered with tears gave him a cold stare. “How am I supposed to go on camera and report the news with you sitting next to me? All I’m going to be able to think about is how you hurt me.”

      He hated that she couldn’t stand to be in the same room with him, but he could only blame himself for that. “You have every right to be mad at me. But that was years ago, and I’ve changed. Letting you go was the biggest mistake of my life. But now, you’re here. Don’t you see? It’s fate.”

      “More like bad luck. I need to get ready for tonight.”

      She turned to leave, but Tripp blocked her path. “Have dinner with me. Let’s talk. We get a break before the ten o’clock airing.”

      “I can’t deal with you right now, Tripp.”

      Cassie breezed back into the break room. “Sorry about that. I swear, you want something done, you’ve got to do it yourself. Well, are you ready, Melissa? Let’s go find Bob and he can go over what you need to know before airtime.”

      “That would be great.”

      Melissa followed Cassie out of the room without a second glance back. Tripp couldn’t blame her for being upset. He shouldn’t have waited ten minutes before their courthouse wedding to tell her he was not ready to get married. But the fact that she was here changed everything. He was going to have a second chance at love, and this time, he wouldn’t blow it.

      Lance eyed Tripp’s mug when he returned to his desk. “How do you drink it black? That’s disgusting.”

      “You will not believe this,” Tripp said, ignoring Lance’s dig at his coffee. “The law of attraction is real and at work.”

      “What are you babbling about?”

      “You meet the new anchor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s my ex-girlfriend. The one I almost married.”

      Lance swiveled his chair around. “You’re kidding. Did she know you worked here?”

      Tripp shook his head. “No, she was as surprised as I was. And not too happy. But don’t you realize what’s happening? I was tired of being alone, and in walks the only woman I’ve ever loved. If that’s not a sign from the universe, I don’t know what is.”

      Lance rolled his eyes. “You and your signs from the universe.”

      Tripp grinned. “I’m telling you, man. All you have to do is put that vibe out there, and it’s yours.”

      “If that law of attraction bullshit was real, I’d have a million dollars by now.”

      “You don’t have a million dollars because you don’t believe.”

      “I believe I’m awesome enough to be a millionaire. Let’s just pull up my bank account and check.” Lance opened the app on his phone and held it up. “Nope, still not rich.”

      “Well, think whatever you want. I never thought I’d get another chance with her. Now that she’s here, I’m not letting her get away again.”

      “Don't blow it this time.”

      A flash of brunette passed in his peripheral vision as Melissa followed Cassie to the hair and makeup room. Melissa made eye contact with him, then quickly shifted her focus away.

      “Dude, I can feel her icy glare from here,” Lance said. “I think she’s still pissed at you.”

      “She is, and I deserve it. But we’re meant to be together. Tell me this, what are the odds that my ex-girlfriend would end up working at the same news station as me?”

      Lance shrugged. “It’s a coincidence, for sure.”

      Tripp grinned. “No man, not a coincidence. It’s fate.” That, he was certain of.
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        * * *

      

      Melissa took deep breaths as she sat at the anchor’s desk. For years, she wanted to sit here. There had been several times back at her old job when someone was sick and she had to fill in, but her boss Jan always passed her over for promotions. Now, the dream was real. Of course, she hadn’t pictured her ex at the same station.

      She heard the sound of a chair rolling back as Tripp sat at the weather desk. She watched him unnoticed for a moment as he shuffled some papers around, apparently looking for something. That was Tripp—always disorganized. At that moment, Tripp looked up and winked at her. Melissa turned away. She couldn’t have Tripp distracting her like that—especially when she was about to go live in a few minutes. She was glad when Bob took the seat next to her. A welcomed distraction.

      “Are you nervous?” Bob asked.

      “A little, but I’m excited too. I hope I don’t mess up by looking at the wrong camera or reading the teleprompter wrong.”

      “Don’t worry about that. They’ll tell you in your earpiece which camera to look at. Just look for the red light. And if you mess up the line—well, that happens to all of us sometimes. Just correct yourself and move on.”

      One of the audio techs came over and assisted Melissa with her microphone. After a quick sound check, they were ready. Melissa kept glancing at the digital clock. Almost air time. Her palms were sweaty, and her heart was pounding, but she knew that the moment the camera was on her, that feeling would go away. She could always perform for an audience—it was just the moments leading up to it that were nerve-wracking.

      “So, where are you from again?” Bob asked, making friendly conversation.

      “Kansas, and I’m definitely not in Kansas anymore. I mean, it does snow there, but not like here.”

      Bob chuckled. “No, it’s certainly not Kansas. Do you miss it?”

      “A little, but I don’t miss the tornadoes.”

      “We get tornadoes,” Tripp butted in on their conversation. “But you’re right—we definitely get more snow. In this part of Minnesota, we probably get about fifty inches of it.”

      Melissa wanted to tell Tripp to mind his own business, but she didn’t want to be a bitch with an audience. And it was best not to get worked up right before she was about to go live.

      Finally, someone gave the cue, and the On Air sign lit up red.

      Bob spoke first. “Good evening, I’m Bob Thomas. And with me tonight is the newest anchor for WLMN, Melissa Martin. Welcome, Melissa.”

      Melissa remembered to smile. It was her turn now. “Thank you, Bob. It’s great to be here. And we’ll start off tonight with our top story—the frigid temperatures. Let’s check in with meteorologist Tripp Bartlett to get an update on the weather. Tripp?”

      Of course, the weather had to be the top story. It couldn’t be a robbery. It couldn’t be a rowdy school board meeting. It couldn’t have been an accident on Main Street. No, it had to be the weather. The top story was always going to be the damn weather, because nothing else happened in this town.

      At the weather desk, Tripp sat in front of a large monitor with a weather map behind him. Several counties were colored in pink. “That’s right, Melissa. We’ve got some cold temperatures to start off the first week of the new year, and our friends at the National Weather Service have issued a winter weather advisory for our viewing areas. Overnight, some wintry precipitation will be moving in, and we’re looking at about three to five inches of snow. With this, it’ll make driving a little dicey in the morning, so make sure you give yourself some extra time to get to school or work. Temperatures right now are hovering in the teens, but that’s going to quickly drop as the evening goes on. I’ll have all the details in your full forecast coming up in a few minutes.”

      He gave her another one of his smiles, but Melissa ignored it and turned her attention back to the camera. Bob took the next story, and Melissa had a moment to compose herself.

      As long as she didn’t let Tripp get to her on live television, she would be okay.
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        * * *

      

      By seven o’clock, the early evening news had wrapped up. Melissa detached her microphone, yanked out her earpiece, and hoped to make it to the safety of her office before Tripp caught up with her.

      Instead, her new boss stepped in her path. Melissa didn’t know her all too well yet, but from what she could tell, Sharon Woods was nothing like the station manager at Channel 4. Sharon had a big smile, a warm personality, and a soft-spoken voice.

      “Hi, Melissa. You did great!”

      As nervous as she had been, hearing that she had done well was a relief. “Thank you. I enjoyed it.” Well, except for Tripp being there, but she left that part out.

      She caught a whiff of aftershave and recognized it as Tripp’s. “Channel 4’s loss is Channel 12’s gain,” he said. “Isn’t that right, Sharon?”

      Sharon grinned. “Absolutely. We’re glad to have you on board. Cassie mentioned you and Tripp were old friends.”

      Melissa smiled as if she were on camera. “Yeah. We met years ago through a mutual friend.” That much was true. They certainly weren’t friends now, but no need to tell her new boss that. She didn’t want Sharon to think she didn’t get along with her coworkers.

      “And now we’re working together,” Tripp said. “Small world, huh?”

      Melissa gave him a fake grin. A little too small, she thought.

      “Well, you two were great on camera together,” Sharon said. “Keep it up!”

      Melissa nodded. “Thank you.”

      When Sharon was out of earshot, Melissa looked at Tripp. “If she only knew, huh?”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “No,” Melissa said, though her stomach growled, betraying her. Hopefully Tripp hadn’t heard.

      “Betty’s Bistro is down the street. They have really good soup, and I know minestrone is your favorite. Please come. I want to talk to you.”

      “I’d rather not. I’m having a stressful first day that’s not over yet and I have a headache. I’d like some quiet before the ten o’clock airing.”

      Tripp nodded. “Understood. If you change your mind⁠—”

      “I won’t.”

      “Some other time then.”

      Melissa breathed a sigh of relief as Tripp walked away.

      In the sanctuary of her office, Melissa closed the door and sank into her chair with a huff. She rolled her neck and shoulders, tight with tension. She could use a massage. And food. She was starving now, but she’d been in such a rush when she left the house that she hadn’t brought anything to eat. She rummaged around in her purse until she found a granola bar.

      Outside her window, she heard a familiar laugh and a vehicle door slam. Tripp. She peeked out the blind. Tripp and Lance had climbed into a black truck with Tripp behind the wheel. Snow was falling lightly. There was no way Melissa was driving in that. No, she’d be fine with her granola bar.

      Her stomach growled, and she looked down at her belly. “Shut up.”

      With a sigh, she woke up her computer. She’d only been here for a few hours, and already, she had an inbox full of emails. Time to do a little work.

      Her cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen and saw it was her brother.

      Shit. She forgot Jeff promised to watch the news. That meant he saw who the meteorologist was.

      “Hey, Jeff,” she answered, bracing for Jeff’s tirade.

      “What the hell is he doing at Channel 12?” Jeff said, skipping the hello. “Did you know he was working there?”

      “No, of course not. Do you think I would have taken this job if I had known I’d be working with my ex-boyfriend? You just had to convince me to move to Minnesota.”

      “Did he find out you were going to work there and decide he wanted a job there too? Because Eileen said there was another weather guy a few weeks ago.”

      “He started before me. I knew this job was too good to be true.”

      “You want me to drive to Winter Lake and kick his ass? I can convince him to take a hike and find another job. There’s plenty of other news channels he can work for.”

      “He’s not going to leave. His grandfather left him a lake house and that’s where he lives. You remember he’s from Minnesota, don’t you?”

      Jeff sighed. “I hate this for you. If he gives you any trouble, you’ll tell me, right?”

      “Of course. But stop being all big brother, okay? I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”

      “I don’t want to see him hurt you.”

      “I’ll just have to deal with it. I’m not going to let Tripp ruin the best job I’ve ever had.”

      “Well, speaking of the job, you did great. It’s nice to see you on television. You know I only watch the news because of you.”

      “You could see me in person, you know. We finally live in the same state again. When are you coming for a visit?”

      “This weekend, I promise. Eileen and the kids too. I’m really sorry I couldn’t help you move in.”

      “Please, don’t be. The moving guys were really quick. And anyway, I wasn’t about to ask you to come help when I knew you guys were all sick. Is everyone feeling better now?”

      “We’re on the mend. I got to run. Charlotte needs help with her math homework, and Eileen’s trying to get the baby ready for bed. We’re exhausted. I just wanted to congratulate you on a job well done.”

      “Thanks, Jeff.”

      “And I’m serious. If Tripp bothers you, just say the word. I’m only a forty-five-minute drive away.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you this weekend. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Melissa ended the call and reached for her bag. She’d planned to decorate her cubicle with pictures of her family. The office was a nice upgrade though, and she grabbed the framed photographs out of her tote. The first picture was from this past Christmas with her, Jeff, and his family. They had all worn Santa hats and posed in front of Jeff’s fireplace.

      The second picture was the last family vacation she and Jeff had taken with their parents. It had been a beach trip, and they’d all gotten sunburned, but they’d had a great time. If she’d known it would be the last vacation she’d ever have with her parents, she would have spent more time with them and less time flirting with the lifeguard.

      Melissa placed the two photographs at the corner of her desk. Her eyes lingered on the photo of her parents, and she felt a twinge in her chest. She knew if they could see her now, they’d be proud of her. They watched every one of her school news segments posted online, even though they were super corny and bad quality.

      She blinked her eyes, then focused on the rest of her desk. It was sparse with only a pen cup, stapler, and a stack of sticky notes. She needed to do a little more office personalization, but the framed pictures would have to do for now.

      Half an hour later, her stomach growled again. She searched for another granola bar in her purse and came up empty. Maybe she could eat some crackers from the vending machine.

      There was a knock on the door, but when she called out, no one came in. She got up to open it, looked down the hall, and saw no one there. Tripp’s aftershave lingered in the air though, and on the floor, there was a brown paper bag. She picked it up and closed the door again.

      Inside was a small container of soup. There was a Post-it note stuck to it with Tripp’s terrible handwriting.

      
        
        Thought you might be hungry. Try the minestrone from Betty’s. Congrats on your new job. Hope your head feels better.

        Tripp

      

      

      “Damn it,” Melissa muttered. “Now how am I supposed to completely hate you?”

      She opened the soup. It smelled good. Really good. It tasted even better. Tripp was right. This was the best soup around.

      When she finished, she thought it might be a good idea to go find him. She should probably thank him at the very least. But just as she reached the door, she stopped.

      Yes, he had done something nice for her, but there was still a lot of pain when it came to Tripp. She didn’t want to talk to him right now. No way did soup make up for leaving her on their wedding day.
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        * * *

      

      Tripp didn’t see Melissa again until it was almost air time, and by then, he couldn’t talk to her. He knew she had eaten the soup because he saw the empty container in the trash. She looked more alert, so he hoped it had helped.

      After the newscast, Tripp decided not to bother her. Lance suggested he give her space. Maybe he was right. Tripp needed to let Melissa adjust to her new job—and seeing him again. Hell, he was trying to adjust too. It was hard to wipe the smile off his face.

      When he was ready to leave, he found Melissa bundled up and standing in the lobby. For a moment, he thought she was waiting for him, but then she held up her car remote. “Just waiting for my car to warm up.”

      “I know you hate being cold.” Tripp took out his own remote and started up his truck. “Auto start is pretty much a necessity here. And we’ll have to knock the snow off our windshields too.” The snow was really coming down now.

      Melissa leaned against the door, her breath fogging up the glass. “I hate snow.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but you’re in Minnesota. You’ll be seeing a lot of it. How was your first day? I know being an anchor was always your goal.”

      “It could have been better. I can’t believe I have to work with you.”

      Her voice cracked, and Tripp knew she was trying not to cry. His heart ached, and guilt washed over him. “I know, and I’m sorry. I want to make it up to you. Please, have dinner with me tomorrow.”

      “My car should be warm by now. Thanks for the soup, but I don’t want to have dinner with you.” She pushed the door open, and a blast of cold air rushed inside.

      Tripp held the door open. “Hey, drive safe. The snow makes the roads slick.”

      She nodded and turned toward her car. Tripp stayed inside and watched as she brushed the snow off her little silver Honda Accord.

      Earning Melissa’s forgiveness would not be easy, but he sure as hell was going to try.
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      Melissa tightened her robe as she walked into the kitchen the next morning. She had only lived in this house for a few days, and already, she hated it. It was always cold because the insufficient furnace couldn’t keep up. To add to her misery, a peek out the window told her she’d need to shovel the driveway later.

      She thought of Jeff, who had encouraged her to look for jobs here. He said that the snow wasn’t all that bad once you got used to it.

      Yeah, right.

      She could probably handle her new living situation better if she didn’t have the added complication of working with her ex. She needed to call Kit. She would have some advice for her.

      The line rang several times. Kit was probably at work, and Melissa was worried it would go to voicemail.

      “Hello, Ms. Evening News Anchor for WLMN Channel 12,” Kit finally answered.

      “Hey. I didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I? Can you take a break?”

      “It’s not a bad time. I took the morning off. I’m feeling better now, but I already threw up twice. Thank god for saltine crackers.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That morning sickness has been hitting you hard.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure by the time tornado season starts, it’ll be over. I heard the second trimester is much easier. Then by the time the season wraps up, I’ll be almost ready to pop this baby out.”

      Melissa turned on her coffee pot and smiled. “Only you would plan your pregnancy around tornado season.”

      Kit laughed on the other end. “I told Ryder I wasn’t going to chase tornadoes if I was nine months pregnant or on maternity leave. Well, enough about me. How did it go last night? Do you love your new job?”

      Melissa sat at her rickety kitchen table while she waited for her coffee to brew. “It was terrible.”

      “Wait, what? Terrible? What happened?”

      “I mean, the job itself is fine. I love it. Unfortunately, it’s a certain coworker of mine that’s the problem.”

      “Oh no. Your new boss isn’t worse than Jan, is she?”

      Melissa picked at her frayed placemat. “No, Sharon’s nice. Everyone’s great, except for the evening meteorologist. Guess who it is.”

      “Is it someone I know?”

      “Oh yeah, you know him. You introduced us. It’s Tripp.”

      “What? No!”

      “Yes!”

      “You’re working with your ex-boyfriend? Are you joking?”

      “God, I wish I was, and it’s a nightmare.”

      “What happened to Iowa?”

      “His grandfather left Tripp his lake house. I knew he was from Minnesota, but he grew up in Minneapolis. I didn’t think he’d be here in Winter Lake.”

      “Okay, so tell me what happened.”

      Melissa filled her in on the details of yesterday. “He was going on about how it was fate that I was working here and that he wanted to make it up to me. He wants me to have dinner with him so we can talk.”

      “Are you going to go?”

      “No. I’m going to bring my dinner and eat in my office.”

      Kit sighed on the other end. “Maybe you should talk to him. See what he has to say.”

      “I can’t right now. Every time I see him, I picture him walking down those court steps and leaving me, and it makes me want to cry.”

      “Do you want me to talk to Ryder and see if he can get you a job at the station here? Do you want me to call Tripp and threaten to kick his ass if he bothers you? I read that pregnancy hormones can make women really bitchy sometimes, so I’m prepared to unleash my fury on him if needed.”

      That got a laugh out of her. “Well, you’ll have to get in line. Jeff’s ready to get his hands on him too. But I’ll be fine.”

      “Liar.”

      Melissa eyed her coffee pot and got up to get her mug out of the cabinet. “I never imagined I’d see him again. It hurts just as bad as the day he left. I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to go to work tonight, and you’re going to focus on your job. Don’t let Tripp ruin this for you. Then hopefully, a position will become available here, and then you can move to Oklahoma City. We average six to eight inches of snow a year here.”

      Melissa laughed. “Thanks, Kit. I needed to hear that.” She glanced at the clock. “I better go. I slept late because I didn’t get much sleep last night. I have to be at work at two.”

      “Okay. Call if you want to talk. Anytime. Except for maybe early morning. I’ll probably be barfing in the toilet.”

      “Aww. Feel better, Kit.”

      “You too. Bye.”

      Melissa put down her phone and finally poured herself a cup of coffee. Kit was right. She couldn’t let Tripp bother her. She didn’t know exactly how she was going to do that, but she was going to try.
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      Snow crunched under Tripp’s boots as he headed up the path to his house. He took his Labradors out for a walk here every day, and the girls enjoyed the fresh, brisk air as much as he did. Plus, it gave him a chance to catch up with his brother, who was often long-winded. The phone slipped out of his gloved hand and fell to the ground. Luckily, it didn’t fall into the yellow snow. The dogs had peed everywhere. Tripp picked up the phone, wiped the wetness off with his glove, then held it back to his ear. Daniel was still talking.

      “...remember that time I worked with my ex-girlfriend at the country club?” Daniel said. “That was a painful summer. I feel for you, Tripp.”

      “It’s not bad. I like having Melissa around.”

      “But she doesn’t want you back.”

      Tripp neared the house. Bella, the black six-month-old puppy, led the way. The older yellow Labrador, Rosie, hung back with him. “No, but I hurt her, and that’s my fault. This is my chance to make things right with her.”

      “Yeah, but if you break up again and you’re working together, that’ll be a disaster.”

      Tripp and the dogs reached the back porch, and Bella pressed her nose against the door as Tripp fumbled with the handle. “Who says we’ll break up? Melissa was the only woman I ever felt a connection to, and I’d be willing to bet she feels the same about me.”

      “Still don’t know what she ever saw in your dorky ass.”

      “Shut up, man.” Once he was inside, he yanked his gloves off. “Look, Daniel, I got to go.”

      “Yeah, me too. Busy just got home, and she looks upset. I’m sure she’s about to complain about something. Good luck with Melissa.”

      His brother ended the call. Tripp breathed a sigh of relief and unleashed the dogs. “We got off the phone just in time. Uncle Daniel complains about as much as his wife.”

      Once free, Bella bolted to the living room. Rosie took a more leisurely pace and went back to her napping spot by the fire.

      “Nice to be inside where it’s warm, huh girls?”

      The dogs didn’t answer, which was the unfortunate thing about pets—they didn’t make for good conversation.

      He and Melissa used to talk all night. Now, he could barely get in two words without her walking away.

      “I know, I screwed up,” he said to the dogs. “But I’ll make it up to her. Got any ideas on how I could do that?”

      Both dogs closed their eyes, and Tripp sighed.
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      Melissa’s plan had been to avoid Tripp as much as possible. Unfortunately, they got to work at the same time. He pulled his truck into the parking space next to her car.

      “Wonderful,” she muttered. “Already off to a great start.”

      She didn’t get out of the car right away. Instead, she took her time disconnecting her charger cable and putting her phone back into her purse. She hoped by the time she got out, he’d be inside.

      No such luck. He stood outside her vehicle, waiting for her. Melissa groaned and reached for the door handle.

      “Be careful,” Tripp said. “There’s some slick spots on the pavement.”

      Melissa said nothing, gathered her things, and locked her car. As she made her way across the parking lot, Tripp walked next to her.

      “Did you sleep okay last night?” he asked.

      She stopped in her tracks and stared at him. “No, what do you think? I had a lot on my mind.” She turned around and her foot slipped out from under her. Instead of falling onto the hard blacktop, she fell into Tripp’s arms. She felt a sudden flush of warmth as his arms wrapped around her.

      “Careful there.” He helped her to an upright position. “I warned you it was slippery. Are you okay?”

      Melissa yanked herself out of his arms. “I’m fine.” She looked down at her feet. “I guess I should have worn the boots.”

      Tripp nodded. “Boots have more traction.”

      “I know, but they don’t go with this outfit.”

      “You’re in Minnesota now. Snow boots are a requirement every day in winter.”

      “Fine, I’ll wear them tomorrow.”

      They continued their walk to the door. This time, Melissa avoided the ice patches.

      “Will you have dinner with me tonight?” Tripp asked.

      Melissa held up her lunch bag. “Sorry, but I brought a frozen meal.”

      When she reached the door, Tripp rushed ahead and held it open. “Okay then. I’ll see you later for the photo shoot.”

      He walked away. Melissa wanted to smack herself. She’d forgotten about the photo shoot. Cassie had mentioned briefly yesterday that they needed new photos for the website. That meant standing in close proximity to Tripp.

      So much for avoiding him.
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      Tripp hated photo shoots. His suit was hot under the bright studio lights, and no matter how he posed, the photographer was not pleased.

      “Look less serious,” instructed the photographer.

      “Less serious?”

      From her chair behind the photographer, Cassie watched. “Pretend you’re excited about a snowstorm.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Melissa emerged from the hair and makeup room. Now here was something to be excited about. She looked gorgeous with her long brown hair and red lips. Tripp remembered a playful time when Melissa kissed him on the cheek and left a crimson mark. She had apologized and wiped it off with a tissue, but Tripp never complained. He liked her lips on him. Hell, he wanted those lips on him now.

      “That’s better,” the photographer said, clicking away with her camera. “Stay that way.”

      Melissa briefly met his eyes before looking away. She started to walk toward her office, but Cassie, bless her, hopped out of her chair and pulled her back.

      “Melissa! Go stand next to Tripp.” Cassie gently pushed her toward the green screen.

      “Oh, now?” Melissa asked. “Shouldn’t we wait for Bob?”

      “We’ll get the three of you in a minute. I thought you might like some photographs of you and old friend Tripp. Just for fun! Here, stand next to him.”

      There were times when Cassie got on Tripp’s nerves with her gossip or constant instructions, but there were times, like this, when he appreciated her bossiness. He knew Melissa was not looking forward to this, but she moved to stand next to him anyway.

      Tripp put his arm around her, pulling her closer. “How’s this?”

      Cassie beamed. “Perfect!” She then looked at the photographer. “Well
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