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        “Wow! Romance, mystery, and suspense. Talk about four amazing happily ever afters!”

      

        

      
        Fans of Pamela Kelley and Robyn Carr will love this small-town, feel-good romance!

      

      

      

      Sophie Elliott has found a cure for Alzheimer’s disease. With a drug company searching for her, and a sister and Mom who need her help, she has to leave Chicago fast. When she meets Ryan, she knows his home could be the safest place for her—until she tells him a secret that changes everything.

      

      For the last five years, Ryan Evans has been riding the wave of country music super-stardom. He has everything he’s ever wanted, more money than he knows what to do with, and a reputation that’s been shredded to a pulp. When he meets Sophie he knows he’s in trouble.

      

      With more at stake than either of them realize, they have to work together to keep everyone safe—even if it means giving up the one thing that could change their lives forever.

      

      Discover the magic of Montana in Playing For Keeps, the second book in the Emerald Lake series. All of my series are linked, so if you meet a character you like, you could find them in another book. For news of my latest releases, please visit leeannamorgan.com and sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading!
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      Ryan sat in his truck, watching the people on the sidewalk. Downtown Bozeman wasn’t exactly the center of the universe, but it was as close as he’d gotten in a long time. For the last few months, he’d been building his dream house beside Emerald Lake and hiding from a past he wasn’t proud of.

      But that was all about to change. In ten minutes he was meeting his publicist, strategizing about the best way to deal with his crazy ex-wife and the media frenzy that was about to hit town.

      Dorothy Patterson was nothing if not punctual. She strode along the sidewalk like the leader of a marching band; back straight, head high, and with the kind of serious expression that didn’t bode well for a good meeting.

      She’d made the journey from Nashville to Montana in record time. She had as much to lose as he did. If his ex-wife’s photos hit any of the publications she was threatening to use, they’d both go down in flames.

      Stepping out of his truck, he shut the door and prepared for one of the most important discussions of his life. By the time he made it inside Angel Wings Café, Dorothy had already found a table at the back of the room.

      “You’re late,” she said with a forced smile. Dorothy looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. But underneath the girl next door veneer, there was a woman with a heart of steel.

      “I’ve been waiting in my truck. Have you spoken to her?”

      “The only person Cindy’s talking to is her lawyer. He called me four hours ago and told me her terms and conditions haven’t changed. She wants half the royalties from the song you wrote when you were married. If you don’t pay her, she’ll release the photos. Sit down. I’ve ordered coffee.”

      He wasn’t surprised his ex-wife hadn’t changed her mind. “She’s not getting any royalties from the song. My lawyer has already spoken to her lawyer. There’s no way a judge will give her what she wants.”

      Dorothy smiled at the waitress as she left their drinks on the table. She leaned forward, her blue eyes boring into his. “You can’t afford to let her release those photos. They’ll kill your career.”

      “I divorced Cindy six years ago. She took half of what I owned then. There’s no way she’s getting more money. If you can’t speak to Cindy, tell her lawyer she won’t see another dime from me.”

      Dorothy pulled a folder out of her bag. “I thought you’d say something like that. I’ve been working on a plan to salvage what we can of your reputation. Are you sure she doesn’t have more photos?”

      “She sent me copies of all of them. They’re so out of focus she’ll be lucky if anyone believes her.”

      “It doesn’t matter what they believe. What matters is that they’ll be available for everyone to see. If Cindy can’t get her hands on the money she thinks is hers, she’ll take what she can. If that means destroying you in the process, she’ll do it.”

      “She’s not that calculating.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it.” Dorothy turned the folder around and opened the cover. “Tell me what you think.”

      Ryan read the document but didn’t get very far. Dorothy’s suggestions for combating his ex-wife’s demands were almost as bad as releasing the photos. “What do you mean, sing for a charity? I’m living in the middle of Montana, being hounded by my ex-wife, and you want me to give a charity concert?”

      “I don’t care how you do it or where you do it, but you need to generate some positive publicity. Hiding in Bozeman will make people think the photos are genuine.”

      It was his turn to lean forward. “They are true. I’d had too much to drink. I was twenty-one years old, and we’d been married for less than a year. I learned my lesson.”

      “It looks as though Cindy did, too. She’s probably kicking herself that she didn’t take more.” Dorothy pointed to the list. “We need photos of you at your new house, with your clothes on and a tool belt around your waist. That will let people know you’ve got more than a pretty—”

      “I get the idea.”

      “Let’s hope everyone else does, too.”

      Ryan didn’t bother looking for a smile on Dorothy’s face. He’d given up years ago believing she had a sense of humor. Instead, he studied the list and frowned. Out of all the options she’d come up with, having his photo taken wearing a tool belt made the most sense.

      He read the next bullet point on her list. “You’re not asking for much. I haven’t written any new material in the last six months. How do you expect me to write, produce and record an album in the next six months?”

      “Your ex-wife was your inspiration for ‘Sad Time Coming’. It made you an overnight success. Use that same energy to produce your next number one hit. Maybe you could call it ‘Goodbye to Bad News’.”

      This time, Dorothy’s mouth was tilted at the corners. “And here I was, thinking you didn’t have a sense of humor.”

      Her smile disappeared. “I hide it well. Getting mad achieves nothing, but at least getting even makes you feel better. Cindy won’t be impressed if her threats make you another million dollars.”

      “Especially if she can’t get her hands on any of it,” Ryan muttered.

      He would have laughed at the next bullet point if it had been someone else’s life they were talking about. “What do you hope to achieve by setting me up with another woman? The only thing I need is a good lawyer and a plan to keep Cindy away from me.”

      “A new girlfriend is my emergency option. After what happened with Cindy, you could be asking for trouble. But, after a lot of soul-searching, I believe it could be your saving grace.” She reached across the table and pulled another piece of paper from the back of the folder. “She would have to meet certain criteria. You can’t afford to make the same mistake twice.”

      He didn’t bother reading what Dorothy had left in front of him. There was no way he’d date another woman to make his publicist happy.

      Dorothy sipped her coffee. “You haven’t had a serious girlfriend since you left Cindy. If you’re not willing to do anything else, at least think about it. I might be a miracle worker, but I’m not Cupid.”

      “I’m not paying you to be Cupid,” Ryan said. “I’m paying you to look after my career. I’ll take the list home and read it. If I have any questions, I’ll call you.”

      “I’ll be in Bozeman until four o’clock this afternoon. I have a meeting with your lawyer in half an hour. If there’s anything else you need to tell me, call me on my cell phone.” Dorothy left her coffee cup in the middle of the table and stood up. “If you hear anything from Cindy, call me straight away.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She passed him her folder of notes. “At least promise me you’ll read the other ideas. You’re not the first musician to be blackmailed by an ex-wife.”

      Ryan didn’t bother replying.

      Dorothy sighed. “Why do I get the feeling that as soon as you leave the café, you’ll put my notes on the floor of your truck and leave them there?”

      “I guess we’re both learning something new about each other. Cindy’s not getting her hands on more of my money or ruining my reputation. I’ll read your ideas and let you know what I think.”

      Dorothy left the café as quickly as she’d arrived.

      Looking down at the folder, he frowned. Some days, being a country music superstar sucked.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie Elliott lifted one of her suitcases out of the trunk of her car. In both directions, the road was as straight as an arrow for as far as she could see.

      Ten minutes ago she’d run out of gas. She knew she would have been lucky to reach Bozeman, but over the last two weeks she’d been in more difficult situations than a blinking fuel indicator. This time, she’d pushed her luck too far. About two miles too far.

      Locking her car, she pulled up the handle of her suitcase. Bozeman couldn’t be more than a thirty-minute walk from here. She’d buy more gas, walk back to her car, and keep looking for somewhere safe to stay.

      As she started walking, she wondered how many people drove down this stretch of the interstate. In the last ten minutes, the only living thing she’d seen had been a hawk.

      She’d driven from Chicago to Montana out of desperation. A friend who’d worked with her in the Department of Microbiology and Immunology at Chicago University had lived in Montana for six years. She’d told Sophie it was the prettiest place on earth. It was so quiet you could hear the wind whispering through the trees and, in the summer, it was so hot you could fry an egg on the asphalt. Even knowing all of that, Sophie wasn’t used to feeling as though she was the last person on earth.

      Her suitcase bumped over the stones, jarring her arm and slowing her down. At this rate, she’d never make Bozeman by nightfall. She pushed the handle back into the suitcase and carried it.

      She kept reminding herself she was doing the right thing, that she could do more good by disappearing. Sharing what she knew with the wrong people could be deadly, not only for herself, but for her mom and sister.

      A brown pickup truck drove toward her. Sophie put her head down and kept walking. The truck slowed to a crawl, and the driver rolled down his window.

      “Looks like you could do with a ride?”

      Sophie glanced at the cowboy. “Thanks for the offer, but you’re going in the wrong direction.”

      “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      She didn’t think her Chicago accent was that different from his, but she wasn’t about to start a conversation with a stranger. Pushing a strand of hair off her face, she kept walking. It must have been ninety-five degrees, and it was barely eleven o’clock in the morning.

      The cowboy turned his truck around and followed her down the road. “That suitcase seems mighty heavy,” he said with a smile. “Looking at the car on the side of the road, I’d say you’ve run out of gas. I can easily drive you into town and bring you back here.”

      Sophie stopped walking. The cowboy’s hat covered most of his face. She had no idea what he looked like, but there couldn’t be many mass murderers and trained killers who wore plaid shirts.

      His truck was covered in dirt. It had enough bumps and scrapes to pass for the real thing. “I don’t want to inconvenience you. You’ve just come from Bozeman.”

      “It won’t take long to drive back into town. Besides, you’ll get there a lot faster in my truck than if you were walking.”

      She looked down the road once more before deciding what to do. It was hot and she was desperate. After two weeks of running like a scared rabbit, she was tired of second-guessing everyone. It probably wasn’t the most logical thing to do, but logic didn’t work so well when you were alone and thousands of miles from home.

      “Thank you. I’d be grateful for a ride.” She waited beside his truck while he climbed out. He was taller than she imagined. Taller and wider. The man had muscles that would have put her male colleagues in the science lab to shame.

      Sophie looked into his deep brown eyes. “I appreciate you stopping.”

      “Happy to be of help,” he said with a smile. Opening the back door, he took her case out of her hand. “Were you planning on staying a while or just passing through?”

      Walking around the truck, she opened the passenger door and thought about what she could say; the half-truths and downright lies she could use to keep herself safe. “I’m not sure yet.”

      The stranger pulled on his seatbelt and started the ignition. “Montana’s a good place to work out what you need to do. Have you been here before?”

      “No, but I’ve heard some great things about Bozeman. Do you live here?”

      He looked in his rearview mirror and moved onto the highway. “I move around a lot. I have family living in Bozeman.”

      She waited for him to say something else, but he kept his eyes focused on the road. “I’m Sophie.” She held out her hand, wanting to keep the ride into town as professional as possible.

      The cowboy glanced across the cab. “Hi, Sophie. I’m Ryan.”

      Their hands barely touched, but she felt the strength of his grip like a warning along her spine. “I thought I’d have enough gas to get me into town. I didn’t pay enough attention to how quickly the fuel gauge was going down.” Sophie closed her mouth. She was rambling. He probably thought she was a ditzy woman who didn’t know one end of a car from the other.

      “You must have a lot on your mind.”

      If Ryan knew what she had on her mind, he wouldn’t have stopped to help. Sophie glanced out of the cab, suddenly feeling nervous. It was a bit late for that. She’d jumped into a truck with a total stranger. She was heading toward a town she’d never seen and had ninety dollars in her wallet.

      As they drove closer to Bozeman, she thought about what she had to do next. After she’d refilled her gas tank, she’d look for a job. It wasn’t what she’d planned on doing, but nothing over the last two weeks had been part of her plans.

      Ryan glanced across the cab. “Where do you normally live?”

      She didn’t have to think hard about her answer. Before she left Chicago, she’d made up a story that would protect her and the people she loved. “San Francisco.”

      “It’s a big city. I’ve stayed there a few times. Did you ever go to Tony’s Pizza Place? It’s on Stockton Street.”

      Sophie felt her cheeks grow hot. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “It’s opposite Washington Square Park. It’s well worth a visit.”

      Keeping her eyes on the passing scenery, she hoped Ryan got the message and didn’t ask her any more questions.

      “How long have you lived in San Francisco?”

      “About three years.” Sophie crossed her fingers, hoping the story she dreamed up sounded real. “I work in retail.”

      “What do you sell?”

      She tried to look confident, as if his questions were the most natural thing in the world to answer. “Shoes. Ladies shoes.”

      Ryan looked down at her feet. He didn’t need to say anything about her choice of footwear. Her sneakers were the most comfortable pair of shoes she owned. But they weren’t the type of shoes a fashion-conscious twenty-nine-year-old would wear.

      She pulled her feet closer to the edge of her seat. “I wore my old sneakers today.”

      “That makes sense.”

      As the first buildings in Bozeman came into view, she breathed a sigh of relief. The commercial properties were a mix of old red-brick buildings and newer retail outlets. The wide streets and almost empty parking lots were so different from Chicago. She felt as though she’d stepped back in time.

      “There’s a gas station down the road. They’ll have a gas can we can use. When you get back to town, just drop it off to them.”

      When they pulled into the station, Sophie looked at the vehicles parked at the pumps. Everyone was going about their own business. They weren’t worried about the brown truck that had parked at the side of the building.

      As soon as Ryan stopped the truck, she had her hand on the door handle. “Thanks for giving me a ride into town. I really appreciate it.”

      He looked amused. “Anytime. It’s nice helping a damsel in distress, but I haven’t finished yet. I’ll take you back to your car once you have a full can of gas.”

      Her eyes widened. She’d been in such a hurry to leave that she’d forgotten about getting back to her car.

      “Just in case you need rescuing again, here’s my phone number.” He took a piece of paper out of a folder on the floor and scribbled a number on it. “Let’s get some gas for your car.”

      Sophie didn’t need to be told twice. She jumped out of the truck and headed toward a person working at the station. The sooner she bought what she needed, the sooner she could work on her other problems.

      Running out of gas wasn’t the best start to her arrival in Bozeman, but it was better than not getting here at all.
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      Four hours later, Sophie was exhausted. She was beginning to feel as though coming to Bozeman was a serious mistake.

      After she’d driven her car into town, she’d visited most of the stores on Main Street looking for a job. Everyone had been helpful, but no one had any vacancies. What she needed was a cash job—something that wouldn’t draw attention to herself.

      For two weeks, she’d tried to disappear. Hiding from the people who were looking for her wasn’t easy. She couldn’t give anyone her Social Security number or tell them anything that could be entered into a database. She’d relied on using cash for everything, but there was only so far her money could go.

      She’d just visited a craft store and asked the owner if she had any jobs available. They weren’t hiring, but the person she’d spoken to had suggested going into the café beside them.

      As soon as she opened the door, the smell of cinnamon and mixed spice tickled her nose. She looked around the room, smiling at the red tablecloths and vases of flowers. It was the kind of place you could sit in for hours, enjoying good food, great coffee, and the company of other people.

      “Can I help you?”

      Sophie turned toward a woman with blond hair.

      “I’m Tess. You look as though you could do with a drink.”

      She was hot and sticky and so disheartened she felt like bursting into tears.

      Tess put her hand on Sophie’s arm. “Hey, it’ll be okay. Come and sit down and I’ll get you a nice cold drink. It’s hot enough to make anyone feel overwhelmed.” Tess walked across the room as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      Sophie sat on the chair Tess pulled out. “Thank you. I guess I’m more tired than I realized.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that. It happens to most of us at some time or another. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      While Tess filled a glass with water, Sophie took a deep breath and tried to think of something positive that had happened today. Apart from being rescued on the side of the road, the rest of the day had been a horrible repeat of the last two weeks.

      “Here you go.” Tess left the glass of water on the table. “Do you mind if I sit down?”

      Sophie nodded and took a welcome sip of the cold water.

      “Why don’t you tell me what your name is and where you’re from?”

      She stumbled over her words. “I’m Sophie Elliott. I live in San Francisco.”

      “You’re a long way from home. Are you on vacation or visiting family?”

      “A friend recommended Bozeman as a great place to visit. I underestimated how long it would take to get here.”

      Tess tried to hide her surprise. “You came all the way from San Francisco without knowing how far away Bozeman was?”

      “I know it seems weird, but I’ve never done anything spontaneous in my life. This seemed like a great way to start.” She hoped Tess thought her red cheeks had more to do with the heat than the lies coming out of her mouth.

      “You’re talking with someone who makes lists of lists. I don’t do spontaneous very much, either. What were you going to do once you arrived here?”

      She knew what she wanted to do. Keeping the formula safe for the supplement she’d developed was her first priority.

      “I need to find a job,” Sophie said. “Do you know if anyone’s hiring new staff?”

      Tess looked at her closely. “Tell me about your work experience.”

      Sophie had to think carefully about her answer. She’d waitressed part-time in a small café in Chicago, but that was eight years ago when she’d been a student. She couldn’t tell Tess where she’d worked or give any references. It could lead to questions that could be dangerous.

      “I worked in a small café in San Francisco for about two years. I left when the business closed down.”

      “What did you do after the café closed?” Tess asked.

      She thought about the story she’d told Ryan. “I worked in different retail stores. My last job involved selling ladies’ shoes.”

      “Were you good at it?”

      Sophie knew next to nothing about ladies’ shoes, but it couldn’t be that hard to sell them. “Everyone was happy when they left the store, and I had plenty of repeat customers. I enjoyed my job, but I needed a change.”

      Tess nodded as if she could understand someone wanting a change. “I don’t need more staff in the café, but if anything changes I’ll keep you in mind. Do you have a phone number I could call if I need to contact you?”

      She nodded and pulled out the phone she’d bought as she was leaving Chicago. She told Tess the phone number and put it back into her pocket.

      “Where else have you asked about vacancies?”

      “I’ve walked along Main Street and no one has any jobs available. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “I thought I’d see if there were any campgrounds around Bozeman. Can you recommend any good places to stay?”

      Tess glanced up as someone walked through the café’s front door. She smiled at her customer and patted Sophie on the hand. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Tess spent the next five minutes serving the lady at the counter.

      While Tess was busy making a cup of coffee for her customer, Sophie checked her cell phone. Her sister was going to text her tonight to let her know how their mom was.

      It had been a long, hard two weeks for Sophie. She hadn’t left Chicago since her mom was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and she was worried about her.

      Tess came back to the table and sat down. “There’s a campground not far off the interstate. It’s called the Bozeman KOA. But are you sure you want to stay in a campground?”

      Sophie knew she didn’t have a choice. Her money was running out fast. She didn’t have a job, and the only person she knew was a cowboy called Ryan. She took a deep breath. “Until I find a job, I can’t afford to stay anywhere else.”

      “If you don’t like the campground, you could stay with me for a couple of days. My husband’s visiting his mom and it would be nice to have company.”

      Sophie bit her lip.

      “I’m a pretty good judge of character and I’d say you need a friend about now. It’s just me rambling around our big home.”

      Her eyes filled with tears at Tess’ kindness. She’d been living out of two suitcases and sleeping in her car since she’d left Chicago. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say yes. You’d be doing me a favor. I’m used to having someone around. When Logan isn’t home the house seems too quiet.”

      She thought about Tess’ offer. Even though she wanted to stay with her, she couldn’t. Her life was stressful enough without adding Tess’ safety to her list of problems.

      “I really appreciate your offer, but I’ll stay at the campground.”

      “Okay, but if you change your mind, come and see me. Sometimes a helping hand is all you need to feel better about what you’re doing.”

      Sophie wiped her eyes. Bozeman had been a good choice after all.
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      The next day, Ryan lifted a bucket of paint out of the back of his truck. Once the temperature had cooled down, he’d start painting the laundry room. In the meantime, he had a lot more prep work to do.

      “Did you get the sandpaper?”

      He handed Jamie McDaniel another bucket of paint. Jamie and a couple of other contractors had been working with him for the past three months.

      Before Ryan started making money from his music, he’d earned a living as a contractor. When he needed to get out of Nashville, he’d decided it was as good a time as any to build his new house.

      About a year ago, he’d come to Montana for his cousin’s wedding. While he was in Bozeman, he’d seen a parcel of land advertised in the local paper. Jacob Green, a well-known property developer, had shown him around. He was selling three unique properties around Emerald Lake.

      Ryan had never wanted to build his own home. It had always been easier to walk into a house, check that it had the required swimming pool, music studio, and media room, then make an offer the owners couldn’t refuse. But as soon as he’d seen Emerald Lake, he knew he had to buy the property. He’d imagined coming back to Montana; creating a life for himself that was better than what he’d ever had.

      He just hadn’t realized he’d be coming back so soon.

      Jamie had been building another house beside Emerald Lake. When Ryan had seen the craftsmanship and care they’d taken with Molly and Jacob’s house, he’d asked Jamie to manage the construction of his home.

      “The sandpaper’s in the back of the truck. I bought extra brushes, too.”

      Jamie grunted. “If you washed the other brushes out properly, you wouldn’t need to buy new ones every second day.”

      Ryan smiled. After four months of working with Jamie, he was beginning to appreciate his sense of humor. For the last two weeks, he’d had to put up with jokes about his painting abilities. Leaving a paintbrush in the sun before cleaning it had turned into a big drama. Anyone would think he’d put the roof on backward with the number of jokes going back and forth.

      “I left the brush in the sun on purpose. I didn’t want you to think I was perfect.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that,” Jamie said. “We’ve seen the way you swing a hammer. Reminds me of someone playing a guitar.”

      Ryan opened the back door of his truck and handed Jamie the sandpaper. “Old habits die hard. I was more worried about the blisters on my hands after the first week of working with you.”

      “You’re doing a good job for someone who hasn’t been on a building site in years. Leave the paint in the living room. Danny’s in the second bedroom putting the architraves around the door. Once he’s done that, the frame will be ready for an undercoat.” With the sandpaper and buckets of paint in his hands, Jamie walked toward Ryan’s home.

      The two-story house was everything Ryan had wanted it to be. From the moment he’d seen the architect’s plans, he was blown away by the use of glass and steel. Most of the rooms had incredible views of the lake; views he’d enjoy even more when his home was finished.

      He hoisted another bucket of paint out of the back of the truck. If he didn’t get a move on, Jamie would be after him for loitering in the front yard.

      He walked inside the entranceway and looked at what they’d done over the last couple of days. Danny had plastered the drywall, sanding everything back to a smooth finish. He’d done a good job, better than Ryan would have been able to manage. Now that he had actual walls, he could imagine the colors, the light fittings, and the art that would bring his home to life.

      He left the buckets of paint in the middle of the living room and looked for Danny. The guy had a habit of turning up unexpectedly and scaring the living daylights out of him. Ryan didn’t know what it was about him, but he knew better than most how to move silently around the big house.

      Ryan walked toward the kitchen. As well as moving quietly, Danny was also the hungriest person he knew. If he couldn’t find him, the kitchen was a good place to start.

      “I thought you’d be in here.”

      Danny looked up from the kitchen sink. “It’s all right for you,” he said with a grin. “You get preferential treatment because you’re the boss. Some of us have to put up with Jamie all day.”

      “I heard that,” Jamie said from the doorway. He pointed to the punch-out sheet in his hand. “Standing in the kitchen won’t keep us on track. The flooring contractors arrive in two weeks. If the house isn’t painted by then, we’re in serious trouble.”

      Danny wiped his hands on a dishtowel and opened a packet of cookies. “I need food. I brought half a dozen packets of Oreos with me this morning. Do you want some?”

      “I know what your Oreo breaks turn into. Before I know it, you’ve eaten an entire week’s worth of cookies in ten minutes.” Jamie walked across to the counter and helped himself to an Oreo. “If I wasn’t happily married to your sister, I would have thought twice about hiring you.”

      Ryan knew this conversation could go on for hours. His cell phone rang and he looked at Jamie and Danny. “You two can argue over Oreos if you want to. Some of us have work to do.” He picked up a cookie on his way through the kitchen. With his other hand, he answered the call.

      “Ryan Evans speaking. How can I help you?” There was a moment of silence, almost as if the caller hadn’t expected him to answer his phone.

      “I don’t know if you remember me, but it’s Sophie. You helped me yesterday when my car ran out of gas.”

      Ryan recognized her voice. It would have been hard to forget the pretty brunette with the long straight hair and brown eyes. He’d thought about her last night, wondering how she was getting along. “Did you make it back into town?”

      “I did. Thanks for your help yesterday. You probably think it’s strange I’m calling you, but I’m not sure what else to do.”

      He stopped in the hallway. “What’s happened?”

      “It’s not life threatening,” Sophie said quickly. “I’m okay, but I’m wondering if you could help me? I’m looking for a job. I’ve been everywhere in Bozeman and no one has any vacancies. Have you heard of any work that might be available?”

      He didn’t know what it was about Sophie, but from the moment he’d met her, he’d felt as though he’d known her for years. “I don’t go into town all that much, except for building supplies.”

      “That’s okay. I just thought I’d call you and ask. What are you building?”

      Ryan looked at his half-finished home. “A house. It’s on the shore of Emerald Lake.”

      “I don’t know where Emerald Lake is, but it sounds pretty. Do you need someone to help you?”

      Danny and Jamie would laugh if he suggested employing Sophie. She was the most unlikely looking builder he’d ever seen. “Do you have any construction experience?”

      “I’ve painted two apartments. I know how to fix a leaky faucet and fill holes in the walls. My last apartment looked terrible when I moved in. No one recognized it after I’d finished remodeling it.”

      Ryan heard the hopeful note in her voice. He didn’t normally have a problem saying no to people, but with Sophie it was different. “We’re still drywalling the rooms. You could help with the plastering and painting.”

      “Really? Are you sure it’s okay? Do you have to check with someone else?”

      He’d forgotten that she didn’t know who he was. “It’s my house we’re building. Jamie’s in charge of the construction, but he won’t mind another pair of hands helping.” Ryan hoped he didn’t. Jamie had high standards. If Sophie wasn’t a good painter, it could be the shortest job of her career. “How about you work with us for two days? If Jamie’s happy with what you’re doing, you can stay for longer. It’s probably only a couple of weeks’ work, but at least it’s something.”

      “You won’t regret it, I promise,” Sophie said in a rush. “I’ll be on time and I’ll work hard.”

      “I guess we have a deal, then. How soon can you start?”

      “I’m staying in town. If you give me directions, I’ll leave in the next half hour.”

      By the time Ryan had told her how to get to his property, she was more excited than he was. In an hour and a half, Sophie would arrive in her little blue car, ready to show him what she could do. He ended the call and slid his phone into his pocket.

      “Are you ready to start work?” Jamie said as he walked past.

      “I need to ask you something.”

      Jamie turned around. “You can’t change the color of the walls in the spare bedroom. Danny ordered the paint yesterday.”

      “It’s not the paint I need to talk about. I just offered someone a job.”

      “Where?”

      “Here. Helping us. She needs a job and we need someone to help us paint the interior walls. If we don’t finish the walls in time, the flooring guys will start on another job.”

      “Did you consider discussing this with me before you offered her a job?”

      “She’s desperate. It’s only for a few days. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll tell her we don’t need her anymore.”

      Jamie raised his eyebrows. “I’d like to see that happen. Does this mystery woman have a name?”

      “Sophie.”

      “And what does Sophie look like?”

      Ryan frowned. “That’s got nothing to do with it.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. What can she do?”

      “I’m not sure. She’s renovated an apartment.”

      Jamie’s eyes narrowed. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Not today. She’ll be here in an hour.”

      Jamie shook his head. “You’d better live up to your side of the bargain. If she doesn’t work out, you tell her.”

      “She won’t let us down,” Ryan said with a certainty he didn’t feel. He had no idea what Sophie could and couldn’t do, but he was about to find out.
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      Sophie finally arrived at Ryan’s home. After bumping her way along his dirt driveway, she’d found the half-finished house about sixty feet from the edge of Emerald Lake.

      The lake was just as spectacular as she’d imagined. Sunlight bounced off the blue-green water, sending a rainbow of color sparkling across the landscape. A ring of stones surrounded the shore, then disappeared under a blanket of grass and wildflowers.

      The entrance to Ryan’s home was every bit as unexpected as the shape of his house. Most of the homes she’d seen in Bozeman reflected the traditional values of Montana. Made from brick or wooden siding, they were strong, practical structures that were built to last.

      His home was a sprawling mass of wood and glass. It was an architect’s dream, the sort of home most people only saw in magazines. He either had an amazing job or an amazing mortgage.

      She locked her car and walked across to the double-height front doors. They were open, giving her a glimpse of what was inside.

      “Hello? Is anyone home?” She waited under a canopy of cedar, not wanting to step inside without being invited in.

      A brown-haired man, not much older than her, stuck his head around the edge of the doorframe. “You must be Sophie.”

      “That’s me.” She smiled. “Is Ryan here?”

      “He’s in one of the upstairs bedrooms. Turn left when you reach the top of the landing. I’m Danny. If you
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