
  
    [image: Forever Again]
  


  
    
      FOREVER AGAIN

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        SHANNON STACEY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About this book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Shannon Stacey

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A sweet romance about a second chance at love...

      

      

      As teenagers, Gena Taylor and Travis Ryan were forced into a marriage neither wanted, the price they paid after one night of passion. But what he believed to be a lie forced Travis to walk out of her life shortly thereafter, crushing Gena's dreams of a happily ever after with the boy she loved.

      Now it’s fifteen years later and Travis is back. Only now, Gena owns the inn he's considering for his upcoming wedding. Despite their resolve to keep things impersonal, the past comes rushing back and feelings Gena thought long dead rise from the ashes. But there are other lives at stake now, including that of the child Travis once thought was a lie.
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      Gena heard the crunch of tires on gravel and her gaze flew to the mantel clock. She wasn’t expecting anybody else—it had to be them. Oh my God, they’re early.

      After dropping the basket of fresh fruit next to the pastries on the sideboard, she reached up to pat the braid restraining her unruly mass of auburn hair. It would have to do because there was no time to brush it out now.

      On her way to the front door, she straightened the vase of lilac boughs and laid a pen across the open guest registry book. Butterflies tickled her stomach as she thought about how much this weekend meant to her and her daughter.

      Kristen Sinclair, the top news anchor in Boston and something of a New England celebrity, was getting married and she was considering Gena’s bed-and-breakfast for her reception and honeymoon. That not only meant a lot of money, but some good publicity for the Riverside Inn, as well. With Mia’s growing collection of college catalogs staring her in the face, every little bit helped.

      So she and her daughter had spent the last ten days living and breathing according to their lists. To-do lists, to-buy lists. To-clean lists. Everything was perfect for Sinclair—party of two.

      By the time Gena stepped out onto the porch, Kristen Sinclair was standing in front of a silver Mercedes giving instructions to a person unseen behind the open trunk lid.

      Gena recognized her immediately from television. She was tall, lithe, and had a flawlessly coiffed helmet of bottle-blonde hair. The clothes, which hung perfectly on her body, probably cost more than Gena’s entire wardrobe. She ignored the quick pang of envy and smiled.

      “Ms. Sinclair, welcome to the Riverside Inn,” she said, as she walked to the car and extended her hand. “I’m Gena Taylor.”

      They heard a muttered curse and what sounded like a head banging against the bottom of the trunk lid.

      Ms. Sinclair rolled her eyes in the direction of the car and shook Gena’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. We left early to beat the traffic, and there really wasn‘t any. And if he ever gets his head out of the trunk, I’ll introduce you to my fiancé, Travis Ryan.”

      “Travis Ryan?” Gena repeated as the earth seemed to shift beneath her feet. It can’t be him. It’s just a coincidence.

      “He’s from here originally,” Kristen said over her shoulder, as she walked toward the house.

      That was no coincidence. It’s really him. My ex-husband wants to have his reception at my bed-and-breakfast? And his honeymoon?

      Gena suddenly felt sick. She remembered feeling that way when she was staring at the pregnancy test, unable to believe it was positive. And then again during the nightmare of bitter, accusatory phone calls between their parents that had ended with a stunned boy and an emotionally wrecked girl standing in front of a Justice of the Peace, repeating vows they didn’t mean in toneless voices. And she had felt that way again when he walked out on her, convinced she was lying.

      He thought she had lied about having his baby. So what am I going to do about Mia?
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        * * *

      

      Travis Ryan kept his head hidden in the trunk, taking deep, ragged breaths to combat his shock and anger.

      Gena Taylor. He swore again while rubbing the top of his head. It had taken fifteen years to put her far enough behind him to consider marriage again, and now here he was—right on her doorstep. But there was no way in hell she was hosting his reception.

      This entire trip had been a big mistake. He had told Kristen again and again he didn’t want to get married in New Hampshire. They lived in Boston and their friends lived in Boston. Why not marry there and honeymoon in the Caribbean?

      Because it’s romantic, she'd said. Weddings should take place in the bride’s hometown. She was a military brat and didn’t have a place to call home, so his would have to do.

      What she really meant was that it was a better story. More interesting, more newsworthy. She was one of the best at taking an everyday event and making it headline news. All she needed was the angle.

      Well, she’s got one now, he thought.

      He’d convinced himself that Gena Taylor would be long gone, off to make her life somewhere else. She wouldn’t stick around after what she’d done, not in this gossip haven of a town. But this was just his luck. Of all the inns in the state, Kristen had to find the one owned by his lying, scheming ex-wife.

      She hardly even qualified as an ex-wife. They had only been married for thirteen days. Thirteen days that he had wandered through in a fog, shell-shocked. Gone were the dreams of playing football at Boston College. Gone were thoughts of frat parties, cheerleaders, and making the big bucks.

      He’d been stuck with a girl he didn’t really know—with a baby on the way—and he thought his life was over. Until he spotted the panties stained with blood in the laundry basket.

      She had actually managed to trap him into marriage by faking a pregnancy.

      Not for long. He had tossed the panties and his twenty dollar wedding band on the table in front of her and walked out the door. He didn’t even pack his things. The divorce was handled by his parents’ lawyer and he never saw her again.

      Until now. The temptation to get back in his car and go home was strong. But how would he explain this to Kristen? She worked hard, and she had spent the last week looking forward to relaxing and having nothing to do but sit on the porch and think about their wedding. This would definitely ruin her weekend.

      Fifteen years was a long time. She might not even remember me, he tried to convince himself. But that wasn’t likely. A woman probably didn’t forget the man whose life she almost destroyed.
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        * * *

      

      Gena willed the violent trembling to stop and tried not to think about Mia. She was aware of Kristen admiring the porch of the two hundred-year-old farmhouse, with the handcrafted swing and the fragrant climbing roses, but her focus was entirely on the unseen man behind the car.

      For the first few years of Mia’s life she had been afraid he would find out about their baby. She thought he would come back and want to see his daughter—maybe even take her away. His parents had moved to Boston with him, but she thought they would stay in touch with old friends. She stayed close to home during her pregnancy, but there were a lot of people in town who knew that Mia was Travis’s daughter. But as the years passed and she never heard from him, she started to relax.

      Now he was back. But she wasn’t a kid anymore. She could handle this. This was business. And it was business she couldn’t turn away. There was no possible way the Sinclair-Ryan reception could be held at the Riverside Inn now, but Kristen could still enjoy a relaxing weekend at a B-&-B she might love enough to recommend to her friends.

      If Travis just plays along. Gena was betting he hadn’t told his fiancée about her. They wouldn’t have gotten their license yet, so she might not even know she was becoming wife number two. And Gena wasn’t about to tell her.

      Hopefully Travis wouldn’t either. She would welcome him and put the ball firmly in his court. He could either take his fiancée and get back in the car, or stay and make the best of it.

      One foot in front of the other, she told herself as she moved around the Mercedes. I can…

      The thought died the instant she laid eyes on Travis Ryan. For a second she was back in high school again and her stomach tightened just as it always had when she was brave enough to cast a glance in his direction.

      Time had etched its passing on his face, but the character lines framing his eyes and mouth only added to his rugged charm. His still impossibly thick golden hair showed no signs of receding, and his eyes were exactly the same brilliant blue she saw every time she looked at Mia. The years had given him a chiseled, confident look that was almost devastating.

      At that moment she was thankful for the trunk lid hiding them from Kristen’s view. She didn’t need a mirror to know that she looked pale and nervous. Far more nervous than having an important guest like Kristen Sinclair merited.

      Gena had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Welcome to the Riverside Inn, Mr. Ryan.”

      He didn’t say anything for what felt like an eternity, and she actually wondered if he was just going to ignore her.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Travis Ryan had simply pretended she didn’t exist. He had done that from kindergarten right up until six weeks before they graduated. She had to admit her life had been a lot less complicated before that night.

      “Don’t ruin Kristen’s weekend,” he finally said in a voice that had deepened over the years.

      Careful to keep her tone neutral, Gena said, “There’s no reason for that to happen. I have minimal interaction with my guests as a rule.”

      “I hope you realize there’s no way in hell I’m having my reception here now.”

      “I didn’t think you would. And I don’t really want to throw a party celebrating your second marriage anyway.”

      Travis leaned forward, his face a mask of tightly controlled anger. “Kristen might legally be my second wife, but she’s the first woman I’ve ever wanted to marry.”

      That hurt. A lot. She hadn’t forced him to marry her. That had been their parents' fault. Well, her parents mostly, but the wedding wouldn’t have taken place if the Ryans hadn’t thought it was the right thing to do. “I didn’t want⁠—”

      “Travis? Ms. Taylor?” Gena could hear the crunch of Kristen’s heels on the gravel. “Is there a problem?”

      Gena didn’t look away from Travis’s stony gaze until he abruptly turned and began pulling designer suitcases out of the trunk. She turned and smiled convincingly—she hoped—at his fiancée. “No problem. I was just admiring your luggage, Ms. Sinclair.”

      The woman waved a dismissive hand at the expensive pieces. “Thank you. And please call me Kristen.”

      “Only if you’ll call me Gena. Would you like some coffee and pastries before I show you around? I always set out a late afternoon snack for my guests.”

      “That sounds lovely. Not too much, though, or my personal trainer will shoot me.”

      A personal trainer? No doubt she had a personal shopper, too. Plus a personal assistant, and who knew what else? A personal masseuse, a personal back scrubber?

      That would be Travis’s job. The pang of jealousy she felt surprised Gena, and she didn’t like the feeling.

      She definitely needed to date more often. There was no way she would let herself lust after the man who had shattered her heart. Even if he wasn’t her ex-husband, being the unknowing father of her child was an insurmountable complication. She had to grab the railing when she tripped on the porch steps. Think about Mia later, she told herself firmly when she nearly tripped on the porch steps.

      Gena led them through the formal parlor where they deposited the luggage at the foot of the front stairs, and into the dining room. After brief introductions to the other guests, Gena excused herself. “Make yourselves at home, and feel free to look around. I have to see to…something, and then I can take you to your suite.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Gena walked into the kitchen, and through the door marked PRIVATE and into their personal living area. It had barely closed behind her before she leaned back against the wood.

      This can’t be happening. She pressed her hands to her face, trying to cool the searing heat in her cheeks. How can I spend an entire weekend with him?

      Tears clouded her vision and Gena sank to the floor, resting her forehead on her knees. How many times had she cried in those days after she let him walk out? She could have made him stay, could have explained, but she let him go. She let him walk out the door, knowing she and her baby would probably never see him again.

      But there he was, sitting in her dining room. The realization was like an avalanche, rumbling over her body and suffocating her with uncertainty. Seeing Travis with his fiancée made her feel that not-quite-good-enough feeling again—she was always second best. No doubt Kristen Sinclair had been a cheerleader, like the girl Travis had been dating in high school.

      Gena had been in love with him since the day he let the classroom door swing shut on her that first day of kindergarten, awed by his good looks and his smile even then. The crush lasted through their elementary and middle school years, right into high school, but he had never seen her. She was frumpy, even pudgy at times, and always in pigtails. As they grew older there were pimples and bad haircuts—then the braces and her tendency to keep her nose in books. She grew accustomed to being invisible.

      But he had noticed her once. Just once, and she had given herself to him without hesitation. He was a little bit drunk and she didn’t ask him if he had a condom. She didn’t want to spoil the moment she had been waiting for all her life. Six weeks later she took a pregnancy test.

      They were only married for thirteen days when he walked out the door and she never saw him again. She had Mia, raised her with the help of her parents, and got her degree in small business management. It was another five years of constant hard work before she could get the loans she needed to open the Inn. But she had done it all—and done a good job—without a man in her life.

      Sure, she’d dated. Over the years relationships had come and gone—some casual and one serious—almost to the altar. Working toward her professional goals and being a single mother had occupied most of her time. But she’d still had her heart broken a few times, and maybe broken one or two herself.

      No, she wasn’t the same person she’d been when Travis Ryan walked out on her. Now she was a mother, a businesswoman, and stronger than anybody had ever given her credit for. She could handle her ex-husband.

      At least until their daughter got home. Mia was babysitting overnight for the Carter family and she wouldn’t be home until at least noon tomorrow. That didn’t give her much time, but she would have to think of some way to deal with the past exploding into their lives explain this before then.
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        * * *

      

      Travis toyed with a blueberry muffin, not really hungry, while Kristen explored the dining room and admired the assorted antique china. He tried to smile and nod in the right places, but his mind was somewhere else.

      With his very much changed ex-wife to be exact. It was hard to believe she was the same Gena Taylor he was once married to. If he hadn’t heard her name and her voice before seeing her, he never would have recognized her.

      Taylor… Not Ryan and not something else. Why hadn’t she remarried? In fifteen years she hadn’t been able to find another unsuspecting fool to trick into marriage?

      Or maybe she had. A lot of married woman kept their maiden names, or she could have reverted to it after a divorce. She obviously had the first time.

      The years had been very kind to her—there was no doubt about that. Fifteen years ago she had been homely and shy, with no real future prospects. No doubt faking a pregnancy to catch herself a husband who did have prospects had seemed like a good idea at the time.

      She’d have no trouble now. His ex-wife would turn any man’s head. She had thinned out a little over the years, and while she wasn’t nearly as lean as Kristen, her generous curves gave her a voluptuous appeal. Her simple white blouse and cotton twill pants suited her, showing off hips slightly widened by approaching middle age. Gone were the sloppy ponytails, replaced by a thick, glossy braid. Without the braces and teenaged acne, her face had matured into that of a beautiful woman.

      Where Kristen was fussy and high-maintenance, Gena had a comfortable, natural air about her that appealed to him. He had never cared for the amount of makeup Kristen wore, and he noticed it more in contrast to Gena’s clear, clean skin.

      He wanted to see her hair loose, floating around her shoulders. He imagined slipping the elastic from the bottom of the braid and working his fingers through the woven tresses to free them. The hint of fire in her hair accented the flecks of gold in her hazel eyes, and…

      Horrified by the direction his thoughts were taking, Travis forced himself to give his full attention to the hand painted creamer Kristen was holding under his nose.

      “It’s nice,” he said, trying to sound sincere.

      “I wonder where she found it.”

      “Probably at a yard sale,” Travis said, instantly regretting the snide remark. If Kristen even suspected he disliked their hostess, she would demand an explanation. He simply wasn’t ready to give her one. He wouldn’t even know where to begin.

      It certainly wasn’t a time in his life he was extremely proud of. He had been dating Marcy Bishop for two years and she had never let him get beyond first base. He was frustrated and a little drunk when he saw Gena Taylor walking home from her job at the Dairy Queen.

      He never could figure out what made him stop and offer her a ride. It was raining, but he’d passed her in the rain before and never cared. But that night he stopped and she climbed in. They hadn’t gone very far down the road before he was mesmerized by the way her wet shirt clung to the very nice breasts he’d never noticed she had.

      She’d been very willing when he pulled his truck behind the closed gas station and slid over to her side of the seat. He couldn’t even remember now if he had kissed her, only that she’d had the funniest little smile on her face.

      It was a warm and private smile. It seemed to speak of dreams coming true and contentment—even love. He remembered thinking at the time that she looked so happy, and he couldn’t figure out why.

      That smile had haunted him for weeks after. A few times he had almost called her, wanting to apologize for using her the way he had. But shame and guilt kept him from dialing the number he had looked up in the book.

      His phone rang first. Gena’s father told his father that she was pregnant and all hell broke loose. Not long after he was standing next to a girl he barely knew, promising to love and honor her ‘til death did they part. He’d even pinched himself, standing there in front of the Justice of the Peace, but he hadn’t awakened from the nightmare.

      And that’s why she had been smiling, he thought now. She was already scheming her way to the altar.

      But he could survive one weekend with her. He probably wouldn’t even see much of her. Then he’d tell Kristen the Riverside Inn wasn’t exactly what he had in mind, and he would never see Gena again. She would be out of his life forever and he’d make damned sure he never came back to this town again—no matter how well she filled out her clothes.
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        * * *

      

      Gena exhaled deeply and walked back into the dining room. The other guests had taken some fruit and pastries and scattered to the porch or TV room, leaving Travis seated at the long harvest table while his fiancée examined the contents of the large glass-fronted hutch.

      “I love your collection of china,” Kristen said. “I’d love to collect things, too, but I don’t have the time to dust.”

      Gena doubted very much that Kristen Sinclair did her own dusting, but she refrained from saying so. “Would you like to see the suite now?”

      “Absolutely,” Travis said quickly, giving her the impression that he was uncomfortable being in the presence of both women at the same time.

      She led them to the addition she had put on a year after buying the Inn. It was on the ground floor, away from the private residence and the other guest rooms, offering honeymooners a sense of secluded privacy.

      They walked into the small, charmingly country sitting room furnished with a sofa, chair, and two small tables. She showed them the TV and VCR hidden in one built-in cabinet, and the small refrigerator, microwave, and bar in another. Off to the left was the bathroom, large enough to accommodate the massive oval hot tub that sat in an alcove. This room had been the most costly improvement she made to the Inn, but it was a luxury that kept people coming back.

      The bedroom was in the back. Gena had refinished the cherry king-sized sleigh bed herself, and her mother had made the exquisite double wedding ring quilt draped over it. The room was romantic without being overly feminine, and it had always been Gena’s favorite.

      Seeing Travis standing in the middle of the hand-braided rug made her anxious to leave it, however. Especially when Kristen sat on the edge and dragged him down beside her.

      “I just adore this room,” she said, squeezing his hand.

      Travis nodded, but didn’t say anything. He was probably waiting for her to leave before he started pointing out reasons why they shouldn’t hold their wedding reception here.

      “Breakfast is served in the dining room from eight until ten in the morning, but I stop making omelets at nine-thirty. I always have pastries and beverages in the dining room from three to four in the afternoon.”

      She had promised Mia she wouldn’t forget to mention the optional breakfast-in-bed service, but she didn’t think she could handle seeing Travis and his fiancée tussled from sleep—maybe even lovemaking.

      She had to struggle to keep her voice from shaking. “There’s a basket of restaurant menus on the table in the sitting room, as well as a map of the town, which of course you don’t need since…”

      She broke off when Travis turned a startled glance her way. “Ms. Sinclair—Kristen, I mean—told me you were from here originally.”

      “He is,” Kristen confirmed. “You guys look about the same age. Would you have gone to school together?”

      “I didn’t live here then,” Gena lied, blurting out the first thing that came to mind. The tension went out of Travis’s shoulders, and she cursed herself for covering for him. What did she care if he got in trouble with his fiancée? It would serve him right for not telling her the truth in the first place.

      Kristen stood and slipped off her shoes. “The car ride up gave me a bit of a headache and I need some quiet time. Travis is so good with practical details, but I’m not in the mood to watch him count electrical outlets. Would you mind showing him around while I lie down for a bit?”

      Would I mind? She’d rather walk across hot coals with a boa constrictor wrapped around her neck. “Of course I don’t mind.”

      And she had her work cut out for her because Travis Ryan didn’t look the least bit eager to be shown around.
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      He looked even less amused once they were alone in the dining room again. “I’ll find something to do on my own,” he said in a tight voice. “You’re the last person I need trying to amuse me.”

      Although it was hard, Gena managed to plaster a pleasant smile on her face. Hospitality was her business, and being rude was only going to make this situation worse.

      “Would you like to see the grounds?” she asked as politely as she could.

      He smirked and shook his head. “I can’t believe you can talk to me like nothing ever happened. Not after what you did. I know it’s been a long time, but you came this close to ruining my life.”

      Enough was enough. Politeness flew out the window in the face of his accusation. She pointed her finger at him, her spark of anger surprising them both. “Don’t you think you’ve held that grudge long enough? I wasn’t the only guilty party, Travis.”

      “You are the only one who pretended to be pregnant to catch a husband you didn’t stand a snowball’s chance of getting otherwise.”

      “I didn’t…” Gena’s words trailed off when she realized there was no way to deny his charges without admitting they shared a daughter. If she told him she really was pregnant when he left, she’d have to tell him about Mia.

      So just tell him. The thought took her off guard, but she considered it for a moment. She could just look him in the eye and tell him he was a father. Maybe he did have a right to know, and he wasn’t the only one clinging to an old grudge. She couldn’t deny she was still angry about how he had treated her.

      It looked like it was time to face the music. She only hoped Travis took the news better than he was taking seeing her again.

      But she couldn’t do it without talking to Mia first. Meeting her father face to face wasn’t something Gena could just spring on her. For now she was forced to play the guilty party.

      But a snowball’s chance? That she didn’t have to take. “Don’t you think a little highly of yourself?” she asked in an edgy voice.

      “Just being honest. You were too shy, and to tell you the truth, you weren’t much to look at…then.”

      Their eyes met, and Gena felt heat creep up her neck and over her cheeks. So Travis Ryan thought she was attractive? Her heart skipped a beat even though it didn’t matter. He was about fifteen years too late.

      She bit down on an indignant reply and watched him pour another cup of coffee. If she was seriously going to consider introducing her daughter to this man, then she had to make peace with him. She wouldn’t dump Mia in the middle of a conflict older than she was. Surely two mature adults could manage a little small talk.

      “So tell me what you do for a living,” she said in a softer voice as she sat across the table from him.

      He looked at her warily, as if he suspected her of scheming to get at his bank accounts. “I counsel high school and college athletes.”

      Gena saw that having a discussion with him was going to be like pulling teeth. “Counsel them? Like a guidance counselor?”

      “Not exactly. I’m in private practice. Kids that excel at sports feel a lot of pressure. The expectations are high, and when failure ceases to be an option for them, they start to crack. The pressure put on them by parents, coaches, teachers—even their peers—is extreme, and I help them cope.”

      “Did you feel that way? Is that why you do it?”

      Travis leaned back in his chair and nodded. “I guess I did. After our…divorce, when I was back on track, the pressure was insane. Not only did I have the old expectations, but I had to redeem myself, too.”

      She almost apologized, but stopped herself. She had nothing to be sorry for. “What did you do?”

      “I dropped out of B.C. in my sophomore year and took off—traveled around for a while. I needed to breathe—figure out who I was. Then I went back and enrolled in a community college and got my degree. I try to
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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