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			Chapter One

			The car gave one last shudder as Emily Murphy came to a stop in a parking space just beneath the blinking sign of Tony’s Tavern. She turned off the ignition and leaned back against the headrest as the rain drummed on the roof, and the evening’s darkness settled around her. The car will be all right, she told herself firmly. Taking a deep breath, she willed her shoulders to relax after a long, stressful day driving up into the Colorado Rockies. Though the trip had been full of stunning mountain vistas still topped by snow in May, she had never let her focus waver from her mission.

			She glanced up at the flashing neon sign, and her stomach growled. The tavern was near the highway and wasn’t the most welcoming place. There were only two pickups and a motorcycle beside her car on this wet night.

			Her stomach gurgled again, and with a sigh, she tugged up the hood of her raincoat, grabbed her purse, and stepped out into the rain. Gingerly jumping over puddles, she made it beneath the overhang above the door and went inside. A blast of heat and the smell of beer hit her face. The tavern was sparsely furnished, with a half dozen tables and a long bar on the right side of the room. Between neon signs advertising beer, mounted animal heads peered down at the half dozen customers. A man and a woman sat at one table, watching a baseball game on the flat screen TV—at least there was one other woman in the place. Another couple men hunched at the bar, glancing from beneath their cowboy hats at her before turning away. No surprise there.

			When she hesitated, the bartender, a man in his thirties, with shaggy dark hair and pleasant features, gave her a nod. “Sit anywhere you’d like.”

			Smiling gratefully, she slipped off her raincoat, hung it on one of the many hooks near the door, and sat down. She discovered her table was opposite the only man at a table by himself. He was directly in her line of vision, making it hard to notice anything else. He was tall, by the length of his denim-clad legs. Beneath the shadowing brim of his cowboy hat, she could see an angular face and the faint lines at the corner of his eyes of a man who spent much of his day squinting in the sun. She thought he might be older than her thirty years but not by much.

			When he tipped his hat back and met her eyes, Emily gave a start, realizing she’d been caught staring. It had been so long since she’d looked at any man but her ex-husband. Her face got hot, and she quickly pulled the slightly sticky menu out from its place between a napkin dispenser and a condiment basket.

			A shadow loomed over her, and for a moment, she thought she’d given the cowboy some kind of signal. Maybe her presence alone in a bar late at night was enough.

			But it was only the bartender, who gave her a tired smile. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			She almost said a Diet Coke, but the weariness of the day overtook her, and she found herself ordering a beer. She studied the menu while he was gone, remembered her lack of funds, and asked for a burger when he returned. Some protein, some carbs, and with lettuce and tomato, it made a pretty well-rounded meal. She had to laugh at herself.

			“I didn’t know the menu was that funny,” said a deep voice.

			Not the bartender. Emily glanced up and met the solitary cowboy’s gaze. Even from one table over, she could see the gleam of his green eyes. His big hand lifted a bottle of beer to his lips, yet he never stopped watching her.

			Was a cowboy trying to pick her up in a mountain bar? She blinked at him and tried to contain her smile. “No, I was smiling at something else,” she said, trying to sound polite but cool.

			To her surprise, the cowboy simply nodded, took another swig of his beer, and glanced back at the TV. She did the same, drinking absentmindedly and trying to pretend she liked baseball. Her ex-husband had been a fan of the San Francisco Giants, so she’d gone to an occasional game when one of the partners couldn’t attend.

			By the time her hamburger arrived, she’d finished her beer. The cowboy was watching her again, and she recklessly ordered another. Why not? Though she hadn’t eaten much today, the burger would certainly offset the alcohol. Hungrily, she dug in. The two men at the bar started to play darts, and she watched them for a while. The cowboy did, too, but he watched her more.

			She studied him back. “Don’t cowboys have to get up early? You’re out awful late.” What was she doing? Talking to a stranger in a tavern?

			But she was away from home, and everything she’d thought about herself had gone up in flames this past year. Her belly had warmed with food and the pleasant buzz of her second beer. Emily Murphy would never talk to a man in a bar—but Greg had made sure she didn’t feel like Emily Murphy anymore. Changing back to her maiden name would be a formality.

			And then the cowboy gave her a slow smile, and she saw the dimples that creased the leanness of his cheeks and the amusement hovering in those grass green eyes. “Yes, ma’am, it’s well past my bedtime.”

			She bit her lip, ready to finish her burger and scurry back to her car, like the old, properly married Emily would have done. But she wasn’t that person anymore. A person was made up of what she wanted, and everything Emily had thought she wanted had fallen apart. She was becoming a new woman, an independent woman, who didn’t need a husband, or a mother, to make a success of her life.

			But tonight, she was also just a single woman in a bar. And who was that hurting if she was? She could smile at a man, even flirt a bit. She wasn’t exactly dressed for the part, in her black sweater and jeans, but the cowboy didn’t seem to mind looking at her. She felt a flush of reaction that surprised her. How long had it been since she’d felt desirable instead of just empty inside? Too long.

			“You’ll hear this a lot if you stick around,” the cowboy continued, “but you’re a stranger around here.”

			“Yes, I am,” she said, taking the last swig of her beer. Her second beer, she thought. “I’ve just driven from San Francisco.”

			“Been here before?” he asked.

			She grinned as she glanced at the mounted hunting trophies on the walls. “Not right here. But Valentine Valley? Yes, but it’s been a long, long time. Since my childhood in fact. So no one will know me.”

			“Don’t worry,” he said dryly. “Everyone will make it their business to fix that.”

			She eased back in her chair, tilting her head as she eyed him. “You don’t like that?”

			He shrugged. “It’s all I’ve ever known.” Leaning his forearms on the table, he said, “Someone waiting for you tonight?”

			“No.” A little shiver of pleasure stirred deep in her stomach. She wouldn’t let herself enjoy this too much. She was a free woman, flirting in a bar to pass the time after an exhausting day. It didn’t mean anything. The bartender brought over another beer, and she didn’t protest. “None of my family lives here anymore.”

			For a moment, the cowboy looked as if he would question that, but instead, he glanced at the bartender. “Tony, since the dartboard’s taken, mind if we use the back room?”

			Emily gaped at him.

			The cowboy grinned as if he could read her mind. “Pool table. Do you play?”

			She giggled. Oh, she’d really had too much to drink. But it was dark and raining, and she had no family here, and no one who cared what she did. She got to her feet and grabbed her beer. “Not since college. And I was never good. But if you need a reason to stay up past your bedtime ...”

			His laugh was a pleasurable, deep rumble. As she passed his table, he stood up, and for the first time she got a good look at the size of him, the width of his shoulders thanks to whatever work he did, the flannel shirt open over a dark t-shirt, those snug jeans following long legs down to well-used cowboy boots. Damn. He could really work a pair of jeans. And who would have thought she’d find cowboy boots hot? She’d always been drawn to a tailored suit and the subtle hint of a well-paid profession.

			The back room was deserted on this stormy night. Low central lights hung over the table, brightly illuminating the playing surface but leaving the corners of the room in the shadows. Emily set her beer down on a nearby table, and the cowboy did the same.

			He chose a cue stick. As she was pulling her hair back in a quick ponytail, he turned and came to a stop, watching her. His hungry gaze traveled down her body, and though she realized her posture emphasized her breasts, she didn’t stop until her hair was out of her face. It had been so long since a man looked at her with admiration and desire and need. Surely she’d be flustered—if it wasn’t for the beer.

			She took the cue stick from him and smiled, saying, “Thanks,” knowing he’d chosen for himself.

			He laughed and put several quarters in the table to release the balls. She watched him, drinking her beer and having a handful of mixed nuts from a basket on the table. Normally, she never would have eaten from food that could have been sampled by anyone. Tonight, it didn’t matter. She was a new woman.

			“Do you have a name, cowboy?”

			He’d been leaning over the table to rack the balls, but he straightened and looked at her from beneath the brim of his hat. “Nate.”

			No last names. She felt a thrill of danger. “Emily.”

			“Pretty.”

			Though she normally would have blushed, this new, adventurous Emily smiled. “Thank you. But then I had no say in it.”

			“I wasn’t talking about your name.” His voice was a low drawl, his eyes narrowed and glittering.

			Had it gotten warmer in here? she wondered, unable to stop looking at him. Though there were several windows, they were streaked with rain, and it would be foolish to open them. Her sweater felt like it clung to her damply.

			“So, Nate,” she said brightly, “are you going to take me for all my money?”

			“I’m a high roller,” he said. “I might bet all of a dollar.”

			She snorted, then covered her mouth.

			“Or I might bet a kiss.”

			She stared at him, still smiling, playing his game and not thinking. She was so tired of thinking. “Is that the prize if I win or what I owe if I lose?”

			He chuckled. “Depends, I guess. Am I worth it?”

			She couldn’t seem to take a deep enough breath. “I don’t know. Guess we’ll have to play and find out.”

			They didn’t speak during the game, only watched each other play. Emily had to be honest with herself—she was watching him move. She liked the way his jeans tightened over his butt, how she could glimpse the muscles in his arms when he stretched out over the table. He took his hat off, and the waves in his black hair glinted under the light. The tension between them sizzled, and she wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a hiss. They walked about the table, about each other, as if in a choreographed dance of evasion and teasing. This was flirtation as a high art, and he was far better at it than she’d ever been.

			But the beer was helping. When it was her turn to lean over the table to line up a shot, she knew he was watching her hips, knew what, as a man, he was thinking. And although she would never have sex with a stranger, the thought that he desired her gave her a heady, powerful feeling. This new Emily, in the next stage of her life, could be lusty.

			But not with a stranger, she reminded herself.

			And then she lost the game, as she knew she would. She still had so many balls on the table as he sank his last one and slowly straightened to look at her.

			“I’ll take that kiss,” he said, coming around the table.

			Oh God. She was breathless already, looking up and up into those narrowed green eyes. He stopped right in front of her, her breasts almost touching his chest. She could feel the heat of him, the tension, the tug of danger, but it wasn’t exactly him she was afraid of. She was drunk enough that she was afraid what she might do if she tasted him.

			But she was also drunk enough to try it. As she stepped forward, their bodies brushed. His inhalation was sexy in itself, letting her know that she could affect him. She waited for him to lean down over her, arched her neck—and then he put his hands on her waist. She gasped as he lifted her off her feet and set her on the edge of the pool table. With wide eyes, feeling breathless, she watched him, unaware that she kept her legs pressed together until he leaned against them.

			He smiled, she smiled, and then she parted her knees, holding her breath as he stepped between them. Their faces were almost level.

			He leaned in and very lightly touched his lips to hers. “Breathe,” he whispered, softly laughing.

			She did with a sudden inhalation. What was she supposed to do with her hands? She was beginning to feel nervous and foolish and that she was making a mistake. And then he put his hands on the outside of her thighs and slowly slid them up, past the roundness of her hips to the dip in her waist.

			“So delicate,” he murmured huskily, and kissed her again.

			Part of her had expected a drunken kiss of triumph, but he took his time, his slightly parted lips taking hers with soft, little strokes. Soon she couldn’t keep herself from touching him, sliding her hands up his arms, feeling each ripple of muscle with an answering ripple of desire deep in her belly. Her thighs tightened around his hips, she slid her hands into his hair, then, as one, they deepened the kiss. He tasted of beer, and it was an aphrodisiac on this lost, lonely night. The rasp of his tongue along hers made her moan, and he pulled her tighter against him. She was lost in the heat of him, the feel of his warm, hard body in her arms. He tugged the band from her hair, and it spilled around her shoulders. She had no idea how long they kissed, only reveled in feeling absolutely wonderful. It had been so long.

			He leaned over her, and she fell back, body arched beneath him, moaning again as he began to trail kisses down her jaw, then her neck. His big hands cupped her shoulders as he held her in place, her own hands clasped his head to her as if she would never let him go.

			Deep inside, a whisper grew louder, that this was wrong. Another languid voice said no, they both wanted this, just a little while longer...

			His mouth lightly touched the center V of her sweater; his hands cupped her ribs, his thumbs riding the outer curves of her breasts. The anticipation was unbearable; she wanted to writhe even as his hand slid up and over her breast as if feeling its weight. His thumb flicked across her nipple, and she jerked with pleasure. His hips were hard against hers, her legs spread to encompass him...

			On a pool table, where anyone could walk into the back room and see them. The thrill of danger and excitement receded as guilt and worry rose up like hot bubbling water.

			She was leading him on; he probably thought he could take her home and—

			Torn between passion and mortification, she stiffened. “No,” she whispered. Then louder, “No, please stop.”

			His hand froze, his head lifted until their eyes met.

			She bit her lip, knowing she looked pathetic and remorseful and guilty. “I can’t do this. Our bet was only for a kiss.”

			As he let his breath out, he straightened, pulling her up with him. He stayed between her thighs, watching her mouth. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

			When she nodded, he stepped back as she jumped off the table. She stood there a moment, feeling shaky and foolish.

			“I should go,” she said, turning away and heading back to the bar.

			At her table, she couldn’t bear to wait for her bill, knowing that the bartender and the two dart players might have heard her moan. Her face was hot, her hands trembled, and she prayed that the TV had been loud enough. She threw down far more money than was probably necessary, but she just couldn’t face the bartender. Grabbing her raincoat off the hook, she ran out into the rain, jumped into her car, and sat there, feeling so stupid. She’d never done anything like that in her life. That man—Nate, she remembered—must think her the worst tease.

			After a minute’s fumbling in the depths of her purse, she found her keys and slid them into the ignition. The car tried to turn over several times, but nothing happened. Emily closed her eyes and silently prayed. Please, not now.

			She turned the ignition again, and although the engine strained once or twice, it wouldn’t start. She stared out the rain-streaked windshield at the glowing sign for Tony’s Tavern. She couldn’t go back in there. Her brain was fuzzy from too much alcohol as she tried to remember what she’d driven past when she left the highway. A motel perhaps? She’d been so worried about her car and the pouring rain and her growling stomach. How far could she walk at midnight in a strange town in a storm?

			With a groan, she closed her eyes, feeling moisture from the rain trickle down her neck.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Nate Thalberg felt perfectly steady on his feet, though still hot under the collar, as he turned off the light in the back room and reentered the bar. Three pairs of eyes fixed on him. Tony De Luca’s were the first to drop as he smiled and continued to dry a tall glass before hanging it on the rack above the bar. The other two men, twin brothers Ned and Ted Ferguson, plumbers for Sweet Construction, were a good ten years older than him and long past their pickin’-up-women-in-bars prime. But they still snickered.

			Nate ignored them and sat down at the bar. “Another Dale’s.”

			“You might as well head to Aspen if you’re going to drink that stuff,” Tony said, his usual response. He set the bottle before Nate without another word.

			Nate was grateful. He was still aroused and embarrassed and feeling like a fool, all at the same time. He hadn’t behaved like that since college, and that was almost ten years ago. Of course, he hadn’t left Valentine Valley much since then, and he was careful about picking up a local woman in a bar. He knew them all, and all their relatives. A little fun wasn’t worth what would happen the next day, the assumptions of what he owed them, the way they’d look at him as if he were their newly acquired property. Nope, when he went out with a woman, and that happened regularly enough, she knew exactly where she stood with him. And it wasn’t on the road to any sort of relationship.

			But he’d come into Tony’s after a long day riding in the White River National Forest checking the herd. Once it would have been enjoyable to hang with his brother and talk about nothing and everything. But lately, he and Josh had clashed over minor things, and every physical exertion ended up being a contest of wills. It made for a long, frustrating day.

			Tonight Nate had needed some peace. He knew Tony could be quiet, at least when he didn’t have a hockey stick in his hand. So he’d come to the tavern to enjoy the rest of the baseball game.

			Until she’d shown up. Emily. Every other man at Tony’s had stared at her, however briefly, and he hadn’t wanted to be one of those. But she’d had this pink raincoat on, and when she’d taken it off at the door, her black sweater had ridden up an inch at her waist, and her long strawberry blond hair curled damply near her neck. She was short and curvy in all the right places, and when she’d looked around at the nearly empty bar with wide but tired blue eyes, something in him had paid a bit too much attention.

			Remembering how he’d stared at her, unable to stop, he took another swig of beer in disgust. He was weak.

			“That should be your last,” Tony said, leaning back against the shelf near the cash register. “You have to drive.”

			Before Nate could take offense, Tony glanced with a frown at the door. “Maybe I should have stopped her, too.”

			“Emily,” Nate said without thinking.

			Tony grinned. “At least you got her name. Or did you get more?”

			Nate winced and sighed. “Nope. Shouldn’t have been trying for more.”

			“She seemed willing to me.”

			“And tipsy. I shouldn’t have—”

			The door jangled, and Nate automatically turned to look. Emily stepped back inside, rain dripping down her coat, her fingers gripping her purse.

			Without looking at Nate, she said coolly to Tony, “My car won’t start, and I’m not certain who to call for a tow. Could you please give me a name?”

			Tony walked to the end of the bar. “Sorry, but Ernie won’t come at night if it’s not an emergency.”

			“Oh.”

			Nate thought she looked blank for a moment, as if it never occurred to her that there were parts of the country where you couldn’t have what you asked for twenty-four hours a day.

			She took a deep breath, still not glancing at Nate. “Then if you could call me a taxi, I’d appreciate it.”

			“It’s too late,” Nate said quietly.

			“Pardon me?” She met his eyes at last.

			He felt a jolt of need. Damn, but she still affected him even though he regretted their little game and his lack of control. And then she bit her plump lower lip, making everything worse.

			“Only one taxi driver in Valentine Valley,” Tony explained with a shrug of his shoulders.

			“Let me guess,” Emily said with a touch of bitterness. “He only comes at night if it’s an emergency.”

			“She,” Nate said reluctantly.

			Her posture seemed to slump as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. He’d smelled that hair, tasted the skin on her neck. He stirred on the barstool, wishing he could adjust himself. And it had been his stupid idea to head back to the pool room.

			“Since you’re not from around here,” Tony said, “there’s a motel just down the block.”

			Nate could see her jaw clench from across the room.

			“I own a building in town,” she finally said. “I need to get there.”

			Tony and Nate shared a surprised glance. Both of them knew just about everybody—and every building—in town. Who was this Emily?

			“I can drop you off,” Nate offered. It was the least he could do.

			She studied him, wariness in her narrowed eyes. “If you can tell me how to get—”

			“You can’t walk there in this,” Tony interrupted. “You can trust Nate to take you, regardless of what happened in the back room.”

			Her eyes shut as she grimaced. Ned and Ted Ferguson gave another matching set of snickers.

			Nate frowned. He could see Emily’s blush like a beacon. He glared at the brothers, and they both hunched their shoulders and turned back to the game.

			“But first,” Tony continued. “I’ve just brewed a fresh pot of coffee. Nate, how ’bout something to eat?”

			He was just about to protest that he was not drunk, but then he remembered kissing a woman he didn’t know a thing about. “Sounds good.”

			Emily perched on a chair closest to the door. “Thank you. I’ll wait.”

			Tony served him some fajitas with the coffee, and although Nate offered her some, she didn’t leave the safety of her chair, making him feel even more like a monster. After a half hour, he quietly said, “Guess it’s time to leave, Tony.”

			Tony smiled and glanced at Emily. “I might have to call you tomorrow.”

			“There’ll be nothing to report.” He stood up and slid on his jacket.

			Emily waited by the door, wincing as she peered out at the rain.

			He opened it and gestured. “After you.”

			He ran toward the pickup as rain dripped off the edges of his hat. He followed her to open the door, but she veered toward her own car first and tried to lug a suitcase out of the trunk. He grabbed it out of her hand, opened the truck door, and slid it onto the rear bench. She was short enough that she had trouble getting up inside, and he almost boosted her up by the ass but figured she wouldn’t appreciate it. He ran to his side and hopped in, and the slam of both doors echoed in the rain-drumming silence. He started the pickup and quickly rolled up the partially opened window, swearing again at the rain that streaked the inside of his door.

			At the soft “woof” from the backseat, Emily gave a little cry. Scout stuck his black-and-white nose over the seat and sniffed at her. Nate held back a smile as she sagged against the door with a shudder.

			“Afraid of dogs?” he asked.

			“No, but he startled me.” She eyed Scout. “Does he like strangers?”

			“Yep.”

			She put out her hand, palm up, and within a second, Scout turned traitor and happily licked her before settling down again next to her suitcase on the bench seat.

			“What’s his name?” she asked.

			“Scout.”

			With a sigh, Emily buckled herself in, then sat facing forward, hands in her lap. When Nate didn’t put the truck in gear, she glanced at him with a frown. He could sense the tension as if it were a force field around her.

			“So where are you going?” he asked.

			“Sorry. Two Oh Four Main Street.”

			Damn, he knew that building. His luck had definitely run out tonight.

			“I’m sorry if I didn’t appear grateful for the ride,” she began, speaking quickly. “It’s just that—”

			“You don’t know me. I get that.”

			She didn’t look at him, didn’t say anything more. He didn’t blame her. And she was about to find out some bad news.

			Two Oh Four Main Street was less than six blocks away, so the drive didn’t take long. In the rain-soaked darkness, he could see nothing but the blurry image of lights along the street, and the flat-fronted buildings nestled side by side along each block of Main Street. There wasn’t even a traffic light to slow them down. He pulled into the alley behind the two hundred block. Of the four commercial buildings, three had lights shining above the door to help—but naturally, hers was out. He knew this building, knew it had recently been a small restaurant that had closed down just a few months before.

			“Is this it?” she asked, obviously trying not to sound disappointed.

			“You really haven’t been here since you were a kid?”

			She shook her head. “This used to be my grandmother’s store. I was eight when she died. My mother never brought me back after that.”

			“Did you have the electricity turned on?”

			She sighed. “No. I had planned to arrive during the day.”

			“There’s a motel back—”

			“No, I need to go in.” She unbuckled herself.

			With a sigh, Nate brought a flashlight from beneath the seat. She gave him a quick, grateful smile, then jumped down into the rain. Nate glanced over his shoulder at Scout, who panted and watched her curiously.

			“I know what you mean, buddy,” Nate said. “I’ll be back.”

			When he joined her, she was already shivering, trying to enter a code in a numeric box next to the door. The flashlight helped, and soon she’d removed the keys from the box and was able to unlock the door. He followed her into a little hallway with two doors. He assumed one led upstairs to an apartment, like most of the buildings on Main Street. She used another key on the door directly in front of her and stepped inside. The place smelled musty and unused, but before he could even shine the flashlight around, he heard the squish of his foot stepping in water. Uh-oh.

			Emily felt the last hope she’d cherished dissolve inside her. As Nate slowly moved the flashlight around the room, she saw that they were in the kitchen of the restaurant. The stainless steel gleamed dully from counters and appliances, and she winced as she saw a splash of paint spattered down the door to the walk-in refrigerator. Holes gaped in the walls, and the sink, with a slow stream of water coming from the tap, had overflowed, leaving the floor wet, although a drain at her feet took the worst of it. Garbage was strewn everywhere, and shelves had toppled.

			“Let me check in front,” Nate said. “Wait here.”

			Offended by his peremptory attitude, she reached to take the flashlight, but he didn’t see her as he walked away. She gritted her teeth, put her hands on her hips, and waited in the dark until he returned a minute later.

			“No sign of a break-in. The restaurant owners were your tenants?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Guess they were mad at you.”

			“I had to raise the rent after my mother died.” She didn’t owe him any explanations, especially not since he seemed angry with her over their mistake earlier in the evening.

			“They weren’t from here,” he said.

			Maybe he was thinking Outsiders, and that she was one, too.

			“What did you plan to do here?” he continued. “Open another business?”

			“God, no. I need to sell it, but I certainly won’t get a good offer like this. I won’t be leaving as quickly as I’d hoped.”

			He remained silent, probably disappointed.

			“You can go, Mr.—Nate.”

			“Thalberg. Nate Thalberg.”

			“Emily Murphy,” she said, knowing their formal introduction was a bit too late.

			He hesitated, then said, “I can’t leave you like this.”

			At last she turned to him. His face was in shadows, since the flashlight beam was aimed away from him, but she could see the gleam of his eyes.

			“Of course you can leave.” She spoke more sharply than she’d intended.

			“You’re going to stay here?” he demanded.

			“It’s mine.” The last thing I own, she thought. But it was hers. “There’s an apartment upstairs.”

			“And you think it will look any better?”

			“Guess I’ll go see. Can I use the flashlight?”

			He handed it over, then crossed his arms over his chest, obviously planning to wait.

			“If I could borrow this until morning ...” she began.

			“The apartment won’t look better, Emily, but go ahead and check. I’ll wait here.”

			She went back to the hallway off the alley, used another key while holding the flashlight under her arm, and went upstairs. The smell alone already convinced her, and the debris was just as bad, if not worse. Piles of furniture and boxes were toppled around her, and she couldn’t even get a sense of the apartment. It felt like a horror-movie set, where she didn’t know what she’d find when the lights were eventually turned on. What am I supposed to do now?

			Without answers, she trudged back down and found Nate in the hall, waiting for her. She couldn’t see his face, with that cowboy hat hiding everything.

			“Let’s go,” he said quietly.

			She frowned and opened her mouth to protest.

			He took the flashlight back. “I shut off the water. There’s nothing else for you here tonight. You can come back tomorrow and see the rest of the damage.”

			She felt exposed, vulnerable, and suddenly so weary. He’d seen the mess in the restaurant, just as if he’d seen the mess in her life. She couldn’t waste the last of her money when she was going to need every dime to fix this place.

			“Listen, cowboy,” she said firmly, “I know this looks bad, but it isn’t up to you to make my decisions for me.”

			“Is that right?” He tipped up his hat to look her in the eyes.

			She suddenly noticed that his drawl had disappeared, and he spoke in crisp, cool tones.

			“Well, it’s a shame you didn’t tell me what you were doing here from the beginning because I could have saved us all this hassle. I do have a say in your decisions”—he briefly looked past her—“or at least my father does, because you don’t own this property outright. My dad lent your mother money, and he has a lien on the place. She’d been paying him back over time.”

			Emily gaped at him, still standing a step up so he couldn’t crowd her in the tiny hallway. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“I wish I was. I’ll tell my father about your arrival and word of your mother’s death.”

			“She died last year!”

			“We’ve been receiving regular payment through a lawyer. If you don’t believe me, I’ll bring the papers to show you.” He sighed. “He would never stand in the way of you selling the building—to an appropriate business, of course.”

			She felt her face heat. “Excuse me?”

			“With how land is selling in Valentine Valley,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “you’ll have no problem getting a decent price, and you’ll be able to keep most of it.”

			Swallowing, she knew it was best to keep her temper until she saw those papers. She’d thought she was on her own, independent at last, and now to find out someone else controlled her, after everything that had happened in her marriage ... To her mortification, she felt her eyes sting. Thank goodness for the darkness.

			Nate was still watching her. She stiffened and met his gaze with what she hoped was a look of cool defiance and a tilt of her chin.

			“I’m glad you’re being calm and reasonable about this,” he said. “That means you’ll also understand that you can’t stay here tonight. It may be spring, but the nights are cold in the mountains. I have a place you can stay.” When she drew in a furious breath, he held up both hands. “Not with me. My grandmother has a boardinghouse for her and all her friends, and I do occasional work for her. There’s an empty room right now, and you can stay there until you figure things out.”

			For a crazy moment, Emily wanted to refuse, to kick him out, to hunker down in the only place that was hers. But common sense intervened at last, and she let out a frustrated breath. “I guess I don’t have a choice. I’m sorry you’re forced to help me once again.”

			He didn’t answer, just stood looking at her. She was suddenly very conscious of the quiet, of the lateness of the hour, of how very alone they were. Without thinking about where she was, she took an instinctive step back—and hit her heel on the next step and started to fall backward.

			He caught both her arms and briefly steadied her. Even that little touch brought back those hot moments when he’d stood between her thighs and kissed her.

			“Let’s go,” he said gruffly, and walked out of the building into the rain.

			Emily took a few minutes to lock both interior doors, then the outside one, before running back to the pickup. She received a sniff to the back of the neck from Scout, but she’d been prepared this time.

			Without a word, Nate drove slowly down the alley and out onto a street. Within a few minutes, they left behind the twinkling lights of Valentine Valley, and she got the impression of immense darkness rising on one side of the pickup. They were driving closer to the Elk Mountains, if she remembered her map correctly, and they must blot out the stars. After crossing a bridge, they turned and followed the creek for several hundred yards before pulling up in front of a huge old three-story Victorian home. Lights illuminated the wraparound porch, and she could see decorative gingerbread trim. A huge, cheerfully lettered sign read, WIDOWS’ BOARDINGHOUSE.

			Emily glanced at Nate, raising an eyebrow.

			“I didn’t name it,” he said impassively. “They think it’s funny.”

			Except for the porch lights, there was no illumination in the house. With a glance at the dashboard clock, she realized it was past one in the morning.

			“Nate ...” she began.

			“Most of them wear hearing aids, and your room is on the first floor in the back.”

			“But—”

			He got out of the pickup, and this time Scout followed him to do his business at the base of the sign before bounding up on the front porch to watch them alertly. Emily at last got a good look at the dog, all black-and-white irregular patterns in his furry coat, a cute pointed nose that almost looked delicate, and eyes that watched Nate with adoration and readiness.

			Like every woman he met, she thought with sarcasm. Herself included.

			“Stay, Scout,” Nate said, pulling her suitcase out of the pickup and closing the door.

			“I can carry my own—”

			He strode past her. With a sigh, she followed him onto the porch and all the way around to the rear of the house. After letting himself in with a key, he led her through a neat kitchen, lit only with a dim light above the sink. She thought she could smell the lingering scent of pumpkin pie, and it gave her a stab of homesickness for the world she’d left behind. She didn’t have time to examine the kitchen, her favorite room in any house, but had to follow him through a door and down a small hall to another door. He opened it and turned the light on, leading the way into a small sitting room.

			He pointed to a key ring on a table next to the door. “A set of keys for this room and the outside doors. You don’t have a private kitchen—this is more of an ‘assisted living facility,’ or so I’ve heard people call it. The widows share the kitchen. A woman comes in to do their laundry and the general cleaning. There’s a bedroom through that door, and a bathroom beyond. The linen closet will have sheets and towels.”

			He set down the suitcase and turned to leave.

			“Nate!” She caught his arm, and he stopped, looking down at her. Her mouth seemed to dry up every time those green eyes captured her, and such weakness made her furious. She’d conquer it if it were the last thing she did. “Thank you, but your grandmother—”

			“I’ll leave her a note. She’ll be tickled pink.”

			She almost smiled. “ ‘Tickled pink’?”

			“Her words, not mine. We’re only about a mile from Main Street, so you’ll be able to come and go until your car is fixed.”

			When he turned away, she called to him once again. “Nate, please!”

			He stopped, but only glanced over his shoulder.

			“You don’t know me,” she said tensely. “Why are you doing this?”

			“For the sex, of course.”

			Her mouth fell open.

			He sighed and shook his head, looking amused for the first time in several hours. “You’re gullible. Hard to believe you’re the one from the big city.”

			“Be serious,” she said harshly.

			His smile faded. “If my sister found herself in this predicament, I’d want someone to help her. Now go to sleep. You look exhausted.”

			And, like a stupid teenager, she put a hand to her hair in distress, but he was already gone.

			After preparing for bed, she lay a long time staring into the darkness. She didn’t want to remember the evening, but every time her eyes drifted closed, she saw the intensity in Nate’s face, the hungry way he’d looked at her, like she was the only one who would satisfy him. She could still remember his hand cupping her breast and the pleasurable ache he’d roused in her.

			Even though she was ashamed by her drunken behavior, part of her was relieved. At least her ability to feel passion hadn’t died with her marriage.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			Nate loved the privacy of the log cabin he’d renovated on the edge of the Silver Creek Ranch, which had been owned by his family for generations. He’d torn down walls, creating a large open living space with a bedroom at the back, and a loft above for his office. Though he spent most of each day at the ranch, his free evenings were in his own private sanctuary, where he seldom invited women.

			But the cabin had one drawback: it was within a half mile of the boardinghouse, and tonight that was too close. He was already imagining Emily getting ready for bed, and wondered what she wore, or if she wore anything at all...

			Stop it, he told himself.

			Scout took up his customary perch on the back of a couch up against the window, where he could look out over his domain. Nate smiled and ruffled between the dog’s ears, making Scout pant and look up at him with adoration. A dog only wanted affection, and that was so easy to return.

			With a sigh, Nate turned away. He should get to bed, for the next day would be another long one. He was getting less and less sleep each night. Preparations for the Silver Creek Rodeo, run by his family, were heating up, and there were always the day’s chores at a cattle ranch. Instead, he paced, remembering Emily, and the way she’d insisted on going to her building instead of a motel. She really would have stayed in that unheated mess if he hadn’t insisted she leave. And all of that told him she was desperate, with little money and nowhere else to go. When he felt his sympathy being churned up again, he should have run the other way.

			Instead, he’d put her with his grandmother and her friends, the town busybodies. They knew everything and everyone. Certainly, they could inform Emily all about her mother’s family. But they could also discuss Nate. And he didn’t want to be a topic of conversation, especially not after the way he’d behaved tonight at Tony’s Tavern.

			After undressing, he stepped into the shower to remove the tantalizing scent of Emily still on his clothes, on his skin. If only cold water could remove memories.

			It was still dark when Emily awoke at the beep of her cell-phone alarm. She didn’t hit snooze but sat right up. For just a moment, she’d thought she was at home, but she didn’t have a home anymore. Greg had remained in their elegant apartment in San Francisco, close to his law firm in Nob Hill, and she’d found a temporary little sublet across the bay. She’d been so furious with him, so disappointed and heartbroken at his betrayal, she hadn’t wanted to be tied to him in any way, so she’d refused alimony—his guilt money.

			Sometimes it seemed like every decision she made led to a mistake. She’d fallen in love with Greg, a law student, while she’d been in college, and when he graduated, she quit school to marry him. She’d never enjoyed school although she’d gotten good grades, and had only gone to college because it seemed the thing to do. After her crazy upbringing, all she’d ever wanted was to be a wife, to make a home, to have a family. She still had warm memories of her father, Jacob Strong, the scent of his aftershave when he hugged her, how special she felt when he exclaimed over every art project she brought home from school. She’d dreamed of re-creating those simple but heartfelt moments for her own family.

			But after her dad’s death, her mom had spent most of her time on her new age shop and the various men in her life, making Emily feel ... inconvenient. It was how she had first discovered she loved to cook, for fast food or late meals had grown irritating. Delilah often forgot to come home to make dinner after work. But at least she always spent nights at home, and never at some guy’s place. It had taken Emily until adulthood to appreciate that. Her mom always said she wished she’d been born early enough to be a hippie, so she lived the life, from practicing reiki to insisting Emily call her “Delilah,” not Mom or even “Dorothy,” the name she’d been born with.

			It had all come to a head for Emily on the opening night of her school musical. She had the lead, the youngest ever at fifteen, and thought for sure she’d given her mom a reason to be proud of her, a reason to care. But her mom hadn’t remembered to come. Every other kid had a parent—hell, a whole family—meet them backstage with flowers and hugs and praise. Delilah could charm a forget-me-not blossom and keep it in her purse to remember a date with a man, but her daughter’s musical was not that important. Emily had stood alone, feeling as if the last joy in her accomplishment was crushed beneath her mother’s indifference. She was achingly alone, would always be—until she made her own family. That had become her guiding force through the rest of high school and into college.

			She thought she’d succeeded with Greg, a man whose extended family made her feel included. For several years, she’d given elegant dinners for their friends and the partners at Greg’s firm. Greg’s family lived on the opposite coast, and year after year, he couldn’t find vacation time to visit them. At first, she pretended not to see that she’d exchanged one lonely life for another. She volunteered at the local hospital, crocheted blankets for premature babies, and occasionally worked as an emergency backup for her friend’s catering business by baking desserts and pastries, waiting for the day she had a baby.

			But that day never came, and her marriage fell apart in ways that still hurt too much to think about, a well of grief so raw it was a physical ache. She’d lost her baby and her husband and her dreams all within a week. Emily had known she had to find a way to support herself, but each day she could barely get out of bed. She was skirting the edges of depression, replaying the tragedy of her marriage and Greg’s cruelty over and over again in her mind. Her money running out had finally awakened her to the pitiful excuse her life had become, the way she wallowed in self-pity. Though Greg was gone, she was still letting him control her. She didn’t need a man to create her own family.

			But she did need a career, something she’d so conveniently ignored when she was head over heels in love with Greg. College just hadn’t seemed important—but it was important now. She’d already registered for the fall semester back at UC Berkeley. She had to find a way to support herself even though she didn’t have a clue what to major in. That was what advisors were for. Perhaps her two years’ worth of credits would still count for something.

			When she sold her mother’s building, she’d use that money to pay her tuition. Once gainfully employed, she would save enough to adopt. She’d gone the husband route, and it had failed. But there were plenty of children around the world desperate to be part of a family.

			She thought she’d taken control of her life by coming to Valentine Valley, but on the first night, she made out with a stranger, her car wouldn’t start, and she had found that her building was severely damaged. It was as if life was giving her a good kick for her efforts.

			She wasn’t going to let “life” get away with it. Sitting up, she threw back the covers with determination. She’d had a couple setbacks, that was all. She would lay out a plan to repair her building as quickly as possible. Her future was waiting for her.

			But in the present, she was a stranger in a home with elderly women who hadn’t even been consulted about the arrangement. Nate Thalberg had made decisions for everybody.

			But he’d also given her a place to stay for the night, and she would force herself to feel gratitude instead of resentment that she hadn’t been able to do that for herself.

			As for the ladies, she only had one way to show her gratitude, and that was in the kitchen. After a quick shower, she dressed again in a long-sleeve t-shirt and jeans. After reading the note Nate had left for his grandmother in the formal dining room—it was short and to the point, but didn’t make her sound too pathetic—she went to take stock of the pantry. The kitchen itself was full of windows to let in the rising sun, a little breakfast nook, oak cabinets that gleamed, and a decorative theme of ... cows. There were bowls of fruit decorated with black-and-white cow spots, two lowing cows held up napkins, horns sprouted near the back door for hanging jackets. Cows everywhere. It made Emily smile. If Nate was a cowboy, perhaps his whole family was involved.

			The house remained quiet as, from memory, she began to assemble muffins and banana bread on the spacious granite countertops, then started a pot of coffee while they baked.

			With twenty minutes to spare, she stepped outside onto the porch, rubbing her arms at the brisk chill, then catching her breath in wonder. The mountains loomed above her, so high and magnificent and close that they didn’t seem real. Snow dusted the peaks even as spring had brought out the green below the tree line. During the drive up, she’d gaped up at the towering peaks and narrow canyons, finding it difficult to concentrate on her driving. But now she was in a wide valley between two mountain ranges, carved out over time by the Roaring Fork River, according to her map. The Silver Creek in Valentine joined with the river down valley. She could see farm fields with high stalks of some kind of grain
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