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      The Ditch

      

      “Ma’am? Ma’am, can you hear me?” a masculine, gravelly voice asked.

      “Don’t call me ma’am!”

      There was a brief pause, followed by, “What should I call you then?”

      “Annoyed.”

      I punched the airbag out of my way and glared in the direction of the voice. Between the darkness outside, the infernal unblinking internal car light due to the open door, and white powder from the detonated airbag coating my glasses, I could only discern a faint shape of a tall man.

      “Ma’am—er—miss, have you been drinking?”

      “You’ve got a lot a nerve, buddy!” I snapped. “Have I been drinking? No, I haven’t.”

      “It’s a logical question.”

      “It’s rude,” I muttered.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so. I wasn’t going very fast.”

      “You were going fast enough that the airbag deployed when you crashed into the ditch. You might have a concussion or a neck injury.”

      I fiddled with my seat belt and beat the offensive, now deflating, airbag again.

      “Hey,” he said. “What are you doing? Let me help you⁠—”

      I didn’t wait for his aid and spilled out of the car, hitting damp grass with a soft thud. “Ow.”

      “Now can I help you?”

      “Stay where you are,” I commanded. “Stranger danger.”

      I was almost positive the man held in a sigh.

      I removed my caked glasses and used the hem of my shirt to clean them before returning them to my nose. As I tilted my head back to peer up at him, I held in a squawk of surprise.

      Of course, the raspy voice belonged to a muscular man wearing a cowboy hat.

      Yeehaw.

      His angular jaw was clenched so tight I was sure he was about to crack a tooth.

      I scrambled off the ground and wiped soggy grass and dirt from the knees of my jeans. “I don’t live around here, okay? I’m not used to nature. A mama and a baby moose decided to cross the road. I swerved. Hence, the ditch. Oh man, the rental car company is totally going to charge me for this. This is bad. Right? I mean it can’t be good. I’ve only had my license for three weeks. I’m babbling. I don’t mean to babble. It’s just been a really bad day. Actually, it’s been a really bad week.”

      The man just stared at me, which made my cheeks flame with embarrassment.

      And then like a total maniac, I burst into tears.

      “Oh, uh, I’m sure the rental car company will understand if you just explain it to them.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I wailed. “They already gouged me on a last-minute rental! They’re heartless. They won’t understand. And I just spent fifty bucks at Dusty’s on wine and chocolate, and I have a hundred dollars left to my name. And now I don’t have any way to get to The Regal Beagle!”

      I continued to sob, burying my face in my hands as the stranger just stood by, witnessing my shame.

      “I can drive you to The Regal Beagle,” he said finally.

      “I don’t even know you! You could be a killer or a . . .” I thought of the most insulting thing I could think of. “. . . a cold-blooded New Yorker.”

      “A New Yorker?” Amusement colored his tone. “That’s the best you could do?”

      “I’m working at a deficit.” I sniffled.

      “Clearly,” he said. “I’m going to come closer.”

      “Why are you warning me?”

      “You’re not supposed to spook wild animals.”

      I laughed and wiped the tears from my eyes. “Okay. Approach with caution.”

      “Approaching.” He took a step toward me. And then another. “You really should let me take you to the hospital to get checked out.”

      “I’m not adding an insane medical bill to the long list of problems I already have just for them to tell me I’m fine.”

      He was silent for a moment and then he said, “You’ve got powder on your face.”

      I wiped my cheek. “Did I get it?”

      “No.” He paused and then he gently swiped his thumb across my cheekbone.

      My insides quivered from his touch and my skin blazed with heat.

      Huh. That’s new.

      “Is your luggage in the trunk?” he rasped, his thumb still touching my skin.

      I swallowed. “Yes.”

      He dropped his hand. “You get your wine and chocolate, and whatever else you need from the car. I’ll get your luggage.”

      He took a few steps down into the ditch and then popped the trunk and extracted my suitcase. I watched him load it into his truck before I even moved to get the Dusty’s bags from the back seat.

      My phone had fallen out of the cup holder and had disappeared. With a grumble, I bent over and glided my hands across the car mat while my butt was in the air.

      I encountered the rubbery phone case and grabbed my cell that had slid underneath the passenger seat.

      “Poet Peabody.”

      I froze like a fawn. “How do you know my name?”

      He sighed. “It’s on your luggage tag.”

      “Oh. Right.” I exhaled a slow breath and wiggled out of the car.

      I closed the door and turned toward the truck. He had the passenger side open, and he was waiting for me.

      “I’m Brooks. Brooks Keel.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I murmured.

      His name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

      I took his offered hand. It was warm, calloused, and it sent a zing of pleasure through me.

      Once he was sure I was safely ensconced in the truck with my Dusty’s bags on the floor in front of me, he closed the door and went around to the driver’s side.

      He climbed in and peered at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You look like a hood ornament.”

      “Mean,” I muttered.

      His chuckle was low, and it made my stomach flip.

      Maybe I did have a head injury. Why else would I be having a physical reaction to a man I’d just met?

      “Shouldn’t I call for a tow truck?” I asked.

      “Service is shit out here,” he said. “We’ll call when we get to The Regal Beagle.”

      He started the truck, tires peeling out lightly on the soft dirt as he pulled up and off the side of the road.

      I braced myself, but the truck righted itself easily.

      “You were lucky,” he said after a few moments of silence.

      “Hmm? Lucky? No, I don’t think so. I wound up in a ditch.”

      “But you weren’t hurt. And you didn’t have to sleep in the car or attempt to trek your way up the road to The Regal Beagle at night. You got bear spray?”

      “What?” I screeched.

      “Bear spray,” he repeated. “You don’t want to be caught out here without some form of protection.”

      “No, I don’t have bear spray. You don’t need bear spray in the city.”

      “Don’t you?” He snorted. “To be fair, it’s mountain lions you really need to worry about. You see one, you raise your arms, you get as big as you can, and you tell it to go away.”

      “Oh God, what have I done?” I moaned.

      “Please don’t cry again.”

      “I’m not gonna cry,” I stated as I attempted to suck emotion back into my body.

      “So, you’re not from here.”

      “No.” I sighed. “I’m from New York.”

      “Long way from home,” he murmured.

      “Yeah.”

      “What are you doing here? Vacation?”

      “Yeah, a vacation from my life.”

      “Breakup?”

      I whipped my head around. “Huh?”

      “Did you break up with your boyfriend?” He glanced at me quickly before turning his eyes back to the road.

      “No. I don’t have a boyfriend,” I blurted out.

      “Oh.” He paused and then he said softly, almost to himself, “Good.”

      A bubble of pleasure fizzled in my belly like Prosecco bubbles.

      “So why did you come to Huckleberry Hill?” he asked. “Did you throw a dart at a map or something?”

      I laughed. “No. Two of my best friends live here.”

      “Oh yeah? Who? Maybe I know them.”

      “It is a small town, so you might. Hadley and Salem Powell.”

      He paused. “The Powells? You know the Powells?”

      “Yeah.” I frowned. “Why? Is that weird?”

      “Not weird,” he said. “Strange coincidence though, considering I work for them at Elk Ridge.”

      “You do?” I asked.

      “Yeah. My brother, too.”

      “Brother,” I repeated. My brow furrowed for a moment and then smoothed out in recognition. “You’re Brooks.”

      “Yeah. I already introduced myself.”

      “No. I mean, you’re Brooks. You and your brother were in that photoshoot for Rudolph Lancaster a few weeks ago. The one that was at Elk Ridge.”

      “We weren’t in the photoshoot. Not intentionally. The photographer got a little click happy.” He paused. “You know about the photoshoot?”

      “Salem sent me pictures,” I explained. “Oh, that make sense now. I thought I was going crazy—you introduced yourself and your name sounded familiar. But I didn’t recognize you, because your face was kind of turned away from the camera and hidden by the sun.”

      He’d been shirtless, though. And showing off a massively sculpted back with beautiful ink.

      When he remained quiet, I said, “You have a lot of tattoos.”

      “Yes.”

      He said the word like it was painful to get out.

      For whatever reason, he didn’t want to talk about it, so I clamped my mouth shut.

      Embarrassment heated the back of my neck. I sounded like I was president of his fan club, mooning over his photos and ink.

      It was only when he pulled into The Regal Beagle’s parking lot that I remembered what Salem had confided in me about Brooks.

      He was an ex-con.
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      The Truck

      

      I’m in a truck with an ex-con.

      My heart started to drum in alarm. It was immediate and almost hijacked my brain. But I forced a deep breath of air into my lungs.

      I knew two things about Brooks:

      He’d stopped to help a stranger on the side of the road.

      And Salem and Hadley’s grandmother had hired him.

      Muddy was an extremely good judge of character, and there was no way she would’ve allowed Brooks around her family if she was worried for their safety.

      My hands unclenched and my heartbeat settled into its normal, tepid rhythm.

      “Brooks,” I said quietly. “I didn’t thank you for stopping and making sure I was okay and then driving me here.”

      “Don’t mention it, city girl. Let’s get you checked in. Then we’ll call about the rental car,” he said.

      “Thanks, but you’ve done enough already. I can take care of it. You probably want to get back to Elk Ridge.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said, unbuckling his seat belt. “Actually, I’m staying here too.”

      “You are?” I asked in surprise. “Why?”

      “My RV is getting serviced and it’s currently uninhabitable, so I’ll be here for a few days. I was on my way here when I saw your car in the ditch. Speaking of staying at the Ridge, why aren’t you there? Especially if you’re Hadley and Salem’s best friend.”

      “Long story,” I said.

      “How long?”

      I sighed. “Every room in the main house is spoken for.”

      “And the couch wasn’t a good option for a few days?”

      A few days.

      “Nope. They all get up super early. Ranch hours.”

      “Right.”

      I wondered how long I’d be staying in town. It wasn’t like I had a job to go back to.

      A life to go back to.

      Brooks climbed out and grabbed my luggage. I gathered the grocery bags, made sure I had all my personal belongings, and slithered out of the vehicle.

      He’d called me “city girl,” and that was exactly what I was. I didn’t belong here. I didn’t belong around big trucks and mountains. I didn’t belong in a place that had signs that read Danger: Moose Crossing on them.

      I wasn’t sure I belonged in New York either.

      Brooks’ steps were long, and I scurried after him.

      The Regal Beagle had once been a Victorian brothel, but it was now Huckleberry Hill’s only bed and breakfast and a hubbub for tourists. It was exactly what I expected it to be. Gingerbread trim. Gabled roof. Stained glass windows.

      “The Munsters,” I murmured.

      “What?” Brooks asked, looking over his shoulder at me.

      “The house—it looks like it belongs on the set of The Munsters. Don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen it.”

      “You’ve never seen The Munsters?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Isn’t that a show from the ’60s? And it’s in black and white?”

      I giggled. “Yeah, it’s one of my grandfather’s favorites. I grew up watching all those shows. I can’t believe you’ve never seen it. Oh my God.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve never seen I Love Lucy, either, have you?”

      “Nope.”

      Brooks opened the heavy ornate front door and gestured for me to enter first. A dapper-dressed gentleman wearing a gray vest and a pink bow tie stood behind the polished wooden counter. He looked like he belonged on Saville Row in London, not in a small mountain town in North Idaho.

      On the back wall over the counter was a portrait of a beagle standing proudly with its nose in the air, a red bow tie around its neck. Now I understood the name of the bed and breakfast.

      “Good evening,” the man greeted Brooks with a smile. “Nice to see you, Mr. Keel.”

      “Brooks,” he corrected.

      “Brooks.” His eyes slid to me. “Hello and welcome to The Regal Beagle. I’m Richard Pendergast, the owner. You must be Poet Peabody.”

      “That’s me,” I confirmed.

      “I’ve been expecting you.”

      “I had some car trouble. Do you have the number of a tow company? If it weren’t for Brooks, I’d still be in the ditch waiting to be rescued.”

      “A ditch? Are you hurt? Do you need to see a doctor?”

      I waved away his concern. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “The car took the brunt of it,” Brooks explained. “She didn’t hit her head.”

      Richard’s eyebrows rose as he glanced from me to Brooks and then back to me. “I’m glad you’re okay. I’ll show you to your room and then I’ll get you the number of the tow company.”

      He reached for my luggage, but Brooks said, “I’ve got it.”

      Richard nodded and addressed me. “You’re on the second floor.”

      We followed him up the stairs. Ornate gold frames encasing landscape oil paintings dotted the walls in a maximalist collage. But somehow it worked in the narrow space.

      Richard used an old iron skeleton key to open the door. He stepped aside and gestured for me to enter the room. The windows were draped with gold chintz, and the walls were soft robin’s-egg blue.

      “This is our Duchess Room. I hope you enjoy your stay. Speaking of stay, do you know how long you plan on being here with us?”

      “A few days at least,” I said. “After that, I’m not sure. Can I let you know?”

      “Absolutely. But the sooner you let me know, the better. We are gearing up for tourist season. Autumn is a busy time of year in Huckleberry Hill.”

      “No doubt,” I murmured.

      “Well, let me get that tow company’s number for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Richard left and Brooks came into the room and set my luggage by the window. I placed the grocery bags on the bed.

      Now that I had plenty of light, I studied him.

      And suddenly wished I hadn’t.

      Because he was stunning. Stunning in that primal, steal-my-breath-I-can’t-look-anywhere-else-but-directly-at-him kind of way.

      “You okay?” His tone was gentle, like a caress to the back of my neck.

      “Fine.”

      Our eyes were locked on one another.

      Magnetic. Imperative.

      I took an involuntary step toward him.

      “Knock, knock.” Richard appeared in the doorway, effectively ending the hold Brooks had on me.

      Richard smiled in my direction. “I forgot to give you your welcome bag and brought you the number of the area’s only tow company.”

      I took the piece of paper with a scribbled number on it. “Thank you.”

      He set the welcome bag by the door. Richard looked at Brooks and then at me. “Well, you both have a good night.”

      The owner disappeared, but the tension between Brooks and I had been effectively diffused by his arrival. Now I was exhausted and wanted privacy to sort out the strange pull I felt toward the man who’d rescued me.

      Brooks cleared his throat. “You good?”

      I nodded.

      He stalked toward the door and at the last moment he turned to peer at me over his shoulder. “I’m across the hall from you.”

      I frowned. “All right.”

      “If you need anything, I mean.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he left, closing the door with a soft click.

      I locked up after him and then went to look out the window. As my finger traipsed down the gold chintz curtain, I peered out, but I couldn’t see much of anything. The hint of mountains, the subtle twinkling of stars in the night sky.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked my reflection in the glass pane. “Running away from all your problems, that’s what.”

      I glanced at the closed door, as if I could see beyond it into Brooks’ room.

      The man was a giant. Terrifyingly huge. And yet, he’d touched me with infinite care when he wiped the airbag powder from my cheek.

      It had been unexpected.

      He had been unexpected.

      I wasn’t the kind of girl who got crushes. I didn’t gush over men. I’d dated in the past, but it had never turned into anything serious.

      But Brooks . . .

      With a sigh, I left the window and picked up my phone off the bed. I unlocked the screen and immediately went to the photo Salem had sent me several days ago that had intrigued me from the moment I saw it.

      Brooks and his brother were standing by a fence. With the slash of bright sun and the way his head was angled, Brooks’ face was unrecognizable. He was shielded by the light, giving me only a glimpse of his strong jaw.

      He was shirtless, tattoos rippling across his muscular back.

      Every time I glanced at his brother, my eyes immediately returned to Brooks.

      Now that I had a face to the picture, it made my insides quiver and warm.

      I was meek until I got to know someone. But with Brooks, I’d never thought to be diffident. Words just seemed to pour out of me when he was near. And I wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing.

      He was an ex-con.

      An ex-con I had no business thinking about, yet I couldn’t seem to stop.

      I forced myself to deal with the situation at hand. I called the tow truck company and left a message. It was only eight o’clock, and I hoped they’d call back tonight.

      Tossing my phone aside, I then grabbed the brown paper welcome bag. Town map. A jar of local honey. A mesh satchel of loose-leaf tea.

      I brought the tea to my nose and inhaled. It smelled like dried berries.

      After I set the welcome bag of goodies aside, I unzipped my suitcase. I pulled out my toiletries and headed for the bathroom.

      There were expensive bubble bath products on the wooden shelf fastened to the wall next to the clawfoot tub. The idea of cracking open the bottle of wine and eating chocolate while soaking was appealing.

      But drinking alone and gorging myself was nothing more than a symptom of depression. And it would only make me feel worse in the morning.

      So, I took a shower. Washed the day off me. Then girded my loins for what I was about to do.
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      The B&B

      

      I raised my fist and knocked on Brooks’ door. When he didn’t answer right away, I thought about tucking tail and running back to my room—but if I retreated, that would mean I would be alone and being alone meant I would have time to think . . . and I was desperately trying to do anything but that.

      I was just about to give up and leave when the door suddenly opened and Brooks stood there in nothing but a towel. Dark hair mussed and damp.

      A garbled noise escaped my mouth as I took in his inked, bare chest glistening with water droplets.

      “Poet?” he asked, his brow furrowing. “Are you okay?”

      I dragged my gaze from his pecs to meet his eyes.

      Golden eyes.

      Whiskey eyes.

      Eyes that had wrinkles at the corners of them.

      “Did you say something?” I asked stupidly.

      His mouth flickered with amusement. “I asked if you were okay?”

      “Oh. I’m fine.”

      Really fine.

      His brows slashed together in confusion at my appearance.

      “I just thought if you weren’t busy you might want to share a bottle of wine and the chocolates I bought.”

      His eyes dropped to my mouth. “I’m not busy.”

      “Great!” I chirped, hating that I sounded like an enthusiastic cheerleader. “Come on over once you put on a pair of pants.”

      I gave myself a mental head thwack. Apparently, I was a rambling hormonal idiot.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ll be over in a few.”

      I scuttled back to my room and left the door cracked.

      The wine was twist-off, thankfully, so I didn’t have to bother with a corkscrew. There were two glasses on the credenza. I was in the middle of pouring the wine when there was a light rap on the door.

      Brooks appeared. He was wearing a pair of faded jeans and an old black cotton T-shirt.

      I wished he hadn’t gotten dressed.

      “I’m doomed,” I mumbled.

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I said, holding out a glass of wine to him.

      “I don’t drink,” he said.

      “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      I frowned. “Then why did you accept my offer to share the bottle of wine?”

      “Because you don’t want to be alone.”

      I scratched my ear. “That obvious?”

      He nodded.

      “Chocolate?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Are you allergic?”

      “No, I just don’t have a taste for it.”

      I sighed. “So, you’re going to watch me drink wine and eat chocolate?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you watch TV?” I asked.

      “No. Is that what you want to do—watch TV?”

      “I want to do anything except think,” I said. “So whatever remedy you have for that, I’m open to it—just as long as it’s not talking.”

      He raised his brows.

      “That came out completely wrong. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.”

      Amusement stamped across his lavish mouth, but thankfully he let it go.

      “Sit. Relax,” Brooks said.

      Impossible with a hulking, devastatingly attractive cowboy in my feminine, chintz-draped room. But I sank onto the bed and sipped the wine. “Oh, that’s terrible.”

      But then I took another drink.

      He laughed. “If it’s terrible, why are you drinking it?”

      “Because bad red wine and chocolate is still better than no red wine and chocolate. Get it?”

      “Not really.” He gestured with his chin. “Brooklyn College. You went there?”

      I touched the faded script that ran across my gray T-shirt. “Yeah. My grandfather is also a professor at the college.”

      He gestured to the free side of the bed. “May I?”

      “Oh—please.”

      He sat down and his large form swallowed most of the space. Even in a king-sized bed, Brooks made it look small. I wondered if he was a bed hog. A cover thief.

      Did he snore?

      Hmmm.

      “What’s he teach?” Brooks asked.

      “Medieval English history,” I said. “Actually, he’s on sabbatical right now for the semester. He went to England.”

      “Oh. That’s cool.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “You ever been? To England?”

      “No.” I frowned. “Maybe I should’ve gone to England instead of coming here. Guess I’m not thinking straight. Not after . . .”

      “After what?” he prodded when I hadn’t gone on.

      “After I quit my job.” The words leapt from my mouth and hit the air like a truth bomb. “Whew. I said it out loud. Feels weird.”

      “Why’d you quit?”

      “Why does anyone quit something?”

      “You hated it,” he guessed.

      I shook my head. “I used to love my job. But then it became the source of everything wrong in my life, you know? So even though I know it was the right thing to do, I’m in full-on panic mode.”

      “Ah, explains the babbling,” he teased. His tone was warm, familiar.

      I liked it.

      “Maybe quitting your job will give you the time and space to figure out what will make you happy.”

      “I know what will make me happy.” I reached for the box of chocolates.

      “Easy to please,” he stated.

      I snorted, my mind immediately going to a double entendre.

      “We weren’t supposed to be talking,” I reminded him. “Can we lay off the philosophical discussion of life and the pursuit of happiness?”

      “Your wish is my command,” he said as he picked up the remote from the nightstand.

      He turned on the TV and then handed me the clicker. I channel-surfed for a few moments and then laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “The Munsters. There’s a marathon.”

      “Yeah?” He propped himself up against the headboard. “Well, guess I know what we’re doing tonight.”
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      The B&B

      

      “Oh, this is a good one,” I said, reaching for the bottle of wine to refill my empty glass. “Marilyn’s boyfriend gets freaked out about her family and dumps her . . . and she doesn’t understand why.”

      I expected a reply from Brooks, but when there was silence, I looked over and saw that he’d fallen asleep. The alarm clock read 10 p.m. He worked early morning ranch hours, so it was no surprise he’d conked out.

      Conked out in my bed.

      I took a moment to study him.

      He was tan because he spent time outdoors—well, obviously, he was a cowboy—but his angular structure softened in sleep, giving him almost a boyish, youthful appearance.

      No . . . soft wasn’t right. He’d never be soft.

      I reached for my phone on the nightstand and shot off a text to my best friend in New York.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        There’s a cowboy asleep in my bed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her reply came a few minutes later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wyn

      

      
        You dog. Did you finally do it? Did you finally lose your virginity?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        No, it’s not like that

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        what’s it like then? Can I call you? I need details.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Can’t really call you right now since I don’t want to wake him up. But let’s just say fate has a funny sense of humor.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        Does she? Or is she a calculating bitch who likes to screw with the lives of mere mortals?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Can it be both?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        Call me tomorrow and tell me everything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        will do.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t have the heart to wake him up and tell him to go sleep in his own room, even though I knew I should.

      Instead, I set the wine aside and shut off the TV. After I brushed my teeth, I crept to the bed and pulled down the coverlet. I doused the light and placed my glasses next to my cell on the nightstand.

      The sound of Brooks’ quiet, easy breathing lulled me to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was warm, and everything smelled like trees.

      Did I go camping?

      My lips curved into a smile as I sank deeper into the warmth at my side. I reached my hand out and it landed on something hard—something contoured. I felt around for a moment, my brain slowly coming to.

      My eyes cracked open⁠—

      I was in bed with Brooks.

      Who was awake.

      And I was in the middle of a grope session.

      “Morning,” he said quietly, his golden eyes staring at me.

      I let out a garbled noise and hastily jerked my hand off him. Horror widened my eyes and terror made my heart kick against my rib cage. “Oh God. I’m so sorry! I didn’t expect—well, you—I don’t sleep with⁠—”

      I scrambled back, got tangled in the sheet, and hit the wooden floor in a heap of covers. A stream of creative blasphemies exploded from my lips.

      “Are you okay?” Brooks asked, concern permeating his gravelly morning voice.

      I let out a groan that was more embarrassment than pain. “Peachy.” When he was silent for a few moments, I asked, “Are you still here?”

      “Yes.” Mirth saturated his tone.

      “Don’t laugh at me!”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it. Come out from under the blanket before you suffocate.”

      I gingerly poked my head out of my shroud and peered up. Brooks had moved to my side of the bed and was staring down at me.

      He was close enough that even without my glasses, I could easily see the lines at the corners of his eyes crease in amusement as he smiled.

      Brooks touched the bridge of my nose. “Freckles.”

      His rough-skinned finger on my face made my insides gooey.

      I extracted myself from the coverlet and scrabbled up from the floor. I snatched my glasses from the nightstand and looked anywhere but at him. My heart rate wouldn’t settle. Desire pulsed low in my belly.

      “Why didn’t you wake me and make me go back to my room?” He sat up and ran a hand through his bed-head hair.

      “I don’t know,” I lied. “You just looked really comfortable.”

      And hot. Really freaking hot.

      “What time is it?” I asked.

      “A little after seven,” he said.

      “Oh.” I frowned. “Aren’t you late for work?”

      “Day off.”

      “Lucky you.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured.

      “Okay, well, thanks for keeping me company last night.” After my dismissal, I gave an awkward wave and escaped into the bathroom, hastily closing the door behind me. I went to the sink and peered into the mirror.

      Yikes.

      I did not look fresh as a daisy.

      I looked like a daisy that had been trampled, yanked out of the ground, and put through a grinder.

      With a sigh, I grabbed my toothbrush. I was in the middle of brushing my teeth when I heard my phone ring in the other room.

      I was prepared to let it go to voicemail, but then I heard Brooks’ low murmur.

      Great. He was still here.

      I washed my face and patted it dry. Steeling myself, I braced my shoulders and opened the bathroom door.

      Brooks sat on the edge of the bed and held out my phone to me. “It was the tow company. I took care of it.”

      I grasped the phone from him, our fingers brushing. An electric charge jumped between us.

      My hand trembled. “Took care of what?”

      “I told them where your car was and to take it to Sandusky’s Auto Shop.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Milton’s on his way to get your car now. We can have breakfast and then head to Sandusky’s. It’s in Silver Springs. Huckleberry Hill doesn’t have an auto shop. Glasses,” he said, holding out his hand.

      “What?”

      “Your glasses. Give them to me. They’re filthy. I’ll clean them for you.”

      “Were you this bossy yesterday?” I asked as I took off my glasses and gave them to him.

      “Yes. You just didn’t notice. And you didn’t seem to mind me rescuing you.”

      “It was either let you rescue me or sleep in the back of the car and hoof it to The Regal Beagle this morning.”

      He handed my glasses back to me.

      I slid them on my nose. “Oh. That’s better.”

      He rose from the bed. “Meet you in about fifteen minutes. We’ll get breakfast. And before you bother protesting, I can hear your stomach rumbling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE
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      The B&B

      

      “We could just eat here,” I said to Brooks as I locked my suite door.

      “Richard serves a light breakfast—yogurt, fruit, that sort of stuff. I need something heartier. Eggs, bacon, coffee you could float an anvil in. We’ll go to The Diner.”

      “Oh, yeah, good call,” I said. “Do you mind if we stop off at Sweet Teeth first? I want to say hi to Gracie.”

      “You know Gracie?” he asked in surprise.

      “Yeah. I was here about two months ago for Hadley’s wedding. I met Gracie and I kind of know my way around Huckleberry Hill. Well, downtown anyway.”

      He trailed behind me down the stairs, his boots echoing on the wooden planks.

      Richard was at the front desk and waved at us as we left. Brooks opened the passenger door of the truck and held out a hand to help me up into the cab.

      “Did I tell you that you look cute this morning?” he said.

      A blush flooded my cheeks. “No.”

      “I like the suspenders.”

      “Yeah? You don’t think they’re too . . . grandpa-core?”

      “What’s grandpa-core?”

      “You know—bulky wool sweaters, high-waisted pants; falling asleep with a plate of fried chicken on your lap.”

      He let out a deep laugh. “I think you have the perfect amount of grandpa-core.”

      “Good.”

      “This is the part where you compliment me.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh. You look cute, Brooks.”

      And he did. Cowboy hat. Boots. Shoulders so wide they blotted out the sky.

      He shook his head in exasperation and closed the door before going around to the driver’s side.

      “Your compliment needs work, Freckles,” he said, easily climbing into the truck.

      “What do you mean? I told you that you look cute too.”

      “Men don’t want to be cute. We want to be brawny and strong.”

      “You are brawny, and you are strong, and I have no doubt you can crack a walnut with your bare hands. Happy?” I shot him a grin.

      “Ecstatic,” he said dryly.

      “You mind if I roll down the windows?” I asked. “Get some fresh air?”

      “Have at it.”

      The late summer air was warm, and I closed my eyes, savoring the scent of North Idaho earthy soil and sun-ripe trees. It was hard to be worried about the future when the present was so bright.

      “Music preference?” Brooks asked, jarring me from my reverie.

      I opened my eyes and looked at him. “Whatever you want is fine.”

      “You pick.”

      “I don’t think the local stations have what I like.”

      “Showtunes?” he guessed.

      I sniggered. “No.”

      “Nothing can be worse than showtunes.”

      “Celtic?”

      He looked at me. “Is that your music of choice?”

      “Yeah.” Embarrassment had my neck disappearing into my shoulders. “But we’re not going to find a Celtic station out here. Do you have satellite radio?”

      “No.” He began pressing buttons, the static of the radio changing every few seconds until finally he stopped on a channel.

      Lush sounds of a mandolin and fiddle pervaded the truck.

      I grinned. “Bluegrass. Next best thing.”

      He grinned back.

      We passed the ditch where my vehicle should have been but wasn’t. “Looks like Milton already grabbed my car.”

      “Yep. Told you. Now relax and enjoy the ride.”

      I glanced at him.

      Could I? Enjoy the ride?

      Brooks reached across the console and took my hand.

      My belly swarmed with bats. I’d never been so aware of a man before. Like his mere presence just turned on an electrical low wattage current that vibrated beneath my skin.

      Our drive was silent which was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because I didn’t have to make small talk. A curse because it gave me time to overthink.

      He turned onto Silver Street, the main drag of Huckleberry Hill, and then found a parking spot across from Sweet Teeth.

      Before he’d even cut the engine, I was unbuckling my seat belt. I opened the door and all but spilled from the cab.

      “Ahh!” I cried out.

      “Woman, for God’s sake,” Brooks grumbled. “Wait for me to help you.”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I assured him.

      “We should think about getting you a step stool,” he said, coming around the hood of the truck to take my hand again.

      “That’s ridiculous. I don’t need a step stool.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. You need a step ladder.”

      I mock glared at him while tilting my head back to peer all the way up at him. “Quiet, Beanstalk.”

      “I’m not a beanstalk. That implies I’m skinny.”

      “No, bean pole implies skinny. Stalk implies . . . not.”

      Chuckling, he waited for a car to pass and then he guided me across the street. He opened the door to Sweet Teeth, and I immediately breathed in the scent of sugar, cinnamon, and coffee.

      A young blonde woman was behind the counter at the espresso machine, her back to us.

      “Be right with you!” she called. A moment later, she muttered, “Blast. I just can’t get this coffee art right.”

      “I’m not picky,” I said with amusement.

      Gracie turned and her blue eyes lit up with excitement. “What are you doing here?”

      “You have the best pastries and coffee in town. Where else would I go?”

      Laughing, she dashed around the counter toward me. Her eyes immediately noted that Brooks was holding my hand and then she looked at me, brows raised.

      I dropped his hand so I could give her a hug.

      “I thought you wouldn’t be here until Labor Day weekend,” she said, pulling back to peer at me.

      “Change of plans,” I said. “I’m kind of on sabbatical.”

      “Oh?”

      “Tell you later,” I said.

      Nodding, she glanced at the hulking man next to me. “Good morning, Brooks.”

      “Morning,” he said. “I’ll have the usual. And whatever she wants.”

      I looked at him. “You have a usual?”

      “Black coffee,” Gracie supplied, moving back behind the counter. “It’s easy to remember.”

      “Black coffee?” I asked. “That’s no fun.”

      “I’m not fun,” he said dryly.

      “You’re a little bit fun,” I teased.

      “Glad you think so, Freckles.”

      He reached into his pocket for his wallet, and I turned my attention back to Gracie, who was watching us with wide eyes and an even wider jaw.

      “What?” I asked, leaning over the counter and gently lifting her chin to close her mouth.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled.

      Brooks’ phone rang and he fished it out of his pocket. He looked at the screen. “Gotta take this.”

      He handed me his wallet and then stalked from Sweet Teeth.

      Once the cheery bell jangled, signaling we were alone, Gracie said, “I’m shocked to death because that man has lived here for nearly two months and not said more than good morning, black coffee please, and thank you to me or any one of my other baristas in . . . well, ever.”

      I frowned. “Really?”

      “Really. That man is not chatty. But with you, he was downright verbose. Not to mention, flirty.” She pointed to his wallet. “What is this?”

      “His wallet?”

      “Yes, his wallet. Poet, when did you guys meet?”

      “Last night.” I sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      “Well, you have to find time to tell me about it.”

      I snorted. “He’s taking me to breakfast, but I swear I’ll tell you the story when I can, okay?”

      “Later today?”

      “Can’t. My car—a rental—is at Sandusky’s and Brooks is going to take me over there to assess the damage. It’s part of the long story.”

      “I’m completely enthralled,” she said. “Now, what are you drinking?”

      “That drink you made for Hadley last time I was here,” I said. “But ad an espresso shot.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Brooks still wasn’t back by the time my drink was made, so I opened his wallet and pulled out a few bills and handed them to Gracie and then dropped the change into the jar on the counter.

      “See ya later,” I said to her as I grabbed our coffee orders.

      “Later,” she said with a wide smile.

      A customer entered the bakery and held the door for me. I thanked him and looked around for Brooks as I stepped outside. He was a few doors down, still on the phone. Assuming he wanted privacy to finish his call, I waited out front of Sweet Teeth.

      A few minutes later, he hung up and came to me.

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the coffee and his wallet.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Breakfast is on me.”

      “I told you I was taking you to breakfast and that’s what I’m doing.” He took a sip of his hot coffee. “Hmm. Perfect.”

      I grinned and the two of us headed to The Diner. Grease and fried potatoes made my mouth water and my stomach rumble. Unlike the bakery, The Diner was in the middle of their rush, and it was packed.

      We stood at the door, and I looked around for an empty table, or even vacant stools at the counter, but there were none.

      “Oh man,” I groaned. “I’m hungry.”

      A man with a dark mustache wearing a cowboy hat stood up from a table near the back of the restaurant. “Brooks! Over here!”

      I looked at Brooks in confusion.

      He looked down at me and sighed. “I’m sorry.”
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      The Diner

      
      “Well, well, well. Fancy seeing you here,” the man greeted as Brooks and I approached his table.

      “Poet, this is my brother, Archer. Archer, be on your best behavior.”

      “No promises,” Archer said with a grin. “Poet, nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      “You here by yourself?” Brooks asked.

      “Yeah. I was with Josiah and Henry. They left already, but I wasn’t done. Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the other side of the booth.

      “Thanks,” I said, sliding in first, and then Brooks took the spot next to me, sitting close enough that his leg pressed against mine.

      Archer watched me with an amused smile. “So . . . he found you in a ditch, huh?”

      “You make it sound like I’m a long-lost puppy,” I said. “How did you know he found me in a ditch?”

      “He called me last night and told me. So, are you?” Archer asked.

      “Am I what?”

      “A long-lost puppy.”

      “Poet, ignore him.”

      “Kinda hard to do that.” I reached for the menus and handed one to Brooks and then looked back at Archer. “Let me guess. You’re younger.”

      “Correct,” Archer said, lifting his coffee mug to his lips. “What gave it away?”

      “The way you rib him,” I explained. “Very younger-sibling of you.”

      “Someone has to do it. Otherwise, he might never laugh.”

      “He laughs.” I perused the menu, and it took me a moment to realize the two men at the table were silent. I glanced up. “What?”

      “Laughs?” Archer frowned. “He barely even smiles.”

      I looked at Brooks. “Should I call you Jekyll or Hyde? Because everyone else seems to have a different read on you.”

      “What are you going to order?” Brooks asked instead of answering me.

      “Oh, deflecting. Good job,” Archer said.

      Brooks sighed. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “Nope. This is fun.”

      “How much younger are you?” I asked Archer.

      “Two years. I’m thirty. And how old are you, sweetheart?”

      Brooks glared at his brother. “Don’t.”

      Archer cocked a brow. “Interesting.”

      “I’m twenty-three,” I replied.

      “Oh, brother, you’re robbing the cradle!” Archer said with a laugh, causing other people to turn and look at us.

      “I will end your life,” Brooks said, but it was without heat. “Or you can finish your coffee and get out of here.”

      “Only if you promise to pick up the breakfast tab,” Archer said.

      “Anything if it means getting you the hell out of here.”

      “Well, because you asked so nicely . . .” He slid out of the worn booth. “Poet, it was a pleasure. I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”

      He punched Brooks’ shoulder on his way out. Brooks let out a low grunt but otherwise didn’t react.

      The middle-aged waitress with a pencil stuck through her messy bun came by and asked if we were ready to order.

      “Two poached eggs, extra crispy hashbrowns, sausage links and bacon, please,” I said with a smile.

      “Any coffee? Or are you good?” she asked.

      I picked up the Sweet Teeth to-go cup. “I’m good for now. Thanks.”

      She smiled down at Brooks. “And you, honey? What can I get you?”

      “Same thing as her,” he said. “Sounds good.”

      “You got it.”

      Once she left, I said, “You can move to the other side of the table.”

      “I like it here just fine.”

      “It’s hard to talk to you like this.”

      With a sigh, he grudgingly relocated.

      “Better,” I said with a smile. “So that was Archer.”

      “That was Archer.”

      “He’s not the only one who thinks you don’t smile or laugh a lot.”

      “That’s because I don’t.”

      “You do around me.”

      “Can’t help but smile around you, Freckles,” he admitted as he pushed Archer’s mug to the end of the table.

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I liked that I made him smile. But it made my heart ping in sadness for him, too.

      The waitress came by with clean silverware and two waters. She took the dirty dishes and disappeared again.

      “So, what were you doing in New York? For your job, I mean?” he asked.

      “I worked in publishing. It sucks.”

      “Publishing sucks?”

      I shook my head. “No. Publishing was fine. The job was perfect for me. Lifelong bookworm. It was everything else that came with it, though. The office politics. The coworkers. My boss.”

      “When you go back to New York, will you look for something else in the same industry?”

      “Don’t know. Can we not talk about it?” I asked with a sense of desperation. “Today I woke up feeling pretty good. I don’t want to get dragged down again.”

      “Actually you woke up with your hand touching my⁠—”

      “For the love of everything holy,” my cheeks blazed, “please wipe that from your memory.”

      “Can’t.” His tone was low, raspy.

      And it made desire coil deep inside me.

      Our eyes met and we fell silent.

      I shivered at the heat in his gaze. My throat went dry at the promise I read on his lips.

      “So, what’s your story?” I asked, clearing my throat. “What were you doing before you came to work at Elk Ridge?”

      He inclined his head in tacit agreement to change the conversation. “Archer and I were working on the rodeo circuit. We both wanted a change of scenery. So when Cas called and asked if we’d be interested in working on his fiancée’s father’s ranch, we said yes. We talked to Mrs. Powell and here we are.”

      My gaze narrowed.

      “What?” he asked.

      “That’s the story? The whole story?”

      His mouth quirked up into a half smile. “For now.”

      Our food came and the waitress set down the steaming hot plates.

      Halfway through breakfast, my phone pinged with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wyn

      

      
        Are you ever going to tell me what’s going on?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I’m still kind of in the middle of something

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        The middle of something The middle of what? A date?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I think. I’m not really sure what to call it. You can help me decipher it when I call you later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        And when might that be?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        No idea

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wyn

      

      
        Damn. I really need to get my own life, don’t I?

      

      

      

      

      

      I let out a laugh.

      “What’s funny?” Brooks asked.

      “My friend back in New York. She’s ragging on me about not keeping her in the loop. She’s just wondering what’s going on with me, and I haven’t had time to tell her.”

      “You haven’t talked to her since you’ve been in town?”

      “Not really. I mean, I texted her that I’d gotten safely to Spokane and rented a car, but not so much about the moose, the ditch, etcetera.”

      “Am I part of that etcetera?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Would that include me waking up in your bed this morning?”

      “Moving on,” I said flatly.

      He grinned. “Speaking of cars, you said something that I haven’t been able to forget.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You said you’ve only had your license for three weeks.”

      “When did I say that?”

      “It was part of your babble last night when I rescued you,” he explained. “How’s that possible?”

      “I grew up in New York, and there you have this thing called a subway. And I’m quite fond of walking, and you can take the subway wherever you want to go and then walk the rest of the way. That’s how I’ve gotten around for the last twenty-three years of my life.”

      “So why did you finally get your license? If you were so content with the way things were?”

      “Wyn and I came out here for Hadley’s wedding in June.”

      “And Wyn is the one you’re texting?”

      I nodded. “Anyway, I had to be the passenger princess, and I realized I didn’t like having to rely on her to take care of me. So, when we got back to the city, I had my grandfather give me driving lessons out on Long Island where there was less chance of me panicking or hitting a fire hydrant.”

      “Wait—your grandfather? What about your parents?”

      “My parents don’t live in the country,” I said, my tone clipped. “And before you ask anything else, I was basically raised by my grandparents. And then it was just my grandfather and me after my grandma died. They taught me everything useful about life.”

      “I see.”

      What was left of my hunger vanished, along with my good mood.

      I set my crumbled paper napkin on the table. “Do you mind if we get out of here?”

      “You haven’t finished your breakfast.”

      “I’m full.”

      “Yeah. We can go. We’ve got some time to kill though. Your car’s not ready.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “Milton hasn’t called me.”

      “Why
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