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      “Oh, crap!” Josie Kline tightened her mittened hands convulsively on the steering wheel of her aging sedan as it started to slide off the snow-packed highway—again. “Salt, people!” she yelled at the absent road crews, who apparently thought a late-October surprise blizzard wasn’t worth the effort. “Salt is our friend! And some freaking snowplows might be nice, too.”

      Shoulders tight with tension, she guided the car back onto the road. Well, where she thought the road should be. It was kind of hard to tell exactly where the hell you were driving when all you could see was snow whipping into your windshield by a gale force wind. Heck, in this ocean of white, the only reason she was pretty sure she was still on the highway in the first place were the occasional mile markers.

      “I mean, I get that it’s not even freaking Halloween yet, but this is the freaking Pocono Mountains, you jerks! Pennsylvania! We get freaking snow, for Christ’s sake.”

      Yelling at the nonexistent road crews didn’t help much. She felt like a rubber band wound too tight and ready to snap.

      And yes, yes, yes, she shouldn’t have been driving in these conditions in the first place. She’d meant to get an earlier start, but it had taken her longer than she’d expected to pack up her things, get the car out of the garage where it was stored, and leave New York City.

      Even so, the stupid weather forecasters she’d listened to before heading out had all insisted the storm would only drop a couple of inches of snow, even in the Poconos. Josie had grown up in this part of Pennsylvania. Driving in snow and avoiding deer were two of her best life skills. She could make her car dance through a couple of inches of snow without even breaking a sweat.

      Too bad this was not a couple inches of snow.

      Once she’d realized the storm was going to be a lot worse than anticipated, she should have stopped and found somewhere to spend the night. Even the truck drivers seemed to be giving up. But it hadn’t gotten really, really bad until she was about ten miles away from Hardy Falls. And since Hardy Falls, Pennsylvania, was her ultimate destination, she’d kept going. Ten miles, she’d reasoned, would be nothing at this point.

      Wrong!

      She tapped the brakes gently as the car rocked in an especially strong gust of wind. All this wind was bad because the trees still had most of their leaves, and the wet, heavy snow was weighing them down. Broken branches and falling trees would take down wires and block roads, just a few of the many reasons why storms like this could be deadly in the mountains. Her mother was the chief of police in Hardy Falls, so Josie had heard lots of stories about what could happen.

      She shouldn’t have trusted the forecast. She should have stayed in New York. But who knew they’d be this wrong?

      “Not like I had an apartment to stay in, anyway,” she muttered, hands gripping the wheel, giving the car more gas so it could get up an incline, and praying when she felt the tires spin, the tail shimmy. “Or a job. Or anything except this stupid car.” She breathed again when the road leveled out.

      “Kicked to the curb, remember?” The sound of her own voice was soothing, even if what she was saying sucked. “Laid off and thrown out of the apartment. Way to go, Josie.”

      In fairness, she knew that if she’d asked, her former roommates would have let her stay another night. The girl they were replacing her with wasn’t due to move in for a couple of days, anyway. But Josie had just wanted to get home. After the blows of the past week or so, she needed to reinvent her life—needed to see where she was going and where she wanted to go. She needed to think, goddamnit, and home was a good place to do that. A safe place to start over.

      Assuming she could get there.

      Drawing in another deep breath, she put her car in the lowest gear possible and crept down a hill that felt like a ski slope. She wished she could see landmarks so she’d be able to tell how much further she had to go. On this wooded, lonely stretch of highway, everything looked the same in the unending, swirling whiteness.

      This was not a snowstorm. This was a snowpocalypse. Beware, the end of the world is nigh for it is covered with frozen precipitation.

      Giggling a little hysterically, Josie struggled to keep the sedan under control.

      Maybe she should stop. Pull over and wait it out. As much as she hated to give them any credit, the crews would be through sooner or later. This was a major road, so they’d be out tending it when they could. But she couldn’t be that far away from Hardy Falls, and if she stopped, she’d never get started again. Besides, she might get hit by someone else stupid enough to be out driving in this insanity.

      It would have been nice if she could have called her mother to get some advice. Jacqueline Kline would at least know what the road conditions were like ahead. But cell service, which was never great, had already been knocked out.

      Well, it was probably for the best. She’d wanted to make her explanations in person, so nobody knew she was on her way. If her mother found out how idiotic she’d been, she’d come riding to the rescue and then they’d both probably get stuck.

      Josie suddenly noticed a different quality to the snow and stared in amazement as a squat, square building sitting at the side of the road came into view. It was a bar, with lights glowing in the windows and neon beer signs flashing red, blue, and yellow out front.

      What the hell? They were open?

      Most importantly, she recognized the place. This was the Country Time Bar and Grill, a tavern on the outskirts of Hardy Falls, owned by her best friend in the whole wide world, Hannah Frederickson.

      Josie was home.

      Home.

      She blinked hard to keep from breaking down in tears of relief and gratitude and, distracted for one crucial moment, stepped on the brakes way too hard.

      “Oh, God. Oh, crap. Oh, shit.”

      Hands clenched on the wheel, her stomach knotted as she felt the tires slide into a slow motion turn. The brakes did nothing to halt her forward momentum, as the car did a graceful, inevitable 400-degree spin and came to a stop in the middle of the highway pointing directly at the Country Time.

      So, that was a sign. Stop, you moron.

      Wheezing a little from the adrenaline, Josie decided that she wasn’t going to argue with the universe any longer. She was done. There was determined, there was stubborn, and there was bone-deep stupid. No way in hell was she going to make it, regardless of how few miles it was across town to her mother’s house. For whatever unknown, harebrained reason, someone was obviously inside the Country Time, and she had a hunch that someone was Hannah. More than likely, Deacon Black, Hannah’s bartender-boyfriend, was there too, and that was fine. Heck, they could be having sex on top of the bar for all Josie cared. She was getting off this hell-road and waiting out the rest of the storm with her friends.

      Sadly, the universe did not appear to be impressed with her decision because when she hit the gas, the wheels of the car spun uselessly. For a few moments it slid back and forth, but it never actually went anywhere.

      Great. Now she was going to have to slog her way through the snow and get Hannah to help push her off the road.

      Not willing to face the cold just yet, she put the car in reverse, then in drive, repeatedly rocking it back and forth. A thrill of triumph washed through her when she felt the wheels finally gain traction and the vehicle lurched forward. Weaving like a snake, she slid into the Country Time’s parking lot.

      Then she tried to stop again.

      “No!”

      For one breathless moment, she was sure she would crash into the brick building. The irony of totaling her car in the parking lot of her best friend’s business flashed through her mind, along with most of her life. In the end, it was close, but the old sedan finally came to a stop with its bumper kissing the wall.

      “God.”

      Panting, Josie let herself slump over the wheel before raising her head to look around. Murphy Lanes, the bowling alley next door to the Country Time, was dark, as was the gas station across the street. Why in the hell was Hannah open? Surely she wasn’t expecting any customers.

      On the other hand, what did it matter? Someone was in there.

      Suddenly and irrationally terrified that her friend would leave before she got inside—where the heck would she go?—Josie braced herself, grabbed her purse and a duffel bag from the backseat that contained more of her clothes, and opened the driver’s door.

      The cold slap of wind knocked the breath right out of her body, but she managed to stand and muscle the car door shut behind her. Forcing her way through the wall of the storm to the front entrance, she pushed open one of the wooden double doors, stumbled inside in a whirlwind of snow, and wrestled it closed again.

      Then she was inside the Country Time’s taproom.

      And it was warm.

      And bright.

      And not snowing.

      Josie felt weak from the sudden release of tension she’d been carrying for miles—days, weeks—and for a moment she was a little afraid she’d faint. She shook her head to get her brain working again and immediately regretted it when ice rained down from her knit cap.

      “Are you nuts, lady? Why are you out in this?”
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      Jumping at the sound of the unexpected male voice, Josie dropped her purse and duffel bag with “splats” on the floor and spun around, trying to blink the snow off her eyelashes so she could see better.

      A man she didn’t recognize was standing behind the large bar that dominated the room, watching her curiously. Who the heck was he?

      Josie blinked more rapidly, frowning. She might be living in New York City now—or she had been—but she knew everyone who worked at the Country Time.

      Disoriented, she glanced around to make sure she was really in the right place.

      Yup, there was the familiar wood paneling gleaming golden brown, the stained glass lanterns that threw splashes of color onto scattered small tables, the neon beer signs, the country music playing softly in the background. And, the biggest clue—the painted sign over the door reading “Welcome to The Country Time Bar and Grill.” This was definitely the right place.

      So who was this guy?

      Josie turned her attention back to the man standing behind the bar, and saw that he was leaning forward, strong arms braced on the polished bar top, big hands clasped in front of him. He had brown, almost black, hair framing a square-jawed face, and he was watching her with a definite gleam of amusement in thickly lashed, dark eyes.

      Oh, great. He was hotter than hell, and she looked, she was sure, like the abominable snowman.

      Er…woman.

      Not that she cared.

      Much.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Who are you?” he countered, his voice deep with a slight Western drawl. Definitely not from around here.

      “I asked you first.”

      Not the cleverest comeback in the world, but it had been a rough day.

      The man smiled broadly, a white slash of teeth gleaming against his dusky skin.

      “Normally I’m the dishwasher.”

      The dishwasher? No way. And wasn’t he going to ask her if she needed help or something since Snowmageddon was obviously raging outside? He was pretty darned calm about a woman staggering in out of a raging blizzard.

      “But today,” he continued, “I’m the guy who’ll get you a drink if you want one.”

      “Um, thanks,” she said, feeling like she’d tumbled into an alternate universe. Realizing she was freezing, she took off her sodden coat and hung it on a peg at the door, stuffing her hat and mittens into the pockets. Even though she’d only been out in the storm for a few minutes, melting snow dripped off it, while rivers of the stuff seemed to run down the back of her neck under the collar of her sweatshirt. Her jeans were cold and sodden against her thighs and calves from slogging through the snow in the parking lot. Shivering, she picked up her purse, walked to the bar, and perched on one of the barstools, looking around at the empty space.

      “Is Hannah here?” she asked. Maybe her friend was back in her office.

      “You know Hannah? She and Deacon were going to try to make it in, but they live on the other side of town, and the storm got bad fast.” The man shrugged. “I told them not to bother trying. I live a lot closer so it was easier for me to get here, and I don’t mind spending the night.”

      “Oh.” Although it was reassuring to know that, whoever he was, Hannah trusted him with her business, Josie wasn’t sure she wanted to be all alone and isolated with a strange man in the middle of a blizzard. She did have some sense of self-preservation, although it may not have been evident the last few hours.

      Not sure what to do, she chewed on her lip.

      “I’m assuming you’re stuck,” he said after a moment. “Nobody’s out in this.”

      “You are,” she pointed out.

      “I’m just here to run the generator. Power’s bound to go out and we can’t risk losing all the food. Figured I’d open since I was here anyway, lucky for you.”

      No, Hannah couldn’t afford to lose the food. A month or two ago, her Uncle George, who had been working as her accountant, had embezzled all of the Country Time’s money and taken off for Las Vegas, leaving Hannah in a fight for her business life. Any more setbacks would put her under.

      “I’m Josie Kline,” she told him, deciding to let him know she was related to the police chief. If he worked here, he should know Chief Kline.

      His eyes snapped up to meet hers. “Kline?”

      She nodded. “I’m sure you’ve met my mother.”

      “I have. I was pretty impressed when I found out the town not only had its own police chief, but a female one at that. Progressive.”

      Oh, good. It sounded like he hadn’t met her mother in an official capacity.

      “I should call her,” Josie said. Jackie was probably running around like an idiot, but she’d want to know Josie was in town. She’d also be able to tell her what she thought of this man. If her mother didn’t think it was safe for Josie to stay here, she’d find a way to come get her.

      She pulled out her cell phone, but still didn’t have any bars. Not a surprise.

      “Can I use the bar phone?” she asked the man.

      He shrugged and pointed to an old touch-tone phone hanging on the wall behind him.

      “I think we still have service.”

      “Lucky. It’s a miracle you still have electricity,” she said, pushing off the stool to join him on the other side of the bar. It felt crowded back there, especially since the man was big—tall and broad shouldered. His shirt was pushed up to his elbows, and she could see the olive skin of his forearms sprinkled liberally with dark hair.

      Forcing herself to focus on the task at hand, she lifted the receiver and punched in the number for the police station.

      “Chief Kline,” her mother’s voice barked into the phone. Apparently, she was manning the desk while her troops were in the field.

      “Hi, Mom,” she said. “It’s me.”

      “Josie?” Jackie’s voice softened a little but retained the edge it normally held when she was in full “cop mode.” “I can’t—”

      “I’m here in town,” Josie interrupted. “I’m kind of stuck.”

      “Where are you?” her mother snapped after a surprised pause. “I didn’t look at the caller ID.”

      “I’m at the Country Time, and—”

      “What? Hannah’s there?”

      “No, she’s not here. Some guy is tending the bar.” She shot the man a look. “He’s not Deacon.”

      “And proud of it,” he said, turning away to stack glasses.

      “Let me talk to him,” her mother demanded.

      “Here.” Josie held out the receiver. “She wants to talk to you.”

      The man rolled his eyes but was smart enough to take the phone.

      “Chief,” he said. “Yes…yes…I’m here to run the genera…yes.”

      He was silent as her mother spoke, then shrugged. “Fine with me. If she tries to empty the cash drawer, I’m pretty sure I can defend myself.”

      Jackie must have replied, because he grinned.

      “Right,” he said, and turning, held the receiver back out to Josie. “She wants to talk to you again.”

      “Okay,” her mother said when she was back on the phone. “That’s Mateo Guerrero. He works for Hannah, and I’ve already checked him out. He appears to be a good man in a crisis.”

      “Checked him out” meant that her mother had run background checks on him. It made sense. Jackie considered Hannah to be one of her own, and after what had happened with George embezzling Hannah’s money, she was probably on high alert.

      “Okay,” Josie said. It was nice to know Mateo Guerrero wasn’t on the police radar. Her mother was very thorough.

      “Look, since you’re safe and inside, just stay put. Do not try to get through. Morton Shaller, the asshole, wasn’t stocked up on materials to treat the roads in town because he thought it was too early.” Her mom’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Apparently God disagrees. The roads are practically impassable, and we have trees down all over the place. It’s a goddamned mess.”

      “Don’t worry,” Josie said. “I’ll stay here until the storm’s over.”

      “Honey, I don’t care when the storm’s over, just sit tight and I’ll come get you as soon as I can. Roads are going to be shit for a while. Mort’s an idiot, but God!” Jackie’s voice rose in frustration. “Who knew we’d have a blizzard in October? We’re in Pennsylvania, for Christ’s sake—not flipping Canada!”

      “Go back to work, Mom,” Josie soothed. She knew that tone. Her mother was stretched to the limit. “I’m fine, and I’ll stay put.”

      “Good. I’ll call when I can come get you.”

      “Just be careful. Even super cops can slide on the ice.” Sometimes Jackie was so worried about taking care of everyone else that she forgot to watch out for herself.

      “Will do. Try to get some rest.” Her mother sighed. “You picked a hell of a time to visit.”

      “Didn’t I just,” Josie muttered as she disconnected the call.

      “Sounds like you’re staying, huh?” The man—Mateo—said.

      She put her hands on her hips and turned to face him.

      “What do you think?”

      Before he could respond, the phone rang and scared the ever living crap out of her, since she was standing right next to it. Mateo raised his eyebrows, obviously telling her to answer, and after a loud exhalation, she did.

      “Hel—”

      “God, Mat, it’s horrible outside.” Hannah Frederickson’s warm voice sounded more than a little panicked. “Please, please, please say you’ll stay and run the generator, because there’s no way I’m going to make it through to relieve you tonight.”

      “Yeah,” Josie said, “it’s not Mat. And trust me, it’s a lot worse out there than it looks.”

      There was a pause before Hannah spoke again. “Josie? Is that you?”

      “Yup,” Josie confirmed. “It’s me.”

      “Wait.” Hannah sounded confused. “But…didn’t I call the Country Time? Did I call your phone by mistake?”

      “No,” Josie said. “I’m like…here.”

      “Here?”

      “At the Country Time.”

      “At the…Josie!” Hannah practically shrieked her name. “What the hell? Have you even seen what the roads are like?”

      “Yes, Hannah. I saw them. I drove here,” Josie said dryly.

      “But how? Deacon and I tried to make it through, and we had to turn back even in his SUV.”

      “Stupidity, fear, and determination,” Josie told her friend. “I’m not going any further. Looks like I’ll be bunking here tonight.”

      “We can try ag—”

      “No,” Josie said firmly.

      “If you made it from New York—”

      “No,” Josie repeated. The last thing she wanted was for her friends to be out for no good reason. “Everything is a lot worse around here, and Mom said the roads in town are terrible.”

      “We could try a different—”

      “Hannah, no! You and Deacon are not going anywhere. I am perfectly fine.”

      “Well, if you’re sure…” Hannah said reluctantly.

      “I am so sure. Mom knows where I am, and she told me not to move. You know she wouldn’t say that if she didn’t mean it. Besides, the electricity’s still on here.”

      “That’s amazing. Sure hope it stays that way.”

      “Me too,” Josie agreed fervently.

      “If it doesn’t, the generator is only big enough to run the refrigerator and freezer. Mat’s still there to run things, right?” Hannah sounded worried. “I can’t lose all of the food. I just can’t.”

      “Don’t worry, he’s here,” Josie soothed, refraining from pointing out that she was perfectly capable of taking care of a generator, too. Mat walked past her at that moment, and she thrust the phone at him. “Talk to your boss,” she ordered.

      He scowled at her but took the receiver. “Yeah?”

      There was silence as Hannah spoke on the other end.

      “Of course, I’m staying. I told you I would.”

      More silence, and his frown deepened as he turned to look at Josie.

      “Sure. I already told her mother I’d watch out for her.”

      Josie folded her arms. Who said she needed anyone to “watch out” for her?

      Hannah talked again, Mat reassured her again, and then he passed the receiver back to Josie.

      “Here,” he said gruffly and walked away.

      “Such a charmer,” Josie said into the phone.

      Hannah laughed in her ear. “I just wanted to let you know that Mat’s a good guy and you can trust him.”

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t want you to be stressed because you’re there alone with him,” Hannah continued earnestly. “He’s a friend of Deacon’s. They worked together on an oil rig off the shore of Texas or somewhere, so Mat looked Deacon up when he needed a change of pace.”

      “Okay.” Josie had to admit, the fact that Mat was friends with Deacon settled her even more than hearing her mother say he checked out. She’d learned to trust Deacon’s judgment when they’d been friends in high school, before he’d left town to join the army.

      “So, look,” Hannah said, “there are clean blankets in a box in my office. I think they’re clean, anyway. And there are air mattresses, too. There’ve been a couple of times when weather caught me by surprise and I couldn’t get home, so I decided to prepare for the worst.”

      “That’s great.” At least Josie wouldn’t have to curl up on empty cardboard boxes tonight.

      “Just rummage around. I have no secrets.”

      “Right.” Josie laughed because it was such a lie. “Like that time when we were juniors and I found your diary, and you said you didn’t care if I read it because you didn’t have any secrets, and I saw that stuff about Sam and how he—”

      “Shut up!” Hannah yelped. Josie could practically hear her blush. “You’re lucky I don’t tell Mat to just kick you out, you witch.”

      “What did she say?” A deep, muffled voice spoke on the other end of the line, which meant Deacon was right there with Hannah. They were probably sprawled together on the sofa or in bed.

      “Nothing, buttercup.”

      Josie gagged at Hannah’s saccharine sweet tone and the sound of kissing that followed. When they’d been in high school, Hannah had been all about Deacon’s older brother Sam, back when she, Josie, and Deacon were juniors and Sam was a senior. Hannah hadn’t paid any attention to Deacon, even though it had been perfectly obvious he’d had a crush on her. Josie had never understood it, because it had always seemed clear to her which one she should pick.

      Hannah’s high school fling with the elder Black brother hadn’t lasted long, but a few years later Sam had breezed back into her life. Josie hadn’t liked that at all, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Especially since she’d been in New York by then and hadn’t even known Sam and Hannah were back together until it had been going on for weeks.

      It did not surprise her when she’d found out the relationship had imploded again, although she’d been a little shocked to find out why. Apparently, Sam had been caught screwing Louise Weber—one of Hannah’s friends, who also happened to be working for her at the time—in the backseat of Louise’s car in the parking lot of the Country Time. Josie’s mother had cited them for indecent exposure, and gossip had spread like wildfire through town.

      Louise had run off, Sam had gone about his life as an attorney for a high-end law firm, and Hannah had been left to pick up the pieces. At least Deacon had been back in town by then, working as a bartender at the Country Time. It took another year or two, but finally Hannah noticed the other Black.

      And Deacon wasn’t a kid anymore.

      When Hannah found out about George running off with all her money, Josie had been afraid she would let Sam into her life for a third time. Apparently he was being extremely helpful, which was highly suspicious in itself. Josie’s mother had told her during one of their phone conversations that he was looking over legal paperwork for Hannah and had helped her hire a private investigator to try and track down her wayward uncle.

      But Hannah seemed to have finally learned her lesson, because she was living with Deacon, and Sam was the one hovering in the background.

      “You are lucky I love you,” Hannah’s voice sounded in her ear again.

      “Love you too, babe,” Josie replied.

      “When the power goes out, you can use the candles and flashlights. They should be in the boxes with the air mattresses.”

      “All right.”

      “Make sure Mat locks the door.”

      “I will,” Josie promised.

      “And either you or Mat call me if anything happens. I mean anything. We’ll get there, even if we have to walk.”

      “What’s going on?” Deacon’s voice asked in the background before there was a large, violent-sounding sneeze. Hannah shushed him.

      “I mean it, Josie,” she said.

      She knew it was true. Hannah wouldn’t care that she lived miles away from the Country Time. Wouldn’t care if she had to walk through streets Josie’s mother said were practically impassable. She would find a way to get there.

      Josie felt herself breathe deeply for the first time since she left the city. She was in a place where she was no longer alone.

      She was home.

      “We’ll be fine,” she said, smiling into the receiver. “Stay there and snuggle with Deacon. My mother will come as soon as she can.”

      “I’m serious. You call me. The advantage to an old-fashioned landline is that it should stay up longer than cell service, and it doesn’t need electricity. That’s why I never converted at the Country Time or at home.”

      “Yes, dear,” Josie said placating her friend because she was just babbling now. “Thanks for letting me stay, Hannah.”

      “Pfffft. I’ll see you as soon as I can.”

      Josie hung up and sniffled, just a little.

      “Sounds like you and Hannah are pretty tight, huh?”

      She jumped because she’d sort of forgotten Mat was there. He was standing at the end of the bar watching her.

      “We’re best friends,” she told him.

      She’d met Hannah Frederickson in third grade, and they’d been inseparable through most of their school years. Things had changed when she’d gone off to college, and then to work in Manhattan, but as far as Josie was concerned, they were besties forever. Hannah might be with Deacon now, but Josie didn’t think things had changed all that much. She sure hoped not.

      Mat nodded. “Too bad she’s not here, then.”

      As he spoke, the wind howled outside and Josie knew if the old building hadn’t been made of solid brick it would have shuddered under the impact. The lights flickered but, amazingly, stayed on.

      She had a feeling she wouldn’t be seeing Hannah for quite some time.
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      Really wanting to get out of her wet clothes, Josie got a penlight from her purse in case the power went out, grabbed her duffel bag, and headed to the ladies room to change. After drying her hair with a bar rag and draping her sodden jeans across the top of one of the stall doors, she went back to the taproom to find that Mat had made her a sandwich. It was enough to make her to feel downright charitable towards the man.

      While she inhaled the food, he wandered around making sure everything was closed down for the night . Then, to her surprise, he came back from the kitchen wearing a big, down parka.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, confused.

      He zipped the coat up to his chin. “I’m heading out to see if I can find an open gas station. You can take care of the generator if we lose the electric while I’m gone, right? I shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Yes, of course I…” She shook her head. “Wait. What? You’re going out in this? Are you insane?”

      “Depends on who you ask.” He jammed a striped knit hat down over his dark hair. “We had no idea the storm would be this bad, so we’re a little low on fuel. Probably have enough to make it through, but I thought I should take advantage of you being here and fill up the empty cans before the electric’s out everywhere and none of the pumps work.”

      Josie gaped at him. Couldn’t he hear the wind? “You’re nuts,” she told him. “You’ll end up headfirst in a ditch.”

      He shrugged as he wrapped a thick scarf around the bottom half of his face and tucked it into his coat, then grunted out some unintelligible noises.

      “I didn’t understand a word you just said.”

      He pulled the scarf under his chin. “I said, I’ll be fine. I may be from Texas, but I’ve lived a lot of places. Ain’t no weather I haven’t seen or driven in, including snow.” His slight drawl thickened as he fell into a cowboy persona. If he’d been wearing a Stetson, he probably would have tipped it at her. “Besides, my pickup has four-wheel drive and a lot of ground clearance. I didn’t have much trouble getting in when Hannah called me at noon, and I figure if you could make it here from wherever, I can surely go a mile or two.”

      “Uh-huh. You know the storm is worse now than it was earlier?” As if in agreement, the lights flickered dangerously, but stayed on.

      “I expect it is,” he said placidly while he pulled on gloves, fished keys out of his pocket, and jingled them around until he had the right one.

      “It was just dumb luck I got through at all.” Josie wasn’t sure why she was bothering to argue, because it was clear he wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention.

      He shrugged again.

      Men. Always thinking they know best. She doubted she could get him to listen to reason, but it really was dangerous for him to be on the road. Now that she was safe, she realized how truly stupid it had been to keep driving in these horrible conditions. And the storm had done nothing but intensify since she’d been inside the Country Time.

      “Even if you find an open gas station, which will be a miracle, you’re going to have a hell of a time getting back,” she pointed out.

      “I’ll make it. Hold down the fort.” Before she could move, he pushed open the kitchen door and walked out.

      “Crap!” Quickly jumping off the barstool, she hurried after him, but shoved into the kitchen just in time to see the back door slam shut on a howl of wind and his muffled voice cursing.

      “Wonderful.” She ran to grab her coat with some half-assed notion of chasing him, although she had no idea what she’d do if she caught him. Grab his ankles? Strangle him? Both were viable options.

      Pulling on her still-wet parka, she raced back to the kitchen, all the while knowing she was wasting her time. He had too much of a head start on her. Damn her mother for teaching her to care about other people. She wrenched open the back door, then let out a piercing scream at the sight of a dark, hulking, snow-encrusted figure standing right on the other side.

      The figure started, then pushed past her into the kitchen and slammed the door shut before unwinding its scarf and glaring at her.

      “Jesus Christ, that was loud,” Mat said.

      Josie put a hand to her breast, hoping her heart wouldn’t jump out and start dancing around the room.

      “You scared me!” she yelled at him.

      “Well, you didn’t do much for me either. Where the hell were you going?”

      “I was chasing after you, you moron!”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was trying to save you!”

      “Great. Thanks. I need a drink.” He turned on his heel and went into the taproom, shedding ice as he went.

      Josie was about to march after him, but her wet coat was making her cold again, so she took it off and hung it on a hook near the supply room. By the time she got out to the bar, he was already opening a bottle, melting snow and ice glistening on the parka stretched across his broad shoulders and the hat he was still wearing. He glared at her.

      “What the hell is that shit?” he snapped.

      She frowned. “It looks like whiskey.”

      “No!” he barked. “Not this shit. That shit.” He gestured. “Outside.” The cowboy was gone, replaced by one pissed off man.

      Josie relaxed and bit back a laugh.

      “I thought you said you knew all about snow.”

      “Yeah! Snow! That crap is not snow. It’s like trying to walk on a slushy.”

      She spread her hands.

      “Welcome to Pennsylvania?”

      “My ass.” He grabbed a glass. “Want some?”

      Well, why not?

      “Sure.” She perched on a barstool as he got another glass and filled them both, sliding one across to her before coming around to sit next to her.

      Josie drank and felt the warmth of the alcohol hit her system.

      “Went for the good stuff, huh?” she said, taking another sip. “Hannah will not approve.”

      “Hannah will be fine with it,” he muttered.

      “I guess you decided not to power through and drive off in search of your mythical open gas station?”

      “Obviously.” He took a long drink before putting down the glass and filling it again from the bottle. “I changed my mind when I fell on my ass in a snowbank three feet from the back door and slid under the dumpster.”

      Josie choked back a laugh. Well, that explained how he’d gotten so snow-covered so quickly.

      Mat shot her a glance. “I can’t believe you drove in that.”

      “You were going to drive in it.”

      “I was smart enough to change my mind.”

      “Yeah, well I would have changed my mind, too, if I’d known how bad it was going to be. It wasn’t even snowing in the city.”

      “Which city?” he asked, sipping.

      “New York.”

      He coughed on the whiskey, then stared at her. “Jesus, lady. You drove from New York City in this? And you called me crazy.”

      “It was fine when I left,” she insisted. He was looking at her like she was an absolute idiot which, in fairness, she was. “New York’s not even going to get hit. The roads didn’t get really, really bad until I got close to Hardy Falls. And I stopped, didn’t I?” She glared at him. “I didn’t even try to make it through town.”

      “I guess.” He drank some more.

      “I told you not to go.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He sounded even more annoyed.

      The wind howled and the lights flickered again, then abruptly they went out, plunging the room into darkness. It wasn’t yet five o’clock in the evening, but even on a good day the sun went down early at this time of year. With the storm raging outside, it was already a deep pewter gray on the other side of the leaded glass windows.

      “Oh, now that’s just perfect,” Mat growled beside her.

      She could hear him breathing, even though she couldn’t exactly see him.

      “Do you, um, have a flashlight?” she asked.

      “Somewhere.”

      Before she could offer him the penlight she’d shoved into the front pocket of her jeans, a bright beam pierced the dark. Once her eyes adjusted, she realized it came from his cell phone. Grunting with apparent satisfaction, Mat pushed himself to his feet and went around the bar to a shelf on the back wall. He rooted around and then flipped on what appeared to be a powerful torch.

      “Hannah said there were more flashlights and candles back in her office,” she told him as he pocketed his phone.

      “Good. Sorry, I have to go start the generator.”

      Before she realized what he was doing, he strode through the swinging door to the kitchen taking the light with him, which plunged the taproom back into darkness.

      Jerk! He could have at least waited for her to come with him. Fumbling in the pocket of her jeans, she pulled out the penlight. Luckily, it actually worked. Then she set off in search of her annoying companion.

      When she pushed into the kitchen it was empty, but she heard a throaty roar outside indicating the generator had just come to life. A moment later, the back door opened and Mat lumbered in, then shoved the door closed against the angry wind and snow that tried to follow him. To her surprise, he locked it, pulled off his hat and gloves, and threw them on a nearby counter.

      “You’re just going to have to go outside again to plug things into the generator,” she pointed out, reasonably.

      He growled something she couldn’t make out, since he’d wrapped the scarf around his face again.

      “What?”

      Obviously irritated beyond measure, he yanked off the scarf. “I said give me a damned minute.”

      She blinked. “Okay. What are you going to do? Wave a magic fairy wand over the refrigerator to get it going?”

      “No. I’m going to shoot rainbows out of my butt,” he snarled and stalked over to an electric panel on the wall. When he opened it and flipped some switches, the refrigerator and freezer both whirred to life.

      “That is magic,” Josie said.

      “It’s a transfer switch. Thank God Hannah had the wiring done, so we don’t have to run extension cords.”

      “Oh.”

      “But the generator she’s got is pretty small, so we can’t run anything else or we’ll risk overloading it.”

      “That’s what she told me when I talked to her.”

      Mat stomped the remaining snow off of his boots before pulling off his extremely wet coat. He gathered up everything, including the flashlight, hat, gloves, and scarf, and headed back to the taproom. “I need another drink.”

      Rolling her eyes, Josie followed him. He threw his things on a high stool set up behind the bar for the bartender and, putting down the light, grabbed the bottle and the glass he’d been using earlier.

      After he poured himself a shot and downed it, he held up the bottle.

      “More?”

      “I’m good.” She didn’t think more whiskey would be the best idea, especially since she could feel the effects of her incredibly stressful day catching up with her. Turning off the little penlight so she wouldn’t waste the battery, she perched on a barstool.

      Mat poured himself another drink and sat beside her again.

      Josie couldn’t help but study him as he sipped from the glass, although she tried not to be obvious about it.

      Who was this guy? What was he doing working at the Country Time? Hannah had said he’d needed a change of pace, but from what?

      “Too bad you don’t have dry clothes, too,” she said after a moment, wanting to break the silence. His jeans had to be as wet and uncomfortable as hers had been earlier, especially after his slide under the dumpster.

      “I do.” He drank. “Came prepared.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      It seemed closer in the room than it had before, the shadows pooling around the single flashlight making everything more intimate.

      “I guess we’re both stuck here for the night,” she said, then winced because that almost sounded like a come-on, which wasn’t what she’d intended.

      No, it wasn’t.

      He swiveled on the barstool to face her fully, his expression hidden in the shadows.

      “I guess we are,” he said.

      Oh boy.

      Josie cleared her throat. “Uh, Hannah said there are a couple of air mattresses and some blankets in her office, along with flashlights and candles.” She could feel his body heat radiating through the sweatshirt he was wearing, smell his soap and the slight tang of sweat. His hair was just long enough to curl.

      “Good to know.”

      “So there should be an air mattress for each of us,” she hurried on. “I’ll set up in Hannah’s office, if that’s okay, and I’ll bring you some blankets. I’m guessing it’s going to get pretty cold in here now that the power’s out.”

      He smiled slightly and turned back to his drink. “Thanks. I’ll bunk down in the taproom. It’s closer to the generator, anyway. And the bar.”

      “Okay.” Josie told herself she was glad that he wasn’t even trying to make a move on her.

      “You’re right about it getting cold,” he said. “I checked the heater earlier. It’s gas, but it’s older than dirt and doesn’t have a battery ignition, so we’re screwed there.”

      Even with the wind, Josie could hear the roar of the generator outside. The room already seemed to be getting colder, but that could have been her imagination.

      “I hope Hannah can afford to keep the generator working for a while,” she said. It was a real concern. With this bad of a storm, they might not get electricity back for days. Gasoline could get expensive.

      “Yeah, she can’t afford anything.” Mat looked at her. “I’m assuming you know what happened, right?”

      She nodded. “Her Uncle George ran off with all of her money.”

      “Right. And this little storm is going to hurt. She really is at the end of her funds.”

      Josie frowned. “I know.”

      When Hannah found out that George had stolen her money, she’d had a decision to make. Go bankrupt or try to keep the business going with absolutely no capital. Things became even more dire when the bank she’d been using for years turned down her request for a loan for operating expenses.

      Hannah, being Hannah, refused to give up. She’d held a fund-raising carnival and fortunately, the community had turned out. Josie hadn’t talked to her since the event—unless you counted today—so she didn’t know how much money had been raised. It couldn’t have been enough to keep the business going forever.

      It suddenly seemed very bad that she hadn’t called Hannah to find out. She could have taken five minutes when she’d been forced to leave her desk to run to the bathroom. She’d just kind of…forgotten.

      That seemed bad, too.

      “She’s got a real fight on her hands,” Mat said. “She probably told you that Pat Murphy finished his renovations on the bar at the bowling alley next door. Hell, he was supposed to have a grand reopening event thing tomorrow. Guess it’s canceled now because of the storm, but still. It will be open soon.”

      Josie hadn’t known things were that far along, which made her feel even worse.

      For years—no, generations—the men and women who bowled at Murphy Lanes had come across the parking lot to do their eating and drinking at the Country Time. Pat hated it, as had his father before him, but until now neither had bothered to put money into the food service part of the bowling alley to try and compete. Now Pat was going for it, apparently wanting to take advantage of Hannah’s money problems to steal her customers and put her out of business. He might very well succeed.

      “I just don’t get why he’s trying so hard,” she said. “I mean, yes, fix up the restaurant if you want to, but focus on the families and build on the fact that you already offer pretty good pizza.”

      “Do they? I’ve never actually been in the place.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s the one thing they do reasonably well. When I was a kid and my mom was busy, we always tried to talk the babysitters into taking us there for a game and a slice.”

      “You grew up here?” he asked, watching her curiously.

      “I did. Left for college and ended up in New York City.” She shrugged. “I just wanted something different, you know?”

      “I do. I joined the army right after high school.” He shot her a small smile. “Texas might be big, but I still needed some space.”

      Josie nodded. She understood that very well. Her mother was so competent, her older brother, Jordan, so smart, and her sister, Jenny, so creative, that she’d just felt like she needed to get away. Go someplace where people didn’t know who she was, didn’t have set expectations because her father had run out on them and her mother was the chief of police. Go someplace where everybody didn’t know her name.

      “With the number of people in Manhattan, it’s amazing how invisible you can be,” she said.

      He smiled. “Not like here, that’s for damned sure.”

      It made her laugh because it was true. “Figured that out already, have you?”

      “You know the librarian, Ms. Gregory? I took over the room above the bookstore that Deacon was renting from her, and I’ve never been through a more thorough interrogation in my life. The army could learn something from her.”

      Josie smiled affectionately. Mathilda Gregory, who had been the librarian in the town for as long as she could remember—probably as long as anyone could remember—ran a successful real estate empire. She gave Deacon’s father, Dr. Trevor Black, steep competition when it came to buying up local properties. The difference was, Ms. Gregory thought of herself as the unofficial owner of Hardy Falls and, as such, cared about the people who lived there.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t end up in an article in The Hardy Falls Gazette,” she said. Ms. Gregory ran an online newspaper and worked with the journalism department at the local university to cover what passed for news in Hardy Falls.

      “I’ve shown up a couple of times.” He shrugged. “But it’s okay. The guys I used to work with in the army and on the rig gossiped just as much, and they were all up in my business, too. I guess I’m sort of used to it.”

      “Why did you come here, anyway?” she asked, tiredness and alcohol making her even less tactful than normal.

      He didn’t answer for a long moment.

      “I needed a change,” he said finally, echoing what Hannah had said. “How long are you in town?”

      It was Josie’s turn to think about what she wanted to say.

      “A while. Probably a few weeks.” Maybe the rest of her life if she couldn’t find another job.

      He seemed to sense that she wasn’t telling him the whole truth.

      “Something wrong?”

      Well, she might as well come clean. It wasn’t like she was trying to hide it. Or could hide it, for that matter.

      “I lost my job in Manhattan and got kicked out of my apartment.”

      Mat shook his head. “Man. That sucks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Were you working there long?”

      “Longer than I should have. I guess this is a good thing. Forcing me to explore other options and all that.”

      That was how she was trying to spin it in her head, anyway. But the fact was, she didn’t really know what she was going to do now, hence her trip home to rethink her life. She’d been working for Milhouse Advertising ever since she’d graduated. Heck, she’d done all of her internships at the company, so the transition to employee had been fairly seamless. It had taken a couple of years, but she’d finally worked her way up to the top creative team—the one that handled the account for the biggest client the firm had.

      Not that it had done her much good.

      Mat was watching her, eyes very dark in the dim light, and it dawned on her again how isolated they were, alone in the taproom with the wind howling and the snow falling outside. She should have been nervous; after all, she didn’t know him. But she really wasn’t, and that did make her nervous.

      She drew in a deep breath, taking in the scent of him, the strength of him, and watched him watching her. She could see him take a breath of his own and go still like a predator. And she knew without a doubt that if she just said the word, made one move to show she was willing, they would probably end up back in Hannah’s office wrapped up in blankets together. Wrapped up in each other. Maybe they wouldn’t even make it to the office.

      It was tempting. But it wasn’t what she wanted. It might take her mind off her problems for the night, but everything had consequences.

      Instead of moving forward, she pushed away from the bar. “I’d better go find those air mattresses and blankets.” Her voice sounded husky even to her own ears.

      He watched her silently for a moment, then nodded. “Probably a good idea.”

      Josie turned on her little flashlight and walked quickly to Hannah’s office. After some searching, she found the promised supplies, including some battery operated camp lanterns. She grabbed one for Mat, then hauled it, one of the air mattresses, and two random blankets out to the taproom.

      “Thanks,” he said from his position at the bar.

      “I think I’ll get settled,” she said. “I know it’s really early but I’m exhausted from the drive.” It wasn’t a lie, she realized. Now that the adrenaline from the drive and everything that had happened since was leaving her system, she felt like she could sleep for a week.

      “Want another sandwich in case you get hungry?”

      “I’m good.” She had a granola bar or two. Getting her purse and the duffel bag from the floor where she’d dropped it after changing clothes, she turned back to the man at the bar.

      “So, um, I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Mat didn’t look at her, just picked up the bottle and refilled his glass.

      “Goodnight, Josie Kline,” he said.

      She beat a very hasty retreat.
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      Mat sat at the bar studying the short hallway leading to Hannah’s office. The intriguing Josie Kline had firmly closed the door between them, but if he knocked, there was a good chance she’d open it for him. He wasn’t stupid. He knew when a woman was interested.

      But he could already tell that anything he started with Josie would not be a quick hookup. She’d be way more complicated than that, and he wasn’t in the market for complications. Not anymore.

      Finishing the whiskey in his glass, he debated on another but ruled against it. He’d already had more than was probably wise, and if he didn’t watch himself he might be tempted to go knock on that door to see what happened. Instead, he got up and took the used glasses with him behind the bar, dumping them into the bus tub before putting the whiskey bottle back on its shelf and digging out his duffel bag.

      Since he was alone, he stripped out of his wet, clinging clothes and quickly pulled on dry ones from the bag. Then he visited the john and threw his wet pants and socks over the sink before heading back to the empty taproom and rolling out the air mattress on the floor between some tables.

      Truth be told, he wasn’t even looking for a quick hookup at the moment. In fact, Josie was the first woman to tempt him in months. There was just something about her that appealed to him; something to do with her big blue eyes and sassy attitude.

      He’d always been a sucker for sass.

      Whatever the reason, it was kind of reassuring to know his drives weren’t dead, although they sure as hell picked an inconvenient time to resurrect themselves.

      The air mattress was pretty crappy, but at least it had a foot pump, which was handy for inflating the thing. Once it seemed to be solid enough, he stretched out with the blankets and flipped off his flashlight to save the juice. He clasped his hands behind his head and stared into the shadows, listening to the wind blow with wild intensity outside. He’d check the generator in a couple of hours to see how it was doing on fuel. Fortunately, he’d always been a light sleeper.

      Hell, he might not be able to get to sleep at all tonight anyway. These days he usually distracted himself with the television, drifting off to some talking head or other. Now, in this muffled, dark space, there wasn’t a lot to do besides think. Thinking usually meant dwelling on Gail—what she’d done, what he’d missed—and that was not relaxing. Still, although he’d brought a book and even had a battery operated radio, he made no move to get either from his duffel.

      Strangely enough, his ex-fiancée wasn’t the only female occupying his thoughts. The woman currently sleeping in Hannah’s office was there, too.

      Josie Kline.

      She was kind of a puzzle. It was a little surprising she’d come all the way home to Hardy Falls instead of staying in New York to look for her next job, especially when there was bad weather in the forecast. The meteorologists had blown the call, but you never knew.

      Of course, then he remembered she said she’d gotten kicked out of her apartment, too. The city was expensive, especially when you weren’t working. Or maybe she’d just needed a break before getting on with her search.

      Maybe she was running away. Sounded to him like life had kicked her in the teeth.

      He knew exactly how that felt. Sometimes you didn’t see it coming and you got slammed. Then all you wanted to do was escape. Josie was fortunate she had family she could run to, at least for a little while.

      Mat shifted. He really didn’t want to think about family. He hadn’t spoken to his since he’d walked out of his wedding three hours before the ceremony eight—wait, nine—months ago. Although his mother had been calling lately, leaving messages demanding he get back to her, he hadn’t bothered to comply. If it had been an emergency, she would have said so in her voicemail. Besides, neither of his sisters or his father had tried to get in contact with him, so it couldn’t be anything too important. He had precious little desire to be berated—again—for something they didn’t understand.

      No, he didn’t want to think about family.

      He shook himself and tried to settle the way the army had taught him, but his mind refused to stop churning.

      If taken feature by feature, Gail would be considered more attractive than Josie. At a distance, anyway. He’d always been surprised that a woman who probably could have made a career as an actress had chosen to be an elementary school teacher instead.

      When he’d met her, he’d believed that fact showed depth of character. It was just one of the many reasons why he’d thought he loved her, why he’d asked her to marry him and change her name from Gail Thomas to Gail Guerrero.

      Josie had a clear, open face. He bet that she’d have a hard time sneaking around behind a guy’s back.

      But he’d been wrong before.

      Mat sat up and dropped his face in his hands, rubbing briskly.

      Jesus, he was an idiot. Why the fuck was he even thinking about this? Josie was definitely not what he was looking for.

      Then he remembered her long, long legs and the sweet little butt he’d noticed when the sweatshirt she was wearing had ridden up.

      Restless, he grabbed his flashlight and stood. He desperately wanted more whiskey but forced himself to get a bottle of water from the bar’s
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