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  Chapter One


“Good morning, Mith Floreth!” 
The little voice belonged to Gracie Thomson, a gap-toothed six-year-old with an adorable lisp and the sunniest disposition in Salmon Arm, British Columbia. Maria smiled and held the door, letting the little line of second graders into the school. “Good morning, Gracie. Tommy. Michael. Suzie.”
“Good morning, Miss Flores,” they all chirped, like a line of little ducklings complete with backpacks, new sneakers, and first-day-of-school styled hair.
Salmon Arm was a small town on the Shuswap Lake, and Maria knew the names of most of the returning students at Thompson Academy. She’d been teaching here for five years now. Well, except for during her maternity leave. That had been an unexpected blip, but most of the town had forgotten about her mysterious pregnancy—or at least stopped talking about it. There was always new grist for the gossip mill and Maria was glad for it. She never wanted Jake to suffer because of her one indiscretion—or her unwillingness to name the father.
Though it didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure it out; the resemblance was uncanny. She was lucky that Tyler Davis never showed his face around here anymore. He was far too important, too busy touring, cutting records or whatever he did in Nashville to bother to come home and see the people who cared about him most, she thought bitterly.
Now Jake was four, in pre-school, and he and Maria were doing just fine. Next year he’d be starting school, and she was unsure of what to do. As a staff member, she was entitled to a break on tuition, but even so, private school was a bit pricey on a single mom’s salary. And yet the idea of bussing him off to the closest public school seemed unfair.
Maybe she was just having a hard time letting go.
She put her thoughts aside for the moment and focused instead on the incoming students. Salmon Arm, though small, had its share of prominent families, many vacation homes, and several local wineries. She knew she could count on having one of the Willow kids on her attendance list, as well as a Robertson and Grenville. It seemed there was no end to the cousins in either of those families.
This year Maria was teaching second grade, so she was spared much of the first day confusion. Her students knew precisely where to hang their backpacks and how to read their own names. When the bell rang, the coatrack held backpacks full of first-of-the-year supplies and lunches, while each child searched the desks for the cute little name cards she’d made to mark the tentative seating plan.
It took her less than ten minutes to sort out who would be the class clown, the chatterbox, the shy one, the shit disturber, and the brain. The latter was a girl named Primrose, which Maria thought was most unfortunate, given that several of the students already called her “Primmy”. She looked like a seven-year-old version of Hermione Granger, with a mop of brown, curly hair and a tidy appearance. Her skirt and top didn’t have a single wrinkle, and her shoes looked fresh out of the box.
They sat in a semi-circle at the back of the class shortly after recess, and Maria prepared to read them a story about a dog named Spike and what he did on summer vacation. She was only half-through when Gracie’s hand popped up in the air.
“Yes, Gracie?”
“Mith Floreth, I got my hair cut on thummer vacation.” She turned her head to one side and then the other, her neatly-trimmed pigtails bobbing.
“It looks lovely,” Maria answered, turning back to the book to keep them on task.
“My mama took me to the thalon and she was tho exthited.” The faster the girl spoke, the more pronounced her lisp. Maria wondered if she should bring speech therapy up at the first parent night.
“Excited? What about?” Maria rested the book on her lap for a moment. Students always wanted to catch up after the summer, and Gracie was going to burst if she didn’t get her enthusiasm out of the way. Better to let it happen than push her aside and prolong the anticipation.
“A big thinger is coming here.”
“Thinger?”
“Yah. That things thongs.”
Sings songs. Maria swallowed against a sudden tightness in her throat. “Coming to Salmon Arm? Are you sure?” She smiled hopefully. “We’re pretty small to have someone famous in town.”
But Gracie shook her head. “Nope. Here.” Her little voice was firm. “My mama thaid that he grew up here and went off to be a big sthtar and never comes home but now he is. Mith Lambert called him...um...thwoon...thwoon...”
Maria’s heart faltered. “Swoony?”
Gracie’s face brightened. “Yeah! Thwoony!”
Grew up here...big star...swoony...it could only be Tyler. Then again, he hadn’t been home for years and even then it had only been for a week. He’d breeze into town and blow back out again, just like last time. 
He was good at that.
Maria finished the story and moved on to silent reading assignments, trying to focus on anything but Tyler Davis. She’d like to tell herself that she didn’t think of him every day, but she did. She couldn’t not think of him; he was Jake’s father. He was her high school sweetheart. He’d been the guy who’d seduced her into a one-night-stand for “Old Times’ Sake”. 
He was the only boy—man—she’d ever loved. And she’d die before she admitted such a thing. Superstar Tyler Davis was not interested in an elementary school teacher whose idea of excitement was a gift card to the craft store for art supplies for her classroom. That had been crystal clear when he’d left without even a goodbye.
She wanted to forget Gracie had ever said anything, but the news was all over the staff room at lunch. “Did you hear? Tyler Davis is coming to town. Something about his mom having surgery. I wonder if he’ll perform while he’s here?”
Marcy Thomas was a new teacher on staff, but not new to town. She’d spent her summers working at a nearby vineyard, hosting tastings and selling merchandise in the storefront. Maria had met her a few days earlier when the teachers had come back to set up for the new year. Marcy was sweet and pleasant, but Maria pegged her as the type to be a little on the “overshare” side of chatty. 
“The festival’s coming up.” The music teacher wandered through, snagging a cookie from a “first day back” box from Cups and Cakes, the local bakery and coffee shop. “Someone like Tyler’d be a huge draw.”
Maria resisted rolling her eyes. To her thinking, Tyler Davis had a big ego that would barely fit through the door. And of course everyone would fawn all over him and his stupid guitar the moment he strolled into town. Small town kid making it big, hoo-ah.
She knew better. 
“Hey Maria, didn’t you and Tyler date in high school?”
She’d just bit into a red velvet cookie with cream cheese frosting, and now the piece sat on her tongue. She wasn’t sure she could chew and swallow. Her mouth went dry and any appetite she’d had for the sweet disappeared. Why did memories have to be so damn long in this town, anyway? Wasn’t it punishment enough that she couldn’t forget?
She forced a smile and what she hoped was a nonchalant shrug. “That was years ago. I doubt he’s the same person now. He probably doesn’t even remember me.”
She knew that was a lie, because he’d been home five years ago and he’d remembered her just fine. There’d been a lot that was familiar. 
His voice. His smell. His taste. 
“Still.” Marcy put a lot of emphasis on the word and her big blue eyes widened. “You dated the Tyler Davis.”
Maria choked down the bite of cookie and forced a laugh. “Back then he was just Tyler, you know. No the or anything.” She didn’t want to talk about it anymore, so she grabbed a second cookie and gave a wave. “I’d better get back.”
The rest of the day passed in the general chaos that most first days did—with missing articles, school bus confusion, and new parents not sticking to the directions for the student pick-up zone. By the time four o’clock rolled around, Maria was exhausted but had her room ready for the next day. 
“Mama?”
She looked up and saw Jake in the doorway. “Hey, sweetie! What are you doing here?”
“I picked him up a little early.” Maria’s mom, Gloria, appeared just behind Jake and put a hand on his shoulder. At fifty, her mom was a ball of energy and Maria’s best friend. She was a wonderful grandmother to Jake, and Maria wasn’t sure what she would have done without the support of her family. Her mother and father were the only ones who knew the identity of Jake’s father. And while they’d had reservations about keeping it secret, they’d respected her wishes.
“You didn’t have to.”
“Sure I did. First day of pre-school this morning, then daycare. And it’s hot out. I needed ice cream.” She ruffled Jake’s dark hair. “Ice cream’s no fun all alone, is it, Jake?”
“Nope.” Sure enough, there was a tell-tale ring of chocolate around his lips. 
Maria picked up her purse and backpack. “So, you ready to go home, sport?”
He nodded. “Gram said she made enchiladas. They’re my favorite.”
Gloria merely shrugged when Maria sent her a pointed look. “It’s your first day back. I thought you could use a break and have dinner at our house.”
“I love you, Mama.” Maria dropped a quick kiss on her mom’s cheek. “And what about Papa?”
“He’ll be home for dinner. We can all eat together, the whole family.”
“Come on, Mama, let’s go!” Jake tugged at her hand, and she laughed lightly. But inside her heart was heavy, because it wasn’t, and never would be, the whole family. There would always be an empty space in Jake’s life, where a father should be. 






  
  Chapter Two


Tyler stood on the back deck of his parents’ house. It wasn’t the house he’d grown up in; they’d sold it years ago. Tyler had had this one built for them, a rambling ranch-style all on one level in deference to his mom’s arthritis, which had reared its ugly head when she was in her mid-forties. It was the only help they’d ever allowed him to give; his dad still worked as the janitor at the senior’s complex and the church, as well as a for-hire handyman to anyone who needed a fix-it job done right. It frustrated Tyler that his dad could retire and take it easy, maybe play golf or pick up some other hobby rather than snaking other people’s toilets, but they flat out refused to take his money. 
Pride was a wonderful and inconvenient thing.
Now his mom was having a knee replacement, and the only thing she’d asked was for Tyler to come home for a few weeks to stay with his dad. Why, he had no idea. Junior Davis was perfectly capable of fixing or making just about anything—and that included running a vacuum and cooking a few meals. It wasn’t that Tyler begrudged the time...well, maybe he did, a little. It was more the sense of guilt that came along with the request.
Tyler had offered to foot the medical bills. Instead he’d ended up with medical bills of his own, all on the down low, of course. He didn’t need the media getting a hold of that little tidbit of information. In the end, it was a better spin to say that he was taking some time off to spend with his family as his mom underwent surgery. 
And yeah, he felt like a giant prick using his mom’s pain as “spin.”
The wind slid over the Similkameen Valley like a sigh as the sun dipped lower and lower, casting the hills in the soft, misty shadow of sunset. God, he still loved this place. He loved Nashville, too, and his acreage in the country. But nothing was the same as this valley, and the way it sloped away to a view of the grape vines undulating over the hills. This was the heart of wine country just as surely as Nashville was the heart of country music. 
But it wasn’t home anymore.
It hadn’t been home since he was eighteen and had packed up his ancient Ford truck with a couple of duffels and his guitar case. He was pretty sure he’d broken his mom’s heart the day he’d driven away, all on his own and stubborn as the mule Tom Perkins kept at his place. He knew for sure he’d broken Maria’s heart, because she’d slapped his face just before she started crying. He’d got back behind the wheel and left her behind, too. 
Yep, total self-indulgent







