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Chapter One

So, this is it. Sophia
McGovern pushed her hair behind her ears and leaned forward, rested
her chin on the wide steering wheel of her Ford F-350 PowerMax
truck and killed the ignition. Sammy, her traveling companion, life
partner, and best friend, propped her jowls on the dashboard, her
muscled shoulder pressing against Sophia’s side as they checked out
the automotive garage before them.

It wasn’t what Sophia expected. Not at all. The red
corrugated steel siding and white edging appeared freshly painted.
Not a single drop of oil stained the cement driveway leading up to
the glass-paned bay doors or the well-maintained parking lot with
freshly painted lines and clean parking stones. Not at all like
most of the garages she’d worked in.

What a change from the dirt and grime she’d come to
know and accept.

The neatly kept flower beds across the front of the
garage were the first she’d seen adorning an automotive repair shop
in all her travels. If the sign above the place didn’t clearly say
Willie’s Garage, she might have thought she’d rolled up to the
wrong business, maybe a real estate office or a feed store but
definitely not a mechanic’s shop. She shook her head and turned to
Sammy, whose tail swept back and forth on the seat. The dog swung
her enormous head, gracing Sophia with big brown eyes and an
ever-present grin. Her gorgeous girl.

“What do you think, Sammy? This
sure isn’t Ricky’s garage.”

She’d loved working at Ricky’s but not because of
the shop itself, thick with grease and grunge. Nope. Ricky’s had
been about the people, the customers and the other mechanics. It
was the first place she’d seriously considered staying. But the
urge to move on had caught up with her like it always did. And here
they were.

It had been harder to leave Austin than she’d
expected, and she already missed it. Maybe Ft. Devlin would be the
place that claimed her. Moving from town to town, garage to garage,
was getting old. After years of letting the wind blow her from
place to place without bothering to think about it, she allowed
herself a moment to wonder if she wanted to continue doing it. But
she quickly shut it down. Whether she was moving to or moving away
from that unnamable thing that kept her moving from place to
place—the thing she could sense, yet remained just out of reach—she
knew she didn’t have power over it. If it came again, she’d go. She
let out a deep sigh.

Sammy tilted her head as if she knew what Sophia was
thinking, but she blinked a few times and lifted her chin to say
they needed to get moving. Sammy kept Sophia on track in more ways
than Sophia could define.

The temperature on the dash registered ninety-nine
even at seven in the evening. “It’s too hot to leave you in the
truck, Sams. I’m gonna leave you out front in the shade, okay?”

Sammy gave her a look only pitty-lab mixes could,
ears up, mouth curled into a grin and her little pink tongue
peeking out from the side of her wide mouth. Sophia scratched her
head and gave her a kiss before attaching the leash. Sammy didn’t
need it. She wouldn’t go anywhere if Sophia told her to stay. The
leash was for other people, the ones who gave them a wide berth
when they recognized Sammy’s breed.

They jumped out of the truck. It was at least ten
degrees cooler in the shade of the covered entrance to the
garage.

“Hey, there. You must be
Sophia.”

Sammy moved between Sophia and the man who emerged
from the building. She recognized his voice as Willie’s from a
handful of phone conversations, and a pleasant sensation filled her
when she finally set eyes on the man who’d hired her based solely
on a recommendation from Ricky, her old boss. She reached down to
hold Sammy’s collar to put Willie at ease.

He resembled a cross between Ricky and a much
younger version of Willie Nelson, only with black braided hair
instead of red under his red bandana. He wore a friendly smile as
he held the door open with his shoulder. One hand was tucked into
the bib of his gray overalls as he scratched his thick black beard
with the other. His black-booted feet were crossed at the ankle,
just as Ricky did when he relaxed.

She took a step toward him with her hand extended.
“Yes, sir. Sophia McGovern.”

“I’m Willie Anderson.” He shook
her hand and tipped his head toward Sammy. “Who’s your handsome
companion?”

She glanced down, resting her hand on Sammy’s head.
“This is Sammy. She’s friendly.”

“May I introduce
myself?”

“Absolutely.” She chuckled to see
Sammy’s butt swinging nearly as vigorously as her tail. “If you
don’t, she will.”

Sammy leaned her big head into Willie’s palm when he
reached down to pet her. A good sign. She’d never been outwardly
aggressive, but she’d been dismissive to a few people, and every
time, it was for a good reason.

He scratched her scruff and stood. “Bring her in
with you. We’ve been having a bit of a heat spell in Northern
Colorado this week if you haven’t noticed.”

They followed Willie into the large customer waiting
area, which proved even cleaner than the outside of the place.
Leather couches lined the walls, and a well-stocked coffee bar
gleamed in the corner next to a table piled high with toddler toys
and books. Willie took a seat at one of the stools before the front
counter, spinning it to face her, and gestured for her to sit in
the one next to him. Power outlets, hand sanitizer, and a plastic
table display with the Wi-Fi password were evidence that customers
were treated well when they waited.

“How was the drive from
Austin?”

“Uneventful but gorgeous,
especially around Santa Fe and north of Colorado Springs. The
desert stretches got a little boring, but I have satellite radio to
keep me company.”

Willie bobbed his head with a good-natured smile. “A
necessity. I’ve made the drive many a time. Preachers and country
music is all you’ll get otherwise. I’d go insane.”

She would have taken him for a country music lover,
mostly because of the singer he resembled. She wondered if the
cello music playing quietly in the background indicated his usual
preference. The song sounded familiar, almost poppy despite the
cellos. She recognized it as a cover of a recent TSwift song, an
interesting mix and a surprising choice.

“That’s for sure,” she
said.

“Well, like I said on the phone,
my brother’s recommendation means you’re as good as hired. It about
killed him to see you leave.”

“It was hard to leave.” Ricky had
treated her like one of the family from the beginning, but even
more, he’d nurtured a camaraderie at the shop she’d rarely been
part of in the countless garages she’d worked.

“He did say some guy came sniffing
around looking for you right before you left, though.”

Sophia sighed. She’d asked Ricky to leave that part
out. “Yeah, about that. It was nothing.”

“That’s what Ricky
said.”

It was what she got for having a godfather who was a
private investigator and a boss who’d become like a dad to her. She
couldn’t have secrets if she wanted them, not that she had much to
hide.

She couldn’t be mad, though. She already knew Willie
and Ricky were tight. It was why she’d taken the job in Ft. Devlin
without meeting Willie first. She trusted Ricky, even if he did
have a big mouth, so she figured Willie would be good people, too.
It was good people like Ricky and Willie that made her feel safe
moving around as much as she did. She hoped that one day the
feeling of something missing that had plagued her for most of her
adult life would go away, and maybe she could settle down, but in
the meantime, having good people watching out for her was a nice
thing. But her traveling ways always fueled curiosity.

“You said you move around a lot.
Ricky told me you needed a change of scenery. I won’t pry. It’s
your business. Some people are just born to roam. It’s your skills
beneath the hood I’m interested in.”

They’d talked about it on the phone during the
interview, but she understood how hard it was to understand for
most people. “Yeah. I’m glad it’s not a problem.”

“Not at all. I’ll take what I can
get.” He stroked his beard. “Ricky said you were a stand-up kind of
person in addition to being one of the best mechanics he’s had. I
don’t expect you to make this place your career, but I do like to
hang on to the good ones for as long as I can. So you think two
years?”

She ducked her head. “I’m not the best, but I try.
And, yeah, about two years, plus or minus.” It was one of her rules
to always be honest, so she was relieved they were getting it out
of the way.

He fished a toothpick from his front pocket and
stuck it in his mouth. A twinkle lit his eyes. “You know, I came to
Colorado nearly twenty years ago to visit a friend and never left.
Colorado has a way of capturing a person’s heart.”

Less than a day in the state and she agreed. There
was something about the air, the sunlight, the bluer than blue sky,
the red and yellow earth, the very essence
of Colorado, and it only grew more obvious the farther she drove
into it. By the time she’d made it to Ft. Devlin, she’d already
fallen in love with it. She’d experienced that kind of connection
to a place once before, when she moved to Alaska. The hard winters
were the one drawback, but she’d thought she could handle them
because the summers were gorgeous. But still, the old wanderlust
had crept back in, and she just had to see what Florida had to
offer. That lasted all of three months. She couldn’t handle the
bugs. It would be nice to put down roots in Colorado, but as much
as she already liked it, she didn’t have any illusions that she’d
be staying longer than the other places.

“I’m not opposed to staying
anywhere if it captures me, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

Willie smoothed his braids with the palm of his
hand. “Fair enough. Is tomorrow a good day to start? I’d tell you
to take the rest of the week to get settled, but we’re down two
guys, and we haven’t had a decent diesel mechanic in almost six
months.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Is it
still okay for me to park my trailer on the property?”

“The RV pad’s just inside the back
fence with all the hookups. As long as you keep it clean, you can
stay as long as you want, and I’ll even pay you extra for providing
security.”

“It looks like you have enough
security. I noticed cameras all over the place.” She was used to
Constantine wire around garage lots and sometimes dogs, but the
cameras looked high-tech. Either Willie was paranoid or the area
was higher crime than it looked.

He must have picked up on her thoughts. “Don’t
worry. It’s safe here. I have personal storage in the containers
out back. Nothing beats a person on premises and the sound of a dog
barking. We don’t have a lot of crime in Ft. Devlin, but it makes
our customers more comfortable and brings repeat business. Come on,
let me show you the garage.”

After touring the property and listening to Willie’s
spiel, it was evident that repeat customers were there for a lot
more than just the security. She already knew she was going to
enjoy working there.


Chapter Two

Pru Glynn stretched her sore back and admired six
classes’ worth of textbooks, reading books, and composition
notebooks stacked neatly on the classroom shelves. Her arms were
tired, her back ached, and a fine layer of dust from the 4H club’s
alfalfa fields surrounding Longs Peak High School covered every
inch of her.

Even with all of the windows open and two
oscillating fans going full throttle, sweat dripped down the center
of Pru’s back. She was almost finished getting her classroom ready
for the first day next week. Hitching herself up onto the desk
she’d sat behind for almost two decades, she crisscrossed her legs,
rested her elbows on her knees, and balanced her chin on her fists
to survey the room.

The eyes of her friends, Virginia Woolf, Toni
Morrison, Emily Dickenson, William Faulkner, Zora Neale Hurston,
John Steinbeck, S. E. Hinton, Maya Angelou, and Oscar Wilde stared
back at her from posters she’d hung on the walls. The classics were
her favorites, but the shelves also contained books for the kids
who wanted to read contemporary stories once they finished the
required assignments. Her lunchtime book clubs were always full,
and by the time most students left her classroom, they’d read at
least one book for pleasure. If she could get a kid to take
pleasure in a book, she could be relatively certain they’d read
more. When she’d heard in college that one-third of high school
graduates never read another book the rest of their lives, it
became her life’s calling to try to change the depressing
statistic. It was the primary reason she became a high school
literature teacher.

Satisfied with her work, she slid from the desk and
touched her toes, stretching her tight back. Her mind was already
on a long soak in a hot bath.

The door to the classroom opened, and a tall, blond,
blue-eyed man stepped into the room. “Knock, knock.”

She peered at him through her legs and smiled as she
stood. “What are you doing here, Gavin? It’s almost eight
o’clock.”

“Probably the same as you. It’s a
sauna in the trades building this time of year.” He tossed his head
and pushed his long bangs away from his face, reminding her of when
they were both students at this very high school twenty-five years
ago. “I don’t understand why they haven’t installed
air-conditioning yet. It sucked when we were kids, and it sucks
now, especially with global warming screwing up the afternoon
rainfalls we used to get this time every year.”

“You say the same thing every
year, and every year I remind you we only need AC for maybe five
days the whole school year. The money is better spent on technology
and keeping the few remaining elective courses, like, oh, I don’t
know…Shop?”

She fake-punched him in the arm to emphasize her
teasing. He pretended the little tap hurt, tempting her to toss him
another, harder this time, just to remind him she was the boss.
Maybe not in physical stature, since his six-four frame eclipsed
her five-six, but in most other things, she definitely got to call
the shots. He liked it that way. As did she. His ex-wives, not so
much. But it was probably why they’d stayed friends this long. She
loved his sweetness and loyalty, and he appreciated how she
introduced him to new things and took the initiative.

Then, there was Sawyer. Having a daughter together
definitely strengthened their bond.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know. I know. I
need to count myself lucky that I get to teach shop. I’d still be
teaching chemistry, otherwise.”

She nodded. Ft. Devlin’s agricultural roots meant
that Shop remained a highly sought-after elective. Farmers needed
to know how to repair their equipment. “But you were a great
chemistry teacher.”

He pulled out her desk chair and straddled it,
resting his chin on his arms. She hopped up on her desk again. “It
lost its appeal when Breaking Bad got
popular,” he said.

She snorted.

“You laugh, but if you only knew
how many kids asked me how to make crack.” He peered behind the
desk. “Where’s Rosie?”

“I took her home after lunch. It’s
hot in here.”

He regarded her from the corners of his eyes, and
she knew what he was thinking. Oh, yeah, it’s
good enough for the teachers and kids but not good enough for the
love of your life, Princess Wiener Dog. He was right.
“Getting her acclimated to the new school year,” he said
unconfrontationally.

Such a steady, kind man. Sometimes, she wished she
could love him the way he deserved to be loved. She swung her legs
over the side of the desk, beating a light tempo on the wooden
side. “What’s the ratio in your classes this year?”

“We’re up from last
year.”

“Good news. By how
much?”

He lifted his chin and waggled three fingers. “Three
young women.”

She sighed and picked up a paperclip. “With thirty
students per period, that makes it one hundred and seventy-seven
young men and three young women. That’s pathetic, Gav.”

He grimaced. “We raised the number of students per
class from thirty to thirty-five this year. So it’s…” His eyes
drifted upward while calculating the ratio in his head.

“Two hundred and seven to three?
We’re going backward, Gav.”

“I know. I know. I’m trying, but
the girls—”

“Young women.”

He grimaced again, and she loved him a little more
for it. “Young women say they might sign up but don’t end up doing
it. I can’t force them.”

“I stopped to help Ashley Barkley
change a tire a couple of days ago out on Smith Road. All the way
out by the reservoir.”

He snorted. “She won’t even pretend to consider
taking the class. I’m surprised she didn’t call Triple-A.”

“She would have if she’d had
signal. I came upon her holding the car-jack, wondering where to
place it.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Did she actually help?”

“Not at first, but once I got the
jack under the car, she did all the work while I told her what to
do. She walked with a proud swagger afterward.”

“Kind of like you did when I
taught you how to change your tires.”

“And the oil and brake pads and
spark plugs…”

A dreamy expression softened his face. “We had a lot
of fun restoring those old cars, huh?”

It took everything to keep from rolling her eyes.
“Oh, yeah. I had a grand time watching you.”

“What? You were under the hood
almost as much as I was.”

“And now you know why.”

“Because you were practicing at
being good with your hands for the ladies?” He wiggled his eyebrows
lasciviously.

She threw the paperclip at him but was secretly
pleased he could tease her about it now. It had taken a long time
for him to stop reminding her how she’d broken his heart. As if it
hadn’t been painful for her, too, thinking she was the only girl
like her in their little town, that she’d never find love,
especially with a baby. Eventually, she’d been able to meet women
like her, and she’d had fun dating, she just hadn’t found “the one”
yet. At least she didn’t have to go out of her way to protect his
heart so much anymore. “Because the choices were either going to
the reservoir to make out or hanging out with you while you fixed
cars.”

He caught the clip against his chest. “Ouch. You
pain me, madam.”

She laughed and jumped down from the desk, tussling
his hair. “You got over it.”

“I’ll never be over it,” he said,
bending the wire. “But after two ex-wives I never speak to, I’m
grateful we managed to remain friends after all these
years.”

“Me, too,” she said, her chest
expanding with the usual gratitude when she thought about how
they’d gone from high school sweethearts to teenage parents to best
friends over the course of twenty-six years.

There’d been rough times. Like how scared shitless
they’d been when Sawyer was born two weeks after school let out
after freshman year. Gavin had stood by her for all of it, despite
the fact that they’d broken up just a month earlier. He’d been
bound and determined to be a good father. At first, she’d been
worried he hadn’t accepted the breakup, but in the end, it turned
out to be a fundamental part of his character to honor his
commitments and one of the reasons why they continued to be friends
even after she’d confessed to being attracted to women.

She shook her head, memories scattering to the
recesses of her mind. “Back to what we were talking about,” she
said. “You need to get more young women into your classes. What can
we do to make it happen?”

He rested his hands on the back of the chair again
and dropped his chin onto them. “Even if we could figure it out, my
classes are full.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “With a waiting list.”

She lowered her shoulders and dropped her head back,
frustrated. “The young women deserve more than art classes.” She
glanced at him and paced. “Don’t get me wrong, art is awesome, but
after witnessing how accomplished Ashley felt after changing her
own tire, well, we need to give them more.”

“Hey, the girls outnumber the guys
in tech,” he pointed out.

She didn’t bother to correct him on the diminutive
term this time. “Which is a step in the right direction. Dr. Carter
worked hard to make it happen, too. But we have an obligation to
encourage the young women into some of the more non-traditional
roles to give them more opportunities and to give them confidence
in their abilities outside of impressing guys.”

She thought about how hard she’d had to work to
convince the teachers at the continuation high school to let her
take college prep classes. Pregnant in high school meant that she’d
been forced to move to the alternative high school as soon as she
started to show, and it automatically put her on the housewife
track as far as they were concerned. They never even expected her
to finish high school. Less than half of the students that went
there did. But she showed them. Not only had she graduated, she’d
gone to college. Having supportive parents and Gavin had helped,
but it had been hard. She didn’t want that to happen to the young
women she taught. She wanted them to have as much of a chance of
making something of themselves as they could, which was hard coming
from a small town.

Understanding splashed across his face. “Hey, is
this about the college entrance report they put out last
spring?”

She slowly nodded. It still made her mad when she
thought about it. “Our number of young women going to college are
half that of the Denver metro area. Ours are getting married right
out of high school, having babies, getting…stuck.”

His eyes grew soft. “I get it.”

She sighed. “I know you do.”

“I’m not sure what we can do right
now, though.”

Her mind clicked through ideas until something stood
out. “How about a lunch class? It wouldn’t be official, but it
would give the ones who want to take it an opportunity without the
commitment. Once they get a taste of it, they’ll want more. Kind of
like my book club kids.”

He scratched the back of his neck. “It’s not a bad
idea. I’ll float it by Dr. Carter and get back to you. We’d still
require waivers and parental permission because of the power
tools.” His face fell. “I can’t teach it, though. I have lunch
detention duty this semester.”

“We’ll get you out of
it.”

“I can’t. I weaseled out of it
last year. Dr. Carter said no more excuses.” He pushed his bangs
back again, and his eyes lit up. “I’ll ask Willie. He’ll do
it.”

“Perfect.” She wanted to dance.
She leaned against the desk again. “I can’t believe school starts
in a week. Summer gets shorter every year.”

“Tell me about it. I started
practice with the golf team at the end of July. I have an awesome
golfer’s tan.”

“Sunscreen.”

He dropped his head, and his bangs fell over his
eyes. “I came in here to ask you if you want to go to the Thumb for
a beer. But if you’re just gonna lecture me, maybe I should just go
by myself.”

She knew he secretly loved when she looked after
him, and she had to admit that she loved it, too. They’d navigated
rough waters and emerged better than they’d gone in.

“A beer sounds good.” She surveyed
the classroom. “It’s only Thursday, and I’m mostly
done.”


Chapter Three

After parking her trailer on the pad behind Willie’s
garage, Sophia took one step into the brewery restaurant a
half-block down the street and immediately liked the place. The
huge corrugated metal building with wide bay doors was
inconspicuous from the outside, but inside, the gleaming bar, brass
accents, and colorful metal and wood artwork interspersed among
chunky wooden tables and chairs gave off a comfortable atmosphere.
Games of Connect Four and Battleship were on many of the high bar
tables, and oversized sets of Jenga were waiting on low tables
surrounded by Adirondack chairs near the far wall. In the center of
the space were comfortable-looking seating areas and several tall
tables. A couple of cornhole games were set up near the bay doors,
where it looked like a tournament of sorts was going on, or at
least the players were serious about the game.

The space begged folks to sit and stay and for a
person who resisted setting down roots, this was the kind of place
that gave her a sense of belonging. She was pretty sure she could
become a regular here.

She walked toward the bar and took a deep breath. It
smelled and looked like a working brewery, with the heady aroma of
hops filling the air and stacks of kegs lining one entire wall. An
array of shiny steel brewing tanks was tucked into the back area,
which had been roped off.

She rubbed at goose bumps prickling her arms. Her
tank top and shorts did little to keep her warm, but the
air-conditioning was refreshing after setting up the trailer in the
heat. She knew she’d get used to the chill in a few minutes.

A big sign hung above the long wooden bar, featuring
a food menu and an impressive list of beers, stouts, and porters.
She’d expected the normal offering of pretzels and jalapeno
poppers, but there were some tasty-sounding entrées, too. The place
wasn’t crowded, yet there were several customers sitting at the
long wooden bar, and many of the tables were occupied. Her growling
stomach went into overdrive when the aroma of barbecue wafted over
her. She could eat the entire menu. Her last sustenance had been a
hotdog from a gas station just outside of Pueblo about two hundred
miles earlier. She craved something a little more nutritious for
dinner, maybe with some vegetables.

“What can I get for you?” The
bartender smiled at her, smoothing his beard.

She grinned because everywhere she went, guys had
beards these days. All of them sporting the lumberjack fashion,
making her cheeks itch just imagining having to get up next to
something like that every morning. This guy wore his beard well,
but she preferred a softer, hairless cheek.

She squinted at the drink menu. “How’s the almond
buttermilk stout? It sounds good, but stouts can go either way for
me.”

He poured a taster and pushed it across the bar.
“It’s one of my favorites. If you don’t like this, we just tapped a
limited batch of a crème brulee nitro.”

She sipped the taster enjoying the rich, smooth
taste. “This is really good. But can I still try the crème brulee
nitro? I’m a sucker for nitros and crème brulee, but I’ve never had
both at the same time.”

“Absolutely.” He poured the taster
and pushed it toward her with a nod. “This is the inaugural
batch.”

She took a drink, letting the beer settle on her
tongue. The creamy flavors were vivid, along with a distinct
caramelized sugar note that filled her sinuses. When she swallowed,
the smoky-sweet finish surprised her. She watched the residual
creamy foam slide down the inside of the small glass as she enjoyed
the lingering notes of vanilla. A sort of nostalgia hit her along
with a memory of going to a fancy restaurant with her parents where
she had her first taste of crème brulee to celebrate her first
communion. It was a good memory.

“This is it. I love it. You’re
responsible for this?”

He beamed. “Yep.”

“Great work.”

“Thanks.”

He pushed a full pint to her and gestured at the
room at large, indicating she could sit at any open spot. She
settled onto one of two empty barstools at the crowded bar and
ordered a pulled pork sandwich and truffle fries. Potatoes were
veggies, too.

Just as she finished ordering her food, a tall blond
man walked up and motioned to the barstool next to her. “Do you
mind if I sit here?”

“No one’s called dibs on it as far
as I can tell,” she said.

“Thanks.” He sat and rapped his
knuckles lightly on the shiny wooden top as he studied the
chalkboard above the row of taps. “Hey, Trent. Did you tap the keg
yet?”

Trent, who’d served Sophia, nodded. “Hey, Mr. D.
About an hour ago.” He poured a taster, slid it across the bar to
him, and nodded at her. “She gave it a thumbs-up.”

Mr. D. raised an eyebrow at her. “I have every
confidence in her expertise, but let’s make sure.” He sipped it,
and Trent watched him intently. He placed the taster down and very
seriously contemplated the nitro. He rocked his head from side to
side before offering the bartender a beaming smile. “Nice, man. You
nailed it.”

Trent and Mr. D. high-fived. The interaction made
Sophia happy, especially the bartender’s infectious glee. He
reminded her of a student who’d just aced a difficult exam. He
turned to pour Mr. D.’s pint.

“Do you go to the university?” Mr.
D. asked.

Sophia couldn’t tell if he was talking to her since
he appeared to be studying the remaining contents of the taster.
She looked around to make sure. “Me?”

His clear blue eyes crinkled in the corners, but he
still didn’t look at her. “Well, Brody graduated last year.” He
hooked his thumb at the man on the barstool on the other side of
him. Brody raised his glass with a nod before turning back to his
companions. “And Trent there,” he said, pointing to the bartender,
“left college when he decided to become a brewmeister.”

His teasing tone belied his words, and Trent shook
his head with a chuckle, placing a full pint before Mr. D., then
leaning forward on his elbows and pulling on his beard. “I actually
started classes up at the U again this session. I settled on a
chemistry major like you suggested.”

Mr. D. sat taller. “That’s great, man. Brewing beer
is like a great big chemistry experiment.”

Trent dropped his head and shook it. “Who would have
thought I’d be going for a chemistry major
and liking it?” He glanced sheepishly at
Sophia. “I failed biology twice in high school before they moved me
to basic science to keep me on the football team. Mr. D. helped a
lot. I barely finished high school so college, let alone a science
degree, well, I never would have seen it in my future.”

Sophia raised her glass, the feeling of belonging
she’d hoped for already starting to take hold. Maybe it was the
small-town thing because most places she’d stayed were bigger, but
it felt good to be part of a conversation that didn’t revolve
around the weather. “Good for you.”

Mr. D. took an appreciative drink from his pint
glass and sighed. “Indeed. Good for you. Sometimes, you just have
to let your passion lead you.”

“Truth.” Trent held out his fist,
and Mr. D. bumped it with his own.

Sophia laughed and couldn’t explain the odd
sensation of having the same conversation before. The impression of
de ja vu was intense. She remembered something her mother used to
say. De ja vu is God telling you you’re in the
right place at the right time. Sophia preferred to swap out
God with the universe, but she understood the concept. It was one
of the more positive pieces of advice her mom had given her.

Mr. D. held out his hand, looking her in the eye for
the first time, startling her with the glacier-blue intensity of
his gaze. The way he quickly dipped his head and looked away again
told her shyness contributed to his lack of eye contact. It
astonished her, coming from such a handsome man. Nevertheless, it
was charming. Unfortunately for him, his looks and charm wouldn’t
go far with her. “I’m Gavin,” he said.

She shook his hand. “Sophia.”

“So, Sophia, back to my original
question. Do you go to the university?”

She almost snorted, covering a laugh. More like
eighteen years ago, but she wasn’t one to easily offer personal
information to strangers. Although she was good at taking care of
herself, being a woman on the road alone, she had to be extra
careful. She took a sip of stout before answering. “What makes you
think I go to the university?”

“This time of year, the population
of Ft. Devlin doubles as the university gets ready for the fall
semester. Lots of new faces, like yours.”

“I finished college a few years
ago,” she said.

He glanced at her with an amused expression. “You’re
going to make me work for it, aren’t you? You aren’t from around
here.” He tapped a finger against his chin, studying her. Oddly
enough, it didn’t make her uncomfortable. His questions seemed
conversational rather than intrusive. She’d learned to avoid men
who gave her too much attention, the ones who wanted something. He
didn’t seem the type, which made her a little less wary.

She picked at the paper coaster under her beer.
“Just moved here, actually.”

“Don’t tell me,” he
said.

She wouldn’t, but he didn’t know it.

“I think I’m getting…not east
coast, but inland. Philly? No. Chicago. Yeah, that’s it, Chicago or
thereabouts.”

His guess surprised her. She’d worked hard to lose
the accent she associated with growing up in Chicago. “What made
you guess that?”

“A few things. The way you said
‘pork’ when you ordered. But when you said ‘dibs,’ I just knew.
There’s a slight Texas drawl that wanted to throw me off, but I
think that’s just something you picked up from a friend or passing
through or something.”

She stared at her drink. He’d picked up more than
she’d expected.

“Did I guess right?”

He didn’t come off as a threat, but she wasn’t quite
ready to take a chance. “How do you do it?”

He shrugged. “I’ve always been good at picking up on
accents. Well, dialects, actually.” He stared at the ceiling for a
beat. “Chicago, huh? I’ve never been, but I’ve always wanted to
check it out.”

“I’m from all over,
really.”

“A military family,
maybe?”

She laughed. He couldn’t be further off the mark.
“Maybe,” she said.

He lifted his glass toward her, and she tapped hers
to it. “I’ll stop prying. Welcome to paradise. I think you’ll like
Ft. Devlin. It’s not usually as warm here as it is today.” He took
a sip and shook his head, admiring the liquid in his pint glass.
“Damn, this is good. Trent. You outdid yourself.”

The bartender ducked his head. “Thanks, Mr. D.”

“Mr. D?” she asked.

“I’m a teacher over at Longs Peak
High School. I can’t get my students to stop calling me Mr. after
they graduate.”

She glanced at Trent just as his attention moved to
someone or something behind her.

“Hey, Ms. G.” he said.

She turned to follow his gaze. A strikingly
beautiful woman approached the bar. “Hey, Trent.”

Sophia’s breath caught at the sight of the petite
woman. Her voice was deeper than Sophia would have expected. She
liked it. Long curly red hair fell over her shoulders, and her blue
eyes twinkled as she returned Trent’s greeting. Sophia took stock
of the tiny dimple in her left cheek, the smattering of freckles
dusting her smile-crinkled nose, and her long, pale neck, all of
which caused a flurry of butterflies in her stomach.

Mrs. G. stood just behind Gavin with a hand on the
back of his barstool. She waved to a man at the other end of the
bar, which gave Sophia a moment to catch her breath and study her.
She could have been a model off the page of an Irish catalogue.
Fair skin, faint freckles, a ready smile, and all that gorgeous
hair. Sophia realized what she was feeling was pure attraction. It
took her off guard. It wasn’t like she didn’t notice women. She
noticed them all the time, but something about this woman struck
her almost physically. A tightness filled her diaphragm. She
couldn’t deny being a sucker for redheads, but it was more than
that. She pried her eyes away before Mrs. G. caught her staring.
She fixed her eyes on her pint and waited for her heart to slow.
How long had it been since she’d had this kind of reaction to
someone? She tried to think, but nothing compared.

Normally, she wouldn’t stick around to let her
curiosity have free rein in a situation like this. The woman was
obviously with Gavin. It could only lead to a dead end. But she’d
ordered food, and something made her want to stay just to be around
a woman who made her feel like she was mid-spin on a carnival
ride.

Gavin got up and offered his seat to her. “You gotta
try the crème brulee nitro, Pru. I think it’s Trent’s best
yet.”

Pru, Sophia silently
repeated. What an interesting name. She wondered how Pru and Gavin
knew each other.

Pru climbed onto the barstool. “Guess I’ll have to
try it, then,” she said in her throaty voice, sending little
shivers through Sophia’s body.

The soft scent of coconut lotion wafted toward
Sophia, and it tingled where Pru’s arm grazed her shoulder. Sophia
almost jumped when Pru rested a hand on her tingling skin, and her
heart rate took it up a notch again and then some more when Pru
smiled at her.

“Sorry. I’m a clutz. I have no
spatial awareness. I’m always bumping into people.”

Sophia grinned, hoping the attraction wreaking havoc
inside her wasn’t as obvious as it felt. “You’re fine.”

Gavin rested a hand on Pru’s shoulder. “Pru, this is
Sophia from Chicago,” he said, gesturing between them with his
glass.

Pru’s smile widened as she gazed into Sophia’s eyes.
Sophia held her breath, hopeful the flush crawling up her neck
wasn’t noticeable under the tan she’d developed over the
summer.

“What a beautiful name, Sophia.
Nice to meet you.” She turned toward Gavin. “Why am I not surprised
Gavin already has your personal biography when he hasn’t been here
five minutes yet?”

Her laugh, so different from her deeper speaking
voice, came out bubbly and light, reminding Sophia of the brook
behind

the service station in Austin she used to sit next to on her lunch
breaks.

“Her accent isn’t strong, but her
dialect cued me in,” Gavin said.

Pru leaned close. “He picked up an interest in
dialects from an episode of one of those crime shows a few years
ago. Since then, he’s been ‘reading’ strangers’ origins any chance
he gets. He’s good at it. I keep telling him he should find a job
with the FBI or something.”

Gavin stood taller and stuck his hands into his
shorts’ pockets. “It’s a gift.”

Pru swiped at him. “He’ll never leave Ft. Devlin,
though.”

“Why would I want to leave
paradise?” he asked.

Amusement filled Sophia as she watched the
interplay. They seemed like genuinely nice people. Sophia’s natural
guard lowered. Her shoulders relaxed, and she shrugged away some of
the tension she’d been holding since leaving Austin. She was about
to ask them how they knew each other when Trent slid a full pint
glass toward Pru.

“I hope you like it, Ms. G,” he
said, watching her intently.

Pru took a sip, and Sophia had to look away. It was
pure voyeurism watching Pru’s enjoyment sweep over her face. “This
is excellent, Trent. And I usually don’t like stouts. You need to
take this to the beer festival next month.”

Despite his burly appearance, Trent again acted like
a little boy in light of the praise, and Sophia didn’t blame him.
She probably would, too. “You think so?”

“Definitely. I think it’s better
than the ale you always sell out of.”

Trent poured himself a pint and used it to gesture
to the three of them. “Well, so far, the three of you like it,
making it three out of three. That’s a good sign.”

When Pru raised her glass to his, Gavin and Sophia
followed suit, and Sophia had another sensation of de ja vu. She
was pretty sure it meant she was going to like it here.


Chapter Four

Pru left the Broken Thumb with a little less bounce
in her step than she had when she walked in. It had been a long,
hot, and dusty day, but she’d always loved this part of the school
year. Getting things organized, lesson plans settled, figuring out
ways to keep the content fresh for her students.

Despite the excitement of looking forward to a new
year, she left the Thumb with a faint pall over her mood. She’d
claimed being tired, but that wasn’t really why she’d left. The
real reason came from Gavin’s interest in Sophia, and Pru never
liked being a third wheel. Despite two failed marriages, he didn’t
often set his sights on someone, especially in front of her. He
hadn’t explicitly voiced his interest in the beautiful Sophia
McGovern, but she could tell. She could always tell. When Gavin
couldn’t make eye contact, there were only two reasons: he was
lying about something, or he was attracted to the person.
Otherwise, Gavin gave great eye contact.

It was why his students liked him, and people were
drawn to him. They could be sure of his engagement in the
conversation. A great listener, he connected with people. But
tonight, Mr. No Eye Contact flirted with beautiful Sophia, and Pru
didn’t blame him. She was probably the most interesting woman Pru
had met in years. Combined with her effortless beauty, glowing
skin, gorgeous eyes, perfectly toned legs…well, it all added up to
a very compelling woman. Every guy in the place had taken note of
her.

Pru would be lying if she said she wasn’t just as
aware of Sophia as they were. But although Sophia had made sure to
include her in the conversation and might have even talked more
with Pru than Gavin, Pru didn’t think she had displayed any obvious
interest beyond friendly pub talk. However, Gavin had indicated his interest in her. Therefore, Pru had
to leave, even if she wanted to stay and get to know the
fascinating woman better.

When Trent opened the giant bay doors in the dining
room, she used that as her excuse to leave. The sun had just dipped
below the mountains in the west, dropping the temperature
perceptibly and leaving Ft. Devlin in twilight. Pru made her exit,
and just outside the patio, a beautiful dog she’d never seen before
stood and wagged its tail so vigorously, it stumbled in its
exuberance. It reminded her of Cobalt, a dog her mother had
recently lost to old age, and her heart melted. Like Cobie, the dog
looked well-behaved where it stood tied to a tree in the shade next
to a big bowl of water and a blue dragon toy that looked
well-loved. Not pulling at its leash, the dog just stood there
wagging. A sap for animals, Pru took a quick peek at the dog’s
undercarriage and went to her, offering her a sniff of the back of
her hand. The sweet dog gave it a few licks and then showed Pru her
toy.

Pru couldn’t help but giggle. “Hello, beautiful
girl. Is your person inside?”

She knelt and gave the dog a good scratch around the
scruff before reaching around the door to take a treat from the
stash Trent kept. The dog swallowed it in one crunch. Such a
difference from her own Rosie, who often hid her own treats before
she’d seek them out to eat in private later. Pru gave the dog one
last pet and reluctantly stood to leave.

It took all of her resolve not to peek back in to
see how Sophia and Gavin were getting along. As much as she loved
Rosie, she wished she had someone to go home to. But it had been a
while since she’d had a one-night stand, let alone a serious
girlfriend. That was the trouble with basically living in the
country: the dating pool was limited. Sure, the population grew
with the college session, but she wasn’t interested in dating women
just slightly older than some of the kids she taught. She sighed.
If they were anything like Sophia, she’d reconsider, though.

She took the short trek home at a leisurely pace to
enjoy the cooler evening air. It didn’t matter how many times she’d
walked the same path; she blissfully soaked in the sights and
sounds of the dusky evening hour. There was just something about
the unique scent of warm earth and dry grass getting ready to bathe
in the night’s dew. She recalled many a night lying on a blanket in
an empty field, enjoying the heady combination of scents. The paved
street transitioned to hardpacked gravel, and she thought about how
Ft. Devlin existed in a special realm, almost a city because of the
college yet retaining a small, country town atmosphere with dirt
roads and fields of hay, alfalfa, and corn. All within spitting
distance, as Pru’s mom would say. Pru loved her hometown
specifically for its unique big-city small-town way of life. It
filled her with the promise of possibility and opportunity.

She wondered if Sophia sensed any of those special
things about Ft. Devlin.

Sophia. Pru grinned and picked a black-eyed Susan
from the gigantic shrub bursting with color and overflowing the
pickets of the white fence enclosing her tidy front yard. Like the
flower, Sophia was gorgeous. Not in a classical sense but more of a
regal sense, if Pru was asked to define it. No. Regal implied a
certain stiffness. In fact, Sophia came off as mostly relaxed. Her
long, dark, wavy hair, cargo shorts, tank top, and flip-flops were
all definitely casual. Poised might be a better description. It
matched her reserved smile. Complex could describe her, too.
Although friendly and nice, she definitely put off a standoffish
vibe. Whatever words described her best, Pru had to admit she was
captivated.

She wasn’t proud of the small flare of jealousy when
she’d realized Gavin’s interest. But if it was going to happen, she
wanted to give Gavin the opportunity to ask Sophia out. He wouldn’t
do it in front of her, and honestly, she didn’t want to be there if
he did. He deserved a nice woman for a change. And as much as she
wanted to stay and get to know Sophia, too, Gavin had met her
first.

The gate to her front walk squeaked when she opened
it, and three seconds later, a miniature comet of brindled fur came
barreling out from the back of the house, racing circles around her
as she walked up the cracked sidewalk toward the front porch. As
always, Rosie, her miniature doxy, had heard the gate open and had
used the back doggie door to come greet her. Pru dropped onto the
bottom of the wooden steps, and the racing wiener dog leapt across
her lap a few times, pausing to lick her face before making another
circuit, too excited to stand still for pets.

“Hey, my Rosie girl. You aren’t
excited at all I’m home, are you?”

Rosie yipped happily, pushed herself under Pru’s
legs, wiggled around, and jumped into her lap, vibrating with joy.
Pru knew better than to pet her or speak too much right away, lest
Rosie leap back down with another case of the zoomies. Pru
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