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  Dedication
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To the hopeless romantics out there. You are my kind of people.

And to my mom. She gave me my love of reading, and it was in her pile of books that I discovered the beauty of romance.

And to my dad. He taught me that there is a princess inside every little girl, whether she wears high heels or combat boots.

And to my husband. He showed me that love isn’t just something you read about in a book.

And to Robyn. She has been my sounding board for everything business and story. Without her support, I would still be stuck at the first decision.








  
  Chapter 1
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Shelby Reid was already waiting at the rear door when the bus pulled to a stop at the curb. “Come on. Come on. Come on,” she urged under her breath. 
The door snapped open, and she bolted through it, barely checking for traffic before cutting across the street. Her purse banged against her hip, and her canvas shoulder bag tried to wrap itself around her leg. She needed to invest in a backpack.
Having made it across the street in one piece, Shelby stopped at the base of the school’s concrete steps and bent over, dragging in air. She needed a moment to collect herself before going inside—late or not.
Today was the second day of the two-day survival course, the first step on the journey to her new life. Winded and sweaty wasn’t how she wanted to arrive.
But she didn’t want to be late either. So she untangled her bag and her purse, strode up the steps, and pulled open the door—only to be confronted by the giant clock in the foyer. Trust an elementary school to slap you in the face with the time.
She was late.
“Are you here for the course?” 
A deep male voice snapped her attention away from the clock. Shelby blinked, suddenly aware of the foyer, her sweat, her shaking hands—and the man standing in front of her. She met his eyes and felt herself fall into their depths.
He was only a few inches taller than her, but his flannel shirt stretched across broad shoulders, hinting at the lean muscles beneath. His rugged jaw had just a hint of stubble, like he hadn’t shaved this morning.
“Hello?” His voice resonated through her.
Shelby watched, frozen, as he reached an arm towards her. His fingers brushed her bare wrist, just where her jacket ended, and she sucked in a breath. Then he pulled his hand back, and the moment snapped—reality rushing back in.
Heat prickled up her neck. She was gawking at him like an idiot. She swallowed and gave herself a shake. She needed to get a grip. This wasn’t the first man she’d ever seen. 
“Um… I… I… I’m sorry I’m late.” Her face burned. Couldn’t she just say “hi,” like a normal, functioning adult?
A slow smile spread across his face. “You’re right on time,” he drawled. His gaze held hers for a moment longer than necessary for an ordinary introduction.
Her mind spun out of control. Was he… noticing her?
“I’m Ian McLean. Let’s get you checked in.”
Shelby’s thoughts came to a screeching halt at his completely mundane response. She was crazy to think this man was hitting on her. He was just being friendly. This wasn’t a romance novel where the first attractive man you met after leaving your marriage was your one true love.  
“Yes, good idea. Thank you.” Her attempt to appear cool and collected—and not like she’d just been thinking crazy things about him—felt stiff. Her face burned, and she stared at him, unable to think straight. 
He picked up a pen and raised his eyebrows questioningly. “And you are?”
Right. She was supposed to be checking in. He was turning her into a bumbling idiot. 
“Shelby… uh… Shelby Reid. I’m Shelby Reid.” 
If only the floor could swallow her up.
The corners of his mouth twitched, and his eyes gleamed like he found her amusing. “Well, Shelby Reid, welcome.” He checked her off on a list, then gestured towards the double doors to the gym. “Find a seat. I’ll be getting started soon.”
She gulped as her already panicked mind flipped into overdrive at discovering he was the instructor. She’d been hoping he was just the greeter, and Annabeth, last week’s instructor, was inside. Cute, curly-haired, not sinfully hot, Annabeth. 
How was she going to make it through the entire day, when she couldn’t even check-in without making an idiot of herself?
Shelby darted for the gymnasium doors, needing to get away before she could humiliate herself further. She glanced back just in time to catch a flash of amusement in his eyes. 
Great first impression.

      [image: ]Ian watched Shelby until she disappeared into the gym. He didn’t miss her quick glance back at him, and a flicker of something he didn’t want to name unsettled him. He was here to do a job, and she was a distraction he didn’t need. 
The way she kept tucking that loose strand of hair behind her ear was unexpectedly adorable. And the blush that crept up her neck and across her cheeks every time she spoke was so damn cute. His reckless side was already trying to convince him to ditch class and take her on his favourite hike to get to know her.
At thirty-five, he should be long past letting his hormones control his decisions. He wasn’t that impulsive guy anymore. And yet, this woman had him distracted, like he was still in high school and at the mercy of his teenaged impulses.
Talk about unprofessional. If he wanted to avoid getting in trouble with his boss, Jade, he needed to watch himself today. He was on rocky ground as it was, and he’d be a fool to think she wouldn’t drop him in an instant if she suspected he was interested in one of his students. 
He was lucky she’d given him a chance after the accident. If he was in her place, he wouldn’t have. He didn’t want to give her any reason to regret it.
Ian gathered up the paperwork. He simply needed to get his head on straight and his focus back on teaching this course. This thing he was feeling in response to Shelby was nothing. It’d just been a long time since he’d experienced this kind of instant attraction. He certainly hadn’t been expecting to encounter it when he’d agreed to take Annabeth’s class for her, and it was knocking him for a loop. 
What was important was doing a good job for Jade. He didn’t normally do these classes. His usual gig was the outdoor courses and adventures. But with Annabeth getting the flu, he needed to step in where he was needed.
And he needed to give it his full attention. Not daydreaming about things he didn’t want anymore. No matter how much he’d rather be out in the bush than in a classroom.
A romantic relationship was a road he’d blocked off years ago, and he didn’t have any desire to venture down it again anytime soon.
But wow—Shelby Reid could be the woman to change his mind. And that thought should scare him more than it did.
He squared his shoulders and opened the gym doors. Time to get to work.






  
  Chapter 2
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Shrugging out of her jacket, Shelby glanced around at the other students, anxiety gnawing at her stomach as she assessed the situation. The other participants were chatting or engrossed in their phones. They all looked like they belonged here. Unlike her. 
She was a fraud. Her performance at check in only highlighted the fact that her family was right. She was in over her head. This course was part of her plan to reinvent herself after leaving her husband of thirteen years, but she was feeling like a fool for thinking taking a survival course was the way to do it.
She had zero experience in the outdoors. Just a vague feeling that being a wilderness guide was her calling.
What she should be doing was working on getting skills to improve her resume. Then she could get a better job and move to a place where her two sons could have their own rooms, and she didn’t have to sleep on the futon in the living room.
To distract herself from the dread pooling low in her gut, Shelby pulled the course manual out of her bag and randomly flipped it open to a picture of a woman leaning against a tree, her leg broken, and the words, “Do you know what to do?” written above her head.
Panic flashed through her, leaving her nauseated. She had no clue. It was like she couldn’t remember anything Annabeth said last week. 
What was she doing here? Her family was right. She couldn’t do this.
Maybe she could sneak out before the class started. Chalk this all up to a mistake.
But before she could bolt, the rational side of her brain kicked in. This was where she wanted to be, and she needed to see this through. 
She’d taken a lot of crap to get here—not only from her mother, but also from her ex-husband, Blake. She hadn’t planned to even tell him about it. They’d split up six months ago, and frankly, it was none of his business. 
However, her mother hadn’t seen it that way. Caroline had probably phoned him the second after Shelby hung up from asking her to babysit. By his reaction, Blake clearly thought he should have a say. Her business had been his for more years than she cared to count, and he wasn’t letting go of that power easily.
When Blake heard her plan, he’d been livid, giving her the gears every time he saw her. “Give your head a shake, Shelby, and get back to reality. What are you going to do in the forest? You’re wasting your time—time you should be spending with my children.”
He’d never believed in her. It shouldn’t hurt her anymore, but it did. It was the reason she’d needed to leave him. 
Shelby squared her shoulders. She wasn’t going to let Blake and her family win. She had every right to be here. She wanted this, and she was going to finish it no matter what anybody said.
“Good morning and welcome back to Adventure Safe.” 
She startled at Ian’s voice reverberating through the gym. 
“I’m Ian McLean,” he continued. “Annabeth’s got the plague, so you’re stuck with me today.” 
Chuckles swept the room, but Shelby barely heard them. She was too distracted by Ian. 
He stood before the class in a solid stance, his muscular arms spread wide in an open gesture that said he was there to help and was completely confident in his ability to do so. He looked like he could guide you through dense forests and over craggy mountains without breaking a sweat, with nothing more than a Swiss Army knife—if he even needed that much gear.
He was every fantasy she’d ever had. 
And she needed to pull herself together.
“This course is put on by Alfresco Adventures, and by the end of today, you’ll have the basic knowledge and skills you need to get out into nature safely.” Ian paused, looked around the room, then winked. “Alright, that’s enough of the corporate mumbo jumbo. Let’s talk survival. As you learned from Annabeth last week, there are six skills necessary in a survival situation. Can anyone name one?” 
He scanned the room before landing on her. “Any ideas, Shelby?” 
Her mind went blank, wiped clean at the sound of her name on his tongue. She tried to say something quick. But her brain wasn’t listening. It was too distracted by not-safe-for-work thoughts.
His eyes darkened, and this time it wasn’t just her face that felt flushed. Could he read her thoughts? 
She shook her head. She needed to focus. She knew the answer. She had to know it. But the parts of her mind that weren’t frozen were flailing about uselessly, and all she could think was that he’d remembered her name.
“Um… I’m sorry, what?”
“One skill necessary for survival.” Ian crooked an eyebrow.
Her face flamed, and she fought the urge to cover her cheeks with her hands. All she could concentrate on was an image of Ian leaning in towards her, his mouth poised to—
She yanked her thoughts back from that precipice. He was talking about survival in the wild, not in bed. She needed to get a grip. 
What was wrong with her? One encounter with a spectacular specimen of a man, and she’d lost her ability to control herself, like a heroine in a bodice ripper novel. 
“Um, not getting lost?” She squeezed her eyes shut in mortification. It was wrong, but he was making her too nervous to think.
Around her, some of the students tittered, and the heat in her face intensified. 
Ian’s mouth quirked into an almost smile. “Not getting lost is a good start, but I’m thinking of what you need to know if you do get lost. Things like making a fire, building a shelter, signalling, administering first aid, procuring water, and navigation.” He ticked each skill off on his fingers.
Shelby scrambled to pull a pad of paper and a pen out of her bag. Maybe taking notes would be enough to keep her from saying something else idiotic.

      [image: ]“Let’s take a ten-minute break, and when we come back, we’ll quickly review the survival pattern and start on a bit of first aid,” Ian said. 
Shelby pushed her notebook away and leaned back in her chair, briefly closing her eyes. The information was coming fast, and it’d been a long time since she’d been a student. The morning was flying by.
His presence certainly wasn’t helping her concentration. It was a struggle to stay focused on the course material. She had to keep yanking her mind back from fantasies about wilderness adventures featuring a very sexy and attentive guide—who looked suspiciously like Ian.
Around her, the students started chattering to each other, but she needed to escape somewhere quiet.
Darting out of the gym and into the girls’ bathroom, she slipped into a stall, resting her head against the wall for a moment to get her bearings. 
A few minutes later—when she felt more in control and was sure the bathroom was empty—Shelby emerged from the stall and checked her hair in the mirror. She tightened her ponytail, then wet her hands to smooth back the wispy bits. It was a futile gesture. They’d be back as soon as the hair dried, but it at least felt like she was doing something. 
Leaning in close to the mirror, Shelby examined the black smudges under her eyes and pulled at the skin to erase the lines there. Sighing, she shook her head. Nothing she could do in this bathroom was going to erase the years from her face. Her hormones might be acting like she was still in high school, but her face told the story of every one of her thirty-two years.
“Pull it together, Shelby,” she told her reflection. “You need to pay attention and stop acting like some love-struck teenager. The last thing you need is another man in your life. And let’s be real, there is zero possibility a man like Ian would be interested in you.” 
With one last stern look, she exited the bathroom and headed back to the gym, feeling in control of herself and her raging hormones. She took her seat, feeling confident she could focus for the rest of the day.
Then her eyes met Ian’s, and her insides went to jelly.






  
  Chapter 3
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“It needs to be tighter.” Ian tugged on the bandage tied around Piper’s hand, demonstrating how easily it loosened. “It’s the pressure that stops the bleeding, so it needs to be tight. Not cutting off the circulation, but tight.” 
“Okay,” Shelby squeaked, her face burning with embarrassment. 
They’d been working on first aid since lunch, and she couldn’t seem to get any of it right, no matter how much her partner, Piper, tried to coach her.
The current scenario, a knife cut to the palm of the hand, should be easy enough. All she had to do was tie the bandage around Piper’s hand so Piper’s fist would put pressure on the wound, and yet she was blowing it.
She bent over Piper’s hand to pick out the loosened knot, keeping her head down in an attempt to block out Ian’s presence
She could pretend she didn’t know why she couldn’t concentrate, but the problem was standing right there beside her, impossible to ignore in his flannel shirt.
Not that she could do anything about it anyway. She couldn’t exactly tell her ridiculously attractive survival instructor she needed him to step back so she could concentrate. Besides, he’d have to go all the way across town for it to make any difference.
Pulling her focus back where it belonged, Shelby straightened up the bandage, then wrapped it back around Piper’s fist. Her fingers fumbled, making it difficult to get it lined up right. When she finally had it positioned correctly, she pulled the knot tight, and all the tension slipped from the knot again.
She blew out hard to keep herself from tossing the bandage on the floor in a fit. It was just a simple knot. Curling her fingers into tight fists, she turned her eyes towards the ceiling, trying to hold back her tears. She couldn’t cry—not here.
Ian stepped closer and knelt beside her on the mat. “Here, let me show you a trick.”
She shifted to let him in, acutely aware of his nearness, and offered him the ends of the triangular bandage. As he took them, their hands brushed, and everything else receded. Warmth prickled along her skin where they’d touched.
Glancing at him, she caught the ghost of a smile flicker across his lips. For a split second, she was certain he’d felt it too, then it was gone, leaving her confused.
“When you tie the first part, loop it under a second time. The bandage locks on itself. Makes it easier to keep the tension.” His voice gave her nothing. His tone maddeningly neutral.
Ian pulled the knot out and passed the bandage back to her. When their fingers touched again, a shiver raced through her. This time, she caught his reaction. His nostrils flared. Then he bolted, leaving her staring after him, pulse still skittering.

      [image: ]Heat flared up Ian’s arm from the point of contact, so sudden it made him jerk back. He stumbled a step, struck by the look in her eyes. Whatever that was, he wasn’t the only one who’d felt it. 
Wheeling around, he fled across the practice area. 
Fighting to appear unrattled, he crouched down beside Tony and Rick. Helping the students should’ve kept him focused on his job. Except Shelby’s presence kept tugging at the edge of awareness.
He’d thought he’d felt her react when their hands brushed the first time, but he’d definitely felt her shiver when it happened the second. Not that it mattered. He couldn’t exactly act on it.
It would be a bad idea all around. It didn’t matter how she looked at him. It didn’t matter how good it had felt to be that close to her. 
What mattered, at this moment, was that he was her instructor, and Jade had a strict hands-off policy—except on those occasions when she didn’t, and this definitely wasn’t one of those.
Why on earth did he have the bad luck to meet Shelby here, while she was one of his students? Why couldn’t he have run into her in a bar, where he could’ve bought her a drink and coaxed more of those endearing blushes out of her?
Those were dangerous thoughts. He couldn’t risk going down that road. He couldn’t let there be a repeat of the past. Work and relationships didn’t mix. He didn’t need Jade’s rules to remind him of that. He’d learned that lesson the hard way, and it wasn’t one he cared to relearn. 
It didn’t matter that in a few hours when the course ended, he’d no longer be her instructor. And after today, he’d probably never see her again. He couldn’t risk it, because it wouldn’t just be his job on the line.

      [image: ]The instant Ian stepped away, the electricity in Shelby’s blood fizzled, leaving her dizzy. Had they shared a flash of heat, or was it her wild imagination? Fighting the urge to slink out of the room, she struggled to finish her knot and ignore the stares of the other students. 
“Are you okay?” Piper asked.
She looked at her partner, then glanced around the room. Nobody was paying the slightest attention to her. It’d just been one of those moments that happened between adults. It hadn’t meant anything.
She squared her shoulders. “Yes. I’ve got this.” And she knew deep down that she did.
This course was one small step towards fully escaping Blake, and a stupid knot wasn’t going to defeat her. She attacked the knot again, deftly securing the bandage without losing any of the tension.
“And check for circulation,” Piper said.
Shelby checked for blood flow to Piper’s thumb, then rocked back on her heels, smiling in triumph. “Circulation is good.”
“Nicely done,” Ian said.
Shelby startled, his voice coming out of nowhere. He was supposed to be on the far side of the room, busy with other students.
At his words, the warm glow returned. Feeling a little giddy with pride, she glanced up to share the moment with him. She couldn’t celebrate her triumph with her family, but she could share it with him. 
Disappointment pierced her gut when she realized he’d already moved on to the next student. Of course it hadn’t meant anything. He was just doing his job.
“Earth to Shelby,” Piper sing-songed.
She shook her head and looked back at her partner. “I guess it’s my turn to get tied up.”
“It sure is. Too bad our smoking-hot instructor isn’t going to be the one to do it.” Piper winked.
Shelby smiled awkwardly, heat creeping up her face again—partly from being caught ogling the instructor, and partly because Piper wasn’t wrong.






  
  Chapter 4
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Shelby set down her pen, then opened and closed her hand to stretch out her stiff fingers. The first knuckle of her middle finger was dented and sore from the pressure of her pen, and she rubbed it absently as she rolled her aching neck and shoulders. The day had been long, and she was tired. She didn’t think she could take in one more piece of information. 
Unconsciously, her gaze drifted to where Ian was talking to Piper. He was so ruggedly good looking. She wouldn’t mind getting lost in the wilderness if it meant he’d be the one to find her. Just imagining him showing up out of nowhere to help her had her stomach tightening. 
She shook her head to clear the ridiculous thoughts. She needed to get a grip. This was real life, not a romance novel. A girl needed to rescue herself.
He glanced up from the map spread out in front of Piper and caught Shelby looking at him. She snapped her gaze away, pinning her eyes back onto the map she was supposed to be plotting a course on, instead of daydreaming about her instructor.
She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm the unsettled flutter there. It had felt like he could read her thoughts. And she’d done enough embarrassing things today without him realizing he’d played a starring role in her fantasies.
She needed to get a grip on herself. This course was important. It was the first step towards creating the new Shelby. A Blake-free Shelby. 
She could’ve messed everything up today, and she couldn’t afford to do that. She needed to keep her focus. She had goals, and unlike when she’d been a naïve teenager and let Blake steal her dreams, this time she wasn’t letting a man derail her. 
Not even one as dreamy as Ian McLean.
“We’re all done for today, folks.”
Shelby glanced up at the sound of Ian’s voice, then quickly fastened her eyes back to her map.
“I hope you enjoyed the course and will feel more confident when you venture out. I have a brochure about the other courses and getaways that Alfresco Adventures offers, if you’re interested.” Ian glanced at his watch. “We went overtime. I apologise for that. I didn’t want you to miss any of the training.”
Shelby was so focused on ignoring the pull of his voice that it took a moment for his words to register. Late? A wave of panic shot through her. Oh no… no, no, no. She couldn’t be late!
She scrambled to grab her phone and check the time. In her haste, she fumbled it, and it flipped out of her fingers, skittering across the floor and underneath the table. Of course it did.
“Shit.” She dropped to her knees and crawled after it. This couldn’t be happening. It really couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t miss the 4:30 bus. She had to be home before Blake arrived to pick up the boys.
The phone stopped just inches from a pair of feet. With a sickening feeling, she realized who they belonged to. She didn’t need to look up the long, well-muscled legs to know she was crouched under a table at Ian’s feet. Carefully keeping her eyes averted, she reached for her phone. As she grasped it, a strong hand wrapped around hers.
At the shock of his touch, she glanced up. Her face blazed scarlet as his gaze caught and held hers. He only grasped her hand for a moment, but he squeezed it ever so slightly before he released it.
Her breath hitched. She tore her eyes away, not knowing where to look. Cheeks flaming at the intensity of her own thoughts, she struggled to free herself from where she was wedged between the table legs and a chair.
“Here, let me help you up.” Ian held a hand out to her.
She froze, then jerked back from his hand, knowing if she took it, the feel of his warm skin would send her over the edge, and she’d end up doing something humiliating, like throwing herself at him.
Scooting backwards, she cracked her head against the table. Stars burst behind her eyes. Swallowing a string of curses, she rocked back and forth, clutching her head.

      [image: ]“Oof. That looked like it hurt.” Ian guided Shelby out from under the table, protecting her head with his hand. She’d smacked it so hard against the table, he’d winced in reflex. 
Instinctively, he pulled her against his chest. But she pulled away like she’d been electrocuted, and Ian reflexively stepped backwards, even as the desire to pull her close and keep her safe rose in him.
He shook his head to clear the thought. He needed to stop being an idiot. The last thing she wanted was him trampling in like some overgrown action hero.
“I’ve gotta go,” she said, cutting through his thoughts.
She avoided making eye contact with him as she scrambled to gather her things, slipping her phone into her back pocket. He flinched a little as she stuffed the map haphazardly into her bag, rather than folding it carefully along the creases. She didn’t look his way even once.
The door clanged shut, and she was gone, leaving him staring after her, oblivious to the remaining students. He wasn’t sure what it was about Shelby that had snagged his attention. She certainly wasn’t his normal type—not lately anyway. Not since Natalie.
“Thanks, Ian,” Piper said, cutting into his thoughts.
He forced a smile in return, dragging his mind back to the present. “You take care. Maybe I’ll see you at another course.” 
“Yes, I think you will. Maybe the Survival Spa. I saw something about it in the pamphlet.”
“It’s new. You should check it out.”
“I will.” Piper nodded her head resolutely. 
Then she was gone too. Ian surveyed the room. All he wanted was to get out of there and see if his buddy, Spencer, wanted to go for a beer. Teaching today had taken more out of him than expected. But first, he needed to clean up.
Ian sighed and got started. He’d just gotten into the rhythm of flipping the tables over and folding down the legs when he noticed a purse on the floor. 
He couldn’t help but grin when he checked the ID, of course it was hers.
Suddenly, all the reasons it was a bad idea to get involved with someone he met through work seemed inconsequential and borderline ridiculous. The course was over. He wasn’t her instructor anymore. 
Shelby Reid had forgotten her purse—and it was up to him to see that she got it back.






  
  Chapter 5
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The gravel crunched under Shelby’s feet as she approached her basement suite. She was late, having missed the bus. She could already hear her mother’s lecture: “Do you know what time it is, Shelby? Do you think I don’t have other things to do? No wonder you ruined your marriage.”
Taking one last deep breath to clear the toxic words from her thoughts, Shelby headed up the walk. Delaying wouldn’t soften her mother’s temper.
The good feelings from the survival course evaporated under the weight of reality. 
The responsible thing would’ve been to take a course that led to a better job—something practical, something that paid enough that she didn’t have to rely on her mother for childcare. Then she wouldn’t have to endure a lecture about her life choices every time she arrived home. But instead, she’d chosen a survival course, simply because she wanted to.
Stupid!
Blake’s silver SUV parked in the driveway brought Shelby’s thoughts up short. She quickened her pace to match her pounding heart. This wasn’t good. He wasn’t supposed to be here yet.
She burst through the door with an apology on her lips, only to clamp her mouth shut. Blake’s presence in her tiny suite instantly overwhelmed her. He took up all the space and left no air for anyone else to breathe.
As the door clicked shut, he turned, his irritation etched in his jaw.
“Mommy!” Kevin, her youngest son, launched himself off the futon and directly into her arms, almost knocking her backwards.
“It’s good to see you, honey,” she mumbled, still reeling from Blake’s presence. As she bent to plant a kiss on Kevin’s head, she breathed in his scent, trying to steady herself. “I’ve missed you all day. Did you have fun at Nana’s?” 
She squeezed him hard, returning his bear hug, while she scanned her place for her mother. Unease slid up her spine. “Where is Nana?”
“She left when Daddy got here.”
Anger prickled in her stomach, pushing out the anxiety. This was her home. Her mother had no right to leave Blake here alone.
Then her eyes landed on Blake, and the anger sharpened. He hadn’t even greeted her. He just stood there like he owned the place. 
“Go get your stuff, Kevin. Now that your mother has finally graced us with her presence, we can get out of here,” Blake commanded, steeling her chance to express her fury.
“Yes, Daddy.” Kevin looked up at his mom for a split second, his eyes big and round in his pale face, before he disappeared into the bedroom he shared with his older brother, Bryan. 
Her heart constricted. Kevin shouldn’t have to deal with the chaos of his parents’ separation.
“You too, Bryan,” Blake said.
Bryan looked up from his tablet, sighed, but followed his little brother into the bedroom without an argument. The obedience stung. He never did that for her. Blake always got instant compliance.
“What are you doing here?” Shelby fought to keep her voice neutral. He hadn’t needed to wait for her. He could’ve just taken the boys.
“Taking care of your responsibilities.” 
She gaped at him. She new staying silent would get him out of here faster, but her mouth moved before she could stop it. “I take care of my responsibilities.” 
“Is that right? I think you need to get your head straight. You’re supposed to be their mother.”
His words hit her like a punch to the solar plexus. “I’m a good mother.” 
“You’re delusional.”
Delusional? She bit back the urge to tell him exactly where he could shove his opinion.
“Look around you. You live in a cave.” He swept his arm out to indicate the surrounding space. “The boys don’t even have their own rooms. You sleep in the living room, for god’s sake. And how are you financing this little castle of yours? Huh? With my money?”
“I have a job.”
He pointed at a pile of bills on the table. “Looks like your job isn’t really cutting it. When are they turning off the power?”
Indignation rose like bile in her throat. “I pay my bills.” She didn’t owe him an explanation, but she couldn’t help herself. “I just haven’t filed that stuff.”
Blake’s eyes burrowed into her, like he could see inside to all the ways she didn’t measure up. “You could at least clean up a bit. Try to show some pride.”
“I just got home.” 
“That’s my whole point. You need to examine your priorities.”
“My priorities are none—” She cut her words off as Kevin and Bryan reappeared with their backpacks. No matter how angry she was, she would not argue with their dad in front of them.
Fighting tears, she spread her arms out to her boys. Clutching his teddy, Kevin wrapped his arms around her, and she enfolded him into a hug. Bryan just headed to the door, not even making eye contact. He’d been angry with her ever since she’d moved them out of the family home.
She clutched Kevin to her, like he could give her the strength she needed to deal with all of this. Leaving Blake hadn’t been a simple decision. She’d been with him since high school. He was her first boyfriend. Her first love. 
Dealing with his hostility was killing her.
“Let’s go, Kevin.” Blake snapped his fingers, already turning towards the door.
Kevin held tighter to Shelby, and her heart broke. She knew he’d have fun at his dad’s once he got there, but it didn’t make it any easier to watch him leave. 
She swiped a tear from her eye and stood up. The truth was that her wanting the boys to stay had more to do with her fear of being alone than not wanting them to be with their father. Facing the challenges of her new single life was much easier when they were around.
Once the boys were outside and out of earshot, Blake turned to face her, his expression grim. “You need to think long and hard about what you really want and what’s best for the boys.”
It took everything she had to not rise to his bait and answer back. Blake always knew exactly where it would hurt the most. It’d been a long time since things had been good between them, and it looked like that wouldn’t change anytime soon. 
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What she really wanted was a bath. She wanted to slip into the steamy, fragrant water until her chin was just at the surface and wash away all the doubts that Blake had stirred up.
But her “cave” didn’t have a bathtub. So instead, without bothering to make the futon down into a bed, she pulled her pillow and her father’s old quilt from the storage bin, lay down, and pulled the quilt over her head. 
The quilt felt like a warm hug—the last piece of her father she still had. The ache of missing him hit hard, sudden and sharp. When he died, it had felt like she’d lost her entire world, and tonight, it felt like she was right back there. 
Her mother hadn’t stepped in when Shelby needed it the most. She’d never been close to Caroline, and her dad’s death hadn’t changed that. If anything, it had brought her mother and her sister, Meghan, closer together—squeezing Shelby out.
Sometimes the memory of her father’s encouragement was enough to help her keep going. Enough to drown out the doubts. But not today. 
Today, Shelby had to admit that maybe there was more truth to the things her mother said than she liked to believe. Maybe she was ruining her life. Maybe she should get back together with Blake and repair her marriage. They had kids. You couldn’t just throw that away.
Pulling the quilt tighter around her, Shelby squeezed her eyes shut, ready to be done with this awful day. But her mind was unruly, and it immediately turned to Ian. Needing something pleasant to focus on, she didn’t fight it. Instead, she lay on her futon and let her mind drift to thoughts of what could happen if they were alone in the forest together. 
She let the fantasy come. What harm was there? She wasn’t ever going to see him again. And a girl could use a little realism in her dreams.






  
  Chapter 6
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Shelby’s cell phone rang, its tone jarring in the quiet of her place. She rubbed her eyes and fumbled around for it, torn between returning to the delicious dream and not missing a call from her boys. 
“Shelby?” a deep, masculine voice said in response to her mumbled greeting.
She sat bolt upright. The sleep cobwebs swept away. She knew that voice. She’d been dreaming about the man belonging to that voice when the phone woke her. 
Rubbing at her eyes, she glanced around her shadowy place. This still had to be a dream. Ian McLean couldn’t be calling her.
“Hello? Shelby?” Ian’s voice rumbled through the line, knocking her off balance for a beat—not exactly conducive to her having a coherent conversation.
“Um, hi, this is she.” Shelby cringed, dropping her forehead into her hand. Why couldn’t she say something clever?
“Morning, Shelby. It’s Ian McLean.”
She swallowed a groan. It really was him. She wasn’t just making it up. Ian was calling her. 
“Ian, from yesterday’s course…” 
And she was making an idiot of herself—again. Why couldn’t she just answer the phone like a regular, non-lunatic person? 
“Yes. Yes, I know. Hi, Ian.” She squeezed her eyes tight, blocking out her rumpled surroundings. 
She couldn’t just talk casually with Ian while she was still in bed. Not that he knew that. But she did. She was certain he wouldn’t understand lazing around in bed. He’d probably already climbed a mountain and rescued someone this morning. 
Opening her eyes, Shelby shimmied out of her blanket burrito, smoothed her hair back, and rubbed at the sleep gunk in the corner of her eyes. 
She was fully aware she was being ridiculous. He was just a person—gorgeous—but still just a person. It wasn’t like he saved people every day—probably just on special occasions and, of course, in every single one of her fantasies. 
She groaned again. This was too much. A girl could not talk to her living fantasy before she brushed her teeth.
“I’m calling about your purse.”
“My purse?” Her mind spun. 
“Yes, you left it yesterday.”
She scrambled to her feet, checking by the door where she’d dropped her bag and her jacket last night after Blake left. No purse. Another adulting fail. She hadn’t even noticed it was missing. At least she hadn’t left it on the bus.
“Right… My purse.”
“Yes. That mysterious thing women carry everything in.”
Her laugh had a distinctly strangled quality to it. “Oh, great. I thought I’d left it on the bus. I was worried I’d never see it again, and you know how much of a pain it is to cancel all those cards and get new ones…” 
She closed her eyes and willed herself to stop babbling nonsense at him. Ian didn’t care why she’d left it or that she hadn’t noticed. “I can come by the office today and pick it up. I just need the address.”
“No need. I’ve got it. I called you last night, but only got your voicemail.”
Her mind skidded sideway. What was he talking about? She hadn’t ignored any calls last night, but when she pulled her phone away to check, she saw she’d missed three.
“I was hoping to get it to you last night. But, since that didn’t happen, how about we meet for coffee and make the exchange?” 
Meet him for coffee? her mind whirled off in a completely new direction. She couldn’t possibly meet him for coffee. She couldn’t even speak coherently on the phone. What would she say to him face-to-face? What crazy embarrassing thing would she do if they were one-on-one?
“I don’t drink coffee,” she squeaked, closing her eyes tightly.
He chuckled. “How about tea? Do you drink tea?”
She let her breath out with a groan. He was so smooth, and she was in serious danger of forgetting all the reasons she’d sworn off men.
“Yes, I drink tea. But you’re probably busy. You could just leave it at the office.” 
“It’s no trouble. Can you squeeze me in at 10:30?”
With a jolt, she realized Ian McLean was asking for a coffee date, and she, for some ridiculous reason, was fighting him. Who cared if he was delicious, and she was a complete mess? It beat hanging out alone in her gloomy basement suite.
A goofy grin slid across her face. Maybe her life didn’t suck quite as much as she’d thought when she went to bed last night.
“I’ll have to check my schedule. I’m pretty important, as you know,” she sassed, a thrill buzzing through her.
It didn’t matter that her life was a wreck. She’d be crazy not to meet up with him. It was just tea. It couldn’t hurt, could it? 
And if she was meeting the living embodiment of her fantasy, why not have some fun? It wasn’t like this meeting was going to go anywhere—no matter how badly the naughty side of her wanted it to.
“Good. You don’t even have to drink anything. You could just grab and go, if you like,” he said.
Oh, she would definitely like to grab and go…
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Giddiness overwhelmed her, and she flopped sideways onto the futon, pulling the quilt up over her face to stifle her giggles, wiggling her whole body. She was meeting up with Ian McLean. 
She might be sitting on her futon in yesterday’s rumpled clothes with her hair in knots. But she’d just accepted a coffee date with the man she’d spent an entire day drooling over, and whose smoldering eyes and sexy-as-hell muscles had featured prominently in her dreams the previous night. And that felt pretty amazing.
It didn’t matter that the last thing she needed right now was another man complicating her life. What mattered was that she was meeting Ian, and it felt good. She could worry about all the other stuff later. 
Besides, he was just returning her purse. It wasn’t an actual date. 
For the first time since leaving Blake, she was grateful her boys spent Sunday mornings with their dad.
Her phone rang, and Shelby’s elation shrivelled. She instinctively knew it had to be Ian. The whole thing was too good to be true. He’d probably realized meeting up with her was a mistake and was calling to cancel. She’d been crazy to think he actually wanted to see her—not when he could be spending time with a woman who didn’t have to hide her stomach with strategic sweaters.
She should let it go to voicemail, but then she’d have to listen to the message, and that would be more excruciating than just hearing it straight from him.
“Hello.” She aimed for cheerful and landed somewhere closer to brittle.
“Are you still in bed?” a voice—not Ian—said.
“Mom?” Relief swept through her. Normally, a call from her mother was bad—especially when there was still yesterday’s lecture for being late hanging over her. But at least it wasn’t Ian cancelling, which made it bearable no matter what Caroline wanted.
“Seriously, Shelby, you can’t sleep the day away.”
“I’m not sleeping.”
“Blake called me this morning—“
“Mom.” She gritted her teeth. She should’ve checked the call display. “I don’t have time to chat right now. I’m meeting someone for coffee.” 
“Really? Who?” Caroline’s tone brightened.
Shelby winced at her rookie mistake. She’d diverted her mother from her initial reason for calling, but now there was no chance Caroline would let her daughter off the phone without every last detail.
“I really have to go.” Shelby could almost hear her mother planting her hands on her hips.
“What are you hiding?”
“Nothing. I’m just in a hurry.” She bit her lip. She wanted to keep this to herself, but Caroline would hound her until she cracked—and she’d be late. 
“I’m meeting the instructor from my course,” she blurted.
“What is wrong with you? You’re married.” Caroline slipped back into judgment mode.
Why did her mom automatically assume it was a man? “I’m separated, and it’s just coffee.” 
She hunched her shoulders, readying herself for her mom’s next words. This wasn’t a new argument. At least over the phone, she could only hear the disdain. She didn’t have to see it.
“It’s never just coffee when it’s a man, and you don’t even like coffee.”
“It’s just a figure of speech. I’m not doing anything wrong.”
“I just don’t understand you. You’ve got a good husband. A man any woman would be proud to call hers. But it’s not good enough for you, is it? You’re barely keeping a roof over your kids’ heads, but you’re too stubborn to admit you’re wrong. And now you’re running around with some man. It’s shameful.”
“Ex-husband. Blake is my ex-husband. You know the man you left in my house, so you could go to bingo?“ Her tone sharpened despite her best effort to stay calm. Her mother didn’t care about her daughter’s happiness. She only saw Blake’s money and sophistication. 
“Watch your tone with me. You need to think hard about your behaviour. Do you want to be poor forever? How much can a survival instructor possibly make? Are you going to live in a tent with him?”
Shelby clenched her fist, barely holding back a scream. Caroline only ever heard what she wanted to—and right now that was that Shelby was ruining her marriage by fraternizing with a man that wasn’t Blake.
Suddenly, she was bone tired. Her mother would never understand. It wouldn’t matter if she reminded Caroline of all the ways her marriage was unbearable. Caroline would simply tell her she was spoiled. Caroline had been on Team Blake ever since the first time Shelby brought him home back in high school.
“I’ve gotta go, Mom.”
Caroline didn’t even attempt to muffle her sigh. “Of course, you do. There’s always something more important than talking to your family or fixing your marriage.”
Shelby looked sharply up at the ceiling as tears welled up in her eyes. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry, she chanted in her head. A stream of angry words rose inside her, but she bit back the hurt and simply said, “Bye, Mom. I love you.” 
Struggling not to cry, she tossed her cell phone on the coffee table and swore she wasn’t answering it again, no matter what the call display said. Then she dropped her head back on the futon and pulled the quilt tightly around her. 
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The café was perfect. Ian couldn’t have picked a better spot. Located on the Inner Harbour, it was housed in a character home, just like the one Shelby had always dreamed of living in. Blake hadn’t understood her fascination. He’d laughed and pointed out all the impracticalities, completely missing the romance. 
Who cared about dangerous electrical wiring when you had all that character?
Before stepping inside, Shelby checked her reflection in the café window. Sighing, she licked her fingers and smoothed down the flyaway hairs framing her face. Why hadn’t she taken the time to do something more with her hair? Just because it wasn’t a date didn’t mean she couldn’t put some effort in. 
She shook her head to clear the thought. This was just a purse exchange, nothing more. She hadn’t even decided if she was staying or just grabbing the purse and going.
She breathed in deeply to calm the butterflies flitting around in her stomach. Then, squaring her shoulders, she pulled open the door and stepped inside.
Large wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, a staircase with an intricately carved banister curved up one side of the entrance, and an enormous stone fireplace divided the entranceway from the seating area. It was—in a word—romantic.
“Good morning.” A young woman dressed in a white top and black skirt greeted her with a welcoming smile.
Pulling her eyes away from the elegant staircase, Shelby smiled nervously at the host. “I’m meeting someone. It took too long to get ready, and the bus was slow, so I’m late. He’s probably already here…” Wincing, she let her voice trail off, twisting her hands together.
“Feel free to take a look.” The hostess waved towards the seating area. 
Hoping the blush heating her face wasn’t too noticeable, she thanked the hostess, then stepped around the fireplace. She stopped dead, the awkward exchange with the host forgotten. Ian sat at a little table near a window overlooking the Inner Harbour, looking absolutely scrumptious —as usual.
He spotted her immediately, rising and waving her over with his signature half smile on his lips. The room swayed a little. Her stomach clenched. For a brief moment, she considered snatching her purse off the table and making a run for it. 
She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t make small talk with Ian.
Then he spoke.
“Shelby.” Ian rose to greet her, and the butterflies in her stomach did a synchronized backflip.
It was just her name, but when he said it low and warm, it rooted her feet to the ground and twisted her up inside. She was stuck two paces from the table, unable to move forward and unable to run away.
“I’m sorry I’m late. I missed the bus.” Her words came out too fast, belying her nervousness.
He gestured at the chair across from him. “No worries, you’re here now.”
“I would’ve called, but I thought I didn’t have your number. But then I just realized you called me, so it’s in my call log.” 
Not completely true, but she couldn’t exactly tell him she’d been too terrified to actually use his number. 
“I love this place. I’ve always wanted to live in a house like this, but Blake always said they’re just a money sink…” Her words faded away as the heat in her cheeks intensified. “Sorry, I babble when I’m nervous.” 
The corners of his lips curved. “So, I make you nervous, eh?”
“No… I mean…” She shifted nervously from foot to foot. But when she caught the teasing glint in his eyes, she couldn’t help grinning. “Just that you might think this meeting is more than it is.”
“Is that right?” he chuckled. He gestured towards the menu. “Is it grab-and-go or something more?”
She fidgeted, a tiny thrill catching her off guard at the way he emphasized more.
“Like maybe some non-coffee?” He lifted a brow, eyes gleaming with mischief.
She looked away, focusing on the café. She was still beyond nervous and wasn’t sure how long she could maintain the flirting. Could she manage a meal without running off at the mouth?
Maybe she should just grab her purse and run. 
“I’m not hungry, but I could stay for some tea…” her words trailed off as her stomach growled in protest. 
She’d been in too big of a rush to eat breakfast, and she was starving. Heat climbed up her neck. All she ever seemed to do was blush and say stupid things around Ian. 
Her stomach growled again, and she glanced at him, catching the friendly glint in his eyes. She chuckled. She couldn’t help herself. It was too ridiculous. 
“Maybe I should have something to eat after all.”
“Good plan,” he said, and handed her a menu with a wink.

      [image: ]Ian couldn’t tear his eyes off Shelby as she buried herself in the menu. She wasn’t pretending at anything, and he was drawn to that. When she came around the side of the fireplace, her cheeks rosy, he’d instantly known that meeting her at the café instead of just leaving her purse at the office had been the right choice. 
He didn’t need to avoid her just because being near her stirred thoughts he had no business entertaining. He could have a casual coffee with her, enjoy her company, then go on with his day. It didn’t have to mean anything more than that. 
“I really am sorry I’m late. Despite the evidence from yesterday and today, I’m usually on time.” She dropped her eyes to the table, the pink staining her cheeks deepening.
He couldn’t quell his grin. The way she blushed at everything was just too damned cute. “It’s no big deal. Besides, I made you late yesterday, so it’s kind of like you owed me some payback.”
She smiled brightly up at him, and something shifted inside him. There was no pretence with Shelby, and it was refreshing. 
In his past, he’d been with his fair share of women. And lately, his friends had been setting him up on dates in well-meant attempts to get him back out there. None of them had felt right because they always turned out to be fake on some level—whether it was the force laughter or the pretending to be in love with nature when in fact they didn’t want to go anywhere without a fancy bathroom.
He was done with that bullshit. He’d rather spend the rest of his life alone than hang out with someone who was inauthentic. 
He clamped down quickly on that train of thought. This was just a friendly meeting to return a purse and maybe encourage her to keep at her training. There was no need to get serious. 
“Exactly. I knew it was your fault somehow,” Shelby said. 
Had she just winked at him? He’d better watch himself. He wasn’t ready to risk his heart again. Hadn’t been for a long time, not since Natalie. 
He pushed her name back down as quickly as it popped up. Nothing good could come from going there. Natalie had moved on. It was for the best, no matter how much it hurt to think about it.
“Isn’t it always the man’s fault?” He tossed back at her, turning to humour to banish the dark shadows threatening.
She cocked her head to the side and stared at him appraisingly for a brief second, as if maybe she’d caught something in his eyes. But then she continued like she’d decided it was nothing. “It’s refreshing to meet a man who understands that.”
Ian chuckled, watching her fight to keep her face straight. He hardly noticed as their light-hearted banter pushed the dark memories from the room.






  
  Chapter 8

[image: ]

They fell silent as they read the menu, and it was all Shelby could do to focus with Ian sitting across from her, making it hard to concentrate. She was helpless to stop herself from periodically glancing up to take him in, while little butterflies fluttered low in her belly. She’d give just about anything to know what was going on behind his unreadable gaze. 
Her stomach growled, reminding her she needed to pick something to eat instead of trying to discern Ian’s thoughts. The menu was filled with a variety of delicious sounding meals made from locally sourced ingredients—the whole café was very west coast. Things like eggs Benedict on a potato latke with fresh salsa. It made her mouth water just thinking about it.
As the server left with their orders, Shelby turned to look out the window, taking in the tranquil waters of the Inner Harbour. The atmosphere between them had quieted after their bit of playful flirting, and she felt a serenity inside, like her inner being was reflecting the outer world. Her shoulders loosened, the tension easing out of her at last.
It felt good—really good.
If she’d been asked yesterday, she never would’ve predicted she’d be having brunch with Ian McLean, and yet here she was. Maybe her life was on the verge of changing for the better.
“This place is so enchanting. How did I not know it was here?”  She watched the tourists swarming the walkway along the edge of the Inner Harbour.
“It’s one of my favourites,” Ian said, taking a sip of his water. He placed his glass back on the table. “Any plans to do more survival training?”
“I did enjoy it.” She fiddled with her water glass, unsure if she was ready to share the reasons she’d taken the course. They were pretty personal, and she’d only just met him, but the words hovered on her tongue all the same. “Not sure I’ll be able to do more. I got in a little trouble.”
“Trouble?” He leaned towards her.
“Yeah, being late didn’t go over so well with my mother. Probably blew my chances for extra childcare for a while.”
“That’s too bad. You had a knack for it.”
Shocked, Shelby’s eyes snapped up. He had to be teasing, but his gaze was serious. “You really think so?”
“Yes, really.” He shrugged.
“You are talking about me, right? The course I just took yesterday? You do remember the actual course? You haven’t had any tragic head injuries recently?”
Ian tipped his head to the side, like he was weighing her words. Regret flooded her. She shouldn’t have been so flippant. They’d been having a good time, and she’d gone too far. Blake was always getting after her for trying to be a smart mouth. To hide her unease, she picked up her water and took a nervous sip.
“Nope. No head injuries. Not any memory damaging ones, anyway.”
She hiccup-laughed, almost spitting out her water. 
His face grew serious. “It’s okay to need time, Shelby. To not get things perfect on the first try.”
“But by the third time…” 
He chuckled. “You wouldn’t be the first to be taken down by a knot.”
A warmth unfurled in her chest—leave it to Ian to know exactly what she was thinking.
“But you might be the cutest.” He reached for his water, winking at her over the top of the glass.
Shelby’s face flushed. How was it possible that Ian McLean was flirting with her? She almost expected someone to jump out with a movie camera and tell her this was some kind of reality show. And yet, in that moment, with her cheeks still flushed warm, she knew she needed to take a chance. She instinctively knew she could share her dream with him. And she needed to share it with someone who would understand.
It was as good a time as any to be brave. 
“I want to become a wilderness guide. That’s why I took the course,” she blurted out. “I know it’s stupid—” 
He cut her off. “I think you should go for it.”
“I… I… Really?” She’d expected him to validate her dream, but steer her towards something more realistic—backpacking as a hobby, maybe.
“Sure,” he said, like it was the most natural and obvious thing instead of her wildest dream.
“It’s just a thought. I don’t even know how I’d pay for it.” Her throat felt blocked. She was so used to her family tearing down her dream that she didn’t know what to do with his support.
“There are scholarships.”
“Really?” Excitement flickered through her, pushing aside her awkwardness. For a moment she let herself imagine being one of those women who chased their dreams despite being a single mom. Then the familiar caution crept in—she was getting ahead of herself.
She was not one of those amazing women. She was a hot mess—just look at where she lived, and she was barely making ends meet.
Besides, she’d never won a scholarship for anything.
“Sure, most of the outdoor schools have them. You’ll owe some volunteer time, but that’s a great way to gain experience.”
“And you think I could get one?” She tried to keep the eagerness out of her voice. She’d be crazy to get excited about something that was so unlikely.
“Sure. You learn quick.”
“Bah,” she laughed. “I’m not so sure about that.”
The server arrived with the food, and they both dug in, leaving the debate about Shelby’s learning ability hanging in the air. 
The food was every bit as delicious as she’d thought it would be. It was a welcome distraction, because her mind buzzed with equal measures of excitement and anxiety, and she couldn’t concentrate on maintaining a conversation.
Ian had basically handed her the means to reach her dream. But could she risk it? Was she brave enough?
Taking a two-day course was one thing. Trying to make her dream into a reality was something else entirely. Especially now that she had to do it on her own—not that Blake would’ve ever supported her in it.
She grinned up at Ian. He wasn’t just unfairly attractive. He was also sweet, with just a twist of sarcasm. He was the complete package.
He was like a cliché: too good to be true.
Shelby popped a forkful of egg into her mouth and forced her eyes back onto her plate. She needed to watch her step. She was walking very close to the edge, in danger of falling.
The angel on her shoulder was warning her to be careful. Men weren’t always what they seemed. Ian’s fatal flaw would appear eventually. Hadn’t Blake seemed perfect too? Besides, she was man-free by choice, and she shouldn’t let the first pair of sexy eyes pull her back in. 
Problem was that the devil on her other shoulder kept whispering temptations she had no business entertaining.
“So, you really think I have a shot at it?” she asked, placing her fork down. She needed to get her mind off the naughty places it was drifting to and back on the conversation. “For a scholarship, I mean?”
“I do. What have you got to lose?”
“My pride for one.” She laughed awkwardly.
Ian shook his head. “If you love it, you should go for it.”
Was he messing with her? Panic rose. He had to be messing with her.
But there was no hint of sarcasm in his expression. Not one person had supported her dream. Not her mother. Not her sister. No one. She could just imagine what Blake would’ve said if she’d ever confided her dream to him.
But Ian seemed sincere. And he wasn’t just anybody. He was an expert in the field.
Her cell phone chimed, and she scrambled for it, thankful for the distraction. She wouldn’t normally check her it when she was sharing a meal with someone, but his support had her mind spinning, and she needed a second to refocus.
“Just a sec. Sorry,” she said. Her attention focused on her phone, so when the screen lit up, she couldn’t help but catch the time.
Suddenly, the world tilted the other direction, and a new type of panic swept through her.
“Oh, no!” Her hand flew to her mouth. “I’ve got to go.” 
If she didn’t hurry, she’d end up with a repeat of yesterday. And she needed to avoid that, even if it meant ending her time with Ian. 
“This was fun, but I have to go. My kids are at their dad’s, and I need to get home before he drops them off. I’d better get my bill if I’m going to catch my bus.” Her words poured out of her mouth.
“Lunch is on me.” 
“No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.” She fumbled in her purse for her wallet.
He leaned forward. “Really. I invited you out. Lunch is on me.”
She pursed her lips and glanced up at him. “You’re sure?”
“Yes.” He nodded. “I’m sure.”
She froze with her hand still in her purse. Was it okay for him to buy her lunch? She’d been married for so long she really didn’t know the etiquette. If he paid, did it make this a date? A rush of something she couldn’t name swept through her at the thought that this might be more than a casual lunch.
To hide her confusion, she gathered her things. “Okay… Thank you. This was nice. And thank you for rescuing my purse.” She held it up and smiled awkwardly, knowing she was babbling again. “You saved me a big headache. But I better run. Trust me, the bus won’t wait for me.”
He touched her hand, stopping her outburst of words and sending warm sparks dancing through her. “Why don’t you let me drive you home?”
“Um… I… Um… What?”
He released her hand, laughter glinting in his eyes. “Let me give you a ride home. It will save you time.”
Hadn’t he felt the shock? Was it just her? How was he so calm? 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, I’m sure.” 
She wasn’t sure at all that accepting a ride was a good idea, but she couldn’t seem to refuse. “Okay. If you’re sure, you’re sure.”
He winked. “I’m sure, I’m sure.”
Laughter bubbled out as she dropped back into her chair. She clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle the sound, glancing around to see if anyone was staring before meeting Ian’s laughing eyes. Her whole body felt fizzy with relief and anticipation.
“Okay, let me run to the bathroom, then I really need to get going.”

      [image: ]Ian leaned back in his chair as he watched Shelby weave her way through the tables. He was glad to have the moment to catch his thoughts. It’d been an impulse to offer to drive her home, a seemingly harmless one, until he’d touched her hand. The shock that’d passed between them was undeniable. 
He’d felt it right in his core, and he’d bet the forest she’d felt it too.
He was walking on dangerous ground, and he’d better tread carefully, otherwise there might be two hearts in danger.
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