
Chapter One 

			Crystal glanced at her boss’s assistant as she went to the door. “He’s expecting me.” She straightened her navy suit jacket and smoothed the matching skirt before she tugged open the door and entered the room. The executive suite was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows looking out onto the Dallas skyline. She planned to have this view someday.

			Her boss stood, the salt in his hair glistening in the sun, and held his fingers up, leaving a one-inch gap between his forefinger and thumb. “I’m this close to getting the Pine Grove town council on board with the new tower.”

			“That’s great. Congratulations.” Nothing like bulldozing hundred-year-old trees in Vermont to put up a cell-phone tower to ring in the new year, Crystal thought.

			“We have just a couple of holdouts.” He squinted, making the lines fanning out to his temples appear more distinct. The man spent entirely too much time in the sun. “Neither the head of the town council, who runs a bakery in town, nor the ridiculously old-school owner of a small internet café wants to bring the town into the twenty-first century.”

			“Well, I’m sure you can change their minds.”

			“Not me.” His voice rose. He was about to give marching orders. “I need someone I can depend on to go, and that person’s you.”

			“Seriously?” A shiver of confidence filled Crystal until she realized what her boss wanted her to do. This assignment was going to ruin all of her holiday plans. “I was looking forward to the sunshine in the tropics.” She’d planned to spend the days leading up to Christmas on the beach in St. Croix, and Christmas Day at her parents’ home in California after that. Not in some cold winter town battling the local government.

			“You can get plenty of sunshine on the ski slopes.” He raised an eyebrow as much as anyone who received regular Botox injections could. “Maybe I should send Jack Ramsey instead.”

			“Absolutely not.” She refused to give up one more thing to that vulture, even if it meant cold hands and feet for the next week or two.

			“Good, because this assignment could lock in that director’s seat you’ve been wanting. You do ski, don’t you?” He acted like the sport was a natural part of everyone’s education.

			“Yes.” She hadn’t skied in years, but she would figure it out if she needed to hit the slopes. It would come back to her just like riding a bike, wouldn’t it?

			“Great.” He smiled widely. “You leave in the morning. I’ll check in with you midweek.”

			“Okay.” That didn’t give her much time to clear her desk before going home to pack. Her heart raced as all the things she needed to do today whirled in her head. She turned and walked out of his office and down the hallway to her own. She’d just sat down at her desk when Marie appeared in the doorway. Crystal glanced up to see her smiling face, which would change as soon as Crystal told her the news. “I have to go to Vermont this week.”

			“When will you be back?” Marie closed the door before she crossed the room, her dark, curly hair bouncing as she moved. She didn’t seem upset—yet.

			“A week, maybe ten days.” Crystal hoped it didn’t take that long, but this town had been a challenge since the company had first set out to bring it in.

			“What? Why?” Marie bolted closer to her desk. The stack of files she’d been carrying thudded when she dropped them onto the desk. “We’re supposed to go to St. Croix next week…and you’re supposed to meet my family this weekend.”

			This was going to be harder than she’d expected. “I have to convince the planning commission to let us put up a tower.” Not on her list of fun things to do, but she would close the deal—just like she was going to close this one between her and Marie. Crystal hadn’t planned it, but this was the perfect opportunity to cool whatever had been developing between them. The strings were getting denser by the day.

			“Can’t you just tell him no? For once?” Marie’s lips flattened the way they always did when she didn’t agree with Crystal’s choices. “He’s going to shut down whatever internet business is already in town and ruin the holidays for the whole town. Can’t that at least wait until after Christmas?”

			“Apparently not.” Crystal didn’t like Marie’s insinuation. Crystal didn’t always say yes to her boss. She could give the two holdouts her pitch and then fly home and still meet Marie’s family, but she wasn’t looking forward to that either. Meeting family meant commitment, and she wasn’t sure what that meant or whether she wanted that with Marie. She was absolutely saying no to that. This hadn’t been the smoothest relationship.

			Marie held up her hands. “Give them your pitch, and fly back before Friday. Then everything will work out, and we can go ahead with our plans.”

			“I’m sorry. I can’t go. You’ll have to take your sister or someone else on the trip.” She rifled through the files Marie had dropped on her desk, plucked a few from the stack, and tossed them into her black leather Kate Spade tote. “This is an opportunity to create a whole new hub of wireless services. I can’t let an opportunity like this go to Jack.”

			“Sounds more like you won’t go.” Marie planted a hand on her hip, tilted her head, and pressed her lips together. “You know what? I’m kind of tired of not being a priority in your life.” She spun, headed to the door, and glanced over her shoulder as she gripped the doorknob. “I think I will take someone else. Whatever we’re doing here”—she circled her finger in the air—“isn’t working for me. We’re done.” She pulled open the door. “Merry fucking Christmas, Crystal. I hope you freeze your ass off in Vermont.” The bookshelf on the wall rattled when she yanked the door closed.

			Crystal flopped back in her chair and let out a sigh. Marie’s threat didn’t faze her in the slightest. Maybe that was a sign that moving on was best for both of them. She hadn’t expected anything serious to come out of her relationship with Marie. Sure, she was fun and great company, but at this point in her career, she didn’t have time to worry about someone else’s feelings all the time. That just meant more disappointment and pressure when she forgot a special occasion or canceled an event, which was evident by the current situation and seemed to be happening more and more since she’d started seeing Marie.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Crystal had never seen such a beautiful sight as she had today at the tree farm. So many evergreens, some so green, others flocked in snow. It was a whole different world, picturesque and untouched by the real world. She could understand the point now—why the town didn’t want to bring the outside world into their serenity—why Janie’s family didn’t want a cell tower on the mountain in the middle of their paradise. She opened her eyes slightly as the truck slowed and the lights from the tree stand came into view. She could see the clear, white lights strung around the lot instantly from down the street. Another comforting Christmas feeling came over her as memories of similar areas from her childhood flew through her mind. Seemed she’d forgotten so many of the joys of the holiday season since she’d become a workaholic.

			She continued to let the comfort of Janie’s shoulder keep her warm. The day had been magical—the snow—the trees—the kiss—all of it. Her right hand was cold, but her left was warm. She glanced around the cab of the truck to get her bearings. Her hand was clasped in Janie’s, being held captive on Janie’s thigh. Did Janie do that, or did I? It seemed like Crystal was the one holding Janie’s hand prisoner. She released her grip and laced their fingers together as she raised her head. Janie didn’t resist. Maybe it was both of them.

			Crystal covered her mouth as she yawned. “Sorry. All that fresh air got to me.” The last thing she remembered was leaving the farm.

			“Not to mention the work.” Janie grinned as she stared into her eyes. “Nate’s quite the taskmaster.”

			“Yeah. I haven’t done hard labor in a while.”

			“What?” Nate’s voice rose. “All I asked you girls to do was tie knots. Men should do the heavy lifting.”

			“Really?” Janie raised her eyebrows. “That’s all you have to say?”

			“All right.” Nate shook his head. “Thanks for the help. We got done much sooner than usual.”

			Janie bumped Crystal’s shoulder. “He rarely admits he needs help.”

			“Because I don’t,” he said firmly.

			“Tree Man, you out there?” Janie’s dad’s voice blared through the ham radio on the dash.

			Nate picked up the microphone. “I’m here, Papa Bear.”

			“We’re right behind you. I’ll help you unload as soon as we get there.” The radio crackled as Janie’s dad spoke.

			“Roger that.” Nate hung the microphone on the clip. He really was the perfect mountain man. Probably had women lined up, if he wasn’t married already. She hadn’t seen a ring, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t. What was his stance on Wi-Fi? Considering the ham radio on the dash, he was probably on the same side as the rest of the town. Several times today she should’ve brought up that subject, but she hadn’t wanted to spoil the mood.

			As they pulled up to the tree lot, they could see the lit fire pit. Janie’s mom was sitting in one of the chairs in front of it. Crystal could understand why. The temperature had dropped a bit while they were at the farm, and snow was expected soon. She hadn’t really noticed all that much while she was pressed up against Janie the whole ride home.

			Nate had backed up the truck, and they began unloading the trees. The tree farm, the town, and the kiss she’d shared with Janie had been more than she’d expected when she’d arrived. She had two problems to resolve now—how to get the town to accept broadband and how to ensure Janie didn’t hate her when she found out who she was and why she was here.

			“Why don’t you girls go grab a bite to eat.” Janie’s dad startled Crystal out of her thoughts. “We can handle the rest. Right, Nate?” They’d already unloaded about half of the trees.

			Nate nodded. “Bring us back some burgers.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Grandpa went to the car with Janie’s mom.

			“Your mom’s not coming with us?”

			Janie shook her head “She’s taking Grandpa to have dinner with Grandma at the retirement home. It’s pizza night.”

			“You want to go? I can go back to the inn.” Crystal was aching for a long, hot bath.

			“No. They have a killer meatloaf at the diner.” Janie glanced at Crystal. “You like meatloaf?”

			“Love it.” She didn’t eat it much at home. Cooking meatloaf for one meant she’d be eating it for a week, and that just wasn’t practical with her schedule.

			They headed across the street to the diner, where they took a booth near the window that had a clear view of the tree lot. With old-fashioned lampposts and wrought-iron benches lining the streets, it really was the perfect Norman Rockwell town.

			The waitress appeared immediately to take their order.

			“Hey, Delta. We’ll both have the meatloaf.” Seemed Janie knew everyone.

			“Mashed potatoes and green beans?”

			They both nodded.

			“Anything to drink?”

			“Water,” they said simultaneously. “Jinx,” they both added and then laughed.

			They sat across from each other in silence. Crystal needed to start talking before it got awkward. “So, does your dad or your brother own the farm?”

			“Both. My dad retired a few years ago, and now my brother runs it.” The booth seat crackled as she shifted. “I got Cyber Shack, and he got the farm.”

			“Is that what you wanted?”

			“Yes and no. I mean I love the café and the farm, but I guess I never thought I’d be here in this town for the rest of my life.” Janie held up her hand. “Not that I don’t love it. I just never leave for anything.”

			“Not even a for a few days? I really thought you were kidding when you said that yesterday.”

			“No.” Janie shook her head. “Never been out of New England.”

			“Can’t your dad or mom handle the café for a week or two?”

			“They probably could, but I don’t really have any place to go. I’d hate to ask them so I could just take time without having anything planned.”

			“You could come see me.”

			“That’d be a long way to drive.”

			Crystal almost laughed out loud, but she could see that Janie was serious. “They have this new invention called planes, you know.” She’d probably never been on one.

			“I’ve never been to California. I guess it would be nice to visit…see you again.” Janie slowly snaked her hand across the table and tapped Crystal’s fingers with her own in an awkwardly shy dance. Janie’s confidence seemed to disappear when it came to romance.

			“You’re welcome to come see me anytime.” In an attempt to calm Janie’s anxiety, Crystal flipped her hand and took hold of Janie’s. “I’ll show you all the sights.” What the hell was she talking about? She didn’t even live in California. How was she going to tell her she really lived in Dallas? Would Janie want to come see her at all after she found out she’d been lying to her? How far was she going to take this masquerade? She needed to stop it—now—but she couldn’t bring herself to spoil the moment. “I had a wonderful time today.”

			“Me too.” Janie glanced up from their hands, which seemed to be glued together at this point.

			Delta appeared with two plates of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans. “You ladies need anything else?”

			Janie glanced up. “No. I think we’re good, but I need a couple of burgers and fries to go for Dad and Nate.”

			“The usual, coming right up.”

			Janie might be good, but Crystal was far from it. Everything that had happened over the past few days had her all mixed up. Maybe if she got back to business that would change. She released Janie’s hand and picked up her fork. “This looks good.”

			“Best in town.” Janie reached for her fork, broke a chunk loose with the side of it, speared it, and put it into her mouth.

			She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and looked at it…A conversation starter.

			“That’s not going to work here,” Janie said matter-of-factly.

			“I forgot.” Crystal set it on the table as a reminder of why she was here. “So, tell me again why you don’t have broadband in Pine Grove?”

			Janie stopped chewing for a moment and set her fork on her plate before she wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Because of that right there. Here we are having a nice conversation over some really good food, and you checked your phone to take you out of it—to somewhere else.”

			“I see your point.” Looking at her phone was far from what she wanted to do right now. She wanted to bury it deep in her pocket—push her plate across the table and slide into the other side of the booth to be closer to Janie. “You’re right about the food and the conversation.” She took the phone from the table and dropped it into her pocket. “There’s no place I’d rather be.” Her mission would have to wait.

			They ate quickly without much more conversation. Today’s adventure had given them both an appetite. When Delta offered pie, they opted to share a slice of cherry with a small amount of whipped cream on top. She soon arrived back at the table with the bag of burgers and the check. Crystal reached for it.

			“I’ll get it.” Janie slapped her hand on top of the paper and pulled it her way. “It’s the least I can do. You worked hard today.” She slid out of the booth. “Can you grab the bag?”

			Crystal nodded. “Sure.”

			Janie went to the counter, paid, and met Crystal at the door. “We’ll drop these off at the tree lot, and then I’ll give you a ride home.”

			“I can walk.”

			“I’ll take you.” Janie pushed the door open and let Crystal walk ahead of her.

			“Thank you.”

			Janie slipped her hand into Crystal’s as they crossed the street. Seemed Janie’s confidence was back and in full gear. When they got to the fire pit, Janie’s dad and Nate were relaxing in front of it, a bottle of something sitting in the snow between them. There was no denying they were related. They had the same chiseled features.

			“Just in time.” Janie’s dad reached for the bag. “Nate needs some food. I think he’s getting a little drunk.” He handed Nate one of the containers.

			“I think you have that backward.” Nate immediately grabbed the burger from the container and bit into it.

			“I’m going to take Crystal home before she freezes again.”

			“Good night.” Crystal raised her hand and gave them a slight wave. “Thanks for including me today.”

			“Any time,” Nate said through the food in his mouth, and Janie’s dad nodded as he swallowed and reached for the bottle in the snow.

			Janie seemed to be inside her head as they walked to her Jeep. Crystal hoped she hadn’t upset her earlier when she’d tried to dig deeper. They both went to the passenger side, and Janie pulled the door open for her. Even if she was mad, she was still chivalrous. They drove in silence the few minutes it took to get to the inn. Janie parked in the drive-through area. Was Janie intending to leave no question as to whether she would come up to her room?

			“I’ll walk you to the door.” Janie unbuckled her seat belt and hopped out of the Jeep quickly. It seemed as though something was up with her since they’d left the diner.

			As they walked to the inn entrance, Crystal wrapped her arms around herself to stifle the chill. She was cold and tired but couldn’t bring herself to leave Janie without something more—another touch of her hand—another kiss—anything to keep her warm. Janie immediately removed her jacket and put it on Crystal’s shoulders.

			Earlier today when they’d kissed, she’d told Janie that she didn’t have any worries, but that wasn’t true. There were a million reasons why she hadn’t kissed her last night—why she shouldn’t have kissed her today—why she shouldn’t kiss her again tonight. All Crystal knew for certain right now was that she didn’t have the ironclad control over her mind and body she’d had in the past. Janie was doing things to her that she hadn’t expected, and it scared the hell out of her. What was going to happen when Janie found out who she really was and that she’d betrayed her? That she was essentially here to convince her to bring in technology that could ruin her business?

			None of that stopped her from moving closer and hoping with everything she had that Janie would kiss her good night. When Janie leaned in, Crystal didn’t fight it—didn’t want to anymore. She let Janie’s lips capture her mouth for a long, slow, sensuous kiss. A glow of warmth swept through her, with each area their bodies touched burning hotter than the rest. She had to douse this flame somehow.

			Crystal broke the kiss. “I should go in.” She brushed Janie’s cheek with the back of her hand. “I want you to know this is the best day I’ve had in a long time.” She wasn’t lying about that.

			Janie took in a deep breath and clasped Crystal’s hand in hers. “Me too. Can I see you again tomorrow? There’s bingo at the retirement home.”

			“Sounds like fun.” They’d be surrounded by lots of people, without too much pressure to move forward with whatever was happening between them. Crystal shrugged off Janie’s jacket and handed it to her. “Thank you.” She’d said that a lot this evening.

			“I’ll call you.” Janie turned, tossed her jacket over her shoulder, and strutted back to her Jeep with a bounce in her step that Crystal hadn’t seen before.

			She watched Janie drive off, noting the writing on the tire cover. The Black Jeep of the Family. Had the cover come with the Jeep, or had Janie bought it herself? Either way, it provided another interesting insight into Janie. She would add it to the other tidbits she’d learned tonight.

			
			




Chapter Eleven 

			Even though Janie awoke early, she hadn’t managed to get out of bed and was late to work this morning again. That was twice in one week. She hadn’t slept well. With last night’s kiss lingering on her tongue and thoughts of Crystal monopolizing her mind, she had spent a restless night. What was going on here? The woman had been captivating from the start, and yesterday’s trip to the tree farm had sealed the deal. Crystal was the perfect woman. Well, maybe not perfect for everyone, but perfect for Janie.

			“Good morning, Tara.” She dropped the pastries she’d picked up from Sue’s Sweets on the counter before she went into the small office, determined to find the tube filled with the modernization plan that she’d buried in the corner years ago.

			“You okay?” Beka stood at the door watching her.

			“Yeah. I’m fine.” She was far from fine. Updating from this retro state she was stuck in was nagging at her again. “Bingo.” She dug out the floor plan she’d created for Cyber Shack.

			“You thinking about doing the remodel again?”

			“Thinking about it.” She slid the plan out of the tube and unrolled it on the desk. “I need coffee. You want some?”

			“Sure. I’ll get it.” Beka held her hand up. “You sit.” She came back through the door quickly with a cup of coffee for each of them. “Why the change of heart?”

			“I’m just tired of fighting this battle when I don’t even know if I believe in it.” She stood, moved to the doorway, and glanced around the café. Almost every area was occupied. Saturday mornings were always busy. “It probably wouldn’t even hurt my business. People come here to be together, not just because of the internet, right?”

			Beka nodded, knowing better than to interrupt her thought rant. This wasn’t their first go-round with this subject.

			“They enjoy the physical and social interaction that comes along with playing games in person as well as online.” Janie scanned the café again. “Don’t they?”

			“Of course they do.” Beka seemed to be in agreement. “And my food, of course.”

			“Yes. That too.”

			“I’m going to get back to the kitchen.” Beka rolled her eyes. “Let me know if you need me to tell you this is a good idea for the gazillionth time.” Beka had always supported Janie in her plans for expansion—even thought broadband would help the business when Janie wasn’t sure.

			Janie sat at the desk and sipped her coffee as she looked over the remodel plans. She’d created them when her dad had first handed Cyber Shack over to her. He’d implied that she’d have complete control, but that hadn’t been true. When she’d shown him her plans to expand and modify their connection capabilities, he’d said she could add servers to handle more load, rewire the local area network, and change anything she wanted aesthetically, but had also given her a direct order to not upgrade the connectivity to include Wi-Fi. He still wasn’t ready to allow the outside world in.

			Crystal slipped into Janie’s thoughts again—her smile, her voice, her laugh. Man, she had it bad for this one. She growled at herself before she drank the last of her coffee, rolled up the café floor plan, and slipped it into the tube. Maybe it was time for another look at the renovation and a discussion about who was running the business.

			* * *

			Janie pulled up in front of the Pine Grove Inn and put the Jeep into park. She’d been able to get away from the shack early, so she’d picked up Grandpa first. “I’ll be right back, Grandpa. I need to talk to Dana for a minute.” Janie got out of the car. “Don’t go anywhere, okay?” On occasion, Grandpa would commandeer a vehicle when he wanted to get somewhere faster.

			Grandpa crossed his arms. “Why would I go anywhere? Don’t have any place to be but where you’re taking me.”

			She opened the front door of the inn and walked over to see Dana at the front desk. “Can you let Crystal know I’m here?”

			“Crystal. You have a visitor,” Dana shouted over Janie’s shoulder.

			Janie’s stomach jumped as she spun around and spotted Crystal coming down the stairs. “Hey. Sorry I’m a little early.” She took a long look at Crystal, and her heart pounded. Dressed in jeans and a knee-length brown wool coat, with a bright-yellow Wolverines sweatshirt underneath, she looked pretty fantastic in Pine Grove’s hometown colors.

			“It’s fine. I was ready.” Crystal smiled, and Janie’s stomach did a full-out somersault.

			“Great. I swung by and picked up Grandpa first.” Being alone in the car with Crystal made her anxious. She threw Dana a wave. “See you later.”

			“You two have fun.” Dana’s voice rose. Seemed she was putting them together somehow too.

			Janie opened the back door of the Jeep for Crystal, and she climbed in and buckled her seat belt.

			“Hi, Mr. Elliott. It’s good to see you again.”

			“Call me Grandpa. Everyone else does.”

			“If you say so, but you don’t look old enough to be my grandfather.” Crystal grinned at him from the back seat. Seemed she knew how to flirt with the best of them.

			Grandpa looked at Janie as he hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “I like this girl.”

			Me too, Grandpa. Me too. She took the short drive to Pine Grove Retirement Community and pulled into a parking space. “I hope you don’t mind a room full of competition.”

			“I’m actually looking forward to it.” Crystal unfastened her seat belt. “I’ve never played bingo before.”

			“Never?”

			“Well, I guess not never, but I was a kid the last time, and that was only in school. Nothing like it is now.”

			“Well, you’re in for a treat.” Grandpa grinned as she climbed out of the Jeep. “Want to know how to get a bunch of women to yell fuck?”

			“Grandpa. Really?” Janie’s voice rose as she shook her head.

			“Yell ‘bingo.’” He let out a hearty laugh at his own joke.

			Crystal chuckled. “That would do it for me.”

			They took the short walk inside and to the main room of the retirement home and found Grandma. Dressed in jeans and a green Christmas sweater with a reindeer on the front, she was waiting in line just inside the door. “It’s about time.” She glanced at Grandpa. “Go get the table, and I’ll get the packets.”

			Grandpa rushed across the room while Janie and Crystal joined Grandma in line.

			Grandma pulled Janie into a hug. “It’s good to see you, girl.” She glanced at Crystal. “Who’s this young lady?”

			“This is Crystal, Dana’s niece.”

			“Oh. In for the holidays?”

			“Yes. For a few more days.” Crystal smiled “Pine Grove is beautiful.”

			Janie’s stomach sank. Their time together was limited.

			“It fills the bill.” Grandma stepped in front of the table. “How many packets you want?”

			“How many cards are in a packet?” Crystal’s eyes widened at the menagerie of bingo accessories on the table.

			“Six.” Grandma stared at Janie as she waited for an answer.

			“That’s a lot to keep up with. I think I’ll just watch.”

			“No watching in bingo. She needs a beginner’s packet.” Grandma handed the woman at the table a twenty. “That will get you a marker too.”

			Crystal pulled some cash from her pocket. “Let me get that.”

			Grandma pushed Crystal’s hand away. “Beginners don’t pay when I’m around.”

			The woman handed Crystal her packet. “Thank you.” Crystal flipped through the cards.

			Janie was sure Crystal was just as confused as she was the first time she played. “I’ll help you. It’s not too bad once you get used to it.”

			“I sure hope so.” Crystal glanced around the room at all the people sitting at tables with multiple cards and markers set up in front of them.

			Grandpa had already saved a table close to the caller and within sight of the board. That made it easier for Grandma to keep track of the numbers called.

			Once they got settled in and had their cards arranged, the first game began. It was coming along nicely. Grandma daubed at her cards with speed as each number was called. She didn’t know how, but Grandma managed to be faster at it than Janie. Crystal was still fumbling with the whole process.

			“Focus, girl.” Grandma daubed a square on one of Crystal’s cards. “You’re getting behind. You can’t win if you don’t keep up.” Grandma took a couple of Crystal’s cards and placed them in front of Janie. “Help your girl out.”

			Janie glanced at Crystal, who gave her a sideways smile. The back of her neck heated.

			The caller took a ball from the cage and squinted before calling the number. “B-24.” A woman across the room yelled “Bingo” and held up her card.

			“Damn it.” Grandma dropped her marker onto the table and stood. “Either of you girls want to accompany me to the ladies’ room?”

			“I will.” Crystal stood.

			“We need to hurry. They’ll be playing the progressive jackpot game soon.” Grandma took Crystal’s arm and walked her across the room.

			“We don’t want to miss that.” Crystal smiled as she glanced back at Janie.

			Grandpa watched until they disappeared into the hallway before he covered Janie’s hand with the warmth of his own. “What’s wrong? You don’t seem like yourself today.”

			She never could hide anything from him. “I’m a little stressed out about the café. This whole broadband decision by the council is getting to me. I’m just not sure about it anymore.”

			“Which side are you on?” Grandpa’s voice was sweet and gentle, like she remembered as a child when he was teaching her things.

			“I don’t know.” Janie shrugged. “On one hand, I get Mason’s point about keeping the small-town atmosphere, but on the other hand, I’m not sure we shouldn’t move into the twenty-first century with the rest of the state.” She shifted to look at him. “Can’t we do both? There are so many new things I could do at Cyber Shack if we had it. We could add another gaming room to space out the groups, set up a nice patio, even have classes right here at the PGR.”

			Grandpa crinkled his forehead. “You know I’ve never been a big fan of government regulation, and that comes with Wi-Fi.”

			“Right. That’s my other concern.” Janie sighed. “Do you think customers will stop coming to the café if I add it?” She blew out a breath. “On the flip side, wireless internet provides a degree of privacy, confidentiality, and accessibility that is crucial to some people who might not be comfortable accessing certain websites at the café. Will they buy computers and start spending more time at home instead?”

			“You’re talking about yourself now.” He smiled and relaxed in his chair. Grandpa had been the first one to catch on about her sexual orientation. He’d always suspected, and seeing her web-surfing history at the shack had solidified his hunch.

			“Yes, and others like me. People I still want to see at Cyber Shack.”

			“Some will buy computers, but not everyone in this little town can afford one. Others will stay away because they’re afraid of being tracked.” He raised his hand. “Your old grandpa here is a prime example of that. It’s hard to teach this dog new tricks.” Grandpa never referred to himself as old, but he did sometimes admit to his stubbornness. “I think if you educate people on how it works, they’ll come around once they get used to the idea.” He covered her small hand with his callused palm again. A small touch of comfort Janie hadn’t forgotten. “Your dad had to do that when we first put in the servers. People were afraid of that new-fangled technology too.”

			“The ghosts in the closet.” Janie laughed. “I forgot about that.”

			Grandpa relaxed into his chair. “You’re running the business now. Do what you think is right.”

			“Dad would never go for it.”

			“How about I talk to him? Help pave the way for you.” He squeezed her hand and smiled.

			Janie’s heart pounded. The nervous teenager she’d abandoned so long ago emerged again, hoping her grandpa could help resolve her worries. “Would you do that for me, Grandpa?” Janie had thought her grandfather would be totally against it as well. She’d also thought that when he’d approached her about being gay, but he’d been the exact opposite. He was loving and accepting and had supported her when she told the rest of her family. Relief washed through her when she realized he would be the same in this situation.

			“Your grandma’s been showing me how to play poker online at the shack. It’s helping my game with the guys.”

			“Really? I didn’t know that.”

			He nodded. “I’d rather do it at home, though. Don’t want any of these old guys catching me.”

			“Huh.” Who knew a little competition would bring her grandfather around? “Thanks for your support, Grandpa. I think Dad will listen to you.” She caught a glimpse of Crystal walking Grandma back from the restroom. Her yellow Wolverines sweatshirt was visible from a mile away.

			Grandpa squeezed her hand again and released it. “You like this girl a lot, don’t you?”

			Janie nodded. “We seem to hit it off really well.”

			“From what I saw yesterday, she seems to be a hard worker. She sure does like the hockey team.”

			Janie laughed. “Seems that way.” It seemed every sweatshirt she wore was fan apparel. No doubt she was borrowing some of Dana’s clothes.

			“She live around here?”

			“No. She’s from California.”

			“Oh.” He rubbed his chin. “Well. Your dad can find someone else to run the shack.” Was he actually suggesting she move to California with a woman she barely knew?

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Grandpa. We’re not that far down that road yet.”

			“Just opening up the gate so you can see over the horizon. When I met your grandma, I knew right away she was the one for me. It was a feeling I’ll never forget.” He smiled as he stared at the ceiling like he was drifting into a memory.

			“Really?” Janie knew exactly what he was talking about. “Then why did you let her move to the PGR alone?”

			“I wasn’t ready yet.” He shook his head. “And I don’t let your grandma do anything. She does what she wants.” The love in his eyes was clear as he spotted Grandma across the room walking back to the table arm in arm with Crystal.

			Janie’s heart warmed at the care Crystal gave Grandma as they walked toward them. Her stomach tingled when she caught Crystal’s gaze. The electricity between them was wild, and apparently everyone else could see it.

			




Chapter Twelve 

			Crystal waited by the door for Janie as she made her rounds and said good-bye to the majority of people who had played bingo today. She seemed to know everyone.

			“Sorry that took so long.” Janie put on her coat. “You ready?”

			Crystal nodded. “Where’s your grandpa?” She’d thought he was coming with them. Janie seemed to be his personal taxi service.

			“Grandpa’s going to stay over with Grandma tonight so he can take her to the town square later for the marshmallow roast.” Janie zipped her jacket and put on her knit cap. “He just needs to move in with her.”

			“Why doesn’t he?” Crystal couldn’t imagine them being apart from each other at their age.

			“Says he’s not ready to give up his freedom yet.” Janie reached into her pockets and found her keys.

			“You can’t blame him for that.” Crystal had always been one to do what she wanted when she wanted. Probably why she’d never been able to maintain a long-term relationship.

			“He doesn’t drive anymore, so he kind of already has in a way.” Janie pushed the door open and held it for Crystal before she glanced back at the people still milling about in the common area. “I always have so much fun at the PGR. Everyone here is such a kick.” Janie focused her attention on Crystal as she came out the door. “Did you…have fun?”

			“Absolutely. Once I got the hang of it.” Bingo had been stressful at first, but once Grandma gave Crystal some tips, it had become so much more enjoyable, even though she hadn’t won a single game. “And your grandparents are a hoot.”

			“Yeah. I enjoy hanging out with them.” Janie rushed in front of her to the passenger side of the Jeep and opened the door for her.

			“It’s a beautiful day.” It was cold, but the sun felt good on Crystal’s face. “Do you want to walk?”

			“Sure.” Janie let the door close. “It’s not far. We can stop at Sue’s on the way and get a cup of coffee and something sweet if you want.” She shoved her hands into her coat pockets.

			“I’d like that.” She’d been here less than a week, but she was getting attached to this little town of Pine Grove. “Have you always been close with your grandparents?”

			Janie nodded. “Since I was a kid. They’ve helped me work through a lot of things.”

			“Oh? Like what?”

			“Like coming out.”

			“That’s awesome. I wish my grandparents were like that.” It wasn’t that her grandparents weren’t supportive. They just didn’t seem to understand, which killed any conversation about her sexual orientation.

			“They’re pretty exceptional. Even just now, Grandpa surprised me by…” Janie seemed reluctant to talk about whatever it was.

			“By what?” Crystal shook her head. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

			“I’ve been thinking about the whole broadband ban. I’ve never really been totally against it, and I can see Mason’s point about keeping the town atmosphere quaint. But I’m not sure I agree that Wi-Fi will spoil that anymore.”

			Crystal’s mission seemed to have just gotten a whole lot easier. “So, what are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know.” Janie glanced around. “I’d heard a large company was sending someone out to convince the council, but the only new person in town is you.” She smiled. “And if it were you, I’d know by now. Dana wouldn’t be able to keep that cat in the bag.”

			“Right.” Crystal was surprised she hadn’t tipped someone off herself. “I’m sure everyone would know. Who could keep that a secret?” She should tell Janie now—try to salvage what she could of this thing between them. “I want to—” The words stuck in her throat. She was still afraid Janie would hate her.

			Janie stopped and faced Crystal. “Go with me to the marshmallow roast at the town square tonight?” Janie chewed on her bottom lip, her expression so sweet and unassuming. Like she actually thought Crystal might say no. “It’s the annual holiday roasting of the mallows.” She averted her eyes and continued to walk.

			“Of course. I’d love to go.” Crystal touched Janie’s hand with her finger. “I mean…I can’t think of a better way to spend a Saturday night than with you.” She would hold off telling Janie who she really was and enjoy another evening with her.

			As they reached the entrance to the bakery, Janie seemed nervous again. “I was thinking the same thing.” She smiled as she pulled the door open to the bakery.

			Sue was behind the bakery counter adding fresh pastries to the case. “What are you two all smiles about?” She glanced over the top of the case.

			Janie perused the pastries in the case. “We just came from bingo at the PGR.”

			“Oh. I missed it again.” Sue frowned. “When’s the next time? I’ll come with you.”

			“Every Saturday.” Janie moved to the end of the case. “They have lunch afterward.” She seemed to be looking for something. “Do you have any Kouign Amann?”

			“Yesterday. You missed it. Only on Fridays.”

			“Man.” Janie’s voice rose as the whine came from her mouth. “You didn’t send one in the shack’s order.”

			“Yes. I did.”

			“Beka.” Janie squinted. “I’m going to kill her.”

			“Must be good.” Crystal laughed.

			“It’s only one of my favorite buttery, caramelized things in the world.” She poked a finger at the glass. “Guess I’ll have to get a cinnamon roll instead.” She glanced at Sue and then at Crystal. “Extra frosting.” She grinned.

			“And for you?” Sue glanced at Crystal.

			“I’ll have the same.”

			“Two cinnamons with extra glaze coming up.” Sue
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