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Welcome to Timberose Hills, the town where roses—and unconventional love—bloom. 
Seventy years ago, this North Carolina town traded crops for blossoms, dedicating its fields to cultivating the most exquisite roses. Every March, the town bursts into color for the March of Roses, an annual celebration complete with a parade, bustling stalls, and delicious local food, where a "Rose" and "Thorn" are crowned as the festival’s royalty.
When Clara LaRue returns to Timberose Hills after nine years, she reunites with the love of her life, high school sweetheart Grayson Harris, still working his family farm, Timber-Thorn Ranch . As Clara and Grayson reconnect, the farm grows, Timberose Hills blossoms in unexpected ways. New residents arrive, unique and unconventional romances bloom, and the community thrives like never before.
But danger lurks in the cozy town’s shadows. Old prejudices, obsessive exes, and a vengeful mafia threaten to unravel the harmony of the Timberose Hills. As danger looms over their shoulders, can the small town come together to defend their families, their freedom to love, and the town they hold dear?
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Nine years ago, Clara LaRue walked away from Timberose Hills, leaving behind her stubborn parents, her small-town life, and the boy who shattered her heart. Now thriving in the big city, she’s built a successful career, a cozy home, and a circle of loyal friends. But no matter how far she’s come, no man has ever replaced the memory of her first love. 
Grayson Harris has spent nearly a decade living with regret. When Clara stormed out of his life, she took his heart with her. He’s tried to move on, but nothing and no one has ever come close to filling the void she left behind.
When a letter from Grayson arrives on her doorstep, inviting her back to Timberose Hills, Clara knows better than to say yes. But against her better judgment, she boards the train home, unsure if she’s ready to face the parents she left behind or the man who broke her heart.
With old wounds and unresolved grief still lingering, can Clara and Grayson find their way back to each other? Or will Timberose Hills claim her heart once again, only to leave it broken?
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This is Book One

This is an interconnected stand-alone series. You do not HAVE to read in any order, but as always, it's far more enjoyable to follow the timeline of the members of Timberthorn Ranch.
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That Night In The Rose Garden

The May-December Storm

A Sunset Denial
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Please take care of your mental health. Find all content warnings below. If you find something is missing, do not hesitate to reach out. 
Content Warnings:

	Mentions of Parental Death

	Racisms

	Classism

	Mentions of off-screen violence on women

	scars

	Mentions of Drug Abuse

	Mentions of Domestic Violence

	Mentions of Suicide

	Mentions of Child neglect

	Discussions of Homophobia
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“I arrived just fine,” Clara shot into the phone as she pulled off her brown stiletto and stared at the broken heel. “Can’t say the same for my damn shoes... Why didn’t I change? Why did I walk out of the house with these?” 
“Do you even own any boots anymore?” Alex’s summery voice teased. Clara could hear the emery board against his nails as he chomped away at whatever flavor of gum he wrangled off his boyfriend today. He thought this trip was an awful idea, but his boyfriend, Derek, had disagreed. “Small towns are dusty. Is there even a road there? How did you get to the inn?”
“The bed-and-breakfast is off the main road,” she groaned, sliding her flats on and tucking the broken shoes into her suitcase. “And no, I don’t own a pair anymore. No point in the city.”
“No point in getting teased,” Alex added. “You really want to stay a week?”
No. The impulsive adrenaline had worn off. Any numbness she felt before vanished once her feet hit the gravel road outside the train station. Her nerves turned jittery. Clara wanted to turn around and run back to the train. Another two-point-five hours for a hundred bucks and she’d be back to her noisy apartment. As far away from these memories as she could get.
But, Clara didn’t consider herself a coward.
“I’ll keep you updated,” she hummed. “Keep my plants alive.” Waggling a finger at the phone, she sighed. “Please, don’t kill them. I left detailed instructions this time.”
“Der’s doing it. He won’t kill them.” Alex lacked the skills to raise anything safely. Kids would never be an option, and Clara knew for certain the only reason their chubby cat Sprinkles lived the life he did was due to Derek’s inability to not spoil what he considered his. Alex lived a privileged, spoiled life. “Hey, Clara.”
Tilting her head, Clara smiled. “Hm?”
“I know you think this trip is for closure,” Alex said, his voice serious and low. She could imagine the way his brows narrowed whenever he went big brother on her despite being five years younger. “I get it, but you call me if you get confused. You describe the man like a white canvas with a single red blemish, but sweetie, that blemish always seems like a deep gash beneath the surface. I don’t want you getting carried away and hurt again.”
She had amazing friends. Meeting him on a rainy Sunday outside the pub was the biggest blessing in her last nine years.
“Thanks, Alex.” Clara smiled, adjusting her purse and straightening her shoulders. “I’ll call and text often. You’ll be sick of me by the end of the week.”
“Hardly,” Alex scoffed. “Working from home is boring. I have to go alone to pick up the shirts since you aren’t around, but I’ll answer every call or text. Every. Single. One. I swear.”
“I know. Kiss Derek for me. I’ll talk to you soon.”
Hanging up, the tension crawled back up her body. Like tiny little claws shanking their way up her spine and latching onto the base of her neck. She twisted her wrists, then rolled her neck. After a few quick breaths, Clara drew up that new contact. She stared at the number for the longest time, letting each digit sink into her mind. A shudder rushed across her skin and she bit her lip as she drew up the message block and sent off a simple, cold statement.
I’ve arrived. Getting settled in the B&B.


The response came immediately, but she shoved the phone into her back pocket before dashing into the bed-and-breakfast. Clara wasn’t ready to read anything he had to say to her. Not now that she’d arrived home.
The first time in almost a decade.
Everything was new, but familiar. It scared her more than she’d imagined. The easy paved streets now black with newish layers versus the old bumpy pothole heaven she recalled fumbling around as she learned to drive with her father. He sat quiet and nonchalantly watched her freak out over several, afraid to bottom out the car and disappoint him. And that quiet man just chuckled, telling her she’d figure it out in time.
Some buildings once empty after a nearly three year tourist drought now bustled with new shops, bright lights, and warm signs welcoming people.
Down the main street the small town flags flew off light posts. Memorials for veterans, dedications to small town heroes and those who hit it big. Precious pride flags fluttered every other post and Clara paused to consider it. Were they really pride flags or some strange religious usurp of the colorful statement.
The pretty pink, blue, and white striped flag ended the debate. It fluttered under a memorial for a soldier lost in the most recent war the country decided to partake in. Twenty-one years old. Beloved son. Beautiful soul.
She pressed a hand to her heart and frowned. Something so pretty carried such a devastating reminder. Nothing in this world was sacred. Not even the joy of love or the peace of finding yourself.
Clara understood that fact more than most, because she’d found her true self under all the heartache and loneliness, only to realize she’d never go back to the place she belonged. And it had crushed her.
Yet, here she stood, staring up at post flags and taking in the home she knew but didn’t recognize. Her feet glued to the ground she couldn’t run even when her head screamed she should turn around and go home. Cuddle up on the couch between Alex and Derek to watch some gory horror movie while Sprinkles stuck his fat cat butt in her face for ass scratches.
Forget about her mother. Her father. Grayson. Forget about Timberose.
Clara sighed, shifting her feet on the sidewalk until she could move them again. The air hung thick, carrying the scents of home and something new. The cool spring breeze chilled her under the knitted burgundy sweater she wore. Around the B&B, new shops sat with actual open doors and muttering people coming in and out.
Mama’s Candy Shop still sat across the street, their one-dollar sign outside the giant display window. The old clothing shop was gone but the consignment shop down the road remained. Its color had changed, though. Once an awful shade of moss green, it now boasted a bright baby blue and the sign looked brand new.
Even the B&B looked new. Fresh coat of cream colored paint on the outside, the windows had been resealed recently and the lobby opened up with a bright brick floor. A path to the front desk had been marked with embedded bricks of bright rainbow colors. Clara felt a little silly walking down the rainbow path, chuckling how very Dorthy-like it felt.
“Can I help you?” A young woman stood behind the desk and Clara pulled her wandering mind back into focus before smiling.
“I have a reservation. Clara Larue.” She didn’t miss the subtle uplift of the woman’s perfectly shaped brows but she settled her expression quickly.
“Room seven,” the woman said, handing over a key ring with a large black square, a key, and a small card with a thick black strap down the center of one side. “We have a lost key function if you misplace your key for any reason. Call us and we can page it. The key works on the doors, but so does the small card. The keycard also unlocks the pool in the back and the mini fridge in your room, which is stocked.”
“Wow,” Clara mumbled, staring down at the key. Modern technology never ceased to amaze her, but modern tech in Timberose, outside of the phone shops and electronics stores, shocked her.
Then again, the B&B never existed before. Travelers usually stayed at Middleton’s guest ranch or Voight’s guesthouses. Unless they went camping in the local state park. They had a few cabins there, just as few glamping setups with full electric and sewage hookups, and a plethora of critter magnet sites for tents to set up.
Clara picked up her bags and trudged the way to her room. Seventh room on the first floor. The B&B actually had three full floors. Not big by comparison to hotels in Redcam City but huge for Timberose Hills.
She slid the keycard against the door. A bright green dot lit up and the door unlocked. It started to beep, probably a countdown till it locked again. Clara pushed it open and stepped into a cozy little room. Naked wood framework and all white walls with a soft gray paisley pattern you had to squint to see. The queen bed was done up with a set of soft gray sheets, a darker waffle blanket, and a matching faux fur blanket at the foot.
She tossed a tiny prayer of thanks for the coffee machine and tiny two-burner stove by the sink. The fridge sat in the corner under a drawer dishwasher and gray ceramic dishes filled the cabinets. Two mugs and two tall glasses, a couple of kitchen towels and a handful of silverware. Clara wasn’t the best cook, but she made up for talent with perseverance and determination.
On the opposite side of the bed a small window opened up the daylight onto a thin, long desk. Wi-Fi was available, but also a hard-wired connection, which thrilled her. While technically off work, sitting down to run a few meetings with clients and work her way through a mess of unedited wordage about adventures in far-away lands would drown out her nerves and help her get through each day. She loved being a paid beta reader, allowed to make money for analytical assessments of prose and getting a free adventure along the way.
The social media content she managed as a virtual assistant for some influencers didn’t tattoo itself on her heart or anything but it paid far more and covered all her bills while allowing her control of her time and her life. Everything she once wanted, she’d gotten. The freedom to create her own schedule, make money, not feel burdened by some office space.
Derek liked a cubicle and time away from the house, happy to work on a computer all day and crunch numbers, even if it meant dealing with people, but Clara liked the people aspect more than the computer and cellphone always in her hand. Helping Alex manage his oodles of fans had been her big break and now she happily worked with three major influencers of various niches, all while taking her leisurely time beta reading heavy romance stories and tales of magical realms in danger from evil.
An easy, happy, fulfilling life that still lost the wind in its sails through a giant Grayson Harris shaped hole.
Clara didn’t think the wound would ever fully heal.
She shook off the thought and finished her visual inspection of the room. There was a television across from the foot of the bed, mounted on the wall and a remote lying next to a welcome card, a chocolate mint, and a single rose. It smelled strong and perfect, one of the few things she had never found in the city.
Roses from Timberose Hills were special.
The town had been famous in its heyday some seventy years ago when some farmers gave up on growing food and started growing roses. Then came the March of Roses, a giant festival for the town. Instead of chasing Prom Queen and King, the kids in town chased the Rose and Thorn. Rose water, perfumes, cookies, cakes, it didn’t matter, everything revolved around roses. The parade, mostly for the children, set a path for the fireworks after.
Then, there were the adult afterparties. Nothing dirty or vulgar. Nothing like the city. Just time for the people to enjoy their lives while kids fell asleep to a giant projector screen playing the latest kids’ movies.
A week after, the town still smelled strongly of roses. Strong enough to cover the wafting scent of manure and spring vegetation, it filled the streets with that warm floral scent Clara missed. A scent that made her chest tight.
She loved this town. Timberose Hills had been a place she never wanted to leave. Not until staying meant suffocating. Being ripped apart by a pain that wanted to tear open her chest and choke her on the petals. Nothing to do with the town itself but it hurt all the same, and Clara left.
No. The town was perfect. Gentle like the morning breeze after the March of Roses. Cool as the wind always was coming down the hills, it warmed her soul to step outside and breathe in a deep lungful of air. The town brought bliss. Bliss that came double with the progressive changes and lively atmosphere.
The blame belonged to two stubborn old fools and one broken but gorgeous cowboy with skin the color of a sunrise mountain, dark bronze and rich with red undertones. Deep brown eyes that gathered sunlight in the center and sparkled under a heated mid-day sun, Clara lost herself to that heated gaze since she’d been a middle-school brat. And the fire they ignited in her soul grew stronger until he doused it in a single stormy night.
Sinking onto the bed, Clara‘s phone rang in her pocket and interrupted her thoughts. She huffed, leaning back to pull the phone free, and choked at the name on the screen. A few panicked glances around the room and standing to pace, she took a deep breath and put on a mask she used with clients. Voice even and smoothed over with formality, she accepted the call and raised it to her ear.
“Grayson...”
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Grayson sat back in his pop’s creaky old leather office chair. He stretched his back, cracked his neck, and dropped his head to stare at the ceiling. Every muscle ached something fierce. He wasn’t old by any means, but he was overworked, as usual. 
The March of Roses started in three days and Grayson had filled all the orders. His hands, Chuck and Clark, packed a hundred-fifty birds for Bella Dean's Diner and a few other restaurants as soon as the sun was up. They sold and delivered some six-thousand roses this week and had another order for sixty pounds of petals late last night. Like it did every year for the last five, the March of Roses nearly wiped him out.
They weren’t the only rose farm out here. Not in Timberose Hills, no, but they were the only farm to grow unique varieties like floribunda and grandiflora. His hybrids sold the best to direct customers. His second field was already in the ground. Next year they’d have double what they do now. Grayson hoped it wasn’t a mistake to expand the roses instead of adding a few more sheep to his dairy and wool endeavors.
Nothing about Timberthorn Ranch remained the same as when his pops ran it. Sheep were the last thing he added, but Grayson preferred them and goats to the dairy cows. The cheese was good and Ms. Betty could turn out a few hundred soaps and lotions to sell every month. They sold wool raw to a local yarn shop and a couple of online customers.
Pops wanted to stay in the hog business, but when the Ruckers moved in to Ol’ Man Smitt’s ranch eight years ago, Grayson couldn’t justify keeping on with the smell or the mess of culling the creatures. He didn’t have it in him. Chickens were easy. Methodical. Scheduled. Every sixteen weeks, they called in their seasonal hands and rotated around one-thousand chickens for the local butcher.
He sold eggs, too. Well, Clark sold eggs. Grayson just gave him the space. The colors they could lay were outstanding, and he loved fresh eggs for breakfast. It was a win-win and Clark was a damn hard worker.
Tucking his fist to his mouth, Grayson let loose a heavy yawn as the door to his office creaked open.
“Hey, Gray.”
Grayson pushed back further in his chair and looked over the back at Timblin. The man was a hell of a foreman. Before he stumbled to the ranch, Grayson was a disorganized mess. Now, it hardly felt like he had much to do beyond paperwork and signing off on things.
“Sup, Timblin?” Sitting up, he spun the chair around and spread his legs. The slight aversion of Timblin’s blue eyes didn’t go unnoticed, but Grayson kept his mouth shut. Timblin was nearly fifteen years his senior, yet he worked harder than anyone else. Loyal and reliable, whether you needed him for work or personal matters.
Timblin cleared his throat and looked straight into Grayson‘s eyes. “Sorry. The boys are handling a final order and dropping everything off in town tomorrow morning with the milk deliveries. I know we are a bit behind—”
Grayson waved off that idea. Asking them to get everything done before today was stupid, but Grayson was being, as always, immature and impatient. He wanted the next three days to be his. No worries. No chasing sheep, clipping chickens, packing orders, or pricking every damn finger on rose bushes. He needed these three days.
Remove the stress of the ranch.
So, he could stuff it full of stressful emotions, heartache, and desperation.
So, he could get Clara back.
“Tomorrow is clear,” Timblin said. After a brief silence, he cleared his throat. “No word yet?”
Damn, this man was an angel. Grayson smiled and shook his head. “Not yet. Honestly, I don’t even know if she’s actually gonna show—”
The cascade of sounds slipped through the space between his words. Like water drops on glass, the alert on his phone drew tension in his chest and Grayson stopped breathing as he looked down at his phone. It sat, screen down on his desk.
With a kick of his heart, Grayson snatched up the phone and opened the message, sucking in a sharp breath that burned his throat.
I’ve arrived. Getting settled in the B&B.


His hands trembling, Grayson cracked his jaw and typed a reply.
Let’s have lunch at Bella Dean's.


Nothing.
Several deep breaths later, still nothing.
Grayson stared at the screen, unblinking so long his eyes burned. He rubbed at them with a knuckle and turned off his phone, placing it face down on the desk again. Unable to relax, he stood and paced. Clara came home. Clara came back. He had a chance but something akin to a dump truck worth of gravel fell into his stomach and sat heavy on his lungs. 
He expected her to be less than sweet toward him. No one could blame her, but he hoped they’d be civil. Hoped she’d express a little excitement. A little hope. A little desire. In the past, Clara always lit up when she saw him, her entire body shifting and her eyes going bright.
Until he shattered her with callous words meant to dig into her and give her half the pain he’d been feeling, just wanting to hurt less. To feel less like a failure.
Which, in and of itself, had been an epic failure.
“Grayson.” Timblin growled, the deep vibrations in his throat reminding Grayson of his pops whenever he had something serious to discuss.
He looked up and stared at the sandy blond hair pulled back into a braid. Wisps of gray rolled through the shaved edges around the ears and weaved into the braids. The man was frowning, his brows relaxed, but his jaw tight. He knew that look. Words bit back and the worry in his gorgeous eyes. Fuck, this man could wreck him with just a look and that didn’t scare Grayson. It turned him on, even when his nerves felt like shards of glass and his skin itched with worry.
“What’s going on in your head?” he asked.
“She’s here,” Grayson grumbled. “I asked her to breakfast—Shit, lunch.”
“And?” Timblin crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the door frame, obviously not following the conversation or how it matched the jittery panic in Grayson’s demeanor.
“Nothing. She didn’t respond.”
As if some wise, all seeing and all knowing old hag from one of those fantasy movies Grayson watched in the wee hours of sleepless nights, Timblin nodded. The grunt he pushed out of his nose made his shoulders jolt and after staring at the floor for what had to be five full minutes, Timblin took a breath. He didn’t raise his eyes, his voice eerily even, though Grayson heard the snarl of over protectiveness in it.
“What do you want?” Grayson raised a brow, expecting some sort of imparted wisdom from Timblin and not the question.
He knew all about Timblin’s feelings towards Clara. All those feelings were Grayson’s fault. Timblin was on Clara’s side the first time he confessed his sins but as the years wore on and no one could even find Clara, talk to her, know she was happy and healthy, as Grayson struggled to keep his head above the sinking ship that was his heart, Timblin grew hard and angry and ready to hunt Clara down himself. Just to shake her silly or bury her.
Timblin was the sweetest man but there existed an edge to him, one he kept tightly under wraps. One he only once admitted belonged to the angry and unloved teenager he’d been while hiding the rainbow light that made him shine so brilliantly. Gay or straight, no one that knew Timblin thought of him as anything but wonderful. Grouchy, but gentle and loyal. Grayson couldn’t imagine how heartless a parent had to be to treat him as unwanted or unworthy of love.
Unacceptable. Grayson would love to bury those parents of his in the dirt as food for his plants. Then again, that’d be toxic for his precious roses. He’d be happy to feed them to Rucker’s pigs. Not a big tragedy if that farm suffered a few setbacks, the assholes.
Timblin raised his brow, bright eyes hard on Grayson and he cringed. He’d been caught, his mind wandering, again.
“You wrote some girl you haven’t seen in years and asked her to come home. I’ll be honest, I’m shocked she showed. So, what do you want now? What is your goal?”
“For her to come home,” Grayson replied, not bothering to hesitate. He wouldn’t hesitate or stumble this time. Clara belonged here with him. “She’s not ‘some girl’, Timblin. You know this. She’s the love of my life.”
Sometimes, he wished she wasn’t. Sometimes he wished–
“And, if she doesn’t?”
The words stung more than the tears that built at the back of his eyes. Grayson glanced at his phone long enough to blink them away, hoping to see the faint spilling of light from the downturned screen signaling a message, but it remained dark and devoid of hope, a lot like his heart. Growling at his own ridiculousness and the reality the world thrust upon him he turned a hard glare to Timblin.
“Then, I live with it... somehow,” Grayson said, feeling those words rip through his body. The thought of her rejecting him ate away at his soul. He survived nine years. He’d survive this. Good or bad.
The man stood up from the doorway and rubbed his palms against his dirty jeans. Timblin gave a nod, placing that blue-eyed gaze back on Grayson‘s trembling hands, and he quickly tucked his thumbs in his pockets to hide the fears that built inside his chest.
“Can you do that?” Timblin asked, his brow raised.
Did he have a choice? It was his mouth, his ignorance, that chased her out of his arms and out of town to hide out in some big city. If he could go back and slap his old self, nineteen or not, he would. Being young didn’t excuse him being a quick tempered asshole. Grayson would love to kick a solid boot up his younger self’s ass.
“It’s not really a choice,” Grayson huffed.
Timblin shrugged and looked around the room. “Not my place to say this—”
Grayson snapped his head up. “Bullshit. You know I value your opinions. Not just as your boss, Timblin. As your friend. As your family.”
The hard edge left Timblin’s eyes, uncertainty and resignation piling up behind the sky-colored irises. “But it’s your own damn fault,” he added. “Still, if things don’t go well, I-I’m here for you. But, I hope shit works out. I got the ranch covered if something comes up. You mind your manners and your woman...”
The little drop in Timblin’s tone on the word woman struck Grayson. Shit. He felt all sorts of uncomfortable in that moment and not because he knew this big, sweet, older man had a thing for him but because Grayson liked it. A lot.
Timblin had a kind soul. A gentle man with a gruff exterior, rugged as the two-day-old beard he always kept. No one looked at him and thought him soft but for those he considered his people, his family, Timblin had the softest center. Like his grandmother’s cookies on a cold winter morning. Warm and smooth, easy-going and able to bring joy to those who got a taste.
And on rare occasions, Timblin let loose. A bottle of whiskey and a stressful day of flooded rose fields loosened Timblin’s lips and restraint on his otherwise thoughtful and intentional self in ways that put Grayson’s entire heart at risk and lit his body on fire. Like being dipped in a forge of want.
Two years ago, after a freak storm and a broken irrigation system drowned their spring roses, the two sat down to drink away the day. A bottle of whiskey gone and Grayson was a whimpering mess of regrets, furious with himself and half ready to throw the empty bottle when Timblin snagged his shirt collar and kissed him.
And, it was a hell of a kiss.
Rough and hungry, Grayson almost lost himself to Timblin’s intentions. It had been years since he’d been touched, touched someone else, always busy with the ranch and his own guilt. The whiskey had warmed his belly and those rough hands stroked the heat with each sloppy groan in and out of his mouth.
Then the lightning lit up the fire-glow room and Grayson‘s eyes caught on the silver frame above the mantle. Clara‘s bright smile snapped his senses back, and he pushed away. They stared at one another for a long, silent moment, chests heaving and lips rough. Lightning flickered and the sky cracked with thunder. Timblin hid his face under his straw hat, plopped on his head and mumbled an apology. He snagged the empty bottle and walked to his room down the hall. The storm kept them trapped under the same roof and shattered the budding something between them, cruel as the wind that below that night and Grayson didn’t get a wink of sleep.
They never said a thing about it to each other afterwards. Timblin knew Grayson wanted a second chance. Had that kiss happened after blowing a second chance with Clara, would the outcome have been different?
Yes. Grayson would have given his entire self to this man and let him obliterate the pain and heartache within him. Grayson would have clung to Timblin, unhealthy as that sounded, and spent the rest of his life chasing every opportunity to keep the tension from his shoulders and the smile on his face.
He loved Timblin, but he loved Clara more and left with unresolved desires, he couldn’t step towards a new relationship without closure between him and her. Awful as he felt to think it, he hoped he never got the chance to explore the smoldering love Timblin silently offered him.
Grayson swallowed. “I know…”
Timblin left, pulling the door shut behind him and Grayson fell into his chair, covering his mouth with his hand. The heat of his cheeks burned his fingertips and the epiphany of his complicated feelings swarmed his throat. It struck another nail, hitting home just how much he loved Clara that he’d be willing to destroy a near perfect relationship freely given to him just for a chance.
A chance that could end up destroying him.
Grayson took several deep breaths. He cleared his throat and grabbed his phone, staring at the unread message. Maybe he was meant for loneliness. Maybe, this was karma. Maybe, he deserved to have his heart broken and watch the two best things in his life walk out through the shards of his shattered soul.
Unleashing a pathetic groan at how whiny he sounded, he rolled his head back on the chair. He’d never been described as a weak man. Never. Grasyon Harris carried the same strength and careful air of his father and grandfather but he laughed wryly at how easily that all crumbled when it came to love.
His pops once said that love turned boys into men or monsters. Grayson didn’t want to be a monster. He had been but he didn’t want to be. He sat up and tapped the call button with his thumb then pulled the phone to his ear.
The sweetest voice, one he missed more than air, came over the line and tickled his ears. A bit more mature. Quieter, but it was still Clara and his body trembled with desire and fear.
“Grayson...”
“Hey, Clue. Let’s have breakfast.”
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The red-checkered walls and dark mahogany floors were new. Stainless steel tables with checkered table runners and a wooden bowl to match the floor took up space. Filled with sugars, shelf-stable creams, and salt packets, ready for customers. A few jams and jellies locally packed, much like the honey in those familiar, clear bear jars, were included. Bella Dean’s Diner had upgraded, but it was still the same cozy retreat. The fresh scent of bacon and stacks of waffles on plates at every seated table brought Clara back. 
Every Saturday morning, she and Grayson would take an hour to sit at the corner booth by the employee entrance and eat. They’d share a heaping plate of waffles, and while she’d order scrambled eggs with bacon, he’d get fried eggs with sausage. They’d swap bits and pieces, fill their stomachs with waffles, and kick at one another under the table. Giggling. Laughing. Happy enough to make the oldest couple in town jealous and it remained that way from middle school until just after high school.
So many years.
Bella Dean was retired by then, but her daughter Margret ran the place and Margret’s daughter was just a few years younger than Clara. Saturdays meant she worked the diner, and they’d chat at her, then leave a big tip so she could save up for that car she’d been eyeing down on Ralph’s lot. Clara sometimes wondered if Becca got the damn ‘58 Chevy. By the look of the parking lot toward the back, it seemed she had, and true to her word, she painted the damn thing pastel pink and coated it in flowers from top to bottom.
The thought warmed Clara‘s rattling heart, a sensation that crawled up her chest and neck, making her head fuzzy. She stared at her plate for a long moment, then drew up her fingers from the fork she placed on the table. Clara couldn’t let the world drag her into her memories or allow nostalgia to eat away at her resolve. Hurt, angry, and after all this time, facing the source of all that pain did not sit well with her. She wanted to run. She questioned her sanity for coming.
Her sanity for getting stuck staring at Grayson like she’d never seen the man before.
Handsome as all get out, more than when they were young, he’d filled out more. His jaw was stronger, his neck thicker. Those strong arms were being strangled by a soft blue tee under his white chambray button up. Damn him and his gorgeous looks and damn him for that million-dollar bright-white smile that made all the girls in town swoon.
Settling her rump in the booth and wriggling to straighten up, she drew her shoulders back. Clara crossed her arms and did her best to scowl, but her throat felt tight, dry, and her heart raced. She snatched up a pack of sugar and two creams to fill her coffee. To give herself a distraction from the tingling sense of lust in her gut and the heartwrenching desire to feel his skin again. Stirring with vigor, she kept her eyes on the swirling liquid.
“Why?” Clara grumbled into her coffee, ready to rip the bandaid off and get this over with. The sooner she faced this shit, the sooner she’d go home. Even if home didn’t feel like home when she sat this close to Grayson-fucking-Harris. No. That man always felt like home, even when he gutted her and watched her walk away. “Why did you ask me to come back?”
Grayson leaned back, Stetson still pressed against his chest, cupped in a large, rough hand. His index finger tapped a rhythmic beat, those hazel eyes swallowing her steeled nerves. She was a grown-ass woman. She had no reason for his gaze to turn her knees to jelly and leave her legs boneless. Plenty of hot men had stared at her with those heated sort of eyes, the kind of eyes that had her imagining their mouths on her skin and sinking into her body as if trying to meld with her soul.
But, again, she reminded herself. This wasn’t any man in package-snuggling jeans, a Timberose belt buckle and looking like a cowboy romance novel wet dream. This was Grayson Nathaniel Harris. Son of the Timberthorn Ranch and the love of her life since she was an awkward preteen trying to
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