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      To you, the reader.

      Thank you for letting Peak Town come to life in your mind and heart.

      

      And to my Prince Charming for…everything.
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      Jamie Thompson downshifted on the bumpy dirt road. Her father’s twenty-year-old pickup truck handled the uneven street with practiced ease. Anticipation drummed in her chest as she got closer to her destination. The racing of her heart reminded her of a good ride on a feisty stallion.

      Rolling down the window, she inhaled the mild spring breeze as it whipped tendrils of chestnut brown hair across her cheek. The thin strands tickled her skin, adding to her giddiness.

      “Calm down, Jamie,” she told herself in the silent cab; the poor radio had died long ago. “It’s only been a few months since you’ve seen him.”

      But a few months without Antonio Ortiz felt like a lifetime. Funny, considering she had only known Tony a little over a year now, a year of flirty glances, amazing conversations, and some semi-serious hanky-panky. They hadn’t gone all the way yet, but all that would change tonight.

      Eagerness rushed through her body like hot chocolate on a cold winter day. Tonight was definitely the night she and Tony would take their relationship to the next level.

      She was ready.

      A snort of laughter bubbled out of her. She better be ready. At nineteen with almost a full year of college under her belt, she would bet her boots she was the oldest virgin in Peak Town, Colorado.

      “Not for long. Tonight is the night.” Her words carried on the wind as she pulled the truck onto the old Dunn ranch.

      She parked next to the large oak at the edge of the property. Turning off the ignition, she quickly hopped out, a frantic kind of energy humming through her veins.

      The sun had already begun its descent behind the tall mountain peaks, but the dimming light still allowed her visibility to see the familiar tall figure leaning against the large tree. A wide smile curved his lips, revealing twin cheek dimples that never failed to make her heart skip a beat.

      “Tony.”

      “Hola, bonita.” The smooth rumble of his softly spoken Spanish caused a flood of desire to rise.

      Oh yeah, tonight is perfect. No more waiting.

      The past year at Harvard had been more difficult than she expected. She deserved a break and—her gaze ate up the sexy man in front of her—a reward. Crossing the last few feet separating them, she flew into his open arms. As always, he greeted her with a toe-curling kiss.

      No one kissed like Tony. True, she didn’t have many kisses to compare, but she doubted she would ever find anyone as skilled. His lips caressed hers with a gentle force. He took and gave with such exquisite dexterity. It was all she could do to stay on her feet and not melt into a puddle.

      When they pulled apart, they were both breathing heavily. His hands pulled her closer, and she went willingly, nestling her head against his firm chest. “I missed you.”

      “And I you.”

      They stood there, enjoying the sweet moment of reunion. Birds called in the distance, crickets chirped, the sounds of nature a peaceful accompaniment. Tony’s warm palm grazed down her arm, clasping her hand in his own, entwining their fingers. He pulled away, tugging gently; she followed willingly.

      Tucking herself close to his side, they made their way down a foot-worn path. She didn’t speak, content to simply be in the moment, as the trail led to a large fallen log nestled by a small babbling stream. Their secret spot.

      Old Mrs. Dunn had left the farm a year ago when her husband passed away. No one knew if she was keeping the ranch or selling, but it had been boarded up for the past twelve months. No one came out here. No one but them. It made for a nice spot to have some alone time. Since she still lived at home when she was in town, and Tony lived with his uncle in a small apartment, having a private place to enjoy some alone time was essential.

      “How are your classes going?” Once they sat on the fallen tree, he turned to her; deep brown eyes, as sinful as dark chocolate and equally delicious, gazed at her intently.

      “Hard.” She huffed out a breath of frustration. “I knew Harvard would be difficult, but I think I underestimated the amount of time I would need to devote to my studies.”

      Dark brows drew down. “Are you failing?”

      She shook her head. “No, nothing that dramatic. But I’m not excelling as much as I normally do. I think I might even get a B in my Early American Studies class.”

      As a straight A Honor Roll since elementary student, the very thought of a B sent shivers down her spine.

      Tony chuckled, a small smile curving the lips she so recently tasted. “A B is not the worst thing in the world, bonita.”

      She loved it when he called her that. Her Spanish was minimal at best, with two years in high school giving her the basics. Tony didn’t know it yet, but she was taking Spanish for her foreign language credit at school now. Adding the language to her skill set was very practical, being the second most spoken language in America, but she also had selfish reasons. To be able to speak to her boyfriend in his native tongue would be amazing. She wanted to connect to him on every level.

      Which brought her back to her plan for tonight.

      The condom she’d bought from the coin machine in the airport bathroom before her dad picked her up that morning currently burned a hole in her pocket.

      Plucking up all her courage, she gave Tony her best seductive grin. “You’re right. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about school right now.” Placing a hand on his chest, she moved closer until their lips were a breath apart. “In fact, I don’t want to talk about anything.”

      She saw the surprised expression on his face moments before her mouth touched his. Normally, he was the one who instigated their physical contact. He respected her boundaries and never made her feel uncomfortable, but he was usually the one in charge. Tonight, she wanted to take control. Judging by the appreciative smile she could feel under her lips, he was happy to let her.

      “I hate being away from you,” she whispered between drugging kisses.

      “As do I.” His hands grasped her waist, pulling her closer.

      She complied, shifting her legs until she sat astride his lap. His teeth caught her bottom lip in a playful nip as she ground herself against his hardness. “Tony.” Her body burned in the rapidly cooling evening air.

      His lips left hers, marking a trail of fire as they moved over her chin and down her neck. One hand came up to flick the first few buttons of her shirt open. The coiling of her body tightened until she feared she would explode if something didn’t happen to sate the raging need inside of her.

      “I wish it was summer break instead of spring break,” she confessed. “I want more than a week with you.”

      “Summer break?”

      He pulled away, and she wanted to cry out at the loss.

      “What do you mean?”

      Unsure why he put the pause on their good time, she pulled back to gaze into his eyes. “Spring break is only a week, but this summer, we’ll have months together before I have to go back to school.”

      Months and months of times like this. Well, times like what they would be doing if he would get on with it already.

      Forehead wrinkled in confusion, he shook his head. “But I thought you were taking an internship this summer. You sounded very excited about it the last time we talked.”

      “Yes, well, that was before.”

      “Before what?”

      Before she realized she might have bitten off more than she could chew. “School is…harder than I anticipated. It’s not like Peak Town. I think I’m feeling the proverbial big fish in a bigger pond type thing. Everyone there is so…” She bit her lip, tilting her head down to avoid his eyes. “Smart.”

      The rough pad of his thumb and forefinger gripped her chin in a soft hold, bringing her gaze back up to his.

      “You are smart, Jamie.”

      “But it’s so hard.”

      “Nothing worth having is ever easy.”

      He would know. Tony immigrated to Peak Town from Mexico. Becoming a citizen was no easy feat, but he did it, and she was so damn proud of him. Another reason she wanted to come home this summer; she wanted to spend it with him.

      “The internship?” he asked again.

      “I don’t think I’m going to apply.”

      His smile fell, a frown now marring his beautiful face.

      “Why not?”

      Knowing the moment was lost, for the time being anyway, she slipped off his lap onto the log beside him. “Because I need a break, because I want to come home, because I want…to be with you.”

      A scowl crossed his features. “You’re giving up an amazing career opportunity for me?”

      She wouldn’t say it was amazing. True, the internship at the clinic would go a long way to helping her get a job after graduation, plus, working with world renowned psychologists would be a boon to anyone, especially a college student looking to stand out. Still, it was only her first year, and life was all about balance. One couldn’t be all work and no play. She studied hard, but a break was needed every now and then.

      “There will be other internships.”

      He turned to face the babbling stream, his body language tense and closed off.

      “Tony?” A sinking feeling entered her gut. This night was not going the way she had planned.

      “You say your classes are difficult. You are having trouble keeping up?”

      Unsure of where he was going with this, she leaned toward him. “Not trouble per say, but it’s a different pace than I’m used to.”

      “And now you are giving up an opportunity that could help you succeed, all because you want to spend time with me?”

      Well, someone’s full of himself. “Not all because of you.”

      She’d like to spend more time with her parents, too. She missed them a lot this past year…and home. Peak Town was one of a kind. The city might have every amenity available, but there was no charm. People rushed about, in a hurry, not like here where the pace slowed, and everyone stopped to say hello. “I don’t want to hold you back.”

      The softly whispered confession shocked her. “You’re not holding me back.”

      His head swung toward her, intense gaze clashing with her own. “Aren’t I? Can you honestly say I am not the reason for the B? We talk almost every night on the phone. We email, text. We are apart, but I wonder if I am keeping you here anyway. I don’t want to drag you down.”

      “Tony.” Moisture gathered in her eyes. “You aren’t dragging me down. How could you think that?”

      “I’m a distraction.” Curling his hands into fists and returning his gaze to the water, he let out a harsh sounding string of words in Spanish.

      The sun had fully set behind the mountains. A halfmoon cast dark shadows among the trees. The chill of the cold night air finally sank in, seeping into her skin as her blood cooled. She had no idea why Tony was saying these things, and she didn’t like it.

      “I—I think we need to talk about things.”

      Oh no! Nothing good ever came after the we need to talk speech.

      Desperate to stop what she feared was coming, Jamie grasped his hand in her own. “I don’t want to talk, Tony. I want—I want to make love.”

      There, she said it. She may have stumbled over the words, but they were out there now.

      His gaze swung to hers, lust burning in their dark depths, before he squelched it. “That would…not be a wise idea.”

      “Why not?” She could hear the desperate plea in her voice but couldn’t control the emotions pouring out of her. If she didn’t lay it all down on the line, right now, she feared she would lose him.

      “I want you. I need you.” Plucking up all the courage she had inside, she spoke the truth from the bottom of her soul “I love you, Tony.”

      There were a lot of things a woman wanted after a confession of love. A return of it, a touch, heck, even a smile. So, when he closed his eyes, jaw clenching tight, a dark tinge of despair sank in her chest.

      “We’re barely more than children. What do we know of love?”

      The hell we are! Nineteen and twenty were not the ages of a child. True, they were young, but she knew what love was.

      “I do love you, Tony. Don’t you love me?”

      Pathetic to ask? Maybe, but she wasn’t giving up on him, on them. She’d fight for what she wanted, for what she loved. No matter what he said, she knew Tony cared for her.

      “We should take some time apart. You need to focus on your schooling and I—my path is different from yours, bonita.”

      The nickname didn’t sound as sweet anymore—not when he was effectively breaking up with her.

      A cold breeze snaked through the trees, catching her shirt, reminding her the buttons were still undone. Feeling the fool, she quickly righted the garment. Wetness coated her cheeks. Tears froze to her skin as they fell from her eyes.

      “Do not cry, Jamie.”

      His hand came up to brush her cheek, but she batted it away. She couldn’t stand his touch right now. Strange, when only moments ago his caress was the only thing she wanted.

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do. Not if you’re breaking up with me.” A small fraction of hope still blazed in her chest. “That is what you’re doing…right?”

      She held her breath, waiting, praying, but when he squeezed his eyes shut tight and nodded, the hope came crashing down. Pain like she’d never known ripped through her, eating away at everything good and happy she believed in.

      “I ha-have t-to go,” she choked out between sobs.

      Rising from the log, she started to make her way through the woods, back to her father’s truck. She heard the rustle and crunch of leaves as Tony followed her.

      “Bonita, please.”

      “No!” she screamed, stopping in her tracks and spinning to face him. Tears streamed down, blurring her vision, but she ignored them. Hurt gave way to anger. “Don’t ever call me that again. In fact,” she continued, the pain blocking out every other thought in her mind. “Don’t ever call me anything ever again. I never want to see you, ever. I hate you, Antonio Ortiz. You’re a bastard.”

      With that final insult, she turned and ran. As dangerous as it was to drive while crying so hard she could barely see, she did it. No way in hell could she stay there while he tried to talk to her, make her see whatever crazy idea he had in his head for why they had to break up.

      Thankfully, Peak Town was small, and she didn’t run into any traffic. Ignoring the concerned questions from her parents once she got home, she ran right to her room and flung herself on her bed, crying until her tears ran dry and her voice disappeared.

      There, on her childhood bed, caught between adolescence and adulthood, she made a vow to never again let herself be made a fool for love.
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      Seven years later

      

      “Zoe, get that Flautas De Pollo out to table seven before it gets cold. Sven, watch that sauce, don’t let it burn. Marcos, let everyone know we’re out of the special for tonight.”

      Tony Ortiz continued to call out directions into the boisterous, chaotic kitchen. People ran back and forth placing orders and taking out plates of steaming hot food. Line cooks shouted out ingredients to runners while people hurried about, barely missing running into each other. To anyone else, it might look like a disaster waiting to happen, but to him, it was just another Friday night at Casa Sofía.

      He watched the play by play of the nightly kitchen staff, a sight that usually filled him with pride. This was his second successful restaurant in less than four years. At twenty-seven, it was unheard of for someone like him to have two incredibly popular eateries in New York. The restaurant business was a cutthroat game. Most places closed within a year of opening. Owners and investors lost their shirts in the food game.

      Not him.

      A year after opening Casa Isabella—named after his madré—he had customers lined out the door waiting hours to get a table. Two years ago, he finally had the capital to open a second restaurant, Casa Sofía—named after his abuéla. Both businesses had been booming ever since. Reservations were set weeks out, dignitaries and the rich and famous flocked to get a taste of his food. An achievement to be proud of, considering his humble beginnings. And he was proud.

      But something was missing.

      He glanced around the room as people hurried about their tasks. Everyone rushing yet making sure every single thing they made was perfection. The food tasted delicious, the service impeccable, the atmosphere divine, and yet something in him…lacked. No other word for it. Here he stood in the middle of his dream, having accomplished so much in such a short time and he wasn’t happy.

      “Mr. Ortiz, you have a call.”

      He turned down the burner on the peppers sautéing on the stove in front of him. “Marcos, take over for me.”

      His sous chef grabbed the handle of the pan, barking orders to the kitchen staff. Seamless transition. Good people were hard to find, and he made sure he paid enough to keep the best. Marcos fit that category to a T.

      “Thank you, Heather.” He nodded to the small woman who worked the phone. “I’ll take it in my office.”

      She smiled, turning to head back out to her podium.

      His office was small, but he didn’t need much. A desk for paperwork and payroll, a filing cabinet, the tiny space suited his needs. The slim, black landline on his desk blinked red, indicating a call on hold. On weary legs, he shuffled to the chair, collapsing into it before picking up the cordless phone. Kitchen work meant staying on your feet for hours on end; no matter how fit a person, it always took a toll on a body.

      Pressing the button to open the call, he tried to keep the fatigue out of his voice when he spoke.

      “Hello?”

      “Tony, good to hear your voice again, man.”

      The tone sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite hear over the busy restaurant. He reached over and shut the door, closing out the clanking, yelling noises of the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry, who is this?”

      The man on the other end of the line laughed. “I guess it has been a while. It’s Colton Denning.”

      Recognition clicked, and his lips curled up in a smile. Colton Denning. The man and his brother ran a horse ranch out in Peak Town, Colorado. He would forever be grateful to the Denning brothers. Because of them, his uncle had been able to acquire a work visa for Tony to come to the United States. That allowed him his first steps to becoming a citizen.

      “Señor Denning, how are you?”

      A chuckled sounded over the line. “I’m good, Tony. I can see you haven’t changed much. I’ve told you to call me Colt for how many years now?”

      Almost a decade. Then again, he hadn’t been back to Peak Town in over six years, so the request had been long ago. Still, his mother raised him to respect his elders, and old habits die hard.

      “Anyway,” the cowboy continued, not waiting for a response. “I’m afraid I’m not calling to catch up. Something’s happened.”

      Immediately, his fatigue vanished, and he sat straight up in his chair, muscles tensing. “Yes?”

      “It’s Juan.”

      Those two words went crashing through him. “My uncle?”

      The only family he had left in this world. The man who gave him a fresh start, a new life. The surrogate father who helped raise him when his own ran out on him and his mother two months before he could even meet the man.

      His breath caught in his throat. “Is he—”

      “He’s fine,” Colton rushed to say. “I mean, he’s not fine fine. He injured his knee ligament.”

      “Knee ligament?”

      “Yeah.”

      The fog of fear cleared. For one heart-stopping moment, a sick sense of terror whispered he lost the last person in the world who loved him. Sure, he had friends in New York, acquaintances, the occasional date, but there were no real connections here for him. He’d been too busy working hard to make sure his restaurants succeeded to get entangled in any kind of relationship.

      “Why didn’t he call?” Shame started to creep in.

      Because I’m a shit nephew.

      Sure, he called his uncle every week, brought him out to visit once a year, but when the man got injured, he hadn’t reached out to Tony. What did that say about their relationship?

      “You know Juan.” A snort of laughter crackled from the phone. “He doesn’t want anyone to think he can’t handle things.”

      A world of truth in that statement. His entire family operated that way—had been that way. Now, his family consisted of him and his uncle. And where was he when his only living relative needed him?

      Thousands of miles away like a selfish ass.

      “Does he need help with the doctor bills?” He’d pay it, whatever his uncle needed. The man had taken care of him and his mother for years. He’d give all he owned, his very blood if necessary. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for the man.

      “Hell no, it was a work accident. Damn new stallion bucked him, and he fell wrong. Leg twisted in the fall. He tore or strained something. His doctor knows more about it.”

      Ouch. Ranch work held a wealth of danger. Tony learned that his first day when a mare almost clocked him in the family jewels.

      “Dade and I are taking care of all his medical bills, and he’s on paid leave.”

      He couldn’t stop the smile that curled his lips. The Denning brothers were good people. Working for them had been a pleasure, and he knew all their employees were treated with respect and fairness. Something he carried over into his own business.

      “That is very kind of you.”

      “Kind my ass. This place wouldn’t run without Juan. We need him back in fighting form as soon as possible. And that’s where you come in.”

      “Anything. What does he need?”

      “Juan needs someone to take him to physical therapy twice a week for a few months and to keep his ass relaxing like the doc says so he doesn’t try to do too much and mess up his recovery. Unfortunately, with the summer coming up and us one man short, we’ll be too busy. Maggie and Lizzy have the bakery and kids so—”

      “I’m on my way.”

      A relieved sigh came over the line. “Thanks, Tony.”

      “No thanks are needed. He’s my family.” You drop everything for family—his mother taught him that. “I can be there tomorrow afternoon.”

      He already had flights pulled up on the computer in front of him.

      “That’s great, man.” Colton chuckled. “Juan’s going to be pissed I called you.”

      Let him. He would not abandon family in need. “Stubborn bastard should have called me himself.”

      “Yeah, but I knew he wouldn’t. Claimed he could take the bus to the doctor.”

      What a laugh. Peak Town only had one bus, and it ran twice a day. His uncle was just being stubborn.

      Another family trait.

      “I’ll be there tomorrow,” he said into the phone, clicking purchase on a flight that would get him into Denver International Airport at three in the afternoon. “Don’t tell him I’m coming.”

      “And risk him throwing his crutches at my head? Not likely.” The ranch owner laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Tony.”

      “Yes, goodbye, and thank you for calling.”

      “Anytime.” There was a pause, and just when he was sure the other man had hung up, Colton spoke once more. “It’ll be good to see you again.”

      There it was. The thing he’d been missing. Earlier in the kitchen, as he watched the strong, successful business he built, a hollow ached had filled him. The thing his very profitable restaurants didn’t have…togetherness. Sure, he catered to the wealthy and connected, but none of those people knew him as a person, none of them cared. He wasn’t making food to make them smile or because he appreciated them. He did it for profit, the bottom line.

      Nothing wrong with making a buck, but the emptiness of his life sank in at that moment. Cooking used to be something he enjoyed. Putting a smile on someone’s face as they sank their teeth into a dish you made especially for them was why he started in this career. Back in Peak Town, when he worked at the cupcake shop, people used to stop in just to chat. They’d catch up while enjoying a pastry, and he delighted in the sight of the faces as they enjoyed the fruits of his labor.

      He didn’t get to see any of that here. Stuck back in the kitchen all day, he only saw his customers when they called him out to thank the chef. And even then, their thanks usually came because they wanted to show him how big and important they were.

      For the first time, he realized how truly unhappy he was. Glancing up at the silver picture frame on his desk holding the smiling face of his mother, he swore.

      “I am sorry Madré.” For so many things.

      Sorry he couldn’t bring her to America before the cancer ravaging her body claimed her life. Sorry he let himself fall into a position where he let money matter over everything else. But most of all, he was sorry for all the years he would never have with her.

      Life could be so unfair at times.

      “I will go take care of Tïo, I swear.”

      Because to his mother, family had been everything. It shamed him to know his uncle needed help and had not called. The man had his pride, but he had to wonder if his uncle’s reluctance to ask for help was because Tony had not been back to Peak Town in over half a decade.

      He had a reason for staying far away from the humble little town, which gave him his start in America. Not because the place was small or isolated. No, hell, his reason was stupid, because she probably didn’t even live there anymore. No, he’d bet Jamie Thompson was off living some grand life. Probably married with kids and running a hospital or something. At nineteen, she’d been the smartest person he knew. The most beautiful, too.

      Light brown eyes and heart shaped lips filled his vision. His fingers itched, and he swore he could still feel her silky-smooth skin under his hands, even after all these years. The girl who got away. The girl he pushed away. For her own good.

      She didn’t see it then, but he knew he’d been holding her back. Their relationship lasted just over a year. The best damn year of his life. He didn’t regret what he did; it had to be done. The only thing that pained him still, was remembering the heartbreak in her eyes when he broke it off. The hurt he’d seen still tore at him to this day.

      So, once he left, he’d stayed away from Peak Town. Out of respect for Jamie. The place had been her hometown, and he never wanted to make her feel uncomfortable by his presence there. Now, circumstances had changed, and circumstances called him back to the quiet little mountain town. He doubted she still lived there. Last he heard, she obtained a PhD and was interning at some fancy clinic somewhere.

      The Peak Town grapevine had long branches.

      The printer beeped, spitting out his flight itinerary. Ticket procured, he stood and left his office. He needed to talk to his sous chef. Some changes needed to be made, schedules rearranged, but he wasn’t worried. He knew his restaurants would run smoothly without him. He hired the proper people to ensure that.

      For now, the time had come to do something he vowed never to do again.

      Return to Peak Town, Colorado.
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      “Jamie Thompson, as I live and breathe.”

      Jamie glanced up, a smile curving her lips as she recognized the sweet old woman walking down the street toward her.

      “Hi, Ellen. How are things?”

      The co-owner of the best diner in Peak Town stopped inches in front of her. A grin graced age wrinkled lips, and she was momentarily stunned when the old woman pulled her in for a hug with more force than one would think of such a small-framed person.

      “How are things? She asks as if I haven’t seen the child in over three years.”

      A huff of breath grazed her ear as she leaned into the embrace, squeezing the town’s surrogate grandmother back.

      “You can’t come back into town after so long and ask a body ‘how’s things’ like I just saw you yesterday.”

      “Sorry.” She bit her lip at the reprimand. “I know it’s been a while. I meant to visit more, but I’ve been really busy.”

      Ellen arched one gray eyebrow. “So I hear, Doctor Thompson. Finished your program in record time, too, the way I heard it.”

      Of course she knew. Peak Town was small, not much to do but gossip, and Merle’s Diner—which Ellen owned and operated with her husband—was the center of all news. True or speculative.

      She’d been back home for less than twenty-four hours, and everyone already knew her business. Some things never changed.

      “I may have accelerated my program.” It should have taken her eight years of schooling plus another two of internship and residency, but she powered through, taking extra courses and even summer classes in order to finish early. The past two years, she had been working at a state-run clinic in northern Colorado. Now that she had all her credentials and licenses, she was ready to start her dream.

      “So, are you just popping in to say hi before scampering off for another few years or will we be seeing more of your beautiful face around these parts?” Classic Ellen, no beating around the bush.

      A mixture of guilt and warmth settled low in her gut. The not-so-subtle berating came from a place of love, she knew. It warmed her soul to be in a place where people cared.

      “I’m staying for good, Ellen. And I’m sorry if I left last visit without saying goodbye.”

      Cool blue eyes assessed her. “Apology accepted as long as you tell me what you’re up to these days.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her. “What? You mean you don’t already know?”

      “There’s speculation about town.” The old woman shrugged. “Some folks think you’re coming home to live with your parents because you couldn’t hack the city life, others say you’re running from an ex-lover.”

      Wow, the grapevine couldn’t be more wrong.

      She most certainly was not moving back in with

      her parents. Nothing insulting, because she loved her mom and dad to
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