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        One More Kiss

        ~Audrey Knox

        

      

      

      
        
        The moon is high over the water

        It’s late and we should go

        Yet here we are, still counting stars, still listenin’ to the radio

        In the magic of a summer night

        there’s nowhere I’d rather be, because…

      

      

      

      
        
        Your eyes say one more kiss

        What I want is one more kiss

        Can we share just one more kiss

        before we say goodnight?

      

      

      

      
        
        My mama has the porchlight on

        She’s waitin’ by the door

        Yet here we are, still in your car, waves lappin’ on the shore

        Your hair smells like summer nights

        and there’s no one I’d rather hold, because…

      

      

      

      
        
        Your eyes say one more kiss

        What I want is one more kiss

        Can we share just one more kiss

        before we say goodnight?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAYBE I’M THE ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nashville meets Virgin River when a beloved country singer returns to her roots and encounters the cowboy whose song she unknowingly stole.

      A woman with ambition

      Country singer Audrey Knox has traveled the world, followed her heart, and seen her dreams come true by becoming a worldwide fan favorite. Her face is on every magazine stand, and her songs are played all over the world. However, in achieving success, her world has become very small.

      A man who’s been burned

      For Deputy Jericho Tanner, playing the guitar and singing was all about the music—and about spending time with the girl he secretly adored. His aspirations are to uphold the law and help run the family ranch he’ll inherit. He learned early on that love is a weakness.

      When Audrey returns to Spencer seeking acceptance, will Jericho allow pride to cost him happiness?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Boardwalk Hall Arena, Atlantic City

        July

        

      

      

      Audrey stood in the wings, listening to Erik Bentley finish the last chorus of his song. The audience responded with whistles and applause. He had the crowd on their feet, which boded well for Audrey. Erik had been touring with her for the past five months on this US leg. He was a charismatic up-and-coming performer who knew how to work the audience, and booking him had been sheer genius on the part of her manager.

      Gianna, her spiky blue-haired wardrobe assistant, attached the train of Audrey’s dress quickly and efficiently as the calls from the crowd became a chant. “Audrey! Audrey!”

      She glanced at her eight-year-old daughter beside her, and Hayden looked up with a smile. She gave Audrey a thumbs up, her usual encouragement for her mom to go out on stage and bring down the house. Audrey grinned and hugged Hayden against her side. This date was one of the last on her six-month tour. They’d sold out venues all over the country, but everyone was ready for some well-deserved down time.

      Her make-up artist, Tam blended shimmery highlights on Audrey’s cheekbones and under the arch of her brows, then added a last dab of color to her bottom lip. She handed Audrey an open bottle of water with a straw. Willow adjusted Audrey’s already perfect pale-gold waves over her shoulder.

      “I think my hair’s fine,” Audrey told her stylist.

      “Hair with its own Twitter feed has to be better than fine,” Willow said with a quirk of her brow. She was in her thirties, with straight dark hair to her shoulders and brown-framed glasses.

      Audrey rolled her eyes and stood patiently. She took a lot of ribbing about that blasted Twitter fan account.

      Absently, she noted her two bodyguards who accompanied her on tour, one on each side of the stage. Erik’s song ended and the crowd applauded. He took a bow and swept an arm toward the band to thank them.

      There was the usual synchronized change of instrumentalists and equipment as Audrey’s guys took their positions. She glanced down at the chunky beaded bodice of her dress while Gianna fine-tuned the layers of pink and gold ruffles on the train. Audrey loved this outfit. The top sparkled under the lights and her pointed-toed cowboy boots were comfortable and easy to walk in on stage. She was confident and excited about tonight’s show. Years of hard work and sacrifice paid off every time she got to play to a sell-out crowd.

      Her introduction came over the sound system, and a welcome tremor of nerves shot through her belly. A little adrenaline was always good for her performance. She exchanged a glance and a wave with Hayden and swept out onto the enormous stage.

      The crowd cheered and phones were raised to snap photos. She waved to the fans filling the auditorium. “Hey, Atlantic City! It’s exciting to be back here. Isn’t Erik fantastic? Give him some love.” She clapped along with the audience. “It’s been so great having him with us on this tour. The Boardwalk is always one of our favorite places to play, and so many fans come out. I appreciate you, and I’m excited about this evenin’. Are ya’ll ready for some more fun?”

      The crowd roared, and the band played the first measures of Audrey’s newest release, which had been in the top ten on the charts for the past three months. She took the microphone from its stand and smiled out across the ocean of upturned faces in the darkened arena.

      “’One two three four, don’t try callin’ me no more. Five six seven eight, I’m not your fool; I’m settin’ it straight.’”

      A cheer rose from the audience; fans clapped and sang along. “’Nine, ten, eleven, twelve, don’t need you I’m doin’ well.’” It was a great crowd, responsive and loud. Audrey reached the chorus: “’I’m not cryin’ in the rain, and I’m not singing about the pain. But mister, I can’t count on you.’”

      Audrey performed several of the songs from her new album before doing a costume change and getting a much-needed drink of water. Gianna fastened a dozen turquoise bracelets on Audrey’s wrist and part way up her arm, then carefully arranged her necklace under her hair. She helped her into her turquoise boots while Willow adjusted the curls over her shoulders.

      “Did Hayden and Everly take their seats out front?” Audrey asked Tam. Everly was their nanny and kept the girl at her side every moment.

      “They were still here a minute ago.” Tam dabbed gloss on Audrey’s lips. “I think Hayden wanted to stay backstage a while longer. You know how she likes to be in the thick of things.” She eyed Audrey’s makeup and put the cap on the lip gloss. “What a fantastic crowd.”

      “I do love Atlantic City.” Audrey spotted Hayden and Everly seated on a giant stack of equipment cases off stage right and smiled. Her daughter returned the smile and blew her a kiss.

      Audrey swept back onto the stage in a body-hugging floral print dress that left her shoulders bare. After another song, she sprinkled her tried and true standby hits into the set. Fans loved those the best, and even though she’d sung them hundreds of times, it never got old knowing how well-received they were.

      Audrey was halfway through This Song when a clanging metallic sound that was out of place caught her attention. She’d been performing for enough years to know there were occasional equipment failures and sound problems, and if she kept singing, the technicians would handle the issues before anyone knew what had happened. Behind her, the female backup singers stopped singing so, smile in place, Audrey glanced over her shoulder. The three young women had turned to observe whatever was happening off stage to their right. Shouts came from backstage.

      “If your instruments are working, keep playing,” she said to the band members nearest her.

      Audrey followed their gazes and caught sight of the entire row of massive overhead lights listing to the left. In the wings, stage hands and musicians scrambled out of the way.

      “Have to love a live concert, right?” Audrey said into the mic. “Please stay calm and in your seats while we figure out what’s happening.” Praying Hayden and Everly had taken their reserved seats out front, she placed her mic in the stand and took a few steps toward the band members. Her bodyguard, DeShawn, shadowed her.

      As though in slow motion, the scaffolding that held an enormous row of lights plunged downward in a resounding clash of metal and broken glass, hitting stacks of black equipment cases. Exclamations and gasps flittered through the crowd as well as coming from the stage crew. Audrey’s heart stopped and she stood with a hand splayed over her chest, panic rising in her breast. Where was her daughter?

      Stage hands ran toward the pile of metal and gear. A couple of musicians on stage kept playing, but the song was a bust.

      It wasn’t easy to move quickly in the form-fitting dress, but she shot toward the place where Hayden had last been. Because of the tangle of steel framing and the crush of men moving away pieces, she couldn’t get close.

      A shrieking wail rose above the confusion, immediately recognizable as her daughter’s. A shard of fear stabbed her.

      “Hayden!” Panicked, she pushed her way through the throng of people. The scaffolding had fallen directly over the spot where her daughter and Everly had been seated on those black cases.

      The stack of trunks had landed in a tumble, and her daughter lay in the debris of shattered lights and paint-chipped scaffolding heaped in a pile like pickup sticks.

      “Hayden!”

      Several feet from where her child lay, Everly pushed herself to a sitting position and swept her shoulder-length dark hair out of her face. She appeared dazed, but her dark gaze immediately searched her surroundings and landed on her young charge.

      Workers sorted through too slowly, moving items away. DeShawn took Audrey’s hand and assisted her over a piece of scaffold.

      A helper shoved a trunk out of the way and helped Hayden to a sitting position. A rivulet of bright-red blood trickled from her forehead down her temple into her fair hair.

      Audrey’s heart hammered and she lunged over a pile of rubble.

      Her daughter touched her forehead and looked at her fingers. Her eyes widened in fright, and her gaze darted from person to person.

      “I’m here, Hayden!” Audrey called.

      Her daughter’s desperate gaze landed on Everly, and on hands and knees she scrambled to her nanny, flinging herself into her arms and sobbing.

      Everly held her and smoothed her hair, uncaring of the blood that stained the front of her pink jacket.

      At the sight of the two of them, a jab of pain thrust into Audrey’s chest, adding another emotion to the fear already well-established. Hayden had immediately searched out Everly and turned to her for reassurance. Audrey hated the feelings carving a cavernous ache in her chest. Everly was like an extension of their little family; envy had no place.

      Traversing the nearest rubble, Audrey knelt before the two of them. She met Everly’s eyes, then reached to touch her child’s head and reassure herself Hayden was all right. Her frightened daughter turned and gave her a weak smile. Blood still trickled from a cut on her forehead.

      One of the stage hands tore off his shirt and handed it to Audrey to press against the wound.

      “It’s okay, baby.” She glanced aside, spotting her manager hurrying toward them. “Where’s the medical staff?”

      “They’re coming,” Sidney Oliver assured her.

      “What the hell happened?” Audrey asked.

      “It all happened so fast,” one of the crew answered. “But it looks like the scaffolding simply buckled. Maybe the bolts weren’t fastened tight enough or there was a weak weld or something.”

      “We won’t know until we sort through all this,” Sidney said. “Right now, all that matters is that Hayden and Everly are all right.”

      Two medics arrived. One took the young girl’s vitals and looked at her head. “That’s going to need stitches, Miss Knox. And we’ll want to make sure she doesn’t have a concussion.”

      “What about Everly?” Audrey asked the other medic. “They were sitting together when this happened, and I don’t know if they fell or the scaffolding hit them or what. Did anyone see what happened?”

      Several crew members shook their heads.

      “Do you hurt anywhere?” the EMT asked the nanny.

      From her sitting position, Everly extended her arm and then her legs. “My arm hurts.”

      The uniformed young man tested that she could move and bend it. “You look fine, but to be safe we’ll take you to get checked over. You both probably have contusions.”

      “Is my head hurt bad, Mama?” Hayden asked.

      “You have a little cut and some bruises, darlin’,” Audrey told her. “You’re going to be fine. I promise.”

      Someone pushed a small bag of ice wrapped in a towel into Audrey’s hand.

      “The rig’s ready to take you to the hospital.” Cadence White was Audrey’s publicist. “We’ll play this down and bring Erik back out to do another set.”

      “She gave the audience half a show,” Sidney said to Cadence. “I don’t think we’re obligated to issue free tickets or a partial refund.”

      Cadence pursed her lips in thought. “In the spirit of good will, and thinking like Audrey, maybe she can do an additional show. If we check the stadium’s availability, she might be able do it before we leave town.”

      The two of them looked to Audrey.

      “Handle it however you see fit while I go with my daughter,” she told them. She wanted only to have Hayden checked over for injuries. They’d figure out the concert later.

      Zane West, her lead guitarist, helped Audrey back to her feet and picked up Hayden. The girl wrapped her narrow arms around his neck. She appeared small and frightened in his hold, and she glanced apprehensively at all the people surrounding them, then toward the stage. The remaining band members were playing one of Audrey’s songs. Hayden’s horror was evident.

      Imagining her confusion and what she must be thinking, Audrey’s eyes stung. “Don’t you worry about anything, sweetie. You and Everly are all that’s important.”

      She felt sick about her daughter having been in direct line with a stage malfunction. It was a Thursday evening. Other children were at home doing homework with their families and their pets nearby. She dragged her daughter all over the country, ate in hotel rooms, traveled in a bus and offered band members as the kid’s best friends.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d had cause to question the wisdom and security of their lifestyle. Her other choice had been to leave Hayden in their Nashville house with Everly and the tutor while she traveled, but Audrey had never been willing to do that.

      The EMTs accompanied them down the corridor, Zane carrying Hayden, Cadence with her arm wrapped around Everly. Stadium security escorted them out a side delivery door and into a waiting emergency vehicle.

      A couple of hours later, Audrey sat in a hospital room while her daughter slept. Everly slouched on another chair with a blanket over her and Sidney stood gazing out the window at the lights of the city.

      “Were you able to arrange something with the stadium?” Audrey asked.

      “They have Sunday afternoon available if you’re willing to stay in Atlantic City a couple more days,” he replied. “Tonight’s show was a sellout. I think fans would understand, but Cadence and I figured you’d want to give them the whole performance.”

      She nodded. “I do. Where do we go next?”

      “Houston next week and then Tulsa. The last two dates on the tour.”

      “Let’s stay here through Sunday then. After these bookings, I’m taking a hiatus from concert performances.”

      “Audrey, this could have happened at any time to anyone. It was an accident.”

      “I know that, but I need a break. Hayden and I need some time.”

      “You have the Country Magazine photo shoot scheduled at your Nashville home in late August and the Christmas television special filming early September.”

      “And I’ll do both of those. I’ll do everything that’s already booked, but from here on out don’t schedule any dates. Simply going light for a while like we planned isn’t going to be enough.”

      She walked silently to the side of the bed where Hayden lay sleeping, her lashes against her pale cheeks. “I want to provide some normalcy for her,” Audrey said softly. For both of them. Her daughter turning to her nanny in her state of panic still stung like salt in a thousand cuts. “She doesn’t get to make friends or be in Girl Scouts or 4-H because she’s always being tutored on the road or hanging out in a recording studio. We’re together, but we’re not together. I can’t remember the last time I cooked for her. I feel like if I leave her home, I’ll miss out on her life, but because I bring her with me, she doesn’t get a life. Not a real kid’s life. There’s always someplace to be, something to do.”

      Sydney raised his gaze to Audrey’s. His kids were older, but he’d been on the road for many years as well. He gave an understanding nod. “We can free up some time for you. You deserve it.”

      Relieved, she nodded. “I’m scheduled for the Rockwell County Fair for two weekends in September.”

      “You specifically asked for that engagement.”

      “I did. That’s my hometown. And after Colorado, I don’t want any dates.” Her child was eight already, but there was still time to reestablish their relationship before her teen years. This time right now was imperative.

      “You could stay with your mom through the holidays,” he suggested.

      She gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you for making it work, Sydney. Hayden and I need some quality time together.”

      Perhaps this had been the wakeup call she’d needed to breathe and take stock of her life, figure out what she was doing and where she wanted to go from here. She’d sacrificed to get to this point, and she still worked hard every day and night. She didn’t want to miss her daughter’s growing up years, all the formative moments. She wanted to give her a taste of normal life—whatever that was.

      It was time to go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Spencer, Colorado

        September

        

      

      

      Jericho glanced at the clock on the dash of the RCSD Chevy Tahoe, noting he had forty-five minutes left on his shift. His stomach grumbled.

      His phone rang, and he touched the blue tooth button on the steering wheel. The caller was Sheriff Joe Cavanaugh. “Tanner here.”

      “Hey, Jericho. Just finishing up paperwork and want to run something past you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “You sure you’re okay with both of those Saturday security details for the performers at the fair? Evans won’t be cleared after his surgery until the following weekend, and Wick is waiting on a baby any day. I could take the shift if you’d rather. I don’t mind.”

      “I’m good,” Jericho replied at the same time his stomach dipped. He was just hungry. “You take Chloe to the concert and enjoy yourself.”

      “So, you’re good,” Joe clarified.

      “I’m good.”

      “All right then.” In the background a phone rang. “I’ll let you go.”

      Jericho disconnected the call.

      He was thankful for the consideration, but he didn’t need people tiptoeing around his feelings like he was still eighteen. He might have imagined Audrey Knox was his soulmate back then, but ten years later, his life and hers couldn’t be further apart. His feet were solidly planted in this mountain county, helping run the family ranch and jockeying into position for Joe’s job eventually. He didn’t have time for grudges or pity parties.

      The radio crackled. “Deputy Tanner, are you still in the vicinity of Big Augur Trail?”

      Joe’s voice again, this time official.

      “Affirmative. On County Road Twelve.”

      “Female hiker on the trail reported a bear sighting. Fish and Game is on the way, but you’re closer. Caller reports her can of bear spray malfunctioned. Sounds terrified. We grabbed coordinates from her phone. Texting them to you.”

      “She’s alone?”

      “Ten-four. Advised her to make a lot of noise, but she’s petrified. She’ll likely stay in place.”

      “Tell her I’m on my way.” Jericho turned the SUV around on the shoulder and accelerated. Four minutes later, he slowed to a halt on a pull-off beside a small white car. “Ten twenty-three. Does the caller have a white Camry?”

      “Affirmative,” Joe replied.

      “I’m grabbing gear and heading up the trail.” From the rear of the Tahoe, he seized a backpack and inserted bottles of water, checked that the first aid kit was inside. He opened a case and took out his Smith and Wesson 629. The conservation officers would be armed with Tele Dart guns that tranquilized large game, but he was first on the scene and in an emergency, this was his best defense.

      Even the biggest and most powerful guns weren't guaranteed to stop a charging bear if the shooter didn’t make a good shot. With accuracy and a little luck, his handgun could get the job done if need be. Hopefully, this bear didn’t want any trouble and had already left the area.

      There was probably only an hour of light remaining when he started up the trail. The path was well-worn, though narrow. With his shoulder radio, he kept in touch with Joe, who relayed the caller’s distress. She was still hearing the bear nearby. Jericho paused and checked the coordinates on his phone. “I should be close,” he spoke into the radio. “Tell her to call out.”

      “Ten four.”

      He listened. The drone of a small airplane in the distance was the only sound. “I’m not hearing anything.”

      “Caller is afraid to alert the bear to her location.”

      “That bear knows she’s there,” Jericho replied.

      “You and I know that.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Melinda.”

      “Melinda!” Jericho called repeatedly, still heading up the trail.

      Finally, a thready voice called back, “I’m here! I’m up here!”

      Figuring she was hiding, he called out as he approached. Rounding a curve in the trail, he spotted her crouched behind a thicket of Kinnikinic bushes, now reddish purple in September. Wearing a bright aqua-blue jacket and jeans with her hiking boots, she was huddled with her chin on her knees, but she got slowly to her feet. The twenty-something was obviously terrified.

      “Hi, Melinda. I’m Deputy Tanner. I’m here to get you safely down the trail.”

      Her face was tanned, but there was no color in her lips. “The bear is still nearby. I can hear it in the dry leaves.”

      “Do you have any open food?”

      “No, nothing. I have a couple granola bar wrappers in my bag.”

      “Are they sealed up?”

      “No.”

      “Black or brown bear, did you see?”

      “No, I only heard it.” She’d been eyeing the landscape, but she turned her gaze on him. “I know what a bear sounds like.”

      “I believe you. Black bears are attracted to food, and brown bears usually see you as a threat.”

      “All I thought of was that saying about how if it’s black, fight back, but if it’s brown, lay down. I didn’t know which was right, but I was too scared to do anything except hide.”

      “You do want to convince a black bear that you’re not an easy meal, but you need to convince a brown bear that you’re not a threat,” he answered. “Usually, if you make enough noise, either one will simply leave. Come on with me, now. We’ll head back down.”

      Melinda took a step on unsteady legs, her wary gaze darting into the wooded mountainside. “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone.”

      “Ah, all the girls say that,” he teased.

      She actually gave him a feeble smile. She wore her pale hair in a short ponytail, and she was fair-skinned with wide blue eyes. She moved in step right beside him.

      “You always hike the trails alone?”

      “Yes. I have a can of bear spray, but I tried it and nothing came out.”

      A rustling in the brush, followed by a low woofing sound and a grumbling moan had Jericho drawing his weapon with his right hand and pushing Melinda behind him with his left.

      “It’s there,” she keened. “It’s still there.”

      Twenty feet away, a brown bear ambled its way from a thicket and paused to look at them while sniffing the air. The beast’s woofing sounds told Jericho it was as distressed as he was, but probably not as terrified as Melinda, or the animal would have been gone.

      Jericho opened his mouth and sang at the top of his lungs, “’Boom clap! The sound of my heart, the beat goes on and on and on and on and—boom clap!’”

      The animal didn’t move forward, but it didn’t turn around either.

      “All right then.” He fired the gun twice into a tree trunk a dozen yards away from the beast.

      Behind him, Melinda yelped, covered her ears, and crouched down against the backs of his legs.

      The bear turned and ran the opposite direction.

      “Nothing personal, I hope,” he called after it and watched for a few minutes. Finally, he leaned down and took the young woman’s arm to help her to her feet.

      Melinda stared at him, appearing dazed. “What just happened?”

      “Playing loud music or singing loudly is supposed to scare off a bear. I sang loud, but it didn’t work.”

      She pressed her hand over her heart and swallowed hard. “You don’t look like a hip-hop guy to me. Why that song?”

      He holstered his gun. “It was the first irritating song that came to mind. Do you want some water?”

      “Yeah, thanks.” With trembling fingers, she accepted the plastic bottle.

      He made his way through the brush off the trail and took a photo of the two bullet holes in the trunk of the tall lodgepole pine. Easy way to account for his ammunition.

      “Fish and Game heard shots,” came a voice over his radio. “Are you all right, Deputy Tanner?”

      He pressed the button. “Affirmative. The brown bear has left the area, and I have Melinda with me. She’s fine.”

      They made their way down the trail, and as the sky grew dark, were joined by two green-uniformed Fish and Game officers, who led them down the mountainside with flashlights.

      “Thank you, Deputy,” the girl said as she opened her car door. “You’re a pretty good singer, by the way.”

      The officers gave him a curious glance, but he got in the Tahoe and headed for Spencer. An hour later, he’d checked in his vehicle, security cam and radio, filled out a report, printed out the photos from his phone and turned his weapon over to the sheriff for routine inspection. Getting into his pickup, he was starving. Home was another half hour drive, so he called in an order to Pearl’s, picked it up, and ate chicken sandwiches on the way. Once on the highway, he powered on the radio.

      Clear as the stars shining in the night sky and every bit as mesmerizing, came a sultry voice that never failed to make his heart beat a little faster while it unearthed a hundred memories and raised two hundred questions.

      “’What we have now was a long time coming. Seems all I ever did was wait. But when you saw me, you really saw me, and our love is more than I could anticipate.’”

      As it always had, his entire body responded to her voice. Audrey Knox would be in Spencer in another week, and performing at the Rockwell County Fair soon after. And he’d be working security with her people.

      He’d rather face another bear than be in close proximity to the woman who’d clawed his heart to shreds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Good morning,” Audrey said to her sleepy-eyed daughter when she showed up in the kitchen of Audrey’s childhood home. Her mother, Dorris, had been up early, cooking, and the smell of bacon had lured Audrey from the guest room bed. Everything looked pretty much as it always had, the same wood table and chairs, the same cupboards and counters. The appliances had been replaced a few years ago.

      “I hope you’re hungry, Hayden. I’ve made you breakfast,” Dorris said to her granddaughter.

      Hayden blinked at the bounty on the table. Dorris had prepared waffles, scrambled eggs, biscuits and set out pints of jam.

      “This is like the Waffle House,” Hayden said. “Everly took me there once.”

      “Oh, this is better than the Waffle House,” Audrey told her. “Your Gramma knows how to make a breakfast for ranchers.”

      “The biscuits didn’t rise the way they should have.” Dorris put a waffle on Hayden’s plate and set the other bowls nearby.

      Audrey helped herself to bacon and eggs. “I’m sure they’re good.”

      Hayden spread butter and jam on her waffle and cut into it. “We usually eat fruit and yogurt with granola.”

      Uh oh. Audrey steeled herself for Dorris’ reaction.

      Dorris raised her eyebrows. “That’s no breakfast for a growing girl.”

      “We eat on the bus a lot, and Everly and I watch carbs,” Audrey said. “But a special breakfast like this is a treat.”

      “Well, Hayden doesn’t need to watch carbs,” Dorris replied. “She’s a little stick of a thing.”

      Audrey exchanged a glance with her daughter, and Hayden dug into her food. Audrey hadn’t wanted to cloud Hayden’s opinion of or relationship with her grandmother, so she’d said nothing to prepare her for Dorris’ criticisms. It had always been clear that her mother adored Hayden, and that’s the way Audrey wanted it to stay. She could hold her own.

      She’d debated with herself over the decision of where to stay once they’d arrived in Spencer. Sidney Oliver had suggested that Aspen Gold Lodge was the most private and secure place, but she’d insisted she didn’t feel the need for privacy in this town where she’d been born. She wanted Hayden to experience a different kind of life than one on the road, and how could they do that if they were always holed up away from people and normal living?

      There was a hotel near the fairgrounds where they’d made reservations for staff members who wanted to be in Spencer during the county fair, and the band members would soon be arriving with her tour bus. The bus was luxurious and spacious enough for several people to stay comfortably. But having Hayden here with her grandmother was the best choice.

      After finishing her breakfast, Audrey opened a cupboard. “I’ll check expiration dates.”

      She emptied the contents of the cabinet, checking dates and tossing spices and baking soda into the wastebasket. She jotted down a couple of items on a lengthy grocery list on the counter.

      “There was nothing wrong with that baking powder,” her mother said from where she stood, loading the dishwasher.

      “Both baking powder and baking soda lose their effectiveness, Mom. That’s probably why the biscuits didn’t rise the way you wanted them to.”

      Dorris said, “I can clean out my own cupboards.”

      “Of course, you can. But Hayden and I came to visit and help out, so let me help.”

      “At least pour that baking soda down the sink.”

      Audrey fished the box out of the trash and did as her mother asked. “We’ll go to the market and buy fresh this afternoon. Hayden was five the last time we got to spend time in Spencer. Do you remember seeing the sights?”

      Her daughter had finished eating and was reading yet another volume of The Babysitters Club on her iPad at the kitchen table. A barely-discernable pink line along her hairline, a nearly-healed wound sutured by a plastic surgeon, was the only visible evidence of the accident that had been Audrey’s final incentive to take a hiatus. Within Hayden’s reach lay a compartmentalized container filled with hundreds of colorful rubber bands for making bracelets. She wore three on her slender left wrist. Everly had made sure Hayden had a supply before they headed out.

      Probably sensing her mom’s perusal, Hayden glanced up. As it often did, her irrepressible smile reminded Audrey of her younger brother, and a twinge of sadness momentarily nicked her joy. Grief eventually lost its piercing edge, but the dull pain of missing the person never went away.

      “What are the sights?” Hayden asked in her curious good-natured manner. She’d taken the accident in stride and seemed no worse for the experience. Audrey on the other hand, still bore the sting of her terrified child immediately turning to her nanny in her moment of crisis.

      “Well, let’s see,” Audrey answered. “There’s Brook Park, with a bandstand where Spencer High School band plays and the VFW band plays on the Fourth of July and Memorial Day.” She glanced at her mother. “Do they still do that?”

      “I suppose so. I don’t go to those things.”

      “Well, there are drinking fountains and converted gas lamps. It’s charming. We can take photos for Everly. There’s a firehouse, the library. Pearl’s Coffee Shop always had great breakfasts and lunches. Your grandpa used to take me there. Oh, and Curly’s Cone Factory. Is that still there, Mom?”

      “Better yet, we can haul out the ice cream freezer and make some of our own,” Dorris suggested.

      “You know how to make ice cream?” the girl asked her grandmother.

      “I can figure it out.”

      Audrey’s dad was the one who’d always made ice cream on summer evenings. Her heart constricted at the memory. They’d always been close. He’d made Audrey feel special. Wanted. Important. She glanced at her daughter, her wavy strawberry blond hair pulled into a ponytail, regretting Hayden would never have that kind of relationship. Hayden’s father had been killed in a small plane crash six years ago, and even before that Tucker Frost hadn’t been the fatherly sort.

      With Audrey’s demanding career and hectic schedule, it was becoming more and more difficult to be a mother as well as make up for lack of a father. She’d worked hard to keep stability in their lives, but months on the road wasn’t conducive to a home life. Hayden’s tutor and Everly traveled with them, and this was their first time without them in years.  A short break from her studies wouldn’t hurt Hayden’s education.

      “There are trail rides and go carts. And there’s Olde Town,” Audrey added. “I don’t even know what all is there now. I hear they’ve expanded by leaps and bounds. Lots of touristy shopping.”

      A knock sounded and Audrey started toward the door, but surprisingly it opened before she got there. Six feet of tanned cowboy in jeans, black T-shirt and a Stetson filled the opening. She took a surprised step back.

      “Mornin’, Missus M. I brought back the genera—oh, sorry. Didn’t know you had company. Didn’t see a car.” The deep masculine voice was familiar enough to send an alert up her spine, and her brain immediately identified it.

      “My car’s in the garage, and I’m not company.” Audrey set down the expired cake mix she held.

      He swept off his hat, revealing a shock of cropped black hair and a white forehead. In his other hand, he held a stainless-steel travel mug. His piercing blue gaze locked with hers. Seeing those intense blue eyes rimmed by black lashes, a hundred fond memories assailed her.

      Her initial reaction was surprise followed by the warm rush of familiarity. He was taller and broader than the lanky boy she remembered, his shoulders and chest appearing solid muscle under that T-shirt. Creases at the corners of his eyes and mouth only added character to his familiar handsome face. Now it felt as though she’d come home.
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      “Jericho Tanner,” she managed. She took a few hesitant steps closer to where he stood, instinctively wanting to hug him.

      He didn’t move forward or even smile, though he seemed unable to take his gaze from hers for several minutes. How long had it been? She’d spent only hasty weekends in Spencer for the past several years, never staying long enough to catch up or see old friends. She’d probably only glimpsed him a time or two.

      He and her brother Wyatt had been best friends. They’d done everything together, so every time she’d begged Jericho to play his guitar while she sang on a hay bale stage in the barn, Wyatt had been right there too. In elementary school she and Jericho raised sibling lambs together and shared a blue ribbon.

      In junior high and high school when Wyatt joined the swim team and ran track. She and Jericho had attended all his meets, but their passions had been 4H and music.

      She was two years older, but in high school he’d been willing to play backup for her at every state fair and local event. Those had been bright days, filled with adventure and the promise of their futures.

      After Wyatt’s death at fourteen when he’d died of an aneurism on the track field, her mother had shut out Audrey and her father, as though seeing them, being with them added to her pain. Charlie had been Audrey’s solace
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