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IF YOU DON’T TAKE CHANCES, you aren’t living.

That’s what Mason Scott lived by, and tonight was no exception. 

Eighteen thousand fans filled the Nest arena, cheering for their home team. Air horns blew, noisemakers rattled, and people banged on the glass, creating a thunderous sound that competed with the rock music blaring through the sound system. 

This was no ordinary game; it was game seven of the Stanley Cup Playoffs. Win or go home. Mason wasn’t prepared to go home empty handed. 

The referee blew his whistle for an icing call, stopping the play. Mason shook his body to rid the nerves and skated to take his position at the opposition’s face-off circle. He imagined the next play and what he needed to do to win. A quick glance at the scoreboard reminded him that when the puck dropped, he was in control of the outcome. He tried not to think about the pressure as much as he thought about working as a team and scoring the winning goal. They needed one goal to end the tie before the third period was over. He couldn’t allow the game to go into overtime, but with forty-two seconds left on the clock, it was still anybody’s game. 

It was time to bring the cup home to Colorado, and he would fight until the end. The fans deserved this win. Mason deserved this win. He wanted to taste his tears and hold the trophy in his hands, that exhilarating moment every player worked so hard to experience. 

Mason shuffled his skates, waiting for the puck to drop. He tightened his grip on his stick. Every nerve in his body vibrated from the tension and the drama that was about to unfold. His heart pounded, sweat drizzled down his face, and adrenaline pumped through his body in a flash flood. He steadied his breath, taking in the moment because it was what he lived for. This was his chance to make a play and determine if his team would go home champions. 

Mason took a breath. His heart thumped wildly in his chest. The play mapped out in his head like a perfect crime. Win the draw. Find his winger. Light the lamp. He had to make it happen. Set it up. Shoot. Score. 

Adrenaline pumped hard and strong through every inch of his body. His hands gripped his stick. Toes curled in his boots and knees slightly bent, he kept his eye on the ref’s hand. 

The fastest reaction always won.

With controlled breathing, he blinked away the sweat coasting over his eyelids and focused on the puck. Steady and strong, his body ready to pounce, his eyes straining to not lose sight of the puck. The whistle blew to restart the game. The referee threw down the puck between the two blades, and the music stopped, but the noise elevated, causing a thunderous pull in his chest. 

Mason flicked his stick, winning the draw clean, then passed the puck to his defenseman. 

It was go time. 

He wasn’t going to give up until the puck was in the Eagles’ net. Skating hard, his legs working his momentum, he pivoted on a turn and cut his skate into the ice, making his way to the front of the net for the perfect scoring opportunity. Digging his weight into his skates to hold his power and defend his place in Washington’s territory, he ducked and skated around a player, focusing on a scoring chance. Hounded and pushed, Mason skated away and planted himself in front of the net. The blade of the goalie’s stick chopped at his boot, and a player crossed-checked him to get him out of the goal crease, but Mason used his strength to stay where he was. His teammate had the puck now, and as Mason got elbowed, throwing him off balance, he screened the goalie just as his player shot the puck toward the net. He angled his stick to deflect the puck, and it hit his blade, precisely launching it right into the net. 

Mason blinked and gasped with amazement. His heart paused a beat and his lungs expanded, stomach tightening as he raised his hands in celebration. Recognizing the beauty of the play, he choked on a breath and sputtered out a laugh. A rush of adrenaline continued to pump through his veins. Lightheaded, the weight of his body sunk as though he were going down an elevator. The chanting of fans faded. The noise muffled as though he was underwater. His childhood dream flashed before him. This wasn’t a game of shimmy, and it wasn’t winning the World Junior championship. This was everything he worked toward in life. 

He steadied his breath to focus on the last six seconds in the game. Mason’s heart pounded with excitement as he visualized holding the cup for the first time. “Let’s get this done!” he shouted at his teammates, and they lined up to take the face-off.

The whistle blew, and the countdown began.

Players eased up on their strides, and the Eagles hung their heads when the clock buzzed to end the game.

“Friggin’ right! We did it,” Mason shouted, arms in the air.

Teammates swarmed over to him. Thousands of fans yelled and cheered for the Rivermen. Helmets popped off, and gloves were tossed in the air. Trainers, coaches, and the equipment manager came rushing to center ice to join the excitement.

“Jars! You’re the man!” one player called, hitting Mason’s shoulder.

“Good job,” his Swedish teammate yelled, tapping his stick against Mason’s. 

“Yeah, eh! Jars. How ‘bout that?” another player added. “You had ‘em.” 

“Fuckin’ A,” another said with aggression. “The cup’s ours.”

“Yeah,” Mason said, grasping the moment. He wiped his hand over his sweaty chin. 

The media took to the ice while a red carpet was rolled out for the presentation. A shaggy-haired guy with white gloves came out with the Stanley Cup. 

Mason posed for pictures, and reporters hollered for his attention to get a comment. With grabby hands, Mason took the cup and hoisted it up above his tired shoulders. The trophy felt too heavy to hold yet weightless at the same time. He skated around the arena, smiling up at the crowd, knowing his mom and stepdad were cheering for him. “Yeah!” he shouted, tasting his tears. “Yeah!”

He skated back to center ice and handed the cup off to one of his teammates, all of whom were eagerly waiting for their chance to hold their dream in their hands. Mason’s stomach then knotted.

His dream came true, but he was still missing one thing.



Chapter One
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ONE HUNDRED AND FIFTY patrons crowded into TJ’s Tavern, which was only built for a seating capacity of seventy-five. Mason had expected his hometown to celebrate his success, but he didn’t know it would be an all-day event starting with a mid-day parade, followed by an afternoon street party and then a social gathering at Moonlight Valley’s most popular hangout.

Mason moved slowly through the crowd, squeezing between close-talkers and ducking under a beverage tray held high above his head. Stepping out into a pocket of breathable space, he lifted his chin and scanned the crowd for a recognizable face. She had been on his mind since leaving Washington, DC. He thought of her plenty over the years, but it was after winning the cup, when the hollow sensation returned, that he knew he had unfinished business. The space filled up again, and he strained to see his first love. She had long blonde hair and a pretty shaped mouth he must have kissed hundreds of times. He licked his bottom lip and stared hard, taking in the women around him. He caught sight of a woman with blonde hair. She turned around, and his stomach rose and fell. Then, another woman with darker blonde hair bounced through the crowd toward the guy waving her on.

“Welcome home!” Mason Scott felt a hand on his shoulder as he stepped out of the group of well-wishers. A little shake to say congrats. He couldn’t blame their excitement. It wasn’t everyday Moonlight Valley, Washington shut down its streets and organized a parade for one of their own.

“Oh, hey. How’s it goin’?” Mason snapped out of his daze and rubbed his hand behind his neck.

“People came from as far away as Spokane to be part of this,” Brad, his childhood friend said, dangling a bottle of beer. 

“They came to buy wine.” Mason rubbed his three-month-old scruff and scratched under his ear. He had never kept facial hair for this long, but then, he hadn’t been in a playoff winning streak, either.

“They came to meet you. You know that?” Brad pushed out his hand, his bottle of beer touching Mason’s arm. “You’re a celebrity.”

Mason lifted a shoulder while a grin tweaked his lips. He didn’t need bragging rights to bring home the Stanley Cup. Playing in the NHL carried enough status, but he was proud to belong to an organization that was widely respected. 

Brad clutched his beer and nestled it to his chest. The wave in his dirty-blond hair moved as he brought up his chin. “Good to see the town alive again.”

“Did Moonlight grow since the last time I was here?” Mason glanced beside him and scanned the pub for the face he was craving to see. “Looks like everyone who’s not a minor is here. Surprised this place isn’t shut down.” He eyed his firefighter friend.

“That’s Keith’s job.” He raised his bottle and pushed it out in front of him. “He’s letting it slide tonight.”

Keith wasn’t there because, if he was, he’d be responsible for ending the night, and he was too good of a stepdad to make the call. Mason appreciated him for his dedication to the community and making his mom happy. 

“What kind of trouble is going to happen?” Brad asked. “They’re all here to see you.”

He rubbed his chest. He could get used to all the love.

“Mace! Have you seen your old man yet? He’s sitting at the bar.” Andrew raised his chin slightly, eyes directing him over. “In case you wanted to talk to him.” His voice lowered with doubt. 

Mason’s stomach turned. His stare leveled at the tables across from him and reverted back to his friend with a shake of his head. The last time Mason spoke to his dad was when he had come home for Christmas, then again one summer after a low-scoring season, and finally, last year after a first-round deletion in the playoffs. Their conversations were distant and flat, like two strangers who ran into each other at a high school reunion. Talking about the weather was always a safe bet, but the NHL was always top of mind, though the mistakes that were made were hard to forget. Mason held a grudge against the man he wanted to know, but he was afraid of the outcome. As the years went on, Mason put his dad out of his mind, throwing his feelings into a trunk to be left without any intention of opening it up again. Avoiding William was easier than revisiting regret and anger.

“I don’t see him now,” his friend said, squinting across the room. His clean-shaven face and short haircut suited his doctor image. “But I’m sure he’s around. He wouldn’t want to miss this.”

Mason wasn’t so sure. William missed a lot of his hockey games and big scoring moments, so why would he care to attend a homecoming party for his son?

“There’s a table of people leaving.” Brad cocked his head. “We should grab it.”

“I don’t mind standing.” He wanted to be able to spot his dad or Emily, and it was the only way he could stop the bounce in his knees.

Mason felt a pat on his shoulder. It’s her. He turned around to meet her with a smile.

“Hey man! Congratulations,” a voice behind him said. “You need a beer? I’ll get you one.” The guy pointed to Mason’s empty hand. “Whatcha drinkin’?”

Mason’s smile disappeared. His shoulders dropped, and he put out his hand, waving him off. “I’m okay right now. Thanks.” Mason reminded himself about tonight and why he was there. He dreamed of winning the cup. As a kid, he, Brad, and Andrew would play street hockey with the other boys, and when they won, they’d cheer with a constructed replica of the Stanley Cup, made of cardboard and tinfoil. 

His stomach elevated, and he suppressed a sigh. Hockey wasn’t just about the game. It was about everything that went with it: friends, experiences, and acceptance. Without it, Mason didn’t know who he was. Hockey was his life. It was all he knew, and after twenty-seven years, he was itching for more. Something else that could define who he was. 

“I’d love to buy Mason Scott a beer,” the guy said with a cackle.

Mason chuckled and bumped against someone else, leaving the conversation. 

“That was a close game, eh?” the fan said. “You guys pulled it off with like forty seconds left. I couldn’t believe it.” He whistled. “The whole place was on edge.” He raised his hands above his head. “Haven’t seen it like that before. People were shouting, celebrating. It was packed.” He shot him a smile and patted Mason’s shoulder. “Thanks to you, we all get to see the Stanley Cup for the first time.”

Mason grinned, remembering the anticipation and excitement of the game. The emotion was still fresh, giving him a chill of relief and satisfaction. It was the hardest game he’d ever played. He did it for his teammates. He did it for his hometown. And, truth be told, he wished he had a wife and kids to bring it home for. Maybe one day he’d be lucky enough to win the cup again and share it with a family of his own.

“And the goal was something else. I thought it would go to review. It was so close.” The guy jumped, hands flared. “It was hard to see on the screen. You knocked it in, and there was still something like five, six seconds left. The whole place was on edge. Unbelievable. Wasn’t it? And how you scored with three guys on yeah is unreal.” He swayed his head. “And I get to congratulate you in person.”

Mason shook his hand. “Thanks. It’s good to be home.” He held a steady smile and took another step backward to make breathing room. 

The guy cheered, raising his glass. “Good to have you home, buddy. You put Moonlight on the map again.”

Mason turned to the side for another glance around. The low light at TJ’s was packed with people he hardly knew. Would he recognize his dad at first glance? Did he still have the same brown hair with short sideburns like himself and the same dark eyebrows that hovered above his eyes?

“Mace!” Brad elbowed him. “Here.” He put a bottle of beer in Mason’s hand. 

“I’m good. I’m good.” He dropped his shoulders. 

“At least hold on to it. You’ll look relaxed if you do.” Brad gave a quick nod as though to say he had his back. Feeling a little guilty for not keeping in touch with his childhood friend, he accepted the beer and took a little sip. He wasn’t much of a drinker. His intense physical training wouldn’t allow for it, and he didn’t like the way it made him feel when he worked so hard to get the body and mind he needed to win. 

“Having fun tonight?” the waitress asked, throwing out her hip. Her tied-up T-shirt was filled with large breasts that bumped against Mason’s arm when she spoke. 

“You know how to throw a party.” He gave a quick smile and brought the bottle up to his mouth, pretending to take a sip. 

She giggled and batted her lashes. “The band is on at ten. Save me a dance, will you?” Her bottom ruby-red lip sagged as she waited for his response.

“Sure.” He planned to shut down the place anyway. This was his party. He had tried for six years to the win the cup with different teams, and playing for the Rivermen proved successful. Some guys played their whole careers and never won it; the least he could do to show the town his appreciation was to enjoy their festivities.

Mason stepped aside to where there was an opening in the crowd. People had gone outside for a smoke and fresh air. He didn’t recognize half the people there. The last few times he came home, he kept to himself and only socialized with a few of his childhood friends, avoiding confrontation and opening up old wounds. Mason wasn’t going to do that this time. He wanted to live his summer freely, like he did three years ago when he got together with Emily Hill. What he would give to relive that summer. He’d think about it from time to time, but that was the past, and he was a little older now. This time he wanted a commitment and a house that felt like home. 

Mason shuffled his feet, turning his body this way and that, getting acquainted with his surroundings. Everywhere he looked, people smiled and waved. He moved forward, eyes fixed on a set of tables farther away. 

Laughter erupted across from him, and a flashback of Emily caused his insides to electrify. Mason licked his lips and clutched his cold bottle against his side. His eyes followed the voice to a booth of women, and there, sitting at the edge of her seat, was the blonde he was looking for. She threw her head back with laughter.

His heart leaped out of his chest.

Mason took a breath and smiled, zeroing in on her profile. She tucked a strand behind her ear, showing off the pink apple of her cheek and the soft curve of her lips. He drank her up with one hard stare and sauntered over to reacquaint himself with the electrifying voice.
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EMILY CUPPED HER HAND over her mouth, the other holding her ribcage. Her stomach hurt from laughing. It was good, though, and much needed, since she had been working twelve-hour shifts without giving herself any days off. She didn’t know how much longer she could do it. Maybe she’d get lucky, and her body would get used to the stress and go into some sort of autopilot. Emily could always count on her best friends to brighten her mood. “You didn’t!” she managed to say between breaths. Her eyes watered, and she blinked as her mouth widened into a smile.

“I couldn’t help it. He was a loser,” Sara said with a cheesy grin. “I won’t hear from him again.” She added with a wave of her hand.

“In this town? You’re kidding,” Kelly said. “Give it a week.”

“More like a day or two,” Emily said, picking up her glass. “He’ll make it up to you, and you’ll be all over him.”

“Never.” Sara played with her straw. “I’ve got better things to think about.”

“Like what?”

“Taking a year off to travel.” Her eyebrows stuck straight up.

Emily’s ears pricked. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to escape for a little while. “Where to?”

“I don’t know. Australia, New Zealand... Would you come with me?”

Emily sat back. She never had the opportunity to leave her hometown, let alone be guilt-free to do it. “You know I would under different circumstances, but with my dad...”

“We could meet up somewhere. You could travel for a month or two. Kelly? What about you?”

“I can’t.” She pursed her lips. “I took vacation in May for my cousin’s wedding in Costa Rica.” She flipped a long, highlighted red strand of hair behind her.

“You don’t think the bank could give you leave?” Sara asked.

“To travel?” Kelly’s eyes bugged out and wrapped her fingers around the base of her wine glass. “Nope. That won’t happen. Besides, I’m working on opening my event planning business next month, and I’ve already got interest.”

“That’s fantastic,” Sara said. “Like booking events?”

“Deloris, your secretary, wants me to plan her and her husband’s forty-fifth wedding anniversary.”

“Sweet.”

“Wow, it’s really happening,” Emily said. “This town needs you. You’re going to change lives.”

The women all laughed.

“How about you?” Kelly asked, still smiling. “How do you plan to get the time off? The newspaper won’t give you six weeks. They need you. There’s nobody to cover for you.”

Sara stopped herself and swished her lips from side to side. “I’d quit. I think we need to get out of Moonlight Valley for a bit and live a little. We could plan it for the new year. How about that?”

“I can’t commit,” Emily said with a raised shoulder. “Sorry.” She couldn’t even plan for the next few days, let alone a few weeks. “My life is unpredictable right now.” And probably for years to come. She frowned.

“Great idea. Maybe next year will work. Wait.” Kelly extended a hand. “How about for our thirtieth birthdays? Right? That would be so awesome. We could totally do that. By then, I might even have employees.”

Sara pouted. She circled her straw around her Long Island iced tea. “I don’t know.” Her cheek ballooned as she pushed out a puff of air.

“What is it?” Emily snapped, her eyebrows coming together. “You don’t want to wait?”

“Two and a half years?” Sara sulked. “That seems too far away. I need out now. I can’t wait. I’m tired of the same thing around here, and I feel like now that my mom has someone, it’s easier for me to leave and not feel guilty.”

“I think you’ll miss her,” Kelly said playfully. “Plus, it would give us time to plan.” Kelly slid her hand on the table and picked up her glass. “And save.”

“I’d need to,” Emily said. “Money is tight right now. If it weren’t for my dad’s health, I’d be finishing college.”

“You don’t need a diploma,” Kelly told her. “You have hands-on experience. That’s more valuable, I think.”

“I want the paper, you know?” 

“You’ve lived and breathed your family business all your life,” Kelly said. “You could probably teach a business course.” 

Emily picked up her drink and sipped from the straw. What she wouldn’t give for some 

relief. Some freedom to do what she wanted without worrying about her dad and their family business. Being a pleaser and a giver left no room to be a dreamer, because it came with a price, and the price was becoming way too big for her to handle.

Sara snapped her fingers. “We could meet up somewhere. I mean, we don’t have to leave at the same time. I’m sure you could each get a couple of weeks off if you wanted to.” Sara chewed on a fingernail. “We would have so much fun. Think of all the beaches we could discover.”

“It does sound great.” Kelly sighed and tapped her painted fingernails on the base of her wine glass. “Doesn’t it, Em? Beaches, drinks, and sleeping in.”

“I could use the sleep, sure. It’ll have to wait until I’m confident I know what’s going to happen with the winery.” She pulled a face. “I’d hate to leave and then something happen... It’s a long flight home, wherever we go.”

“So, what are you going to do?” Sara asked, batting her eyelashes.

“About my dad?”

Sara raised a thin eyebrow. “The winery.” 

Emily laid her hand down on the table. “If I could, I’d run it myself, but I need the money to do it.”

“I heard the Brigg’s are close to a buyout on their land. Some guy from Seattle offered him big money.”

“Maybe they’re looking for something different.” Kelly clutched her hand around her glass and brought it to her mouth.

Emily shifted her body. 

“There was talk the same guy is interested in Cottage Hills.” Sara bit her lip.

The last thing Emily wanted was to be bought out. It would be an insult to her grandfather if it didn’t stay in the family. She wanted to keep the winery going and pass it on to her children, if she was lucky enough to have any. “I don’t know if it’s the same investor. Besides, I don’t want a second party taking over my family business.” 

“Couldn’t you work something out with them, like share the ownership so that you don’t lose it completely? Just a thought.” Kelly raised her eyebrows.

“They want it all,” Emily snapped. “At least, that’s what I’m told.” She shook her head, staring into her half-full glass. “I’m not going to let them throw away my family’s estate just so someone can make a profit. My grandfather harvested grapes when he was a boy and turned his parents’ land into what it is today. I’m proud of that, and I’m not throwing that away for 

nothing.”

“But if your family can’t keep it up, you don’t want it to be a burden, either.” Sara fingered a strand of her light-brown hair, her eyes holding a sympathetic gaze. “I’m sure Theresa would agree.”

“I know.” Emily wrinkled her nose. Her mom would have agreed. Anything to limit the stress. “I’m torn. I really am. I see the potential of it and what it could be, but...” It was all about the money, and she hated to think that they didn’t have enough to support their business. If they were to be bought out, what would she do then? What would her dad live for? 

“My dad... He thinks he has to sell it. He doesn’t know what else to do. I can’t blame him. But it’s what he’s done all his life, and I feel awful about it all.” She slid her hand to her lap. “It’s just a matter of time before we lose it all, unless I can help him somehow...to make a bigger profit. That’s what I’m stuck on. How can I do that without additional money to invest and grow the business?” Her lips pulled down slightly at the corners. She didn’t think she’d ever be in this position, and the idea of losing her prized possession already gave her sleepless nights. 

“You do help him. You do everything for him,” Sara added. “What about you? What do you want?”

Emily leaned against the booth. She lived a simple life. She didn’t really want anything but to run the winery. Sure, traveling and visiting new places intrigued her, and she’d love to 

experience fancy restaurants and go to the theatre, but that wasn’t her life right now. Maybe when she was older and had the winery up and running without her constant supervision. 

“I love the business.” She gave a quick smile. “It’s my life.”

“You can’t do it alone,” Sara said.

“I have to figure out a plan.” Emily slid her glass away from her, hearing the ice cubes clink. “I didn’t become a winemaker because I wanted to drink all the time.” She snorted a laugh. Ah, it felt good to relax and not think about work and bills. That’s why she was there. To free herself from a few hours of worrying about how to pay the staff and when to schedule the next shipment. But that wasn’t the only reason; she also wanted to get a glimpse of Mason because she missed seeing his face around town. Heck, she missed those incredible toffee-colored eyes and the way he had made her feel like she was the only one in the room. But, this time, she needed to stay away from him. It wasn’t like she had a chance with Mason Scott anyway; he was a celebrity now. She didn’t have to worry about him having any interest in her, which gave her a bit of reassurance. It’s not like he would come onto her while he was there. He probably wouldn’t even notice her.

“I’m glad you still have your sense of humor.” Kelly picked up her glass. “It’s too bad your brother and sister didn’t take interest in it and help out.”

Emily blew out a breath and waved her hand. “They couldn’t wait to get out of town the first chance they got. Karen is living in Paris, and I doubt she’ll come back. Rob will come back, I’m sure. He can’t be a beach bum forever.”

“Emily!” Sara snapped her fingers. “Don’t look, but Mason is coming over.”

Automatically, she turned to look in the direction and then pulled herself back to control her restlessness. “Here?” She tapped the table. “Mason?” Her heart moved up her throat. “He’s not coming to see me.”

“Someone’s talking to him.” Sara’s eyes zig-zagged.

“See?” She smirked. Emily knew he’d be here but that he’d never think to seek her out. That day has passed.

“He’s walking in our direction,” Kelly said, looking as paranoid as Emily was feeling. 

“I don’t know what to say.” Emily brought her hand to her cheek. She should have known she’d eventually talk to him again. It wasn’t like they were friends, and there wasn’t much to say to each other, either. Maybe he’s just making the rounds, not realizing she was sitting at the table with a bunch of girls.

“Be yourself,” Kelly said.

“He won’t care to see me.” She puckered her lips, trying to relax. So what if Mason was the first guy she kissed? Unfortunately, Mason came with many firsts, which was why it was so hard to forget him. “He’s had girlfriends after me,” she faltered. “I’m like no one to him. He doesn’t care about a small-town girl from Moonlight.” Emily rambled on, convincing herself more than anyone else.

“His hometown. Are you kidding? Why do you say that? Of course he would! Had he stayed in the Valley, you two would have been married with kids by now.”

Her stomach flip-flopped at the thought of speaking to Mason. What was she going to say? Ugh.

“We’re at his party,” Kelly reminded her with wide eyes. 

“I’m not here to celebrate. I came to hang out with you two.” Emily straightened her back and rested her shoulders against the booth. But she did know he would be at the bar, so enough with the excuses.

Kelly rolled her eyes. “You should ask Mason for a loan. I’m sure other people will,” she snickered.

“What the heck, Kelly? Why would I do that? We’re not together anymore, and I’m sure he has someone in his life. Anyway, it’s not like he will be in town to monitor his investments.”

“Hmm. I’m not so sure. There’s been rumors he wants to stick around, invest in some town businesses. Help modernize Moonlight.”

“I’m not asking for anything from him,” Emily snapped. “You know me better than that.”

“What’s a million dollars to him, huh? He could save your winery, and everything would be back to how it was before.”

“You’re not joking,” Emily said, narrowing her gaze to Kelly.

“She might have a point,” Sara said. “Cottage Hills would be the perfect investment.”

“What’s with you two?” Emily shook her head, reaching for her glass, then took a drink. “There would be a catch if I asked; I’m sure of it.”

“Jeez, maybe sleep with him?” Kelly smirked, tapping a fingernail on the table.

“Here he comes.” Sara picked up her glass and took a drink.

Emily was a little annoyed with her friends’ teasing, though it was a reminder of how much she missed Mason. When he left, he left, and they never saw each other again. He had a good reason though, and she understood that his job was in charge, not his heart. She swore she wouldn’t get involved with him, back then and again now. He wasn’t suited to live in a small town. He was the type to chase his dream and live it. 

“He’d help you. You know it,” Kelly prodded. 

Emily explained again, “He doesn’t owe me anything. Besides, who gives away a million dollars because they want to? That doesn’t happen.” 

“People do,” Sara said with a shrug. “It does happen.” 

“To hospitals, not wineries,” Emily said, squeezing her crossed arms against her chest.

“He’s not giving it away,” she clarified. “A loan. You and he go way back. I’m sure there’s still some sort of spark between the two of you. That’s undeniable.”

“Spark? Hardly.” The twisty sensation in her stomach made her breathe a trembling rhythm. She wouldn’t admit that Mason was the one guy she’d loved. He was that one guy that everyone loved to be around. He was fun, always taking chances, and never looked back at what he should have done. He was everything she wasn’t. He instilled a confidence in her that no one else had ever done. Gone were the teenage years when hormones were all out of whack, yet those same electric vibes were there whenever she heard his name.

“It’s been years.” Emily moaned. “And I don’t need to see him.”

“Really? Cause he’s coming over. In five...four...”

Mason had done everything right. Each time they’d made love, it was an explosion of fireworks. She couldn’t get enough of him. Washboard abs and solid legs. He could pick her up without effort, and his deep kisses led them to his bed...or hers...or the winery. If being with Mason was ecstatic, leaving her breathless and needy for more, what was she to him—especially after he left her without a word, never keeping in touch? Whatever they’d had, she’d obviously misinterpreted it for love.

“Two...and one.”

“Emily?”

The cold liquid she’d swallowed suddenly irritated her throat, and she coughed, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Hey, are you okay?” His body jerked forward as he lowered his head to hers.

Emily’s insides melted from the memory of his lips on her neck. The tenderness of his hand on her bare skin gave her chills. It may have been years, but the memories were vivid. She coughed again and grabbed the napkin that was beside her glass, covering her mouth. She 

swallowed and sat up straighter before taking in his reflective brown eyes. “Mason.” She put on a welcoming smile. She cleared her throat, took another drink, and fanned herself as she nodded. 

His lips parted as if he were about to say something.

“I’m okay,” she said. Her stomach flipped like she was on an amusement park ride. 

“Yeah? So, how’s it going?” His voice was smooth. His muscular shoulders relaxed as he placed his hand on his hip. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

“Oh. You were?” Emily swallowed, remembering how solid his body was under his T-shirt. She sat back against the booth, pretending his presence didn’t affect her. 

“Yeah, and I heard you laughing, actually.” His eyebrow twitched. “You came back.”

“I never left.” Her cheeks warmed. He wouldn’t understand why she didn’t want to see him the last time he was in town. She’d made a habit of being scarce when he was around. “It’s...it’s been a long time. You’re a celeb now. Aren’t you supposed to be hanging out with the mayor and getting photos with babies?” She pressed her lips together.

“Did that already. Small town. I think I covered all the baby shots.” His smirked from the side of his mouth.

“And you probably have,” Emily murmured. Her eyes glanced to his blue jeans, where his T-shirt hung over the button. He dropped his hand on the table. Those thick fingers once held the back of her head while his lips were on hers. The intensity. The chemistry. It was all coming back to her now. Not that she had forgotten Mason; he was unforgettable. At one time, she had been in love with him. Then he went back to Colorado and left her with emotions she tried to bury.

“You remember Sara and Kelly?” She took a sip from her almost full glass.

“Of course. How are you?” He nodded at both women
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