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      Becky absently hummed the national anthem along with the singer on the TV and attempted to quell the flutter of anticipation. She glanced again at her cell phone, but its screen remained stubbornly dark. Moments later, her boyfriend and his friends cheered as the singer belted out the final notes, and Becky ground her teeth as she dumped a jar of salsa into a bowl and tore open the bag of tortilla chips. Normally she enjoyed football more than Justin, but he’d used the game—his cousin’s first start as running back for the University of Wyoming—and his little sister’s volleyball game on Monday as excuses against going to Northstar for her aunt’s and cousin’s birthdays. Justin always made the four-and-a-half-hour drive out to be a bigger deal than it was, and she had resolved to ignore her irritation like she always did when he refused to visit her family… until Uncle Ben called her in the middle of the night to inform her that her cousin’s wife was in labor.

      Justin strode into the kitchen to retrieve the chips and salsa, and her phone blared a snippet of her favorite pop song, a tune that had topped the charts her freshman year of high school when her friendship with Luke had first sprouted. She smiled fondly and snatched the phone off the counter, not needing to see the familiar number on the screen to know it was her cousin.

      “You really need to update your ringtone, Becks,” Justin remarked.

      She scowled at him and answered the call. “Well?”

      “I have a daughter,” Luke replied. The pride and happiness in his voice created a distinct image of the broad smile undoubtedly plastered on his face. “And Ryan is doing great. Everything went as smoothly as we could hope.”

      Becky beamed. “Congratulations, Papa. I’m guessing everything went quickly, too, because Uncle Ben didn’t call me until midnight to say you’d just left for the hospital.”

      “I wasn’t sure we were going to make it. Sorry I didn’t call you earlier, but we didn’t get to sleep until after five this morning, and—”

      “I get it, Luke. No need to apologize.”

      “I know you said you and Justin won’t be coming up this weekend, but if you can convince him otherwise, we’ll be bringing her home on Monday, and we’d really love to see you and introduce you to this beautiful little girl.”

      “You know I want to be there, Luke. I really do. Maybe we’ll be able to make it up next weekend. It won’t be the same, I know, but….”

      “I’ll send you a picture as soon as I can, but right now, I have to go. Shane and Austin just arrived.”

      “What is Shane doing there?”

      “He’s in the process of moving back. I thought I told you that. He’s home for a visit to look for a place to rent.”

      “Did he find one?”

      “Yeah, Pat and Aeli are going to rent him the Bedspread’s vacation cabin for at least a few months.”

      “Damn. And the jackass gets to meet your daughter before I do.” Her words were harsh, but her tone was teasing. She might not want to have anything to do with Shane, but it was good for Luke that the two old friends were working through the issues that had derailed their friendship. She couldn’t even begrudge him his return home to Northstar, not when it made her squirm with envy and longing. With a sigh, she added, “I am missing too much.”

      “We keep having this conversation, and it always ends the same. Listen. If you do make it up this way, try not to be too hard on Shane, all right? He is trying.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. That’s all in the past now, anyhow, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Go enjoy your daughter.”

      She bid him goodbye, ended the call, and set her phone gently on the counter, frowning as regret and anger and envy mingled with joy. She should be there with Luke and Ryan and their new baby right now, not four and a half hours away making game-day snacks for a boyfriend who ignored her need to spend time with her family. The fact that she’d let this become the status quo of their relationship only heightened her frustration, and she clenched her teeth at the thought that followed. I’ve given up precious time with my family for a man I have no plan to marry.

      The potent stew of emotions constricted her chest and made it hard to breathe. She tapped her fingers lightly on the counter and took several deep breaths before lifting her gaze to Justin, who hadn’t yet returned to the game.

      “They had a girl?” he inquired.

      “Yep.”

      She studied him for several long moments, noting the disinterested, placating smile. Why was she still with him? They’d been together for six years, and though she loved him well enough, she had never given herself entirely to their relationship. She’d done that once before and had her heart broken, so when she’d followed Justin here to Jackson Hole to take a job on his family’s ranch, she had refused to move in with him and had instead rented a tiny, one-bedroom cottage in nearby Wilson. The more important question wasn’t why she’d stayed but why she’d followed him in the first place.

      I was afraid my family had changed so much that I wouldn’t fit into it anymore.

      “I have to go home to Northstar,” she said slowly. “Luke and Ryan will be bringing their daughter home on Monday, and I want to be there.”

      “Becks, we’ve talked about this. My sister’s volleyball game—”

      “My best friend and his wife just had a baby,” she snapped, “and that little girl will never be this new again.”

      “Becks—”

      “No, Justin. We did talk about this. We decided against going to Northstar for Aunt June’s and Luke’s birthdays to save the trip until after Luke’s baby arrived so we could meet her, since it’s apparently impossible to go for both.”

      “I don’t remember that discussion.”

      “Of course you don’t. You only remember the discussions you want to remember.” She lowered her voice, narrowing her eyes as she carefully selected her words. “Consider this a conversation you’ll want to remember, Justin. I don’t care if you come or not, but I’m going home. And if you don’t come with me, I won’t be coming back.”

      He brushed that aside and responded with such a mollifying tone that her lip curled. “If you need to go, then go. I’m sure the ranch will survive without you for a few days, and my family will understand.”

      Becky leaned back against the counter, folded her arms across her chest, and glared at him. Right now, she didn’t see the rich dark hair, the devastatingly beguiling blue eyes, or the dreamy, chiseled face. All she saw was a disappointment, and she understood with a strange serenity that there was no love between them that would last.

      This is it? This is how a six-year chapter of my life comes to a close? Somehow, this detached, half-assed argument was a fitting end.

      Shaking her head, she shooed him out of the kitchen. “Go watch your Pokes.”

      He smiled, kissed her cheek, and returned to the living room. She stared after him for a while, pondering her options. She enjoyed her job on the Teton South Ranch, leading trail rides, showing guests the ins and outs of ranch life, and tending to the horses, but she could do that back home on the Royal R or for the Ramshorn Hot Springs and Lodge. How many times had her aunt and uncle and cousin asked her to help out with that end of the business? A slow, satisfied smile lifted her face as a refreshing calm brushed away her anger.

      Becky pushed off the counter, grabbed her jacket, phone, and keys, and strode through the house.

      “Where are you going, babe?” Justin asked.

      “Home.”

      “You’re not going to stay and watch the game with us?”

      “Nope.”

      As she walked out the door, she squared her shoulders. Without giving herself the opportunity to change her mind, she climbed into her truck and drove straight to the main house of the Teton South Ranch. It was an attractive structure, wrapped completely in a covered porch littered with Adirondack chairs and scarred, weathered end tables adorned with horseshoe art. Two-storied with eight-bedrooms and four bathrooms, the monstrosity looked every bit like a quintessential ranch house… and nothing at all like the more modest main house of the Royal R Ranch, which was similar in style but had the genuine wear and tear of a working ranch instead of the too-perfect affectation of the Sutherlands’ ranch house.

      Becky climbed up the broad stairs, crossed the porch to the front door, and entered without bothering to knock. Unsurprisingly, she found Justin’s parents, sister, aunt and uncle, and half a dozen of the ranch’s guests lounging on the plush, L-shaped couches wrapped around the TV in the sprawling living room to watch the Wyoming Cowboys’ football game.

      “Becky, dear, what are you doing here?” Justin’s mother asked. “I thought you were going to spend your day off watching the game with Justin and his friends.”

      “That was the plan, Sherrie, but the plan has changed. Can I talk to you for a few minutes?”

      “Sure, honey.”

      Becky led the way into the house’s enormous kitchen and turned to face her boss, leaning casually against the counter with her ankles crossed and her thumbs hooked in her pockets. “I need to go home to Northstar. My cousin and his wife had their baby… and I need to be there with them.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything is fine. I just need to be with my family right now.”

      “How long do you need, dear?”

      Becky opened her mouth, then closed it again. Was this what she really wanted? Because there would be no going back once she quit. She truly did love her job and Justin’s family even more, and maybe she didn’t think of them as her second family, but she did value their friendship, and if she moved back to Northstar, it would likely fade into memory.

      “I’m not going to like your response,” Sherrie said. “Am I?”

      It wasn’t a question.

      After taking another moment to test her decision and finding it solid, Becky shook her head. “I’m very sorry for the short notice, but this is it for me. It’s time to move back home to Northstar.”

      Sherrie studied her for a long time with lips pursed. Disappointment warred with anger and resignation for control of her expression, and Becky waited patiently while the battle played out.

      Finally, Sherrie asked, “And what about Justin?”

      Becky hesitated, well aware of Sherrie’s defensiveness of her precious son. “I think we all know it wasn’t going to last. Our priorities conflict too strongly with each other, and I’ve let his devotion to his family keep me from mine long enough.”

      She didn’t add that she was tired of Justin’s selfishness in other areas, but there was something in Sherrie’s face that led her to believe the older woman suspected it. After a moment, her shoulders dropped.

      “I was afraid this day would come,” she said quietly. “Is there any way either of us can change your mind?”

      Becky shook her head.

      “You’re not even upset.”

      “Not particularly. I’m disappointed, but I think this has been coming for a long time.” Glancing down at her feet, she added, “I’m sorry to do this to you because I love you all and my job here.”

      “But you love your family more. I can’t fault you for that.” Sherrie embraced her. “You can come back whenever you want, you know. I hope you do. I hope my son realizes what a mistake he’s made with you.”

      Sensing that she was walking on a thin line, Becky hugged her back and replied, “Thank you. For everything.”

      “Keep in touch.”

      Becky nodded but doubted either of them would.

      As quickly as she could without being rude, she escaped the house. She drove to the local supermarket to pick up something for dinner, since she had no intention of going back to Justin’s, and grabbed some boxes while she was at it. The implications of what she’d done didn’t hit her until she was sitting in the middle of her living room surrounded by half-packed boxes. At once, a broad grin curved her lips, and she leaned back with her head tilted up and her eyes closed as she reveled in the promise of freedom and fulfillment.

      I am going home, she thought with something close to glee. And right now, I don’t even care if that means I’ll have to deal with Shane.

      Truth be told, she was curious to see for herself if Luke and Ryan were right that he’d finally started taking responsibility for his mistakes. Of course, if anyone called her on that, she would heartily deny it. No matter what feelings she might still have for him, she doubted she’d ever be able to trust him not to hurt her again. His track record was too full of broken hearts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Shane parked his truck in front of the log cabin Pat and Aelissm O’Neil had purchased and renovated as an extension of their inn. It was small but more than adequate for his needs, and he imagined he’d be spending a lot of his free time lounging in one of the chairs on its covered front deck, which—like the large windows that took up most of the front wall—faced northeast with a commanding view of the Northstar Mountains. He shut the engine down and climbed out of his truck, pausing a moment before he ascended to the deck to take in that spectacular view. It was so familiar, but it was with an entirely new appreciation that his eyes roamed over the mountains and valley. He inhaled deeply, smiling as his lungs filled with the soothing fragrances of wild places, and all at once, he understood just how much he had missed home. The Bitterroot Valley was stunning, and he’d grown accustomed to it, but it never would have replaced Northstar’s place in his heart.

      And yet… he’d been gone so long now that he felt like an outsider. He could count the number of times he’d been home on both hands, and on his brief visits, he hadn’t given himself the chance to get reacquainted, afraid that if he did he wouldn’t be able to gather the strength to leave again. How foolish he had been to think he should leave.

      Shane set aside those thoughts and bounded up the stairs to the deck just as Pat stepped out of the cabin. In contrast to Aelissm’s blunt, somewhat chilly reception when he’d walked into the Bedspread Inn just a few minutes ago, Pat regarded Shane with a relaxed smile. Even so, Shane hesitated a heartbeat before shaking the man’s offered hand, looking for any sign that Aelissm’s qualms were shared by her husband. While Pat hadn’t gone out of his way to be friendly to Shane, he’d always been polite. But Pat was like that. A kind and gentle soul, Shane’s father called him.

      “Well, this is it,” Pat remarked, gesturing for Shane to head inside. “It’s small, but you said you weren’t looking for anything big.”

      “Small works well for me. And it’s actually bigger than my cabin in the Bitterroot.”

      The layout of the cabin was simple. Below the loft over the back half of the cabin were a tiny bedroom with bunk beds, the bathroom, and the small but functional kitchen. The front half was an open living area with a vaulted ceiling. The couch, coffee table, and television sat to the left, and the dining table and chairs and the woodstove were to the right in front of the kitchen. In addition to the windows that made up most of the front wall, two big, square windows let in yet more of the view and light on each side wall of the living area. All in all, the cabin was quite similar to several others in Northstar, including the one Luke and Ryan Conner had built, though theirs was considerably larger with two full-sized bedrooms downstairs.

      Shane stepped over to one of the front windows with his hands in his pockets to admire the view. Yep, he’d definitely be enjoying that deck… at least until the weather turned colder. It was decidedly refreshing to think that he’d be here when the seasons changed instead of landing for a day or two before flitting off again as he usually did, and a broad and unexpected smile curved his lips. He let his eyes drift closed as the smile turned poignant and a welcome peace settle over him.

      “Glad to be moving home?” Pat inquired, noting his preoccupation.

      “Definitely.” Shane turned his attention to the tall man. “But that doesn’t mean it’s going to be as easy as it feels like it will be right now.”

      Pat offered him a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry if Aeli was less than welcoming to you when you stopped down at the inn. I hope she wasn’t too surly.”

      “Not really, but I’m grateful you volunteered to show me the cabin.” Shane shrugged. “I can’t blame her. She’s protecting people she loves.”

      “Yes, she is, but people make mistakes, and trying to make up for them is an admirable endeavor. Takes a lot of guts.”

      “I’d like to think you’re right, but it’s probably more desperation than guts. I’ll be turning thirty in March, and after Dad’s cancer scare…. Let’s just say I’ve come to realize a few things I wish I’d understood years ago.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Your thirties are for fixing the mistakes you made in your teens and twenties. And your forties….” Pat grinned. “Well, by the time you hit forty, you might finally have a clue about what’s really important in life. If you’re lucky.”

      “I’m not sure I deserve to be so lucky,” Shane murmured. Abruptly, he changed the topic. “You and Aeli did a great job on this place.”

      “Thank you. You’re sure you don’t want us to move the furniture out so you can move yours in?”

      “Positive. I’m trying to get back on your wife’s good side, and I don’t think making more work for her would be a smart move.”

      Pat offered a sympathetic smile. “Aelissm will come around. If Luke and Ryan can find it in their hearts to let go of the past—and I believe they will and are—she’ll have no reason to stay mad.”

      “Thanks, Pat. I mean that.”

      “Well, I don’t want to keep you too long. I know you need to head in to town to visit Luke and Ryan, which I have to say makes me a little envious. You get to meet their daughter before I do.”

      Shane looked up sharply. “How’d you know about that?”

      “Luke told us when he called the inn a few minutes before I came up here.”

      “Ah.”

      He wondered what emotion had tinged Luke’s voice when he’d mentioned it, and Pat answered his unspoken question before it had fully formed in his mind.

      “He sounded excited about it.”

      “That was probably just his excitement about his daughter.”

      “Could be, but I doubt it.”

      “Come on, Pat. It hasn’t been so long since Seth was born that I’ll believe you’ve forgotten how consuming that joy is.”

      “I remember it like it was this morning, and that’s why it’s even more striking that he would ask me not to keep you too long.”

      “He’s probably more excited about my dad meeting his—”

      “Shane,” Pat interrupted. “Just go, would you? And while you’re at it, try to remember that there’s a reason why you two were best friends once upon a time.”

      Laughing a little, Shane nodded. He thanked Pat for his time and promised to sign the lease and bring it back this afternoon. Pat handed over the keys to the cabin and laid a hand on his shoulder for a moment with a keen glint in his hazel eyes that said more than any words could.

      Welcome home.

      Then he headed back to the Bedspread Inn.

      Shane poked around the cabin for a few minutes with anticipation and nerves tingling through him until he realized he was delaying his visit with Luke and Ryan. Scolding himself, he stepped outside and locked the door behind him, then drove to the bunkhouse on the Lazy H that his father had called home since Shane had gone off to college. While he missed the tiny, one-bedroom cabin located at the foot of the Northstar Ski Hill that he’d grown up in, he was glad his father had decided to take the Hammonds up on their offer to bunk with their then-inexperienced new ranch hand Jerry Mackey. It had saved Austin a lot of money, and Jerry had been good company for him. It was possible that he’d also saved Austin’s life.

      Maybe someday I’ll remember he prefers to go by Jeremiah, Shane mused.

      His father must have heard him pull up because he stepped out onto the bunkhouse’s covered porch just as Shane shifted his truck into neutral and set the parking break. Since Austin was already hopping down the stairs, Shane waited in the truck, trying not to think about what that fresh pink scar above Austin’s right eyebrow represented. His father was—thanks to Jeremiah’s concerned observation—in good health with every expectation to remain so for the foreseeable future.

      “You ready for this?” Austin asked after he’d closed his door.

      “Not really,” Shane admitted.

      His father studied him for a moment before voicing the question that had plagued Shane since Luke had called early this morning to invite him to meet his new daughter. “Is it that you don’t feel like your relationship with them is stable enough yet… or that it should be you in that hospital room with Ryan instead of Luke?”

      Shane clenched his jaw. It wasn’t that he coveted Luke’s wife. He had long ago given up any right to call Ryan his, and at any rate, the same reason that had spurred him to walk away from her remained. He knew exactly why the idea of meeting Luke and Ryan’s daughter made him uncomfortable, but it wasn’t something he was prepared to share, so without responding, he backed his truck away from the bunk house and drove up the gravel ranch road.

      “Can I ask you a question, Shane?”

      He only nodded.

      “Why now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. Why did you decide to come home now? You’ve been talking about it for two years, and this is the third time a forestry tech position has opened up in Devyn, so what’s changed to make you stop talking and act?”

      “You know what.”

      Austin fingered the new scar, frowning. “I’ll be fine. Thanks to Jeremiah, we caught it early. A quick snip and all I have to show for it is this pretty little scar.”

      “I know that, Dad. It’s just….” Shane tightened his grip on the steering wheel and glanced over at his father. Austin’s hair was now more gray then dark blond, but his brown eyes were as keen as ever. Countless hours spent riding the range under the blazing Montana sun or in the biting winter wind had etched lines into his face, most noticeably at the corners of his eyes, but none of it made him look as old as Shane had felt he was when Austin had broken the news three weeks ago that he’d had an operation to remove a spot that had turned out to be cancerous. In fact, Austin looked as indeterminately ageless as ever. He didn’t know what he’d expected when he’d arrived in Northstar yesterday, but that barely noticeable scar wasn’t it. The news that had finally shaken him out of his melodramatic stupor seemed far less shattering now. Except that he couldn’t dispel the nagging sense that too much time had slipped away while he avoided dealing with the issues that had kept him from coming home for so long.

      He didn’t respond until he’d turned onto the main road through the valley. “I know there’s nothing to worry about now, but it scared the hell out of me.”

      “Well, you ain’t getting rid of me any time soon, boy-o.”

      Chuckling, Shane replied, “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “Let me ask you something else. If that job with the Forest Service hadn’t opened, would you still have decided to come home?”

      “Yes,” Shane responded without hesitation.

      “I’ll be damned. Maybe I should’ve gotten cancer sooner.”

      “Dad…” he groaned.

      “What? It’s about time you pulled your head out of your ass. Northstar is where you belong, Shane, and if it took me getting cancer to make you see it… well, I’m glad it happened.”

      Shane glanced at his father, and the smug expression on Austin’s face made him laugh a little harder. Shaking his head, he said, “I haven’t said it enough in my life—especially not in the last ten years—but I love you, Dad. Sorry I’ve been such an ass for so long.”

      There was more he wanted to say, but old habits were hard to break, and they fell into companionable silence. Thoughts of the relationships he wanted to repair occupied him all the way into Devyn, and before he knew it, he was parking his truck in the hospital’s lot. Austin undoubtedly knew how awkward this was going to be for Shane, but he didn’t let that slow him down. He was out of the truck and striding toward the door of the hospital before Shane had even gathered the brainpower to pull his key out of the ignition. He had to hurry to catch up with his father. They stopped only briefly to check in with the nurse and to ask for specific directions to Ryan’s room.

      This was the first real test of his decision to move home to Northstar, and he hesitated in the hallway outside the hospital room where the woman who had nearly become the mother of his child was ensconced with his former best friend and their hours-old baby. He found himself once again on the outside of two people he loved, and the fact that it was all his own doing did not make it any less unsettling to face them.

      Memories assaulted him, bringing with them a torrent of agonizing emotions, and try as he might, he couldn’t help but think that it was in this very hospital that Ryan had lost her first child. His child, he thought, though he had no more claim on that tiny girl than he had on her mother. Angel Rose, Ryan had called her. The image of Ryan going through that alone and terrified threatened to overwhelm him. Two years ago, when she and Luke got together, she had said she needed to forgive him, and he believed she had or was at least in the process, but he knew it would be much longer before he forgave himself, if he ever did.

      “You coming?” Austin asked him.

      Shane swallowed the memories and took a hesitant step toward the open door of the room and another until he could see inside. Ryan was sitting up with a tiny baby girl snuggled lovingly in her arms while Luke perched on the side of the bed beside his wife, talking on the phone and absently stroking Ryan’s hair with his gaze frequently shifting between his wife and daughter. Shane’s first thought was that things really had turned out for the best for them both. They were entirely in tune and relaxed with each other in a way he and Ryan had never been. He shut the second thought down the moment he felt the first tickle of it; he’d never be able to get through this if he allowed it to gain even a tentative foothold.

      “If you do make it up this way,” Luke was saying, “try not to be too hard on Shane, all right? He is trying.”

      Becky, Shane knew without needing confirmation. There was only one person currently residing outside of Northstar whom Luke would need to ask to be nice to him. Just thinking her name brought an entirely different kind of heartache because it was inescapably entwined with longing and desire. One night of awkward and fumbling but exquisite passion after three years together was all they’d had, but nine years could not make him forget the feel of her silken skin against his or the way the fragrances of their home melded with the warm, natural scent of her. Not even Ryan had been able to make him forget Becky, and they’d been together as long.

      “Are you going to come in or are you going to just stand there in the doorway staring with that stupid look on your face?” Austin asked with an unsettling combination of concern and laughter in his voice. A heartbeat later, the latter won out, and he grinned. “Get your ass in here.”

      Austin’s adoration for Ryan had not dimmed in the least, Shane noted, and for that reason alone, he knew it was good that he had taken that first step toward earning her forgiveness. With her married to Luke, living at least part-time in Northstar, and maintaining her friendship with his father, she would always be a part of his life.

      Finally, Shane strode into the room. Ryan and Luke met his gaze with broad grins, and he breathed a little easier.

      “I’m glad you came, Shane,” Ryan said softly.

      Shane stepped over to the bed to peer down at the baby in Ryan’s arms. “What’s her name?”

      “Guess you’re going to have to come to the party on Monday,” Luke replied. “We’ve picked a name—picked it right after we found out Ryan was pregnant—but we’re not telling anyone until Monday.”

      “Let’s just see how this goes first, all right?” Shane said. “Where are Alex and your parents?”

      “Out getting something a little more palatable than hospital food for lunch.”

      “Can’t say as I blame them.” Shane shifted his weight.

      “Want to hold her?” Luke asked.

      “Uh….”

      Before he could say it wasn’t a good idea, Luke took his daughter from Ryan and with a tenderness that seemed impossible for a man of his size, settled her in Shane’s arms. Shane tensed when his old friend returned to his wife’s side with a surprisingly assured smile.

      Not so bad, he thought. I can do this.

      He hazarded a glance at the bundle now tucked against him, and his breath caught in his throat. Though she was only hours old, he saw her parents’ beauty in the delicate features of her face. She was a perfect blend of them, and Shane felt a spark of amusement at the trouble Luke—and probably Alex, too, as her older if adopted brother—was going to have chasing the boys away when she was a teenager. When her eyes opened, he had only a moment to wonder if they would stay blue like Luke’s or change to a silvery green like Ryan’s. As those big, gorgeous eyes met his, it felt like someone punched him in the chest, and all at once, he understood with a precision that had previously eluded him just what he had lost the day Ryan had miscarried.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, hastily but carefully handing the baby to Austin. “I can’t….”

      Overcome by the urge to flee, he strode from the room, and by the time he found a chair just down the hall and sank into it, he was gulping for breath. He hunched over his legs and curled his arms around his head, fighting against the panic and the raging sense of loss. He knew in his heart that if he hadn’t walked away from Ryan, she wouldn’t have taken the job in Devyn and wouldn’t have fallen down the stairs of her rented house, which had caused the total placental abruption that had ended her first pregnancy in a heartbreaking miscarriage. He had thought of that lost child so many times over the years and mourned her, but until this moment, he had never let himself consider that he’d actually wanted her.

      He had just begun to get hold of himself when he sensed he was no longer alone. Someone sat beside him but said nothing, and he figured it was his father. He couldn’t yet bring himself to look up to see, so he said, “Just give me a few minutes, Dad. Please.”

      “Well, I’m someone’s father now, but considering the fact that you’re older than me, it’s biologically impossible that I’m yours.”

      Shane lifted his head and glanced to his left to see Luke sitting in the chair next to him. Despite the bitterness and self-loathing pulsing through him, he found the energy to offer his companion a weak smile.

      “Smart ass,” he muttered fondly, grateful for Luke’s lighthearted teasing. “My dad’s still in the room with Ryan?”

      Luke nodded. “And making a fool of himself over my daughter.”

      Shane wanted to ask Luke what it felt like to be a father now, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words, so they sat silently for several minutes.

      “I get the feeling that losing Angel grieves you more than you knew,” Luke said quietly.

      He was every bit as insightful as Shane recalled, and as uncannily intuitive as June. Since there was no point in trying to lie and because he was unable to give voice to the renewed ache of loss, he simply nodded.

      “Then why did you walk away?”

      Shane couldn’t answer that. He wasn’t sure how Luke would react to the knowledge that he’d left because Ryan’s pregnancy had forced him to admit that he would never stop loving Becky. It didn’t matter that he might never get another chance with her; he couldn’t do that to Ryan. But I could walk away from her and leave her to raise our child alone… or mourn her, as it turned out. “When I figure that out, I’ll let you know.”

      “I hope you don’t think I’m judging you, Shane. To be honest, once I got past the anger that you’d hurt someone else I’d come to love, I was selfishly grateful you and Ryan didn’t make it. When she came into my life, I finally began to heal—truly heal—and now I have everything I was beginning to think I never would.”

      They fell into silence again, and Shane knew Luke was right. Even if he and Ryan had lasted a little longer, he believed in his heart that they would have eventually grown apart. Ryan deserved so much more than that. So did Luke, and for those reasons, Shane had done the right thing even if he’d done it in the worst possible way.

      After several minutes, Shane noticed that they hadn’t said another word to each other and admitted that he’d missed Luke’s quiet, unassuming friendship all these years. The animosity that had torn them apart was gone, and without it hanging over them, the old camaraderie was returning. Just like old times when he’d been pissed at who knew what, simply sitting with his friend and knowing Luke understood him helped ease the grief. Though his friend hadn’t said it, Shane sensed that Luke cared about him. Even after every stupid thing he’d done.

      “You’re a better friend than I’ve ever been,” he said. “I wish I’d realized it sooner. I wish I’d realized a lot of things sooner.”

      Luke gripped his shoulder for a minute, then grinned. “Better late than never. If you’re up for it, come back in.”

      Shane watched Luke walk away. He took a few minutes to gather the shreds of his courage before he followed his friend. For a moment, he leaned in the doorway and watched his father—as Luke had said—make a fool of himself over the new baby and recalled that it wasn’t only how Shane had left Ryan that had nearly destroyed his relationship with his father but also how deeply Angel’s premature birth and death had broken Austin’s heart.

      Abruptly, he pushed off the doorjamb and entered the room. “I’m sorry for a minute ago,” he said. “Old feelings caught me off guard.”

      “Not one of us in this room is a stranger to old feelings,” Ryan remarked. She glanced at her daughter cradled so tenderly in Austin’s arms and smiled. “Well, one of us is a stranger to them.”

      “Let’s hope she stays a stranger to them,” Shane murmured.

      “That’s probably too much to hope for,” Luke said. “And at any rate, it’s the pain in life that gives you the deepest appreciation for the good things.”

      “I’m going to have to take your word for that.” Shane’s lips curved. “But this little girl right here…. I’d say she’s pretty good proof of it. She’s so beautiful.”

      The conversation turned, as it should, to Luke and Ryan’s daughter, and though Shane was able to subvert the lingering ache of grief and the surprising twinge of envy enough to laugh with his companions, he was glad no one asked him to hold the baby again. Those feelings were too close to the surface, and he didn’t think he could handle another breach. Regardless, it was good to talk and laugh with Luke and Ryan, and in this moment, he felt like they had put the past where it belonged.

      Dad’s right, Shane thought. This is where I belong. Maybe I’m not such an outsider after all.
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      Becky closed the canopy on her truck and returned to the tiny cottage that had been her home since she’d moved to Wyoming. She couldn’t decide if it was admirable or pathetic that all her belongings fit easily in the back of her truck. She also couldn’t decide if she should be disappointed that she had neither seen nor heard from Justin since she’d left his house on Saturday, but she wasn’t surprised.

      I wonder how long it will be before he realizes I’m gone.

      With a shrug, she returned her attention to her landlady as the two of them completed the final walkthrough.

      “Everything looks great, Becky,” the middle-aged woman said. “Thank you.”

      “If it’s all right, would you mind just mailing the refund for the security deposit to this address?” She tugged a small sheet of paper out of the back pocket of her jeans and handed it to the woman. “My parents’ phone number is on it, as well, because there’s no cell service in Northstar.”

      “Absolutely. I’m sorry to see you go, but I’m happy for you. Call me if you ever need a reference.”

      “Thanks, Jody.”

      “Good luck, honey.”

      Becky dropped the keys to the cottage into Jody’s upturned hand and watched as the older woman locked the cottage, waved goodbye, and climbed into her Subaru. After Jody drove away, Becky wondered if she would even miss Wyoming. The Jackson Hole area was stunning, but she’d always been a visitor here. Of course, that’s all she had been in Northstar for the better part of the last decade, and apprehension quivered through her. Would she be able to find her old balance, or would the shift in her family that had happened with the birth of her little brother, who was now nine, require her to find a new one?

      Time to find out. Becky slid in behind the wheel of her truck.

      She’d said her goodbyes to the rest of Justin’s family yesterday, her truck’s gas tank was full, and there was nothing left to do, so she drove toward the pass between Wilson and the Swan Valley. She turned her music up and enjoyed the drive with thoughts of home floating delightfully through her mind as she passed through Idaho Falls and continued north on I-15 across the sagebrush plains rimmed by distant, summer-bare mountain ranges. Relief mingled with joy and blossomed into excitement the closer she came to home, escalating as the interstate climbed the deceptively formidable Monida Pass and crossed the border into Montana.

      The skies remained a stunning blue littered with a few popcorn clouds all the way to Northstar, and Becky mused that, after a string of sullen, overcast days, it appeared that even the weather was in a better mood now that she was going home. Beneath those pristine skies, the Northstar Valley was every bit as breathtaking as her heart remembered, and a weight she hadn’t been conscious of lifted.

      Because it was well after six, Becky headed directly to the cluster of cabins at the secluded end of Wellman Creek Road where everyone would be celebrating her cousin’s birthday. She navigated her way around the rocks and bumps with the effortless assurance of years of practice. There was one thing new, however, that gave her a bit of a jolt and drove home that things had changed in her absence. Instead of heading straight up to the gate and beyond to Uncle Ben and Aunt June’s cabin to see Luke, she followed the old logging spur that curved away to the left  just before the final climb up to the gate.

      As she came around the hairpin corner that was Luke’s favorite thinking spot, her cousin’s cabin came into view. It sat up the hill a little ways with a commanding view of the Northstar Valley to the south. Since the driveway was packed with vehicles, Becky pulled her truck off to the side of the road in the pullout at the edge of the switchback and stepped outside. A soft breeze brought the mouthwatering and smoky scents of the barbecue to her, and her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.

      She hiked up to the cabin with a grin plastered to her face as she took in the sight of so many of her loved ones gathered on the deck. Her parents and little brother were there along with the entire Hammond clan, the O’Neils and their brood, Luke’s parents and siblings, and Ryan’s parents, grandparents, and twin brother. Coach Wells was also present, and Becky was as happy to see him as she was to see everyone else.

      As soon as she reached the deck, she went directly to her cousin. Ryan was perched on his lap, curled in his arms, and even as tired as she undoubtedly was, she was beautiful, perhaps more so now than ever before because the same undimmed happiness and pride that shone brightly in Luke’s blue eyes also glowed in her green ones. Becky couldn’t be more thrilled for them both. When they started to get up, she motioned them to remain seated and leaned down to hug them.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said. “But I couldn’t miss this.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Luke replied. “Where’s Justin?”

      Becky sighed. Now was not the time to go into detail about that, so she said simply, “Let’s just say I won’t be missing anything else from now on.”

      “You’re moving home?”

      “I am.”

      Luke beamed. “Now it’s a perfect birthday. Great timing, by the way. Ryan and I are about to announce our daughter’s name.”

      “Finally,” Luke’s little brother muttered.

      Becky nearly laughed, overcome by a robust giddiness at being surrounded by her family. She glanced around to locate the baby and found her tucked possessively in the arms of Ryan’s mother. Becky couldn’t see much of her but a dusting of fine blonde hair and was impatient to hold Luke’s daughter, but she didn’t ask just yet, figuring she’d have far more opportunity to do so than Jillian. She listened as Ryan explained why she and Luke had chosen their daughter’s name—to honor the two women who’d supported them through every trial they’d faced in their lives—and nearly choked up.

      “We’d like to officially introduce our daughter to you as Ashleigh June Conner,” Ryan said.

      “Perfect,” Uncle Ben said, voicing Becky’s immediate thought.

      While congratulations were offered, Becky stepped away from her cousin and his wife to embrace her parents. It wasn’t like she’d hadn’t seen them at all since she’d followed Justin to Wyoming, but today was so remarkably different than any of her hasty visits. Her father didn’t say a word but hugged her for a long time with a strength that said plainly how much he’d missed her and how glad he was that she was home. She clung to him, realizing just how thoroughly she’d missed the comfort and protection of his arms. That, at least, hadn’t changed, and she knew it never would, no matter how much her family changed.

      It’s a special kind of love between a daughter and her father, Becky mused, glancing briefly over her father’s shoulder at her cousin, who had regained his daughter from his in-laws.

      “I love you, Daddy,” she whispered, tilting her face up to meet her father’s adoring gaze.

      “I love you, too, darling,” Andy replied. “Always.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” her mother asked, shoving her husband aside to hug Becky as tightly. “Not that I care. I’m just glad to see you.”

      “Well, you’re going to be seeing a lot more of me,” Becky murmured. “Honestly, I just made the decision two days ago, right after Luke called to tell me about his daughter’s birth.”

      “You’re really moving home?” her brother asked.

      “Yep. Which means you and I are going to be spending a lot of time together bonding, little man. I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for.”

      James, evidently, had not yet reached the stage of being too cool to be completely ecstatic about his sister’s return and launched himself into Becky’s waiting arms. She lifted him off the ground with his arms wrapped tightly around her neck. In that moment, all her worries about no longer fitting into her family seemed silly and childish.

      “I can’t wait,” he said. “We’re gonna have so much fun!”

      “You bet we will.”

      “All right, James,” said a masculine voice behind her. “It’s my turn.”

      Becky set her brother down and swiveled on her heel to see her uncle and his wife standing patiently beside her. She first embraced her uncle, suddenly reminded of the day more than twelve years ago now that he’d shown up in Northstar as unexpectedly as she had today. That day was perhaps even more momentous because Becky had gotten her uncle back that summer and gained an aunt and a cousin she adored.

      “What’s wrong, Becky?” Ben asked softly.

      “Not a damned thing,” she answered. “Everything is right. My family is whole and happy again, and I’m here to see it.”

      Ben chuckled knowingly and stepped aside so she could hug June.

      “It’s so good to have you home,” her aunt said with a bright smile. “Why don’t you go steal Ashleigh away from her father before someone else does? I’ll bring your dinner over in a minute. Burger or steak?”

      “Uh, burger, I think. Thanks, Aunt June.”

      Becky joined her cousin and his wife at the table and held her hands out, wiggling her fingers. “All right, Papa, my turn.”

      Ryan stood up for a moment to stretch, and Luke leaned over to carefully hand his daughter to Becky, then pulled his wife back onto his lap and kissed her soundly. Shaking her head and beaming, Becky turned her attention to their daughter. She was so tiny and so new but utterly perfect. As her eyes swept over Ashleigh’s delicate face, she wondered if this little girl would ever understand how truly special she was. Tears threatened, and she hastily blinked them away as adoration and joy and a love as deep as any she imagined she’d feel for her own child swamped her.

      “She’s a beautiful little girl,” Becky murmured. “And so much more precious for everything the two of you have been through.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Luke said. He lightly took his wife by the chin and kissed her again, then touched his forehead to hers. “I am truly blessed.”

      “I think you two get worse every time I see you,” Becky said with a laugh. “You do know that you have the rest of your lives to be together, right?”

      “Yep,” Ryan replied. “And we plan to enjoy every second.”

      She rested her head on Luke’s chest again for a few moments, and a poignant, blissful smile softened her features. Becky glanced away, feeling like she was intruding on a private moment.

      “Um, Becky?” Luke asked. “I’m not sure he’ll show up, but we invited Shane to the party. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “I appreciate the heads up,” she replied quickly in an attempt to avert the usual ache of regret. She sighed, then trailed a finger over Ashleigh’s silken cheek as she accepted the inevitable. “Since he’s moving home, too, I suppose I’ll have to get used to dealing with him on a regular basis.”

      “It certainly seems that way, and maybe that’s not a bad thing even if it feels like one right now.” There was something decidedly prodding about his tone, but in his way of telling her to think about it, he didn’t give her a chance to respond before shifting topics. “So… Justin. What happened?”

      Becky shrugged. “I finally got tired of the bullshit.”

      The arrival of June and Ben with dinner interrupted their conversation. Becky’s stomach growled again when the delicious aroma hit her, but she was in no hurry to hand Ashleigh back to her parents or to anyone else, so she let her burger sit while Luke and Ryan ate. The rest of the families gathered closer around the table to eat, and the chatter centered on the newborn with occasional wise cracks about Luke’s age. He took them all in stride, as was his nature, and Becky’s face ached from smiling.

      Luke and Ryan’s adopted son, Alex, who was now a junior in high school, offered to take his new sister so Becky could eat. Grudgingly, Becky gave her up as her hunger at last won out. There would be plenty of time later to hold Ashleigh, she reminded herself, all too aware that it had become a habit to squeeze as much time with her family as she could into a few ridiculously busy days that never left her satisfied. As soon as Alex took Ashleigh, the same dopey grin shared by everyone present spread across his face, and for a moment, the changes in him were sharply apparent. The last vestiges of boyhood were fading fast, she mused and wished she’d had more time to get to know him. She was pleased to see that he’d entirely shed his initial shy wariness just as Luke had after June had adopted him.

      “So, Becky, where will you be staying until you find your own place?” Aaron Hammond asked, yanking her back to the present.

      “Um….” She ducked her head sheepishly. Usually, she and Justin stayed in one of the guest cabins on the Royal R because her parents’ small house was too cramped for five people, but her father had told her just last week that the cabins were all booked solid through the end of October. There would be only four people to squeeze into her parents’ house now, but James’s room—her old room—was barely big enough for him, and the couch wasn’t comfortable to sleep on for more than a night or two. “I have no idea. Honestly, I just decided to move home two days ago, so I haven’t gotten that far yet.”

      “She’s gonna stay with us. Right, Becky?” James asked. “You can have your room back, and I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “I appreciate the offer, little man, but I’m not going to take your room.”

      “I have a better idea,” Ryan said. “We have a spare room here in the cabin.”

      “No, you don’t,” Becky said. “You have a daughter now.”

      “Who will be in her crib in the loft with us for a while so we don’t have to tackle the stairs in the middle of the night,” Luke said. “Besides, it’ll be great for Ryan to have you around since Alex and I will be gone a lot with school and football. Unless your parents and James would rather you stay with them.”

      Becky glanced first at her parents, who were almost comically conflicted between their desire to have her close and the relief that they wouldn’t have to rearrange their house to make room for her.

      “It would be a lot more comfortable for you,” her father remarked. “And we’ll still see a lot of you—more than we’ve been able to in years—because you’re home now.”

      Becky nodded, then turned her attention to her little brother. James fought to contain his disappointment, but it was a battle he was doomed to fail, and after a moment, his shoulders drooped.

      “What about you and me spending time together?” he asked so quietly she barely heard him.

      Grabbing his hand, Becky yanked him into her lap and hugged him tightly. “We’re going to spend so much time together that you’ll be sick of me and glad we don’t live under the same roof. I promise.”

      “Impossible,” he muttered. “I can’t ever get sick of you.”

      “You say that now, James, but you’re about to that age when you’re going to start wanting more and more space.” Becky turned to her cousin and his wife and son. “As long as you three are sure, that’d probably work out better than me trying to squeeze into my parents’ house.” Or blowing my savings on rent, she added to herself. I really did not think this through.

      “We wouldn’t have offered if it would be a problem,” Ryan assured her. “Of course, you may change your mind after a few days of dealing with a crying baby and a hormonal new mom.”

      “Bring it on,” Becky said, laughing. “Seriously. I wouldn’t miss it—any of it—for the world. I don’t want to miss anything ever again.”

      After dinner, as the sun sank below the western ridges and bathed the eastern peaks in light that shifted enchantingly from rich gold to vivid rose, Ryan excused herself to feed Ashleigh while June, Ben, Luke, and Alex cleared the remnants of the meal, and Coach Wells bid everyone good night, hugging Becky before he left with a heartfelt glad you’re back.

      She leaned back in her chair with her hands knitted behind her head and her legs stretched out in front of her and crossed at the ankles. Contentment settled wonderfully over her as she watched the shadows crawl up the eastern foothills. Closing her eyes for a few minutes, she inhaled deeply. It was as if the very bones of the earth beneath her were a magnet and she a piece of iron hopelessly unable to resist its pull and only truly at peace when she embraced it. Whatever it was, she had no trouble admitting that she had made the right decision to come home… even if she hadn’t thought it out very well. Hell, she was newly single and not remotely upset about it.

      She chatted with her parents, and the O’Neils and Hammonds updated her on the goings-on of Northstar, and for a handful of moments, it felt like she’d never left. She hadn’t had time to indulge in this on her too-brief trips home over the last six years, and she was amazed at how much had changed… and how much hadn’t. There were some new residents, a few new additions to longtime families, and several new hiking trails, and business at the Bedspread Inn, the Ramshorn Hot Springs, and the Royal R Ranch was booming. But otherwise, life in Northstar went on as it always had—at a blissfully unhurried pace.

      Her aunt and uncle came back out with Alex right behind. Ryan came out a minute after and gingerly sat in the chair beside Becky.

      “You know, for a woman who just gave birth two days ago, you are remarkably energetic, Ryan,” Becky observed. “Is it just a show or are you really that amazing?”

      Ryan laughed heartily. “At least a little of the first, and I hope some of the second. I’m tired and sore, and my body feels totally strange and unfamiliar and a bit fragile, but I have this curious energy that makes me feel like I can conquer the world.”

      “She’s just that amazing,” Luke said as he stepped out the door with his daughter.

      Becky stood up to meet him. “My turn again. Gimme.”

      Just as she took the baby from her father, a tingling at the base of her neck alerted her that someone was watching her, and she looked toward the road. Her heart lurched, thumping against her ribs with a flood of tangled emotions at the sight of that familiar face with its pleading brown eyes and cap of tousled dark blond hair. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been wearing a suit at Luke and Ryan’s wedding, and as handsome as he’d been in it, he was far more appealing to her in those worn jeans, blue-gray and white plaid button-up shirt with its sleeves rolled up past his elbows, and scarred work boots.

      Damn, she thought appreciatively. Then she jerked herself back to reality. That’s exactly the kind of thinking that got your heart broken.

      “I’m sorry, Becky,” Luke murmured. “I know this is awkward for you.”

      She met his concerned gaze with a smile. “Don’t worry, Luke. I won’t ruin your party.”

      “It’s not my party that I’m worried about.”

      “I know. But I’ll be okay.” She grinned. “I’m too damned happy to be home to let even Shane ruin my night.”
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      “It’s late enough in the day now that you might as well go to Luke’s party and head back to Hamilton in the morning.”

      After spending the day in Devyn meeting with his new coworkers and bosses, Shane was inclined to agree with his father about waiting until morning to drive back to the Bitterroot because the last thing he felt like doing was spending another four hours in his truck. No, there was one thing he was less inclined to do.

      “Considering who’s on the guest list for Luke’s party, I don’t think it’s a good idea that I go, Dad.”

      “Horse shit,” Austin muttered. “I thought the whole point of you moving back was to stop running from your troubles and face them.”

      Shane growled, but his father was right. “Fine. Let’s go. Party’s probably half over by now, anyhow.”

      Austin drove up to Luke’s cabin, and Shane stared out the passenger-side window, watching the flicker of blue sky between the bottlebrush branches of the lodgepole pines and trying hard not to think about what awaited him at his old friend’s cabin. His father parked behind a silver pickup Shane didn’t recognize, and as he stepped out of his dad’s truck, he habitually glanced at the other
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