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          MIRANDA

        

      

    

    
      “Remember, it’s all about getting the corners lined up.” My mother’s voice floated toward me when I walked into the house, and my stomach clenched.

      Oh God. I thought we’d gotten past this.

      “Just flip that second corner over the first one on your right hand.” She giggled maniacally after this line. I could deliver this entire thing from heart, getting every single inflection exactly right, I’d heard it so many times.

      “Mom, not again.” I walked into the living room to find Mom standing in front of the television, a fitted sheet dangling from her hands and tears running down her face. On the television in front of her, she stood in exactly the same position, a brighter, younger version of herself. “I thought you’d made peace with this.”

      She gave me an apologetic shrug and turned back to the television, where her younger self was just beginning to run into trouble.

      “It’s just this third corner that is always so difficult, but I promise you, everyone—once you get this one, it all just falls into place. You’ll have beautifully folded sheets from now on and that linen closet will finally be neat and orderly.” A false brightness had crept into TV Mom’s voice, along with a sharp edge of panic. I hated watching this part.

      “Mom, we should turn this off.” I walked to the television and reached to stop the DVR, but Mom stopped me.

      “No, I need to see it. I just …” As Mom’s TV self started to flail miserably and blush furiously while she tried time and again to fold that bright red fitted sheet into submission on Wake Up Kings Grove, real-life Mom had folded her sheet into a perfectly tidy little square. “How could I have done that?” Mom asked me, setting the sheet on the coffee table and patting it. She sank to the couch. “How did it go so wrong?”

      I sat down beside her, dropping my keys on top of her sheet. We watched the rest together, painful as it was.

      “Maybe if you try again, slowly?” Angela Sugar, the host of King’s Grove’s morning show was trying to help TV Mom fold the sheet. “I’m sure you do this all the time successfully …”

      TV Mom snapped, “I do!” Her voice was high and warbly. “I do this all the time. I’m a professional goddamn organizer. What is wrong with me?” The sheet that filled the TV screen almost blocked out Angela’s shocked face, but not quite.

      The segment was nearing its awful end, my mother next to me wracked with silent sobs. “It ruined me,” she was moaning. “It was supposed to launch my business, and instead I’m the organizing laughing stock.”

      “You’re overreacting.” She wasn’t, really. The last part of the segment, where Mom began to flip out and her face turned bright red as she flung the sheet this way and that, had gone viral on the Internet not long after it aired. Her desperate attempts to demonstrate how easy it was to fold a fitted sheet became a meme that had even popped up on my Facebook feed. And since half of Mom’s business revolved around her blog, it didn’t take long for her to catch wind of it. When that happened, she definitely overreacted. I thought it would have been great if she’d owned it, and used her flub to promote her business—“Even a professional organizer struggles to get things in order sometimes…”—something like that. But Mom had tried to pretend it never happened. Except at home, where she watched the segment on endless repeat, practicing the skill that had “ruined” her. Our linen closet was extremely tidy.

      “You can turn it off,” she sniffed as TV Mom ran from the stage, the sheet bundled in her arms and her wailing voice following behind her as Angela smiled into the camera with wide what-just-happened? eyes.

      “No, I like this next part,” I said. I put an arm around her and patted her shoulder. Angela introduced the next guest.

      “President of Palmer Construction, and the man who’s singlehandedly saving the Kings Grove campground cottages … Please help me welcome Chance Palmer!”

      My heart raced as gorgeous Chance Palmer strode confidently across the stage to give Angela a warm hug. His dark hair was waved over his forehead, cut short around the sides, and the perfect teeth showed as he smiled at her with a warmth I envied. He arranged his long limbs into the chair next to her and looked out into the camera. This was the part where I always pretended Chance was looking out at me, smiling that perfect smile at me.

      Angela leaned in when Chance got close and tried to share a knowing giggle with him as my mother’s wailing cry floated back onto the set, but Chance shook his head. “You know, I cannot fold one of those for the life of me. I usually end up in tears, too,” he said. “I think I’m going to call Esther to come take a look at my linen closet. It’s a disaster …” He smiled and there was something so sincere about him I had no doubt every person watching fell in love with him just a little bit right then. I fell in love with him a little more every time I watched him try to make my mother’s humiliation just a little bit less horrid.

      Angela was clearly won over. She smiled a moony smile at him. “Tell us about this latest project, Chance. Is it true you’re renovating the Kings Grove cottages out of the goodness of your heart?”

      Chance laughed, his low honeyed voice stirring something in my blood to life. I was warm all over as he began to speak. “I don’t know that I’d put it that way, Angela. Those cottages are part of our history—Kings Grove history. They’ve stood for almost a hundred years, and I just can’t stomach the state of disrepair they’ve fallen into. Palmer Construction has a not-for-profit foundation in addition to our primary business—and this is just the latest project for the Foundation.”

      “That’s wonderful, Chance. You’re really preserving a piece of Kings Grove history then, aren’t you?”

      Chance nodded, a lock of dark hair falling across his forehead. “That’s the idea,” he said. “My great grandparents came up here as visitors in the early 1900s, and these big trees got under their skin and they stayed. I know lots of folks now who come up here as guests every summer, and those cottages are part of their experience, their family memory. I want to be sure that future generations will have the same opportunity—if not to live up here, then to have a way to visit every year.”

      I’d fallen into a kind of trance, watching Chance Palmer in the unguarded way I wanted to stare at him in real life. In front of the television I could study him, notice the way the fine lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes, focus on how he lifted his chin just so when he made a point. I could stare at him forever. But when he came into the diner where I worked, I could barely form two words, and I usually spilled something on him just to seal the deal.

      “Miranda.” Mom was staring at me.

      When Chance’s segment ended, I turned to face her, eyebrows up in question.

      “Honey, enough. You can’t stay up here your whole life mooning over that boy and working in a diner. Look what’s become of me.”

      “I think you’re being a little dramatic. Besides, I’m working on my degree. And then I’ll decide what to do.”

      She shook her head. “Interior design isn’t something folks need a lot of in the mountains, honey.”

      “Maybe I can start a blog, make a living like you do.”

      Dad had wandered through the living room, eating a sandwich, and overheard this last part. “She used to make a living,” he said. “But since Sheetgate …” He grinned.

      Mom began to cry again.

      I stood. I’d had enough. “I’ve got work, guys. Are you coming in for dinner tonight?” My folks liked to eat at the diner once a week when I was working.

      Dad nodded. His olive green uniform was covered in dust. “Just gotta get cleaned up.”

      “You’re a mess, Dad.”

      “It’s so dry out there,” he said. “There are just clouds of dust floating around the trails in some places—especially if you run into horses.” Dad was a park ranger, and he spent his days working at the visitor center, leading hikes, and working on the trails around the National Park.

      I grabbed my Kings Grover Diner shirt and headed back out the door.

      “See you at the diner!”
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          SAM

        

      

    

    
      “Chance, I’ll see you at the office,” I called behind me as I opened the front door of the house I’d lived in since I’d been born.

      “See you,” he called back, lifting a coffee cup my way and staring down at his phone. “You stopping by Carolynn Teague’s place? She called the office three times yesterday.” He looked up and grinned at me.

      I blew out a breath and gave him a level look. “Yes.”

      His grin spread wider. “Got a ladder?” He was enjoying this too much.

      “I have the ladder. I’m just going to go fix her imaginary leak, and then I’ll be in.”

      He chuckled and returned his gaze to his phone. “Have fun, Sam. Don’t let her get you as you climb down …”

      It was a valid warning. Mrs. Teague had what might have been described as ‘a thing’ for me; she called me out to her cabin at least once every two weeks to repair shingles that weren’t broken, patch pipes that hadn’t burst, and rehang doors that were perfectly hung. It was our thing. And I put up with it for two reasons—one, Mrs. Teague was a nice old lady, even if she did get a little handsy now and then; and two—she always paid for the work.

      Today I found myself climbing up to the roof, Mrs. Teague insisting that she needed to ‘hold the ladder’ as I went up. I could feel her eyes boring holes into my butt as I climbed above her, but she was mostly harmless, so I just swallowed hard and hustled to the top. With a normal job, I’d send one of the guys out, but Mrs. Teague had been asking for me specifically since high school, and I’d been coming down here to help her long enough to know the whole situation was benign.

      “Right up here, Mrs. Teague?” I called down, choosing a random spot on her perfectly intact shingled roof to repair.

      She had stepped out a few feet, so she had a perfect view of me as I knelt on her sloped roof. I smiled down at her while simultaneously trying to make sure I didn’t slide off. Death wasn’t on my agenda today. “That’s perfect, Sam,” she called up. “My, you’re so strong and capable.”

      Working for Mrs. Teague should have been an ego boost. She definitely appreciated my, uh, assets. And it was nice to hear sometimes, but the compliments would have been more appreciated coming from someone else. Specifically Miranda George, who I was pretty sure hadn’t actually looked at me since we were six. Miranda had decided about then that she was in love with my older brother Chance, and while everyone said we look alike, Miranda didn’t seem to share that opinion, or she just didn’t care. I doubted she’d really ever even noticed the similarities, because she was too blinded by Chance and his glittering perfection. Chance was all charm and personality. I was …well, I was just me.

      “Yep, I think I’ve got it just about patched up here,” I called down to Mrs. Teague.

      “Was it a big hole, Sam?”

      “Big enough,” I lied, hammering in a fresh shingle to replace the perfectly good one I’d removed. “This ought to do it.” I scooted back down the roof toward the ladder, tucking my hammer into the tool belt at my waist.

      “Oh, careful now!” She called up, and I could tell that she’d moved back to ‘hold the ladder’ for me again. I swallowed my pride and climbed down, wishing she’d take a few steps back as my butt ended up pretty much in her face at the bottom.

      It was a surprisingly hot morning, and sweat was already beading on my forehead. I wiped at it and rolled up my sleeves when I hit the ground. Mrs. Teague’s appreciative eyes followed every motion.

      “Iced tea, Sam?” She smiled sweetly at me.

      “That’s awfully nice of you, Mrs. Teague, but I need to get on into work. My brother will be expecting me,” I told her.

      She nodded and continued smiling at me. “You boys work so hard,” she said. “All that hammering and nailing and …drilling.” She blushed and I tried not to cringe, turning instead to pull down the ladder and get it hooked back to the truck.

      Chance and I didn’t do a lot of actual construction at this point, hiring out crews for most of the labor, but she didn’t need to be corrected. Mrs. Teague was all by herself up here, and I didn’t really mind dropping by now and then if it made her … happy.

      “Okay, well,” I said, pulling my keys from my pocket. “I think we’re all set here. You take care, Mrs. Teague, and give me a call when you need me.” I dropped one arm over the old lady’s shoulder and leaned down to kiss her cheek. She giggled and grinned like a girl, blushing furiously.

      “Thank you, Sam,” she said. Her voice was breathy and high, and her eyes didn’t leave me as I climbed into the truck and gave her a final wave.

      I got back to the office a few minutes later, and Chance called out as I came through the front door, “Did you get out of there okay, little bro? Chastity intact?”

      “Shut up.” I threw my bag into the corner of my office and sat down at my desk. I guessed that was one of the differences between Chance and me. He would never have gotten into a situation like the one I was in with Mrs. Teague because he would have charmed and avoided. And I would never get out of it because I didn’t have that skill set. I was pretty much just me—what you see is what you get. And I didn’t have it in me to disappoint little old ladies.
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      The familiar smell of bacon grease and Pine-Sol greeted me as I flew through the diner door, Adele on guard at the podium to shake her head at me as always. I knew deep down she really liked me, but she did her best to hide it.

      “Twelve minutes late,” she said.

      I gave her a grin and went to the back to clock in. There was no point arguing with Adele. She and her husband Frank owned the diner, and had run it as long as I’d been there—Adele with a firm hand and Frank with a soft smile.

      “Hey you.” Maddie Turner greeted me when I came back out, a pot of coffee in her hand and a smile on her face. Behind her, her fiancé Connor shot a hand up in greeting before returning to the laptop on the table in front of him.

      “Hey yourself,” I said. “Busy?” I looked around at the almost-full restaurant.

      Maddie nodded. “Yeah, it’s nice to see things picking up after such a slow winter.”

      “Winter’s always slow up here,” I told her. “Even when there’s no snow.” And there hadn’t been more than a couple feet this year—nothing like the snowfalls I remembered growing up. We had pictures from my childhood of me standing on the roof of the house while Dad dug a tunnel down to the door. In those photos, the house was so buried it looked like a log or a boulder under feet of soft snow—not like a two-story house. We hustled around until lunchtime, getting only a slight break before the midday crowd began trickling in.

      Maddie’s eyes had landed on someone just over my shoulder and then she whispered, “Your table.”

      I turned to see Chance Palmer and his brother Sam standing at Adele’s podium, looking around the crowded restaurant. Adele sat them in Maddie’s section.

      “Go ahead,” Maddie urged.

      My head spun every time I saw Chance. He was gorgeous when I watched him trying to make up for my mom’s humiliation on television, but that had been a year ago. He was even better looking in real life. I’d thought so since high school, and heaven knew he’d only improved with age. Both brothers looked like they’d been working hard, their work shirts rolled up to the elbow and dusty jeans brushing the tops of steel-toed work boots.

      I took a deep breath. I could do this.

      I walked to their table, order pad in hand, and celebrated a minor victory when I arrived without tripping. “Hey guys.” My voice was higher than I would’ve liked. I cleared my throat and pushed my glasses up my nose. “What can I get you to drink?”

      Both brothers turned to look at me, and two sets of deep blue-gray eyes made me feel like I was under a microscope.

      “Hey Miranda, how’s it going?” Chance said and then turned his attention back to his menu.

      “Good,” I managed, trying to force my voice to remain in one octave.

      Sam’s eyes stayed on my face, and I wished he would return to his menu, too. Sam Palmer had never been my favorite person and he wasn’t my favorite Palmer brother by a long shot. “How’s school?” he asked.

      I shrugged, waving the order pad in front of me. “Fine. I still have a ways to go.”

      “Probably get more done if you weren’t hanging out in a diner.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, you’d have more time for school.”

      “Iced tea, please,” Chance said before I could even address Sam’s jab. I wished Chance would look at me again, but his eyes remained on his menu.

      “Make that two,” Sam said. “Unless you’re feeling off-balance today. Then I’ll just have water.” A grin spread across Sam’s face, making his eyes dance. “Tea leaves a stain.”

      Anger bubbled in my stomach and embarrassment made my skin heat. “I think I’ll be fine,” I said, my voice low.

      Unfortunately, Sam had witnessed many of my clumsier moments, here in the diner and back in school. In fact, Sam had been at the root of the event that I still relived when I found myself alone in darker moments—it was one of those defining high school turning points that sets in your mind who you are destined to be in this world. I blamed Sam almost completely for the humiliation and self-loathing I’d suffered through for years as a result of that one. And just when I’d almost recovered from that—but hadn’t forgiven him by a long shot for the role he’d played, he’d been front and center for a wardrobe malfunction of epic proportions on the stage at senior prom. That last one might not have been his fault, but both events were humiliating, both were tied inextricably to Sam Palmer, and both were things I’d rather never have to think about again.

      “If you’re having a stable day, then I’ll have the iced tea,” Sam said. His eyes were still on me, though they looked a little less cheerful than when I’d first walked up. At least he was sensitive enough to know when he’d been rude.

      I turned and walked away, slowly and carefully, my mood darker than it had been before. Every time Sam made a sarcastic comment or pointed out one of my deficiencies, I felt small. He knew way too much about me, and I didn’t want his jerky antics to color any chances I might have of finally catching his older brother’s attention.

      “How’d it go?” Maddie whispered when I was back behind the counter.

      “Oh great,” I said. “They basically asked me not to spill anything on them.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes. “Sam doesn’t mean anything by it. What did Chance say?”

      “I think the menu is more interesting than I am.” I poured the iced tea and got ready to return to deliver it. Maddie was giving me an evaluative look, her eyes running the length of my body and landing back on my face. “What?” I hissed.

      “I have a dress I think will look fantastic on you. Maybe help you catch Chance’s attention?”

      My jean skirt suddenly made me feel immature and childish. I felt my face heat.

      “I don’t mean that you don’t look great now, Miranda. That isn’t what I meant at all.” She was backpedaling.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s okay. I’m not exactly a fashion plate.” Denim and flannel were pretty much my go-to uniform when I wasn’t changing things up with my maroon polyester diner polo—and Maddie actually was kind of a fashionista. She’d toned down the heels and skinny black pants once she’d realized how impractical they were in the mountains, but she still looked better than most full-time mountain folks I’d ever met.

      “Come over tomorrow. You can see if you like the dress?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Thanks.” A while ago, Maddie had offered to give me some advice about how to catch Chance’s attention. I guessed she might know what she was doing, since she had managed to snag Connor Charles last fall—the guy most people couldn’t even get to say hello to them. He sat pounding away at his laptop most days while she was working, pausing to smile at her sometimes. He was definitely good-looking, if you liked the norse God look, which let’s face it—most women did. He was also ridiculously wealthy and successful. His career as a novelist had taken off years ago and showed no signs of quitting.

      “Hey,” I ventured. “Still up for giving me some tips, too?” I asked her. “I’m not sure there’s much to work with here.” I’d looked pretty much the same since graduating high school four years before. Kings Grove wasn’t really a fashion mecca. Some of the old timers made fun of Maddie for being on the cutting edge of fashion for this environment. I didn’t need inappropriate footwear to be at the butt of jokes, though. I just needed to try to walk across a parking lot without falling down—a nearly impossible feat. I was born with the clumsy gene front and center in my genetic makeup.

      She nodded once, her curls falling around her cheeks. “I’ll share what little I know.” She grinned at me and I turned to deliver iced tea.

      “Two iced teas,” I said, carefully placing the drinks in front of the Palmer brothers. I coaxed a false brightness into my voice. Thinking about Maddie offering to update my wardrobe and give me tips about how to interact with men only made me suspect I was even more completely hopeless than I’d imagined. No wonder Chance barely noticed I was alive. “What else can I get for you guys?”

      Chance had put his menu down and was staring at his phone, but when I asked this question, he turned his eyes to me and I had to take a steadying breath. “A burger sounds great, Miranda. Fries and maybe some coleslaw?”

      I nodded, the force of his gaze and his deep voice combining to render me incapable of speech.

      “Same here,” Sam said, pulling my gaze his way. Where Chance was all suave sophistication—as much as that was possible covered in dust—Sam was just Sam. Sure, he was every bit as searingly sexy as Chance, but didn’t matter because it seemed like every time I made a misstep, Sam was there to point it out, and that made me like him a lot less. I was on my guard with Sam—off balance. He was quick with a snarky comment, and honestly, I never could tell what his angle was. I wasn’t sure if he really was an asshole, because it really seemed like he was only that way with me, but either way, it put me on edge.

      Chance had been three years ahead of us in school. I’d only ever really known him as a distant icon of everything that was masculine. When we were freshmen, Chance was a senior, and he had been ridiculously handsome even then, long before Sam had grown into his looks. But Chance had never looked at me in school. And the one time I thought maybe the heavens had opened and somehow Chance had noticed me, it had turned out to be a cruel joke, which was part of why I couldn’t trust Sam, because of the part he’d played in it.

      And then Chance had gone away to college. I figured a guy like Chance would never return to Kings Grove. He had way too much going for him. But family is a strong draw, I guess, and when his dad got sick and couldn’t run the business, Chance returned to do it. He had a newly minted MBA when he got back.

      “I’ll go put in your order,” I told them, and spun around. I had the distinct feeling Sam’s eyes were still on me as I walked away. I glanced back over my shoulder to see, and ran directly into my father, who’d just walked in with Mom.

      “Steady there,” he chuckled, grabbing me by the shoulders and keeping me on my feet.

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said, forcing a smile for him as I gathered my senses together post-collision. He’d cleaned up and he smelled like soap and home.

      “Any time,” he said. “Can you grab us some Cokes?” He and Mom sat down at the long counter and I went to put in the Palmers’ order, hoping that they hadn’t been watching when I’d run right into Dad.

      The place was packed, so I didn’t have much time to chat with my parents, and it took all of my focus to get from one place to another without incident. When the food was up for the Palmers, I checked to be sure my path was clear before loading up with plates. Once they were successfully delivered, I let myself relax a bit as I stood next to their table.

      “You planning to stay up here, Miranda?” Chance’s eyes were on my face.

      Oh God, he was gorgeous.

      My brain stopped working and words refused to come as the blood rushed into my face. His hair was a light brown, perfectly tousled, and he had a quarter-inch scruff over his jaw that made me want to run my fingers over it. Or maybe my tongue. His teeth were straight and white, and his broad chest was challenging the plaid work shirt he wore as his muscles bulged beneath it.

      Say something. “I … I don’t know,” I managed. Brilliant.

      “Well,” Chance put a fry in his mouth and tilted his head, looking thoughtful. “You’re way too smart to waitress for the rest of your life.”

      I nodded, then stopped myself. Agreeing with him was arrogant. I tried to keep my head still and look like I was listening and not hanging on every delicious word from his lips. His very full, perfectly proportioned lips.

      “We’re looking to hire an admin assistant,” Chance continued. “Part time. Nothing big, but we need kind of a problem solver.”

      “We need someone to answer the phone,” Sam said, his voice flat.

      I swung my gaze to Sam and narrowed my eyes at him.

      “She doesn’t want to do that,” Sam finished, looking at his brother.

      “I can totally do that.” The words were out before my brain had engaged. For as long as I could remember I’d conditioned myself to say ‘yes’ to Chance Palmer, and to hold my own with his brother if I felt like he was putting me down in some way. It turned out not to matter what Chance was asking.

      Chance smiled and shook his head. “No, I meant, I thought you might know someone … your age?”

      My face undoubtedly fell as my heart sank. My age? He saw me as a kid.

      “Uh, hello? She’s my age,” Sam said to his brother. “Don’t make it sound like it’s a disease just ‘cuz you’re getting all old and withered.” So it turned out Sam’s attitude wasn’t reserved only for me. That was good to know, at least.

      Still, this was not going well at all. And what the hell was Sam doing jumping to my defense? It was confusing.

      “I can’t think of anyone off the top of my head,” I said. “I’ll keep my eyes open though.”

      Chance wasn’t asking me after all. He was hoping for someone else. I didn’t know if I should take that as a compliment or an insult.

      “Thanks Miranda,” Chance said, putting another fry in his mouth. He was always so calm, so confident. I envied him as much as I wanted him. He’d go on about his day, having no idea that this simple conversation would have me stressing out and rethinking every word I’d uttered for weeks. I was hopeless.
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          SAM

        

      

    

    
      Shit.

      Seriously. Shit.

      Any time Miranda George got near me my brain turned to complete mush. But not the kind of mush that made people stupid or dumb—where they just became charmingly inarticulate. That would have been greatly preferable. Instead, my brain defaulted to asshole. Maybe that was my basic nature. When Miranda got near me with her cute little curvy body, her swinging blond ponytail and infectious smile, I turned into a complete asshole.

      Because if I didn’t?

      Well, if I wasn’t an asshole to her I might just end up confessing that I’d been in love with her since I was five.

      And we couldn’t have that.

      So when she walked away from our booth, thinking I was a dick for saying she’d get through school faster if she didn’t work at a diner, it was probably for the best. Because what I’d wanted to say was something closer to, “Why would you want to get a degree that might enable you to leave Kings Grove … and me?”

      Kings Grove wasn’t exactly a big town. Hell, it was barely a town. And imagining life here without Miranda…

      Well, I couldn’t imagine it.

      So why the hell did I keep pushing her away?

      Mostly because she pushed me first.
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      “You’re not hopeless,” Maddie said, circling me as I perched on a barstool at Connor’s house.

      “Far from hopeless,” Connor agreed, sipping a beer and nodding, the kitchen lights catching his red-gold hair as he stood behind the counter.

      “Connor,” Maddie said, turning toward him. “I love you, but you’re probably not needed here right now.” She must’ve picked up on the way I flinched when Connor chimed in. Maybe “not hopeless” was intended to be a compliment, but any man’s opinion was hard to take objectively.

      “I see how it is.” Connor pretended to be offended and came around the counter to give Maddie a kiss. “I’ll just take the laptop up to my bedroom. I’m writing a scene where I need to kill off a curly-haired crazy woman, anyway.”

      “We both know I never die in your books,” Maddie said, raising an eyebrow at him. There was a Maddie character in every one of his books, and had been even before they’d met again as adults. It was part of what brought them together—the romantic mysterious coincidence of it all.

      I watched Connor ascend the stairs and shook my head. “I want that.”

      “Sorry. That’s mine,” she said.

      “No!” I felt myself blushing. “I mean, I want what you guys have. You’re so happy, so comfortable.”

      “Well it wasn’t always that way,” she said.

      I remembered well the struggles they’d faced to be together. Between ex-husbands and the police, it was a small miracle they’d made it through. “I know.”

      “And I kissed a lot of frogs first,” she said. “But hopefully you won’t have to.”

      I ducked my chin and looked up at her, the dark rim of my glasses providing a shelter I’d grown used to. Behind the lenses I felt protected and safe.

      “First,” Maddie said. “What do you say we lose the frames?”

      I shook my head. “I’m clumsy enough when I can see. Blind? I’d be screwed.”

      “Contacts?”

      “I do have some. But they’re not super comfortable. Especially when the air is really dry.”

      “Like always.”

      “Especially lately.” The newscast in the background was predicting more of the same. Namely, no rain for California.

      “Well, glasses are pretty retro, and these are really cute as glasses go, so forget I said anything there. To be honest, I don’t think there’s much about your looks that needs any kind of fixing.”

      “So it’s just my personality?” I said, slumping.

      “No!” Maddie looked stricken. “I didn’t mean that at all! Miranda, this isn’t about fixing anything that’s broken. Because nothing is! There is nothing at all wrong with you exactly the way you are. You know that, right?”

      I looked up, meeting her eye. I wasn’t exactly insecure, but even a confident independent girl had things she wouldn’t mind changing. Especially if those things prevented the man of her dreams from seeing her as a potential match for him.

      “You are smart and funny, genuine and sweet. You’re gorgeous…” She stood up and took a step away, shaking her head as I started to protest. “And you’re pretty tough, too, I think.”

      “Why do you think I’m tough?”

      “This isn’t an easy place to live your whole life,” she said. “Harsh winters, not a lot of luxuries … and the kind of close community where everyone knows everyone else’s business. And …” she paused, eyeing me sideways as if she thought I might jump at her, “anyone who has as many little accidents as you do has developed a thick skin and the ability to laugh at herself.”

      I nodded. I definitely had that. I had no choice. If I couldn’t laugh at myself, I’d end up crying most days.

      “So I’m not trying to change you, and I wouldn’t let anyone else ever tell you to change, either.”

      “I thought that’s what this was about?”

      “No. This is about taking the things that are already amazing and bringing them forward so silly men with no observational powers might pay more attention to what’s right in front of them.”

      “That sounds good.”

      Maddie gave me a focused look. “Maybe a stronger eyeliner?”

      “I can do that.” Maybe this would be easier than I thought.

      “And no more denim skirts.”

      I had like twelve denim skirts. I lived in denim skirts. “Um …”

      “I mean, they’re cute, it’s just … they’re cute. Like high-school cute.”

      “Point taken.” I hadn’t upgraded my wardrobe in years. Evidently it showed.

      “I think you need to shake things up a bit. Make Chance see you as the woman you are. You said he’s known you since you were a kid?”

      I nodded.

      “Then he needs to be reminded that you’re not a kid anymore.”

      “I can’t exactly wear cocktail dresses to work.”

      “Well, not to the diner.”

      “Maddie!” I stood up. This was not going to work. “I’m just not a cocktail dress kind of girl! Woman. Whatever.”

      She put her hands on my shoulders and sat me back down. “I know that.” Her face softened.

      I relaxed a little bit. Maddie had been a good friend, and she’d been through plenty of tough times herself. Even if she couldn’t help me here, I trusted her enough to listen.

      “Okay. Fashion show time. Want a drink?” Maddie went to the refrigerator and pulled out two beers, handing me one after she’d opened it.

      I didn’t usually drink, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I took the beer and wandered the room a bit, looking around. There was an incredible stone fireplace that dominated one side of the room. It was actually carved into a huge boulder that the house had been built around, and it was stunning as the fire inside the rock glowed and danced. The other side of the room was all glass panes, looking out over a deck outside and a verdant meadow just past the deck. Sadly, with the lack of water in the past couple years, the edges of the meadow were brown and wilted. “I bet this was incredible when the water was here,” I said.

      Maddie nodded. “I haven’t seen it like that, but I bet you’re right. Everything up here brightens when there’s enough water.” We looked out the window for a minute and then Maddie turned to me again. “Okay, so can I give you a few things?”

      Maddie disappeared upstairs and came back down with an armful of clothes, which she dumped onto the couch. “A lot of this stuff doesn’t fit me anymore. I’ve rounded out a bit since meeting Connor. He keeps feeding me.” She grinned and waved me toward the clothes.

      “I can’t,” I said. Maddie’s stuff was super high end. She’d been the society type, living in big cities before she moved up here.

      “Of course you can.” Maddie pulled out a blue shirtdress with a tied belt that was adorable. And designer. “This would look great on you! Kind of an upgrade from the denim skirt, but still casual and comfortable. Will you try it on?”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. I didn’t like charity—and I didn’t need it. But her clothes were
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