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  Chapter One

Julia


“Those Riley boys really get to you, don’t they?” my best friend asks as Glenn Riley walks away. 
Everly straightens up her booth of crocheted goods as if she didn’t just drop a bombshell, and I’m tempted to bolt. But where would I go? The entire town’s here at our first annual winter craft festival. Everyone most definitely saw Glenn talking to me. And if I leave, everyone will see me flee the scene.
I’m about to tell Everly that Glenn and the other Rileys absolutely do not mean anything to me, but I’m tongue-tied. I’ve avoided talking to—or even really about—him for nearly ten years, despite living in the same town since we were born.
Before I can find my voice, his little brothers walk up to Everly’s booth. Eli presses his palms to the table and smiles my way. “Hey Jules.”
Everly glances at me. Two seconds ago, I told her never to call me that. But that’s because two seconds ago, Glenn Riley called me Jules. It’s a nickname very few people use with me, and I set Everly straight. Glenn can’t get away with it, even though he just tried to. But his little brothers can. 
Eli turns to Everly, his cute smile turning feral and a little nervous. “We told Bridger to meet us in the barn. Can you spare a minute?”
Everly looks at Eli, then at his twin, Mack, and then at me. She’s hesitating, so I shove her toward them, more than a little thankful for a chance to be alone with my thoughts.
“Go. I’ve got this.”
She grabs my arm, relief in her smile as she rounds the table and links arms with the twins.
They’re adorable together. And the man they’re meeting in the barn is smoking hot. They’re a group of good-looking people who are either going to hook up in that barn, or have the most important conversation they’ve had yet.
Maybe both. 
As I think about it, jealousy and longing course through me in equal parts.
I think back to the last conversation I had in the very barn they’re stepping into and shudder. Ten years later, I’m still not sure I made the right decision.
“What’s this?” A familiarly cranky voice that sounds a little nicer than I’m used to breaks me out of my thoughts. 
It’s for the best. 
I shouldn’t be thinking about the past. I shut that door a long time ago, and there’s no sense getting lost in something I can’t change.
“I think those are soap holders?” I grab the rectangular pouch Mildred Hoyt is pointing at. “They can fit a bar of soap and—”
“I know what a soap holder is.”
She’s lucky I’m representing Everly and not myself because everything I want to say to her is on the tip of my tongue. But before I can even entertain the idea, Joe, her very new beau and the line cook from the diner I work at, puts his arm around her waist.
“Want me to buy you one of those, Sugar?”
She giggles. Mildred Hoyt, the town’s biggest busybody, giggles and snuggles closer to him. I hold a smile on my face and wait.
“Oh, no. Joey. You’ve already bought me so much, I couldn’t.”
Joey? Yeah, I’m going to be sick.
Everyone deserves love and all that, but she’s a storm cloud over our sunny Jasmine Hollow. And he’s a menace who makes my job harder than it needs to be. 
Seeing them all smiley and giggly is borderline traumatizing.
After a little more back and forth, Joe insists on buying three things from Everly’s booth for Mildred. With cheeks aching from the force of smiling too hard for too long, I hand him his change and bite my tongue before I tell them to skedaddle. 
A few more customers come up to the booth, and I sell out Everly’s entire line of stuffed cows. All the while, I’m scanning the horizon, terrified of Glenn coming back over.
And ever since the Rileys merged their ranch with Thompson Farms, the Thompson boys have been rumored to be at the ranch more than ever. It doesn’t help that Henry, the eldest Riley son, is married to the Thompsons’s baby sister. Or that Sam Thompson is with Boone Riley. 
Counting off the Thompsons and Rileys, my stomach flips when I realize the only single ones: Derek Thompson and Glenn Riley. There’s also Josh Thompson, but he’s like maybe nineteen now and I didn’t know him that well back when—I chew my lower lip, wishing for more customers, or anything to keep my mind off Derek and Glenn. And Alex. He might have left town right after high school, but I could never forget Alex Rockwell.
“I’m back,” Everly says, cheeks pink and eyes bright and wild as she slips behind the booth.
She whips her head around, and I follow her gaze, landing on three men jogging her way. Their smiles only grow the closer they get.
“I take it the talk went okay?”
She grabs my hand, nodding fervently. “More than okay.”
Before she can tell me exactly what happened—as if I can’t guess—Mack, Eli, and Bridger slip behind the table.
And that’s my cue. “If you guys have this, I’m going to head out.”
Everly’s eyes widen, and the guys let her go so she can wrap her arms around me. “What’s wrong?”
She’s a good friend. And she wasn’t around when I was in high school, so she doesn’t know how epically I failed. She has no clue she’s living the dream I turned down. 
“I’m okay,” I say, trying to smile.
She frowns.
“I promise. I’m just tired and I want to go home and enjoy the rest of my night off.”
“Call me if you need me. I’ll be there in two seconds.” Everly squeezes me tight, and I kiss her cheek.
When I hired her at the diner, I didn’t know she’d become my best friend, but now I don’t know what I’d do without her.
I also know she’s going to have an amazing night if I stay out of her way, and the last thing I want to do is drag her down into my pit of hell.
The sound of the festival fades to a dull drone as I make it to my car. I pause. The view reflected in my windshield is enough to take my breath away. I didn’t realize how much I missed it. 
Alone, I take a second to drink it all in from the top of the world. This place that used to feel like a second home. A place I thought would be home one day. But I walked away from it.
A breeze ruffles my hair, and I close my eyes, breathing it all in. The good, the bad. Everything I didn’t know I’d miss so much.
“I see you’re done avoiding the ranch.”






  
  Chapter Two

Glenn


Julia spins on her heel, nearly smacking me with her purse as it hangs off her shoulder. I step back and put my hands up. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
I shrug, leaning against her car to hide my pounding heart. “I distinctly remember you saying you’d never set foot anywhere near the ranch again. And now you’re here.”
I don’t know what I expect from her. She’s not going to come crawling back, even though she’s the one who broke my heart. And she destroyed friendships in the process. If I want to know what’s up with Alex Rockwell, I have to Google him. He’s doing well for himself, but that’s beside the point. 
And like salt in my wound.
At least I get to see Derek on the regular, even if it’s professional and a lot more limited than I ever thought it would be. 
Right when we should have been building a life together, she stuck a pin in it and walked away, leaving a tidal wave of devastation in her wake.
She scowls and I laugh.
My anger’s gone now. Cooled to what I thought was indifference, but seeing her here awakened my old feelings. There’s a lingering ache of hurt, but the rage that once roiled inside me mellowed into a ghost of what it was.
But it looks like her fury is still alive and well. That’s rich, since this was all her doing.
“Who said I was here by choice?”
I lean closer, noting the way her breath hitches. “Are you being held here against your will? Need me to call someone? Round up my brothers?”
She rolls her eyes, and I hate how adorable she looks. “There’s a festival and my friend has a booth at it—”
“Everly? She’s pretty great.”
The fire leaves Julia’s eyes. “Yeah, she is.”
“My brothers really like her—”
“I’m not up for small talk, Glenn.”
I kick the gravel and nod. “Yeah, of course. You just come up here, to my home, and don’t want to talk.”
She looks over to the plot of land where my house should be and squints. I brace myself, ready for a fight, as memories of us lying on blankets and dreaming of the perfect layout for the four of us flood my mind.
But her face softens, and she opens her car door. 
Not even a bye this time.
The ghost of anger rolls lazily through me as she starts her car. That ghost is awake, but not ready to rage. No. The tearing ache of pain her dust cloud leaves is too overpowering for that ghost to contend with.
I almost wish she would have said something about my lack of a house. A scathing comment I could defend myself against would at least be something. A way for me to stand up for myself, even if she knew the truth.
I wish it were something big and dramatic hanging over me, but I’m like the middle son in a Regency novel. Too young to take over the family business, but too old to slip through life with everyone thinking I’m carefree and whimsical.
Rhett, the actual youngest in my family, strolls by, frowning. “Were you talking to Julia?”
Bracing myself, I nod. Maybe I don’t want to be the youngest, either. Rhett’s not at all whimsical or carefree. He’s serious as a doornail and not at all sympathetic to my failed love story.
The gnawing ache I always feel when I think about Jules rears its head. Seeing her, talking to her, being within touching distance was too much. 
Walking backwards until I’m flush with the fence, I scrub my hand over my face and groan. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Rhett sighs and leans against the fence next to me. “You were thinking Julia was finally up here again. That’s huge, right?”
He was young when Julia and I broke up, but I was kind of dramatic about it. It’s no wonder it stuck with him.
“Yeah,” I mutter. “Massive.” Pushing off the fence, I turn to face him. “Is Henry meeting with the Thompsons tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I think he’s going over there with Sam to talk to Derek about some new ditch they’re digging before the weather gets hotter.”
I nod, trying to look
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