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PROLOGUE

Ava
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I STOOD IN MY AUNT’S cozy kitchen. Through the five east-facing windows the early morning sun streamed in, enveloping me with warmth. Cup of coffee in my hand, I pondered my situation for the millionth time in the past week.

Aunt Eileen was regaining strength thanks to determination and physical therapy, and I should be packing to return to Seattle and my job as an event planner. However, two things kept me rooted to this place I’d called home since my late teens. The primary reason was resting down the hall in her bedroom. The second reason was that job in Seattle, actually someone who worked there ... that is until I filed harassment and assault charges against him. Although he was serving jail time and I could return to my employer, I felt torn. Did I really want to go back?

I’d planned a few events in my aunt’s small Montana community during the six months I’d been here, taking a leave of absence from the Seattle company to help care for my aunt after her hip replacement surgery. I found running the events, in essence, starting my own business, fun and challenging, two things I enjoy about planning parties. One child’s birthday celebration and one high school graduation event might be small in comparison to weddings and anniversaries, but those could come. Highwood Hills may be tiny compared to Seattle, but I’ve known many of the residents for nearly ten years. And the community was growing. I could build a business here. Except for one important family, and one person in particular, that left me hesitant to return and call this area home again.

It’s been nearly six years since Quentin walked out of my life. Can I live in the same area as my former boyfriend and his family? Although he was often gone on the rodeo circuit, Quentin came back now and again, bringing his wife and young son with him to spend time at his family’s ranch north of town. I’d been able to avoid him since my arrival to help Aunt Eileen and her daughter, but how long could I continue to not bump into him if I returned to Highwood Hills and opened a business? 

Neither my aunt nor my cousin tried to influence my decision, and for that I was grateful. I know they and my best friend since high school, Chloe, would be excited to have me move back here. Could I emotionally and mentally handle doing so, especially knowing one day I could run into Quentin, his parents, his sister, even his wife and child? 

I sipped coffee from the mug and as I did so I felt soft fur rub against my right leg.  I glanced down to see my aunt’s gray cat, Amos, weaving between my ankles. Holding the coffee cup carefully, I leaned down and stroked the elderly rescue cat’s fur. He held up his head and I obliged his muted request, scratching his chin. 

“What do you think, Amos? Should I stay or should I go?”

Amos leaned his face into my hand. His touch and his purring helped spur the answer. I loved the slower life here, and I missed my family. Six years, mostly spent away from the lovely valley and towering nearby mountains, had brought knowledge, focus, and healing. I can do this.

Or so I thought.

One year later, life changed for me ... again. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Ava
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I DROVE MY TOYOTA 4-Runner down the half-mile paved lane toward the JBarN ranch house. My meeting today with James and Nadine Hanson regarding their fortieth anniversary celebration made me perspire a bit more than the previous five meetings. The event for which they had hired me was six days away. All systems were go – we just had the floral centerpieces, the hors d'oeuvres, and the drinks to review before I confirmed the final orders with the florist and the caterer. I had full confidence in the people I’d hired and normally, my confidence was secure. But this event with these people gave me greater anxiety.

Although my nerves increased during the final week of an event I’ve planned, much of that mingled with excitement. This time was different however, because I knew the Hanson’s son would arrive in a few days. Although I had known he would attend the anniversary celebration when I accepted the job, the six weeks since saying ‘yes’ went by much faster than anticipated. 

Six days. I had less than a week until I saw my ex-boyfriend. The last time I laid eyes on my clients’ son was seven years ago. 

Quentin James Hanson. Middle name for his father. First name for the rugged area of Montana and the rough life ranchers often experience, from the days of the old west when his great-great-grandfather staked a homestead beneath the peaks of the Highwood Mountains.

Quentin James Hanson, heir to the family ranch built up by the homesteader and the three generations that came after. 

Quentin James Hanson, well-known and successful bronc rider on the rodeo circuit. He knew horses and he knew how to ride them. But the rodeo was the object of my wrath because Quentin chose that life over the one I thought we would share together on the family ranch. I was eighteen when Quentin left to pursue the gold belt buckles. He loved horses and the limelight, and I loved him.

Quentin James Hanson. Handsome. Gifted. Famous. Married with a son and later divorced. Still bronc riding and still sought after by women. Yes, I tracked him on the internet, but only occasionally. Well, maybe more than that, especially since his divorce. And now that his parents employed me to put together a special fortieth anniversary celebration for them, I wanted to know more about the man I would encounter at that party.

As I pulled into a parking spot to the side of the large, log ranch house, I prayed I would not see Quentin until the night of the anniversary celebration. I’d be meeting with his parents one more time beforehand, and I silently asked God to postpone my former boyfriend’s arrival to another day. 

I called on God a lot for this project. I even almost turned it down, but Mrs. Hanson’s appreciation of my work for another local couple’s fiftieth anniversary earlier in the year and my aunt’s animal rescue summer festival and fundraiser made me brush aside the fact I still harbored resentment toward her son. After all, it wasn’t Nadine’s fault, or her husband’s fault, that Quentin James Hanson was a cad.

I turned the engine off and took a deep breath. As I exhaled, I prayed aloud.

“Lord, thank you for the opportunity to help Nadine and James celebrate this special day. Help us to finalize what needs to be done and bless all those who are helping make this anniversary extra-special. I ask again – please don’t let Quentin arrive on our last meeting day Thursday. Let me know if I need to change it to Wednesday. To keep myself focused on the tasks at hand, it would be easier to run into him in a crowd at the party, a neutral location, than while I’m with his parents at the house.”

I took a deep breath and then exhaled before I continued.

“Again, thank you, Lord, for giving me this job and your favor with Quentin’s parents. Thank you for your strength, grace, and love. Help me through the rest of this week, and may the party be extra-special for all who come, but especially for James and Nadine. Let me be your instrument in their happiness. Thank you, Lord. Amen.”

I took another deep breath. Quentin. As handsome at twenty-five as he was at eighteen, even more so. His maturity and time on the circuit, and likely here at the ranch, built his muscles and torso. Photos didn’t lie – the man was a hunk. No wonder he dated, and later married, a model.

Before I traveled farther down that path, I shook my head.

Quentin is next week’s problem. 

I exhaled. 

Today, just another meeting with the happily-still-in-love couple. 

I stepped out of the vehicle.

“Welcome back, Ava!”

I pasted a smile on my face, turned and looked toward the home’s wrap-around deck. Nadine smiled and waved.

“Coffee’s on, and I have scones and huckleberry jam.”

“Sounds delicious! I’ll be right up.”

I turned back to my vehicle and grabbed the multi-colored bag that held my electronic tablet and my purse. An image of who should have been my in-laws flashed through my brain.

Nadine, as sweet as the apple-cinnamon bread my Aunt Eileen makes, but still a rancher’s wife who could ride horses and brand cattle as easily as any of the ranch hands she and her husband employed. James, a weathered, sunbaked fifty-eight-year-old who learned the workings of the land and livestock from his father and grandfather, the original James Hanson. Four generations of Hanson men, three named James and Edward James Hanson, the original owner, built and grew the family holdings. One day Quentin would take the reins. I wondered how long it would be before he accepted his legacy, left the rodeo circuit, and settled on the ranch for good?

I shook my head as I shut the car door. None of my business nor concern. That horse left the barn seven years ago. 

I shut the doors on the 4-Runner and planted a smile on my face. Then I turned around and looked at Nadine, waiting for me on the porch. I walked the short distance to the wooden stairway that led to the deck and climbed up those steps and onto the porch. No leaves littered the flooring so either Nadine or James must have swept autumn’s vegetation earlier in the day. She met me with a hug, and I returned the embrace.

*******
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TWO HOURS LATER, SITTING at the kitchen island of the Hanson’s home, I closed my red-covered electronic tablet, gave my clients a smile, and said, “I think I have everything I need to finish up before Saturday. I’ll check in with you once more, likely Wednesday or Thursday, for any last-minute changes you might have regarding decorations, music, etc.”

James looked at his wife.

“I don’t foresee anything, do you, honey?”

Nadine shook her head.

“No, but I’m grateful you’ll do that, Ava. You have the number of guests, right? And the number of tables we need?”

I nodded and patted the tablet.

“All right here. I’m glad you told me about your cousins in Malta. I’ll make sure there’s another table added with the appropriate number of chairs.”

“Goodness, me! I couldn’t believe Sheila dropped that on us last minute!”

James patted his wife’s hand and said, “We’d have found space somehow, Nadine. There’s always room for a few more guests.”

I nodded and smiled.

“I build in a few extra tables just for situations like this. Believe me, they happen all the time.”

I rose from the barstool and the Hansons followed suit. I extended my hand.

“I’ll be in touch.”

Mrs. Hanson clasped both of her hands around mine.

“Thank you so very much, Ava. You’ve been a God-send.”

I smiled and responded, “Well, I don’t know about that....”

“We do,” her husband interjected. “We know it can’t be easy working with us after Quentin ... well, after all that happened....”

Although it was difficult, I retained my smile and said, “Oh, that was so long ago. We’ve moved on.”

Certainly Quentin has. Marrying the model. Having a child.

I disengaged the heartbreaking cobwebs.

“I know we’ve purposefully not talked about it, but you know he’s divorced now, don’t you?” Mrs. Hanson asked.

I nodded and responded, “I’m sure the whole country knows. It’s been a few years, though, hasn’t it?”

Quentin’s father responded, “Nearly three. He’s finally made peace with Ashley leaving, and he’s gotten back out on the rodeo circuit. But he’s promised to come back to the ranch to stay next year.”

“Bobby will start kindergarten next fall, so Quentin’s going to finally settle down as he promised to do after the boy was born,” Nadine stated.

I took a few steps away, an attempt to end the conversation.

“Well, I certainly wish him and his son the best. I’m sure his wife’s leaving was hard on both Quentin and the boy.”

“Bobby hardly remembers his mother. She hasn’t come around or written a note, anything, in the past few years,” James said.

I shook my head. I did feel sorry for them, Quentin’s son, especially. Like a smoldering fire in a hearth, the conversation had stoked up too many painful memories, so I inched a bit closer to the kitchen doorway.

“Well, I need to get back to town and check in with the caterer and florist. If anything else comes up before our meeting later this week, please reach out. I’ll do the same.”

“Thanks again, Ava,” Mrs. Hanson said. “You’re doing a wonderful job.”

“I’m happy to be of service for this special occasion. What day would be better for you for our final meeting? Wednesday or Thursday?”

Before either could answer, I cocked my head. Did I hear a vehicle drive up near the house? 

“Wednesday might work best,” James said. “I have a water district meeting on Thursday.”

A car door slammed. The three of us looked at one another.

“Who in the world...?”

Nadine didn’t get to finish her sentence before running feet on the deck overtook her words. The kitchen door burst open and a tornado whirled through in the form of a young boy.

“Grandma!”

“Bobby!”

Nadine’s happy voice also contained surprise as she swept the child into her arms. James, a grin on his face, embraced them both. My throat tightened. Heavier boots pounded on the deck and I closed my eyes.

Lord, no!

My palms grew sweaty and my heart lurched. I opened my eyes and looked for another exit.

“Hey, mom – whose 4-Runner is that out...?”

The familiar, deep, male voice trailed off. 

I bit my lip and turned from gazing out the living room window. My eyes swept over the sweet scene of an elderly couple hugging their grandson and landed on the face of the six-foot-two, burly frame standing in the doorway. 

Our eyes met. His dark chocolate met my caramel. My mouth formed an “O” as I stood less than a foot away from Quentin James Hanson, a man I hadn’t seen in seven years, a man I realized then that I’d never really stopped loving.
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CAN’T BE. 

I continued staring into her eyes. Those magnificent, magical eyes that reminded me of caramel candies. Her black hair was cut shorter, but I would know her anywhere. 

The woman I left seven years ago. 

The woman I’d never forgotten.

“Ava.”

I whispered her name. Why is she here? Last I knew she lived in Seattle. Not that I followed her online, I found myself lying to myself once again. 

In spite of numerous flings, including with my son’s mother, Ava always had my heart. Now she stood here, in my parents’ kitchen, the same kitchen I’ll be in much more often after the end of the year.

“Ava,” I said again, this time louder. 

I took a few steps toward her. 

“It’s, uh, it’s good to see you again. What brings you back to Highwood Hills?”

Before she or my parents could answer, my younger sister’s carefree voice came from behind me.

“Hi, ho, everyone! We’re back!”

Jill stopped, mouth agape. I elbowed her in the ribs.

“Our parents have company.”

“I see that,” she responded in a lower tone. 

Jill composed herself and said in a steady yet excited tone, “Ava! My goodness! It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has.”

My former girlfriend stepped toward Gillian and me and held out her hand. My sister, whom everyone calls ‘Jill,’ extended her hand as well, and then she pulled Ava into a hug. At first, Ava hung back, as if in distrust. I couldn’t blame her. 

Still, why was she here in my parents’ house? 

Then I noticed Ava and Jill embraced each other like long-lost sisters. In a way, they were – or should have been – and that ‘should have’ was all my fault.

After embracing my sister, Ava fixed her eyes back on me, hand extended in greeting. She cleared her throat.

“Nice to see you, Quentin. It’s been a while.”

“Yeah, yeah it has.”

As I enfolded my hand in hers, I felt her arm tremble. I looked at her face, trying to read her thoughts. Although a smile greeted me, it, too, wavered and her light brown eyes showed no light. My mind and heart flashed back to our late teenage years when Ava’s eyes danced and sparkled. 

I realized this meeting was unexpected to her as well as to me.

“You’re back early.”

My mother’s statement echoed in my ears.

“We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow,” she said.

Ah. That was the answer. 

“Grandad, who’s that lady?”

Bobby’s nearly-five-year-old voice wasn’t muffled. Like his great-grandfather, my grandad, my son spoke his mind.

“She’s helping me and your grandma plan our party for Saturday night.”

These first words out of my dad’s mouth since Bobby and I walked into the house caused me to look at him. Ava dropped her hand from mine. I looked at her again. She nodded.

“I’m the
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