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      This no longer felt like home.

      Don’t get me wrong, plenty of things were still in their usual places—the couches, the tall plant our cat peed in one time (Who am I kidding? It was probably more than once.), the huge TV mounted in the corner of the room.

      But Dad’s massage chair was gone. His books no longer crammed their way onto the built-in shelves on either side of the fireplace. Now, Mom had everything so minimalistic, with little decorative touches like succulents or figurines taking up an entire shelf.

      Like something that small needed that much space.

      Then again, maybe she didn’t know what else to put there yet. She’d never been much of a reader.

      Dad had always been the bookworm.

      I stalked past the fireplace and stared at the mantel that once had been littered with pictures. Mom and Dad’s wedding, the trip we took to Vegas, my parents smiling next to my brother and me as we all sat together on the open hatch of our side-by-side on one of our many trips up into the south hills together.

      They were all gone, too. The house didn’t look right. It was too organized.

      It was too clean.

      As I looked out the front window, I saw Mom’s car slow past the house and pull in. The sound of her honking multiple times in succession pealed through, and I couldn’t help the smile that overtook my face.

      I didn’t wait for her to come to me. Instead, I pushed out through the front door that I’d opened with my key only minutes before and stepped back out into the sunshine.

      “Cambry!” Mom said, lifting her arms into the air the minute she stepped out of her blue Subaru.

      “Hey,” I said, striding over to her as quickly as I could.

      Pocatello wasn’t that far away from Bridgewater, but I hadn’t been home since before their divorce last year. I’d been shocked by the news that my father had left my mother. And admittedly hurt.

      I hadn’t wanted to see either of them.

      I still wasn’t sure what happened. It’d taken a few days before I’d agreed to talk to either of them. But now, Dad lived in Utah with the woman he’d left Mom for, and Mom was still here.

      Still teaching kindergarten. Still smiling.

      Her arms were so warm as they wrapped me into a hug I didn’t realize how much I’d needed or missed until I was living in it.

      “Hey, bug,” she said, calling me by the same childish name she always had.

      I loved it.

      “Hey, Mom.” I breathed her in, inhaling her scent of the floral perfume she’d worn for as long as I could remember.

      She pulled back and cradled my face in her palms. “How’s my college graduate?”

      “I’m home,” I said, smiling, taking in the subtle changes in her appearance: The additional fine lines near her eyes. The tired circles beneath them. Streaks of gray in her blonde hair that you couldn’t see unless you looked closely.

      “I’m glad. Help me out, would you?” Turning, she gestured to her car, which had several boxes in the back seat.

      “What is all this?”

      “Decorations for my classroom.” Grinning, she opened the back door and bent to grab one of the gray tote boxes within. “And tonight is the Back-to-School carnival, so I was setting a few things up.”

      I followed suit, retrieving the next tote, which was much lighter than it had probably been before she’d taken it to her classroom. Most teachers did typical back-to-school décor for their classrooms, and Mom was no different.

      Bridgewater didn’t have an official elementary school, per se. It had a high school, but the town was too small to warrant much. Consequently, students either attended the elementary school in Burley or in someone’s home.

      I’d gone to Burley for grade school.

      “Any luck with the job hunt?” she asked, propping open the front door with her foot and waiting for me to enter first.

      “Nothing yet,” I said.

      The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Mom had always wanted to teach—and she rubbed off a little on me.

      The majority of schools I’d applied to so far had been highly competitive, and openings had been scarce. I was willing to move if it came down to that, but I had mostly applied for schools near my hometown, and so far, nothing had opened up.

      And the school year was starting soon, which meant I was out of time. I’d decided to find a job closer to home and apply again next year—to more schools this time.

      “Something will turn up,” Mom said.

      “Yeah. It will.” Or so I hoped.

      At this point, I was feeling a little overwhelmed and unsure. I’d devoted the last four years of my life to getting an education with the idea that finding a job at the end of things would come easily.

      The fact that it hadn’t, that every school I’d applied to—and those I’d interviewed for—had either turned me down in favor of someone else or simply didn’t have openings, was disconcerting to say the least.

      “It’s okay,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if it was for her or for me. “I think I’ll stick around for a while until I find something.”

      “That would be amazing.” Mom paused long enough to smile at me. She closed the door and placed her tote down near the hall. “You hungry?”

      “Starving,” I said, stacking my tote on top of hers.

      Mom didn’t mention Dad, and even though I wanted to, I couldn’t either. She was acting like this was normal.

      I supposed, now, it was.

      “Oh,” she said, snapping her fingers on her way to the kitchen. “I forgot. I’ll whip up dinner just as soon as I get back. Or maybe I’ll grab something for us while I’m out.” She reached for her purse hanging on the hook near the door.

      “Get back from where?” I asked.

      Mom slipped the strap of her purse over her head and pulled her graying blonde hair free. “I’m hosting the Bingo table tonight. I forgot to pick up some cereal that the kids can use as markers on their Bingo cards.”

      “I can get that,” I said. “There are a few other things I need to pick up. I’ll just run up to The Mercantile. It’ll take all of ten minutes. And we can DoorDash something. What about The Elkhorn?”

      Mom’s smile emphasized the lines near her eyes. She gripped her purse strap. “You’re a dear. I have a few other things to put together, but I’ll order us a few burgers. When you come back, I can’t wait to hear all about your move and who you’re dating or what’s going on with your life these days.”

      “Great,” I said, and though my smile was as genuine as I could make it, I hoped she didn’t read how false my sentiment was.

      Dating would be a no one. And she already knew everything that was going on in my life. I had graduated from college. I had come back home.

      That pretty much summed it up.

      Pulling my keys from my pocket, I skipped out into the blazingly bright afternoon to my car. The dry August air baked my skin, making me wish we could drive to the pool or a nearby canal so I could cool off. I’d finished my degree during the summer term. ISU didn’t have a summer commencement ceremony—but I didn’t need to walk across a stage to celebrate.

      My car gurgled a few times but finally sputtered to life. I could have walked to The Mercantile—it was only a few blocks away—but I wanted to get the cereal for Mom and get back as quickly as I could.

      Jeralyn Perry always kept The Mercantile’s main entrance staged so cute. An inviting little wheelbarrow filled with glittering pumpkins, partnered by a scarecrow on a stick, greeted me before I stepped inside.

      The ice cream counter was the first thing to greet me. It was unmanned—no one to greet me, which was fine. I paused, inhaled the scent of nutmeg, and strode past the counter to the left side of the store where the perishable items were kept.

      I headed for the cereal aisle, gratified to find it was in the same place it always had been.

      At least this much was the same. Just like the derelict gas station on the corner outside—the one that had been abandoned since who knew when—just like the old church that no one ever seemed to attend, just like the covered bridge and the Square where all the community events were held, and the old stone post office. Those things were just as reliably unchanged as ever.

      After I snatched the cereal, I grabbed a box of tampons as well. I wasn’t sure what Mom had on hand, and with most of my stuff still packed, I knew I’d be needing some within the next few days or so.

      With the two boxes of entirely random products in hand, I strode back toward the ice cream counter where the register was located. And my heart sank for two reasons:

      First, the counter was still unmanned. I could probably have walked out of the store without paying for both items if I was that kind of person.

      Which I wasn’t.

      And the second reason⁠—

      The bell over the door jangled as a cowboy strode into The Mercantile with a swagger and shoulders I’d know anywhere. A cowboy who’d occupied my dreams more often than I cared to admit—especially lately.

      And the hand I’d once held while we strolled together down the street was now twined through the fingers of a pretty brunette wearing jeans and a black tube top that displayed a tattoo on her left shoulder.

      Kyler Holden. An older, sexier, more famous version of the boy I’d grown up with.

      He looked good. Too good. His hair was hidden by a cowboy hat, and a shadow of stubble dusted his steely jaw. A t-shirt hugged his impressive torso, and his muscular legs were hugged by stonewashed jeans that hung on him extremely well.

      My heart tapped an unsteady rhythm against my ribs like an unpracticed drummer.

      He didn’t see me. His handsome smile was directed first at the woman he was with. Then he held the door for an older, black-haired woman holding a mic and at a videographer wielding a camera like an Uzi toward him as he made his way into The Mercantile as well.

      “And anyone who knows Bridgewater knows The Mercantile,” Kyler said, smiling at the camera.

      The second woman strode in next to him, holding the mic close enough for him to speak into.

      “Is this the grocery store?” the girlfriend asked.

      Despite the obvious answer to her question, she didn’t sound like a balloon-headed ditz with nothing but cotton candy in her skull. No, she sounded mature. And sweet.

      That fact grinded against me like a handheld sander—all whirring and jiggly and rough.

      “Just about,” Kyler said. “It’s been owned by the Perrys for as long as I can remember. My friends and I used to come in here to get ice cream on hot summer days.”

      Was he doing some kind of interview? What was going on? And how could I evaporate into thin air as quickly as possible?

      They were blocking my only exit!

      The four of them strode past me without a second glance. Without thinking, I dashed behind the counter and, hugging the boxes to my chest, ducked.

      I bumped the ice cream scoop in the process. It wobbled precariously and fell to the floor—but not before it struck me in the face.

      Lovely.

      The metal left a cold, wet kiss against my cheek and then clattered to the wooden planks.

      “What was that?” the girlfriend said.

      “We should get some ice cream while we’re here,” the interviewer said with a charming southern accent. “What do y’all say? Would you recommend visitors stop by for a taste?”

      “Absolutely,” Kyler said. “This ice cream is homemade by the Perrys. In fact, I won’t tell you that Jeralyn once let my friend and me get personal samples if we stopped by after closing.”

      My eyes squeezed shut. Because the friend he was talking about?

      Was me.

      It was me.

      Kyler and me. Him and I. Us.

      And we used to meet up for the promised ice cream. It’d been a favor because Kyler had helped Jeralyn’s dog, and so she told him he could get ice cream any time he wanted. But he had to come after hours because she couldn’t offer free ice cream to just anyone.

      The interviewer laughed. I imagined her winking at the camera. “I say we sample some of this ice cream, and we’ll be back with more of our tour of country star Kyler Holden’s charming hometown, Bridgewater, Idaho.”

      Country star Kyler Holden. I knew he’d hit it big—but big enough for them to do what sounded like a documentary of his life?

      “Is anyone here?” the girlfriend said with an air of looking around the store.

      “I thought I heard someone,” Kyler said. “Hello?”

      I heard motion and squeezed my eyes shut. My heart pounded. Prayers sounded off in my brain like a bad case of tinnitus.

      Please don’t let him see me. Please let them think no one is here.

      More motion sounded, and then I heard him mutter, “Cambry? Is that you?”

      Remaining out of sight was too good to be true. I grimaced and opened my eyes, tilting my chin upward.

      Kyler was leaning over the counter far enough to see my hiding place.

      Looks like I was caught.

      “What are you doing back there?”

      “Is this a friend of yours?” one of the women asked.

      “You could say that.” Kyler’s response was nearly inaudible before he raised his voice to me once more. “I see you back there, Cammie. Everything okay?”

      Cammie. That nickname. That voice. It still had the same death grip on my heartstrings.

      He knew I was here. No sense in hiding any longer. I might as well try to play it casual.

      Inhaling, trying to steady myself and act like this was completely normal, I put my quads to work and rose, bracing myself.

      Facing him.

      The direct impact of Kyler’s blue eyes was a detonator. It was the press of the button everyone in movies dreaded, when the villain held the device in his hand and finally acted on the threat to push it if his hostages didn’t comply.

      Well, that button had been pushed. And I was bracing for the explosion.

      I knew seeing him again would be inevitable, but I had no idea it would affect me like this.

      “Hey,” I said stupidly.

      “Everything okay?” Kyler asked. His eyes flicked to my chest—or rather, the box of tampons and cereal in my arms.

      “You’ve got something—” The picture-perfect brunette in her skimpy tube top with toned arms, perfect skin, and delicate makeup indicated her own cheek, flicking up and down with her finger.

      Heat barraged my face. The ice cream scoop had struck my face as it had fallen—and I’d completely forgotten. Mortified, I lifted a hand to my cheek to wipe the glob of ice cream away, only to lose my hold on the items in my arms.

      Both boxes slammed to the floor.

      “Hang on, now,” Kyler said, striding quickly around the counter.

      “Oh, no, it’s okay⁠—”

      “I got it,” Kyler said.

      “No, don’t⁠—”

      Ever the gentleman he always was, he bent for the cereal and . . . yep. My box of tampons.

      He paused only long enough to stare at the box and for color to patch on his handsome cheeks before he rose to his notably impressive full height.

      Had he gotten taller?

      Heat strung from his body. And my body was reacting to it. It was like I had cracklers on the end of every one of my nerve endings and he was pure fire, sparking every single one of them, making each one explode the closer he drew.

      “Here,” he said, setting the boxes on the counter in front of the ice cream.

      And then before I could equate anything at all—like sensing that this side of the counter was colder because of the chill coming from the freezers where the ice cream was stored, or the sound of “Neon Moon” playing on the speakers overhead, or the fact that my nose’s job was to draw in air and bring it to my lungs—he reached for my cheek.

      The molecules in the air slammed on the brakes. What sounded like, “I—ee—uhhh,” escaped my lips as his thumb stroked my skin and wiped away the glob of ice cream.

      Someone call an ambulance. My heart just stopped beating.

      “Looks like you got a little something there,” he said. And then he lowered his voice and added, “Sneaking back for a free sample again, Cammie?” with twinkling eyes.

      Twinkling, I tell you. Twinkling! How could he still look at me like that?

      I was dumbfounded. Mostly the dumb part of that particular state of being—in the literal sense—because my ability to speak had apparently disappeared.

      He was so beautiful. So attractive and, hello, had the last four years been good to him or what? Broad shoulders. Chiseled jaw with stubble screaming at me to reach out and stroke it. His lips, his dark lashes, the scar on his nose from when he’d collided with a tree on his bike as a kid.

      “This is darling,” the southern woman’s voice said, startling me back to functionality once more.

      I blinked, staggering. My hand swept to my cheek but came up empty. Kyler was wiping his hand on the towel behind the counter and halfway through explaining a story I knew all too well.

      After the ice cream samples, he’d gotten his first job working here, stocking shelves and hauling stuff for Jeralyn. He’d snuck me in with him that first night. As far as I knew, Jeralyn never knew I’d come along—since they hadn’t had any surveillance.

      All the better, since Kyler and I had made out several times that night after he’d gotten the cereal and soups in their places.

      (He left out the kissing part of the story for the camera—along with the part about how we’d knocked down several cereal boxes and an entire row of granola bars in the heat of our kisses and had to return them to their places once more, laughing the entire time.)

      Kyler must have been thinking of the same thing because more pink patched over his cheeks, and his eyes caught mine for the briefest moment before he cleared his throat and strode back out to stand by Tube Top.

      “You worked here?” the girlfriend said in awe.

      Six years had passed since that night. Four years had passed since I’d ended our relationship. And seeing him now made breathing as difficult as inhaling dirt.

      The camera angled to me, and the interviewer with jet black hair pulled back in a rigid bun stepped past the counter as well, leaving Tube Top behind.

      “Is this an old friend? You look to be about the same age. Care to tell the world an insider’s view on who Kyler Holden really is?”

      She held the mic toward me, and they all looked at me as though expecting me to go along with whatever this was.

      Coming home always came with the possibility of bumping into him. I knew he’d moved to Nashville, but I couldn’t help it—I’d been hoping to see him again. To tell him the truth about what had happened that day four years ago. Maybe pick up where we left off.

      But I never thought our reunion would happen while he was dating someone else . . . or with a national audience.
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      They were still staring at me, waiting for my answer. What could I say?

      That Kyler and I used to date, and everyone in town thought we would get married the instant we graduated from high school? That I’d been in love with him since we were kids, and even though I’d ended things so we could date other people, those feelings had never really gone away?

      That, as impossible as it seemed, I’d been literally dreaming of a second chance with him—and those hopes were completely dashed the minute he walked in here with someone else?

      The mic in her hand lowered a fraction. The woman holding it lifted her stenciled brows—which were as dark as her hair—and glanced at Kyler and then back at me.

      “Sounds like we caught you at a bad time. Maybe we can get a rain check on that insider’s view.”

      She laughed and then turned back to Kyler.

      “Cammie is an old friend,” he said, smiling at the woman and then at Tube Top. “We grew up together.”

      “Cammie?” Tube Top stepped forward.

      Realization slipped into her startlingly brown eyes, and they narrowed a fraction before a forced smile smattered on her face. “Oh, is this Cambry?”

      Did that mean he’d told her about me?

      Her smile spread. “You’re the one who dumped Kyler right after high school?”

      And there it was.

      Tube Top laughed and roped her hand onto Kyler’s arm while his hand still held hers, as though she were staking some kind of claim. She lifted her chin and wedged herself closer to Kyler, all but stepping on his foot.

      “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Had she? Really? I wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or not.

      “An old girlfriend?” the interviewer said. Her interest made her too-thin brows bob upward. “I’d say we hit the jackpot. If you grew up with Kyler, then I’m sure you know all kinds of inside stories you could tell us.”

      “Which will have to wait for another time.” Kyler stepped in and motioned, signaling his desire for her to cut the feed.

      Tube Top didn’t miss a beat. She strode forward, her hand outstretched toward me. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Blake, Kyler’s girlfriend. And it sounds like we so need to talk.”

      A little laugh leaked out of my mouth, more from nerves than anything else.

      “Um, why?” I said.

      What could she possibly want to discuss with me other than threats to keep my mitts off her man? I preferred to pass on uncomfortable things like that.

      The two women chittered, laughing at my expense and bumping shoulders as though they were suddenly the best of friends. I stole a glance at Kyler whose mouth had gone slack.

      Apparently, this wasn’t what he’d planned on for his documentary or whatever this was.

      The sound of a bell tinkled behind the man holding the camera—which was still pointed at me—and then Jeralyn strolled into The Mercantile with a bag over one shoulder. She was tall, and her graying hair was tied into its typical braid down her back. My heart did a little flip at the sight of her.

      It was a comfort to know that some things never changed. She looked exactly the same as she did the last time I was here.

      “Oh, my goodness,” Jeralyn said. “I’d hoped no one would come in while I was gone. I had to slip out for the tiniest minute. Dave needed something, and you know—well, Kyler Holden, is that you?”

      “Hey, Jeralyn,” Kyler said, as charming as ever and looking just as relieved as I felt at having the attention of the camera directed elsewhere. “Hope you don’t mind we were filming in your store.”

      “Mind?” she laughed. “This place could use some publicity. Now get on over here and give me a hug.”

      He laughed and strode past the cameraman, opening his arms and pulling the older woman into an embrace. She squeezed and then stepped back again, readjusting the large blue grocery bag on her arm.

      “Let me get a good look.”

      Kyler smiled and opened his arms to her.

      She examined him with motherly interest and a slash of pride. “So grown up. You filled out nicely, didn’t you? Aren’t you some kind of country singer now?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Don’t mind us. Netflix wanted to do a mini-series on my life. I guess people want an inside look at who I really am or something.” He laughed as if this was some kind of joke, but then he scraped his hand behind his neck—a sure sign that he wasn’t as comfortable with this as he pretended to be.

      Could anyone else see that? I hadn’t seen him in years—was I still able to read him so easily? Or was it all in my head?

      “Well, they’re sure about to get a treat because you’re just one of the sweetest boys there are.” She beamed, patting his cheek. “You need me to say as much? Get over here, cameraman. Let me tell you all about Kyler Holden. Do you want to know what his family calls him?”

      The interviewer laughed, as did the cameraman. And I didn’t wait a minute longer. Slipping a twenty on the counter, with my box of tampons and cereal in hand, I snuck out of the door without any of them being the wiser.

      Too bad my heart couldn’t get off quite so easily.
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      I dropped the cereal off at Mom’s, and since The Elkhorn didn’t get the “dash” part of DoorDash, I had a few minutes to spare. Telling Mom I’d be back to help bring her stuff to the school, I booked it for Jo’s.

      My best friend, Jo Scott, lived about a mile out, between Bridgewater proper and the ski resort. Her daddy owned a ranch, and I told Siri to call her the second I got in the car.

      “What’s up?” Jo said. “Everything okay?”

      “Not at all!” I all but shouted into my phone’s speaker. Jo and I had been friends longer than Kyler and I had. I could be one hundred percent myself with her, and right now, I was one hundred percent freaking out.

      “Are you home? I need help.”

      “I got you. Chocolate. Pretzels. We could even bust into Dad’s stash of vodka.”

      “I’ll pass on the vodka, but everything else sounds great.” I slammed on the gas, following the road as it angled past the gas station. Hills peaked on both sides, and in the distance, a combine chugged its way through a half-barren corn field.

      I passed the road that would lead up to Belle Holden’s farmhouse and kept going until I reached the landmark I usually looked for when heading out to Jo’s house—a huge pair of rocks near the side of the road.

      Beyond those rocks, the end of her driveway was marked with tall posts and a swooping sign announcing the ranch’s name: Peaceful Pastures.

      Peace. That was what I needed right about now.

      I drove beneath the sign, following the familiar dirt road as it wound past acres of land until her father’s farm shop and the old homestead came into view. At least, it reminded me of an old homestead. I wasn’t sure how long the house had been here, but it was made of logs, like something from Little House on the Prairie.

      A green tractor was parked just outside the large shop, and when I pulled to a stop, the door swung open, and Jo stepped out of the tractor’s large cab that was at least ten feet up from the ground.

      “Cambry!” she called. “You’re here!”

      “You’re here, too!” I called, jogging over, excited to see my bestie.

      Like Kyler and me, Jo and I had grown up together. She and I had ridden our bikes on the canal roads between her dad’s farmland, driven her dad’s beat-up truck when we’d been in driver’s ed together, and had taken her horses out a heap of times on the trails leading through the trees near the end of her father’s property line.

      We’d had an epic childhood, full of freedom, fields, and farm life.

      Jo leaped down from the tractor’s tall steps and flung her arms around me. Her skin was warm, her brown curls were tied up on her head, and she smelled like diesel.

      “What are you doing here? What’s wrong?”

      “I just got into town,” I told her, feeling strangely shaky now that I was veering toward this particular confession. But if there was anyone who would understand how much seeing Kyler had affected me, it would be her.

      “Yeah?”

      “And I—” I glanced at the tractor. “I can’t stay long but—Are you supposed to be working? I don’t want to interrupt or anything.”

      “Dad just wanted me to bring the tractor in,” she said, tossing her hand toward the large machine. “No biggie. The hands all had four wheelers they had to bring in, so I said I’d do it.”

      Jo had driven tractors since she was tall enough to reach the pedals. So for her, this was, in fact, no biggie.

      Sound rumbled, and several four wheelers stirred up dirt on the road I’d driven in on. The sound grew louder, and eventually, the dust faded enough that I could see the machines coming our way. Each of them was driven by a man wearing a cowboy hat.

      Jo’s dad, John Scott, ran a tight operation, from what I knew. He had several ranch hands who lived in a bunk house on the property—and who had explicit instructions to stay away from his daughters.

      A fact that Jo, Ivy, and Camille loved to skirt as much as they could.

      Their youngest sister, Bailey, bore the worst brunt of their dad’s control since of his four daughters, she was the only one still in high school and, therefore, underage.

      “Mm,” Jo said, stopping to wave to the ranch hands as they passed. “I just love watching them go.”

      I stood with her and enjoyed the view as well. One of them revved the gas, rose up on his haunches, and spun a doughnut in the gravel, spitting up clouds of dirt before smiling at Jo and following the others around to the opening in the shop.

      “That’s Wyatt. He’s got my number,” she said, smirking.

      As if acting on that fact, she pulled out her phone, tapped out what I assumed to be a text, and then pocketed it once more.

      I couldn’t help smiling. Even though I hadn’t seen her since the last time I’d come home to visit before my parents’ divorce, she hadn’t changed. Jo had always been as boy-crazy as they came, which had always made her dad’s mandate that much more stringent. And of course, he’d had only girls, which made his protectiveness of his daughters that much more ironic.

      “Does your dad know?”

      “He better not.” She smiled and then nudged me with her elbow. “Come on. Tell me what’s up.”

      We strode across the gravel and up her porch steps to the swing situated at the far end. Jo sat first and I joined her like we’d done countless times before. Breakups, bad grades, broken hearts—they’d all been dissected and dealt with on this porch swing.

      “You’re kidding,” she said when I filled her in. “Blake? It makes me think of that line from You’ve Got Mail, about cocktail waitresses who don’t have last names.”

      Since that movie was a favorite of ours and one we’d watched regularly, I remembered Meg Ryan’s character mocking the way some women never used their last names.

      “Don’t tell me,” Jo went on. “She’s probably never ridden a horse in her life. And she doesn’t play guitar either. How did he even meet her?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “And I don’t want to.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      She raised a brow. “You’ve loved Kyler your whole life, and you have no interest in the woman he’s with now?”

      “None.”

      My heart was a full drum section rapping out a noisy cadence like the monkeys on Tarzan. Seriously—how could it pound like thunder and crackle in my chest?

      “Huh.” She folded her arms and sank back against the side of the swing, jerking it just a little.

      “I don’t, Jo,” I insisted, elbowing away obnoxious and nosy thoughts posing the same questions.

      I did NOT want to know anything about the woman who currently held his undivided attention.

      “Whatever you say.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Then tell me you weren’t hoping to get back together with him now that you’re home.”

      “I wasn’t,” I lied. “I didn’t even think he’d be here. I thought he lived in Tennessee or something.”

      That part was true enough. I had kept close tabs on him since he’d hit the mainstream media with his admittedly good music. Thanks to the gossip around town, I’d learned that he’d packed up and moved to Nashville after landing his record deal three years ago.

      The fact that he popped up in my dreams regularly, and that my heart couldn’t get over this hope of the stars somehow aligning and thrusting us back together again, was completely irrelevant.

      I’d imagined him being back in town at the same time I was.

      But with someone else? That hadn’t been part of the dream.

      Jo looked at me with a challenge in her green eyes. “So what’s the problem? Why the SOS call?”

      “It was just . . . embarrassing,” I said. “I mean, I’m on camera now with tampons in my hand and ice cream on my cheek. And the cheek touch.” I shivered, remembering the way his finger had been a battery charger to my nervous system the minute it had contacted my cheek.

      “So they like, recorded you? Don’t they have to get your permission or something before they can publish that?”

      “I—I don’t know,” I said. “Probably.”

      She opened her hands. “Problem solved. Just deny your permission. They’ll have to edit meeting you out and keep the focus on him and Miss Boobs.”

      I snorted. “How do you know she had boobs?”

      “Tube top? Female?”

      “Right.”

      I didn’t want to think about him with her. At all. In any way shape or form. I didn’t want to think about her form, either. Or him anywhere near her form.

      Ahem. Moving on.

      “Admit it,” she said. “You were hoping to get back with him.”

      “I—I was not.”

      “Cam.”

      Jo stared me down with that investigator eye she had. And I knew, just like I knew the time I’d told Brady Stanbridge she’d had a crush on him and she’d found out, that she could see right through me.

      I grimaced. “Okay. I was. Am.”

      Jo knew how devastated I was after I’d broken up with Kyler and realized that our friendship could never be the same. I’d hoped he could still be to me what he’d once been—that we could still listen to each other, have long talks, and hang out.

      But it was Kyler’s sister-in-law, actually, who’d told me how devastated he was when I’d broken things off between us. She’d kindly and openly pointed out how cruel it would be of me to break his heart and think I could still hold on to it.

      She’d been right. And I’d felt like a fool.

      So I’d let him go for good.

      But I think a deep part of me had never intended the “for good” part of things to last quite this long. I knew he’d probably dated other women. I mean, I’d dated other guys.

      Not that any of them had lasted long. There had always been one reason or another that kept me from clicking with any of them. Handsome, tall, sweet, kind, thoughtful, great kissers—they’d had many of these attributes.

      But they’d all lacked one simple thing. They weren’t Kyler Holden.

      “So what’s the plan?” she asked, kicking her feet against the wooden boards and swaying the swing we sat on.

      “Plan?”

      “To get Kyler back.”

      “Jo—”

      “Don’t you want him?”

      “Not if he’s with someone else.”

      She fluttered her lips. “You said girlfriend, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then if there’s no ring, he’s free game. What do you say? Shall Operation Win Kyler Back commence?”

      Her enthusiasm was contagious, and it answered the call inside my soul. Yes, it screamed, stamping its feet for good measure.

      You want him back! You want him back!

      “For the sake of keeping my options open,” I said, attempting to check my emotions and not let them run wild, “what did you have in mind?”

      She slapped my knee. “Are you kidding? Nothing! I’m just saying, you can’t give up. Not if he’s what you really want. I’d say we start with pickets, a booth where citizens of Bridgewater can vote for which girl they think he should be with. Maybe a concert where you sing to him.”

      “Singing is out,” I said, making an X across my neck.

      Anyone who’d ever heard me attempt to warble knew I sounded like a croaking frog on a summer night. Jo knew as much, which was probably why she suggested it. I’d have to be really desperate to stoop that low. I had as much pitch as a wobbly saw.

      From the pinch between her brows, I knew her thoughts were ticking.

      “Ooo, you know, we should really play the TV angle up. Maybe you and Tube Top can duke it out for him in a series of Mr. Beast-style challenges and winner takes all.” She leaned in, licking her lips. “And I mean all.”

      She winked.

      I swatted her shoulder. “I am not going to compete for him in front of a live audience.”

      But she brought up a good point. Just how long was he going to be doing this whole documentary thing? A documentary where his new girlfriend was right there by his side the whole time. Where he was showing the whole world how much she meant to him.

      Did I even stand a chance?

      I plunged my head into my hands. “I can’t do this, Jo. Maybe I should just let him go. He seemed happy.”

      My mind’s eye replayed the image of them holding hands. Of the way he’d gravitated toward her like he once had to me. A funny pressure pinched my air supply.

      “Did he though?” She tapped a finger on her chin, looking falsely contemplative. “I’d have to see to know for sure.”

      She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and a surge of panic flicked a switch in my chest.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Calling him.”

      “You can’t!”

      “Why not? He was my friend, too. I’ll say I heard he was in town and that I wanted to catch up again.”

      I gripped her phone and pushed it until it was sandwiched between her leg and my hand. “Jo. Don’t push this. I just needed . . . I just . . .”

      “Too much?” she said.

      Trembling, I nodded. “Yeah. But I appreciate that you’ve got my back.”

      She slid her hand free from mine, making me realize I still had her phone pinned to her leg. And she pinched my cheek.

      “I’ve always got you, babe. Now, we need to more subtly make sure Kyler’s always got you, too.”

      “Great,” I said, rubbing my face.

      I knew she meant well, but the longer we sat there, the more my doubts crept in. Was it possible to win him back after I’d so thoroughly broken his heart the first time?

      Or would it be better to let him move on in his life without me?
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      By the time I got back home, news about Kyler’s documentary had spread like spilled coolant. Mom was gushing about it as she handed me the bag with my burger and fries. The smell stirred my stomach, making my mouth water.

      “That nice boy who delivered our food said he saw Kyler. Is it true?”

      I stared at the brown paper sack and the few grease marks staining the bottom. My conversation with Jo wouldn’t leave me alone. Part of me considered ignoring Mom’s question or feigning sudden deafness, but from that raised eyebrow, I knew she wouldn’t let it go that easily.

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s true.”

      Mom exhaled and sank onto the chair, opening the wrappings around her burger. “I can’t believe he’s back in town, Cammie, and that he brought a girlfriend.”

      She sounded both sympathetic and worried. It was like she knew how much of a bombshell this news was to me.

      I wanted to put her at ease. Or maybe myself.

      Or both of us.

      “It’s okay, Mom. He’s allowed to date other people.” It was the whole reason I’d ended things with him in the first place.

      Or so I’d once thought.

      Lifting my burger to my mouth, I took a bite, savoring the blend of flavors. Mom chewed and eyed the large, open tote on the chair beside her. Her tattered Bingo game with its tombola visibly stuck out of the top.

      “I know that,” she said. “It’s just—I don’t think I ever quite got over the idea of you two. Since you were kids, it was always you and Hoss.”

      The sound of that name was a dart to the bullseye lodged beneath my ribcage. I nearly choked and had to cough and take a swig of water. That one word held far more weight than it should have.

      My fingers dug into the dining table. “Since when do you call him Hoss?”

      Sure, it was his nickname, but hearing Mom use it was like hearing her low-key use today’s slang. If she thought she could use it, then I called her bluff. I had never picked up on the name—for good reason. Why should she?

      She waved this off. “I’m around his sisters-in-law all the time at the school, and that’s what they call him.”

      That didn’t surprise me. The nickname had become the norm faster than Kyler or I ever expected. He was cool with it, but me? If anyone knew what it really meant, I’d never live it down.

      At least his brothers had stopped taunting me about it.

      We ate the rest of our meal mostly in silence. Well, our mouths were silent. My thoughts, on the other hand, were anything but.

      I couldn’t get over Jo’s notion of fighting for Kyler.

      How could I do anything like that? And would he even consider being with me again if I did?

      I had more important things to worry about. Like where I was going to work until I managed to land a teaching job. I had student loans crying for attention and would soon turn ravenous if I didn’t feed them.

      Once we finished eating, Mom and I cleaned up the wrappers. Without waiting for me to say anything else, she picked up her tote and headed for the door.

      Together, we hauled her supplies out to her car and then drove to the school, which had been built near the church. It was as small as you’d expect an elementary school in a town the size of Bridgewater to be, large enough to hold a handful of classrooms and to host a Happy-Meal-sized playground within a chain-linked fence.

      The parking lot was slowly filling up, but I knew once the carnival started, it would be completely packed. The late-August evening had cooled slightly, but the air was still warm enough. Grateful for the warmth, I grabbed Mom’s stuff, ready to haul it inside.

      Mom held the door for me and then led the way down the hall. The school smelled like fresh paint and new carpet, and I inhaled the clean scents. Since there had been no official elementary school here when I’d been a kid, I didn’t know my way around here like I would have otherwise.

      Thinking of that only brought on more memories of Kyler. He’d grown up in Burley and had come to Bridgewater when we were fourteen, when his parents had gotten a divorce.

      “Your classroom looks cute,” I said, gazing at the tiny desks and the collections of pumpkins in homage to the coming fall. “How is anyone this small?”

      I pulled out one of the chairs and squatted onto it. My legs had to bend a ridiculous amount just to manage it, and I stood up again almost immediately because it was so uncomfortable.

      I’d done my student teaching in a first-grade classroom near Pocatello and had often wondered the same thing. My heart pricked with sweet memories of those kids, of the fun moments we’d shared while reading picture books on the rug, while I’d helped them learn their letters and sounds.

      There was something so special about teaching small children. They were so pure, so innocent and sweet. It always made me think of how much Jesus loved children, too.

      “They’re cute, aren’t they?” She dug in her desk for a pair of scissors and then closed it with her hip. “Got ’em. Let’s go!”

      Chipper as always, Mom led the way back out into the hall and toward the gym. I knew she was completely thrilled to have a school this close. With the new housing that had gone up, including the townhouses the Holdens had built, there were quite a few new families who had moved in.

      Blue and white streamers dangled along the ceiling over our heads. One sign even had the words Back-To-School pieced together letter by letter along with decorative accents like dye-cut pencils and backpacks.

      The gym had a collection of activities for the kids to do, including a fishing booth with a tall sheet spread across a frame where kids could then toss their fishing pole over and receive a small prize clipped onto its end. Balloon animals, bean bag tosses, Plinko, and what looked like darts were all being set up.

      Mom meandered to a table beneath one of the basketball hoops that had been levered up out of the way and began to assemble her bingo cards and the tombola, along with her basket of prizes.

      One by one, kids and their families trickled into the gym until it was fairly packed with families lining up at the various games. The sound of chatter and laughter heightened, making it impossible to speak without raising your voice.

      Kids walked around carrying goodie bags full of plastic bracelets and other prizes from the games. Some had balloon animals. Others had full-sized balloons on strings tied to their wrists.

      “I forgot my water bottle,” Mom said after calling out the next row. “Could you dash to the cafeteria and grab some water for me?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Nodding to a few of the families I used to babysit for, I wove through gaggles of children waiting in lines for various activities toward the exit in the corner. I stopped to wait for a very pregnant Belle Holden who was holding a little girl’s hand on one side and pushing a stroller with the other.

      “Hey, Cambry,” Belle said, moving her stroller to the side to make room and displaying a rounded stomach in the process. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

      Her brown hair was tied back in a bun on top of her head, making it look like she had a spout.

      “Yeah, I just got here today,” I said, smiling.

      Belle had married Luke a few years before I broke up with Kyler. The two of them sure made cute kids. Their daughter had been a toddler with wiry brown curls the last time I’d seen her. Now, here she was with longer brown hair and the Holden nose.

      Moments later, Bex Holden joined us, holding hands with a blonde beauty who, like Belle’s daughter, was much bigger than she’d been the last time I’d seen her.

      My heart stopped. Because the difference was, I knew Bex’s kids. I’d babysat them for years.

      “Is that—Sophie?”

      Bex’s grin stretched. “It sure is,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “Oh, my gosh, it’s good to see you.”

      “You, too,” I said.

      I couldn’t help the smile that stole over my face. Since I grew up next door to where Bex and her first husband had lived, I watched Kody, Paisley, and Sophie all the time when they were little. It was crazy to think that this much time had passed. Sophie was so big now!

      Before I could say anything else, a girl with blonde curls walked into the gym. She was much taller than the little girl with an imaginary friend named Popsicle I used to know. This girl’s face had thinned. Her height had her reaching her mom’s shoulder, and I had to do a double take.

      “Oh, my gosh, Paisley?”

      Paisley raised her hand and gave a little smile. “Hi, Cambry.”

      “You remember me?” I said, pressing a hand to my heart. “Sophie probably doesn’t.”

      The smaller blonde sniffed and looked up at me, shaking her head. She held hands with a boy who was about five years old, and I suspected this was Tate, the boy Bex and Dawson had had together.

      I glanced around, wondering where Bex’s oldest, Kody, was. Then again, he was probably a teenager now, so of course he wouldn’t come to an elementary school carnival.

      “Cambry used to babysit you,” Bex said, nudging her youngest daughter, who was more interested in the balloon animals than me.

      Without answering, Sophie tugged her little brother toward the line where children held tube-like balloon dogs and flowers.

      “Sorry about that,” Bex said.

      “It’s fine,” I said. And it really was. Moments passed before Tate dashed back and clung to his mom’s leg.

      “And who’s this?” I asked, wanting to be sure.

      “This is Tate,” she said, rumpling the little boy’s blond hair.

      Sure enough, when he looked up at me, I saw how Holden he was as opposed to the traits Kody, Paisley, and Sophie shared. And call me crazy, but while he looked like his dad—Kyler’s brother Dawson—he looked a little like a miniature Kyler, which only made my stomach squirm.

      Blond hair. Blue eyes. Long lashes. He looked like the pictures of Kyler I’d seen from when he was a baby.

      “Hi, Tate,” I said. “I’m Cambry.”

      “Hi,” he said sweetly.

      “Tater, Cambry’s mom is your kindergarten teacher.”

      His eyes brightened at that. “She is?”

      “Yep, that’s my mom,” I said, peering around and looking for her so I could point her out.

      “Your mom is amazing,” Belle said, pushing her stroller forward and pulling it back in one quick motion. “She’s the best teacher.”

      “She is,” Bex said, brushing her blonde hair behind her shoulder. “We’ve had a few now, and your mom is the best kindergarten teacher any of my kids have had.”

      “Don’t let Mrs. Jenkins hear you say that,” I said, nodding my head at Gina Hansen and the former school teacher in conversation. Donna Jenkins had been the kindergarten teacher before Mom had gotten the job.

      The two women kept glancing in our direction—a sure sign that they were talking about one of us.

      Or all of us.

      “Mrs. Jenkins was okay,” Bex said. “But she kept getting after Kody for not sitting still. Honestly, boys aren’t meant to sit still when they’re so little. They’re better off running and playing than being stuck behind a desk.”

      “How old is Kody now?” I asked.

      “Thirteen,” Bex said.

      “You’re kidding.” While I figured as much, I still had a hard time picturing him that old. He’d been the boy who’d ridden his bike down the street, who’d played in the puddles when it rained, who’d helped me weed whenever he’d seen me outside doing the arduous task.

      “Nope, not kidding. He’s taller than Dawson—just sprouted like a weed and is the sweetest thing. You know all that flak that people give teenagers? Doesn’t apply to him.”

      “Not yet anyway,” Belle said, nudging her sister-in-law. “Don’t jinx it.”

      Bex laughed.

      “And does Rock have much to do with the kids at all?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t being too nosy.

      I wasn’t sure what had happened to him after Bex had caught him cheating and the two of them had gotten a divorce. He’d lived at their old house right next to ours for a while, but he moved away a few years ago.

      “Not really,” Bex said, “which is for the better. They consider Dawson their real dad anyway, so it all works out.”

      “He’s so good with them,” Belle said.

      I hoped my smile was genuine. Of all the Holden boys, Dawson had been my least favorite. He was too flippant for me. Maybe he’d given up acting so childish since marrying Bex.

      One could only hope.

      “That’s where Kody is tonight,” Bex said, beaming. “Getting a driving lesson.”

      “Driving? I can’t say I’m surprised. He’s a little young for that.”

      In Idaho, kids could take driver’s ed as young as fourteen, but he still had a ways to go until he was there. Even then, like Jo, if your parents farmed, chances were you were in a vehicle before then helping out as you could.

      “Not for working on the farm, he’s not. Colton already taught him how to drive a tractor. Anyway, good to see you.” Bex gave me another hug.

      “You, too,” I said, hugging her back and waving as she walked away.

      My stomach growled, reminding me of my mission. It’d been at least ten minutes since Mom had sent me to get her water. While trying to politely excuse myself, Belle caught me with another question.

      “How long are you in town?” she asked, watching Tate as he dashed to join Paisley and Sophie in line for the balloon animals.

      The toddler in the stroller began to cry, and she bent toward him, though her pregnant belly made that difficult. Reaching for his sippy cup, she placed it back on his stroller’s tray.

      My heart went out to the little one. I’d always loved babies. I’d always been the one holding all the babies in church. Toddlers were just as fun. They were so silly, so playful, so full of life. It was probably hard for him to sit in that stroller while he saw so many other kids running around having fun.

      “I’ll be in town for a while,” I said, thinking of Kyler and trying not to. “I need a job and⁠—”

      Belle gasped and rested a hand on her stomach, straightening so her belly stuck out toward the toddler in the stroller. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Are you okay?”

      A line appeared between her brows. “What?”

      “Your—you—” I gestured to her stomach, not sure what to say. With her sudden difficulty moving, I’d worried she was in pain or something.

      Apparently not.

      Belle rested her hand on her belly and then waved her hand. “Of course. I’m fine. Sorry, it’s just, you gave me an idea.”

      “What kind of idea?”

      The kids came over, screaming and squealing over their new balloon animals, which then riled up the toddler in the stroller. They made so much noise, I could hardly hear Belle. She went on without breaking a sweat, and I got the impression she was patient as far as motherhood went.

      Belle clutched my arms with both of her hands. “I need a babysitter. This isn’t the easiest pregnancy, and I could use some help around the farmhouse since I can hardly keep up with these two. Luke is helping Colton drive truck, and that makes it hard to have his help while he’s in harvest so late every night. What do you say?”

      “You mean—watch them once in a while?”

      She worried her lip. “It would be more like a nanny situation. You’d come live with me and help me with all the things. Cooking. Cleaning. Watching my kids. I’d pay you well, and I just . . . I really need the help. It’s miracle enough that I was able to get out to come here tonight at all. You must be a Godsend.”

      A clamp pressed around my stomach, folding it over on itself. If the circumstances were any different, I’d be all over this without a second thought. I needed something to do and some way to earn money while I sent out feelers for teaching jobs.

      But being at Belle’s while Kyler finished filming his documentary? He wasn’t living there while he was visiting, was he? The Holden boys had built their mom a new house. He was probably staying with her.

      Or at The Frontier Inn.

      How often would he go to his brother’s house, really? The Holdens were close. Chances were, he’d visit often.

      I could hear Jo shouting at me to do it. Wasn’t the plan to steal him from his non-bimbo?

      All was fair in love and war. And he might be dating her, but there were no rings on any fingers yet. Not theirs, anyway.

      Even as I had these thoughts, regret wormed its way through me. Could I really do that? Fight for him like that?

      What if he was happy with her?

      I couldn’t. After all I’d done to hurt him already, I couldn’t accept this job offer with any other motive than to help Belle. And I really did want to help her.

      “What about a daycare or something?” I asked.

      I didn’t want to sound uninterested, but I had to know.

      “There aren’t any in Bridgewater. And if there were, I’d have to get the kids there. Too much work. It’s why I’m not asking Luke’s mom to help. I’d rather have someone who can live with us and help me so the kids can be in their own space and nap in their own beds.”

      I could understand that. In that case, I could bring the daycare to her doorstep.

      It would be nice to know what to expect as far as Kyler was concerned, though.

      “If you’re not sure, it’s totally okay,” Belle said, her face falling.

      “It’s not that,” I said, coming to my senses. “I’d love to help. I love kids, and yours are adorable.”

      She smiled, only to have it falter again. “Then what’s the problem?”

      Could I trust Belle with my feelings? I’d never talked
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