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Dedication


To my children, Hunter and Rylie.


You are the best gift I ever received and my greatest joy.


I love you.




Chapter One



VALERIE WILLIS REACHED for a bottle of Merlot, located on the highest shelf of Hall’s Market, and cursed the shelves’ discrimination against short people. Just barely over five feet, she had a step stool at home for when she needed something high, but out in public, it was like the world conspired against her.

She’d walked to the end of the aisle, trying to get someone’s attention, but the only person who’d acknowledged her had been one of the checkers, and all she’d gotten from her was a look of disapproval.

It was no secret that the people of Rock Canyon thought the Willis sisters were trashy, despite the fact that their father ran a successful law firm and was a former Rock Canyon mayor and state representative. They came from a very wealthy family with connections in high places and yet none of that had saved Val’s older sister, Caroline, from being called a “man-stealer” when she’d barely hit eighteen, or her younger sister, Ellie, from picking up a wild reputation. Val had thought she’d escaped small-town life with barely a dent, but all it had taken was a very high-profile, public divorce, and she became the worst of “those Willis girls.”

Now, she half-wondered if people were standing around the corner with video cameras, watching her struggle for kicks, but decided that no one would be that petty.

Just as she was about to start climbing shelves, a voice behind her asked, “Do you need some help with that?”

Val spun around in surprise and came face-to-face with a very impressive chest under a dark gray shirt. Slowly, her eyes traveled up over the wide expanse of shoulders and a smooth, square jawline that would tempt even the sanest woman to stroke it. When her eyes passed the wide grin to meet amused golden brown eyes, her brain had a severe malfunction.

It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen Justin Silverton around town since moving back, but it was the first time they’d actually said a word to each other in ten years. Not since that night at the high school. That night was one of a handful of unforgettable memories that still made her smile, but that was all he was: a nice memory.

She had to crane her neck to look up at him. Had he always been so tall?

“Valerie? You okay?” Justin asked, that one lone dimple in his left cheek hypnotizing her.

She had been asking herself that question since she’d moved back to town a year ago, holing up like a hermit with only her dog for company. She’d been trying to avoid her father, the people in town, and any man between the ages of 25 and 45, but she had to come out sometime.

The man in front of her was definitely in the to-be-avoided category. Not only had he made her lose her head ten years ago, but it was because of him that she’d spent her last two years of high school in an all-girls school.

Okay, so it wasn’t actually Justin’s fault her dad hated his guts and had wanted her as far away from him as possible, but still, a man like that was dangerous. She’d been with men, had experienced some crazy nights since, but the one night they’d hung out always crept up on her at odd times. She’d been a young woman taking her first big rebellious leap, and he’d been on leave from the Marines, just passing time. The attraction had been instantaneous, like the flick of a lighter, and obviously there was still a spark or she wouldn’t be standing there like an idiot, speechless.

The concern on his face broke through her dumbstruck daze. “Sorry, Justin, I guess I need coffee this morning.” His gaze shifted to the Local Bean Coffee Shop cup in her cart and she amended, “More coffee.”

“Gotcha.” He stepped up next to her and the smell of his cologne was intoxicating. She caught herself before she leaned right in and buried her nose in his chest, but it was a close call.

Why was she acting like a lust-filled Pepé Le Pew?

A few reasons popped into her head, the first being that Justin was grade-A hot male and completely worthy of her drool. Another had to do with the fact that it had been almost two years since she’d slept with anyone. The last reason was that of all the guys in Rock Canyon, Idaho, Justin had been the only one ever to treat her like more than Mayor Willis’s daughter or one of “those Willis girls.”

“Is this the one you want?” Justin pulled down the bottle she’d been trying to reach and held it out to her.

Clearing her throat, she took it with a smile, hoping he couldn’t read the crazy on her face. “Thanks. I couldn’t find a bag boy, and I’m too vertically challenged for the high shelf.”

“Not a problem. You got a hot date?” he teased.

“No!” Realizing she had almost yelled the word, she wanted to smack herself, just haul off and whack her own cheek, but then he’d really think she was nuts. Dates led to relationships, which led to marriage, and from there ... well, she’d already been down that road. “Sorry. No, it’s just for me.”

“That’s a shame.” He tapped the bottle and added, “That’s a nice bottle of wine. It should be shared with someone, especially with how cold it’s been lately.”

It was true. They were having record low temperatures this year, some days not even reaching ten degrees, and with nights below zero. If there had been someone in her life, it would have been the perfect plan, but the last thing she wanted was a man. She was enjoying her uncomplicated life, and thankfully, the more she hibernated, the more her father ignored her. Life was never good when Edward Willis came up with one of his evil public-appearance schemes.

Finally getting her bearings, she smiled. “Maybe I’ll call my sister, then. See if she wants to help me drink it.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I meant—”

“I know what you meant, but I’m not dating.” It came out sharper than she’d meant, but she wasn’t ready. Hell, she didn’t know if she’d ever be ready again.

Justin stared at her like he was trying to Vulcan mind meld with her and it brought her back to who she’d been before she’d been sent away, before she’d married Cole and spent three years of her life miserable and lonely. That girl had been wild and reckless and it was painful to wonder how things might have been different if only ...

If only she hadn’t been born Valerie Willis and Justin hadn’t been Fred Silverton’s son.

It was no secret how her father felt about Fred Silverton and his sons. She didn’t know the details of what had gone down between them, but apparently, Fred’s drinking had screwed up a deal Edward was trying to make with a big farming outfit. It was supposed to be a win/win situation, but when the deal fell through, Edward had called Fred a drunken waste of space and had tried to convince his daughters that Fred’s sons were no different.

If her father hadn’t discovered her missing that night ten years ago and watched by the window for her return, he might never have known who had dropped her off. Seeing her and Justin together was all it had taken for her dad to go off on a full rampage and pack her off to that convent of a school.

Val almost snorted out loud. Like that had really kept her out of trouble.

She realized how long she’d let the silence stretch between them, and felt bad when she caught Justin’s expression. It wasn’t his fault she’d made a mess of her life and he didn’t deserve her snapping at him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” Val said, placing the bottle in her cart.

He hesitated before he spoke, as if he was weighing his response. “It’s okay, I was just teasing you. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

His face had taken on a blank quality she hated. “It’s not you—”

“It’s you.” He gave her a small nod. “I get it. Hey, enjoy the wine.”

He walked down the aisle toward the checkout and Val called, “Thank you” after him, but he just kept walking like he hadn’t heard her.

Grabbing her cart, she turned it angrily and muttered to herself, “You are such an idiot.”

“I beg your pardon?” Val looked up to find she’d almost crashed into Mrs. Andrews, and by the look on the older woman’s face, she was not happy about it.

“I was talking to myself, Mrs. Andrews.”

“Oh, so you’re insane as well as immoral. It seems to run in the family. I thought for a while there that Eleanor would have learned from the mistakes of her sisters, but from her latest antics, that seems to be too much to expect. “Mrs. Andrews’s tone was cutting, and Val felt every slice. “Now, can you please move your cart?”

She knew coming back to this town had been a mistake, but she couldn’t leave Eleanor, who had gone by Ellie since she was a toddler. Val had never been lily white, especially in college, but she had never been reckless either. Her little sister was heading down a dangerous road, and no matter what Val said about it, Ellie just shrugged her off. Val had watched their older sister almost destroy herself trying to escape their father’s stranglehold, and Ellie didn’t have Caroline’s strength. Beneath all her dramatics, Ellie was just a sweet kid who had lost her way.

She knew all three of them had bad reputations, but she’d seen the way “nice” girls got bullied and taken advantage of. Aside from some weakness where her father was concerned, at least no one would ever take advantage of her. People could believe what they wanted, but she would never be a victim.

However, just because the whole town thought Val was an adulterous slut, it didn’t mean she was going to take their abuse without fighting back. Especially when that venom encompassed her sisters.

Edward Willis hadn’t raised weaklings, after all.

“Mrs. Andrews, I don’t like your tone or appreciate your insults. And to be honest,” Val lowered her voice for dramatic effect, “I find your top offensive. Your tatas are about to pop out.”

In reality, the top wasn’t immodest in the least, but Val felt the warmth of satisfaction when the woman huffed and moved around her. She hoped the cranky old bat went home immediately and burned it.

But her triumph was short-lived as she made it to the end of the aisle and passed a woman with a car seat in her cart. Peeking inside, she saw a pink blanket and the sweet face of a sleeping baby.

Val’s stomach twisted with envy as she turned down the next aisle. It happened every time she saw a pregnant woman or a small child, and the reality of what she’d never have came back to haunt her.

Before she’d married Cole, she’d always imagined having a large family: three or four kids and a loving husband. But after trying for their whole marriage with nothing to show for it, Val had gone to her OB/GYN for answers.

“Valerie, I’ve looked at the tests, the ultrasounds, and the blood work. You have something called polycystic ovary syndrome. As of right now, I see no cysts, but your testosterone and sugar levels are high, which combined with your infertility helped me to diagnose it. This disease makes it very difficult to get pregnant without fertility drugs.”

She’d asked for percentages, read everything she could find on it, and even cut sugar out of her diet. When none of that worked, she’d asked Cole to go to the doctor too, just to check his sperm count. He’d been furious with her at the suggestion and refused.

“We already know who the problem is.”

For two months, tensions grew between them, while Val tried everything to save their marriage. She had been open to adoption, but Cole had nixed that idea.

“If I’m going to raise a child, it’ll be my child.”

She’d just wanted a family.

She had been heartbroken over the discovery that she would never know what it felt like to have her child move inside her for the first time. That she wouldn’t get to hear its heartbeat or look into its face and see herself there.

This is why you need to avoid leaving the house.

Val grabbed a package of premade cookie dough and decided that the rest her grocery shopping could wait. Right now, she wanted to be home, alone, without any catty townspeople, adorable newborns, or men who could make a grown woman turn to mush with just a glance.

“HEY, WHAT’S THE matter with you? You’re acting like Dad kicked your dog or something.”

Justin had his head under the hood of their old farm truck, so he had no idea why his brother thought he was acting like anything. “I’m just working on the truck.”

“Yeah, but you’re slamming tools and jerking around. What happened? You lose another bet?”

Justin pulled up from what he was doing and gave his brother a level look. “No. I am concentrating. That’s it.”

“Fine, I was just trying to help.” Everett’s wide grin made the scarred side of his face more distinctive. The red, puckered flesh had been healed for several years but still drew the eye. He was a strong man and sported the same square jaw and light brown eyes as Justin, but that wasn’t what strangers noticed first. They noticed the scars.

Everett had been finishing his second tour in Afghanistan when a roadside bomb had taken out his Humvee. After trying to save his friend, he’d ended up in a military hospital with third-degree burns along the left side of his face and neck and damaged hearing. His friend hadn’t survived.

Still, the townsfolk of Rock Canyon looked at Everett as a hero. They didn’t know about his nightmares, though, or the severe PTSD that had cost him his wife, Melanie. By the time he’d come back to Rock Canyon, he’d been seeing a counselor for six months and signed up for classes online. Now he divided his time between his nonprofit organization for military personnel just returning home and helping his dad on the ranch.

Everett was the reason Justin had joined the Marines in the first place, but while his brother had been in infantry, working his way up the ranks, Justin had scored so high on the ASVAB that he had been able to practically choose his assignment. A guy he’d met in basic had chosen a tech position and been stationed in Japan, but Justin hadn’t wanted to sit in front of a computer all day; he had spent his whole life working outside and couldn’t imagine being cooped up.

He’d chosen to be a mechanic—a trade he could take with him when he got out. He wasn’t like Everett, who would have been a lifer, although he had stayed in longer than he’d originally planned. He’d only planned on staying in for the minimum enlistment period, but when most of his unit had decided to reenlist, so had he.

He’d wanted the education and the benefits because without them, the only thing he was going to end up doing was working the farm and taking care of his dad when he got too drunk to stand on his own. But as the years went by, it became more about doing the right thing for his country.

Justin’s mouth twisted grimly. He’d left home at eighteen to escape the life of a farmer and twelve years later, he was right back where he’d started. He could have left any time, if he’d really wanted to, but he couldn’t turn his back on the only family he had. In spite of the times his dad let his demons get the best of him, he was a good man and father.

He was just a stubborn son of a bitch.

“You seem more pensive than usual,” Everett said, handing him a beer as he sat down on one of the stools in the garage.

Justin grinned as he popped the top and took a swig. “Trying to psychoanalyze me, brother?”

“You kidding me? I don’t want to delve any deeper in that head of yours.” Everett tipped his beer up again and wiped his mouth. “Who knows what I’d find?”

“Nothing terribly complicated up here.” Justin tapped the side of his head for emphasis, despite the image of one extremely complicated woman that he couldn’t seem to forget.

He’d seen Valerie Willis around town a few times since she’d moved back, but today at Hall’s Market had been the first time he’d really talked to her. Rumor had it she’d cheated on her ex-husband, Cole Channing, a real up-and-comer in politics, and after he’d divorced her, she’d come home to ride out the scandal. It was hard for Justin to reconcile the Valerie he remembered with the cold, heartless bitch the townspeople portrayed her as.

But wasn’t there a grain of truth to every rumor? People changed a lot in their early twenties, and it was entirely possible that the Valerie he’d met ten years ago was gone. That Val had been beautiful and wild, like a bobcat he’d once seen running across a meadow.

She’d been up for anything: from their first kiss to streaking across the Rock Canyon High School football field. Afterward, he’d dropped her off and kissed her good night, asking if he could see her again. He hadn’t even slept with her, but the little spitfire sure had gotten under his skin. He could still remember the taste of her strawberry lip gloss as she’d kissed him one last time, whispering “yes” as she ran for the side of her house.

But when Justin had gone by her house to see her the next day, her dad had told him Val was gone and that he didn’t want Fred Silverton’s son anywhere near his daughter.

It had stung that she’d left without telling him, but Justin had finally figured out that their night had meant more to him than her. He’d moved on and gotten over what could have been.

Until today, when he’d gone and made an ass of himself, insinuating she should share her bottle of wine with him. When had he become a desperate idiot who needed to chase after a woman who clearly wanted nothing to do with him?

“Hey, are you listening to me?”

Justin realized Everett had been talking. “Sorry, man.”

“What is up with you? Is it girl problems?” Everett asked, his smirk lifting up the good side of his face.

He returned his brother’s smile, but there was no way he was going to talk about his epic strike-out with Valerie. His brother would have a field day with that one.

“I’m fine. What’s up?”

“We need to do something about Dad,” Everett said, picking at the label of his beer.

Justin sighed. It felt like they had this conversation every couple of weeks, but there never seemed to be a good solution. Their dad’s alcoholism was a huge point of contention between them.

Everett wanted to find an alcohol treatment center that would take their dad without his consent, but Justin thought that if it wasn’t his choice, nothing they tried to do would help.

“Come on, Rett. He’s got to do it for himself.”

“I don’t like the way he looks lately. He’s pale, and I swear he’s lost a good twenty pounds. A couple times he’s been helping me and then suddenly he clutches his stomach, and when I try to help, he waves me off and heads for the house. I think there’s something really wrong, but if I suggest he go get checked out, he’s going to tell me to mind my own business.”

Justin had also noticed their dad seemed to be dropping weight. “I’ll mention to him that he looks like shit and see what he says. Who knows, maybe he’ll agree to go; miracles happen every day.”

“Well, I can’t ask for more than that,” his brother said, setting his empty beer bottle on the workbench. “I better go tend to my chores. See you later.”

Justin shook his head to clear it and said, “Yeah, see ya.” Finishing his beer, he turned up the radio and the heater, his breath still fogging in front of him.

“Thank you for listening to the Kat, and stay tuned, because we are stocked up with prizes to help you make it through this Valentine’s Day. For all you lucky people out there who already have Valentines, or at least someone in mind, stay tuned for your next chance to win tickets to see Brad Paisley, February 14th! Just listen for Brad’s ‘Little Moments’ to win.” Kat Country DJ Callie Jacobsen called out through the speakers, and Justin’s ears perked up. He’d tried to get tickets to that show, but they’d sold out so fast, he’d been shit out of luck. “And for all of you singles, how would you like to win an all-inclusive weekend vacation to the place where perfect matches are made? Just listen for this jingle ...”

VAL STOOD IN front of her stove stirring in the powdered cheese packet of her mac and cheese while her English bulldog, Gus, sat at her feet, licking his monstrous chops.

“This is my lunch, Gus-man. Your belly is starting to drag.”

The dog whimpered and pawed at her with his short front leg, his brown eyes begging for her to share. She loved her dog, a gift from Cole for her twenty-third birthday, and she had fought hard to keep him during the divorce. Cole had wanted Gus for breeding but had finally relented when she’d let him have her Porsche. It was a silly car to have, especially in winter, and Gus was worth it. She’d had his sperm collected, since he did have champion lines, and neutered him.

She was just pouring the milk into the saucepan when there was a pounding on her front door and she sloshed it all over the counter.

“Crap.”

Whoever it was, they were knocking so hard it was shaking the door of her comfortable little ranch house. It couldn’t compare to the huge mansion she’d lived in with Cole, but the house actually felt like a home and not a prison. She hurried to the door and swung it wide open, ready to give whoever it was a piece of her mind.

Ellie stood on her doorstep with three suitcases and a woebegone expression. Val’s heart sank.

“What happened?”

“Nothing, Dad’s just overreacting. Again.” Ellie hefted up one of the bags and gave Val her best pleading look. “Can I stay with you for a while? Please?”

Val groaned and leaned her head against the doorjamb. She loved her sister, but she was five years younger than Val, and instead of going off to college somewhere, she’d decided to just take classes at the local junior college, where she was barely passing and spent more time skipping class than going. Her friends were the troublemakers in town, and Val did not want them coming over all the time, wrecking her house and pissing her off.

Standing firm, Val laid down the law. “Rules first.”

“Come on, Val, it’s freezing,” Ellie whined, making her usual dark beauty dim a little in Val’s mind. Her sister had definitely gotten their mother’s body, with curves to make a man sweat, but she wasn’t as mature as she looked.

“Rule number one: pick up after yourself. I am not a maid.”

“Fine. Sure. Hurry up,” Ellie pleaded, hopping from one UGG-booted foot to the other.

“Number two: your little friends are not allowed in the house when I’m not here.”

“God, you really need to get laid,” Ellie said, but when Val started to shut the door, she yelled, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Yes! No friends over when you aren’t home.”

Val stepped back and Ellie started dragging her bags in, kissing Val’s cheek on her way. As she started down the hallway, Val remembered one last thing. “And no men in this house. This is a man-free zone.”

Her sister muttered something Val couldn’t hear, but she let it go. Her sister could think she was being an uptight prude all she wanted, but Val believed her attitude was more about self-preservation.

Looking down into Gus’s smushed face, she frowned. “Did I make the right choice?”

Gus growled, and Val had to agree with him.



Chapter Two



“THIS IS HAROLD the Great and you are listening to Kat Country. That was Florida-Georgia Line and their song, ‘Stay.’ Now I know some of you are waiting for your chance to win Brad Paisley tickets and I promise we’re gonna do this in the next hour, so stick around.”

Justin sighed as he pulled his truck out of the driveway. He’d been listening all day for those tickets and he had a feeling he was going to miss the song.

He was on his way to Buck’s Shot Bar to meet up with his best friend, Jared, and his wife, Stephanie. Usually he didn’t mind being a third wheel; it had been that way since Jared had first seen Steph freshman year and had fallen head over heart for the green-eyed spitfire. Most people said in this day and age high school sweethearts couldn’t make it together, but Jared and Steph were the exception.

Lately, though, he’d been envious of their relationship, wanting someone of his own who knew his habits, could finish his sentences. It sounded cheesy as hell, but it was the kind of thing his mother had talked about when she was alive.

His parents had been happy and in love for most of his childhood, up until he was twelve. His dad had made a bad investment and had had to risk everything to save the farm. His mother had wanted to sell it, take the money, and live modestly, but his father was firm; the farm had been in his family for generations and he wasn’t going to sell. Ever.

The night of their last big fight, his mother had gone to stay at a hotel. The roads had been slick, and the police figured she’d hit a patch of black ice. It was hours before another driver saw her car overturned, and by the time any rescue attempts were made, she was already gone. The doctors said she’d died on impact, but Justin had always thought they were just trying to make her husband and sons feel better.

A few months after her death, Edward Willis had started visiting their ranch often, and for a while, his dad had been in good spirits. Then one night, he and Everett had heard them screaming at each other. Justin had overheard most of it. Edward had called Fred a “stupid, drunk lowlife who’d ruined everything.” Fred had screamed that Edward was an “uppity prick with a stick up his ass.” It wasn’t until they’d started throwing punches that Everett had stepped between them, breaking up the fight, despite Fred’s orders for his son to mind his own business. It had taken more than a tap on the chin to get their dad to stop struggling. After Edward had peeled out of their gravel driveway, Fred had continued to rage, and it had taken both of them to get their dad upstairs and calm him down.

Though Justin had missed his mom, his dad had taken her death the hardest. Justin had tagged along with Everett for the next two years, picking his dad up from whatever bar he’d managed to close down.

When Everett had announced he was joining the Marines after high school graduation, his dad had been accepting and proud. Justin had figured it was because the two had butted heads at every turn, but he’d known Fred had still worried.

So, at barely fourteen, Justin had followed in his older brother’s footsteps, riding his bike into town and driving his dad home when he was too bombed to function. He’d never gotten caught for driving without a license, but hell, he’d been driving their old truck on the farm since he was twelve. Still, as soon as he turned fifteen, he was at the DMV, taking his test. For the next three years, he’d skipped out on dates, hanging with his friends, and even prom to pick up his dad.

But when Justin had announced his own intentions to enlist, his dad had exploded about being abandoned and had even tried to bargain with him.

“If you want to go to college, I could probably swing it. You could take some Ag and business courses here and—”

“When are you going to realize, I don’t want this life?” For the first time in his seventeen years, Justin had stood up and gotten mad, clenching his fists as he yelled, “I don’t want to work this run-down piece of dirt until I lose everything and end up a bitter old drunk like—”

His dad had taken a swing at him, but because he was already halfway through a bottle, he’d been unbalanced. Though shocked, Justin had avoided the right hook and could only watch as his dad fell over the coffee table and hit the floor. After a moment’s hesitation, Justin had picked him up and helped him to his room to sleep it off. He hadn’t mentioned leaving again until the week he was scheduled to report to recruit training.

“What am I gonna do without you, boy?” his dad had whispered. Stone cold sober, instead of being angry, his father had seemed disappointed and sad, but Justin was resolute. He wanted to be anything but a farmer, and if a college education and a trade could do that for him, it was worth it.

After Justin had left, Jared started working for Fred, helping Silverton Farms become a profitable business again. But once Jared got his teaching license and left, the business manager he’d hired to help out had rubbed Fred wrong.

Justin had been in the Marines eight years, finishing up his third tour when he’d gotten a letter from his dad begging him to come home and help out. After what had happened to his brother, he had been planning to get out anyway, but when the letter came, he knew it was the right thing to do.

Thinking it was just going to be a few months, he’d agreed. But four years later, he now had a mechanics license to work on tractors, a bachelor’s degree in business, and a small two-bedroom on the east side of the property. It hadn’t taken him long to get wrapped up in the farm’s success. Even when Everett had brought up finding a new business manager, giving him the opportunity to escape the chains of the farm, he hadn’t taken his chance. After all the work he’d put in, turning the farm over to a stranger had just seemed wrong.

Funny how the old saying “All roads lead home” was especially true in his case.

Kat Country’s night DJ, Harold, broke through Justin’s deep thoughts as he announced the ten-day forecast and then, suddenly, Brad Paisley’s voice sang out through his speakers.

Remembering the radio contest, Justin pulled over. He grabbed his phone and dialed the number, waiting impatiently as it rang.

“Come on. Come on.”

Harold came over the line.

“Winner! Winner! Who do I have on the line?”

“It’s Justin Silverton.” His normally deep voice sounded almost squeaky to his ears; he’d never won anything.

“Well, Justin, you’ve won two front-row tickets to see Brad on Valentine’s Day in Boise. Do you have a special girl you’re planning on taking?”

“Not yet, Harold.” Justin grinned, thinking it wouldn’t be hard to find a date for a concert, even on Valentine’s Day. And if worse came to worst, he could always take Everett.

“All right. Hang on, man, and we’ll get some information from ya.”

Justin held the line until Harold came back and took his name, address, and phone number. He hung up feeling good and pulled back onto the road, the drive going by faster as his brain considered potential dates. But one face stuck out in particular. A face that held a pair of dark brown eyes and pale, creamy skin.

You heard what she said, idiot. She’s not dating, especially not a man her uptight daddy can’t stand the sight of.

Valerie Willis would never agree to go out with him; he might as well push her from his mind before he made himself crazy.

VALERIE WAS SITTING on the couch, scrolling through the satellite channels while Gus panted beside her, when she heard her sister’s door open. Without turning around, she called, “Hey, you wanna watch a movie? Your choices are a scary stalker movie on Lifetime, a Katherine Heigl movie on HBO, or—”

“Sorry, but I’m heading out,” Ellie said, cutting her off.

Val turned to look at her sister—and the lingerie she called clothing—and resisted the urge to yell.

“You should probably just take the shirt off; it’s not like they can’t see the whole thing anyway.” Val shouldn’t have said it, but geez, it was eighteen degrees outside, and Ellie was wearing a white crocheted sweater with a black bra beneath, showing patches of skin through quarter-sized holes. Her ripped jeans were skintight with boots pulled over the skinny legs. Even in her heyday, Val had never been so obvious.

Ellie rolled her hazel eyes and flipped her hair. “Whatever; don’t wait up.”

Val called after her sister’s retreating back, “Uh, no. Where are you going and when will you be back? I don’t want to worry about you.”

Ellie spun around, exasperated. “Oh, come on! I left one dictator, I don’t need another.”

Val took a breath and counted to ten as she stood up, walking around the couch to stand in front of her sister, who was only a few inches taller but whose frame made her seem bigger. She envied her sister’s curves. Val barely filled a B cup, and with short legs and narrow hips, she definitely lacked back.

“I’m not trying to control you, Ellie. You’re an adult, but if you’re staying with me, I need to know you’re safe.”

“I’ll call you. We’ll probably just go to Buck’s or something,” Ellie said, her tone turning screechy with irritation.

Val wished she could explain why she was so overprotective, but that would drag up all kinds of dark memories better left buried. The best she could do was say, “Thanks for letting me know. Just send me a text once in a while so I know you aren’t lying dead in a ditch, okay?”

“No prob.” Ellie gave Val a brief hug, and when they pulled back, she asked, “Do you want to come? It would be good to get you out of this old-lady funk you seem to be enjoying.”

Val changed her voice to a high-pitched, shaky tone, mimicking an old woman. “Back in my day, missy, I could have taught you a thing or two about being bad.”

“Then come on, Granny, lets party. I promise fun.” Ellie’s gaze traveled over Val’s yoga pants, bulky sweater, and slippers, frowning. “You have to change, though.”

Val laughed and shoved her sister toward the door. “Get out of here. And be safe.”

“I’ll help you get your groove back, Val, just wait and see.”

Ellie grabbed a puffy jacket and slammed the door behind her, making Val wince as a few of her knickknacks teetered on the edge of breaking.

Had she really become grandma-ish, watching the world pass her by? She was only twenty-six, but some days she felt like she was fifty.

As she sat back down on the couch and flipped through the channels again, she tried to remember the last time she’d cut loose and had fun. It was depressing how far back she had to go to find a memory. Sure, she’d been a partyer in college, until she’d met Cole her senior year at Boise State, but if she were being really honest with herself, the best memory she had from her wild days was the night she’d spent with Justin Silverton.

She’d been turning seventeen a few days later and her friends had found out about a party down by the river. She’d waited for her dad to go to sleep and crawled out of the window, just like Caroline had. Val had snuck out quite a few times with her older sister, but the thrill of doing it by herself had been a new high.

There had been four of them. Thea Andrews had managed to get around her overbearing mother only to offer to be the designated driver. Val had bumped into Thea since being back in town, and Thea had become exactly who her mother had wanted her to be: the perfect wife and mother. Everything Val wasn’t.

Pushing back the thought, Val concentrated on that night. Charlene Hamilton and Hope Reynolds—now Weathers, after marrying Officer Sam Weathers—had sat in the back, giggling and singing loudly, already drunk on half a bottle of vanilla vodka and Coke, and Val had joined them.

By the time they’d arrived, she’d had a good buzz on, and when someone let out a catcall as they walked by, she had turned to find a group of guys drinking beer by the side of a blue lifted pickup. Val had switched directions to say hi, with Charlene and Hope giggling behind her and Thea hissing something. Val hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything except one guy with broad shoulders, leaning against the truck. She could tell he was watching her approach and it had thrilled her.

“What are you guys doing?”

“We were getting ready to take off until we saw you walk up,” one guy she recognized as Thea’s brother Carl said. His leer lasted just long enough to catch sight of his sister. “Shit, Thea! Mom catches you here and she’ll blister your hide.”

“Leave her alone, Carl,” Hope had snapped.

Carl sucked in his breath and squinted at them. “Hope. Charlene. Valerie. What are you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be at home having a slumber party?”

Hope walked up to Carl and hit him on the bill of his baseball cap. “You are such an ass.”

“Hey, Carl, your sisters are hot,” another guy teased, and the group roared when Carl’s expression darkened.

“You all need to get out of here.”

Finally, Thea had stepped in and stood up to her brother. “We’ll go when we’re damn ready,” she’d said with a sniff. “Come on, we should keep moving to the party.”

The rest of the guys booed and the one eyeing Thea had said, “Forget Carl. Hang with us.”

“Where are you going?” Charlene asked.

While the rest of the group argued and made suggestions, Val’s gaze kept straying to the quiet guy, who seemed to be watching her with a small smile, his ball cap set low over his eyes. Val’s heart was drumming a loud tempo in her chest and she felt warm under his scrutiny.

Finally, when the group decided to head over to the high school for some mischief, the quiet guy stood up straight and advanced toward her. She hadn’t moved, even when his hand reached up, cradling the back of her head and his other arm went around her back. He’d kissed her fast, but his mouth was soft and gentle, sweeping his tongue out to run across her lips until she’d opened to him.

With a sigh, Val closed her eyes now and envisioned that kiss, the way it had felt to be swept up in the moment. The way he’d given her one more light kiss before whispering, “I’m Justin.”

A shrill ring cut into the memory and she frowned, glancing at the caller ID on her phone. Edward Willis.

She thought about not answering and letting it go to voice mail, but depending on how bad Ellie had rattled his temper, he might just come over instead.

“Hello, Dad.”

“Is she there with you?” His voice was a dark growl, something so deep she could imagine it coming from a bear more than a man.

“Of course she is. Where
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