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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Definitely not in Kansas anymore.

         Or, in Josie Kellum’s case, New York City. She’d barely stepped off the jet bridge and into the airport before she’d realized she was in for a culture shock. And that was saying a lot, considering her home state was a proud blend of people from around the world. All cultures and people except perhaps the sort that lived deep in the mountains of North Carolina.

         Readjusting the carry-on bag on her shoulder, Josie weaved her way toward Baggage Claim. Just looking around, she could guess who the locals were, arriving back home from their travels. They didn’t seem to be in a rush to go anywhere unlike the travelers she’d seen just a couple of hours ago at LaGuardia Airport. Even now, Josie was rushing, though her flight had landed early, and for the first time in ages, she wasn’t chasing a deadline.

         She stopped at Baggage Claim and retrieved her brightly colored luggage.

         Understandably, her best friend, Kaitlyn Russo, couldn’t meet her here today. Kaitlyn ran a successful bed and breakfast, which demanded someone always be there to play hostess. When Josie had assured Kaitlyn she could grab a cab to Sweetwater Springs, Kaitlyn had only laughed.

         “A forty-five-minute drive will cost you those red-soled shoes you love so much.”

         “Christian Louboutins,” Josie corrected. “And they’re more than shoes.” They were one of her only indulgences. “So I’ll just rent a car, then.”

         “When was the last time you actually drove a car, Jo?”

         Kaitlyn raised a good point. Josie took public transportation everywhere she went. She didn’t own a car, and she’d never driven one down the side of a mountain.

         “Don’t worry,” Kaitlyn told her. “I’ll find someone to pick you up. Mitch has a friend that drives that way all the time. Maybe he can swing by and drive you in.”

         Mitch’s friend. That was the extent of Josie’s knowledge on who she was looking for right now as she scanned the surrounding area. There were a few people standing against the wall near Baggage Claim. An older man with white hair. A middle-aged guy in a uniform of some sort. Maybe Josie should’ve thought to make a sign to hold up that read MITCH’S FRIEND.

         As she was pondering what to do next, someone grabbed her left shoulder. Reflexively, Josie whirled around, catching one heel of her Christian Louboutins on the wheel of her rolling luggage. She tried to steady herself with the handle but it retracted with her quick movement.

         Am I being mugged? Her gaze darted to her checked laptop bag as she stumbled. Luckily the front flap was still open from where she’d grabbed a breath mint earlier. Grabbing her can of pepper spray, she righted her body and met two darker-than-night eyes cast in a tanned, angular face. The man had shoulder-length, silky black hair, and he was, for lack of a better word—which was saying a lot for a journalist—gorgeous.

         She held up the spray, targeting the man’s face. She’d purchased the can after taking a self-defense class recently. It’d been research for an article that her new boss had shot down with sniper efficiency, saying it wasn’t sexy enough. What did Bart know though? Protection in all senses of the word was very sexy.

         “Whoa!” Her attacker took several steps backward and held up his hands. “What are you doing?”

         “Defending myself. You grabbed me from behind.”

         His brows gathered. He could be a model. He didn’t need to attack innocent women if he was struggling financially. This guy was far better looking than some of the models in the popular magazine that she worked for.

         “I didn’t grab you from behind. I tapped your shoulder…Are you Kaitlyn’s friend?”

         Josie swallowed hard. “Are you…Mitch’s friend?”

         He gave a small nod before glancing back down at the pepper spray still primed at his face.

         “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to touch strangers without a proper greeting?” she asked, shoving her can into her luggage. “That’ll get you killed in some places.”

         “And evidently blinded here,” he muttered, rolling out his shoulders. “No good deed goes unpunished.”

         Josie cringed. “I’m sorry. I just…I was expecting you to be holding a sign and standing over there.” She gestured toward the small group of people along the wall.

         The man followed her gaze. “Okay. Any other expectations I should know about?” he asked, looking back at her. “Because I happen to like my eyes. I prefer to keep them.”

         She kind of liked his eyes too. And his face. His skin was a perfect bronze color, which, coupled with his high cheekbones, made her suspect that he had American Indian heritage. “Um, no. Well, yes. I guess we should make proper introductions since we’ll be spending the next forty-five minutes in your vehicle together.” She held out her hand. “I’m Josie Kellum. Aka Kaitlyn’s friend.”

         He took her hand, and a shock wave of warm tingles slid up her fingers and down her spine. “Tuck Locklear. Mitch’s friend.” He looked down at her luggage. “I’d like to help you with your bags, if that’s okay.”

         Her cheeks flared hot. “Um, yes. That would be great. Thank you.”

         Way to go, Josie. She tended to get a little high-strung after pulling several late-nighters in a row. It was a combination of not enough sleep, too much caffeine, and too little human interaction. She’d needed to finish up edits on a few articles before this trip though. That way she could relax a little bit and let her hair down, so to speak. There was also her overactive imagination, a hazard of being a writer, that had made her leap from an uninvited touch to the assumption that she was being mugged.

         Tuck led her to a blue Jeep Wrangler Sahara in the parking lot and loaded her luggage into the back while she climbed into the passenger seat, where a large chocolate Lab lifted her head from the floorboard behind her.

         “Oh, hi there. And who are you?” she asked, turning to pet the dog’s head.

         Tuck climbed into the driver’s seat. “This is Shadow,” he told her before addressing the dog. “Lie down.”

         Shadow looked at Josie once more and then did as Tuck asked.

         Josie noticed the dog’s harness read THERAPY DOG in large block letters. She wondered why Tuck needed one, but considering they’d only just met and she’d already tried to single-handedly blind him, it was probably best not to pry. “Thank you again for picking me up,” she said, facing forward and pulling on her seat belt.

         “It’s not a problem.”

         She waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she filled the silence with the next obvious question. “So, what do you do?”

         “Do?” He glanced over.

         “For a living. I’m the executive editor for the lifestyle section of Loving Life magazine.”

         Work was always her crutch in social situations. Other people tended to tell tales of their latest vacation. Or they whipped out pictures of their significant other or their pair of angelic-looking kids. Some even had cute, far-too-spoiled dogs that they showed off proudly on their cell phones. Everyone had someone, even Lisa Loner, the woman who’d been dubbed the office’s wallflower. Just last week, Josie had been cornered by Lisa in the hall while going for her third cup of coffee. Lisa had been bubbling with excitement to show off her new engagement ring and tell the dramatic story of how the guy she’d just met had proposed.

         Even though Josie was skeptical of the whirlwind relationship, she also found herself feeling a void in some way. She’d chosen her career over chasing dreams of romance and a family of her own. A successful career is what she’d always wanted but somehow, lately, it didn’t seem to be enough.

         “I do physical therapy,” Tuck said.

         “Oh.” Josie looked over, trying to fit her driver into the mold of all the physical therapists she’d met before. Most of them were clean-cut ex-jocks wearing khakis and polo shirts. Although handsome, Tuck had hair that scraped along the tops of his shoulders and his muscles were lean rather than bulky. He wore a relaxed pair of jeans and a gray T-shirt. “Kaitlyn said you come this way often. Do you work at a hospital nearby?” she asked.

         “There you go with those expectations again.” A smile lifted his defined cheeks. “No, I see patients in the wild, meaning at their homes, out in public, and sometimes literally in the woods. It’s more natural than using exercise machines in an air-conditioned building with a TV mounted on the wall.”

         “Sounds interesting,” she said, keeping to herself the fact that, if she were a patient, she’d prefer the machines and daytime television.

         “Shadow is my partner. She works alongside me most of the time.”

         Hearing her name, the Lab lifted her head once more.

         Josie was about to pet her but then pulled her hand away. She’d written an article on canine-assisted therapy once. There were rules about socializing with the dogs.

         “It’s okay,” Tuck said. “Shadow isn’t working right now.”

         “Oh. Good.” Josie moved her hand and petted the top of Shadow’s head. She was soft and leaned into Josie’s touch. “What a good girl you are.” Even though the dog wasn’t working right now, Josie felt herself immediately relax.

         Then her cell phone dinged loudly from her purse. She faced forward, pulled the phone out, and checked the caller ID. Her stress level immediately jumped right back up—both because work was a major stressor these days and because she’d taken that moment to glance out her window at the steep drop of the mountainside.

         She turned away from the window only to lay eyes on her driver, which spiked her blood pressure for a whole different reason.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuck knew the type. Work obsessed, self-absorbed, and judging by her luggage and fancy leather purse, materialistic.

         Not his type.

         He listened as Josie talked on the phone, suddenly sounding firm and a tad bossy. His own phone vibrated in the middle console. He shifted his gaze for just a second as he navigated down the mountain. Sweetwater Springs was only another ten miles away, and he couldn’t get his passenger to her destination soon enough.

         Tuck recognized the number on his caller ID as the same one that had called earlier in the day. A Beverly Sanders had left a message asking him to call her back. He hadn’t yet. He wondered if the woman was a prospective patient. If so, she should’ve called his office number. He had a secretary that he shared with the local home-health occupational and speech therapists in Sweetwater Springs. Only current patients got his cell number, and only to use during emergencies.

         After a moment, his phone dinged with another voicemail. He’d check it later. Right now, his passenger was still talking on her own phone.

         “All right, Dana. Yeah. I’ll take care of it…I know I’m on vacation but this can’t wait. Uh-huh. Bye.” Josie clicked a button on her phone and placed it on her lap.

         From the corner of his eye, Tuck caught her looking at him. She opened her mouth to speak. Can’t we just ride in silence the rest of the way?

         “So, Kaitlyn and Mitch are happy, huh?” she said.

         Tuck gave a small nod. “Mitch is happier than I’ve seen him in a long time.” And Mitch deserved it after all his years of running from the ghosts of his past. Tuck, on the other hand, was faced with his late wife’s ghost every day. Even now, after moving to a new home on Blueberry Creek last winter, Renee seemed to be everywhere.

         His fingers gripped the steering wheel tightly as he refocused on Josie.

         “Kaitlyn seems happy too,” she said. “I miss her back home in New York. We used to have lunch together at least once a week.”

         Tuck guessed that Josie had to schedule those lunch dates in her calendar. She probably had to schedule her showers too.

         And he shouldn’t be thinking about her in the shower. While they might not have clicked personality-wise, her looks hadn’t gone unnoticed. Although a widower, he was still a red-blooded male who hadn’t had sex in over two years. Josie had long, blond hair that was pulled back in a tight ponytail at her nape. Her skin was smooth and creamy. When she’d captured his attention with a can of pepper spray primed at his face, he’d stared at her long enough to see that her eyes were almost a turquoise blue.

         Her phone made a ridiculous, high-pitched meow from her lap.

         Shadow stood at attention in the back seat and gave a soft woof.

         “Sorry. That’s just a text message alert,” she told Shadow. “I don’t have any cats stowed away with me—I promise.” She read the text and started laughing to herself.

         In contrast to the meow, this was a pleasant sound. Tuck caught himself smiling for a moment.

         Then Josie’s phone meowed again. And again. It continued to meow while her fingers tapped along the screen rapidly in response until he turned his Jeep onto Mistletoe Lane where the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast was located.

         He pulled into the driveway of the two-story Victorian house that his friend Mitch and his fiancée, Kaitlyn, had inherited last October and parked. “This is it.”

         “Wow.” Josie stared out his windshield at the inn for a moment. “I can’t believe Kaitlyn owns this place. It’s amazing.”

         “You should see the inside. She’s a talented interior designer.”

         Josie turned to him. “She’s the best at everything she does, including being a friend.”

         The warmth in her voice and her eyes intrigued him. Maybe there was more to her than fancy clothes and luggage. Not that it mattered.

         Tuck looked away to keep from staring. “I’ll, uh, get your bags and help you in.” He hopped out and walked around to the back of the Jeep.

         Josie was standing beside him before he knew it with her laptop bag thrown over her shoulder along with that expensive-looking purse. “I got it,” she said. “Thanks again for the ride.”

         Without waiting for him to respond, she grabbed the handle of her luggage from his hand and smiled up at him. Fresh faced and beautiful. She didn’t wear a lot of makeup, which was a quality he liked about a woman.

         “You sure? I don’t mind,” he said.

         “Positive.” She held out her other hand.

         “What’s that?” He looked down at the folded cash in her palm.

         “For your troubles.”

         He lifted his gaze to those turquoise eyes. “I’m not a cabdriver, and it wasn’t any trouble.”

         She tilted her head to one side, revealing the delicious curve where her neck met her shoulder. “I know, but you didn’t have to go out of your way for me.”

         If he couldn’t tell by looking at her, this would have given away the fact that she wasn’t from around here. People in Sweetwater Springs didn’t mind helping each other out. It was one of the things he appreciated about his hometown. He’d seen the stark contrast of other communities when he’d gone away to college, first for his bachelor’s degree and then for his doctorate of physical therapy. As far as he knew, there was no other town quite like this one, which was why he was never leaving again.

         He pushed her money toward her, his hand sweeping over hers in an unexpected touch. Her skin was soft, and he didn’t pull away immediately.

         Josie’s eyes widened just a fraction, and something buzzed between them. Whatever it was, it was unwelcome.

         “Josie, you made it!” Kaitlyn called out as she headed down the porch steps of the house.

         Josie turned her attention to Kaitlyn, and both women squealed with delight. Tuck imagined that Shadow was standing at alert in the back seat again, his cue to get back in the Jeep and leave.

         “Thank you, Tuck!” Kaitlyn called.

         “No problem.” He waved and quickly shut the door behind him, barring any further encounters he might have with Josie. Besides, he was running late for dinner with his friend Alex Baker, the police chief in Sweetwater Springs. Before going to the Tipsy Tavern, however, he needed to drop Shadow off at home.

         Tuck was almost to his cottage on Blueberry Creek when his phone started to ring. The caller ID showed the same number that had called before. That woman was bent on talking to him tonight. He moved to connect the call and find out why but stopped short when he heard a high-pitched meowing from the passenger seat. It meowed a second time, and Tuck couldn’t help grinning. Josie Kellum was undoubtedly losing her mind right about now.

         He parked in his driveway and commanded Shadow to follow him into the backyard. Then he returned to his Jeep and wavered only momentarily on which direction to drive. Back to the inn to return Josie’s cell phone or to his dinner destination? He couldn’t keep the chief of Sweetwater Springs police waiting, now could he?

         There was something about Josie Kellum that left him unnerved and restless; he didn’t want to see her again tonight. Besides, maybe it would do her good to disconnect from her busy city life for just a while longer.

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Josie felt naked.

         She never went anywhere without her cell phone, and now she’d been without it for almost three hours. She’d used Kaitlyn’s cell phone to call at least a dozen times already with no success. “Where is Tuck and why isn’t he answering his phone?”

         “He’s probably out grabbing a bite with Mitch and Alex,” Kaitlyn said, as she pulled various items from her cabinets and fridge. Mr. Darcy, Kaitlyn’s golden retriever who lived at the inn, wagged his tail expectantly at her feet, as if hoping that some bread crumb would drop. “Don’t worry. As soon as he realizes he has your phone, I’m positive he’ll return it.”

         Josie wasn’t so sure about that. She hadn’t exactly made the best impression on the man. Maybe he was getting payback for when she’d pulled a can of pepper spray on him. But instead of voicing her concerns, she simply nodded from the kitchen island where Kaitlyn had set her up with a deep glass of red wine—bless her—and watched as her friend prepared some kind of delicious pastry that she planned on serving for tomorrow’s breakfast.

         Josie’s stomach grumbled softly. The only thing she’d eaten today was a pack of graham crackers that the flight attendant had handed her. “Speaking of food…”

         Kaitlyn glanced over her shoulder. “I thought we’d order pizza tonight if that’s okay.”

         “You don’t cook for the guests?”

         “Breakfast, yes, but other than some finger foods, they’re on their own after that. Most guests go out, which we can do if you’d rather. I figured, after your flight, you might just want to settle in though. We can eat, watch romantic comedies, drink, and catch up. Just like the old days.”

         Mr. Darcy woofed softly.

         “Yes, you can come too,” Kaitlyn told the dog with a grin.

         The old days had only been last year but it felt like forever ago. Josie missed having her best friend nearby. FaceTime or Skype didn’t compare. And watching chick flicks was lonely without Kaitlyn laughing beside her. “Sounds nice.”

         “Great.” Kaitlyn pulled her gaze from the dog back up to Josie. “I’ll order the pizza as soon as I get these pastries wrapped and put away in the fridge.”

         Unlike Kaitlyn, Josie was pretty sure she didn’t have any hidden domestic side. Pressing a few buttons on her microwave was as much cooking as she did. And anytime someone handed her a baby, she felt like she could barely breathe.

         Josie lifted her glass of wine back to her lips and took a large sip. She was having a great night. There was no reason to spoil it with thoughts of the past. Especially not when Tuck Locklear was doing a fine job putting a damper on it himself. Unable to help herself, she grabbed Kaitlyn’s cell phone again and tapped the redial button. She’d already left Tuck several messages but one more wine-induced threat wouldn’t hurt.

         “Me again. You have my phone, and I know that you know. Please bring it back or I will text my phone all night and the meows will haunt you in your sleep.”

         When Josie clicked End, she looked up at Kaitlyn, whose brows were raised over wide eyes.

         “The meows will haunt you in your sleep?” Kaitlyn asked, her mouth twitching in a half grin. Then the two of them burst into laughter, causing Mr. Darcy to run in circles and yap excitedly between them.

         “I might have to cut you off early tonight,” Kaitlyn remarked when she could breathe again.

         This. This is what Josie had missed. Since Kaitlyn had left, her life had become a tad boring. She still had friends and went out but it wasn’t the same. She missed having someone to laugh with and talk about everything and nothing at all with.

         After finishing off a bottle of wine and a nineties-themed movie marathon, Josie retreated to her room. Every room at the inn was named after a romantic couple from books and movies. The room that Josie was staying in was coincidently themed with one of her favorite Jane Austen novels, Pride and Prejudice.

         Josie closed the door and lay back on the queen-size bed. Without thinking, she reached inside her pocket for her phone, feeling the phantom vibration that had irritated her all evening. Right. Tuck had never returned her call or her cell phone.

         With a frustrated groan, she sat back up and retrieved some sleepwear from her luggage. After washing her face and letting her hair down, she climbed under the rose-print comforter and waited for sleep. It was too quiet for her body to settle down though. In the city, there was a constant buzz of energy, even when you were tucked away in your own little apartment.

         Sweetwater Springs didn’t have that. Behind these closed doors, she was alone with herself and nothing else. And being alone with herself was just a little too close for comfort.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuck arrived at the Tipsy Tavern to not one but two friends. “Hey, Mitch. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

         Mitch Hargrove had returned to Sweetwater Springs last fall and now worked at the local police department with Chief Alex Baker.

         Tuck turned to Alex. “How’d you wrangle Mitch away from Kaitlyn long enough to grab a meal with us?”

         “I may have threatened jail time,” Alex said, lifting a longneck bottle to his mouth.

         They all chuckled as Tuck slid into the booth across from them.

         “Kaitlyn is otherwise occupied by her friend Josie tonight,” Mitch explained.

         “Ah, yes. The princess from up north.”

         Mitch raised a brow. “I only got to spend a few minutes with her but she seemed nice enough.”

         “Try a forty-five-minute ride down Mount Pleasant while she talked and texted on her phone the entire time.”

         Alex’s face scrunched up. “Knowing you, that didn’t go too well.”

         “Not especially.” Tuck hadn’t gotten a cell phone for himself until his wife, Renee, had gotten sick. He’d needed to be reached quickly in case of an emergency. Before that, any messages could wait until he got back to his office or home. He wasn’t a fan of this age of immediate information. And watching people walk across the street with their gazes pinned to their screens was infuriating, even if it did account for at least some of his physical therapy business.

         “That’s a shame,” Mitch said. “I was thinking we might enlist you to take Josie out on the town one night. She’s beautiful, and you, my friend, have been celibate too long.”

         “Beauty doesn’t make the woman,” Tuck pointed out. “I’ve known far too many women who were nice to look at but I wouldn’t want to spend any amount of time with them.” Renee had been one of the exceptions. She had it all. Beauty, depth of character, and a kind heart.

         “He’s right,” Alex agreed, taking a sip of his drink. “I can vouch for that truth.”

         Mitch shook his head. “I don’t think so in this case. Kaitlyn wouldn’t have a friend that wasn’t also a good person. You two just got off on the wrong foot—that’s all.”

         Tuck considered this. He’d seen a shimmer of something surprising when Josie had spoken about Kaitlyn. She’d been warm, sincere. And that smile of hers when she’d looked at him…yeah. Maybe there was more to her than what met the eye. “She’s only here for a week, right?”

         Mitch nodded. “Which makes that perfect if you’re just looking for a casual hookup.”

         Tuck lifted his brows.

         “I’m just saying it’s been a while,” Mitch said.

         Tuck was just about to respond when a waitress stepped up and took their orders. Afterward, they fell back into easy conversation that thankfully didn’t return to Josie. He didn’t want to talk about his sex life, or lack thereof, or admit to the guys that he was holding Josie’s phone hostage, which seemed both immature and completely unlike him. But he’d already gone out of his way for her today.

         Ten minutes later, the waitress arrived with their burgers and fries and slid a plate in front of each of them.

         When she was gone, Alex looked at Tuck. “So how’s the new place working out?”

         Tuck twirled one of his sweet potato fries in a dab of ketchup. “Good. A little big for one man.” At least in comparison to the home he’d shared with Renee, which had seemed to be closing in around him since her death. “I’m considering renting out the room above the garage. It’s just more space than I know what to do with.” He reached for his glass of water and took a sip. “Then again, I like the peace and quiet of Hope Cottage. I’m not sure I want to disturb that by becoming someone’s landlord.”

         “That’s the nice part about the B and B,” Mitch offered. “It’s just for a couple of nights and then the guests leave. If you get someone who’s rude or loud or plain unbearable”—he shrugged—“it’s not much of a commitment. Renting a room long-term, however, could be miserable if you get the wrong tenant.”

         Alex lifted his brows with a slight nod. “Just ask Simon Griffin. I had to remove his renter by force last week because he wasn’t paying. And the place looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since the tenant moved in three years ago.”

         Tuck’s mouth puckered as if a lemon slice had been shoved in. “That’s terrible.”

         “And it’s not that uncommon.” Alex sandwiched his burger between his hands and took a bite.

         Tuck took a bite out of his own burger, reconsidering wanting to do something with his garage apartment after all. He didn’t have the time or energy for any kind of drama right now. He was finally in a place where he was enjoying life again. He loved his work, his home, and his dog. Adding a few horses to the stables out back would make things just about perfect.

         After their meal, all the men said their goodbyes, and Tuck got into his Jeep to drive home. Shadow was likely ready to go outside again, and Tuck couldn’t wait to lie on the couch and finish the murder mystery he’d been reading for the last couple of days.

         When he pulled into his pebbled driveway, he grabbed his cell phone from the console and saw that he had five missed calls with voicemails. He listened to them one by one while he opened the back door of his house and watched Shadow dart out into the darkness. He didn’t have a fence but she was an obedient dog. One command would send her sprinting back in his direction.

         The message that Beverly Sanders had left earlier when he’d been driving Josie from the airport played first.

         “Hi, Mr. Locklear. This is Beverly Sanders again. I called yesterday and asked you to contact me. You don’t know me but I would really like to talk to you.”

         He’d call her first thing tomorrow, he decided.

         The next voicemail played.

         “Me again. You have my phone and I know that you know. Please bring it back or I will text my phone all night and the meows will haunt you in your sleep.”

         This pulled an unexpected laugh out of him, a sound that sent Shadow running back in his direction. He let her inside, and then he locked the door, making a mental note to turn the volume off on Josie’s cell phone tonight.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Josie inhaled deeply as she set out on the walking trails behind the B&B. Wow. If she could bottle up this fresh mountain air stuff, she could make enough income to quit her job. Then she wouldn’t have to tolerate her new boss and his horrid article ideas.

         She was a serious journalist. She wrote things that mattered. Since Bart had taken over Loving Life magazine, he’d been pressuring her to write trash.

         Josie continued forward, following the cutesy signs staked in the ground that pointed the way. She’d only been in town for twenty-four hours, and she was already going slightly stir-crazy. Kaitlyn seemed to be in her element though. By the time Josie had climbed out of bed this morning, Kaitlyn had a full breakfast spread on one of the dining room tables. The other guests were chatting and making nice, and for a moment, Josie had felt this warmness spreading through her like the hot molasses on her stack of pancakes. That had quickly passed, however, when the cozy conversation at one of the tables had turned to her, the only single person in the room.

         “Do you have someone special in your life, dear?” a woman in her mid to late sixties had asked.

         The question didn’t used to bother Josie so much. She was proud of her career at a well-known magazine. Or she had been until Bart took over.

         Josie picked up her pace now, forcing herself to soak in her surroundings. The tall pines with their sappy scent. The chill of the spring air. Mountains towering in the distance. She was walking in a postcard right now. The article she’d written about Sweetwater Springs being a romantic holiday retreat last December hadn’t been a fabrication by any measure. This was a beautiful town. She could only imagine what a wonderful place it would be to spend Christmas and New Year’s.

         Bart had suggested titling the follow-up article that Josie wanted to write “Sex in the Sticks.” He’d clarified that she didn’t actually have to have sex. Nice of him, considering having sex wasn’t part of her job description.

         A bird fluttered by. She stopped in midstride to watch. Its feathers were a perfect blend of purple and pink, like a ripened raspberry. Josie had never seen a bird quite like this in the wild or otherwise. Not that she spent much time outdoors.

         “Beautiful,” she whispered, finding herself following it off the path. The bird dipped between trees, almost as if it were teasing her, luring her to whatever secret place it was going. Hopefully not into a lion’s den.

         No, there aren’t lions in the North Carolina mountains. But there were definitely bears.

         Her breath seized in her chest, and her feet froze. Perhaps following a bird off the path wasn’t such a great idea. Her gaze stayed on the vividly colored creature until it fluttered out of sight. Then she turned to head back to the trail.

         As she did, her foot caught on a knobby root that poked out of the soft ground, and her body went flying forward. Her right knee hit another hard root in the ground, taking the brunt of the fall. Then the rest of her body followed, making a forceful impact that shot the air right out of her lungs. She struggled to breathe for a moment as her world shifted and settled.

         Birds tweeted in the tree limbs above, and it occurred to her that they might be laughing at the spectacle she’d just made of herself. Thankfully, no human was around to witness it.

         “Ouch,” she finally muttered. Her body was already aching three seconds after falling so this didn’t look good for the rest of her day.

         She reached for her phone to call for help, and then, adding insult to injury, she realized she didn’t have her phone, thanks to Tuck. She was beginning to think she would’ve been better off hitchhiking down the mountain than accepting his ride into Sweetwater Springs yesterday.

         This trip was supposed to be relaxing, and some parts had been so far. She and Kaitlyn had chatted and watched a couple of movies last night, and they’d gotten more time to catch up after breakfast. But now Josie had reached her limit being unplugged. She needed her phone back, and once she found Tuck, she intended to give him a piece of her mind.

         Josie sat up on her bottom, feeling pain spark behind her right knee. She pulled her leg in front of her to take a better look. A bright purple bruise was already forming around her inner knee, reminding her of when she’d taken a bad spill on the track in high school.

         This isn’t good.

         She looked up at the path ahead. How was she supposed to walk back to the B&B like this?

         Glancing around, she found a stick that she could use as a cane. It was thick enough to hold her weight and long enough so that she didn’t have to hunch. She moaned and squeaked in pain as she unfolded her body to stand. She took one baby step forward and heard the stick crack under her. Her arms flew out as she toppled side to side, desperately trying to stay upright on one good leg. After a moment, she placed just the big toe of her right foot down to balance. Instantaneous pain rocketed up through her knee and settled in her forehead.

         She stared down the path. How far had she gone? Maybe a mile. She’d seen those shows on TV where people got lost in the woods. There was a slew of things that could happen from this point on, and none of them were on her to-do list for this minivacation.

         There was no way she was going to be able to walk back so she’d just…scoot along on her butt like a crab. It would be dirty and more than a little embarrassing if Kaitlyn or any of the guests saw her. She’d just stop scooting and yell for help once she was close enough to the inn for people to hear her, she decided. Yeah.

         They didn’t call her the queen of good ideas for nothing. Actually, Kaitlyn was the only one who called her that, but it was true. In times of stress, Josie was the one who could find a solution, and considering her limited options right now, lowering to her bottom and dragging herself back to the inn was her only choice.

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         There were two items that Tuck had been avoiding all morning, and he was about to check them off in quick succession. Call Beverly Sanders back and see why she wanted to talk to him, and return Josie’s phone, which was now dead.

         He climbed into his Jeep and glanced over at Shadow in the passenger seat, giving her a gentle pat on the head. Seeing that she was secure, he backed out of his driveway and headed toward Mistletoe Lane and the Sweetwater B&B. He’d already pulled up Beverly Sander’s contact information and only needed to tap Dial as he drove.

         As he listened to the phone ring, he readied his greeting. The call went straight to voicemail. Even better.

         “Hi. This is Tuck Locklear returning your call. I’ll be home after five o’clock this evening if you would like to talk to me then. Have a nice day.”

         He disconnected the call and enjoyed the remainder of the quiet drive. As he pulled into the driveway of the inn, an uneasiness spread through his gut and chest. Perhaps he should’ve swung by before his first appointment this morning.

         He checked the watch he wore on his wrist. It was just after noon. Maybe he’d taken this little irritation too far.

         “Tuck!” Kaitlyn said when she opened the door with her young golden retriever at her side. Mitch had brought the dog to Tuck’s place for a sort of playdate with Shadow a few weeks ago.

         The pup brushed against his jeans, no doubt leaving behind a scent that would leave Shadow restless all day. Tuck dipped to pat the pup’s head and then returned to standing. He faced Kaitlyn, whose smile had now twisted into a stern line.

         “I told Josie to give you the benefit of the doubt, that you didn’t realize you still had her phone.”

         “Pleading the Fifth,” Tuck muttered. He pulled at the thin silver chain he wore around his neck as if it were suddenly choking him, even though he’d been wearing it since his grandfather had given it to him as a child. The circular pendant held an engraved image of a bear, reminding him of his character—temporarily derailed by his beautiful passenger yesterday. Releasing the chain, he pulled Josie’s phone out of his pocket. “Will you return this to her, please?” If he was lucky, he could sprint back to his Jeep and avoid any altercation.

         “Actually, I need your help. Josie went for a walk on the trails out back over an hour ago and hasn’t returned. I’m starting to get a little worried about her.”

         Tuck stiffened.

         “Mitch is working at the police station, and Gina is out doing errands this morning.” Gina was Mitch’s mom, and she helped run the bed and breakfast. “I’m all alone here so I can’t really leave the guests. Mr. Cooper is on oxygen, and he keeps trying to light up a cigarette. I’m afraid he’ll burn down the inn when I’m not looking.”

         “You want me to look for Josie on the trails?” Tuck asked. He was never one to turn down a request for help but his mind was thinking in sonic speed about a way to say no to this one.

         “Please,” Kaitlyn said. “I walk the trails every afternoon, and it shouldn’t take more than an hour. The path is clearly marked so I can’t imagine she veered off.”

         “Maybe she’s just nature-watching,” he suggested.

         Kaitlyn frowned. “Josie doesn’t nature-watch.”

         Tuck’s mom, who educated the community and anyone who’d listen on the Cherokee culture, would call this justice. She always taught him that good deeds were rewarded and that the bad were punished. Having to meet a woman scorned on a beaten path alone was some form of karma.

         Tuck massaged his forehead and then reluctantly agreed. “Let me grab Shadow from the vehicle. She’d probably love to take a hike anyway.”

         “Thank you so much. I’m sure Josie is fine, but…”

         “But she’s new here and doesn’t have a phone.” He shoved Josie’s cell phone back into his pocket. He’d grab his own from the Jeep’s console just in case.

         A couple of minutes later, with Shadow at his side, he set off behind the Sweetwater B&B. It was a beautiful March day. From the hiking trail that Kaitlyn and Mitch had added here, one could appreciate nature at its finest. And from various breaks in the trees, Mount Pleasant could be seen reaching up into the low-hanging clouds. Maybe he should start using this trail for some of his physical therapy patients. He had his own path along Blueberry Creek but he’d found that a variety of environments made for good distraction when someone was in physical pain. He’d talk to Kaitlyn and Mitch about it later.

         But first, he needed to find the city princess.

         After another ten minutes or so, Shadow paused, probably sensing a squirrel or rabbit, and then took off running around the next bend. Tuck kept his pace steady until he heard a woman’s shriek. Breaking into a jog, he stopped short of a disheveled Josie on the ground. Judging by the markings on the dirt path behind her, she was dragging herself.

         She looked up with a dirt-smudged face and a fiery glint in her blue eyes. “You!”

         Shadow, always eager to help, nudged her damp nose to Josie’s cheek, the equivalent of a canine kiss. Josie pushed the dog away from her face and then grimaced.

         “Are you hurt?” He’d tried not to notice her soft curves yesterday but now it was unavoidable as he scanned her body for the source of her pain. These were the mountains. It was only March so he doubted she would’ve been bit by a rattlesnake, but there were other critters that could’ve snapped at her flesh.

         She was wearing shorts that stopped midthigh, giving him a delicious view of her toned legs. There was no question she worked out in some way or another. Guessing by the shape of her calves, she was a runner.

         “It’s my knee,” she huffed, pulling her right leg out in front of her. “I tripped on one of the tree roots out here.”

         Tuck closed the distance and squatted in front of her to get a better look. He gently touched the flesh along the inner kneecap.

         She clutched the back of her thigh. “Ow!”

         “You’ll need to take a trip to see Dr. Miles to make sure you haven’t torn any ligaments. He’s a good doctor. I work with him a lot.” Tuck looked around. “I’m surprised the path had any roots. It seems pretty smooth out here.”

         Josie averted her gaze. “I might have stepped off the path.”

         “You what? Didn’t you see the signs telling you not to? You could’ve gotten attacked by a wild animal or gotten lost out here. There are stories of people vanishing out in the mountain forest, you know?” Although every time Tuck heard those stories, he’d wondered if the lost people just didn’t want to be found. On occasion, he’d thought to himself how wonderful it would be to disappear from the world himself. He had survival skills though, and he seriously doubted that Josie did.

         “If I had gotten lost, I’d just call someone,” she said, her expression now tight with more than just pain. “Oh, wait. I couldn’t because someone stole my phone.”

         Tuck sighed dejectedly. “I didn’t steal your phone. You left it in my Jeep. And it wouldn’t have done you any good out here anyway. I doubt there’s reception.” He pulled her cell phone from his pocket and handed it over.

         When she took it, she tapped the screen quickly and then huffed. “We’ll never know because it’s dead.”

         “Of course it is. It meowed with your incoming text messages to me all night.” Tuck took that moment to straighten and return to his feet, just in case Josie decided to attack him like a feral animal.

         “Not all night,” Josie objected. “Kaitlyn took her phone with her to bed.”

         He laughed and then asked, “Can you walk?”

         “If I could walk, would I have been scooting on the ground?”

         Tuck massaged one side of his temple. He was going to have to carry her the half mile back to the inn. That presented all kinds of problems. He doubted she was heavy, but he was attracted to her, even if he didn’t want to be. And she smelled like a field of honeysuckle. Holding her close wasn’t a good idea, and he suspected she’d hate the suggestion as much as he did.

         “Why are you staring at me like that?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

         He hadn’t realized he was. “I have to get you back down the trail. If you can’t walk, then I’ll need to do it another way.”

         Josie seemed to process this. “Don’t Mitch and Kaitlyn have a golf cart or something you can use to come pick me up?”

         He resisted explaining to the city princess that this wasn’t a golf course. “No. And they don’t have a horse and carriage either. My Jeep won’t fit down these trails so it looks like I’ll have to carry you.”

         “Carry me?” Her eyes widened, and her pretty pink mouth popped open. “No, no, no, no. I’ll walk.”

         “You just said you can’t.”

         “I was mistaken. Can’t isn’t in my vocabulary.” She shifted around, grimacing and squeaking in pain until she was on her feet. At least she was wearing sneakers. The pallor of her skin told him there was no way this woman was going to make it down that path without him though, no matter how determined she was.

         Not waiting for her to come to her senses, he grabbed her arm and draped it around his shoulder, pulling her body flush against his side as she stood. A buzz of awareness came alive in his stomach, like a beehive disturbed.

         “What are you doing?”

         “Helping you. Again.”

         “I don’t need—” She stopped talking when he turned and leveled her with a look. Their faces were so close that it would have been all too easy to find a different method to silence her. Without thinking, his gaze dropped to her deep-pink lips. Did she taste as sweet as she smelled?

         He quickly looked away. Mitch was right. He’d been celibate too long. Long enough to be at risk for making a paramount mistake—because that’s exactly what kissing Josie would be.

         
            *  *  *

         

         This must be what natural childbirth feels like.

         Josie had been walking for nearly half a mile, doing her best not to limp and make unattractive noises every time her right foot went down.

         Instead, she was distracting herself by stealing glances to the side and admiring Tuck’s profile. His silky black hair was pulled back today, making a short ponytail. And there was no doubt about it—a man with a ponytail was hot.

         “I thought you said we were only half a mile away,” she said in a strained voice.

         “We were. We’re almost there. See?” He pointed at a bend in the path. “Once we round that corner, we’ll be able to see the B and B.”

         If she weren’t in so much pain, she might have jumped for joy. Instead, she felt like collapsing. For a moment, that’s what she thought was happening when her body was swept up in Tuck’s arms and secured against his chest. He was gentle, keeping one arm under her knee to keep it extended.

         Shadow woofed from the ground below.

         Josie looked up at Tuck, whose face was only inches from hers. At this distance, she could peer into the depths of his eyes. There were splinters of light brown softening the deep-cocoa color.

         “You were starting to lean into that knee,” he explained. “I don’t want you to make it worse.”

         “Oh. Thank you.” She hesitated on her next comment because she was still upset with him about her phone. “And I’m sorry,” she finally said. “You must have things to be doing right now other than rescuing me.”

         “It’s okay. I’ll call my patients once I get you settled inside and let them know I’m running late.”

         Patients. Guilt flooded through her. She hadn’t even considered that he might be missing work because of her. “I saw a bird,” she heard herself say.

         His gaze lowered to hers, and at this distance, just a look felt strangely intimate for two people who barely knew each other.

         He lifted a brow without saying anything.

         “It was pink and purple. Gorgeous,” she said. Why am I so nervous all of a sudden? “That’s why I stepped off the path. I’ve never seen a bird like that one.”

         “A purple finch,” he said.

         “Oh.” Some part of her had thought the bird was one of a kind. That no one would believe her when she said she’d seen a brightly colored, magical little bird. Now she felt a bit silly. “So, there are lots around here?”

         He nodded. “There are a lot of great birds around here if you want to take up bird-watching.”

         Take up bird-watching. There was an idea for a future article. She’d likely have to head off into the country to find a multitude of birds though, and who had time for that?

         “Here we are,” Tuck said.

         Josie blinked the bed and breakfast into focus and smiled.

         “We need to get your leg up and put some ice on that knee. Hopefully Kaitlyn has some NSAIDs.”

         “NSAIDs?”

         “Aspirin or ibuprofen. If not, I’ll go get you some from the first-aid pack I keep in my Jeep.”

         Kaitlyn flew out the back door when they were only a few feet away. “What happened?” she asked, searching Josie frantically. “Why are you carrying her?” she asked Tuck.

         Instead of immediately responding, Tuck walked past Kaitlyn into the living area of the inn and then gently placed Josie on the couch.

         Both relief and disappointment swam through her. Josie had gotten quite cozy in Tuck’s strong embrace.

         Josie looked past Tuck at Kaitlyn. “I’m fine. I just tripped and busted my knee.”

         Kaitlyn gasped. “Did you step off the path?”

         “She was following a bird,” Tuck said, one corner of his mouth drawing up in a half grin.

         “A very pretty bird,” Josie defended, but the corners of her mouth pulled up as well.

         “Oh, there are some great birds down here.” Kaitlyn grabbed a couple of pillows and helped Josie position them behind her head. “The bluebirds are my favorite.”

         “You’ve only been here a few months, and you’re already one with nature?” Josie asked teasingly.

         “I put out bird feeders so the guests can watch them. I have a book that tells you what they are, if you’re interested.”

         Tuck had walked out of the room. He reappeared now with a glass of water and two white pills. “Here.” He handed her the water and medication. Then he sat on the edge of the couch and gently felt around her kneecap.

         Josie gritted her teeth, even though he was gentle. “You’re good with your hands,” she found herself saying. “But I’m not flirting, just pointing it out.”

         Those brown eyes of his seemed to dance as he looked up at her. “You need to get checked out by Dr. Miles. It looks like more than a contusion to me. Are you able to take her?” he asked Kaitlyn.

         She shook her head. “Gina went grocery shopping. She won’t be back for at least an hour. Can it wait?”

         “You guys, this is silly. I don’t need a doctor,” Josie said, even though her knee begged to differ.

         “I’ll take you myself,” he told Josie and then turned back to Kaitlyn. “Can Shadow stay here with Mr. Darcy?”

         “Of course. Mr. Darcy has been needing another playdate. I’m sure the guests would love an extra dog to love as well.”

         Tuck pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Great. I just need to cancel the rest of my appointments for the morning and then we can go. I’ll call Dr. Miles and let him know we’re coming.”

         Josie inwardly grimaced. She hated for Tuck to cancel his work on her behalf but what choice did she have? She was out of her element here in the North Carolina mountains, in more ways than one.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Tuck had been sitting in the waiting room of Dr. Miles’s office for almost an hour. Going into an examination room with Josie had felt a little too personal for two people who only just met yesterday. Then again, he’d already held her in his arms, memorized her smell, and was having fantasies about the feisty city princess.

         The waiting room door opened, and Josie hobbled clumsily out with a bulky air splint around her right knee. Dr. Miles followed behind her and smiled at Tuck.

         Tuck rose to his feet. “How is it?” he asked Josie, knowing Dr. Miles couldn’t tell him directly because of patient confidentiality laws.

         She sighed. “I sprained my knee. Not bad. Dr. Miles says rest and ice should do the trick.”

         Relief flooded through Tuck on her behalf. Josie didn’t seem like a woman who liked to slow down, which is exactly what a more serious injury would’ve done.

         “It’s just a grade one sprain of the medial collateral ligament,” Dr. Miles confirmed. “I expect, as long as you take it easy, Josie, your knee will be as good as new in a week’s time. Use the crutches today. After that, the knee brace I’ve given you should be sufficient.”

         Tuck took a closer look at the brace encasing her joint.

         “I’m also prescribing physical therapy to teach Josie some strengthening and stability exercises that she can do on her own to tighten up that MCL. Do you know any good PTs?” he asked Tuck.

         Tuck looked up. “Not in New York I don’t.”

         “Josie says she’s staying for a week. She only needs a couple sessions to get her started,” Dr. Miles said. He handed Tuck a prescription with “Physical therapy” scrawled in classic doctor’s handwriting. Tuck swore that doctors took a medical school course on the fine art of barely legible script.

         “Tuck is the best PT in town, if you ask me,” Dr. Miles told Josie, who was leaning heavily onto her crutches. She was no doubt tired and needed to go back to the inn and rest.

         Josie looked at Tuck. “I’m not sure if he has room in his busy schedule,” she told the doctor.

         “I can fit you in,” Tuck answered with a small nod.

         “Oh, good.” Dr. Miles turned to Josie and patted her back softly. “You’re in good hands.”

         That was part of Tuck’s hesitation. His hands were itching to get hold of Josie’s curves, and now he had doctor’s orders to do so.

         After helping her to his Jeep, he got behind the wheel and started driving back to the inn.

         “I’ve been a huge inconvenience to you since I got here,” she said after a few minutes. “If you want to back out of therapy, I understand.”

         He glanced over and saw vulnerability flash in her eyes. It surprised him that she cared about messing up his schedule or making him go out of his way. Perhaps he’d misjudged her based on a false first impression. Granted, she’d pulled a can of pepper spray on him. “It’s okay. And Dr. Miles is right. You need to learn some stability exercises to keep you from injuring it further. I just discharged a patient on my caseload so I have a spot for you in the mornings this week. I’ll swing by, and we’ll get started tomorrow. How does that sound?”

         “Great. Thank you.”

         He saw her shake her head from his peripheral vision.

         “I just can’t believe this is happening. It was so stupid to follow that bird,” she said.

         Tuck laughed softly. “Next time, follow the signs.”

         “I promise. I guess this’ll keep me from my daily jogs, won’t it?”

         “I’d stick to walking for the time being,” Tuck advised. “And keep your bird-watching strictly on the trail.”

         Josie laughed. The sound made him glance over just in time to see her lips part and her head tip slightly back, elongating her neck.

         His heart thumped to life at the sight of her. The tight ponytail she’d had earlier was loose from her struggle on the trail and her visit to see Dr. Miles. For a moment, Tuck imagined pulling the tie away and letting her hair spill over her shoulders. Then kissing that neck of hers until she forgot all about the pain in her knee.

         He turned into the driveway of the Sweetwater Bed and Breakfast, hot and bothered. He needed to go for a walk himself tonight. He got out of the Jeep, retrieved Josie’s crutches, and helped her make her way back inside to the couch.

         “Mitch can help her get upstairs to her room tonight,” Kaitlyn told Tuck. “Thank you so much. Why don’t you come to breakfast tomorrow before Josie’s appointment? It’s the least I can do to thank you for taking such good care of my best friend.”

         “I’ll take a rain check on that,” he said. “I have a patient at seven a.m.”

         “That’s so early,” Josie said from the couch.

         “I’ll be heading here after that,” he told her. “Be up and ready to work. Until then, keep it iced and elevated on a pillow.”

         “Got it.”

         Kaitlyn walked him and Shadow to the door and showed them out. As Tuck got into his vehicle and settled Shadow in the passenger seat, he found himself dreading tomorrow’s appointment with Josie almost as much as he was looking forward to it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Later that evening, Tuck grabbed some meat from the fridge and carried it to the grill on his back deck. He’d been waiting all afternoon to sit out here with his perfect view and grill a steak. Then he and Shadow would play a little fetch, watch the sunset, and go to bed—his idea of a perfect day.

         His cell phone buzzed as he lit the charcoal. It was Beverly Sanders’s number again. Time to unravel this mystery of why she seemed so intent on getting hold of him.

         “Hello,” he said, focusing his gaze on the horizon.

         “Hi, is this Tuck Locklear?”

         “That’s me.”

         “This is Beverly Sanders,” she said. “I got your contact information from an acquaintance and was hoping that you could help me.” She was interrupted by a cough that seemed to carry on for a solid minute. “I’m sorry,” she finally said. “I’m afraid I’ve been quite sick these days.”

         “I’m sorry to hear that.”

         “Thank you. My eleven-year-old granddaughter, Maddie, was in a car accident with her mother last fall. Her mother, my daughter, died, and Maddie was injured very badly.”

         Tuck walked to a nearby chair and dropped down in it
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